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Why are woodland areas and veteran trees

important for European biodiversity? One of the

main reasons is that land with trees growing on it

made up a large proportion of the area of Europe in

the past. Frequently forests were seen as the

climax vegetation type, i.e. that which developed

naturally as the ice retreated at the end of the last

ice age. Even before that, forests and trees were

present in Europe during the preceding interglacial

periods, and probably survived in the south during

ice ages. Considering the wide geographic

coverage by natural forests and their long history

in Europe, it is not surprising that countless

European species have become adapted to a tree-

covered environment.

Recent debate has considered the relative density of
trees within these primeval woods or wildwoods.
Was this a dense and dark forest with little sun light
reaching the ground between the trees or did it con-
sist of scattered trees in open grassland, maintained
by large wild herbivores? (see Rackham 1998 and
Vera 2000 for a longer discussion about this)  This
question has not been fully solved yet, but it seems
likely that, the type and density of tree cover in the
past was very variable between different parts of
Europe.   

The wildwood that covered much of Europe has been
altered substantially by the hands of humans.  In
many areas extensive clearance was carried out in
order that the land could be used for growing arable
crops, and today it is estimated that more than half
of Europe’s original forests have been lost. This
destruction of forests started a very long time ago
and has continued until recently. For example,
already by the end of the Iron age approximately 50%
of the former woodland in Britain had been felled.
The clearance has continued so that only 10% of the
original woodland is now left. Today, the total forest
covered area of Europe has become relatively stable
(FAO 1999); but fragmentation of forested areas still
continues, mainly through building and develop-
ment.

To a large extent, the reduction in woodland area has
been followed by an internal process of biological

degradation within the remaining forests. This has
mainly happened as a consequence of human man-
agement, especially for commercial timber produc-
tion. This management may have changed the tree
species composition, the structure of the woodland
or the structure of the trees. Management by humans
in the past may or may not be the same as present
day management and, some areas formerly managed
may now be neglected. Few areas remain compara-
tively untouched by the human hand and some of
these are discussed in the article by Jill Butler,
Francis Rose and Ted Green.  

The result of this development may be exemplified by
figures found in the Red Data Book of Denmark: Even
though forests today cover only 12% of the country’s
area, forest is the main habitat of more than 50% of
Denmark’s Red Data Book species. These figures
undoubtedly reflect the former importance of forests
as the dominant vegetation type in the country and
its subsequent decline in area as well as the degra-
dation of biological quality in the remaining forests. 

The same pattern is apparent all over Europe, where
a large number of species are threatened by forest
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fragmentation and the destruction of forest habitats.
A long list of  forest-living species and forest habitats
are now included in the European response to the Rio
Convention on Biodiversity and are protected by EU
law in Natura 2000 sites. The article by Karsten
Thomsen looks in more detail at the biological impor-
tance of woodland areas. 

One aspect of natural forests which was overlooked
for a long time was the high density of very old trees
and also decaying or dead trees and dead wood.
Only in recent years, has an understanding of the
importance of veteran trees as habitats themselves
emerged among nature conservationists. Today, it is
recognised that ageing trees in the vicinity of existing
veteran trees may be crucial for the survival of many
other species dependent on them. Even in open land-
scapes, single veteran trees may support wildlife in a
number of ways. The chapters in the second section
of this book provide examples of veteran tree  man-
agement in several European countries. Neville Fay
highlights the issue of human safety, risks and liabil-
ity when managing veteran trees in his article, and
that by Vikki Forbes analyses the costs and benefits
of managing a site with veteran trees.  

One way to reverse the negative development of
European forests is to ensure that more forested
areas are protected. However, it must be recognised
that forests are also important for their products, and
wood remains a versatile and environmentally
friendly raw material compared to most alternatives.
While traditional, small scale management methods
such as coppicing have declined, timber is still an
essential item for making paper, chipboard and fibre
board and of course for building and furniture mak-
ing. Europe’s annual production of industrial round-

wood is approximately 370 million m3, corresponding
to around 25% of the world’s total roundwood pro-
duction (FAO 1999). Fortunately, even in forests
where timber production is the main function, the
wildlife value of the area can still be enhanced. One
way to substantially improve conditions for forest
wildlife is to choose nature-friendly forestry meth-
ods. The principles of close-to-nature forestry, which
may be applied in most European forests, are
described by Michael Krüger Jacobson in his article. 

Another activity that has frequently conflicted with
aims of nature conservation is game shooting.
Thomas Holst Christensen looks at the integration of
biodiversity and game management, and describes
game management methods that benefit wildlife as
well as the game.

The integration of nature conservation issues into
general forest management planning may be carried
out at several levels and is described by Anne-Sofie
Forfang. Of course, the first step needed in order to
conserve existing biological ‘hot spots’ is to locate
them. Key biotope registration and nature value
assessment are two methods which may be used for
mapping valuable or rare habitats in a systematic,
yet efficient, way. The article by Karina Kitnæs and
Anne-Sofie Forfang presents these methods and
their potential uses. 

Coppice with

standards,

Bradfield Wood,

UK.  A wide

range of tree

species are

coppiced in this

wood including

hazel and wych

elm.  The

standard trees

are mostly oak.

