
Ancient Tree Forum  
The Ancient Tree Forum (ATF) is the leading authority on the conservation of ancient and veteran trees 
and is the main UK organisation concerned solely with their sustainability. We seek to secure the long-
term future of ancient trees through advocacy of no further avoidable loss, good management, a 
succession of future ancient trees and raising awareness and understanding of their value and 
importance. The ATF welcomes the government’s commitment to create a tree strategy for England. 
The England Tree Strategy will be an important foundation document if the Government is to meet 
their ambitious manifesto commitments and address both the climate and nature crises. 
 
As the lead body for conservation of ancient and veteran trees, our knowledge and understanding of 
the threats and issues to their sustainable management is unparalleled. Here we provide detailed 
evidence urging the Government to ensure that the Tree Strategy takes the value of these trees and 
habitats into account, and that they are not negatively impacted by proposals for new trees. The 
strategy should also address the current needs for their conservation and sustainability.  
 
We repeat the concerns that the ATF, the Tree Council consortium and the Arboricultural Association 
expressed to the Minister, over the format of the consultation; the lack of a draft strategy to review, 
and the narrow scope of the strategy and potential response, as reflected in the questionnaire and 
multiple-choice questions. We have answered the multiple-choice questions where these fall within 
our area of expertise. The following narrative response provides context by outlining eight key 
recommendations which are then supported with additional information. We request that a draft of 
the England Tree Strategy document be made available to us for comment before it is finalised. 
Following this we hope that the final document is something the ATF can support and promote. 
 

Summary of recommendations 

1. Broaden the scope of this document. The current focus of this document is heavily weighted 
towards forestry. A tree strategy should cover the wide range of landscapes that support trees 
to acknowledge a diversity in tree density i.e. lone trees, trees in hedgerows, wood pastures, 
parkland and closed-canopy woodland. Ancient and other veteran trees are an essential part of 
these landscapes. 

2. Recognise and protect existing trees (including ancient and other veteran trees). This needs to 
be considered before plans to plant trees are made. Sustaining the existing assets which already 
contribute significant ecosystem services will be essential to ensure that the strategy can deliver 
additional values by increasing total tree cover. This will both, ‘further the conservation and 
enhancement of biodiversity‘, as per the strengthened NERC ACT now in the Environment Bill, 
and provide best value for money from any investment.  

3. Tree planting is not the only means of restoring landscapes. Restoration should take a holistic 
approach, focusing on the restoration of soils and encouraging natural regeneration through 
beneficial land management including appropriate grazing and development of scrub. Practices 
which are detrimental to soil health and those that prevent natural regeneration, such as the use 
of pesticides, high stock densities and ploughing close to trees, should not be favoured. 

4. The genetics of new tree stock is as important as it being ‘bio-secure’. The provenance of seed 
and the characteristics parent trees are selected for needs to be considered from the outset to 
ensure a broad genetic base suited to their environment and to deliver the intended benefits. 
This includes characteristics for longevity evident in ancient trees. 

5. Recognise the unique management requirements of wood pasture and parkland. These 
important habitats are characterised by open grown trees including ancient and veteran trees in 
grazed landscapes such as grassland, heathland and scrub. Actions to promote sustainability and 



resilience of wood pasture and parkland should be directly identified in the strategy. Infilling of 
open landscapes and planting too close (causing over-shading of open grown trees), should be 
prevented. Sustaining these special landscapes requires a low density of trees to be maintained 
via decades-long programmes of planting, natural regeneration and suitable grazing. 

6. Land management needs to be better integrated. Decades of misplaced incentives and poor 
management have degraded former tree and hedgerow rich landscapes resulting in siloed land 
use. This strategy should integrate with the forthcoming Environmental Land Management 
Schemes (ELMS) to ensure that landowners are not penalised for having trees within farmland. 

7. Funding should not be limited to tree planting. Funding should be made available for the 
management of landscapes with trees. Incentives should be available to encourage all 
landowners to look after valuable natural assets they already own, supported by quality advice. 
Mechanisms should be put in place to ensure agreed management is undertaken. 

8. Improve management, protection and regulation standards. Revise and update the UK Forestry 
Standard, felling licence and Tree Preservation Order systems to encourage better management 
and protection our tree habitats. This should include greater legal protection for irreplaceable 
habitats such as wood pasture and ancient and veteran trees to support the aims of the National 
Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) i.e. no loss or deterioration of ancient and other veteran trees 
and ancient woodland (which includes ancient wood pasture and parkland). The Environment 
Bill before parliament offers an opportunity to do this. 

