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SUMMARY
1248 veteran oak trees were surveyed in total, 1195 from Ashtead Common and 53 from Epsom Common. Only
live trees were surveyed.
The survey population included 811 trees that were considered to have moderate / remediable viability (a score
of 10 to 20, inclusive) and 386 that had high viability scores (21 or more).
The main threats to the veteran trees are shade (management of competitive vegetation has been recommended
for 977 trees) and previous fire damage (425 trees noted). Many of the trees also have heavy overextended
limbs on hollow trunks resulting from a lapse in historic pollard management of over 100 years. As a result
great deal of structural work has also been recommended to the trees themselves and 525 trees have conduct
staged reduction as a management recommendation.
The average viability score for the whole population is 18.3. For the fire damaged trees this is 17.5. 65% of the
population is considered to be remediable (811 trees with a score of between 11 and 20)) and 30.9% have high
viability (score of more than 20). 51 trees have a high risk of failure (scored 10 or less). This viability score is
amongst the lowest recorded from sites with veteran oaks. It compares well with other sites where there is a
lack of grazing and shade is a key threat.
100 trees have died since 2003 on Ashtead Common which equates to more than 16 trees a year or a mortality
rate of almost 1.3% a year. If no management takes place the mortality rate could be expected to increase and
the population could be lost within 70 years. If management does take place, and given the fact that a large
proportion of the population is considered to be remediable, then the mortality would be expected to reduce
significantly. With a mortality rate of 0.5%, the population of veteran trees would be sustainable in the long
term.
Grazing is proposed as the long term solution to the problem of competitive vegetation and bracken. This is also
likely to improve the nature conservation values of the Commons even further and enhance regeneration. This
in combination with active pollarding and clearing around younger oaks to ensure they grow up in open
conditions is considered key. The vision for Ashtead and Epsom Commons could be a wood pasture with
extensive grazing.
Further work which has been recommended includes a population assessment and mapping exercise to identify
candidates for veteran continuity. Monitoring of the population is also considered key to understanding how the
management work has impacted. The minimum suggested is a simple alive/dead assessment every five or ten
years. However it would also be interesting to monitor the impact of the different management prescriptions.
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1.0

INTRODUCTION

1.0.1

Ashtead Common and Epsom Common Site of Special Scientific Interest covers an area of
approximately 400 hectares. Ashtead Common is owned and managed by The City of London and
Epsom Common by Epsom & Ewell Borough Council. In combination, both sites contain more than
2300 veteran oaks (the majority of which are on Ashtead Common) which constitute the most important
feature of the sites. (For more information regarding Ashtead Common see the Ashtead Common
Management Plan 2005 – 20101 and for Epsom Common see the Epsom Common Management Plan
20052.).

1.0.2

The veteran trees on Ashtead Common were surveyed for the first time in 1993, when over 2200 oak
pollards were found. This survey included information on whether the trees were standing dead or had
fallen, how much dead wood lay on the ground and in the trees, the number of cut or broken limbs and
girth. The trees were tagged and photographed at this time, but mapped using a compass rather than
with GPS. In 2003 further survey work was undertaken when the trees were mapped using GPS and the
condition of the trees was recorded with regard to the degree of fire damage around the trunk of the tree.
This more recent survey identified additional trees taking the total number of pollards recorded from
Ashtead Common to 2303 of which 1295 were alive.

1.0.3

Some management has taken place on Ashtead Common to clear around some of the ancient pollards
where they have been suffering from shade. In addition some crown reduction work has also been
carried out on a small number of pollards where they may be proving a risk for safety or where they are
situated on a Scheduled Ancient Monument.

1.0.4

It has proven difficult however, to prioritise which trees and/or which areas to concentrate on. This is
vital when dealing with a relatively large population, with limited time and resources. Veteran tree
management has often concentrated on areas where the trees are in poorest condition or have been
driven by other issues, such as the Scheduled Ancient Monument. It was therefore decided to try and
review the whole approach to the management of the veteran trees on Ashtead Common in particular in
order to ensure that resources are being allocated to the most appropriate work and with the most
suitable priority.

1.0.5

From an analysis of the surveys undertaken thus far on Ashtead Common (including a pilot study of a
limited area in 2006) the indications were that the mortality rate is increasing. It was therefore suggested
that a further survey is carried out on the living trees to assess their viability based on likelihood of
collapse, vitality and decline expectation and that an individual tree management plan is produced3
(Bengtsson & Bruce, 2007). This would also provide up to date, bench mark information about the
number of live trees and thus allow an accurate mortality rate to be calculated for the whole population.

1.0.6

Epsom Common also contains 58 veteran oaks. These were also included in the current survey. It does
not have the same concentration of ancient trees as Ashtead Common, but the populations should be
seen as one given that they most probably originated from the same historic management regime.

1.0.7

Following receipt of a written order a detailed survey of live veteran oak pollards trees was carried out
during January, February and March 2009.

1

http://server-uk.imrworldwide.com/cgibin/b?cg=downloadsos&ci=cityoflondon&tu=http://217.154.230.218/NR/rdonlyres/7A456139-0841-4A149255-8EDB69280299/0/OS_AC_manageplan_0510a.pdf
2

http://server-uk.imrworldwide.com/cgibin/b?cg=downloadsos&ci=cityoflondon&tu=http://217.154.230.218/NR/rdonlyres/7A456139-0841-4A149255-8EDB69280299/0/OS_AC_manageplan_0510a.pdf
3

Bengtsson, V & Bruce, L. (2007). Review of the veteran tree management on Ashtead Common National Nature Reserve
2007. City of London report.
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2.0

SURVEY INFORMATION

2.0.1

The survey uses a specially enhanced adaptation of the English Nature’s Specialist Survey Method (the
SSM). This system was originally designed by Treework Environmental Practice (TEP) for English
Nature (now Natural England) for collecting data on the habitat attributes of trees and is adaptable,
having a range of levels of detail of survey information (Levels 1 to 3). TEP have further developed this
system to include an arboricultural viability assessment and a veteran tree management module (Levels
5 and 6). It is this latter element of the Survey Method as well as a few elements from levels 2 and 3
that have been applied to the whole population of live veteran oak pollards at Ashtead and Epsom
Commons.

2.0.2

The use of the SSM provides a means to assess and comment on tree condition in order to provide
management schedules for the surveyed trees. The aim of this work is to optimise their long-term
viability and survival and thus continuity for the saproxylic habitat they contain and the dependant
organisms.

2.0.3

The survey of the live veteran oaks included:











2.0.4







Assessment of condition and past management
Amount of shade
Presence of epicormic growth and its location
Tree form
Arboricultural viability assessment.
Management plans for each tree to support their viability and habitat continuity4
Operations, prioritised to address hazards in the light of perceived target value (where appropriate in the
context of the management plans)
Probability of decline following recommended works
A digital photograph of each surveyed veteran oak pollard.
All survey findings were recorded in the MyTrees tree management database.
The survey findings are presented in:
An Excel spreadsheet with all the raw data that can be added to at a later date.
Data and tree locations in a format compatible with MapInfo
Photographs of trees in *jpg format
Individual tree reports
A prioritised schedule of specified tree management works
This report outlining the key findings from the survey and some more general site management
recommendations.

