
 

 
 

 
OPERATIONS INSTRUCTION No. 31  
 
TREES of SPECIAL INTEREST and FOREST OPERATIONS: Measures to protect 
ancient, veteran, champion, historic, notable or rare trees and their protection 
during forest operations (March 2013) 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
This document forms supplementary guidance for FEE staff to be followed in association 
with the FC England Practice Guide; Managing Ancient & Native Woodland in England 
(2010). The guidance in this document will apply in full to all sites where Trees of 
Special Interest (TSI) are located, except within our formal Arboreta.  
 
This guidance incorporates the widespread operational experience of FEE staff, and in 
particular the experience of FEE staff associated with ancient parks and forests in 
Savernake, Sherwood, the New Forest, and elsewhere. The advice and help provided by 
the Woodland Trust, Forest Research and the Ancient Tree Forum is acknowledged with 
thanks.  
 
1. PURPOSE and LONG TERM VISION 
 
This note provides guidance on the policy and management of TSI. TSI are those trees 
which have an ecological, social, cultural or historical value, due to their age, character 
or past history.  FE England staff will set out to manage these trees in ways that 
maintain and enhance their value, and ultimately to replace them to provide continuity 
of such trees across the landscape for as long as biologically possible.  
 
2. OBJECTIVES 
 
The management objectives for all TSI will follow the policies in ‘Keepers of Time: a 
Statement of Policy for England’s Ancient and Native Woodland’: 
 
“Ancient woodland, veteran trees and other native woodlands are adequately protected, 
sustainably managed in a wider landscape context, and are providing a wide range of 
social, environmental and economic benefits to society.”  
 
“Ancient and native woodland and trees should make an increasing contribution to our 
quality of life” 
 
“Rare, threatened or priority species associated with ancient and native woodland [and 
by implication the species of invertebrate, fungi and lichen particularly associated with  
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ancient and veteran trees] should be conserved and enhanced.” 
 
“The cultural heritage associated with ancient woodland and veteran trees should be 
protected and conserved” 
 
“The landscape context of woodland [containing such ancient trees] should be improved”  
 
3. TREES of SPECIAL INTEREST (TSI) ON THE FC ESTATE 
 
TSI occur widely across the Public Forest Estate throughout Britain. They are particularly 
abundant in areas of ancient forest, notably so in the New Forest, but are found widely 
in other such historic forests as Rockingham, Sherwood, Salcey, Savernake and The 
Forest of Dean. They are also surprisingly widespread in former upland landscapes 
where ancient pollards and old trees of gills and riverside have been incorporated into 
the extensive plantings of the 20th century. 
 
Many other areas across the estate have ancient and veteran trees associated with 
former commons, mediaeval deer parks or chase (e.g. Yardley Chase) or designed 
landscapes (e.g. Croft Castle, Castle Hill). In summary, Ancient and Veteran trees are a 
frequent, widespread and historically important part of the FC estate in England. 
 
Such trees can occur as individual trees or in important aggregations, often in surprising 
locations and full of historical meaning. In addition many of the broadleaved and conifer 
trees planted in the early 20th century as embellishments to forests, created as part of 
the Forestry Commission’s major planting campaigns, are reaching or have reached a 
size or character where they can be considered as TSI and as potential future veteran 
trees. 
 
4. THE CONTEXT 
 
TSI contribute greatly to the biodiversity and historic qualities of woodlands across the 
estate. They represent both existing conservation values and the character and history 
of the past land use of the woodland where they are found. Through their protection, 
careful management and enhancement Forest Enterprise seeks to be an exemplar of 
best practice. 
 
All TSI should be managed in a way that is sympathetic to their individual and unique 
character. Our UKWAS certification requires that forest managers plan for and take 
action to provide “a diversity of both standing and fallen deadwood and to maintain 
veteran trees, where this does not conflict with safety of the public or forestry workers 
or the health of the woodland” and that actions will include (UKWAS 6.2.2): 
 
• The retention of dead trees, snags and veteran trees 



 
ANCIENT AND VETERAN TREES (March 2013) 

 
 
• Keeping alive and protecting old, previously pollarded trees through appropriate 

management 
 
• Identifying and managing suitable trees to eventually take the place of existing 

veterans 
 
In addition, UKWAS requires at least 15% of the woodland area to be managed with 
conservation and the enhancement of biodiversity as a major objective (6.2.1) including 
long term retentions and areas designated as natural reserves. Such areas lend 
themselves to the conservation of TSI and their successors, particularly in forests with 
rich aggregations of old and veteran trees. 
 
The UK Forestry standard (UKFS) also specifically identifies the importance of veteran 
trees and their unique contribution to the conservation of forest biodiversity (UKFS 24). 
 
