
The United Kingdom is thought to have the highest
number of ancient trees in Northern Europe, yet there
is no official, centralised record of their individual
location in rural and urban landscapes. Tree Council
member organisations the Woodland Trust and the
Ancient Tree Forum believe that there are 500,000
ancient and veteran trees currently undetected or
unrecorded.

Tree Wardens have a unique opportunity to help record
the exact location of ancient and veteran trees in their
own communities – with the aim of securing their
future by heightening awareness of these cultural icons
and tenements of biodiversity.

This is an opportunity to get local people involved in
championing the amazing trees that have watched their
neighbourhood grow and develop around them. To
help Tree Wardens achieve this, methods and support
are outlined in this section, which has been written by
the Woodland Trust and the Ancient Tree Forum.
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What is an ancient tree?
An ancient tree is one that makes you go
“wow, it’s huge, fatter than any other tree like
that round here”. 

Trees have three stages in their lives –
formative, full to late maturity and ancient.
The length of these stages can vary,
depending on a variety of issues such as the
environment in which the tree has lived and
what happens to it during its lifetime.

To recognise an ancient tree look for one
with a very wide trunk relative to other trees
of the same species. The trunk may be
hollow and the canopy will be retrenching or

‘growing downwards’. This is because the
canopy is shrinking, therefore giving an
ancient tree its distinctive squat, fat
appearance. In addition, an ancient tree is
one that is old in comparison with other trees
of the same species. 

Even when a tree is in this ancient stage it
may stay alive for many decades and often
centuries. The older the tree the more
valuable it becomes as a heritage tree. 

The Ancient Tree Hunt website1 can help you
gather further evidence about ancient tree
characteristics specific to your area of the
country.
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age that inspire in us feelings of awe and
mystery. They are especially important as
part of our heritage and culture. Over the
centuries, they have inspired artists, writers,
poets and scientists and are mentioned in
sacred texts.

They also support wildlife that cannot live
anywhere else. Ancient trees are home to
hundreds of very specialised fungi, lichens
and invertebrates, many of which are
extremely rare. 

Yet, as described in section 7, The law and
its impact on trees, there is no legal
safeguard specific to ancient or heritage
trees. That is in direct contrast to historic
buildings.

This is why individuals or community
groups often feel passionate about
championing ancient and veteran trees that
are at risk from development or poor
management techniques. So why not gather
people together to take part in the Ancient
Tree Hunt?

The most effective first step to get local
ancient trees recognised is to register them
with the Ancient Tree Hunt. This is a
campaign to register all the ancient, veteran
and notable trees in the UK so that the three
partners involved – the Woodland Trust, the
Ancient Tree Forum and the Tree Register of
the British Isles – can lobby to get our
ancient trees recognised at the same level of
importance as listed buildings. 

Once you have registered your discoveries
with the Ancient Tree Hunt, pass this

Veteran trees are the future generation of
ancient trees and need just as much support
to secure their future so that they can make it
through to the next phase of their life. Their
common characteristics include important
wildlife and habitat features such as
hollowing or associated decay, fungi, holes,
wounds and large dead branches. 

Veteran trees are generally middle-aged
trees (although they may sometimes be
younger) which prematurely have the same
characteristics as an ancient tree.

Pollards are trees that have had their
canopies cut back on a regular cycle and can
often live longer than a tree that has not been
cut regularly. Old veteran and ancient
pollards are traditional ‘working’ trees that
are very important from a social history
perspective and therefore should be
championed. (For details of pollarding see
section 5, Managing and caring for trees.)

Why hunt for ancient trees?

Trees and woods are good for us in so many
ways but we often don’t notice them until
they are threatened. Don’t wait until a
planning application affects them or you
hear chainsaws on site. Look around and
identify all the trees that are important to you
and then record them on the UK’s first
official, centralised database1. This map will
then be used to alert local planning
authorities to the trees that we think should
be protected in development proposals. 

Ancient trees are living relics of incredible
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Advice for running both of these events can
be found on the same website1 under ‘More
Stuff / Tree Wardens’. It includes
downloadable resources and inspirational
footage of Jill Butler, conservation policy
officer for the Woodland Trust and Ted
Green, co-founder of the Ancient Tree
Forum, which can be used to enthuse a
community into action for ancient trees. 

