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“What really worries me is that, at the age of eighteen, I thought that I knew quite a bit about 
everything.  At the age of a wee bit more than that, I’m not quite so sure. I know that there is 
so much more to learn of the world and people about me.  The Ancient Tree Hunt has made it 
possible for me to explore the enjoyment of that world, to keep on learning and to be able to 

meet up with some extremely interesting, knowledgeable and downright lovely people.”

“How much the project has achieved, how relatively little was known and 
recorded before it started, how much can be achieved by volunteers – 

they have been the eyes of the project.”

Tony Burgoyne (Lead Volunteer Verifier North England)

Lewis Goldwater (Lead Volunteer Verifier Midlands)
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“Trees make time stand still”
Roger Deakin
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Background
The Woodland Trust secured funding of £506,000 in 2006 from the Heritage Lottery Fund 
(HLF) to deliver the Ancient Tree Hunt (ATH) project. The ATH project initially recruited 
two full-time staff a Project Manager, Project Co-ordinator along with a part-time Senior 
Verifier (to manage the volunteers) and part-time Verifiers. to manage the data. The Senior 
Verifier became full-time in 2007.

The ATH’s main aim is to encourage greater protection of ancient trees by involving 
thousands of people across the UK in the creation of a living database of ancient trees. The 
objectives and targets of the ATH are listed below:

Objectives:

To engage people in a simple and inspiring way that enables them to become 
aware of and involved in securing a future for the living heritage of ancient trees.

•   Audience reach of 95 million over the five years

•  40,000 people to have an active engagement in the project.

Build and retain a network of volunteer recorders and verifiers to help  
enthuse people and organisations to participate to produce robust and 
accurate tree data.

•  Deliver over 120 training courses over the life of the project training over 1,800 recorders

•  Run 150 open public events, engaging over 2,000 people

•  Run 10 inset training events, involving 200 teachers

•  Develop a network of 15 active Volunteer Verifiers.

Work with a wide range of partner organisations across the UK to deliver a  
co-ordinated and inclusive project.

•  Develop 15 national/regional partnerships over the life of the project

•  Work with over 60 partners in the delivery of training and awareness raising events.

To establish a comprehensive database of ancient trees to enable their active 
conservation and, in particular, spatial analysis to inform Habitat and Species 
Action Plans associated with old-growth woodland.

•  100,000 recordings of ancient trees to be captured

•  600,000 website visits over the life of the project.

Outcomes:

•  Raise awareness of the value of ancient trees amongst the wider public as an important 
step towards ensuring their future protection

•  Improve knowledge of the status and UK distribution of ancient trees

•  Provide a way of monitoring our ancient trees

•  Enable individuals, groups, communities and organisations to learn about, survey and care 
for their local trees

•  Through raising awareness of the value of ancient trees, reduce the loss of ancient trees.

Steve Waters and Tony Burgoyne at the Award day Windsor Great Park 2009

“ ”
Without the Volunteer Verifiers we wouldn’t have achieved as much as we have.
They are an incredible bunch of people who collectively have inspired me beyond
belief through the amount they have achieved over the last five years. I feel very
humble to have met such wonderful people and the trees they enjoy meeting so
much across the UK, quite a unique experience.

Katherine Owen – Senior verifier Ancient Tree Hunt
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Volunteer Verifiers UK-wide
Volunteer Achievements (2007-2011)

•  Provided over 10,000 volunteer hours

•  Won eight Volunteer of the Year Awards at the Woodland Trust (to become one of their 
proudest moments on the Ancient Tree Hunt Project)

•  Helped to save the Woodland Trust over £250,000

•  Initiated seven volunteer lead verifiers who assisted with training and network 
management (a new role which has influenced other projects)

•  Discovered trees on their doorsteps which they have walked by for years

•  Inspired others in their local community to value trees

•  Became ancient tree champions in their local area

•  Achieved more than expected – becoming key contacts on the ground for ancient trees, 
helping to protect trees under threat, commenting on ancient trees at local level, local 
walks and talks and working with partners

•  Created a model network for the future – impressed by the development and 
communication of the volunteer verifier network throughout the UK, which has 
influenced the development of new projects within the Woodland Trust

•  Assisted with information on the ground, helping to produce a guide to allocating status 
for ancient trees across the country

•  Made new friends for life and re-discovered old friends

•  Improved people’s quality of life and helped many who were suffering with health 
problems, giving them something to focus on.

