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Life’s better

with trees:

Everyone benefits from trees, woods and 
forests even if they never see or touch a tree, 
or walk in a wood.  We all rely on the natural 
world to supply us with the essentials of life 
such as clean air, water, food and fuel. 
Trees offer other riches too: our lives 
would be far poorer without their place in 
our landscapes, literature, language and 
livelihoods. Our spiritual and practical 
connections with trees and woods go back 
centuries and millennia but are now lost for 
many people. 
It’s time to build a new cultural connection 
with trees and woods to bring them back into 
all our lives. 

Looking to the future
Our ambition is a shared vision of a UK rich in native woods and 
trees, enjoyed and valued by everyone. 

This means wooded landscapes, rich in nature’s diversity 
and complexity, more able to bounce back from the worst 
that climate change, pest and diseases, and other pressures 
can throw at them. It also means places which are beautiful, 
inspiring, accessible, productive and relevant to everyone; 
healthier places in which to live and work, providing space to 
relax, reflect and recharge away from the increasingly fast 
paced lives we now lead.

towards a Charter for 
trees, woods and people
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The state of the UK’s woods and trees
Rapid environmental changes are putting  pressure on 
the UK’s trees, woods and forests. There are threats from 
increasing numbers of new pests and diseases and other 
invasive species; pollution; overgrazing; changes in land use 
and more intensive management; and physical losses of 
natural woodland assets  driven by a short term  economic 
gain rather than sustainable growth.

Climate change is leading to increasing global temperatures, 
with shifting weather patterns, and more extreme events 
such as droughts, floods and storms. This affects the natural 
ranges of species; some may respond in different ways and 
this will also affect the relationships between them. 

Over centuries, many natural habitats have been cleared to 
make way for farming and development. Now, wildlife-rich 
areas, including ancient woods, are often small, few and far 
between and isolated from one another by hostile spaces, such 
as intensively managed land. This fragmentation makes wildlife 
vulnerable because it is more difficult for wildlife to move in 
response to environmental change; smaller areas of habitat 
support fewer species and have less genetic diversity. 

The UK has just 13 per cent woodland cover, far less than almost 
every other European country. 

The case for a Charter for trees,  
woods and people
Everyone’s lives are touched by trees, woods and forests in 
some shape or form, with their enduring, widespread benefits 
being passed down through generations. This places a 
responsibility on our generation to act in support of them and 
secure them for the future.  

We strongly believe there is a sound case to develop a Charter 
for trees, woods and forests, founded on two simple beliefs.   

1.  Woods and trees 
enhance people’s 
everyday lives and 
livelihoods even if they 
are unaware of their 
benefits or immune to 
their beauty and utility.  
Everyone is entitled 
to the universal and 
specific benefits which trees deliver, and forging closer social, 
environmental and economic connections with woods and 
trees will make our lives richer.

2.  Securing the future of the UK’s woodland  requires a 
combined approach of protecting the irreplaceable, restoring  
that which is damaged and degraded, and adding new and 
diverse woods to  our depleted landscapes – new woods 
that can buffer, extend and link our fragmented habitats to 
build more resilient landscapes. These actions are mutually 
interdependent and supportive, and help woods to link into 
nature’s bigger picture too. 

•  Sixty per cent of the UK’s plant and animal species have 
declined in the last 50 years. Thirty one per cent of these have 
declined sharply. Ten per cent are threatened with extinction.

•  In just the last ten years more than 100,000 miles of British 
hedgerow has been destroyed and over 100 ancient woodland 
sites have been lost to development – with another 434 still 
under threat. 

•  Global trade in food, trees, plants and plant materials, and even 
some packaging materials are all contributing to increased risk 
of importing  new pests and diseases, placing an estimated  
100 million trees at risk.
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Policy Priorities
From these beliefs flow a series of actions 
which decision makers can and should take 
on behalf of us all to secure and enhance the 
benefits of trees, woods and forests now and 
for the future.  We look to policy makers and 
opinion formers, regardless of political affiliation, 
to work with us to develop this new Charter, to 
ensure society fully maximises the benefits and 
opportunities from our trees and woods in the 
21st century.  

1. Maximise the benefits of woods and trees 
to society
Woods and trees deliver the highest range of benefits to 
society, from helping to improve air quality and negate 
flooding to encouraging healthy lifestyles. We are keen 
to work with government to maximise and ensure 
proper valuation, of these ecosystem services.  The 
outputs of these important assessments must be user 
friendly for both taxpayer and policy maker, improving 
the policy-making process and driving forward positive 
change for the environment and society. 