The Woodland Trust, in association with the
Tree Register of the British Isles, has created
a guide to measuring ancient trees. An
electronic version is available on the home
page of the Ancient Tree Hunt website1 and a
paper version is available through the project
assistant at the Woodland Trust 2. This is a
great resource to hand out at events to help
people in your local area measure and record
ancient and veteran trees accurately. 

The Ancient Tree Hunt wants to collate
cultural information as well as detail relating
to biodiversity. Through events you could
find like-minded people to help you discover
additional information. 

For example, the trees within your
community may be part of a habitat that is
recognised in the UK Biodiversity Action
Plan. Alternatively they may be host to
species protected by law such as any bat,
some species of decaying wood fungi,
insects that live on decaying wood or lichens
associated with the bark. This type of
specialist information can be recorded in the
blogs for each tree. 

If it is likely that a legally-protected species
or a priority Biodiversity Action Plan

information on to your local planning
authority and through your local elected
representative make sure it influences the
trees and woods strategy for your area.
Encourage your local authority to protect
these trees as part of its duty to look after
biodiversity in all its actions. 

How to record ancient trees

You could record ancient and veteran trees
as an individual Tree Warden, but it’s more
fun to do this with friends and neighbours –
so why not get involved in running a
recording event in your area? (See section 8,
Organising tree events and projects.)

The Tree Council wants to help the
Woodland Trust to discover as many ancient
trees as possible as part of its Green
Monuments Campaign and, as their
ambassadors, you have access to a number
of resources for free.

The Woodland Trust has received funding
from the Heritage Lottery Fund, Esmée
Fairbairn Foundation, Scottish National
Heritage and Welsh Council for Volunteer
Action (among others) to produce an online
recording system for communities to log
their ancient tree records. This sits within the
Ancient Tree Hunt website1 under
‘Recording’. 

This funding also means that there are
resources available to help you run
community events such as recording
sessions and ancient tree walks.
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species is present and at risk, local
authorities should be prompted to require a
relevant survey to be completed to secure the
future of the ancient tree in the event of
development or to assist in effective
management by the land owner.

Secondly, always research the history of the
place in which you find an ancient or veteran
tree. The tree may be the last remaining
vestige of an old historic park, woodland or
hedgerow, setting the tree in its historical
context and emphasising its contribution to
distinctive ‘sense of place’ (just as they do
with built monuments). 

You may find this information through a
local history society or in your local library
or county archive. There are some very
helpful websites where you can access old
maps and there is an Old Maps layer in the
search facility on the Ancient Tree Hunt
website1. Also, take a look at modern and old
aerial photos to find out more about other
trees in the neighbourhood. 

All your discoveries and images can be
uploaded on to the recording system through
the photo upload section and the ‘blog’– the
online comments book for each tree located
in each record.

Securing their future

Ancient trees need to be recognised as being
as culturally important as built heritage. This
is why the Ancient Tree Hunt is backing the
Tree Council’s Green Monuments
Campaign.

Depending on where you live, there may be
opportunities to give special protection to
trees with historic or biodiversity value
through Tree Preservation Orders (TPOs).
Or the trees may be within an area covered
by other designations such as local sites, the
registers or inventories for gardens, historic
parks, demesnes and designed landscapes,
ancient woodland, and Sites of Special
Scientific Interest (SSSI). 

Be aware that in some countries within the
United Kingdom there are exemptions in the
TPO legislation for trees that are dead, dying
or dangerous. Where these are interpreted
narrowly, local authorities may have
difficulty in protecting many of our oldest
trees with the most historic and wildlife
values.

Greater consideration may be given to the
trees that are protected. Without protection it
is possible that trees may be felled before
any planning application is made. This is
why it is preferable to have identified and
protected valued trees as part of a Local
Development Framework plan in advance of
planning applications. A TPO will help to
make sure that they are not removed pre-
emptively or without due consideration.
Inclusion in the Ancient Tree Hunt database
helps you to show your local authority the
tree’s importance on a national scale if a
threat does occur.

As Tree Wardens you can support
community campaigns by understanding
how the planning system works. By
supporting people through knowing what to
say about a tree or a group of trees, it will
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Threats to ancient and veteran trees don’t
just come from development. Management
of ancient trees can be quite specialised and
therefore may require expert advice.

