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Seeds of change
At a time when the demand for new woods and trees is 
escalating, our existing woods and trees are under great 
pressure. They remain affected by past loss and damage 
while being subject to new and emerging threats. The 
astonishing array of benefits which people stand to gain 
from more wooded landscapes across the UK will only be 
achieved when we can stop these threats and bring back 
wildlife on a large scale. 

Native woods and trees provide one of the best ways 
to simultaneously tackle both the climate and nature 
crises. A really good understanding of their current state, 
how we got here and what we can do about it, will enable 
us all to better realise their vital role in reducing climate 
change impacts, improving our health and wellbeing, and 
recovering nature.

This first ‘State of’ report presents important facts and 
trends focusing predominantly on our native woods 
and trees. It reports on their extent, condition and 
wildlife value, the benefits people gain from them, the 
threats and pressures they face, what is being done to 
help them and what more we need to do. 

Specific trends and benefits associated with more 
commercial forestry activities (often non-native 
plantations) are outside the scope of this report, 
because they are reported elsewhere. Here we focus 
on redressing the balance in reporting on the state of 
native woods and trees. Naturally, these two strands 
of the UK’s treescape are intertwined - there are many 
links and similarities including drivers of loss and 
damage, and benefits such as access and pollution 
reduction. So, this report is relevant across all UK 
woods and trees. 
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Key findings
From the wealth of data we present in 
this inaugural report, our analysis has 
identified four significant findings 
about the state of woods and trees:
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Although woodland cover is gradually 
increasing, woodland wildlife is 
decreasing. The UK’s woodland cover 
has more than doubled in the last 100 
years, however much of this increase 
comprises non-native trees. Existing 
native woodlands are isolated and in 
poor ecological condition. These factors, 
in addition to the widespread loss of 
‘trees outside woods’ from the landscape, 
including treasured ancient trees, have all 
contributed to wildlife loss.

Woods and trees are vital for a 
healthy, happy society. They lock up 
carbon to fight climate change; improve 
our health, wellbeing and education; 
reduce pollution and flooding, and 
support people, wildlife and livestock 
in adapting to climate change in towns 
and countryside.

Woods and trees are subject to a 
barrage of coinciding threats from 
direct loss to more insidious influences 
such as climate impacts, imported 
diseases, invasive plants, mammal 
browsing and air pollutants. These 
threats diminish the benefits of woods 
and trees for people and for wildlife.

Not nearly enough is being done 
to create high quality and resilient 
native woodlands as part of larger 
ecological networks; nor to put more 
individual trees back in the landscape; 
nor to restore and better manage 
existing damaged woods. There is 
hope, however, if we can learn from 
and extend the influence of many 
inspiring local initiatives, highlight 
best practice, and build a stronger 
evidence base. 
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Enhance existing woods and trees

Expand woodland and tree cover
 We need to at least quadruple the current rate of 
woodland creation and increase the proportion 
that comprises native tree and shrub species to 
help minimise the pace and level of climate change, 
adapt to its unavoidable impacts and give nature a 
fighting chance of recovery.

 The location and quality of new woodland is the 
key to success. This means extending existing 
native woods and connecting patches of semi-
natural habitat; wherever possible enabling natural 
colonisation by trees on suitable open ground; and 
ensuring targeted creation, e.g. in catchments 

to reduce flood risk and improve water quality, 
and near urban populations, to create beautiful 
landscapes and opportunities for access to nature.

 When planting trees, saplings should be sourced 
and grown in the UK and Ireland.

 More native woods and trees must be integrated 
into new development and infrastructure in ways 
that add to the value of existing woods and trees 
– aiming for c. 30% canopy cover. This will enhance 
lives, bring back wildlife and relieve pressure on 
more ecologically sensitive woodlands.
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Improve the evidence
 Complete and regularly update baseline inventories 
recording all ancient woodland, wood pasture, ancient 
and veteran trees and trees outside woods to more 
accurately identify gains and losses, and make these 
datasets easily accessible to all to help target action.

 Undertake regular assessments of nationally 
important wildlife sites with consistent standards to 
inform effective recovery actions.

 Fill data gaps, such as levels of soil carbon in ancient 
woodland, assessing the impact of landscape-scale 
flood risk reduction, or mapping invasive species, to 
direct much-needed investment at significant scale.

 Undertake regular woodland and tree monitoring 
to identify threats early, improve woodland quality, 
and enhance the long-term survival of trees outside 
woods.

