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Devon is likely to lose the 
majority of ash trees 
(Fraxinus excelsior) due to 
the spread of ash dieback 
disease. This note provides 
guidance on which tree and 
shrub species should be 
encouraged, through 
planting or natural 
regeneration, to replace 
lost ash. The aim is to 
ensure a resilient landscape 
– one which can cope with 
current and future threats 
while remaining attractive, 
functional and rich in 
wildlife. 

There is no one tree that 
can replace ash. Aspen, 
sycamore and elm are the 
closest match. It is strongly 
recommended to plant a 
rich variety of species of 
trees as this will better fit 
the ecological void that 
loss of ash will create. It will 
also provide a far more 
resilient and viable 
landscape in the face of the 
many tree diseases that 
threaten our landscape. 
 
  
 

SUMMARY 

ASH TREE OUTSIDE WOODLAND 

A wide range of different trees 
should be encouraged to replace 
trees like this one. 

Devon Ash 
Dieback 

Resilience Forum 
Advice Note 

 

Replacing ash: appropriate 
tree selection  
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Key principles to 

follow 

1. Act now to minimise the landscape impact of 
ash tree loss – start promoting new trees and 
taking better care of existing trees. 

2. Use the Devon 3/2/1/ formula: at least 3 new 
trees for loss of a large tree, 2 for a medium 
tree and 1 tree for a small tree. 

3. Promote natural regeneration wherever 
possible, particularly in woodlands. 

4. Grow the right trees in the right places in the 
right ways, and give them the right aftercare. 

5. Encourage a diverse range of trees to develop 
a resilient landscape. 

6. When choosing species, consider local factors 
such as what trees are characteristic of the 
area, soil type, management requirements, 
local stresses, etc. 

7. For wildlife, landscape and woodfuel, choose 
native species, or those well established in 
the British Isles such as sycamore, wild pear, 
crab apple or white willow. In urban areas it is 
more acceptable to use species from other 
parts of the world.  

8. Reduce the risks of introducing new diseases 
by only planting trees grown in Britain, by 
reputable nurseries, preferably from seed 
sourced from south-western England. 

 

 

 

   ASPEN 

Aspen, with its beautiful autumn 
colours,  and elm and sycamore, are 
among the better trees to replace ash. 

HEDGE TREE 

Often the easiest and most successful 
way of encouraging new trees, such as 
this rowan, is to find and protect 
natural saplings and shoots. 
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Which native trees are most 
similar to ash? 
 
Ash trees have a big impact on soil quality because their leaves are 
nutrient and base rich, and decompose rapidly. Alder and lime leaves 
have similar qualities, as to a lesser extent do sycamore, field maple 
and aspen. 
 
In terms of pollen and nectar production, flowering time, fruit type 
and tree height, elm is the closest match, followed by birch and 
rowan. 
 
Many of the generalist animal species that feed on ash can also be 
found on oak and beech, along with sycamore, birch and hazel. 
However, for specialist insects, mosses and lichens, elm is the best 
substitute, followed by sycamore, aspen, oak and hazel. 
 
No one species alone can substitute ash. However, aspen, alder, field 
maple, sycamore, birch, rowan and disease-resistant elm, along 
with native oaks,  are good contenders. 
 

SYCAMORE 

Sycamore has in the past often received a 
bad press but it's a good substitute for 
Ash, supporting similar wildlife. 

How to encourage new tree 
diversity 
 

To encourage diverse habitats that reflect local tree suitability, the easiest way is 
to allow existing saplings and stems to grow naturally. These will often mature 
quickly and require a lot less work than planting. Keeping promising stems when 
laying or coppicing hedges is particularly recommended. In woodlands, encourage 
natural regeneration by letting in more light. 
 
If there is no natural growth to work with, then planting will be necessary. As a 
general rule the smaller the tree, the greater the chances of success, so whips are 
better than standards. Avoid the use of stakes, but if they must be used ensure 
that trees are tied low down to encourage strong roots. In hedges plant in gaps or 
if necessary create small root-free holes in which to plant. In built-up areas, follow 
the Devon County Council guidance on ensuring successful establishment of 
street trees (awaiting publication – check via an internet search engine for 
availability). 
 