Aims

Originally, the ATH aimed to work with just 15 
volunteers throughout the UK. However, more than 
100 people responded immediately to a request for 
volunteers in 2006-7.  Today the ATH has a network 
of more than 130  Volunteer Verifiers nationwide 
who verifiy trees recorded by the public, help train 
other volunteers and raise awareness of ancient and 
veteran trees in their areas.

Judy Dowlings adventures in Scotland (Fife)
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“It has allowed me to visit 
places I wouldn’t otherwise
have got to, allowed me to 
indulge in my favourite subject, 
let me meet many people.”
Irena Krasinska-Lobban 
(Lead volunteer verifier Scotland)
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Volunteers took 
ownership of the project 
and made it an aim to 
put their local ancient 
trees on the map and 
spread the messages to 
all they met along the 
way. We experienced  
this first hand and our 
volunteers never missed  
an opportunity to tell 
people about  
the project.

Communication

Although spread out across the country, the volunteer network communicated via 
telephone conferencing, came together for a forum and recording days and were trained 
using innovative ways such as web conferencing. Key volunteers helped by mentoring other 
volunteers on the ground, using the experience already gained.

Inspiration

A fortnightly volunteer verifier update was circulated via email to inspire everyone and 
to share news from across the country.  Judy Dowling, a verifier from Fife in Scotland 
often shared her recording and verifying adventures, she inspired us all with her search for 
Champion trees.

Guidance

Following their training in 2007, the Volunteer Verifiers helped us to collate key information 
to devise new guidance for allocating ancient status for the top ten most recorded trees 
through the ATH.  Ancient Trees Guides to Girth Sizes (Guidance for volunteer verifiers on the 
ATH produced by Katherine Owen and David Alderman 2008), finally emerged allowing 
more confidence to allocate status to trees.

The Journey

Our volunteers joined us on a journey to map the ancient trees of the UK and we achieved 
so much as a result of their involvement and had plenty of fun along the way!

Volunteer Award Winners (2007-2011) – Award  Winners from the Team

Volunteers at Brecon Beacons
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South East Forum Cowdray park

Midlands Forum Calke Abbey

Rob McBride (Wales) 2007

Wales Forum Elan Valley

Verifier training Bolton Abbey 2007

Verifier training Bigsweir Estate, 
Monmouthshire 2009

Howard Leader (South East) 2011 
– Presented Richmonf Park 2011

Scotland Forum (Dundee) 2008

Steve Waters (South East) 2009

Tony Burgoyne (North England) 
nominated by Fiona PR 2009

Les Wilkins (Wales) nominated 
by Rory Francis 2009

Vanessa Champion 
(North England) 2010

Irena Krasinska- 
Lobban (Scotland) 2008

Peter Archdale 
Northern ireland)



The Ancient Tree Hunt The Ancient Tree Hunt

MAPPING A FUTURE FOR ANCIENT TREES MAPPING A FUTURE FOR ANCIENT TREES10 11

Training

Training of volunteers and professionals was an important part of the ATH partnership 
work. Training courses were held for organisations and groups of professionals all over the 
UK. ‘Training the Trainers’ in various organisations such as the National Trust, Lake District 
National Park Authority, the Defence Estates etc. was particularly valuable in helping to 
boost the recording of ancient trees on the ATH’s living database.

Pledges

As part of the training we delivered to people all over the country from 2010 we asked 
people to pledge what they would do for ancient trees at the end of the day. Here are 
some of the pledges we received:3 UK-wide and local partnerships

A large measure of the success 
of the ATH has been due to the 
establishment of partnerships. The list 
is long with organisations such as the 
Ancient Tree Forum (ATF),  
The Tree Register of the British Isles 
(TROBI), The National Trust, The Tree 
Council,  The Forestry Commission, 
all of which have been working with 
the ATH from the very beginning of 
the project. Other partners such as 

the Defence Estates, Ministry of Justice, Nidderdale Tree Group, The Great Trees of Cornwall 
project and many more, have joined forces with the ATH along the way.  All have made 
valuable contributions, not only to the recording of trees, but also to raising awareness of the 
value and the need to protect our ancient tree heritage.

“
”

The day was full of useful information for me, mostly understanding what a woodland 
pasture is and understanding how they came to be. I particularly enjoyed the practical 

walk which gave me the opportunity to see what an ancient tree looked like and realised 
that I had seen many in my lifetime and what to look out for in the future and record 

where I had seen them and hope to be part of the biodiversity team in Neath Port Talbot 
Council to help preserve an ancient woodland pasture.

