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Devon is likely to lose a 
large proportion of its ash 
trees due to the spread of 
ash dieback disease.  
 
This will have major 
impacts on our countryside 
but we can help wildlife 
best if our response is 
proportionate and carefully 
managed. 
 
 This guidance aims to 
make landowners and 
managers aware of their 

obligations to protect 
species (not just birds and 
bats, but also invertebrates 
and rare lichens), and the 
ways they can help 
minimise the effects of the 
disease on wildlife. 
 
Where it is appropriate, 
allowing natural processes 
to take their course, will be 
the easiest and most 
beneficial action for 
wildlife. 

SUMMARY 

Devon Ash 

Dieback Resilience 

Forum Advice 

Note 

 

A guide to protecting species 
and habitats   

Every effort should be encouraged 
to protect trees like this one. 
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Protect species by protecting 
their habitat 
 Don’t fell if you don’t have to.  

 Check trees before undertaking any works for 
active bird nests or bat breeding or roosting sites. 

 Ensure works comply with protected species 
requirements. 

 Where possible keep deadwood both standing and 
fallen. 

 Remove the causes of tree stress such as; over-
shading by other trees, compaction of the root 
area and cultivation around the base of the tree. 

   BIOSECURITY 

Remember to keep tools and 
equipment clean, particularly if 
working between infected trees.  
Use disinfectants and sanitising 
treatments such as ‘Propellar’ and 
‘Clean Kill’ to help stop the spread 
of diseases between trees. More 
information on biosecurity can be 
found on the Forestry 
Commission’s  Keep it Clean  web 
pages.  

 

 

 

PLAN AHEAD 

Check the health of your 
trees so any necessary 
works can be timed, 
permissions sought and 
required works carried out 
to avoid harm to protected 
wildlife. 

Conducting summer surveys 
to monitor the health of ash 
trees can be useful to 
determine the rate of 
decline, once they are 
infected. 

. 

The law 
 

The Wildlife & Countryside Act 1981 (as amended) is the 
principal legislation that protects wildlife in the UK. 
Managing ash trees in woodlands, hedgerows or within 
gardens may disturb or destroy wildlife. In general: 
 
 the Act makes it an offence to intentionally damage, 

kill, injure, or take any wild bird, their active nests 
(being built or in use), their eggs or chicks.  

 the Act makes it an offence to intentionally kill, injure 
or take any wild animal listed on Schedule 5, and 
prohibits interference with places used for shelter or 
protection, or intentionally disturb animals occupying 
such places.  

 the Act makes it an offence to intentionally pick, uproot 
or destroy any wild plant listed in Schedule 8, or to sell, 
offer or expose for sale, or possess (for the purposes of 
trade), any live or dead wild plant included in Schedule 
8, or any part of, or anything derived from, such a plant. 
This includes bryophytes and lichens. 

The Joint Nature Conservation Committee (JNCC) website 
has detailed guidance on schedules and legislation.   

https://www.forestry.gov.uk/forestry/beeh-a6tek3
http://jncc.defra.gov.uk/page-1377
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Avoiding the unnecessary 
felling of ash trees of all 
ages, it is hoped that disease 
resistant trees will be 
identified and important 
habitat features such as 
cavities are maintained.  
 
Such retained trees could be 
the source of our future ash 
trees.  
 
The decision to retain trees 
will need to be carefully 
measured against the level of 
risk an infected tree poses 
(i.e. next to a highway).  

When work needs to be done 
(for pro-active safety or 
economic reasons) on 
affected trees, e.g. surgery 
work or felling, the following 
considerations need to be 
taken into account. 
 
Further guidance notes on 
“Replacing Ash Tree” and  
“Engaging with contractors” 
provides suggestions and 
advice for working with 
contractors and can be found 
on the Natural Devon 
website.  
   

 

Those carrying out works 
on trees they know contain 
nesting birds, need to be 
sure that  if active birds’ 
nests (i.e. those being built 
or in use by eggs or chicks) 
are destroyed, they can 
show that their action was 
a lawful operation, e.g. 
necessary for the purpose 
of preserving public health 
or public safety, and could 
not reasonably have been 
avoided (i.e. timed for out-
side the nesting period). 

Depending on the species, 
birds may build nests in the 
tree canopy or use holes or 
crevices in the trunk. While 
the period mid-March to 
August covers the breeding 
season for many species, a 
few will start nesting earlier 
(e.g. rooks) or may be 
breeding later (e.g. barn owls, 
which are additionally 
protected from disturbance 
when nesting).  

