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Nesting, roosting and hiding - birds, bats
and other animals

Other species live on ancient and veteran trees,
alive or dead, but are not specialists: i.e. such
trees are habitat for these species but are not
always necessary.

A number of bird species utilise ancient, veteran and
dead trees, by feeding on saproxylic and other
invertebrates, or or by nesting or roosting in the
cavities and other hollows that tend to reach a large
size in such trees. Redstarts, woodpeckers and barn
owls nest in the cavities but have different feeding
requirements. Redstarts forage for insects in the
lower branches of trees, green woodpeckers like to
feed on anthills in grassland, great and lesser spotted
woodpeckers on saproxylic insects within wood,
while barn owls hunt across open rough grassland.

Bats often depend on smaller crevices and
sometimes patches of loose bark for their roosts.
A variety of these niches are often provided by
ancient and veteran trees, some of which provide
the right conditions for a number of bat species.
Barbastelle, one of our rarest and most threatened
bats, favours ancient trees in wood pastures for the
loose bark on old tree trunks.

An ancient, veteran or dead tree can also provide a
convenient place for an entrance to a rabbit burrow,
while also providing small gaps around its roots
where hedgehogs can hibernate safely, or warm,
moist hollows, where the eggs of grass snakes can be
incubated. Of course, there are many other species
that use ancient, veteran or dead trees as they would
any tree.

W
T

PL
/P

et
e

H
ol

m
es

W
T

PL
/D

en
ni

s
Jo

hn
so

n

W
T

PL
/L

ib
by

O
w

en

Great spotted
woodpecker

Redstart

Grass snake

Old-growth areas containing clusters of ancient and
veteran trees can now be assessed by a standard
protocol.
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Glimpses of the ‘wildwood’ through ancient trees

Although most landscapes in Europe have been considerably modified by humans, we can be sure that the
pre-human landscape (often called the original ‘wildwood’), contained plenty of ancient and veteran trees.
As the wild landscapes were tamed, old trees became increasingly confined to a few isolated areas. The
evidence from sub-fossil invertebrate faunas in old trees such as bog oaks and pines shows that species now
regarded as rare and restricted to small areas of old-growth were formerly widespread and, no doubt, quite
common in earlier millennia.

In the UK, only the ancient and veteran trees and their associated species are pointers to this past
wilderness. Our best remaining areas of old-growth are, mainly found in historic deer parks, remnants of
mediaeval hunting forests and ancient wood-pasture, or on commons. Sometimes, however, species
characteristic of old-growth may still be found associated with old pollards in managed cultural landscapes
or with individual ancient trees in ancient hedgerows, wooded gorges, and traditional orchards.
Characteristically, these trees are open-grown (individuals without their crowns touching) and found in
grazed landscapes.

This dependence of open-grown ancient trees fits poorly with the conventional idea of ‘natural’ ancient
woodland. We often think of ancient woodland as being ungrazed and having a closed canopy formed by
trees grown very close together. Although ancient ‘semi-natural’ woods rarely contain ancient or veteran
trees or their associated specialist species, and lost their ‘old-growth’ character many centuries ago as a
result of intensive cutting by people, they are good places where trees could be managed to become
ancient trees of the future.

Areas with ancient and veteran trees, have been reduced to a few tiny islands with groups of old trees or even
individual trees within the landscape. These islands represent fragmented remnants of habitats that formerly
existed, few, if any, connections between them. To maintain the structure and biodiversity of this old-growth
into the future, each and every ancient and veteran tree and its decaying wood should be managed carefully
wherever possible. Also, new generations of open-grown trees established around them – though far enough
away so that their crowns at maturity will not compete with each other or with the existing trees.

In 2005, Natural England published a protocol which helps assess the value of clusters of trees primarily on
the basis of their ancient and veteran tree populations (R628 A veteran tree site assessment protocol). This
protocol has been accepted by the Joint Nature Conservation Committee as a way of assessing the quality of
sites for designation.

This protocol may need modification depending on the site and wherever possible should be supplemented by
records for fungi, invertebrates and lichens for which the sites are important.

All our landscapes once had many open grown trees in hedges, in fields, in wetlands and along rivers, on
heaths and in grassland. It is a priority to retain existing trees and establish new trees to become the ancients
of the future, and give future generations of people a chance to appreciate them and their dependent species.

