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Can photographs of 
ancient trees help 
protect them?

Marion Sidebottom, BSc (Hons), MA, LRPS, 

Artist in Residence at Epping Forest

www.marionsidebottom.co.uk

Ancient hornbeam, Warren Hill, Epping Forest. (© Marion Sidebottom)
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I am a photographer and artist living 
in Essex and a huge supporter of the 
valuable work of the Ancient Tree 
Forum (ATF). I was first introduced 
to the ATF in 2014 by Reg Harris, an 
arborist and supporter of the forum, 
who invited me to display my tree 
photographs at the 2015 ATF summer 
conference. This was the start of a 
journey which has led me to a project 
working in Epping Forest, exploring 
how beautiful images of trees can help 
raise public awareness about their 
conservation. 

I met Reg via Twitter as he had worked on 
an ancient hornbeam in Hatfield Forest 
that I had photographed for the Forest 
Stewardship Council’s photographic 

competition. At the time, I had been 
photographing trees for about a year 
and was experimenting with different 
techniques. In this image, I merged 
different exposures to create a highly 
detailed image which shows the aerial 
roots where the tree had been pollarded 
for hundreds of years.

My image won the ‘Terrific Trees’ category 
and a public vote to be overall winner. The 
other entries were excellent but I think I 
was more adept at roping in friends and 
family to vote for me and I won. This was 
a turning point for two reasons: 1) I won a 
day with Edward Parker, an environmental 
photographer who became a friend and 
mentor; 2) Reg Harris of the ATF spotted 
my work, tweeted me and we met to talk 

trees at Hatfield Forest. I could not believe 
that other people felt as passionately 
about trees as I did. 

I was apprehensive about exhibiting 
my photographs at the ATF conference 
in 2015, but I received a very warm 
welcome and was astonished to be in 
the same room with nearly 200 people 
who all wanted to protect ancient trees. 
I was also impressed with the wide 
range of backgrounds these people 
had; they ranged from tree surgeons to 
consultants, tree officers, mycologists and 
entomologists. At the conference I made 
friends, networked, was inspired and was 
again encouraged to continue with my tree 
photography.

Since 2015 I have regularly joined the East 
Anglian Group of the ATF on visits to some 
incredible ancient tree sites and started 
to learn about the importance of ancient 
trees from different viewpoints. Along the 
way, I have met some inspiring people 
such as Ted Green, a founder of the ATF, 
and Jill Butler. Last year I attended my 
second ATF conference and was given an 
important introduction to Dr Jeremy Dagley 
who is Head of Conservation at Epping 
Forest.

The project: You Can’t See 
the Trees for the Woods!

This was another turning point in my life. 
Jeremy was keen to work together on a 
photographic project at Epping Forest 
but we quickly discovered that the City 
of London, although offering to put in 
staff time, had no funding for this type 
of scheme. Encouraged and advised by 
Jeremy and Jacqueline Eggleston, the 
Head of Visitor Services, I put together 
a proposal to the Arts Council for a 
one-year project at Epping Forest. It took 
two months to write the project plan and 
proposal and three months for the Arts 
Council to come to a decision. In April 
of this year I was thrilled to be awarded 
funding to be Artist in Residence at Epping 
Forest for two days a week for a year.

My project is called ‘You Can’t See the 
Trees for the Woods’, which is a phrase 
coined by Jeremy about Epping Forest as 
it is so dense that its important keystone 
trees are often overlooked. The project is 
in two parts.

In part one I am working with Jeremy to 
identify and take photographic portraits 
of some of the important keystone trees 
around Epping Forest at a point in time 
before the landscape is changed by 
threats to trees such as diseases and 
extreme weather events. The keystone trees 
were originally chosen by staff at Epping Split Tree, Winner of FSC UK Photography Competition in 2014. (© Marion Sidebottom)
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Forest according to criteria such as their 
ancient age and ecological importance. 
A collection of these photographs will be 
displayed in a pop up exhibition at The View 
Visitor Centre in Epping Forest on 13 and 
14 July to coincide with the ATF’s summer 
conference, which is being hosted there 
to celebrate 140 years of protection of the 
largest population of ancient and veteran 
trees in Britain.

In the second part of the project I will be 
documenting different user groups of 
the forest from scientists to dog walkers, 
and collecting stories and images of 
their favourite ancient trees for an online 
storybook and gallery, culminating with 
an exhibition in March 2018. I would love 
to hear from you if you have visited, lived 
or worked in Epping Forest and have any 
stories about ancient trees there. You 

can find me on Twitter, Facebook and 
Wordpress with links from my website 
www.marionsidebottom.co.uk or email 
me at marionside@btinternet.com. I 
would also be grateful for any support that 
tree people can give me with the project 
such as helping to publicise it, ‘follows’, 
‘likes’ and interaction on social media.  A 
condition of my funding is to evaluate my 
work and the more successful it is the 
more likely I will be to get grant funding for 
future projects

Since 2013 I have taken a journey 
from student to professional artist/
photographer, through hard work, tenacity 
and a strong belief and passion in what 
I am doing. I hope that this fascinating 
project encourages people to view ancient 
trees not only as valuable assets for their 
beauty and environmental importance but 
also for their cultural value to people on a 
personal level.

