Celebrating National Tree Week on Exmoor
 
The National Trust records one thousand ancient trees in Exmoor’s rainforest
 

As part of the celebration of National Tree Week, the National Trust has released the results of an ancient tree survey of Horner Wood on Exmoor, which reveals the existence of over one thousand ancient trees. Many of these trees were once ‘working trees’ and now support complete ecosystems in their own right.
 
The survey was commissioned by the National Trust to locate and assess the condition of old trees in Horner Wood National Nature Reserve and to plan for its future management. Horner Wood is ranked in the top twenty sites in the UK for ancient trees and their associated ‘old growth’ wildlife. 
 
Jeremy Steed, the National Trust’s Head Forester on the Holnicote Estate, said, “The survey focused on the wood-pasture areas covering just one third of the 900 acre ancient wood.  This is the first stage in a process to identify exactly where our ancient trees are and assess their current condition. This will feed into informing our decisions on their future management and ensure the sustainability of not only individual trees but the entire ecosystem as a whole.”
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Many of the trees recorded as ancient and trusted under the care of the National Trust, are the result of a system of management that ceased over one hundred years ago. They were once pollards, ie. ‘working trees’ which had to work for a living by having their branches systematically cut off every 20 to 50 years to provide a wide range of wood products such as fuel wood or fodder for livestock. 
 
Jeremy Steed explains the importance of these ancient trees to the ecosystem. “A consequence of pollarding is that it can prolong the life of trees, enabling them to attain great ages. Once trees grow beyond certain ages, their value to wildlife becomes enormous and they can become complete ecosystems in their own right, supporting wildlife such as deadwood beetles and lichens, some of which only appear several hundred years into the life of the tree. 
 
“The wildlife living on these trees is a good indicator of their age. These old trees are a live record of human tree management, they are ‘living archaeology’ and a great cultural and educational resource.”
 
The survey for each ancient tree included recording the species, tagging it with a number and plotting its position using GPS. The trees were also assessed for physical and biological condition and management issues such as direct threats to tree health and the presence of successor trees and natural regeneration.
 
In total, 1039 trees were recorded with oak predominating with 884 recorded (478 of which were old pollards), many of which are considered to be between 450 and 700 years old. Other species included Ash, Rowan, Holly and Birch. 
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Further information from Alex Brannen, National Trust Regional Communications Officer – 01985 843 592 or 07909 875 889 or from Jeremy Steed, the National Trust’s Head Forester on the Holnicote Estate on 01643 864907.

 

 

Notes to editors:
 

        Images of Horner Wood are available from the National Trust’s Photo Library on 020 7447 6787

 

        The remainder of Horner Wood and the wider Holnicote Estate also hold many hundreds more ancient trees and it is hoped that they can be surveyed at a future date.  The National Trust will be undertaking work to establish many young oaks throughout Horner Wood and the Holnicote Estate in 2004.

 

        Horner supports significant populations of bats particularly the very rare and threatened Barbastelle bat (a Red Data Book species) that uses old trees for roosting. The main roosting area of Barbastelles in Horner correlates directly with the main area of ancient trees that provide a concentration of suitable habitat.

 
· The UK is host to 80% of the European populations of ancient trees. 
 
· The National Trust is the UK’s major owner of ancient trees. 
 
· The survey was carried out on behalf of the National Trust between March and September 2003, by Mosaic Mapping. 
 
· Estimates of the age of some oaks were calculated by examining the rings and diameters on fallen oaks and extrapolating the findings. Every metre in diameter is equivalent to approximately 300 years. 
 
· Horner Wood is a temperate rainforest. It is classified as an ‘Atlantic Oakwood’ with a warm and moist oceanic climate characterised by the richness in wet loving plants such as mosses, ferns and lichens. 
 
        National Tree Week is the Tree Council’s festival to mark the start of the tree planting season, and a nationwide celebration of trees and woods. Across the country there will be lots of opportunities to plant trees, or to take part in events, walks, talks, songs, story-telling and tree dressing. National Tree Week 2003 will commence on Wednesday 26 November and finishes on December 7.  www.treecouncil.org.uk