2.1

Inspection Notes and Method

2.1.1

The authors of this report are Vikki Bengtsson and Luke Fay. For the veteran tree survey external
features of trees were assessed during January, February and March 2009 by Vikki Bengtsson, Luke
Fay, Paul Muir and Chris Sheldon of Treework Environmental Practice. Photographs were taken by Ian
Brooks in February and March 2009. Data was recorded on site directly into MyTrees, the Treework
Environmental Practice (TEP) tree database using pen-notebook computers. The trees surveyed had
already been identified by means of an individual numerical tag affixed to the trunk and had GPS
coordinates. Trees without tags, dead pollards or those with tags which were not oak pollards were not
surveyed.

4

Although, tree risk is not within the remit of this survey, both hazard and target value were considered by the surveyors
when specifying management works.
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2.1.2

In total 1248 live veteran pollarded oak trees were surveyed. This included 1195 on Ashtead Common
and 53 on Epsom Common.

2.2

Limitations

2.2.1

The purpose of this report is to provide information and management proposals to support long veteran
tree habitat at these sites; it not designed to address risks posed by trees in relation to public safety.

2.2.2

This assessment is time-limited and recommendations relate to conditions at the time of inspection. Tree
growth is continual and the effects of any debilitating factors may be progressive. Due to these
dynamics, regular tree assessments are advised.

2.2.3

This is a preliminary assessment from ground level and observations have been made solely from visual
inspection. No tools have been used to aid the assessment. No invasive or electronic decay detection
devices have been used in assessing trunk condition. Measurements for management are approximate
and recorded in metres or given as a percentage of the whole crown.

2.2.4

As the tree inspection has taken place while the trees were not in leaf observation of twig and bud
character, as well as general tree condition have been taken into consideration. Additionally, where tree
inspection has taken place when the time of year potentially restricts the availability of evidence of
fungal presence and activity, subsequent inspections may confirm the presence of significant fungi that
were not originally present or observable.

2.2.5

Ivy and herbaceous ground cover was present surrounding or covering some trees. It remains possible
that the presence of ivy around tree stems or within canopies may obscure defects.

2.2.6

No account has been taken of the effects of leaves, fruit, exudation and insect activity associated with
trees that may affect people or property nor toxicity, allergic properties, root or other tree-related
nuisance.

2.2.7

No documented information has been provided regarding the history of root disturbance or severance or
of changes in local ground conditions (soil levels, drainage patterns etc.) or the location of underground
services.

3.0

TREE DATA RECORDED

3.1

General Veteran Tree Details [SSM field numbers are bracketed]5
Tree Form [6]*
One of the following was recorded for each surveyed tree and is shown in the Tree Form field.
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12

5

Maiden Tree
Shredded Tree
Multi-stemmed
Coppice
Stored stem
Bundle Planting
Natural Pollard
Managed Pollard / Repollard
Lapsed Pollard
Tiered Lapsed Pollard
Coppard
Phoenix Regeneration

Level 2 survey fields are indicated by an (*)

Treework Environmental Practice
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Felled stump (< 1m high)
Shattered/fractured stump (< 4m height)
Shattered/fractured stump (> 4m height)

The majority of the trees, as expected were identified as lapsed pollards (1161 from Ashtead Common
and 16 from Epsom Common). 54 trees were recorded as maidens (of which 38 were present on Epsom
Common) and an additional 12 as managed pollards. Dead trees were not recorded.

Figure 1: One of the pollards from
Ashtead Common which has lost
parts of the upper crown and shown
tremendous regrowth.

Epicormic Growth [10]*
Epicormic growth is twiggy growth which is seen developing from the bark surface, often as a response
to stress or environmental changes. In veteran trees a sustained, strong epicormic presence typically
indicates an inherent predisposition of a specimen to readily produce and adopt regenerative or
rejuvenation growth. The occurrence of epicormic growth can be a useful reference in an assessment of
veteran attributes and can guide identification of candidate veteran trees. An epicormic response, which
is expressed as a short-term flush of growth, may, on the other hand, be symptomatic of an
unsustainable, physiological reaction to trauma; a short-lived feature, preceding decline.

Number of Trees

Figure 2: At Epsom and Ashtead Commons the epicormic growth on the veteran trees is largely
concentrated in the crown.
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A large proportion of the surveyed trees had epicormic growth (90%). This may suggest that they would
respond well to both clearing and pruning works. It may be a genetic characteristic of the population.
Past Management [27]*
Where evidence of past management is observed this is recorded in the Past Management fields.
The main forms of past management which have been observed in the survey from Ashtead and Epsom
Commons are management of competitive tree growth (139 trees) and some form of arboricultural work
(144 trees) carried out in the relatively recent past.
Condition [28]
Where significant damage or threats to the viability of the tree are observed, they are recorded in up to
three Condition fields.
The main cause of recorded damage was previous fire damage (425 trees) followed by excessive shade
from neighbouring trees (see figure 2). This is not surprising given the lack of grazing and regular fires
which have occurred on the site up until a decade or so ago. 2% of the trees were recorded as having
compaction damage, the majority of which were on Epsom Common. This was mainly due to driving or
footpaths within the crown drip line. Compaction of the soil reduces the amount of air spaces in the soil
and in turn therefore reduces the amount of water and nutrients available to the tree roots.
Figure 3: The types of damage affecting the veteran trees

Other MAJOR
damage
17%

Root
Damage/Compaction
2%

Excessive shade
29%

Ivy
2%

Fire damage
50%

Shade [29]*
The degree of shade was recorded in the Shade field using the following scoring system:
0
1
2
3
4

Unshaded - unshaded at present
Light Shade - shaded on one or two sides but not from above
Close Shade - shaded on three or four sides, not from above
Heavy Shade - shaded from above and one or two sides
Extensive Shade - shaded from above and all aspects
Treework Environmental Practice
www.treeworks.co.uk
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Very few trees are unshaded (26 trees in total) which means that shade represents a significant threat to
the veteran trees of Ashtead and Epsom Commons. Of these trees in the open, there are only 8 which are
not fire damaged.
Figure 4: This diagram shows that 63% of the trees on Ashtead and Epsom Commons are
significantly shaded and 20% have shade as a serious threat.

Extensive Shade
8%

Unshaded
2%

Heavy Shade
12%
Light shade
35%

Close Shade
43%

4.0

ARBORICULTURAL ASSESSMENT

4.0.1

Treework Environmental Practice has continued to develop the Specialist Survey Method since 1997 to
include advanced modules based on this system as a national standard for surveying and managing
ancient trees. The current survey involves the application of elements from Levels 2 and 3 as well as
levels 5 and 6 of the SSM.

4.0.2

The more advanced modules of the SSM (5 and 6) include an arboricultural evaluation system used to
assess tree vitality and failure potential in order to inform a future treatment priority and management
programme. Each tree is assessed in relation to the expectation (estimated probability) of major
debilitation or total failure from radical decline in vitality or from collapse (mechanical failure) within
an indicative period of 5 to 10 years from the survey date.

4.0.3

The arboricultural score is a measure of the condition of the tree with regard to vitality and stability. It is
a cumulative score combining evaluations of the current vitality of the tree, the predicted likelihood of
tree loss through collapse, and the predicted likelihood of tree loss through physiological decline. It is
essentially a measure of the expected viability of the trees over the next five to ten years. It was
designed for surveys of large tree populations to assist prioritising prescribed tree works. In this system
trees that score 10 or below are considered to have low viability (i.e. there is a high risk of losing these
trees within the next 5-10 years). Trees that have scores from 11 to 20 are considered to have a moderate
viability (i.e. their risk of failure within the next 5-10 years is considered to be likely to be remediable).
Trees with an arboricultural score over 20 are considered to have high viability at the time of inspection.