Summary of policy context: 
 
UKWAS certification requires (6.2.2): 
- Keeping standing dead trees snags and veteran trees 
- Manage suitable trees to eventually take the place of veteran trees 
 
UKFS Forest and Biodiversity 24: 
- Retain and manage existing veteran trees and select and manage suitable individuals 
to eventually take their place 
 
 
5. SAFETY and TSI 
 
TSI have the potential to pose a safety risk and, where appropriate, should be included 
with the tree safety monitoring regime of the District (see OGB1 Tree Safety). Due 
respect should be given to their importance when carrying out tree safety work or 
locating recreational facilities. 
 
TSI may require regular inspections by qualified personnel. Those that pose potential 
safety risks to woodland visitors will require more frequent inspection. The decision on 
the frequency of these specialist inspections is a judgment based on the level of risk 
posed and applying sensible reasonable behaviour as a basis for good practice.    
 
Managing access is the primary option. Along with increasing risk, the passage of people 
and machinery can compact soil and harm tree roots. Though the effects of root damage 
can be slow to develop, they increase risks to tree health and may ultimately result in 
tree failure. 
 
Methods that may be employed to reduce risks in well-used areas include: 
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• deterring informal parking beneath trees 
 
• re-locating facilities such as play equipment, seats, picnic tables, barbecues, 

information boards, hides, fishing platforms, horse jumps, feeding centres etc. 
 
• re-routing paths and tracks where legally allowed 
 
• redesigning mown paths in areas of long grass, a proven method of directing people 

away from high-risk zones 
 
• placing structures and assembly points beyond the falling range of trees 
 
Effective ways of deterring access to the area around a TSI can include planting/allowing 
the growth of brambles and thorny shrubs, placing branchwood and other brushwood 
around the tree or allowing grass to grow long. 
 
 
6. KEY PRINCIPLES FOR THE MANAGEMENT OF TSI 
 
6.1 Survey and recording TSI 

Where practical, TSI should be surveyed, recorded and mapped. These details should be 
made available to those responsible for woodland management and highlighted in 
contract documentation.  Completion of pre-operational plans (Ops. 1s) is an ideal 
opportunity to capture information on TSI that can be digitally stored within GIS on the 
Forester Conservation extension and displayed on contract maps produced from Forester 
Contract Mapper.  
 
Ideally, surveys should include identification of threats to the trees and the works 
required to protect them or release them from competition. 
 
6.2 Recording In GIS 

All TSI surveyed should be recorded in the GIS Forester Conservation extension as point 
features with the following attributes. 
 
Name: Veteran tree or recognised name or other identification 
Type: significant trees 
Dbh: 
Health assessment or level of risk to tree: 
Description: relevant details of the tree 
Details of conservation actions required:  
Details of recent management activity (with date): 
Details of known species of importance: include ecological requirements where known 
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Groups of significant TSI can be recorded within enclosed polygons provided the same 
information above is systematically recorded. 
 
Where appropriate, reference should be made to TSI when any operations take place 
within their vicinity, or at the time of Forest Plan revision. 
 
Full use should be made of external sources of data such as records from the Ancient 
Tree Hunt database or veteran tree surveys undertaken by other organisations. 
 
6.3 Root Protection and Managing Work in the vicinity of TSI 

The extent of tree roots and the importance of healthy soils to the security of trees 
against infection is often under appreciated when planning forest operations. Minimising 
damage to the root systems and their associated mycorrhizae in the forest soils 
surrounding TSI is very important. In the case of ancient trees enclosed from previously 
open situations the root systems may well be very extensive, spreading widely into 
surrounding grassland and forest. 

Each TSI should be given a root protection area (RPA) beyond the dripline within which 
forestry operations and extraction are undertaken with particular care and attention to 
both the trees and the soils that support them. 
 
In the construction industry the “Root Protection Zone” for significant ancient, veteran 
and/or historic champion trees (BS 5837 Category A3 trees) is based on an area with a 
radius which is 15 times the diameter of the tree’s stem (measured at 1.5 metres from 
ground level) or a distance of 2 metres beyond the crown spread, whichever is the 
greater. Note though that this guidance is considering the impact of spoil compaction, 
trenching and root severance on nearby trees. 
 
Numerous studies indicate that roots extend well beyond the dripline, though there is a 
great deal of variation between species. Roots extending furthest beyond the crown tend 
to be near the soil surface. The maximum spread of roots is reached before the canopy 
has completely expanded, suggesting the ratio of roots to crown may decrease as trees 
become older. 
 
In most situations the majority of roots do not extend more than 4 metres or so beyond 
the edge of the tree canopy. 
 
Practical application of all the available advice and information (including advice from 
Forest Research) when forest operations are being considered close to TSI in forest 
conditions supports adoption of a Root Protection Zone of 5 metres beyond dripline of 
tree for all TSI. 
 
