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Despite their 
unique value, 
important trees 
are being lost





Research Objectives

• Review existing legal protections and financial support 
for ‘important trees’. 

• Consult key experts and stakeholders to explore the 
effectiveness of protections, gaps and opportunities 
for change.

• Develop recommendations for future policy 
development on protecting trees of high social, 
cultural and environmental value.



Stakeholders involved
• ~50 organisations have been involved with 

the research, in workshops and other 
engagement.

• The summary of workshop participants is 
shown right, other engagement 
documented in report.

• The research focussed on engaging with 
experts and stakeholders with an active 
interest or experience in this topic.

• We were delighted with the level of 
engagement and willingness of 
stakeholders to share ideas and contribute 
their expertise.

Workshop 2Workshop 1Stakeholder type

78Local authority

42Landowner or manager

63Independent expert

107Government agency

1114NGO

3834Total

Workshop participant summary



Why are these trees 
so important?

Image right: The natural capital 
values of ancient, veteran and 
other special trees, with thanks to 
Hannah Rigden and Natural 
England.



What is an ‘important tree’?

Adapted from image from Ancient Tree Forum

• Here, ‘important tree’ is used as short-hand for trees 
of high social, cultural and environmental value. 

• This can encompass trees that fit within the terms 
shown left, and more.

• Our report includes key definitions and reflects on 
the complexities around defining ‘important trees’.

Other trees of 
high social, 
cultural and 

environmental 
value 

‘Important trees’



A range of values

Visualisation of the values 
identified by stakeholders



Threats identified by stakeholders
Legislation and enforcementEnvironmental threats

- Lack of specific legal protection and recognition
- Lack of effective sentencing guidelines
- Planning consent overrides tree preservation orders
- Existing systems (e.g. TPOs) are used reactively
- Lack of resource to carry out compliance checks and enforcement

- Climate change – e.g. drought, waterlogging
- Pests and diseases
- Storms
- Deteriorating soil health
- Light competition

Human behaviour and attitudesResource pressures

- Removal due to insurance pressures
- Development / housing pressure
- Agricultural practices
- Perceived financial burden
- Inadequate root protection area 
- Fire damage 
- Vandalism
- Lack of appreciation of the value of trees
- Need for tidiness
- High footfall leading to soil compaction
- Air pollution

- Lack of funding for tree owners to meet costs
- Lack of funding for local authorities and other key agencies
- Lack of people with the skills to provide advice and carry out 

works

Management practices

- Lack of knowledge of effective management  
- Poor tree surgery
- Proximity of planting
- Lack of succession planning
- Over-emphasis on risk



Early indications are that: 

- compaction, storms and poor tree surgery are causing 
decline and death, but more research is needed

- most impacts to important trees could be managed 
and remedied if resource existed to do so 

- resources to survey and evaluate Ancient and Veteran 
Trees are needed - the Woodland Trust are working on 
an assessment app to record long-term condition 
assessments 

- current legislative protection offers limited benefit over 
no protection at all. However TPOs are not currently 
effective and we need new protections for our special 
trees

Summary: emerging evidence and a call to action 



Evidence on threats
The Ancient Tree Inventory recorded 17,499 instances of threats to specific trees, including:

• ‘Compaction of root area’ (31% of threats)

• ‘Grazing damage’ (27%)

• ‘Over shading’ (15%)

• ‘Major tree surgery’ (8%)

• ‘Cultivation close to tree’ (7%)

• ‘Vandalism’ (4%), ‘Development or building’ (3%)

• ‘Vehicle damage’ (3%) and ‘Fire damage’ (2%)

Nolan et al. (2020) The Ancient Tree Inventory: a summary of the results of a 15 year citizen science project recording ancient, veteran and notable trees across the 
UK (Biodiversity and Conservation, 29, 3103-3129.



Emerging evidence: 'Heritage Trees Revisited'

- Project to revisit Heritage Trees 
and assess condition.

- Early indications are that ~10% of 
trees have been lost in ~20 years.

- Further analysis on the causal 
factors is ongoing with 
compaction, storms and poor 
tree surgery causing death 
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- Volunteers were able to assess 124 trees
- The consultant verified 74 

- Volunteer and consultant generally 
reported similar numbers of trees in each 
category 

- Only 43% (31/72 ~ deemed secure by 
volunteer & consultant)

Consultant 
CountVolunteer CountThreat Status

4243Secure

2623Threatened

46Critical

22Lost Tree

The Results 





Approximately 36% of trees (124) are at risk or have 
been lost since the heritage trees books were 
published

Haven’t yet 
shared the list 
of critically  
threatened 
trees but we 
will liaise with 
owners 

The Results 
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Although 41% are protected by TPOs, TPOs 
appear to be unsuitable for ancient and veteran 
trees

The Results 



However trees with legal protection do 
not have fewer impacts! 

The Results 



Current legal 
framework offers 
limited benefits 
compared to no 
protections 

The Results 



Key findings
To address a range of threats, a range of actions is needed.

• Existing protections are not considered fit for purpose by the stakeholders and do not adequately recognise
the full range of social, cultural and environmental values.

• Funding and resource constraints undermine the protection of ‘important trees’, with LAs particularly 
struggling.

• High support for new legal protection and designation of the most special or valuable trees – but the form 
this would take needs further consideration.

• International examples can provide useful insight into developing and implementing a designation system.

• A more active ‘stewardship’ approach was supported, rather than ‘preservation’.

• Training and guidance is needed to support better management and stewardship.



Over-arching recommendations
1. Initiate and facilitate a taskforce to better protect ‘important trees’, within 12 months.

2. Develop an action plan for ‘important trees’.

3. Improve the legal protection of ‘important trees’.

4. Develop a public and private funding framework, to assist owners of ‘important trees’ and agencies working to protect 
‘important trees’ to undertake necessary management, regulation and enforcement activity.

5. Enhance data on current and future ‘important trees’ so that protection and conservation efforts can be better 
targeted and monitored.

6. Appoint a Special Representative for ‘important trees’ to champion them at the political level.

7. Continue to lead positive engagement for ‘important trees’ with government and its agencies, NGOs and others.

8. Improve skills and capacity to manage and protect ‘important trees’



A year on from submitting our recommendations 
The sector continues to work on the topic as it is still very live with trees like the Enfield Oak being 
damaged and still very much in the news 

The sector meets regularly to continue the work – but with Defra the progress has been slow to date 

The official line from Defra is :  

The Defra-funded report led by The Tree Council and Forest Research provides a range of 
recommendations for improving the protection and stewardship of ‘important’ trees. The Government 

is carefully considering its recommendations, including their feasibility and potential impacts, 
balancing our approach with our existing priorities and statutory obligations. 

We will set out actions to protect important trees in the new Trees Action Plan, to be published in 2026



Woodland Trust –
Living Legends



Shared Journey 



Ely and Queens Oaks Shared Future Journey 