4.0.4

When applying this system to veteran tree management specifications, it is also important to consider
that trees with high vitality and high likelihood of structural failure have a good potential to respond
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well to tree surgery. This is in contrast to trees with low vitality where there are far fewer options for
management to improve viability.
4.0.5

The vitality assessment ranges from 1=Dead, up to 10=exceptional vigour. The decline assessment
takes a similar approach to the estimation of the tree falling into radical decline within a period of five
years. Decline expectation ranges from 0=Dead, 1=extremely high decline expectation, up to
10=improbable failure. The structural failure/collapse assessment ranges from 0=Dead, 1=extremely
high failure expectation, up to 10=improbable failure. These scores are aggregated to identify a
quantified arboricultural score in order to inform future management.

4.0.6

The vitality assessment takes into account indicators such as crown condition in the light of extension
growth; bud size, the incidence of die back and evidence of effective wound wood and epicormic
growth. From analysis of these factors described above an impression is gained of the vitality of the tree
and of its tolerance to stress, wounding, pathogenic attack or competition
Figure 5: 151 trees were assessed to have low to moderate vitality and a further 173 were assessed
to have low vitality, advanced decline or to be moribund.
30.0
% population

25.0
20.0
15.0
10.0
5.0
0.0
Moribund Advanced
(2)
decline
(3)

Low (4)

Low to Moderate Moderate
Moderate
(6)
to High
(5)
(7)

High (8) Very High
(9)

Vitality

4.0.7

Dead trees were not recorded in this survey. The average vitality score for the whole population is 6.33.
The 173 trees which have low vitality, are in advanced decline or are moribund are those least likely to
respond to remedial action. However a very positive sign is that 924 trees have a moderate or high
vitality.

4.0.8

Decline is expected in old trees and many of the symptoms of decline contribute to the habitat value of
veteran trees. However as the range of saproxylic habitats offered by living trees is greater and more
sustainable than those associated with dead trees67, the management of any population of veteran/ancient
trees should be targeted to enhance their longevity and continuity. Veteran trees should be monitored for
signs of decline from either biotic or abiotic factors. This should inform future remedial management
requirements to improve survival rates. The decline assessment takes into consideration the context, tree
species and surrounding environment, indications of physiological stress and recovery, incidence of
random or systematic decline and the nature and degree of fungal colonisation.

4.0.9

612 trees have a moderate or low likelihood of decline, which equates to about half of the population. In
addition those trees which have a higher likelihood of decline are most commonly shaded and therefore
remediable.

6

Alexander, KNA. (1999). The Invertebrates of Britain’s Wood Pastures. British Wildlife, Vol 11, No 2. 108-117.
Alexander, KNA. (2002). The invertebrates of living and decaying timber in Britain and Ireland – a provisional annotated
checklist. No. 467 – English Nature Research Report. English Nature, Peterborough.
7
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Figure 6: The likelihood of terminal decline within five to ten years from the survey date. 129 trees
were recorded as having a high to extremely high likelihood of death through decline. 128 of these
are on Ashtead Common.
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4.0.10 There is a high risk of tree death following catastrophic structural failure. This risk of tree loss can be
significantly reduced through targeted and often relatively minor limb reductions. Minor limb failure is
less likely to result in death and is a part of the ageing process.
4.0.11 The structural failure/collapse assessment takes into consideration - root, stem and branch stability;
wood condition, embrittlement, end loading and expected recovery from failure in the context of tree
species and vitality.
Figure 7: The likelihood of tree loss through collapsing within five to ten years from the survey
date. 100 trees were recorded as having a high to extremely high likelihood of loss through
structural failure.
20.0
15.0
10.0
5.0

Lo
w
Im
(9
pr
)
ob
ab
le
(1
0)

(8
)

Ve
ry

Lo
w

h
(3
)
P
od
ro
ba
er
at
bl
e
e
to
(4
)
Pr
ob
ab
le
(5
M
)
od
er
Lo
at
w
e
to
(6
M
)
od
er
at
e
(7
)
M

Hi
g

ig
h
H

Ve
ry

el
y

H

ig
h

(1
)

(2
)

0.0

Ex
tre
m

% population

25.0

Probability of Collapse

Treework Environmental Practice
www.treeworks.co.uk

12

Ashtead and Epsom Commons Veteran Pollard Survey

May 2009

4.0.12 This survey has also assessed the likelihood of the tree declining significantly following the prescribed
works. This has been recorded as High, Moderate or Low.
For Ashtead and Epsom Commons 91% of the veteran trees have a low (59%) or moderate (32%) risk
of significant decline following the prescribed works
4.1

Viability Assessment

4.1.1

One of the most important long-term aims of the management of decaying wood ecosystems is to ensure
habitat sustainability for the associated species. Living old trees with veteran characteristics provide an
enormous contribution to the size and variety of dead wood habitats in the landscape. The viability
assessment takes account of the tree’s responses and signs of apparent resilience to past storm damage
as an indicator of vigour (vital capacity) and current vitality (response to environmental change). The
viability score (arboricultural score in the data) is the total figure from the three assessments above out
of a maximum of 30. It aims to identify which trees are at greatest risk of failure, and thereby the
implications that this may have for the population as a whole. Management that is informed by these
results is typically intended to enhance current viability to extend longevity of the veteran trees in the
intermediate category, where intervention can significantly improve vitality, live growth and stability.
The viability score also allows a comparative appraisal of the viability of the veteran population on the
site as a whole.

4.1.2

In this system, the maximum possible tree viability score is 30. A score of 12 shows a strong tendency
to decline and a score of 10 is on the margins of viability. The 4.1% of trees (as a proportion of live
trees) on Ashtead and Epsom Commons that have a viability score below 10, are considered likely to die
following partial or total collapse or decline and are unlikely to be remediable. There are in addition
17.4% of the veteran population prone to advanced decline (scoring between 11 and 15). However, the
mean viability score for all trees is 18.3 (18.2 for Ashtead Common and 21.3 for Epsom Common),
indicating that the majority of the population is above the threshold of 15 and show fair vitality and a
relatively low probability of total failure through collapse or decline. It is considered that 65% of the
population are remediable and almost 31% currently have a good viability score. This means that with
the implantation of the management schedule the future looks bright for at least 90% of the population
of veteran trees on Ashtead and Epsom Commons.

.
4.1.3

There are 198 trees which have a high likelihood of structural failure and high vitality; these trees are
considered particularly likely to respond well to arboricultural management (see Appendix 4).

Figure 8: A female stag
beetle associated with
decaying wood habitats
and found on Ashtead
Common
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Table 1: This table indicates the condition and viability of the veteran trees. It is a method of
identifying trees that may be targeted for arboricultural works.
Viability
Score
4
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
Total

Count

% of Total
Surveyed
Trees

1
5
5
11
15
14
33
39
30
46
69
93
102
113
147
139
111
105
83
47
28
7
4
1

0,1
0,4
0,4
0,9
1,2
1,1
2,6
3,1
2,4
3,7
5,5
7,5
8,2
9,1
11,8
11,1
8,9
8,4
6,7
3,8
2,2
0,6
0,3
0,1

1248

100.0

Table 2: Summary of viability assessment results
Number
of Trees

% of
Live
Trees

High Risk of Failure

51

4.1

Remediable Trees

811

65

High Viability Trees

386

30.9

Key:
Trees with a high risk of failure within the next 5-10 years.
Trees with a moderate / remediable risk of failure within the next 5-10 years.
Trees with high viability.

