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A sustainable future for our countryside
Leaving the European Union is the biggest change in the 
support and regulation of land use and management in the 
UK for 40 years. Brexit offers a unique opportunity to develop 
a new sustainable land management policy that delivers 
a viable future for our landscapes, countryside and land 
managers.
A sustainable environment is the basis of our prosperity and 
essential to the health and wellbeing of society. The trees and 
woods within this provide many of our essential requirements 
- clean air, water, soil, food, fuel and building materials. Trees 
also offer huge benefits for wildlife, as new woods and trees 
will help to improve the biodiversity and habitat connectivity 
of the landscape. These cherished landscapes in turn 
contribute to our cultural heritage and sense of identity as 
places to exercise or unwind, or for recreation and tourism. 
Integrated into farming systems, trees and woods protect 
our valuable natural resources by helping to absorb water 
and air pollution, prevent soil erosion and flooding, boost 
soil sustainability through support of microorganisms and 
addition of nutrients. They help with shelter for livestock, 
crop pollination, integrated pest management and product 
diversification.
In some places our native woods, trees, the wildlife they 
support and the benefits they bring to people have been 
damaged by land management practices, often supported by 
Government policies. Woods are often small and fragmented 
remnants of their former size; trees have been lost from fields 
and hedges, ancient woods have been replanted with non-
native conifers, affected by pesticide or fertiliser spray drift 
from adjacent farmland, or suffered grazing, browsing and 
invasive species impacts preventing natural regeneration. 
Yet for all the growing recognition of the many benefits trees 
provide, planting rates remain lamentably low. 
A new integrated approach to land use requires support 
for positive land management that must deliver public 
goods. The Woodland Trust believes that to achieve a fully 
resilient landscape that delivers for all our needs, we must 
include support for actions that will protect and enhance 
the role of trees, woods and forests in ecosystems, as part 
of habitat networks and as a component of productive 
land management for both agriculture and forestry. This 
will mean a mixture of well targeted, smaller scale planting 
schemes and larger scale woodland creation projects 
delivering a wide range of benefits that will capture the 
public imagination. It is essential to invest now to reverse the 
ongoing decline in our natural environment so both people 
and wildlife can thrive and to develop schemes which lend 
themselves to ease of understanding by the landowner and 
ease of auditing.

What is a public good?
The Woodland Trust believes that any future support for land 
management must be based on the principle of public money 
for public goods.
Public goods are those which everyone can access (in theory) 
and from which no-one can be excluded. It can be difficult 
therefore to create markets for them. Examples of public 
goods include clean air and water, beautiful scenery and 
rare species. However, economic activity can also directly 
threaten the delivery of public goods, for precisely the reason 
that there is no direct benefit to the provider.
As an example, agroforestry (trees integrated into farming 
systems) can be a key mechanism to deliver public goods, 
as it offers the opportunity for multifunctional land use. 
This can simultaneously benefit food and fuel production 
(normally considered private goods), provide environmental 
protection and biodiversity gain, and allow farms to adapt 
to or mitigate the effects of climate change (normally 
considered public goods). 
Current agriculture policy provides payments based on 
‘productive’ land area owned, rather than on amount of public 
goods delivered. These payments currently exclude woods 
and trees, and don’t recognise the benefits they provide 
unless land managers join a specific agri-environment 
scheme. The existing agri-environment schemes are complex 
to apply for, which means protection and management 
of woods and trees often goes without payment to the 
landowner, or simply doesn’t happen at all.
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How can we deliver the public goods we need 
from our land management systems?
Treebelts for soil and water protection
In an initial assessment soil erosion was identified as a key 
issue for sustainable land management, causing loss of 
fertility and also contributing to pollution of watercourses 
with sediment, nutrients and pesticides downstream. In 
some places, soil erosion threatens the long term future of 
farming. The estimated annual cost of soil erosion in the UK 
is more than £1bn1. 

Action: Research has demonstrated that tree planting can 
help prevent soil erosion2. Plant new treebelts across slopes 
and along streams to intercept soil run-off and reduce 
surface wetness. Increase size and connectivity of existing 
hedges, particularly where they cross slopes.

Goods delivered: Public – decreased surface water pollution; 
private – long term soil fertility maintained on the farm.

Issue: Needs advice on siting of treebelt, planting and long 
term management.

Support needed: Capital payments for trees, fencing 
and tree protection, five year management payments for 
establishment, initial advice on siting and planting partially 
paid through scheme, longer term advice on management 
provided through farmer network/independent advisers.

Hedges for targeted species
A new hedge is identified as a key tool to connect and 
extend suitable habitat for particular species such as lesser 
horseshoe bats, a species of conservation concern. Dense 
thick hedges with mature trees are of greater value for the 
majority of wildlife including pollinators.