Root Protection Area Guidance on FE managed land: a Root Protection Area of a 
minimum of 5 metres beyond the canopy dripline should be established around 
all TSI prior to undertaking any forestry operations. 
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Table 1 RPA Zone: What Matters and Why?  
 
Trees of Special Interest Notes 
Dead trees of dbh above 
1m 

Dead trees are included here to prevent accidental 
damage to hulk rather than to root system 
 

Living trees of up to 1m 
dbh 
(diameter measured at 
breast height) 

Smaller trees may nevertheless be very old. Many 
hawthorns and shrubs can reach great age without being 
particularly large. Beech trees growing on very poor soils 
can also be ancient without being of impressive size. 
Smaller TSI may also be the veterans of the future given 
time and space. Care over the soils surrounding these 
trees will ensure they become so. 
 

Large trees of 1metre to 
1.5 metres dbh 

Big trees and champion trees usually fall into this size 
class; they are future ancient trees. Such trees are 
vulnerable to root damage from soil damage from 
operations in their vicinity. Root systems may well 
extend well beyond the 5m RPA advocated. 
 

Very large and ancient 
trees of 1.5 metres dbh 
and above 

These are the rarest large ancient trees and occasional 
champion trees; root systems can be very extensive 
especially for ancient open grown trees including those 
that are now in forest conditions. This should be taken 
into account when planning operations in areas around 
such large trees. Root systems may well extend well 
beyond the 5m RPA advocated.  
 
Old and veteran trees with crown dieback may have root 
systems extending well beyond the present crown, 
especially in open situations such as grasslands. 
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The RPA of each tree should be identified and protected before machinery or materials 
are brought on site. This can be achieved by adopting one or more of the following, 
appropriate to the degree and proximity of the work taking place around the trees: 
   
• Heavy machinery should not trespass onto the identified RPA unless absolutely 

necessary. This is to avoid damage to roots, soils and soil fungi close to the tree. 
• Consider whether harvesting and extraction in the vicinity of TSI is appropriate in the 

first instance. Operations around TSI may present opportunities to contribute to the 
provision of deadwood habitat within the Woodland Management Unit assessed under 
UKWAS. 

• Operations should only be undertaken when ground conditions are suitable. 
• Barriers around TSI and their RPA’s may be appropriate to ensure unnecessary 

incursions within RPA’s 
• Clearly identifying and agreeing the extraction routes with machine operators before 

operations commence is essential. 
• The intensity of contract management should be sufficient to avoid damage to TSI 

and surrounding soils. Failure to comply with the principles of these guidelines 
incorporated as contract conditions should be identified quickly and dealt with 
appropriately. 

 

6.4 Management of Tree Crops around TSI  

Gradual haloing should be undertaken regularly to allow trees to adjust to increasing 
light levels and to avoid desiccation. The speed of release will need to take into account 
the degree of existing shade.   
 
When undertaking haloing work the needs of bats that may use both TSI and 
surrounding trees as roosts should also be considered. 
 
Initially all trees from under and within the crown of the tree of special interest should 
be removed and a 2m to 3m halo around the crown created. It will then be necessary to 
return at appropriate intervals to assess the timing and extent of further interventions. 
 
The aim is to ultimately free the crown to some 5m beyond the drip line. 
 
Clearly where the operation is aimed specifically at halo thinning to protect and enhance 
a TSI this will involve working up to or even within the crown of that tree. In such cases 
the protection of the RPA from excessive ground damage by machinery remains 
paramount and work should be undertaken when ground conditions are appropriate. 
Mats of brash from surrounding operations might be considered to protect underlying 
roots and soil. Harvesting machinery with sufficient safe reach to minimise 
encroachment onto the RPA and/or directional hand felling by chainsaw, and/or retention 
of material as deadwood habitat should also be considered. 
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6.5 Forest Operations 

The quality of site planning, the brief/specification given to contractors or field staff and 
good supervision should all aim to deliver the high standard of operation required. 
 
No significant operations should take place on ancient woodland sites and sites with TSI 
without completion of a comprehensive Operational Site Assessment (Ops 1), which 
must include appropriate assessment of features in the field and the identification of 
appropriate management prescriptions. Expert advice will only occasionally be required, 
but careful observation and noting of features by site managers is vital.  
 
When operations are undertaken contract supervision is the key to successful 
conservation of TSI; no matter what controls are drafted into contracts and plans, the 
care of TSI lies in the hands of those implementing the work. In particularly difficult, or 
sensitive, areas direct contract arrangements with known responsible contractors may 
be considered the most appropriate method of undertaking operations. 
 
Stacking areas for timber or firewood may have considerable impact on soil conditions. 
Stacking areas should not be created within RPA’s and ideally should always be on 
disturbed rideside soils or hardstandings. 
 