Treework Environmental Practice
www.treeworks.co.uk

14

Ashtead and Epsom Commons Veteran Pollard Survey

May 2009

4.2

Mortality rates and population predictions

4.2.1

Information from previous surveys in 2003 allows a mortality rate for the Ashtead Common population
of trees to be calculated from actual figures rather than estimating. 100 trees have died since 2003
which equates to more than 16 trees a year or a mortality rate of 1.3% a year.

4.2.2

It is likely that with management many of the veteran trees (ca 65% see table 3) could be remediated
and thus the mortality rate reduced. Burnham Beeches and Ashtead Common are two of very few sites
which have actual data regarding mortality rates of veteran trees. Burnham Beeches have shown that
with management including halo releasing alongside crown reduction, the mortality rate has begun to
slow down. It cannot be said with absolute certainty that the reduction is directly related to the work,
but there is a likelihood that this is the case. It is also expected that the mortality rate for Burnham
Beeches would be higher given the higher failure rate of beech when compared with oak. Between 1990
and 1999 an average of 8.5 trees a year died (ca 1.6%) and between 1999 and 2007 an average of 6.4
trees per year died (ca 1.3%)8.

4.2.3

Ashtead Common has an unusually large population of veteran trees and this means that management is
likely to have a great impact and ensure that the population is sustainable. A piece of research by
Bergman, 2006 from Sweden has tried to estimate the minimum number of hollow ancient trees required
to maintain a sustainable population of a number of rare beetles dependant on the wood mould found in
ancient trees. This is based on survey data highlighting that many of these rare species are not found in
every potentially suitable tree. This model came up with a figure of 160 ancient hollow trees (which
still contain wood mould and are not completely open or exposed – according to his calculations 50% of
the total population of hollow trees) over and area of 57 hectares as the minimum. This allows for
regeneration and trees in different age classes and for the trees to be open grown9. There is no other
equivalent research at present, so this provides the best available data for looking at populations of
ancient trees and gives something to aim for. The pollards on Ashtead Common cover an area of
approximately 140 ha and there are 1195 living trees. The trees were not surveyed for degree of
hollowness but if we assume that all of the living pollards are hollow, then Ashtead Common has 8.5
hollow trees per hectare.

4.2.4

If the losses on Ashtead Common continue at the rate of 1.3% pa, then the population of veteran trees at
Ashtead Common would reach the minimum threshold (160 hollow trees according to Bergman, 2006)
below which some of the populations of rarer associated species could be expected to begin to be under
threat within 150 years. This is unlikely to give enough time for the existing younger generation to
become ancient and thus contain the suitable habitats for the associated species.

4.2.5

If management does not take place the situation is more likely to get worse. According to the data from
the survey it could reasonably be expected that up towards 250 trees (268 trees had a viability score of
15 or less) may be expected to be lost within the next ten years. This equates to 20% of the existing
population. With this scenario the minimum threshold could be reached within 60 years.

4.2.6

In order for the population of ancient trees and the species and habitats they support to be sustainable a
mortality rate of around 0.5% pa needs to be reached. This would result in a period of approximately
300 years before the critical threshold of 160 hollow veteran trees is reached.

4.2.7

Figure 9 below illustrates the three scenarios. The “with management” scenario assumes that the
mortality rate will remain fairly constant over the next ten years and then will begin to reduce as the
impact of the management is seen. This is of course speculation, but it does not seem unreasonable to
expect that the mortality rate will go down towards 0.7% with the aim of reaching 0.5% pa within 100
years given that such a high proportion of the population at Ashtead Common has good vitality or is

8

Read, H, Forbes, V and Young, J. 2007. Specialist Survey of Old Pollards at Burnham Beeches & Work Programme for
2007/2008 to 2015/2016. City of London Report.
9
Bergman, K-O. 2006. Living Coastal Woodlands. LIFE PROJECT final report.
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remediable. It is hoped that the mortality could be even lower and be stabilised more quickly. This
reduction in mortality rate is in fact essential for the population to be sustainable.
4.2.8

The “status quo” scenario assumes that the mortality rate remains constant at 1.3% and the “without
management” scenario assumes that the mortality rate will increase due to the fact that 70% of the
population requires management in order to secure their future. .
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Figure 9: A model showing the rates of loss given three scenarios using data collected from this
survey and the previous surveys. The Critical Threshold is 160 hollow veteran trees and is based
on work by Karl-Olof Bergman (2006) looking at the sustainability of populations of some rare
beetles dependant upon wood mould in hollow oaks.

Year

4.3

Impact of Shade

4.3.1

It is well known that shade has a major impact on the viability of veteran tree populations. It inhibits the
“growing downwards” or retrenchment process by shading shoot growth in the lower crown and
encouraging trees to grow in ways which results in extended heavy limbs and increases the likelihood of
structural failure. It also results in significant competition for both light and nutrients. A comparison
between the amount of shade and the probability of decline shows a significant difference as may be
expected. There is a 20% higher likelihood that the trees will decline if they are in heavy or extensive
shade. In comparison with those trees with some fire damage, it would also suggest that shade is a
greater threat than fire damage.
Figure 10: The likelihood of decline increases by 26% from trees in light shade to trees in
extensive shade.
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4.4

Comparisons with other veteran tree sites

4.4.1

The Specialist Survey Method has been used to survey other large populations of veteran trees. These
surveys have produced data, which show general viability trends of the respective veteran populations.
Since many key sites that have been surveyed contain significant oak populations these data also permit
comparison between the condition status of veteran oak (mainly Quercus robur) populations at the sites
and to potentially identify wider demographic trends (see fig 6).

4.4.2

Dunnett’s comparisons10 were made on the data using the Ashtead and Epsom Commons veteran trees
as a reference population. This test confirms that the average viability score for Ashtead and Epsom
Common (18.3) is significantly lower than a number of the other populations. It is within the same range
as the populations from Lords Bushes, Hördalen, Särö Västerskog and Sherwood Forest, amongst the
lowest recorded. All of these sites have in common a lack of grazing, with the majority of the trees
being in an overgrown situation. Ashtead Common has the additional threat that many of the trees have
been damaged by fire in the past.
Figure 11: A comparison of viability scores for veteran oak populations highlights the lower
average viability scores of the oaks at Ashtead and Epsom Commons when compared to other
surveyed populations. Error bars show 95% confidence limits for the mean.
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4.4.3

If the fire damaged trees are removed from the population, then the average viability score increases to
18.5, which is still amongst the lowest. The average viability score for the fire damaged trees is 17.5,
which is perhaps higher than would be expected. It is likely however, that the trees worst affected by
fire have already died and many of those remaining are in more open conditions.

4.4.4

The sites in Sweden as well as Sherwood Forest have Quercus petraea or hybrids making up a
significant portion of the oak population (the oaks in Sweden were generally not pollards). Whilst this
could potentially make a difference when drawing conclusions, it is thought that the similarity between

10

Dunnett’s comparisons check a two-sided confidence interval for the difference between each population mean and a
control mean. A family error rate of 0.05 was used.
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the two species and the fact that many of the trees from both sites were clearly hybrids makes the
comparison worth doing.
4.4

Veteran Tree Management Works to Support Tree Viability and Continuity

4.4.1

A prioritised management schedule is provided in Appendix II. These reports are divided into sections
according to the priority of works and are ordered by priority for works and tree tag number. The
priority is noted in the header of each page.