 

1. Broaden the scope of this document  

The scope of the consultation document is too focussed on forestry with few references to 
biodiversity and the myriad other contributions of trees, thus severely limiting its impact on the 
ambitious goals this document sets out to meet. This is highlighted in the first sentence under the 
heading Purpose: “…setting out our forestry policy through to 2050 and replacing the Government 
2013 Forestry Policy Statement.” Such a document must encompass trees’ contributions out with the 
forestry industry.  

2. Recognise and protect existing trees (including ancient and other veteran trees) 

The first step in strategy to deliver the greatest biodiversity, health, wellbeing and climate benefits 
should be to recognise what we already have. The Natural Capital of existing assets is absent from 
the current approach and absent from the consultation document. Failure to recognise existing 
benefits risks inappropriate incentives and management resulting in irreversible loss. Historically, 
ecologically valuable sites have been inappropriately planted causing unnecessary harm and 
requiring expensive and slow rectification e.g. restoration of Plantation on Ancient Woodland sites. 
Better protected trees will provide benefits in both the short and long term (in contrast to newly 
planted trees which take centuries to deliver similar benefits). How we protect our existing natural 
assets will varying depending on their value and management requirements; as trees age, the 
environmental, ecological and heritage value increases, requiring more specialist management. To 
sustain the benefit of these trees, the strategy needs to ensure sufficient resources for advice and 
management are made available to landowners. 

3. Tree planting is not the only means of restoring landscapes 

It is welcomed that the consultation document refers to ‘expanding and connecting woodlands 
making a significant contribution to the Nature Recovery Network’. Lord Goldsmith also refers to this 
in his forward: “I am especially excited by the potential of woodlands to connect areas and create 



wildlife corridors across the landscape….”. Prioritising existing tree landscapes for restoration offers 
the largest gains for any given financial contribution. This principle is well established through 
schemes that focus on restoring Plantations on Ancient Woodland Sites. An equal priority should be 
given for restoration of wood pasture and parkland on the same principle. 

Increased awareness of the climate emergencies and as recommended by the Committee on Climate 
Change, the Strategy is dominated by the need to plant trees: “The strategy will set out policy 
priorities to deliver our ambitious tree planting programme.”. Lord Goldsmith concludes his forward 
by mentioning planting: “I urge you to get involved in helping the nation to plant, regenerate, protect 
and manage our trees, woods and forests.” However, restoration is broader than planting trees; the 
actions needed to address the biodiversity emergency are given far less attention. The misplaced 
and consistent emphasis on supporting tree planting risks undervaluing the restoration of soils, 
appropriate grazing, development of scrub and natural regeneration. These provide greater climate 
and biodiversity benefits than planting trees (and without generating carbon and plastic waste!).  

4. The genetics of new tree stock is as important as it being ‘bio-secure’ 

Where tree planting is appropriate, identifying appropriate genetic sources is essential. The 
consultation document makes the statement “We propose a range of approaches to diversify 
treescapes and woodlands in a bio-secure manner…using natural processes and sourcing disease-free 
seed to grow in England. By sourcing seed from trees in countries with climates similar to that we 
expect the UK to have in future, we can prepare our trees and woodlands for that future climate.” 
More detail is required here to prevent inappropriate seed being collected: Forestry Commission 
guidance ‘Managing England’s woodlands in a climate emergency’ identifies the importance of a 
broad genetic base and the importance of using seed from the local area. The significance of locally 
sourced seed is even more important when planting for nature conservation.  

As well as the provenance of seed, the genetic characteristics of the parent tree are important. What 
is considered a desirable characteristic will vary depending on the main purpose of planting. The 
characteristics of trees for forestry will not be the same as for future ancient trees (despite being the 
same species and the same region). Forestry Commission guidance identifies that species should be 
matched to site characteristics and managers’ objectives. This nuance should not be lost when 
nurseries are collecting seed to grow new trees. 

5. Recognise the unique management requirements of wood pasture and parkland 

We welcome the direct reference to wood pasture and culturally important trees in the technical 
annex and the commitment that “their value for biodiversity and their aesthetic and cultural value 
will not go unrecognised in the delivery of the tree planting ambitions.” The NPPF recognises that 
these are the most ecologically, historically and culturally valuable trees in the UK. However, this 
consultation does not give re-assurance that these commitments will be realised in practice. The 
English landscape contains ancient and veteran trees in wood pasture, parklands, hedgerows and 
orchards; cultural and historic legacies that need recognition and protection as part of our nation’s 
identity. The presence of these irreplaceable trees and habitats is testament to the historic 
recognition of their value and centuries of favourable management. National strategy, policy and 
incentives for land management must recognise the benefits of these trees and allocate sufficient 
resource to ensure their protection and sustainability in order to prevent further loss. Financial 
support is essential to fund a network of expert local advisors to allow appropriate management, 
restoration and enhancement of such habitats, providing a legacy for future generations. 