Structural diversity is also important, so consider planting or encouraging smaller 
trees or shrubs such as crab apple, holly, hawthorn and rowan. These smaller 
species often produce heavy crops of flowers and berries and are excellent for 
wildlife. 
 
Locally sourced seed and whips are recommended. It is likely that there is enough 
genetic variability within local tree populations to cope with climate change. Trees 
from further south may be poorly adapted to Devon’s climate, for example, in 
time of bud burst, and may introduce new diseases. 

CRAB APPLE 

Crab apple is an excel-
lent choice for planting 
in a mixed woodland, as 
it rarely becomes a large 
tree and it supports a 
wide range of species. 
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Other tree pests and 
disease 
The rate at which tree diseases and pests in 
Britain are being discovered is increasing rapidly. 
Of particular concern at present are: ash dieback, 
Dutch elm disease, acute oak decline, oak 
processionary moth, sweet chestnut blight, and 
Phytophthora diseases including P. ramorum and 
P. kernovia which affect a range of trees including 
larch and beech. 
 
Other serious broadleaved diseases or pests yet to 
arrive in the UK include emerald ash borer beetle, 
bronze birch borer beetle, oak wilt fungus, Asian 
and citrus longhorn beetles and Xylella fastidiosa 
leaf scorch – the last three can affect a range of 
broadleaved hosts. Ensuring that any planting or 
natural regeneration encourages species variety 
will ensure that some trees survive into the future. 
 
 

PHYTOPHTHORA 

Phytophthora ramorum is devastating larch trees in 
many parts of the UK, particularly in Wales and Scot-
land. 

Non-native ash and elm 
 
No ash species can currently be moved within the UK. In any event, other 
European ash species, Fraxinus ornus and F. angustifolia, are also susceptible 
to the disease. Ash species from northern America or eastern Asia tend to be 
more resistant and may be considered if the ban is relaxed. 
 
A range of hybrid elms resistant to Dutch elm disease are available. Varieties 
include Sapporo Autumn Gold and European white elm Ulmus laevis. The 
value of these for wildlife has yet to be fully assessed but research suggests 
that they are suitable for specialist species. Including some of these trees in 
the planting mix may be a good idea given that elm is one of the best 
substitutes for ash - but they are susceptible to another serious disease, Elm 
Yellows, which may prove damaging in the UK. 
 
Ensure that suppliers of non-native plants comply with passporting and 
registering requirements. 
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     FURTHER INFORMATION 

 Forestry Commission Research Note 2017.  
Ecological impacts of ash dieback and mitigation 
methods. By Alice Broome and Ruth Mitchell.  
https://www.forestry.gov.uk/pdf/FCRN029.pdf/$FILE/FCRN029.pdf  

 Plant Health advice, see  
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/plant-health-controls  

 Hedgerow tree advice, see  
http://devonhedges.org/management-advice/hedgerow-trees/  

 Mitchell et al (2014) The potential ecological impact of 
ash dieback in England (Phase 1).  
http://jncc.defra.gov.uk/page-6459 and  
Assessing and addressing the impacts of ash dieback on 
UK woodlands and trees of conservation importance 
(Phase 2)  
http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/
publication/5273931279761408 

 Hill L, Hemery G, Hector A, Brown N. Maintaining 
ecosystem properties after loss of ash in Great Britain.  
J Appl Ecol. 2018;00:1–12.   
https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/1365-2664.13255  
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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 Biodiversity Records Centre • Devon County Council • Devon Hedge Group • 
Devon Highways • Devon Living Churchyards • Devon Wildlife Trust •  

East Devon District Council • Exmoor National Park • Forestry Commission • 
FWAG SW • Kier Highways for HE • National Trust • National Farmers Union • 

Natural England • Network Rail • North Devon District Council • 
North Devon Biosphere Reserve • Plymouth City Council • RSPB • 

Teignbridge District Council • The Tree Council • 
Torbay Coast and Countryside Service • Torbay Council • Treeconomics •  

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. 
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