Invest in the future
 Significant resources will be required to rise to the 
size and scale of the challenges and opportunities 
for more and better woods and trees. Due to the 
many public benefits that can be achieved, public 
money, blended with innovative private finance, 
should be seen as a vital investment in the future, 
from which rewards will flow. Local authorities, 

regulators, and those creating and managing 
woods and trees for public benefits, must all have 
sufficient resources if we are to see a step-change 
in action. Creating new jobs in woodland and 
tree protection, management and creation, and 
upskilling people to fill them, will be key as we grow 
the benefits of a more wooded future for all. 

Priority actions 
As a result of these findings, our 
recommended priority actions to help the 
UK’s woods, trees, wildlife and people are:

We must work together to enable native woods 
and trees to become a source of widespread nature 

recovery and improve people’s lives

  enhance and rigorously implement protections 
through the planning system for ancient 
woodland and ancient and veteran trees, 
including improved direction and guidance for 
planners and developers

  tackle climate change by radically reducing 
overall green-house gas emissions from all 
sectors and ensuring forests and peatlands 
can play their part in locking up and storing 
carbon for the long term 

  improve woodland resilience and climate 
adaptation potential, by increasing woodland 
connectivity across landscapes (more hedges, 
trees outside woods and expanding woods) 
and the diversity of tree ages and species 
composition within woods.

 Boost benefits to people

  Make existing woods more accessible e.g. with 
new footpaths, close to where people live, to 
promote health and wellbeing and a long-term 
connection with nature

  Promote learning and understanding of woods 
and trees at all levels from school curricula 
through to college and university courses, as 
well as for communities and professionals 
such as land use planners, woodland 
managers and arborists.

 Enable native woods and trees to become a source 
of widespread nature recovery and improve 
people’s lives. This includes:

  all damaged ancient woodlands restored by 
removing non-native trees and promoting 
ecosystem recovery

  invasive species like rhododendron removed 
at a landscape scale

  grazing and browsing pressure managed 
to enable growth of saplings, shrubs and 
diverse woodland flowers

  reduced emissions of damaging nitrogen 
air pollution (for example, cutting ammonia 
emissions from intensive farming systems).

 Prevent new threats becoming a problem – 
evidence consistently shows that action now 
to avoid or remove threats reduces larger long-
term ‘clean-up’ costs. Many woodland threats 
are compounded by climate change impacts. We 
urgently need to:  

  introduce tougher border controls to limit 
risks of new pests and diseases entering 
and becoming established in the UK, reduce 
demand for imports of live plants which could 
harbour disease and employ effective disease 
eradication and management strategies

We need to quadruple 
the current rate of 
woodland creation

Enhance and 
protect
existing woods and trees
Enable native woods and trees 
to become a source of 
widespread nature recovery 
and improve people’s lives

Expand 
woodland and tree cover

Improve the 
evidence
• Complete and update 
   inventories of ancient   
   woods and trees
• Regular assessments 
   of important wildlife sites  
• Fill data gaps
• Systematic woodland and 
   tree monitoring 

Invest in the 
future
Time, money, people and 
innovation are needed to 
take on the challenge 
and create 
opportunities
for more and better 
woods and trees  Saplings should 

be sourced and 
grown in the UK
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Woodland extent, condition and wildlife value Benefits to people
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Woods and trees provide a plethora of services 
and benefits to people. In terms of carbon storage, 
woodlands in Great Britain together hold 213 million 
tonnes of carbon (in their living trees) of which 
ancient and long-established woodlands hold 
36% (77 million tonnes), even though they make up 
only 25% of all woodland. Ancient woodland carbon 
stocks are not static and are projected to more than 
double over the next 100 years as they lock away 
more carbon, and in so doing help mitigate climate 
change. Trees can also help with adaptation to 
changes in the weather and climate by reducing 
the risk of downstream flooding. In Cumbria, 
500 hectares of native tree planting in upland 
catchments, combined with restoring damaged peat 
bogs, made a measurable difference to reducing 
peak water flow downstream after just eight years. 
In addition, upland wildflowers and birds like black 
grouse are recovering as a result. Urban woods and 
trees also provide water management, pollution 

control, and temperature regulation in towns and 
cities where 80% of the UK population lives.

Recreational access to woodlands is vital for health 
and wellbeing. The coronavirus pandemic and 
resulting lockdowns of 2020 and 2021 has brought 
into even sharper focus the importance of natural 
green space for recreation. However, the number of 
people with easy access to woodland has declined 
since 2016. In 2020 16.2% of people in the UK had 
access to a wood of at least 2ha within 500m of 
their homes (down from 21.1% in 2016), and 66.6% 
had access to a wood of at least 20ha within 4km of 
their homes (down from 72.7% in 2016).