Care should also be taken to ensure the crown of the TSI will not be damaged by 
harvesting or extraction machinery  
 
6.6 Access Routes and extraction routes 

Clearly identifying and agreeing the extraction routes with machine operators 
before operations commence is essential. 
 
Existing stoned or metalled tracks that are within the RPA of TSI’s are perfectly 
acceptable to use for extraction and other regular vehicular/machinery access. 
 
Unsurfaced routes should not normally be used for timber extraction within the RPA of 
TSI’s even where they have previously crossed the RPA. Where their use is unavoidable 
existing routes should be used and no new routes created. The new stoning of 
unsurfaced routes within an RPA should certainly not be undertaken. Extraction routes 
should also avoid encircling TSI.  
 
Alternative routes should always be considered where this could avoid risk to TSI.   
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7. SILVICULTURAL CONSIDERATIONS 
  
Thinning of surrounding forest stands should be in accordance with OGB 9 unless there 
are clear objectives for an alternative approach. This may need careful judgment in the 
vicinity of TSI within forest stands where the impact of halo thinning and the 
requirement to maintain semi shade and humid conditions around the veteran trees 
might warrant changes to standard intensities of thinning. 
 
As per the guidance on ancient woodland in OPS 3 (revision 2012 JT 120222.doc) the 
retention and protection of ancient and veteran trees should include the planning for 
the longer-term continuity of veteran trees on the site and at a landscape scale if TSI 
are in significant numbers on adjacent land or surrounding historic landscape. 
 
8. MONITORING AND PHOTO-MONITORING 
 
It is desirable that we monitor the response of TSI to our conservation actions.  Forest 
Plans, or other District documents, should specify how to progress work on TSI 
management and records, and photomonitoring will provide an important reference point 
for future forest managers. 
 
Fixed point photographs may be useful and are recommended, particularly when it is 
desirable to compare sites or parts of sites over time. 
 
Ancient and veteran trees offer an attractive opportunity to engage volunteers and 
NGO’s in the management of forests. Encouraging volunteer involvement to accurately 
map and monitor TSI is recommended. 
  
Volunteers seeking to record ancient/interesting/veteran trees should ideally ensure 
their records are logged on the Woodland Trust Ancient Tree Hunt website. 
 
9. THE DEATH OF AN ANCIENT or VETERAN TREE 
 
On their death, ancient and veteran trees continue to contribute to both biodiversity 
values and historic values for many decades. A veteran oak, for example, can take a 
century or more to decay 
 
Dead and decaying trees should be retained in situ until no longer a feature of the 
landscape, at which point they are beyond the influence of the special measures detailed 
above for their conservation… and their successors will hopefully be well into their prime 
as ancient and veteran trees of the future.  
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9. SUPPORTING DOCUMENTS 
 
FC England Practice Guide: Managing Ancient & Native Woodland in England (Nov. 2010)   
Keepers of Time – Policy & Action Plan (2005). 
 
Managing Native Broadleaved Woodland (2010) Harmer, R., Kerr, G., and Thompson, R. 
Forestry Commission/ TSO.  
  
Ops1 – Environmental Management of Forest Operations 
  
Restoration of Native Woodland on Ancient Sites – Forest Research Practice Guide 
 
FC Operational Guidance Booklet 1 (OGB 1) – Tree Safety 
 
FC Operational Guidance Booklet 9 (OGB 9) - Thinning 
  
FC Operational Guidance Booklet 36 (OGB36) – Forest Design Planning 
  
UK Woodland Assurance Scheme (UKWAS) [third edition 2012] 
 
Suggested additional reading list: 
 
Ancient Tree Guide no 4: What are ancient, veteran and other trees of special interest? 
Woodland Trust/Ancient Tree Forum One of a series of important guides for site 
managers. www.ancient-tree-forum.org.uk 
 
Managing deadwood in forests and woodlands. (2012) Forestry Commission Practice 
Guide. FCPG020  
 
BS 3998 Tree Work Recommendations (2010) British Standards Institute 
 
BS 5837:2012 Trees in Relation to Design, Demolition and Construction 
 
Common sense risk management of trees. Landowner summary. (2011) National Tree 
Safety Group. FCMS025 
 
Veteran Trees a Guide to Good Management. (2000) Read, H. (ed.) Natural England (out 
of print but pdf’s available from www.naturalengland.org.uk ) 
 
Natural England Guide to the Care of Ancient Trees – Veteran Trees Initiative 
 
Ancient and Veteran Tree Management (in press) Lonsdale, D. Ancient Tree Forum 
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10.  USEFUL WEBSITES 
 
Ancient Tree Forum www.ancient-tree-forum.org.uk 
 
Ancient Tree Hunt www.ancienttreehunt.org.uk 
 
 
Jonathan Spencer, Forestry Commission England, 21st March 2013 
End of Ops 31 