Action: Plant new hedges and thicken and maintain existing 
hedges to improve their biodiversity value, including planting 
trees for structure. 

Goods delivered: Public - improved biodiversity, pollination 
services and landscape aesthetics.

Issue: Need to increase width of existing hedge from 
standard 2m width, by changing existing management in 
both timing of operations and type of maintenance (biennial 
flail to 15 year rotational laying) and add additional trees.

Support needed: Long term management payments 
supported by advice, capital payments for trees and tree 
protection/fencing.

Upland tree planting for downstream flood prevention
In an initial landscape assessment of flood risk a number of 
upland areas are identified as potential sites for tree planting 
to reduce water flow and help prevent downstream flooding.

Action: Plant a number of woods in specified locations as 
part of a co-ordinated series of flood prevention activities.

Goods delivered: Public – decreased risk of flooding of roads 
and other public spaces; private - decreased risk of flooding 
on individual properties.

Issue: Needs co-ordinated activity to achieve results, advice 
on planting and management of trees and support to find 
long-term management payments.

Support needed: Co-ordination on an area basis, capital 
payments for trees and 10 year management payments 
to achieve establishment, support to broker long term 
management payments from new sources.

Agroforestry
Silvoarable and silvopastural schemes have been shown to 
have a greater productivity than mono-cropped schemes 
(greater land equivalent ratio - LER)3  while providing wildlife 
habitats and corridors, reducing soil erosion and aiding soil 
fertility and water management.

Action: Plant rows of trees amongst arable crops to form an 
alley cropping scheme.

Goods delivered: Public – improved biodiversity, improved 
soil health, reduction in water pollution; private – long-
term increased productivity (LER), enhanced long-term soil 
fertility, improved business risk management.

Issue: Advice needed on design and implementation of 
system, identification of markets, planting and long term 
management of trees; support for the capital investment as 
long lead in time before returns are seen.

Support needed: Percentage capital payments for trees and 
tree protection, initial advice on design and planting partially 
paid through scheme, longer term advice on management/
marketing provided through farmer network/independent 
advisers.

Hedges and shelterbelts for livestock shelter
Hedgerows and tree shelterbelts can provide shelter and 
browse to improve animal productivity by maintaining a 
positive energy balance for the livestock. This also supports 
improved grass growth while enhancing ecosystem service 
provision.

Action: Plant new shelterbelts to support livestock wellbeing 
and performance.

Goods delivered: Public – enhanced biodiversity, pollination 
services, water management, landscape character; private – 
improved productivity and wellbeing of stock.

Issue: Advice needed on siting of shelterbelt, planting and 
long term management and capital support.

Support needed: Capital payments for trees and tree 
protection, initial advice on siting and planting partially 
paid through scheme, longer term advice on management 
provided through farmer network/independent advisers.

Restoration of Plantations on Ancient Woodland 
Sites (PAWS)
Damaged ancient woodland needs appropriate management 
to ensure that key features are retained and robust enough 
to thrive into the future.

Action: Protect and enhance key ancient woodland features 
within ancient woodland sites and identify and tackle other 
threats, such as grazing or browsing preventing regeneration, 
or invasive non-native species.

Goods delivered: Public – climate change adaptation and 
improved biodiversity.

Issue: Need to influence existing woodland management to 
change management approach and type of restock species, 
i.e. continuous cover forestry over clearfell, gradual over 
immediate change, native species over conifer replanting, 
natural regeneration over planting, control of invasive 
species.

Support needed: Long-term management payments 
supported by advice and appropriate assessment and 
monitoring, capital payments for priority, non-economic 
works. Support for hardwood marketing and processors, 
small scale contracting equipment and developing contractor 
knowledge and skills in sensitive woodland management 
work.

Ancient tree conservation, including wood pasture
Ancient trees are unique as a wildlife habitat because of 
the exceptionally species-rich communities associated 
with wood decay and the bare surfaces of trunks, boughs 
and roots. However, as they deteriorate with age they have 
special needs to ensure continuing good health. Ancient 
trees also provide a history of our past landscape and 
management.

Action: Undertake assessment, prevent tree from collapsing 
prematurely, undertake sympathetic management including 
limb removal where necessary, maintain surrounding 
landscape to optimise biodiversity.

Goods delivered: Public – biodiversity and cultural/historical.

Issue: Ancient trees require specialist knowledge and skills 
to ensure appropriate action is undertaken. Action needs 
to include appropriate management of the surrounding 
landscape as many specialist species which spend part 
of their lifecycle in trees also require specific open ground 
habitats to complete their lifecycle.