Increased appreciation of the environment starts at 
school. Around 23% of all UK schools have applied 
to plant native trees with the Woodland Trust since 
2017, with 40% (12,830) taking part in the Woodland 
Trust’s Green Tree Schools award which promotes 
environmental awareness and action.

Woodland today covers 13.2% (3.2 million ha) of the 
UK’s land surface, up from 12% cover in 1998. Half of 
this is predominantly native tree species, the other 
half predominantly non-natives (mainly as commercial 
conifer plantations). Ancient woodland covers 2.5% 
of the UK’s land area. The UK is rich in ancient and 
veteran trees with approximately 123,000 recorded on 
the Ancient Tree Inventory so far – and likely hundreds 
of thousands yet to record. Trees outside woodlands, 
such as hedgerows, street trees, trees on farms and 
along rivers cover 3.2% of Britain’s land area (data not 
available for Northern Ireland). Little comprehensive 
data is available to show historical trends for trees 
outside woodland, however, one study in eastern 
England showed that of two million individual trees 
present in 1850, only one million survive today. 

Numbers of woodland birds and butterflies fluctuate 
annually but the general trend over the last five decades 
is one of steep decline, despite an increase in woodland 
area over this period. Some woodland wildlife species, 

such as the slender brindle moth, comma butterfly and 
nuthatch, are expanding their range northwards due to 
changes in climate. The extent of broadleaf woodland 
cover is closely correlated with woodland plant species 
richness for any given area, but no similar correlation 
was found with coniferous woodlands.

Just 7% of Britain’s native woodlands are currently in 
good ecological condition. Those in poor ecological 
condition are characterised by low levels of deadwood, 
few veteran trees and lack of open habitats within 
woodland, as well as insufficient diversity in ages of 
trees and in some cases low tree species diversity. The 
condition of statutory protected woodland wildlife 
sites across all UK countries varies substantially, as do 
the reasons for adverse condition e.g. woodland sites in 
England suffer most from inappropriate management, 
Northern Ireland’s sites from alien and problematic 
species, and sites in Scotland from browsing and 
grazing damage, as well as invasive species (no 
information is available for Wales).
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Native woodlands in 
good ecological 
condition 

UK woodland and tree cover  

Woodland: 3.21 million ha
         Trees: 0.74 million ha

Woodland birds 
declined by 29% since 1970 
Woodland butterflies 
declined by 41% since 1990 
Woodland plants 
declined by 18% since 2015

7%

202020102000199019801970

Conifer 6%
Conifer 50%

Conifer 40%

Broadleaf 94%

Broadleaf 60%

Broadleaf 50%

Other woodland
66%

Trees outside
woodlands

19%
Ancient

woodland
15%

The facts behind the story 

All woodland

213 MILLION
tonnes 

Ancient woodland

 77 MILLION
tonnes

CO2

CO2
CO2

CO2 CO2

CO2 CO2

Towns and cities have an 
average of 16% canopy cover 
providing: 

•  water management 
•  pollution control 
•  temperature regulation 

Since 2017 23% of UK 
schools have planted trees

67% of people have 
access to a wood of at least 

20ha within 4km 

16% of people have 
access to a wood of at least 

2ha within 500m 
Carbon storage

Access to woodland Urban trees
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Threats and drivers of change What is being done for woods and trees?

† ‘Broadleaved’ is not exactly synonymous with ‘native’, but is a reasonable proxy in the absence of data for native trees.

Woods and trees are facing an array of historic, 
ongoing and emerging threats and drivers of change. 
Long-term phenology records (i.e. the seasonal 
timing of natural events, such as ‘bud burst’) show 
that the beginning of spring is now happening on 
average 8.4 days earlier when comparing the current 
1998-2019 period to the historic 1891-1947 period. 
This matters because not all plants and animals 
which are interdependent can keep up with this rate 
of change and it may create a mismatch in their 
food supply, as evidenced by, for example, blue tit 
chicks starving when the caterpillars they feed on are 
unavailable in years of early leaf emergence. 

Irreplaceable ancient woods continue to be lost and 
damaged by house building, new roads and railways. 
Over 1,225 ancient woods across the UK are under 
threat from development while during the last 21 
years at least 981 have been permanently lost or 
damaged. More insidious threats facing woods and 
trees include unseen reactive nitrogen air pollution 

from agriculture which strips trees of their layer of 
protective lichens and causes a fertiliser effect where 
grasses out-compete more delicate woodland flowers. 
This disrupts woodland ecosystems in ways we are 
only beginning to understand.