4.4.2

All specified management for each tree is also contained in the individual tree report. These reports are
ordered by Tree Tag Number.

4.4.3

The management schedule has been arranged according to the priority advised for the implementation of
each operation. However, each tree may have a range of phased treatments ordered in stages over a
number of years. Monitoring and regular re-inspection of trees is essential for the full benefit of the
management regime to be realised. Data should be systematically recorded and retained. Subsequent
stages of management programmes should take account of the response of veteran trees to previous
phases of treatment and programmes should be sensitive to adjustment.

4.4.4

In some areas, the trees are very close together and thus where appropriate management
recommendations have been given which take this into consideration and may involve work being
carried out at the same time to several trees in an area. This has not been possible everywhere due to the
inherent variability and condition of veteran trees. This is particularly the case for shade clearance of the
understorey vegetation (holly, hazel etc.)

4.4.5

The general data shown on the schedule are tree tag number and grid reference (easting / northing).

Figure 12: Examples of
pollards with some fire
damage in open
conditions.
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5.0

ARBORICULTURAL MANAGEMENT RECOMMENDATIONS

5.1

Structure of Recommendations

5.1.1

Tree Management Objectives are shown for each tree which provides generic guidance for each tree as
well as in some cases providing a suggested end point for the tree. Two examples are:
“Conduct staged reduction of crown to 14m height. Each operation estimated to remove 10-15% and
may need to be targeted to individual crown stems. Extent and timing of operations may need to be
adjusted depending upon tree’s response and condition”
“Retain as high canopy specimen. Monitor condition regularly”

5.1.2

Each objective has a Priority (shown in the page header) which indicates how soon the work should be
carried out. Some objectives have a Return Period and a Work Phase (these are explained below). The
schedule of works has been generated from data collected in the field on MyTrees, the Treework System
for surveying veteran trees.

5.1.3

Work which is generated by the management objective is identified specifically and separately (does not
contain “management objective” text) and may be phased, cyclical or a one off operation. This is
described in more detail below.

5.2

Explanation of the Management Schedule

5.2.1

The detail of the works prescribed may be a part of the Management Objective or as a separate specific
operation and will fall into one of the following categories:

I. A Once Only Operation (e.g. “Sever ivy”). In this case you would carry out the management
recommended in the specification field.
II. A Phased Operation: An objective that might take several operations over several years (e.g.
Management objective = Conduct staged reduction of crown to 14m height; Return period = Every 4
years; Phase = 16 years and First Operation = Reduce end weight about crown by 15%). In this case the
First Operation is carried out now. Then it would be necessary to return to the tree within the number of
years stated in the Return Period field to carry out the next operation. This cycle would continue for the
number of years stated in the Phase field, until the Management objective is achieved (i.e. the tree is
reduced to 14m). Many management objectives that specify staged reduction contain guidance for the
operations that follow the (e.g.: Each operation estimated to remove 10-15%). However, the future
return periods, operations and the overall length of time (Phase) that it takes to complete the
Management Objective may be amended as a result of regular re-inspections of the tree. This would
reflect the observed condition of the tree and its response to the work. Each inspection should provide a
new first operation.
III. A Cyclical Operation (e.g. Thin competition within crown drip line by 20%; Return period =Repeat
every 3 years). In this case the specification involves initiating cyclical work (i.e. regular thinning of the
competition) that will continue indefinitely unless subsequent inspections recommend otherwise. The
cycle of the work is specified in the Return Period field.
5.2.2

Generally a First Operation has been specified to commence the cyclical or phased operations specified
in the Management Objective and it is usually then specified as, for example “First operation: Reduce
crown by 10%”.

5.3

Prescribed Tree Management Works

5.3.1

A comprehensive arboricultural management programme has been formulated for each tree in relation to
its individual condition and requirements. This programme identifies treatment priorities, sometimes
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spanning a quarter of a century. Treatment operations that extend over two or more decades reflect the
fact that, where heavy reduction might reduce the risk of mechanical failure, the introduction of large
wounds (even when applied to small numbers of branches) in old trees is considered to be considerably
more detrimental than small reductions in large numbers of branches. With smaller reductions, the tree
retains greater levels of stored energy as well as folia mass which are needed for photosynthesis.
Additionally, the removal of crown end growth can help to stimulate shoot growth in the lower crown
which can become established over time to form the vigorous low crown intended by the management
objective. Evidence from work from the Baumstatik group in mainland Europe indicates that relatively
small levels of reduction in height can achieve a significant improvement in the structural stability in
trees11.
5.3.2

The highest priority treatments are scheduled for trees at imminent risk of structural disintegration or
accelerated physiological decline.

5.3.3

Each specification is also categorised in order to assist with prioritisation in the following manner:
I. Management is related to high risk (high likelihood of failure / high target)
II. Management is risk related (moderate to high target / moderate risk of failure)
III. Management is tree health related

5.4

Measures Proposed for Tree Stabilisation and Rejuvenation

5.4.1

Old trees are sensitive to rapid change and can decline as a result of rapid crown reduction. The ITMP’s
therefore often propose staged weight reduction to address both the risks of structural failure and loss of
vitality following crown reduction.

5.4.2

It is generally accepted that one of the significant values of veteran trees is that they provide a continuity
of habitats at varied heights. The aim of retaining as many of these habitats in as stable a condition as
possible for as long as possible has informed many of the decisions relating to stabilisation
recommendations. Where it is considered favourable to retain high canopy form, recommendations may
specify no action being taken at present. However, in order to preserve the canopy at optimum scale
minor targeted crown modification may be proposed, where localised weight imbalance or decline is
noted.
Figure 13: Catastrophic failure has recently taken place resulting in the death of the tree

11

Wessolly, L. & Erb, M. (1998) Handbuch der Baumstatic& Baumcontrolle. Patzer Verlag, Berlin, Germany.
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Proposed remediation measures associated with tree surgery methods to enhance veteran tree viability
refer to the following:

I. Staged restorative reduction is specified as a method of stabilisation in response to observed decline in
vitality or where there is considered to be high risk of tree loss from further decline. Such treatment is in
response to the observed vitality of the tree and the measures proposed are intended to have a low level
of impact upon the tree, being spread over a planned period of time. Staged restorative reduction refers
to arboricultural techniques that have been specifically developed over the past decade12 for veteran tree
management. These involve a pruning approach that mimics the natural ageing process (termed
‘retrenchment pruning’, guidance on this technique is given below). This technique though novel has
entered mainstream arboricultural management both in terms of theoretical principles and in training in
the UK. The technique involves targeting low reduction levels (in height and extent) in order not to
cause debilitating stress in the tree and to stimulate internal crown growth suitable for the development
of a lower more compact and stable crown with shorter transportation distances between root and shoot
525 trees have staged reduction specified.
II. Critical reparative reduction is specified where veteran tree stability appears compromised to a very
great extent due to a high risk of major structural failure. This is generally proposed where observed tree
vitality gives grounds to expect recovery from the removal of significant crown foliar mass. In such
cases, where structural instability is judged to pose a threat to the viability of the tree, major weight or
height reduction may be proposed to specific branches or the entire crown. As this treatment is specified
to take place in a single operation it should be noted that this may be attributable to either the extreme
nature of the instability or to the expectation that following a one-off operation there will need to be a
period of time before re-inspection determine the type of future treatment.
48 trees have had reductions recommended to be carried out immediately or within the next six months
to address high likelihood of collapse.
Figure 14: The number of trees with works recommended within five years from both Ashtead
and Epsom Commons.
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5.5