Support needed: Advice and assessment of ancient trees, 
long term management payments for tree conservation and 
surrounding landscape management.
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1.  Houses of Parliament. Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology POST NOTE 502 (2015) 
Securing UK soil health. Available at: http://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/
POST-PN-0502/POST-PN-0502.pdf.

 2.  Nisbet et al., (2011) Woodland for Water: Woodland measures for meeting WFD objectives. 
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4, 320-334.
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A new integrated approach to land use 
should deliver support for positive 
land management practices that 
deliver public goods. To achieve 
a fully resilient landscape, we 
must include support for actions 
that will protect and enhance the role 
of trees, woods and forests in ecosystems, 
as part of habitat networks and as a 
component of productive land management for 
both agriculture and forestry. It is essential to 
invest now to reverse the ongoing decline in our 
natural environment.

PROTECT: our ancient woods 
and trees
  The UK’s rich heritage of ancient 

woodland, ancient trees, and ancient 
wood pasture and parkland are the last 
remaining, primary components of ‘old 
growth’ woodland.

RESTORE: our damaged  
ancient woods
  Since the 1930s, almost 40% of the UK’s ancient 

woodland has been replanted with non-native 
species. Many of these woods will continue to 
decline without appropriate restoration.

CREATE: plant woods and trees
  Woodland covers 13% of the UK, compared with an 

average of 44% in Europe. Current planting rates are at 
an all-time low.

UPLANDS
  Parts of the UK’s upland landscapes are 

nationally and internationally important 
for their wildlife, and also valued as cultural 
landscapes, often perceived as ‘wild spaces’. 
Woodland and scrub can help in preventing 
soil erosion, filtering water, storing carbon 
and providing wildlife habitat.

AGROFORESTRY
  Agroforestry describes 

farming systems which 
choose to combine trees 
and shrubs with agricultural 
crops or livestock in a land 
management approach 
that balances productive 
and protective functions of 
ecosystems.

URBAN AND URBAN FRINGE
  Evidence continues to grow of the significant 

benefits of new areas of trees, woods and 
forests planted close to centres of population.

TREES OUTSIDE WOODS (TOWs)
  Many trees are found singly, or in hedgerows, 

along roadsides, railways and watercourses, 
in parks and gardens, or as small groves in an 
agricultural landscape. 

What we need to achieve
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PROTECT: our ancient woods and trees
The UK’s rich heritage of ancient woodland, ancient trees, 
and ancient wood pasture and parkland are the last 
remaining, primary components of ‘old growth’ woodland. 
Ancient woodland is our richest terrestrial habitat for 
biodiversity.  The unique biodiversity of our ancient trees, 
many of which are found outside woods, alongside ancient 
woods and associated semi-natural grassland and scrub as 
part of wood pasture, represent a valuable and increasingly 
rare habitat supporting specialist plant and animal 
communities found nowhere else. Once lost, they can never 
be replaced.
We must ensure that all ancient woodland and ancient trees 
are protected and appropriately managed to ensure a future 
for this unique and irreplaceable part of our natural and 
cultural heritage.

RESTORE: our damaged ancient woods
Since the 1930s, almost 40% of the UK’s remaining ancient 
woodland has been replanted with non-native species. Many 
of these sites will continue to decline without appropriate 
restoration. Many Plantations on Ancient Woodland Sites 
(PAWS) retain key populations of rare flora and fauna as 
well as characteristic ancient woodland features. With time 
and care, these sensitive ancient sites can be successfully 
restored to secure the long term future of their remnant 
ancient features – features which cannot be replicated.
The potential gains in biodiversity and for habitat networks 
are significant, but opportunities are limited. If sites are 
harvested and then restocked without taking account of 
surviving features it could be decades before restoration 
can begin and many features will be lost forever. Restored 
ancient woodland will have more structural and age diversity, 
and if restocked with a wider range of native species, will 
become ecologically more diverse and have greater resilience 
to tree disease and the effects of climate change.
We must ensure that all Plantations on Ancient Woodland 
Sites are assessed and restored to recover their biodiversity 
and become part of fully functioning ecosystems.

CREATE: plant woods and trees
Woodland covers 13% of the UK, compared with an average 
of 44% in Europe. Current rates of planting new woodland 
are at an all-time low. This is one of the most glaring 
policy examples of a disconnection between an ever more 
compelling evidence base around the benefits on offer and 
the reality on the ground.
Increasing native woodland and tree cover, in the right places, 
has many benefits. It will boost the resilience of the UK’s 
landscapes and natural systems in the face of pressure from 
climate change, pollution, intensive land use, and increasing 

of flooding. They provide places for people to escape the 
stress of modern life, and contribute to the economy directly 
and indirectly. The savings in terms of ‘avoided costs’ in 
health care terms alone are substantial.
An outcome based incentive and support scheme should 
recognise and support the value of urban and peri-urban 
woods and trees.