The consultation document recognises that any tree or woodland planting must be “sensitive to 
existing features and habitats, ensuring the condition of priority habitats…are not compromised.” 
Wood pastures and lone ancient trees are incredibly sensitive to inappropriate tree planting, and 
many such habitats have been lost due to planting or regeneration of young trees following a 
reduction of grazing. These habitats should therefore be recognised within this category. 

The document text defaults to ‘woodlands’ with few mentions of lone trees. ‘Woodland’ is a broad 
term that can vary from 10% canopy cover (IUCN definition, e.g. low-density individual trees in wood 
pasture) to >80% closed canopy woodland (the latter is the standard for FC grant support for 
planting in England). This limits the scope for diverse treed landscapes to close-spaced, forestry style 
woodlands. These obviously grow timber but deliver less for people’s health and well-being or 
biodiversity (open grown trees have <20 times the leaf biomass than plantation trees and therefore 
<20 times the ecosystem services). The focus should be on producing diverse treed landscapes. 

Wood pasture, parkland, ancient and veteran tree habitats have specific management requirements 
that differ from forestry/closed-canopy woodland systems and therefore warrant specific mention in 
the national strategy. Any guidance should set out and explain the detailed management 
requirements, including retaining open space so that open-grown trees can prosper. Without this, 
there is a risk that gaps are infilled by ill-informed tree planting to meet targets.  

Landowners need the support of skilled local advisors to manage, restore and enhance landscapes, 
starting with a desk-top assessment to identify any existing sensitive habitats. Combined with 
existing datasets, this assessment should include a review of the ancient woodland, wood pasture 
and parkland and ancient tree inventories. A knowledgeable advisor should then visit the site to 
ground truth before plans are drawn up for management. Ongoing monitoring ensures investment 
has the desired impact and to evidence review target reviews. The inventories for ancient woodland, 
wood pasture, parkland and ancient trees are incomplete so require a precautionary approach; they 
need to be maintained and improved by securing long-term funding. Citizen science improves 
inventories, and their investment and maintenance offers an opportunity for quantitative (e.g. area 
of habitat recorded, protected, restored) and qualitive (e.g. change in condition) targets to be set 
and assessed. 

6. Land management needs to be better integrated 

We require our landscapes to deliver multiple objectives, including habitats, recreation, food and 
timber production, so need a range of approaches that work locally and nationally on all these 
fronts. The consultation document refers to an “integrated approach to the various demands on our 
land that we can make best use of it, balancing the demands for sustainable food with numerous 
other demands such as trees, nature recovery, and peat restoration.” This comment is welcomed and 
acknowledges that lone trees play a significant role. True integration would see a blending between 
agriculture and forestry. Existing agri-environment systems financially disadvantage farmers for 
having trees in arable or pastoral land. Equally, current incentives result in the boundaries between 
woodland and farmland being abrupt, lacking graded woodland edge habitats that are of high 
ecological value and act as a buffer to any negative impacts from agricultural land use. It is important 
that this mistake is not repeated in Environmental Land Management Schemes (ELMS).  

The consultation document refers to agro-forestry, which typically involves intensive systems of 
management that further degrade landscapes via the use of pesticides (including herbicides and 
fungicides), high stock densities and ploughing too close to trees. Conversely, less intensive silvo-
pastoral land management approaches improve land quality, make crops more productive and 



provides animal welfare benefits such as shade and natural medicinal herbs in the variety of grazing. 
Landowners should be incentivised to manage land using low intensive silvo-pastoral systems. 

The consultation document refers to the need to meet UK Forestry Standard (UKFS). Whilst this is 
appropriate for forestry sites, it is not fit for purpose when seeking to meet biodiversity or 
recreation aims. UKFS needs to include a diversity of woodland types for planting, management and 
monitoring to meet the broad range of aims the strategy seeks to achieve. 

Our urban spaces are under increasing pressure (highlighted during the COVID pandemic) and we 
strongly support the creation and good practice management of parks in new residential areas, and 
open spaces with lone trees have a strong role to play in this; focussing solely on creation of closed-
canopy woodland limits the benefits of this land.  

