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Too close for comfort

Scattered, open-crowned trees2 are recognised to be
keystone structures in a wide range of landscapes
and are objects of great beauty. The maintenance of
a tree-free zone around them is important or the
older tree will otherwise be damaged by shading
from the more vigorous younger tree as it matures
and the shape of the younger tree being affected as
it grows.

The minimum amount of space required by a tree or
shrub to grow to its full crown height and spread –
especially the development of the lower branches –
depends on the species (and genetics) and also on its
situation. Provide each tree with an area that is at
least as wide in radius as the expected height of the
tree (see chart on p 5) e.g. Scots pine has a top
height of 40m and is very light demanding, so
should be planted at 40m centres.

It is often said that planting extra trees allows for
loss, but such failures are unpredictable and the
result generally is an overcrowded stand with a few
small gaps. Early thinning to compensate is also
often recommended, but rarely takes place.

Allow space for future planting in decades and
centuries to come, so that a wide age structure is
developed. As oaks can live for 900 years, there has
to be plenty of space in which future generations
can be established.

Research undertaken in Sweden (Bergman, 2007) to
assess the minimum area to maintain a sustainable
population of trees indicates that there should be
160 hollowing oaks, on average 2.8 per hectare,
within an oveall area of 57 ha.

Bridging the age gap while young
trees develop

Young trees are the ancient trees of the future, but
mature and late-mature trees are also important
because they will provide habitat-continuity when
today's ancient trees die. Where an age gap could
break habitat-continuity, trees that are not yet
veterans could be 'veteranised' or pollarded
(preferably with specialist advice). If they are
pollarded, their smaller crowns could also make
space for more new trees. Veteran trees that have
died should be retained standing or could be re-
erected after they fall because of their continuing
biodiversity value.

How you can help

• Allow sufficient space for trees to grow to full
crown potential. With oak, for example, lower
branch growth can extend more than 15m
from the trunk. For good lower, lateral branch
development allow 30-40m between trees and
the same distance from existing trees.

• Phase planting over centuries according to the
expected lifespan of trees – more space is
needed where replacing species that tend to
have very long lives.

• Orchard trees, e.g. fruit trees, the spacing has
evolved from the fruit production industry,
enabling optimal flowering and fruiting of
trees. In a mature orchard, trees are at about
10-20m spacing.

• Consider using thorny shrubs such as
hawthorn to protect young trees – a common
practice of landscape gardeners such as
Humphry Repton and ‘Capability’ Brown.

• If possible gather seed from ancient trees
nearby and scatter at the edge of scrub or
thorny bushes or grow on in organic
conditions.

• Consider European non-natives that might
provide veteran characteristics more quickly
than native trees for wildlife benefits for
continuity of the ancient tree habitat.

• Retain dead standing trees or re-erect them,
to enhance wildlife habitat and aesthetic
impact especially where decaying wood
habitats have been badly depleted.

• Ensure that planting is compatible with
historic designed landscapes.
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Diagram showing the stages in the life of an ancient tree Diagram showing the space required for a large crowned tree at different stages of its life.
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Allow plenty of space between trees as well as sufficient space for the tree itself.
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Room to breathe

2 Manning AD, Fischer J & Lindenmayer DB (2006). Scattered treed are keystone structures – implications for
conservation. Biological Conservation 132: 311-321
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