Special Restorative Techniques

5.5.1

Promotion of internal shoot growth focuses on strategies to invigorate the mid and lower crown through
preparatory techniques that redirect growth and energy about the stem, canopy and branch tracery. Other
techniques intended to encourage the internal development of new epicormic and adventitious growth

12

Fay, N. (2002). Environmental Arboriculture, Tree Ecology and Veteran Tree Management. The Arboricultural Journal,
Vol 26, No 3. 213-238.
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within the lower crown includes targeted thinning of the crown periphery and adjacent competitive
trees.
5.5.2

Treatments specifically recommended above involve the pruning out of apical buds (in a similar manner
to fruit tree pruning or rejuvenation of mature shrubs), re-allocating the distribution of suppressant
hormones so that dormant and adventitious buds are stimulated to develop at lower internal areas within
the crown.

5.5.3

Tip pruning will generally involve work with secateurs or small turbo-saws systematically progressing
throughout the canopy, selecting between 5 and 10 buds for retention to provide the source for future
redirected growth. As intervention in the dynamics of epicormic growth may have variable result if
undertaken without sensitivity, this procedure requires a selective approach taking care to avoid
indiscriminate removal of apical growth. This has often been described in the management schedules as
a 10% reduction in order to ensure clarity.

5.5.4

Layering has been observed in old trees of many species on veteran tree sites and appears to be an
effective strategy for enhancing longevity. These works include encouraging branches to subside over
time by cutting the top and the mounding of soil around very low limbs or limbs that are resting on the
ground. These are non-essential works, however the work is intended to enhance tree stability and
genetic continuity and it should be considered as an option wherever viable. Large layered limbs can
eventually work as a prop or support for the parent tree and eventually become trees of the same genetic
stock as the parent.

5.5.5

When cutting limbs in order to encourage them to subside onto the ground, it is essential that the size of
cut is kept to a minimum in order to retain as much intact cambium and conductive tissue13 as possible.
Layering limbs may fail if excessively browsed or disturbed. Therefore it may be essential to the success
of any works to establish the layering of limbs that the layered limb is adequately protected by fencing
or other means.

5.6

Treatment of Trees Affected by Compaction

5.6.1

Particular trees affected by compaction should be assisted by the application of composted mulch
consisting of wood chip and leaf mould. Over a few years this will normally restore structural and
biological soil conditions suited to the healthy development of tree roots. Compaction decreases
diversity and ecological functioning of soil organisms around the tree. Without the relationship with
beneficial soil organisms the tree’s ability to obtain water and essential elements from the soil is reduced
and the weakened tree becomes vulnerable to pathogens. The mulch should be applied to a depth of 510cm around the tree, extending to at least the drip line. Deeper layers should be avoided because
excessive use of mulch can induce fermentation, immobilise nutrients, cut off the oxygen supply, and
lead to tree death. The mulch layer should not be laid in direct contact with the base of the stem as the
above harmful effects may cause bark death and leave the tree susceptible to colonisation by pathogenic
organisms. The rooting zones of compacted trees may be further protected with thorny dead-hedge
halos.

5.6.2

Where it is considered that works to improve the rooting environment of the tree may conflict with other
management requirements or obligations of the site, a detailed assessment of the root zone is
recommended in order that decisions can be made regarding the appropriate action with more detailed
information and in consultation with site staff who will be more aware of restriction and issues that will
need to be considered.

5.6.3

The soil within the tree root zone is often seriously compacted by pressures of large numbers of people
or animals passing beneath the tree canopy over time. This damages the soil structure and associated
fungal and bacterial activity. Where this is considered to be having a significant negative effect upon

13

Tissues within the tree responsible for transportation of nutrients between the roots and the branch tips/leaves and also for
incremental growth.
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tree condition and viability, recommendations are made that are intended to protect the root zone of the
tree over a prolonged period. This is generally proposed in conjunction with conditioning the soil with
composted mulch; however such protection may be recommended to be kept in place beyond the
duration of the soil conditioning. A beneficial practice in circumstances where the root zones of
compacted trees require protection involves the planting of ‘halos’ of thorny species such as hawthorn
(Crataegus monogyna) or dog rose (Rosa canina) that act as thorny barriers around the tree. It is
understood that such treatment may not be feasible or desirable within the context of other management
requirements on the site.
5.6.4

These recommended actions are intended to address the impact of public traffic (mainly pedestrian) on
the trees. It is understood that these works may not be practicable in the light of cost and other
management requirements on the site. The feasibility of carrying out these recommendations should be
assessed for each tree respectively. This assessment should take into account the likely impact on other
trees of proposed locations for the re-routed right of way. Where it is considered that movement of a
path or track is not a practicable course of action, an alternative method of improving and protecting the
root environment of the tree should be adopted.
Generally speaking there was little evidence of compaction on Ashtead Common other than in a few
cases. This was a more significant issue on Epsom Common. In total 20 trees from both sites have
recommendations to improve soil condition, move footpaths or to move tractor routes.

5.7

Management of Competitive Trees

5.7.1

Arboricultural works are specified on neighbouring trees in order to reduce the effects of competition on
the old trees. The aim of these operations is to improve the conditions for the veteran tree in terms of
nutrient uptake and conversion, and/or to reduce light competition from a younger more vigorous tree
and so improve the vitality of the veteran. This is generally achieved by increasing light penetration to
shaded parts of the tree in order to stimulate new leaf and shoot growth and increase the likelihood of
light reaching existing surfaces with photosynthetic potential. The removal or coppicing of competitive
trees reduces competition for nutrients within the tree root zone. It also results in an increase in nutrients
in the soil as a consequence of the decay of the root system of the coppiced/felled trees.

5.7.2

Where works have been specified to be carried out on “competition”, this refers to plants / trees that are
competing with the surveyed tree within its root environment and shading the lower and mid regions of
the tree. The majority of these operations relate to removal of competition within a specified distance
from the tree. Such works will often need to be repeated cyclically; for instance “Fell to coppice
competition up to 8m from tree stem to all aspects, repeat every 10 years” is intended to ensure that
competitive growth does not exceed 10 years of age.

5.7.3

Where the specified works refer to “high canopy competition”, these are to be carried out on trees that
shade the mid and upper parts of the tree at the time of the survey. These trees may also compete within
the root zone of the tree. The majority of these operations relate to either the thinning of the crowns of
high canopy competition or the reduction of high canopy competition trees. Where high canopy
competition is the same species as the tree for which the management is specified, the competing trees
are often identified as candidate veterans.