I would like to thank Epping Forest, the City 
of London and the Arts Council for their 
support in this project.

#ICanSeeTheTrees

A collection of Marion’s photographs will 
be displayed in a pop-up exhibition at The 
View Visitor Centre in Epping Forest on 
13 and 14 July to coincide with the ATF’s 
summer conference.

I’ve called this picture ‘Tesla Tree’ because 
of the oak’s resemblance to a plasma ball. 
Barn Hoppitt, Epping Forest. (© Marion 
Sidebottom)

Tree Reflection, Barn Hoppitt, Epping Forest 
2017. (© Marion Sidebottom)
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Trees – a Lifespan 
Approach
Neville Fay, Nigel de Berker, Dirk Dujesiefken, 
Jan-Willem de Groot

A review by Jonathan Meares

Trees – a Lifespan Approach is an 
innovative and thought-provoking 
new book which started life with 
discussion between Kamil Witkoś-
Gnach, Piotr Tyszko-Chmielowiec of 
Roads for Nature, Poland, and the 
authors – Neville Fay, Nigel de Berker, 
Dirk Dujesiefken and Jan-Willem de 
Groot.

As Trees and Conservation Manager for 
the City of London, where I have worked 
over the past decade in veteran and 
ancient tree management, I still consider 
myself to be in the ‘learning phase’ of this 
specialist area. I have had the great fortune 
to work closely with Neville Fay on specifi c 
aspects of veteran tree management 
and have been inspired by the Ancient 
Tree Forum whose work has transformed 
attitudes and practices in the UK and 
in Europe. My academic background in 
environmental science and conservation, 
which is inherently multidisciplinary and 
embraces evolutionary biology, plant 
physiology and ecology, has infl uenced 
my approach to arboriculture, which 
came to particular focus with having 
responsibility for veteran and ancient trees.

Guidance developed 
through collaboration

In recent years, arboriculture has adopted 
a more progressive scientifi c approach, 
with increasing emphasis on sharing 
knowledge and learning. This evolving 
collaborative trend is embodied in this 
new publication, which I feel confi dent 
will make an important contribution 
to the development of arboriculture in 
general and conservation arboriculture in 
particular. 

The concept of the book was fi rst aired at 
a seminar held in the Białowieža Forest 
in Poland in 2015 involving 30 specialists 
from across Europe, in which the authors 
presented the particular perspectives and 
expertise of their respective fi elds of study 
and practice (see The ARB Magazine 171, 
winter 2015, pages 36–39). The objective 
of the book is to weave these diverse, 
though connected, threads together into 

collaborative and informative guidance, 
while attempting to preserve the distinctive 
aspects, knowledge and writing styles of 
the authors.

The publication is intended to provide 
an understanding of tree processes to 
inform and guide management decisions. 
I found that to appreciate the full scope, 
meaning and signifi cance of the book it 
was worth investing the time in reading it in 
its entirety.

The ‘lifespan’ approach
A key theme explored by Neville Fay 
and Nigel de Berker is ‘the ancient tree 
paradigm’. Through understanding 
the long journey from youth to old 
age, particularly through observing 
ancient trees and the processes of 
senescence and rejuvenescence, we 
are better equipped to manage trees in 
all age classes, for health, longevity and 
sustainability.

This ‘lifespan’ approach will be refreshing 
for those readers (like me) accustomed 
to viewing ancient and veteran trees 
almost in isolation, as ‘survivors’ with 
past, earlier life stages lost in time. So 
much current literature on ancient and 
veteran trees is focused on conservation 
and management in the context of their 
inherent vulnerability. This book takes 
an important step back, to look at what 
we can learn from the management of 
younger developing trees, and how these 
practices can be used to ensure that these 
very same trees can develop into maturity 
so that they may one day become the 
veteran and ancient trees of the future. 

The three main chapters, while distinct, 
are interconnected and explore the 
management of different age classes 
in the context of survival strategies and 
longevity management. Factors that 
determine the ways trees may survive 
into the ancient phase are necessarily 
connected with the principles that guide 
young tree management.

