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the size 
of trees 
perched 

atop decaying stems. Many of these trees 
will succumb to the biomechanical forces 
and partially or entirely collapse. Partial 
collapse can increase the likelihood of further 
failure and accelerated wood decay.

After this tree experienced a partial 
collapse, it was reduced in size in an attempt 
to prevent future failure. Unfortunately, the 
tree died after a bout with ash dieback a few 
years after pruning, but it has been retained 
due to its wildlife value. It still supports 
rare species of moss and lichen which will 
continue to grow while the bark is still intact. 

In hollows on the main stem or large limbs, 
the hermit beetle (Osmoderma eremita) 
continues to survive. This red list species 
is seldom seen but can be recognised by 
its cigar-shaped droppings, indicating that 
the beetle has been feeding in the tree. 
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W
hile attending the final project 
meeting for the VETcert project 
(a pan-European certification 
scheme for those who manage 

veteran trees) in Norrköping, Sweden, 
project partners were taken to a lapsed 
ash pollard. This was situated on the island 
of Djursö, in the province of Östergötland, 
which is in the south of the country. With a 
girth of 9.97m, this tree is quite a sight.

Historically, pollarding has been valuable 
to the local communities of Sweden, and 
trees were cut for either firewood or winter 
fodder for livestock. This practice has 
largely ceased across Europe due to the 
availability of coal, the growth of alternative 
heating options and gradual changes in 
agricultural practices. 

The cessation of pollarding results 
in regrowth growing unchecked and 
trees developing large crowns. With the 
increasing size of the regrowth, these 
trees become unstable. This is often made 
worse as the stems of pollards are typically 
hollow, with the result being regrowth often 
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A Swedish      
sanctuary 
DEAD TREES CAN PROVIDE RARE SPECIES OF FLORA 
AND FAUNA, AS THIS GREAT EXAMPLE OF A FALLEN 
ASH PROVES. JIM MULLHOLLAND REPORTS

This species is a saproxylic, as the larvae 
consume decaying wood before pupating 
into adult beetles. If the conditions are 
right, living trees can provide a constant 
supply of decaying wood, maintaining a 
habitat for this and many other species. 

A dead tree like this one, while still 
valuable, has only a finite amount of 
decaying wood resource. The gradual loss 
of this, including the loss of hollow trees, 
is one reason hermit beetle is rare and 
contributes to their dwindling numbers. 

Jim Mullholland is the Ancient Tree 
Forum’s training and technical officer.

Surveying the scene: the VETcert group visit the ash

Black beauties: two rare hermit beetles

Leaving evidence: the unusual 
cigar-shaped droppings 


