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Tree disease is part of 
natural woodland 

ÅDisease creates dead 
and decaying wood

ÅDying trees provide 
canopy gaps

But can have too much of 
a good thing!



Trees are at risk

ÅAttention on impact on commercial crops (RBNB)

BUT

ÅOaks generally high risk 

ÅAlder, ash, beech all have disease problems

ÅElm ïrecent and pre -historic catastrophic declines

ÅChestnut blight in America



What factors control likely 
nature conservation impact?
Å Disease characters 

ïFast or slow killer

ïSingle tree, groups or stands

ïRate and mechanism of spread

ïHost specificity 

Å Host tree factors

ïRarity 

ïAssociated other species

ïAge class affected

ïMajor or minor woodland component

Å Site/management factors

ïSoil conditions as pre -disposers

ïPotential for management control



Collateral effects

ÅDifferent invertebrates/lichens/fungi associated 
with different trees

ïTaxonomic factors

ïLength of time in the UK

ïAbundance in woodland

ÅRichness of communities of which tree is part

@Roger Key



Loss of rare species?

ÅEndemic whitebeams 

ïDisease could cause global extinction 

ïLimited other impact!



Elm ïwidespread tree 
with associated specialists
ÅDutch elm disease

ïLittle change in tree occurrence 

ïChanges in woodland structure

ïReductions in associated species

White letter hairstreak butterfly
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Changes in woodland 
assemblages

ÅóYew Woodland ïannex 1 type, but few associated 
species

ÅAsh woodland ïrich in ground flora, shrub layer 
species etc



Age of tree affected

ÅRegeneration phase (oak 
mildew)

ïLong term effects, but 
woods can adjust

ïAnnual replacement of 
seedlings

ÅVeteran trees (AOD)

ïLoss of individual trees 
critical

ïNot replaceable in near -
future



Comparing potential impacts 
across sites

ÅWytham Woods, Warburg Reserve, Sheephouse 
Wood (Oxfordshire, Buckinghamshire)



Impact of diseases on 
different trees

Wytham Warburg    Sheephouse

Oak Med-High Low High

Ash High Med-High Medium

Beech Low -Med High -------

Sycamore Locally High      Medium -------



Assessing impact based on 
tree species extent

ÅNational inventory of woodland and trees

ÅNational Vegetation Classification tables



Impact of an oak decline?

ÅWidespread species

ÅAbundant in types W10,11, 16,17

ÅDominant native woodland in uplands

ÅLimited range of other woody species

ÅMost important species as veteran tree 

VERY HIGH



Impact of an ash decline?

ÅWidespread species

ÅAbundant in types W8, W9

ÅCommon in lowlands and 
upland fringe

ÅWider range of accompanying 
woody species

ÅLocally important  as veteran 
tree 

HIGH



Impact of a beech decline?

ÅWidespread, but 
localised as significant 
woodland species

ÅAbundant types W12, 
14,15

ÅTends to form single 
species stands

ÅSecond most important 
veteran tree species

MEDIUM

(regionally high)