A young

standard can be

seen on the left

of the picture

and an older one

to the right.
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Woodland types, the methods of management and
the resulting tree and woodland structure takes vari-
ous forms across Europe. Correspondingly, a multi-
tude of words have been used to refer to tree covered
land and to tree management types. As the use of

IMPORTANT TERMS



of historic land management systems and represent
a vegetation structure rather than being a specific
plant community. 

• Wildwood is the woodland that naturally devel-
oped after the last ice age, unaffected by Neolithic or
later civilisations.  It no longer occurs in most (any?)
European countries.

• Primary Woodland sites are those that have been
continuously wooded back to the original forest
cover

• Ancient woodland refers to land that has been con-
tinuously covered by trees since the end of the last
ice age, right up until today. In England, woodland
known to have existed continuously since 1600 is
termed ancient woodland because before this time
there was very little planting of woods. Throughout
this book, the term is used in the same meaning to
cover all of Europe, however the exact date of 1600
may not apply to all countries. The hallmark of these
forests is their long forest continuity, not their struc-
tural naturalness - they may have been intensively
managed or left untouched. Types of ancient wood-
land include: 

• Semi-natural ancient woodland are stands of
ancient woodland that do not obviously originate
from planting and contain native species.

• Ancient replanted woodland are ancient wood-
land sites with obviously planted woodland of a
broadleaved, mixed or coniferous type.

• Native Woodland is long-established woodland of
a semi-natural origin. These are likely to be ancient
but this cannot be proven by map evidence.

• Natural woodland/forests are forests in which
spontaneous processes have been allowed to occur
for a sufficiently long period for them to have devel-

English has spread from England across Europe and
the rest of the world, some terms have become
adapted to have slightly different meanings in other
countries. The result can, at times, be confusing!
Below we will try to clarify some of these. 

Woodland types

• Woodland is a general term for land covered mainly
with trees. It includes naturally occurring as well as
planted trees, managed as well as un-managed
areas. However, when used in England, the term
‘woodland’ includes individual woods or stands of
trees but does not include plantations or wood-pas-
tures. 

• Forest is today a standard international term for
land covered by trees. Thus, in this book both the
words ‘forest’ and ‘woodland’ are used interchange-
ably. However, in Britain the term Forest is often used
in its original, very specific meaning, and is an area of
land where the King (or other important person) had
the right to keep deer. The Forest might include
wooded land but also had open areas (see the chap-
ters on the New Forest and Hatfield Forest as exam-
ples).  

• Wood-pasture is land with trees that is systemati-
cally grazed by domestic animals or deer.  The den-
sity of trees can vary between dense woodland and
fairly open grassland with scattered trees. Typically
this structure consists of large open-grown or 
pollarded trees at various densities, in a matrix of
grazed grassland, heathland and/or woodland 
floras.

A park is traditionally (in UK) an enclosure for keep-
ing deer, surrounded by a pale or fence.  Often it is
wood-pasture with a low density of trees. 

Both wood-pastures and parkland are the products

Wood-pasture at

Sierra Andia,

Spain.

(Photograph:
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oped a range of natural structures, including old and
dead trees, dead wood, and spontaneously regener-
ating trees and shrubs of various ages. The forests
have either been left untouched or used very exten-
sively and gently over a long period of time, typically
at least a century.  (See Peterken 1996).

Terms connected with timber production

• Plantations are areas of planted trees that are
managed for their timber. 

• Forestry and silviculture are words describing
methods of timber production.  

• Traditional forestry is a form of forestry where the
trees are grown in homogenous, single-species and
even-aged stands, and where larger patches of forest
are cut down simultaneously (clear felled). Typically,
the trees are planted, and exotic species (of conifer)
often used to a large extent.

• Close-to-nature forestry is a form of forestry that
mimics natural processes of forests in the nemoral
zone. The hallmarks of this kind of forestry are the
predominant use of native species, encouragement
of mixed stands, use of natural regeneration, and the
cutting of single trees (selective felling), which pre-
serves a permanent tree cover.

• Timber is large pieces of wood, used for making
planks and beams, deriving from the trunk of a tree.  

• Wood is the substance of which the trunks and
branches are made, which is cut and used for various
purposes. However, in England wood was tradition-
ally the smaller branches either still growing or cut
from a tree.  Wood was traditionally produced as a
result of coppicing, pollarding or shredding. 

Traditional methods of producing wood for

domestic use

• Coppicing is the cutting of a tree at ground level;
from the stump of the tree or shrub grow straight
branches that were used in the past for many pur-
poses from firewood, hurdle making and thatching to
using the bark for tanning leather.  Some standard
trees (or maidens) were traditionally grown in the
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coppice plots as timber trees.

• Pollarding is similar to coppicing but the trees are
cut regularly at sufficient height above the ground so
that animals can be grazed around the trees and new
branches grow without any danger of being browsed.

• Shredding is the cutting of the side branches of a
tree so that the main trunk remains.  

The techniques of coppicing, shredding and pollard-
ing can be found across Europe but with many varia-
tions in the exact methods, shape of the tree and fre-
quency of occurrence. 

• Ancient/veteran/old are all terms used inter-
changeably here for trees that are of importance bio-
logically, culturally or aesthetically because of their
age. 
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