Invasive species of plants and animals, as well as 
pests and diseases, are wreaking havoc on some 
native woodland ecosystems. With ash dieback 
alone we stand to lose millions of ash trees, resulting 
in local extinctions of wildlife species which are 
dependent on ash. The incidence of new pathogens 
entering the UK mirrors the rise in plant imports. The 
cost to the economy in lost benefits outweighs the 
market value of imported plants by up to a factor 
of 50. Around half our ancient woodlands have been 
damaged by either plantations of non-native trees 
and/or invasion of rhododendron. Excessive deer 
browsing causes significant damage, negatively 
affecting woodland structure, species composition 
and re-growth (natural regeneration).

Ancient and native woodlands 
also under threat from:

Plantation forestry

Rhododendron

Nitrogen air pollution

Housing

Roads and railways

Deer 

Climate change 
means spring is now happening 

on average 

8.4 days earlier
This is catastrophic for blue tit 

chicks, who hatch later than the 
caterpillars they feed on

N N

N

197019601950 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020

Pests and diseases 
are wreaking havoc on native 

woodland ecosystems

B
EN

 H
O

LM
ES

R
O

B
ERT R

EA
D

/N
ATU

R
E PH

O
TO

G
R

A
PH

ER
S LTD

Woodland 
creation

Biosecurity in tree planting

500 million UKISG* trees 
required to meet woodland 
expansion targets 

Progress with restoring ancient woodland 
damaged by plantation forestry 

267,700 ha

Deficit

Achieved 
(5 year average)

27 million UKISG* 
trees grown over 
10 years

* UK and Ireland Sourced and Grown assurance scheme

< 50% native canopy

No data available

Committed to restore 
with Woodland Trust 
advice

> 50% native canopy

Restoration underway 
on Woodland Trust 
estate
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43%

14%

6%

9%

There is much positive action currently taking place to 
benefit woods and trees, though this is often dwarfed by 
the scale of the challenges faced. We urgently need to 
scale up the many inspiring initiatives to date. Tree cover 
in the UK is increasing, but nowhere near fast enough, 
particularly native tree cover. Over the last five years, the 
rate of woodland expansion has been on average just under 
10,000ha per year – with 45% comprising broadleaved 
trees†. The UK is failing to reach anywhere close to the 
target of around 30,000ha per year that is estimated to be 
needed to reach net zero carbon emissions by 2050.

The UK and Ireland Sourced and Grown (UKISG) 
assurance standard will have produced 27 million home-
grown trees between 2014 and 2024, avoiding importing 
new pests and diseases on seeds or saplings from abroad. 
However, UK and Irish tree nurseries cannot currently 
supply enough UKISG native trees to meet demand.

Farmland presents a huge opportunity to increase canopy 
cover from trees outside woods through integrating trees 
or shrubs with crops and/or livestock as agroforestry 

systems; yet, it is estimated that only 3.3% of the 
72% of the UK’s land area that is agricultural is under 
agroforestry. Local organisations and communities have 
stepped up to restore lost trees outside woods, but they 
can’t do it alone.

Expansion of woodlands and trees outside woods 
must be targeted to improve ecological connectivity, 
which requires measuring and monitoring progress at 
a landscape scale. A novel analysis for the Northern 
Forest flagship woodland creation project in the north 
of England provides a baseline from which to gauge the 
project’s success over time in joining up the landscape.

Progress with restoration of plantations on ancient 
woodland sites (PAWS) on the public forest estate 
across the UK has been slow: huge areas of ancient 
woodland remain in a critical or threatened condition. 
Sixty-six per cent of PAWS are on private land and since 
2015 the Woodland Trust has assessed the condition 
of 7.2% (21,547ha) of this, resulting in active restoration 
management taking place on more than 3,700ha.
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A call to action!
We have no time to lose. The State of the UK’s Woods and Trees 
2021 provides clear evidence that there is an urgent need 
to act now in all corners of the UK. We must create more 
woodland, bring back wildlife and repair the woods and trees 
of our countryside and towns to benefit us all. 
This will require all those whose lives are touched by trees 
to play their part in acting on these findings, including 
the formation of new collaborations and a fresh sense of 
purpose around those already underway. We need genuinely 
innovative strategies for change which will inspire people, 
boost public investment, draw in new sources of funding, fix 
broken policies and target action to where it can really make 
a difference to the woods, trees and wildlife that we love.
Read the full report today at  
woodlandtrust.org.uk/report
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