5.7.4

Ringbarking has also been recommended as a method for managing competitive vegetation. The
advantage of this technique is that it is relatively quick and cheap and the light regime changes more
gradually than if the tree had been felled. This may be recommended in combination with felling, so
that the competitive vegetation can be treated on fewer occasions, but with the same result as if the
clearing had taken place over several years. In addition it provides standing dead habitat.
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Figure 15: A tree which has been
ringbarked dies more slowly which
changes the light regime more slowly
for the ancient trees

5.7.5

Veteran trees are typically intolerant of drastic change to their environment. Thinning operations,
intended to restore open conditions should be gradual, this process is known a “haloing”. The degree,
orientation and scale of thinning coups should be carefully considered. Trees in a forest situation grow
as a community, protecting each other from the elements typically growing tall, with elongated crown
stems and high canopies. Ill-advised, heavy thinning may have a range of harmful effects upon
individually retained veteran trees and upon their associated habitats. In order to avoid such damage to
the veteran tree, operations to manage competitive growth are generally phased over several years with
first operations typically being relatively subtle; for instance the staged reduction of high canopy
competition from 16m to 6m over 12 years with return periods of 3 years would typically have a first
operation of “prune back by 1m”.

5.7.6

Injudicious thinning is liable to expose the remaining trees to sunlight and wind. The higher levels of
exposure may cause sun-scorch to the trunks and branches leading to bark death and dysfunctional
tissue as well as causing higher rates of transpiration from canopy foliage. In certain instances
desiccation of the previously shaded woodland floor may occur. Retained trees may experience damage
from wind or ice loading. Changes about the tree may affect habitat circumstances that may have
previously favoured certain species and repressed the development of others. Strategy governing
thinning and the control of stump re-growth should attempt to balance the long-term objectives with the
initial and intermediate responses of the woodland community.

5.7.7

Coppicing has been recommended for the shrub layer where it is interfering with the lower crowns of
the veteran trees. It is important that some bushes are maintained in this process as valuable pollen and
nectar sources as well as refuges for regenerating trees14.
Management of competitive vegetation is the most common prescription on both Ashtead and Epsom
Commons and this has been recommended for 977 trees.

14

Vera, F.W.M. (2000). Grazing Ecology and Forest History. Oxford: CABI..
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% of Operations

Figure 16: A summary of the works that have been recommended. These operations relate to the
both the veteran trees and adjacent trees with the aim of increasing tree longevity.
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5.8

Management for Succession and Habitat Continuity

5.8.1

Veteran features are most common in ancient trees. However, trees from younger age classes may
develop veteran features that are suitable habitats for wood-decay organisms. The number of veteran
trees in a population is a useful measure of the value of a site for nature conservation. Many of the
dependent organisms have limited dispersal ability and so there should be veteran trees present
throughout the site. With this aim in mind the promotion of veteran features on mature trees situated
around the existing veteran trees may be recommended.

5.8.2

The selection of trees for veteran continuity is a generic recommendation. This is intended to identify
areas where work to bolster the existing veteran population can focus on recruiting viable trees for
future veteran habitat from those that are already present. Where this is specified it refers to those cases
where it is considered possible to select and manage a number of trees around the surveyed veteran tree
for their potential as suitable specimens for veteran continuity. At this stage it is important to select
candidate veterans comprehensively across the range of age classes. Future selections will focus on
younger trees.

5.8.3

The requirement to safeguard the veteran population and the continuity of specialist habitat that they
provide is addressed within the management specifications through the “selection of existing trees for
veteran continuity” although this has also been identified as a more general recommendation for the site.

5.8.4

Where young trees are identified as potential future veterans they should be selected, retained and
monitored. Mature trees may also contribute to this continuity management principle, by having
‘veteranisation’ treatment carried out. Such treatment is intended to increase the dead wood habitat
carried by these trees in order to provide a bridge to span the apparent gap in the age structure.
Veteranisation works may include wounding and ring barking of crown limbs, breaking of branches and
coronet cutting or pollarding.

5.8.5

In order to commence a program of selecting trees for veteran continuity, we would recommend that a
survey is undertaken of the overall population and that this should inform decisions as to the target
optimum sustainable number of veteran trees required for that site. This survey should also identify all
candidate veterans of any age on a GIS. Subsequently those trees that are required to achieve the
optimum future numbers of veteran trees can be selected for management, protection and monitoring.

5.8.6

‘Maintenance’ or ‘management’ may be recommended for plants and trees adjacent to surveyed veteran
trees. The intention of these recommendations is to ensure that these plants/trees are retained in
adequate condition to perform their function (e.g. thorny species providing a protective barrier for young
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trees and valuable sources of pollen and nectar) without having a detrimental effect, such as excessive
shading on the veteran tree.
5.8.7

High pollarding of candidate veterans has been recommended as a method of increasing light to adjacent
ancient pollards, but also offers the opportunity for trees which can provide decaying wood habitat
should the pollarding not succeed. In general it is recommended that trees to be kept should be those
which have a tendency to produce epicormic growth and which may have a more “open grown”
character (i.e. live branches lower down the stem). Pollarding at a lower or more standard height has
also been recommended for similar reasons as described above.

5.9

Timing of Works

5.9.1

Currently the optimal time to prune veteran trees is open to debate. Experience has shown that pruning
during a drought year or in year that follows a drought should be avoided, since the tree’s starch
reserves may be insufficient to sustain re-growth. Also drying of tissues may encourage dieback and
extensive fungal colonisation, at a time when the tree has depleted resources for effective
compartmentalisation.

5.9.2

There is currently much contradictory research suggesting the time of year for cutting. However it is
advised that pruning of veteran trees is not carried out in the months of June, July and August as it is
during these periods that the trees may be stressed due to low water availability. There is the possibility
that trees may still be experiencing stress from low water availability during September and October
making them vulnerable to microbial colonisation of wound areas (at a time when fungal spores are
most abundant). This leaves a window extending from November to February, during the trees’ dormant
period, where pruning is likely to have the least deleterious effects on tree vitality. Some research has
suggested that cutting in the spring or early summer may be fruitful due to the allocation of
carbohydrate reserves and the ability of the tree to respond with new buds being more likely. This would
suggest that it may be worth considering an experiment on Ashtead and Epsom Commons to test cutting
at different times of year.

5.9.3

The restrictions relating to periods of drought require systems to be in place that identify periods that are
unsuitable for pruning. These systems will involve communication between the site managers and the
arboricultural contractors and some of the issues to take into consideration are given in Box 3.
Box 3: Factors influencing the timing of tree works.
To optimise success with tree pruning the following issues are worth considering and
including in any contracts:
•

No works should be carried out during periods of drought, (A period of drought is
considered to be 20 consecutive days without rain). If a dry period follows pruning
the root zone of each tree that has been pruned will require watering.

•

No pruning works should be carried out on trees in the year following an
exceptionally dry summer. In some cases this may over-ride works scheduled in as
routine tree risk management, however there may be particularly dangerous trees that
will have to be worked on during this period.