Feedback from a wood pasture Training day in the Elan Valley 2010

“““
”””

I  will inform South West Wales Countryside Management Group of the ATH 
website.  I will also check to see which trees have been recorded within my work 

area and endeavour to add any I am aware of that are missing.

To release Britain’s tree story. By next Christmas to spread the word.  Keep recording! 

My eyes are now open to the beauty of the beech tree.  
I shall be looking for notable trees in the urban jungle. 

(Brecon Beacons Event)

(Windsor Recording Event)

(Windsor Recording Event)
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Training event with the National Trust at Lanhydrock in Cornwall

The ATF forum out in Wistmans Wood on Dartmoor
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Data gathered
The website

Development of the ATH website brought together specialists in web design, database 
technology and interactive mapping. The result was an innovative web site enabling members 
of the public to record their favourite ancient tree, plotting its location directly onto a map 
or by completing a form. Images and comments could be added creating dynamic web pages 
for each tree.  A search facility helped find trees of interest and the map could be navigated 
to find trees visually.

A registration system provided security and management of recorded trees. Registered users 
gained access to view additional data compared to casual visitors to the site. Further levels 
of access provided tools for approved recorders to become verifiers of their own and other 
trees.  A message system enabled recorders and verifiers to contact each other. 

The website received great acclaim within the industry when it was launched in 2006 to  
the public. Since then, 2,250 
individual recorders and 76 
organisations have recorded trees 
on the website.

Mapping

To ensure accurate plotting and 
finding of trees, the Woodland Trust 
secured a licence with Ordnance 
Survey to display their 1:50,000  
scale maps for the whole of the UK.  
An exciting bonus was the addition 
of historic first edition OS maps 
from 1843-1893. Trees plotted 
accurately in the 19th Century 
could now be seen overlaid with 
the trees of today, helping to 
confirm if a tree was ancient and 
to see how it fitted into the wider 
historic landscape. This became a 
useful resource for ancient  
tree hunting.

Verification

To ensure the data being added by the public was robust and of value, a verification process 
was developed and different levels of access created.  Verifiers were able to edit data, approve 
images and comments, allocate the master image to appear on the map and have access to 
contact recorders through a messaging system.  Verifiers were informed of newly recorded 
trees through a personal inbox, automatically populated with trees recorded in designated 
counties. Senior Verifiers were able to oversee the recording and verifying process and 
allocate counties to verifiers to manage. 

Adding Value

As the project developed and more people became trained and knowledgeable about ancient 
trees, the amount of valuable information recorded increased. Extra levels of recording on 
the web site allowed for more professional surveys to be completed, highlighting the nature 
conservation and habitat value of trees. The public was encouraged to visit, photograph and 
record their experiences, thoughts and history on the trees blog. 

Some comments added to the tree records:

The data

In 2006,  TROBI provided 6,000 ancient and veteran tree records, from its database, to help 
populate the map when the project was officially launched. These records were mostly 
supplied with a simple grid reference, providing good training for the newly recruited 
volunteers to verify.

The  ATF identified and helped create hotspot sites on the map where there were known, 
but often unrecorded, populations of ancient trees. These became focus points for recorders 
to search and discover ancient trees. 


Author: JEM

Date: 26/08/2011

NI 

Medium low   (19)

High medium   (7)

GB 

Medium low   (1856)

Medium   (114)

High medium   (171)

High   (27)

High, High-medium, Medium and Medium-low 

scoring ATH data hotspots (500m radius around 

ancient, veteran and large dbh trees)

Tree data used was Ancient Tree 
Hunt data saved at 15/08/2011

0 40 80 120 160 200

Kilometres

High, High-medium, Medium and Medium-low 
scoring ATH 500m radius sites.
(Numbers in brackets show number of sites)

“This tree is amazing! I was a pupil at the school whose grounds it is in and visited it 
frequently whilst there. Amazing to touch a tree which is in the Domesday book!”

“This tree was hugged by members of the St. George’s Health Walk”

“The tree is mentioned in a poem written by A.A. Stock in 1926”

“Knowing it to be an ancient tree adds to the richness of its story”

“For the past three years a pair of Jackdaws have nested in a hollow in one of the branches”
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100,000 trees

On August 23rd 2011, National Trust volunteers recorded the 100,000th tree on the  
Ancient Tree Hunt.  A veteran beech (Fagus sylvatica) found on the Ashridge Estate in 
Hertfordshire became this iconic tree! 

Validation

Data has been received from organisations and groups from across the UK in various 
formats. To ensure these datasets were compatible with the Ancient Tree Hunt, they went 
through a validation process. 