Maximising these benefits should include: 

a. A new Forestry Act with people at its heart 

 Government has committed to legislate for the new body 
which will manage the public forest estate (PFE) in England.   
The strength of public feeling revealed by the potential 
sale of the PFE in 2011 means transparency and long 
term public benefit must be at the very heart of both the 
passage and implementation of a new Forestry Act. 

b. A tree for every child
 We believe that schools have an important responsibility to 

improve cultural awareness of our woods and trees.  
This should be embedded by education policy ensuring that 
every child has the opportunity to plant a tree.  Alongside 
this, Ofsted should incorporate a new assessment of schools 
in their provision of outdoor learning. 

c. Improving access for all
 Compelling international evidence demonstrates the massive 

health and wellbeing benefits afforded by treed green space. We 
would like all local authorities to adopt the Woodland Trust’s 
access standard so that no person should live more than 500m 
from an area of accessible woodland of no less than  
2 hectares in size and no less than 4km from a 20 hectare wood.  
Communities should also be empowered to request increased 
tree cover in their communities.  We also want to work with 
government and the property sector to develop a new standard, 
usable by prospective buyers, to measure the value of green 
space in the area adjacent to houses. 

d. Trees enhancing new developments
 Woods and trees belong at the heart of a recovery for all. 

New developments should incorporate treed green space 
and the proposed Garden Cities should strive for 20 percent 
canopy cover.  Aligned to this aim, government should 
undertake a review of public land holdings to see what 
contribution they can make to increasing tree cover. 
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2. Creating landscapes which are more resilient to 
the environmental challenges of the future

 A step change is required to maximise the important 
role that woods and trees play in tackling the impacts of 
our changing environment,  from negating the impact of 
flooding, to improving our air and water quality. As well 
as being fully recognised and legally binding in climate 
change policy, it should also be reflected in the design and 
provision of land management grants. Greater support 
should be given to schemes which provide habitat networks 
for wildlife, but which also support sustainable productive 
agriculture, protect water resources, reduce the risk of 
flooding, and shape healthier towns and cities where people 
will want to live and work. 

a. Real protection for ancient woods
 The UK’s ancient woodland is the richest, most valuable 

habitat for wildlife we have, covering only around 2 per 
cent of the land area of the UK. Contrary to popular belief, 
ancient woodland is not properly protected and threats 
are relentless. We would therefore like an urgent review of 
its protection in England by the National Planning Policy 
Framework and a significant increase in the areas of 
ancient woodland designated as Sites of Special Scientific 
Interest. Protection can also be improved through greater 
understanding and improving the evidence base and 
monitoring loss. This means both extending the Natural 
England Ancient Woodland Inventory and the establishment 
of a central database to monitor year on year loss.

b. Compensation reflecting ancient woodland’s fragility
 Ancient woodland’s should be excluded from biodiversity 

offsetting schemes and the provision of special status where 
it is afforded the very highest levels of compensation.   
We also call upon government to speed up the consideration 
of conservation covenants.  

These would provide binding and long term protection 
for important habitats, like ancient woodlands, ensuring 
they are managed appropriately to deliver the greatest 
biodiversity return. 

c. Leading by example
 All departments which come into contact with ancient 

woodland through their development activity should be 
required to meet a new standard which delivers the core  
aims of the Lawton review, which the Government committed  
to implementing in the Natural Environment White Paper.  
This Lawton Guarantee would stipulate that ancient 
woodland should be buffered to reverse fragmentation and 
reduce habitat islands, ensuring that these precious habitats 
are more resilient to challenges such as climate change; 
thereby maximising the contribution to society. 

d. Legislating for lasting change
 As pioneered by the Northern Ireland Executive, the UK 

Government should aim to enshrine into legislation the 
ambition of increasing England’s tree cover to 12 per cent  
by 2050. 

 Only by making this important commitment can we be fully 
confident that this ambition will be achieved.  Alongside 
this, we would like government to commit to a target of no 
net deforestation, ensuring that appropriate tree planting 
is undertaken to negate any loss, as well as maximising the 
metrics provided through emerging biodiversity offsetting 
schemes to reflect the need to address the UK’s low 
woodland cover. 

e. Restoring degraded ecosystems 
 We would like to see the Government demonstrate a renewed 

commitment to the Nagoya Protocol and its Convention 
on Biological Diversity, and commitments made within 
Biodiversity 2020, by making a binding promise to restore  
all degraded ecosystems.
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