Bear in mind that adjacent 
bramble and scrub (that may 
be removed or damaged 
during tree works) may 

contain birds’ nests. So avoid 
work as far as possible during 
the bird breeding season but, 
if work must be undertaken, 
then check beforehand for 
nesting birds and do not 
disturb these unless the work 
is critical. 

Further information on legal 
protection for birds and nests 
is on RSPB - wild birds and 
the law. 

For advice specifically about 
barn owls, contact the Barn 
Owl Trust tel:01364 653026 or 
visit their website.  
 
 

Where feasible, ash trees should 
be retained for as long as possible  

Birds 

A  Barn Owl entering a cavity in a tree. 

Photo credit:  

Stanley Porter (rspb-images.com) 

https://www.naturaldevon.org.uk/devons-natural-environment/devons-wildlife/devon-ash-dieback-actionplan/
https://www.naturaldevon.org.uk/devons-natural-environment/devons-wildlife/devon-ash-dieback-actionplan/
https://ww2.rspb.org.uk/our-work/our-positions-and-casework/our-positions/wild-birds-and-the-law/wildlife-law/wildlife-and-countryside-act/
https://ww2.rspb.org.uk/our-work/our-positions-and-casework/our-positions/wild-birds-and-the-law/wildlife-law/wildlife-and-countryside-act/
https://www.barnowltrust.org.uk/barn-owls-law/legal-protection-wild-barn-owls/
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Devon’s climate provides ideal 
conditions for many rare lichen 
species, several of which are 
only found on mature ash with 
some being internationally 
rare. Retaining older ash trees 
for as long as possible will help 
in efforts to maintain 
populations of these rare 

lichens into the future as the 
natural world adjusts to 
changing conditions.  
 
Further information on lichens 
and bryophytes and the 
impacts from ash dieback can 
be found at Plantlife and the 
British Lichen Society websites. 
 

 FURTHER READING 

The impacts of ash dieback on 

ecosystems are highlighted by 

the Forestry Commission’s 

“ecological impacts of ash die-

back and mitigation meth-

ods”. 

UK and European law protects 
bats and their seasonal 
breeding and roosting sites 
from disturbance, damage or 
destruction. This roost site 
protection applies whether  
bats are present or not.  

Look out for cavities and splits 
in trunks, limbs or crevices 
behind loose bark. These can 
occur in trees of all sizes. Many 
species will have roosting sites 
that are inconspicuous and are 
not constantly occupied. 
Retaining trees with cavities     

is important for bat commuting 
routes, breeding and roosting 
habitats.  

The Bat Conservation Trust has 
further information and advice 
on the law protecting bats and 
the importance of trees in bat 
ecology. 

Where the presence of bats is 
confirmed, a special licence, 
that will include details of how 
the works will take place to 
minimise impacts on bats, 
should be obtained prior to any 
tree works.  

Many nationally rare 
invertebrates are associated 
with veteran ash trees. The 
cavities and decay wood 
found within the trees 
provide important habitat for 
these species.  

Retaining trees with hollows 
and cavities within the 
branches and trunks is of 
paramount importance for 
the continued survival of 
certain species.  
   

Invertebrates 

Lichens 

Bats 
  ADVICE & SUPPORT 

Always get specialist 

advice where trees are 

used or may be used by 

bats. Devon County 

Council have produced a  

guidance note on bats and 

a list of  ecological 

consultants on their 

wildlife planning pages. 

Common Pipistrelle Bat -            

Photo courtesy of NT Images 

http://www.plantlife.org.uk/uk/our-work/publications/lichens-of-atlantic-woodlands-in-the-south-west-guide-1
http://www.britishlichensociety.org.uk/content/chalara-dieback-importance-ash-trees-lichens
https://www.forestry.gov.uk/pdf/FCRN029.pdf/$FILE/FCRN029.pdf
https://www.forestry.gov.uk/pdf/FCRN029.pdf/$FILE/FCRN029.pdf
https://www.forestry.gov.uk/pdf/FCRN029.pdf/$FILE/FCRN029.pdf
http://www.bats.org.uk/pages/bats_and_the_law.html
https://devoncc.sharepoint.com/sites/PublicDocs/Environment/_layouts/15/guestaccess.aspx?guestaccesstoken=k8qy7NsqoR8IoW5Q01cbegInUj446vXay7zgZQrR0gE%3d&docid=0a5abf14e08e840fe80552bc051de617c&rev=1
https://new.devon.gov.uk/environment/wildlife/wildlife-and-geology-planning-guidance
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Several pieces of legislation 
outline areas of responsibility 
for tree owners. Balancing the 
needs of health and safety 
whilst protecting our trees 
and wildlife can create some 
challenging situations.  
 
Seeking professional advice is 
an option to help you in 
making an informed decision. 
Information on arborist 
services local to you can be 
found on the Arboricultural 
Association website.  
 