Quality Assurance

Guidance on quality assurance was created (ATH Quality Assurance Guidance by ATH 
senior verifiers 2009) and applied to datasets received. Organisations were advised on quality 
assurance and encouraged to carry out their own validation in accordance with the guidance. 

Batch Uploads

The web site was originally designed for the recording of individual trees. To ensure large 
numbers of trees and images received from organisations could be uploaded, a Batch Upload 
Spreadsheet was developed. Data and images were imported into the spreadsheet and 
uploaded automatically as verified.  Active recorders and new projects were encouraged to 
use the spreadsheet. Over 60,000 records were uploaded via batch upload.  

Data Exchanges 

By 2009 we were receiving requests for the ATH data from across the UK.  
A data licence was created as an additional element to the project and exchanges 
commenced with verified data. The data has been included in green infrastructure plans, 
local and national planning inquiries and assisting with new projects. Over the last three 
years, 55 data licences have been prepared.

The results

•  100,000 trees were recorded on the website

•  75 per cent of the trees were verified

•  1,000 local and national champion trees were recorded

•  68 per cent of all trees recorded were verified as being ancient or veteran 

•  61,000 photos were uploaded

•  1,700 additional comments were added

•  45,000 of the trees recorded were oak

•  The top five tree species recorded were:

Oak (Quercus robur and Quercus petraea)

Beech (Fagus sylvatica)

Ash (Fraxinus excelsior)

Sweet chestnut (Castanea sativa)

Yew (Taxus baccata) 0 

5000 

10000 

15000 

20000 

25000 

30000 

35000 

40000 

45000 

Species

Oak 
Beech 
Ash 
Sweet chestnut 
Yew 

ATH and National Trust volunteers at the 100,000th 
recorded tree

Ancient yew over 900 years old
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What’s next for ancient trees?
The quality of the tree records is remarkable

The project has mapped many of the most valuable trees in the UK landscape. These hand-
picked trees go to show that the UK has thousands of truly special trees that we should 
value above all others because of their age, size or condition. We benefit biologically, 
culturally and aesthetically from these fat, old and decaying trees and should seek to 
safeguard their lives for as long as possible.

A step towards securing their future 

Finding and recording trees has helped them to be better recognised, as individual trees 
and as part of landscapes. The process of collection data has inspired owners, government 
agencies and authorities at national and local level, NGOs, communities and individuals to 
seek ways to safeguard their futures.

A focus for action

Now, for the first time, the ATH data allows us to quantify the value of collections of trees, 
make a provisional assessment of known sites and to find new areas of significance. These 
hot spots of valuable ancient, veteran and notable trees can become the focus of landscape 
scale action to recognise the value we have inherited and to establish new trees nearby to 
pass on those values for the benefit of future generations.

Conclusion
Achievements

The project has achieved and exceeded all the objectives set. For example, the network 
of Volunteer Verifiers currently numbers over 130 compared to the initial objective of just 
15. The same is true of the number of partners with which the ATH has worked over 100 
compared to the 60 envisaged at the beginning. The audience reach figure of 95 million has 
been exceeded in each of the last three years.

The outcomes have been far reaching too.  A number of the country’s largest landowners 
have changed the way they view, value and manage ancient trees. In addition, we now have 
a much better idea than ever before as to the status and distribution of ancient trees 
across the UK. The ATH has also helped mobilise tens of thousands of individuals and 
numerous groups and communities to go out and record their local ancient trees with 
a view to protecting and caring from them. Today the awareness of the general public, 
organisations and decision makers of the cultural and environmental importance of ancient 
trees has never been higher.

What we have learned from the project

•  That large numbers of people are fascinated by and care about ancient trees

•  That the number of trees recorded and verified would not have been achieved without 
the development of key partnerships

•  That the number of trees recorded and verified would not have been achieved with a 
national network of volunteer verifiers of just 15 – it is currently over 130

•  Simple, appropriate training is extremely effective in engaging people whether 
professionals or members of the public

•  That when properly inspired and trained a network of volunteers over five years can 
contribute thousands of free hours to a project worth hundreds of thousands of pounds

•  With a web based project constant development is essential

•  That the UK is truly rich in ancient, veteran and notable trees

•  That the majority of ancient, veteran and notable trees have no formal protection.

The map shows high to 
medium value collections 
of ancient, veteran and 
notable trees according 
to UK government 
criteria. These important 
collections of trees need 
greater recognition and 
care so that their special 
historic, biological, cultural 
and aesthetic values can 
be carried forward into 
the future.M
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