TREES OUTSIDE WOODS (TOWs)
Many trees do not grow in woodland but are found singly, or 
in hedgerows, along roadsides, railways and watercourses. 
These trees are no less valuable than larger woodland and 
are a valuable contribution to the landscape in terms of their 
visual impact, biodiversity and habitat connectivity. 
Individual trees can be a valuable resource for many species 
in those areas with low woodland cover where they can 
provide habitat refuges that support species populations in 
an otherwise hostile environment. In well-wooded landscapes 
they act as corridors and stepping stones that increase 
the permeability of the landscape and contribute to the 
total area of edge or transitional woodland habitat. TOWs 
also contribute to wider benefits such as water quality and 
quantity, soil conservation, air quality and carbon storage.
Changes in land use over many years and the more recent 
increasing impacts of tree pests and diseases have resulted 
in serious declines in tree numbers and their associated 
benefits. Integrating trees back into the landscape can start 
to reverse these declines.

numbers of pests and diseases. New native woods that buffer 
existing ancient woods, extend and link habitats together 
into networks and create ‘stepping stones’ in the wider 
countryside will contribute to the well-established Lawton 
principles of delivering conservation benefits at landscape 
scale.
We must increase tree and woodland planting to achieve 15% 
woodland cover by 20604.

AGROFORESTRY
Agroforestry describes farming systems which combine 
trees and shrubs with agricultural crops or livestock in a 
land management approach that balances productive and 
protective functions of ecosystems. This can be designed 
in a way that avoids the potential trade-offs between food 
provision and other ecosystem services that occur in modern 
farming systems.
Trees on farms is not a new practice, having traditionally 
provided important sources of fruit and nuts, fodder for 
livestock and wood or fuel for timber, as well as shade and 
shelter. Typical agroforestry features still present in many 
landscapes include wood pastures, hedgerows, windbreaks 
and riparian buffer strips on farmland, and intercropped and 
grazed orchards and forests. The evolution of agriculture 
has resulted in the loss of many of these features and 
contributed to reduced soil and water quality, to a loss of 
biodiversity, and to increasing greenhouse gas emissions.

UPLANDS
Many of the UK’s upland landscapes are nationally and 
internationally important for their wildlife, and also valued 
as cultural landscapes, often perceived as ‘wild spaces’. They 
also provide vital services, for example as the source of 70% 
of our public water supplies, and as potential mechanisms to 
manage water quality, provide natural flood management 
and significant carbon storage areas.
Large areas of the uplands are actively farmed, but incomes 
are low and heavily dependent on the support of existing 
subsidies from the EU. A shift to a more outcome focused 
support structure would recognise the important role of land 
management for wildlife, but also reward the provisions of 
public goods such as clean water, flood mitigation, storage of 
carbon and recreation.

URBAN AND URBAN FRINGE
Communities close to accessible woodland see improvements 
to their health and wellbeing through using these green 
spaces actively and through the tree canopy intercepting and 
removing airborne pollutants, and modifying the urban ‘heat 
island’ effects.
Planted in the right places, trees and woods can keep cities 
cool, improve air and water quality, and mitigate the impacts 

What we need to achieve
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To reflect the value of trees and woods in the UK, the 
Woodland Trust believes the following key principles should 
underpin any future sustainable land use policy and the 
regulations and incentives that support it: 
•  fully integrate woods and trees into land management 

•  be consistent on paying public money only for public 
goods 

•  action and outcome based payments 

•  overarching principles supported by local design and local 
delivery 

•  deliver opportunities for landscape scale action.  

To deliver an effective sustainable land management policy, 
we need: 
•  core regulatory requirements, including protection of 

the basic resources of soil, water, air quality and existing 
natural assets, such as trees and woods 

•  comprehensive, simple incentives to deliver well 
defined public benefits with widespread environmental 
interventions, including the management and restoration 
of hedgerows, small scale tree planting and shelterbelts 

•  more targeted incentive mechanisms to address specific 
issues associated with priority species and habitats, for 
example new native woodland adjoining ancient woods to 
buffer and extend them, or restoration of planted ancient 
woodland 

•  support for advice and training to develop resource 
efficiency and innovation, such as agroforestry systems 
which might offer both economic and environmental 
gains compared to some existing activities. 

Production of a sustainable land management plan should 
be a precursor to any decision on support for action.

A future sustainable land management policy
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