
Protecting ancient woods and veteran trees
PPS9 requires planners to consider protection of

ancient woods and veteran trees from further loss

and damage, but also to seek ways of reversing

fragmentation of habitats.

In the preparation of local development

frameworks, planning authorities should adopt a

spatial planning approach to ensure opportunities

for expanding and extending existing ancient and

semi-natural habitats are not missed.

As well as protection through planning policy, trees and woodland can be protected by tree

preservation orders.Tree preservation orders are made by local planning authorities in the

interests of amenity, and in deciding whether to protect particular trees and woodland authorities

may take into account their nature conservation value.

To decide whether PPS9 policy should apply in relation to individual planning proposals, planners

should consider whether a proposal will:

Reduce the area of ancient woodland, wood pasture or parkland

Result in the loss of an ancient or veteran tree

Result in ground damage, loss of

understorey, or disturbance within

the woodland. An exception would 

be provision of management access

to a wood to enable management 

for biodiversity benefits

Affect the Root Protection Area of individual trees (as specified in BS 58372)

Reduce the area of other semi-natural habitats adjoining ancient woodland

Significantly alter land use adjacent to ancient woodland 

Increase likely exposure of ancient woodland, wood pasture or parkland to pollutants from the

surrounding area

Alter the hydrology in a way that might impact on ancient woodland, ancient or veteran trees

Destroy important connecting habitats (e.g. hedgerows, watercourses)
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Create barriers to dispersal by further fragmenting ancient woodland and other 

semi-natural habitats

Degrade known archaeological or historical features within ancient woodland 

or associated with ancient or veteran trees

Result in an area of high public use being placed near an ancient or veteran tree, ultimately

heightening the risk of tree work to the tree for safety reasons

Proposals that result in any of these should not be granted planning permission unless the need

for, and benefits of, the development in that location outweigh the loss or deterioration of the

woodland habitat.

Planning conditions should be used to ensure extension and buffering of ancient woods and wood

pasture and parkland through habitat creation, and restoration of coniferised ancient woods and

derelict wood pasture.They should also be used to encourage the best practice in tree management,

along with careful supervision of significant trees by tree officers during and after construction.

2BS 5837:2005 Trees in relation to construction

Conserving the past – ensuring the future
A planner’s guide to ancient woods and trees in England

An irreplaceable resource of timeless beauty. . .
Living symbols of our cultural and wildlife heritage . . .

Under threat from development . . .

Planning Policy Statement 9 strengthens protection for aged and veteran trees
and ancient woods in England.This leaflet contains guidance to help planners
ensure that policy is put into practice.
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Links
Guidelines for identifying ancient woodland (www.english-nature.org.uk/news/story.asp?ID=183)
Wealden Ancient Woodland project: final report (www.highweald.org/uploads/WAW_FINAL_DRAFT_3.pdf)
Veteran tree handbook (www.english-nature.org.uk/pubs/publication/PDF/VetTreesFuture.pdf)
Guidance for Planners – ‘Seeing the Wood for the Trees – Implementing the draft South East Plan
Woodland Policy NRM5’ (www.forestry.gov.uk/forestry/INFD-6U9HS5)
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The importance of ancient woods and veteran trees
Ancient woods are areas that have been continuously wooded since at least 1600, often much

longer.Ancient woods are of prime ecological importance – more rare and threatened species are

associated with ancient woodland, which is covered

by the Native Woodland Habitat Action Plans, than

any other habitat. Relatively undisturbed, ancient

woods often contain features of historical and

archaeological importance.

Veteran trees and especially ancient (aged) trees are

of prime importance in the UK because they are

uncommon in northern Europe. Individual old trees

often have local or indeed national cultural significance,

a living link with the past and inextricably linked with

certain landscape character types. Because of their age, size or condition, ancient and veteran

trees are vital to sustain a range of nationally and internationally important specialist species.

Both ancient woods and veteran trees may be important features in the landscape, and of great

beauty in their own right.

Planning Policy Statement 9 (PPS9): Biodiversity and Geological Conservation, issued in August

2005, states:

Local planning authorities should identify any areas of ancient woodland in

their areas that do not have statutory protection (e.g. as a SSSI).They should

not grant planning permission for any development that would result in its

loss or deterioration unless the need for, and benefits of, the development in

that location outweigh the loss of the woodland habitat.Aged or “veteran”

trees found outside ancient woodland are also particularly valuable for

biodiversity and their loss should be avoided. Planning authorities should

encourage the conservation of such trees as part of development proposals.

Ancient woodland and veteran trees in your area
PPS9 makes it clear that local planning authorities should now seek to identify all ancient woodland

in their area.The starting point is the Ancient Woodland Inventory, available for download from

www.naturalengland.org.uk.The inventory is provisional: new information may

lead to woods being added, but also to woods being taken off the

list. In addition the inventory does not include woodland

under 2ha, or all ancient wood pasture and parkland sites.

Because it is over 20 years since the inventory was

produced, some local authorities have begun projects to

update and improve the ancient woodland records for

their area, using digital versions of old maps and

carrying out field survey. One possible model for

mapping and recording ancient woodland is a project in

the Wealden district, in the south east of England, which is

highlighted in PPS9’s accompanying guide to good practice.1

Local authorities seeking to fulfil the

requirements of PPS9 by improving their knowledge base on

ancient woodland should refer to Natural England, as it is

important that updating of the inventory remains

consistent across the country. Natural England has

produced guidelines on identifying ancient woodland.

Ancient woods include those that have been replanted

with non-native species. Even dense conifers, on an

ancient woodland site, may contain historical features and

relict ground flora. Where the conifers are removed much

of the wildlife may be able to recover.

There is currently no comprehensive inventory of veteran trees though the Woodland Trust, in

partnership with the Ancient Tree Forum and the Tree Register of the British Isles have begun

1Planning for biodiversity and geological conservation: a guide to good practice. Department for
Communities and Local Government. March 2006.

creating a living database of ancient trees, www.ancient-tree-hunt.org.uk, and new records can be

added to this. Natural England is developing a Wood Pasture and Parkland Information System

which will provide a national inventory of the extent and condition of this habitat, which contains

veteran trees (www.wapis.org.uk). Local authorities can contribute to the

development of this system by ensuring that Local Plans are

appropriately marked to show the location and extent of

such important trees and sites. Some local authorities are

already designating important concentrations of ancient

trees as Local Sites (e.g.Wokingham Council).

The threats from development

Roads, housing and airport expansion are the most high

profile development threats to ancient woodland and

trees, but quarrying, mineral extraction and leisure

development such as golf courses also take their toll

(www.woodsunderthreat.info).

Development on adjacent or nearby land can result in damage to roots, changes in drainage, or

pollution that can have indirect effects, sometimes over the long term, even if there is no direct

loss to the ancient wood, or veteran tree.

Ancient woods and veteran trees are affected by the countryside around them. Losses of nearby

grassland, heath or other semi-natural vegetation may make it more difficult for species to spread

from one wood or tree to another.That is why PPS9 also highlights the importance of networks.

Local authorities should aim to maintain networks by avoiding or repairing 

the fragmentation and isolation of natural habitats through policies in plans.

Such networks should be protected from development, and, where possible,

strengthened by or integrated within it.
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