In the urban context, planting and 
managing trees to become robust and 

resilient specimens involves 
pruning techniques that reduce the need 
for future pruning and help to ensure 
adaptation to growing conditions. Such 
formative pruning strategies serve to 
adapt trees to the urban setting patterns 
of growth with well-formed and structured 
crowns when mature that carry through 
to the ancient phase. If we are to maintain 
populations of trees with exceptional 
habitat value on account of their age, their 
conservation is critical, an appreciation 
that underpins the basis of the book and 
conservation arboriculture. 

Neville Fay and Nigel de Berker, who 
have collaborated for 20 years on 
veteran tree theory and management, 
en route delivering the Specialist Survey 
Method, in this publication bring the 
British experience of veteran and ancient 
trees into focus and consider some 
philosophical principles that underlie 
conservation arboriculture. While 
challenging, the discussion of concepts 
that underpin the lifespan approach 
leads to sensitive and robust practical 
tree management across all age classes, 
for the tree as an individual and as an 
ecosystem.

The concept of the ‘ancient tree paradigm’ 
becomes clearer when we compare it with 
approaches that are based on accepting 
low survival rates and short lifespans in 
trees, i.e. that are modelled on a ‘utilitarian 
tree’ paradigm. In the urban context, trees 
rarely pass into late maturity, with the 
majority being ‘prematurely’ removed, 
often having been subject to heavy 
pruning.

Conservation arboriculture addresses 
the various stages of ageing and the 
distinctive phases of veteran and ancient 
trees, along with the way trees respond to 
damage and decay and their management 
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needs. This is well illustrated in the text 
and contributes to understanding the 
conservation basis for intervention if trees 
of all age phases are to contribute to the 
natural and cultural heritage within our 
urban and rural landscapes. 

Ageing processes
A quote from Oliver Rackham – ‘10,000 
oaks of 100 years old are not a substitute 
for one 500-year-old oak’ – opens the 
final section, which takes a more critical 
look at ancient trees, noting that despite 
their exceptional importance, they are 
nonetheless an extremely vulnerable 
natural resource. Ancient trees by their 
very nature are relatively rare, and while 
the UK may have the greatest number of 
veteran oaks in Europe, they are subject 
to levels of decline and loss that bring into 
question their long-term sustainability.

Neville Fay and Nigel de Berker explore the 
ageing process through the perspective 
of compartmentalisation, comparing 
decay processes in different life-stages, 
described in terms of centripetal (outside 
in) and centrifugal (inside out) decay 
progression. The hollowing out of the 
heartwood through fungal decay of 
an ancient tree leads to recycling of its 
decayed material that forms the substrate 
for colonisers and for adventitious internal 
trunk roots to develop that re-use and re-
allocate nutrients for the continued survival 
of the tree.

The retrenchment of the post-mature 
crown is explored, a process that is likely 
to be accompanied by below-ground root 
retrenchment. Other complex survival 
processes run in parallel with ageing, 
including reiterative growth whereby the 
tree increasingly becomes a colonial 
organism, and, not unlike a coral reef, 
becomes an individual composed of semi-
autonomous parts.

The often forgotten reciprocal role of the 
root system combined with the soil is 
critical to underground processes that 
contribute to the value of ancient trees. 
This includes vast numbers of microbial 
species that colonise the area nearer the 
tree rather than further away, described 
as the ‘rhizosphere effect’. The authors 
illustrate in the closing section the changes 
in growth and form, through a 100-year 
photo sequence of the ‘Arthur Clough 
Oak’, which emphasises the long and 
slow process of change that occurs over 
‘tree-time’, a timescale that defies the 
human mind’s ability (even of professional 
specialists) to comprehend in real-time.

Returning to compartmentalisation, Dirk 
Dujesiefken looks at the original Shigo 
and Marx’s 1977 compartmentalisation 

model, the CODIT principle, and explains 
the basis for its reinterpretation. The 
revised CODIT model accounts for 
compartmentalisation as the tree’s 
reaction to damage or wounding through 
the necessity to prevent air entering into 
the closed vascular system. This section 
is excellently illustrated with colour 
photographs of the stages of (centripetal) 
compartmentalisation.

In the UK we are accustomed to carrying 
out tree work in the winter and early 
spring, an approach validated by the 
current guidance in BS3998. It may 
come as a surprise to some readers 
that the optimum period advocated for 
wound wood formation and effective 
barrier development is spring to early 
summer. The text compares different 
species in terms of good and bad 
‘compartmentalisers’, as indications of 
the potential for reiterative growth and the 
effectiveness of survival strategies. 

Long-term management
Holland has a long, well-documented 
history of planting and maintaining street 
trees. Encapsulated by the saying ‘A good 
start is half the work’, Jan-Willem de Groot 
introduces the principles behind the Dutch 
approach to early formative pruning, as 
a long-term carefully planned process to 
sustainably achieve well-formed resilience 
in urban trees. 