•

Contractors should be aware of the vulnerability of veteran trees to hot and dry
weather. It is recommended that there should be flexibility in their employment
contract that ensures that financial / contractual pressures do not lead to trees being
worked on during exceptionally hot periods.
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Retrenchment Pruning Guidance

5.10.1 Assessment of suitability of specification: When assessing trees for their suitability for restoration
(retrenchment) pruning, intervention will be determined by consideration of the current vitality and
crown stability of the tree. The proposed pruning levels to be adopted may need to estimate a range of
factors including the period before which intervention should take place (treatment priority) and the
percentage reduction in the first operation (intervention stage). In addition the process may consider the
ultimate desired crown height or spread (final crown size), the overall length of time to achieve the
proposed modified crown (duration), the number of cycles and return period between re-inspections and
subsequent operations (return period) and pruning levels (percentages). These combined considerations
form the basis of an Individual Tree Management Plan (ITMP) for the management of retrenchment
pruning for the tree in question (See Fig 17 below).
5.10.2 Formulating an Individual Tree Management Plan (ITMP): The first stage of a phased operation
will necessarily be in response to an assessment of the trees current condition. This will often be a more
finely tuned rejuvenation treatment of known extent (usually targeted to the extreme crown periphery).
Later phases of reduction are predictive. Therefore is it possible to distinguish between percentage
reductions that refer to the first operation (i.e. 'intervention stage') and subsequent phases ('return
phases') of the ITMP.
5.10.3 Principles of implementing the ITMP works: It is important to recognise that although the ITMP may
extend for two to three decades it may need modification during the life of the Plan. Good practice
should then require that return operations be based on re-inspections prior to implementation of the
appropriate phase, and should take account of the tree's condition at that time, noting local changes to
the tree's growth circumstances and its response to the previous operation. The ITMP might therefore be
subject to redrafting based on these considerations. A valuable by-product of this process is that the
ITMP forms the basis for a long-term record of the tree's response to management.
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Ratio of trunk/boll
Total number of years to
to crown height
carry out reduction
4:1
30
3:1
20
2:1
16
1:1
12
Example for tree with trunk/crown ratio 1:3
Stage 1 (First Operation)
Intervention stage
Stage 2, 3 & 4
Intermediate stages
Stage 5 (Management Objective)
Final stage

Height of trunk/bolling

Crown height

6
5
4
4

Period between stages (years)
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Neville Fay (2004)
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Typically involves <10% reduction targeted to end-growth (degree will depend on current vitality)
Five years apart preceded by reinspection & moderated in response to vitality indications
Preceded by reinspection & carried out to achieve target height (Five years after stage 4)

Number of stages to carry out
phased reduction
6
5
5
4

5

Figure 17: Guidance Example for Retrenchment Pruning based on
Individual Tree Management Plan (ITMP)
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6.0

GENERAL SITE MANAGEMENT RECOMMENDATIONS

6.1.1

There are a great deal of site recommendations which include regular maintenance of the competitive
vegetation such as holly or in some cases hazel which can shade the lower crowns. It is unsustainable to
manage this competitive growth manually in the long term. This will take a huge amount of effort and
cost. In addition it is likely to result in less favourable conditions in terms of nature conservation.
Grazing offers a more varied vegetation structure, favours oak regeneration and the dung is an additional
positive factor in a wood pasture ecosystem. Without grazing, there is also a greater likelihood that
machines will be used for this type of work which may result in soil compaction and thus root damage.
The most sustainable and best solution in terms of nature conservation would be to expand grazing
across the whole site. Ideally with cattle, but a combination of animals may also be favourable. Ideally
the animals would be of a hardy breed which could cope with the conditions on Ashtead Common and
eat the shrub vegetation as well as the field layer. The best solution would be to perimeter fence so that
grazing could be relatively extensive.

6.1.2

Given some of the statistics regarding population losses which is closely related to the amount of shade,
it is very important to consider the creation in the long term a more open wood pasture environment
over a greater part of Ashtead and Epsom Commons. As part of this system it would seem sensible to
continue with pollarding on at least part of the population in combination with ensuring that there are
open grown oaks. The reason for continuing with pollarding is that it speeds up the process of habitat
creation in oaks. Experience from France and Sweden suggests that hollowing begins one or even two
hundred years earlier in pollards than in open grown unmanaged trees (V. Vignon, pers comm).
Regardless of the future mortality rates having new pollards would act as some form of insurance so that
the habitat resource is maintained above the minimum levels (160 hollow trees). In addition there are
many high pollards that have been recommended as part of this project. This may help provide some
bridge habitat in the shorter term.

6.1.3

A major amount of bracken management has taken place over the last decade with very positive results.
This in combination with the efforts of the City of London has resulted in virtually no fires which have
had any impact on the ancient trees in the last 15 years. This work to keep bracken under control should
ideally continue. Once again the most effective method of control of bracken following rolling or
chemical treatment is grazing. This as mentioned above favours the ancient trees as well.

Figure 18: Longhorn cattle grazing a
wood pasture with ancient trees at
Windsor. Could this be a vision for
Ashtead Common in the future?
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7

FURTHER SURVEY WORK AND CONSULTANCY

7.1

Further Survey Work

7.1.1

This survey did not specifically quantify trees within the Commons that could be considered as viable
succession for veteran continuity. In order to commence a program of selecting trees for veteran
continuity, it is recommended that a survey of the overall oak population over the whole site (not just
where existing pollards are) is carried out. This would provide useful information with regard to the age
structure and help to inform decisions with regard to whether it is necessary to consider planting or
indeed veteranisation. Such a survey should also identify all candidate veterans of any age class on a
GIS. Subsequently those trees that are identified as being candidate veterans to ensure a sustainable
population of veteran trees into the future can be selected for management, protection and monitoring.

7.1.2

Grazing is key to the future management of Ashtead and Epsom Commons. It may be worth undertaking
a feasibility study for implementing extensive grazing across the whole site.

7.2

Future Monitoring

7.2.1

In addition to the evaluation which will need to be done following each operation it would be very
useful to have a relatively simple monitoring system in place. This would help to give some indication
of the success or failure of the management work. It is hoped that through the implementation of the
ITMP’s the proportion of the population that will die, will over the coming decade begin to slow down.
A key aspect to monitor is therefore the mortality rate of the trees.

7.2.2

This is something that could be carried out every five to ten years, whereby either the whole population
is checked or a random sample. This could be undertaken with the help of volunteers as the assessment
is relatively straight forward and should be a note of whether the tree is alive or dead. It may also be
possible to identify the cause of death as part of this assessment. If the management programme is
successful, it would be expected that the rate of loss will begin to slow as has been indicated by the
work at Burnham Beeches. The disadvantage of using random sampling in this context would be that
the death of a pollard is still a relatively rare event and thus may be missed with random sampling.
Undertaking a relatively simple survey once every five years would give very useful data not just for
Ashtead Common but in a national context due to the limited accurate information which exists with
regard to mortality rates of populations of old trees.

7.2.3

It would also be very useful to undertake monitoring which aims to assess the success of the different
management techniques which are being suggested. This would involve a more specific method which
is a project in its own right. This would however also prove very useful not just within an Ashtead
Common context but would also contribute to a greater understanding of the management of ancient
trees.

7.3

Training and Development of Contractors

7.3.1

It is of course very important that the contractors carrying out the management prescriptions identified
in the ITMP’s have experience and expertise in the field of ancient tree management. They need also to
be aware of the special sensitivities related to ancient tree work. One way in which to ensure this occurs
would be offer a training course for local interested contractors. This could be very practically focussed
and involve field demonstration as well as background information. The advantage for the contractors in
coming on the course could be that it is a requirement for tendering. The understanding could also be
such that there must always be one person on site who has been on the course while work is being
carried out.

Treework Environmental Practice
www.treeworks.co.uk

30

Ashtead and Epsom Commons Veteran Pollard Survey

May 2009

7.3.2 Another advantage in training several local contractors may be that they could undertake a relatively
simple evaluation of the trees before work is carried out. This is particularly important when it is time
for the second operation or tree surgery following shade clearance. It must be noted however, that this
should not replace proper evaluation and monitoring.
8.0
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Appendix I
Standard Specifications for Veteran Tree
Works (inc. Glossary of Terms)
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Appendix II
Individual Tree Reports
(provided separately)
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Appendix III
Management Schedule
(provided separately)
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