The National Tree Safety 
Group has produced a series 
of informative and easy to 
read guides on approaching 
tree safety management.  

The group have 
straightforward advice for 
individual tree owners and 
larger land owners as well as 
more detailed approaches to 
tree safety.  

   PROTECTED SITES 

On statutorily protected 
nature conservation sites, e.g. 
Sites of Special Scientific 
Interest always notify and 
obtain consent from Natural 
England before carrying out 
works such as felling diseased 
ash and any replacement 
planting. 

Information on Tree 
Preservation Orders (TPOs) 
and Conservation Areas can be 
found on the relevant Devon 
district or unitary authority 
council website. 

Mature ash trees in the 
countryside may prove to be 
more resilient to dieback.   

Improving the current growing 
conditions for veteran trees 
will improve their chances of 
survival. Taking steps to 
reduce root compaction, over- 
shading and other sources of 
stress will help them 
withstand the impacts of Ash 
Dieback and other diseases.  

The decline of ash in the wider 
countryside is an opportunity 
to retain good quality 
deadwood habitat, both 
standing and fallen.  
 
Many veteran trees may 
exhibit symptoms that look 
similar to ash dieback but may 

be caused by other factors 
e.g. root damage or 
drought stress . 
 
Work on lapsed pollards or 
coppice stools should be 
carefully considered due to 
the greater risk of dieback 
in younger stems.  

Consider revising coppice/
pollarding actions to limit the 
potential impacts of infection.  

New growth is highly 
susceptible to infection, 
therefore re-pollarding or re
-coppicing could cause 
premature decline or death.  

 
 
 

Veteran trees 

Managing safety issues and the law 

Veteran trees like this should be protected 

   VETERAN TREE GUIDES 

The Ancient Tree Forum has 
produced a series of guides on 
managing veteran trees and 
their wider environment. 

https://www.trees.org.uk/Trees.org.uk/media/Trees-org.uk/Documents/GuideToTreesAndTheLaw-Web.pdf
https://www.trees.org.uk/Trees.org.uk/media/Trees-org.uk/Documents/GuideToTreesAndTheLaw-Web.pdf
https://www.trees.org.uk/ARB-Approved-Contractor-Directory
https://www.trees.org.uk/ARB-Approved-Contractor-Directory
http://ntsgroup.org.uk/
http://ntsgroup.org.uk/
http://ntsgroup.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/FCMS026.pdf
http://ntsgroup.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/FCMS026.pdf
http://ntsgroup.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/FCMS025.pdf
http://www.ancienttreeforum.co.uk/resources/ancient-tree-guides
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     FURTHER INFORMATION 

This guidance note is part of a series produced by the Devon Ash Dieback 
Resilience Forum:   
 
 Ash benefits & economic value 
 Increasing resilience 
 Engaging with contractors 
 Replacing Ash: appropriate tree selection 
 A guide to protecting species and habitats 
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Devon Ash Dieback 
Resilience Forum 

Convened by Devon County Council 

 County Hall, Topsham Road, Exeter, 

Devon, EX2 4QD 

  

Members of the Devon Ash Dieback Resilience Forum currently comprise:    
• Arboricultural Association  • AONB Devon • Clinton Devon Estates • Country 

Landowners Association • Dartmoor National Park • Devon County Council  •  Devon 
Hedge Group • Devon Highways • Devon Living Churchyards • Devon Wildlife Trust • 

East Devon District Council • Exmoor National Park • Forestry Commission • 
FWAGSW• Kier Highways for HE • National Trust • National Farmers Union • Network 
Rail • North Devon District Council • North Devon Biosphere Service • Plymouth City 
Council • RSPB • The Tree Council  • Torbay Council • Western Power Distribution • 

Woodland Trust  
 

 
To find out more, including how your organisation can join the Forum, please contact 
Devon County Council at the address above. 
 

THIS DOCUMENT WAS PRODUCED WITH THE HELP OF THE TREE COUNCIL 

Photo credits: Robert Wolton,        
Ben Norwood, Stanley Porter (rspb 
images.com), and The Tree Council 

If the decision is taken to fell trees, it is 
important that opportunities to re-plant or 
safeguard younger trees are taken. This will 
help avoid the net loss of trees in the 
landscape.  

The situation may provide an opportunity to 
review where trees of the future will flourish by 
planting them in more appropriate locations. 

Replacing the inevitable loss of ash trees will be 
crucial in ensuring long term continuity of 
habitats for wildlife in Devon.  

More information on species choice and 
replanting can be found in the accompanying 
guidance note “Replacing ash: appropriate tree 
selection”.  

Replanting trees 