7. Funding should not be limited to tree planting 

The consultation document focuses primarily on funding new woodland planting and secondarily on 
woodland management. Although planting provides measurable targets for Key Performance 
Indicators (KPIs) and provides good PR, it ignores the natural ability of our landscapes to regenerate. 
Forestry Commission guidance ‘Managing England’s woodlands in a climate emergency’ 
recommends both natural regeneration and local planting stock.  Utilising and supporting natural 
processes delivers resilient trees with genetic diversity suited to their environment at minimal cost, 
reduces carbon and water use (required for nursery production) and avoids plastic waste. The 
opportunities that rewilding and natural regeneration provide should be given greater support 
under the heading Agro-forestry in the consultation document. 

The consultation document sets targets for quantity i.e. areas of land to be planted annually, but not 
quality, other than within protected sites. The technical annex refers to the Lawton principles of 
“bigger, better, more linked”, which require both quality and quantity. Biodiversity benefits are 
greatest in treed landscapes with diversity of structure, open space and woodland edge. Hence 
wood pasture and parkland with ancient and veteran trees are recognised as irreplaceable habitat. 
They have suffered long term attrition so now require action to enhance, restore, buffer, and extend 
as well as create new habitats. Assessing changes in quality is more challenging than quantity, but 
we urge the government to meet the challenge. Building systems to monitor qualitative change will 
avoid damaging mistakes like planting on semi-natural herb-rich pasture, planting conifers on peat 
or infilling wood pastures and parkland. Requiring quality builds resilience in the system making it 
less likely that poor-quality land management or tree planting is seen as a means of supplementing 
business income. Compliance checks and enforcement mechanisms will ensure that public money is 
spent well to get results. 

Funding for appropriate advice is essential. Trees feature in a wide range of landscapes and cross 
multiple disciplines. The provision of holistic advice that considers these complexities is essential if 
diverse, wildlife rich, and attractive new treed landscapes are to be established achieving public 
good for public money: planting trees without advice does not guarantee this result. Good 
management ensures treed landscapes are multi-functional and deliver a wide range of benefits. 
However, the focus of management in the consultation document is management of woodland as a 
commercial enterprise (forestry). Other types of management need to be funded including soil, 
grazing, lone trees and woodland, for biodiversity and recreation.  

We welcome the suggestion of working at a landscape scale through local partnerships. However, 
this section of the consultation document is focused on tree planting. To be effective, local 



partnerships will need to include a joined-up approach to land management guided by competent 
local advisors or an appropriate conservation charity.  

8. Improve management, protection and regulation standards 

The National planning policy framework (NPPF) (2018) recognises wood pasture, ancient and 
veteran trees as irreplaceable habitats, but does not prevent pre-emptive felling before a planning 
application is submitted, and only applies to developments that require planning permission. The 
current legal protection of Tree Preservation Orders (TPO) (2014) and Felling licence control does 
not recognise wood pasture or ancient trees as irreplaceable habitats, so does not adequately 
provide for their protection. Legal protection needs to be updated to reflect the NPPF; an extension 
of legislation is required to avoid loss via permitted development, statutory undertaker activities and 
festival events, which all cause life-limiting damage to ancient trees. Furthermore, the important 
decaying wood habitats (dead branches and dead trees) are not protected and can be removed 
without permission. The understanding of the range of benefits trees provide to the public has 
increased and these are recognised in NPPF and this consultation, but it is essential that ecosystem 
services are considered if the TPO system is to adequately protect valuable trees. We urge the 
Government to address the mismatch between a policy that places great value on ancient/veteran 
trees and the TPO and Felling licence legislation that does not, leaving important trees, wood 
pasture and parkland unprotected.  

Adequate funding is required to ensure specialist staff are employed to protect ancient and other 
veteran trees in line with national policy. The consultation document refers to the importance of 
trees in new development but focusses on new planting rather than the protection of existing 
valuable trees. The government are currently conducting a consultation titled ‘Planning for the 
future’, which seeks to “…streamline and modernise the planning process, bring a new focus to 
design and sustainability…and ensure more land is available for development where it is needed.” 
Any reform to the planning system should reflect the importance of irreplaceable tree habitats and 
help achieve the objectives of the tree strategy. 

The Forestry Act does not afford any protection to lone trees: the 5 cubic meter exemption permits 
the felling of these trees and allows agricultural and forestry operations to irrevocably damage them 
and their habitats. 

The ATF welcomes the concept of Conservation Covenants as a means of protecting natural or 
heritage features. Ancient and other veteran trees and their successors, and habitats such as wood 
pasture and parkland, stand to benefit from any such agreements, if planned and administered 
correctly. Appropriate advice will need to be provided to the landowner when entering such a 
covenant which should be structured to ensure they provide benefit for the public good and do not 
permit degradation. Large-scale planting in or around existing ancient or veteran trees needs to be 
avoided. 

 