The Ancient Tree Forum, in association with
the Woodland Trust, has a number of
management guides available as free
downloads from its website5.

You can also refer to the Natural England
guidelines3 for a good reference on
management.

If a tree is at risk of being felled, a licence
may be required from the Forestry
Commission for most woodlands and trees
other than those in gardens, churchyards and
urban situations (see section 7, The law and
its impact on trees.) There are exemptions
for dangerous trees. It will be be well worth
discussing the case with the local Forestry
Commission woodland officer if a group of
trees is threatened.

Influencing people

Please remember that landowners have been
the custodians of our ancient and veteran
trees so it is best if we can work with them.
We want to help them take care of the trees
that you record as valuable in your local
landscapes.

Utilise your networks within the local
authorities and parish councils. Your district
councillors are very important people. They
can listen and represent your concerns and
can advise you on how best to make your

help them make the strongest case and give
trees the best chance of protection in the
event of a development threat. (See section
6, Trees – threats and challenges and section
7, The law and its impact on trees.)

In some parts of the UK, government
planning policy specifically requires local
authorities to avoid the loss of ancient and
veteran trees. Check to see if this applies in
your area. 

You may view planning applications at your
local authority offices and many also have
on-line facilities. They should show all the
trees on the site and those adjacent to it, plus
the developer’s proposals for retention,
protection, management or removal. It is
worth checking that all the trees you think are
important have been included in the plans.

BS:5837 (see section 6, Trees – threats and
challenges) recognises that some trees are of
such importance and sensitivity that they
should significantly influence both the
design and layout of the development so that
they can be properly retained during the
construction phase. 

The design should also take account of the
long-term setting for important trees and
how they will relate to the use of the area in
the future. 

There are some good guidelines3 from
Natural England which demonstrate the
management issues and duty of care that
should be associated with ancient trees, set
out as a standard in Veteran Trees: a guide to
good management 4.
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voice heard. Parish or town councillors may
also have a wealth of experience; they know
the system and personalities and therefore
can help you target your activity to best
effect. 

Remember your networks with tree officers,
forestry officers and other specialists who
advise planning officers about trees, nature
conservation and landscape issues on
development sites. They will be assisted by
strong community backing and can help you
get to local networks of people who you can
encourage to take part in the Ancient Tree
Hunt. They will also be able to support a
case for the any threats to ancient and
veteran trees. 

Don’t forget to mention that funding is now
available to local authorities for green spaces
and parks. However, you may need to ensure
that they take mature and ancient trees
properly into account in any future
restoration plans. 

Because trees are worth it

It is never too early to make a start on
building up your knowledge of the trees you
most value in your neighbourhood. Build a
case on the Ancient Tree Hunt website1 for

each tree that you would greatly miss if it
was no longer there. This way you are
officially entering your valuable trees on to
the most comprehensive, centralised
database in the UK, placing the ancient and
veteran trees in your neighbourhood into a
national context.

Utilise the Ancient Tree Hunt to involve the
local community in building information
about your local trees. This will give them a
sense of ownership which will help reduce
vandalism and will give you better support if
trees come under threat.

If you need further support for a tree under
threat, contact the Woodland Trust woods
under threat team6 – it is not just about
woods, it has plenty to say about individual
trees too. It includes plenty of real examples
that illustrate what others have done to save
their trees. It also provides the latest
guidance on changes in legislation; policy
and practice that will help you keep
everyone on their toes.

10,000 oaks of 100 years old are not
a substitute for one 500-year-old oak
Oliver Rackham. The history of the
British countryside (1986) Dent
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Where to find out more
The law of trees, forests and hedgerows (2002), Charles Mynors. Sweet and Maxwell. 

Tree Preservation Orders A Guide to the Law and Good Practice (2000), Department for
Communities and Local Government. www.communities.gov.uk

British Standards (BS:5837 Trees in relation to construction – recommendations (2005)
and BS:3998 Tree Work – guidance (1989)), 
available from www.bsi-global.com 

www.treeregister.org – a unique record of notable and ancient champion trees in Britain
and Ireland, supporting the Ancient Tree Hunt
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