Primary veteran tree site assessment criteria

Field measure

No. ancient trees

No. veteran trees

No. dbh .1.5m

High

> 15

>100

>15

Medium

1-15

10-100

5-15

Low

0

1-10

< 5



Managing for wildlife

Look after them

Old trees should always be retained and managed to keep
them alive for as long as possible, minimizing harm to the
living tree.

Don’t forget the dead

Although the processes of decay and aging are vital for
biodiversity, they eventually lead to the death of any ancient
tree.When this happens, the tree remains a valuable habitat
for wildlife for many years or even decades thereafter and
should always be retained (after being made safe if necessary).

Trees need their wildlife

Remember that some of the wildlife dependent on a tree
provides benefits to the tree; in particular, mycorrhizal fungi
supply mineral nutrients and protect the tree from
pathogens. Nutrients are released also by the breakdown of
the older dead wood by decay fungi and invertebrates.

We are only just beginning to understand the relationships
between ancient trees and other species.We do know that
some of the associated species are sensitive to agricultural
chemicals such as fertilisers, slurry, animal medicines and
pesticides. Thus avoiding their use near trees will help to
ensure the survival of both the old trees and the species
associated with them.



The next generation

Retain veterans to become ancients of the future, but also
establish new trees to provide the next generation of
veterans, and allow or encourage them to age and develop
the important habitats for wildlife.

The surrounding land

The wildlife of ancient trees often depends on other features
of the surrounding land, not just on the old trees.
Invertebrates may need flowering shrubs for nectar and
pollen, bats and birds need hunting areas to find prey.

Where ancient trees are surrounded by unimproved
grassland there may be other important species present in
the grazed wood pasture or parkland habitat such as
flowering plants or wax cap fungi.

Variability

With such varied requirements, for habitats, it is best to
manage for variability in both space and time so that a
continual, sustainable succession of structurally diverse
decaying wood is provided.The habitats provided by a tree
will change over time, and so the dependent wildlife will need
other trees close by when the tree becomes unsuitable.
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The Woodland Trust
Autumn Park
Grantham
Lincolnshire NG31 6LL

Telephone: 01476 581111

The Woodland Trust Wales
(Coed Cadw)
3 Cooper’s Yard, Curran Rd
Cardiff CF10 5NB

Telephone: 08452 935860

The Woodland Trust Scotland
South Inch Business Centre
Shore Road
Perth PH2 8BW

Telephone: 01738 635829

The Woodland Trust in
Northern Ireland
1 Dufferin Court, Dufferin Avenue
Bangor, County Down BT20 3BX

Telephone: 028 9127 5787

Advice and information about ancient and veteran
trees: www.ancient-tree-forum.org.uk

Record an ancient, veteran or other tree of special
interest: www.AncientTreeHunt.org.uk

Tell us about a wood or tree under threat and get
lots more information about fighting a threat:
www.woodsunderthreat.org.uk

Further reading:

Veteran trees: A guide to good management (2000) ed
Read, H. Available as a pdf from Natural England
www.naturalengland.org.uk

R600 – BAP fungi handbook. Ainsworth, A.M. (2004)
Available as a pdf from Natural England
www.naturalengland.org.uk

Important Fungus Areas. (2001) Evans,S., Marren,P. and
Harper, M. Plantlife. Available as a pdf
www.plantlife.org.uk

R574 – Revision of the Index of Ecological Continuity as used
for saproxylic beetles. (2004) Alexander, K.N.A.
Available as a pdf from Natural England
www.naturalengland.org.uk

R467 The invertebrates of living and decaying timber in Britain
and Ireland. (2002) Alexander, K.N.A. Available as a pdf
from Natural England www.naturalengland.org.uk

A Conservation Evaluation of British Lichens (2002) Woods.
R.G. and Coppins B. J. British Lichen Society

Indices of Ecological Continuity for Woodland Epiphytic Lichen
Habitats in the British Isles (2002) by Coppins, A.M. and
B.J. British Lichen Society.

Old woodland lichens are worth saving. (2009) Plantlife.
Available as a pdf www.plantlife.org.uk

More information:

This leaflet is the sixth in a series about ancient
trees:

No 1: Trees and Farming

No2: Trees in Historic Parks and Landscape Gardens

No3: Trees and Development

No4: What are Ancient, Veteran and other Trees of
Special Interest?

No5: Trees and Climate Change

No6: The Special Wildlife of Trees

They are available from the Woodland Trust or
can be downloaded (as a pdf file) in English and
Welsh from www.ancient-tree-forum.org.uk.

Mae’r daf len hon ar gael yn Gymraeg fel pdf
o wefan.