The Dutch system is accompanied by a 
powerful financial justification on the basis 
that early investment in establishment and 
pruning reduces later expensive invasive 
pruning operations that in turn lead to 
‘premature’ loss of established trees. The 
text usefully outlines clear guidance on 
identifying key parts of the developing 
crown for pruning with simple rules on how 
to focus pruning on removing future failure 
points. 

One of the really key points of interest 
here is that the pruning process will 
typically extend to 25 years. In the 
context of the lifespan approach, this 
is highly relevant and interweaves 
with the approach to veteran and 
ancient tree long-term management, 
for which Individual Tree Management 
Plans (ITMPs) typically span 25 (or 
more) years. The Dutch system for 
young trees, in committing to a similar 
management period, suggests a joined-
up methodology across age phases 
that reflects the notion of a tree-time (or 
lifespan) approach. 

This is a thought-provoking chapter, simple 
in its logical approach, that leads us to 
question why we do not adopt a similar 
approach in the UK. 

Dirk Dujesiefken looks at the 
maintenance of mature trees in the light 
of compartmentalisation and branch-
to-stem junctions and provides useful, 
clearly illustrated guidance on pruning 
those branch unions with and without 
branch collar structures. This is pertinent 
to current UK urban tree management, 
where budgetary cuts result in excessive 
pruning and unnecessary removal of 
well-established mature trees. The German 
experience provides guidance on tree 
crown stabilisation to support pruning 
methods, as a means to prevent the need 
for highly invasive pruning. 

In conclusion, Trees – a Lifespan Approach 
appeals to all those involved and 
interested in conservation arboriculture 
to adopt a long-term, ‘tree-time’ outlook 
to ensure that the veteran and ancient 
trees of ‘our time’ are not only carefully 
conserved but also replenished by viable 
successors. This means that stronger 
protection and new research based 
on the lifespan approach are needed 
that take account of the complex life 
processes of ancient trees. Hopefully this 
will be the beginning of many more 
collaborative works by this group of 
authors.

Download a copy of Trees – a Lifespan 
Approach from www.ancienttreeforum.
co.uk/resources/ancient-trees-books-shop/

These articles are provided by 
the Ancient Tree Forum, which 
champions the biological, cultural 
and heritage value of Britain’s 
ancient and veteran trees, and gives 
advice on their management at 
www.ancienttreeforum.co.uk.

From Trees – a Lifespan Approach.
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News  
update
VETcert gets under way
The Ancient Tree Forum and the Arboricultural Association 
are now working closely with partners from seven European 
countries on VETcert, the project which seeks to raise 
standards in veteran tree care across Europe. 

The Erasmus + funded project will define a common 
European minimum level of skills and knowledge for those who 
work with veteran trees, and will develop a clear and objective 
certification procedure to test skills and knowledge level in 
veteran tree management. The project will also develop new 
training material to help candidates achieve the accreditation, 
which is aimed at both practising and consulting tree work 
professionals.

A kick-off meeting was held in Brussels in December, and 
work has since started in earnest, with research into existing 
certification schemes, and a survey of professionals working 
within the industry. The project will continue until August 
2019, after which time the certification scheme will be made 
available for those who wish to enter.

With their wealth of experience and knowledge in veteran tree 
management, the Ancient Tree Forum and the Arboricultural 
Association have key roles in the project. The Ancient Tree 
Forum is leading on the standard setting and examination 
sections, and the Arboricultural Association is leading on 
development of the certification procedure.

Ancient and Other Veteran Trees: Further 
Guidance on Management
Recognised as essential reading for those who care for and 
manage ancient and other veteran trees, this handbook is 
available to buy online directly from the ATF. Every copy 
sold will help the charity continue its work to bring about 
better understanding of, and protection for, ancient trees. 
The book brings together the collective wisdom of ATF 
founders, trustees and other ancient tree specialists and is 
edited by David Lonsdale. You can buy the book from www.
ancienttreeforum.co.uk/resources.

Remembering the ATF in your will
The Ancient Tree Forum is a very small charity, so any support 
you can give us will make a big difference. Leaving a legacy 
for the ATF will help us to care for and protect the UK’s oldest 
and most special trees through work such as:

•	 Raising awareness of their wildlife, heritage and cultural 
value

•	 Lobbying for their better protection

•	 Helping to secure and expand future generations of 
ancient trees

•	 Developing our understanding of ancient trees and how to 
manage them

•	 Providing advice, guidance and training on managing 
ancient and veteran trees

•	 Providing opportunities for people to enjoy ancient trees

To find out more about leaving a legacy for the ATF, see the 
‘Support us’ pages of our website – www.ancienttreeforum.
co.uk.

The VETcert project – led by the ATF and the AA – will define a common European minimum level of skills and knowledge for working 
with veteran trees (Reg Harris).


