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VETERAN TREE CARE 

Veteran and neglected tree care 
With veteran or neglected trees you should spend some time assessing the tree’s vigour, structural integrity and 

general health, as well as examining the tree’s 

surroundings. Some key principles: 

• It’s usually worth saving trees, even if they look 

shocking – but take your time 

• “Less is more” when handling fragile trees 

• Consider providing continuity of habitat by planting 

more trees, on dwarfing and vigorous rootstocks 

• Plan to observe the tree regularly so you can check the 

impact of your interventions and see how the tree has 

responded. 

Evaluation 

• Assess the trees and make a management plan for each that is for the next few years – it doesn’t need to be 

very detailed, but it’s worth planning how your interventions will be spread out over time.  

• It may be worth prioritising habitat preservation over fruit production.  

• Consider getting fruit identified at an apple identification day, sending samples to Brogdale or using 

fruidid.com. 

• If you spot any possible rare animals or plants, (e.g. Noble Chafer, Stag Beetles, Great Crested Newt, Lesser 

Spotted Woodpecker, Song Thrush, Orchard Tooth Fungus, Pennyroyal, Juniper, Orchids) consider getting a 

fuller biodiversity survey carried out and try to register your observations on ispotnature.org.uk  

For each tree 

• Is there any new growth? Where is it? 

• Where is it dying back? How much standing deadwood is there? 

• How can you retain the deadwood whilst ensuring the tree is safe? 

• Are there any signs of disease? 

• Does the tree look unbalanced, weight-wise? 

• How old do you think the tree is? 

Typical lifespans:  

• Apple – 80-120 years 

• Pear – 200-300 years (if on own rootstock) 

• Plum – 50-70 years 

• Cherry – 80-120 years 

• Hazels and cobnuts – hard to determine due to regen-

erative stools. 

Phoenix tree, by Glyn Baker [CC BY-SA 2.0] via 

http://www.geograph.org.uk/photo/2950279 

Mulching veteran trees at Dick Turpin orchard 
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Possible approaches for veteran trees 

Area around the tree 

• do nothing 

• decrease shading to veteran trees 

- gradual halo release by ring barking, pollarding or felling trees shading the veteran(s) 

- introduce any change slowly over several years if possible 

• improve soil conditions for roots of veteran trees and soil biodiversity 

- determine size of tree root protection area 

- remove the source of compaction, nutrient enrichment, etc 

- move paths, picnic tables, etc beyond tree root protection area 

- cease mowing operations within rooting area 

- mulch with woodchip or leaf litter on part of the rooting area - if improvement is observed, repeat over 

other parts of root area – ideally to drip line 

• protect tree and root area from compaction, browsing, vandalism, misguided management, etc. 

The tree itself 

• do nothing 

• protect Pheonix trees from grazing, pruning or competition (especially shade) 

• prop or brace parts of the veteran vulnerable to structural failure 

• if vitality permits, reduce the weight or wind sail of vulnerable parts of the crown by pruning 

- introduce any change slowly, over several years if possible 

- leave stubs for epicormic bud growth 

- retain low branches for the tree to retrench to 

• remove rootstock suckers, if necessary, over several seasons 

• if necessary to avoid damage lift crown to prevent conflict with mowing or other operations but change 

mowing if possible 

• consider layering low branches by pegging or mounding soil but do not alter soil level over more than 5% 

max of root area 

• cut ivy if competing with tree for water or light, or if weight/sail increases likelihood of failure. 

Other considerations (e.g. biodiversity or productivity) 

• do nothing 

• if vitality and structure permit consider thinning the crown to increase air and light 

• retain standing dead trees, decaying wood in crown and on ground. Consider standing up large deadwood, 

e.g. by tying to another tree 

• add additional new habitats (e.g. hedge, dead hedge, loggery, pond, pollinator resources) 

• plant new trees for continuity of habitat 

- use fully vigorous rootstocks, own rootstock or seedling rootstock and veteran producing varieties (e.g. 

triploids) to ensure large, long lived tree continuity. 

- Make sure new trees are planted well away from veterans so they don’t shade veterans  

• conduct biodiversity surveys 
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Sample veteran tree care programme: Froebels college, Roehampton University 

General Management Principles  

• Prioritise the fruit trees for their deadwood habitat 

• Manage deadwood (Retained diversity of deadwood habitats with as much standing deadwood as possible). 

• Focus on stabilising veteran trees through halo pruning, height reduction and ultimately retrenchment over a 

period of years. 

• Where stable thin crowns of over-crowded apple trees by removing crossing branches, etc. 
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Google Map screenshot (in Globe view)  
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Individual tree care 

No. Fruit Variety When Who Task 

A1 apple  Before 
winter 

Growhampton & 
uni workdays 

Clear brambles and docs at base of tree to the 
base of maple 

   Winter TOP workshop Consider felling maple and some of holly and 
sycamore behind to bring in light 

   Winter TOP workshop Bring end off. Totally hollow shell. Reduction by 
2m in length 

A2 apple  Winter TOP workshop Good lower growth so far. 3m reduction after 
oak halo prune 

Oak   Before 
winter 

Contractor Reduce lowest branch – see spec 

P1 pear Conference Before 
winter 

Growhampton & 
uni workdays 

Clear brambles and mulch 1m diameter around 
pear 

   Winter  A little close to apples, consider moving 

P2 pear Doyenne 
de Comis 

Before 
winter 

Growhampton & 
uni workdays 

Clear brambles and mulch 1m diameter around 
pear 

   Winter  A little close to apples, consider moving 

P3 pear Rote 
Williams 

Before 
winter 

Growhampton & 
uni workdays 

Clear brambles and mulch 1m diameter around 
pear 

   Winter  A little close to apples, consider moving 

A4 apple  Winter TOP workshop Lost limb recently. Thin/crown reduction 

Sycamore   Before 
winter 

Contractor Crown raise – see spec 

PL1 plum  Before 
summer 
2018 

Growhampton & 
uni workdays 

Clear around base 

   Summer 
2018 

TOP workshop Assess and prune. Sucker? 

PL2 plum  Before 
summer 
2018 

Growhampton & 
uni workdays 

Fallen tree and leaning in path. Clear around 
base to allow access/assessment. 

   Summer 
2018 

TOP workshop Assess and prune. Silverleaf noted summer 
2017 

A5 apple  Winter TOP workshop Crown reduction and thin 

A6 apple *of interest 
to ID 

Before 
winter 

Growhampton & 
uni workdays 

Fallen tree. Clear around base, taking care of 
new apple growth 

A7 apple  Winter TOP workshop No fruit this year. Adventitious buds. Crown 
thin 

Sycamore   Before 
winter  

Contractor Take down – see spec 

Elm   Winter TOP workshop Fell or pollard at head height 
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Sycamore 1   Winter  TOP workshop Stubby sycamore, fell 

Sycamore 
2 

  Winter TOP workshop Fell 

Sycamore 
3, 4 & 5 

  Before 
winter 

Contractor Take down – see spec 

A8 apple  Winter TOP workshop Resolve conflicts internally and externally 

A9 apple  Winter TOP workshop Twin stem, hollow. Lowe branch is rootstock. 
Take to fork this year/reduce to 4m. Ivy off to 
promote lower growth. Consider bringing in 
upper limbs.  

A10 apple *1/2 
apples, ID 

Before 
winter 

Steph Consider bagging apples to ensure quality for ID 

   Winter TOP workshop Manage conflicts 

A11 apple  Winter  TOP workshop Conflicts with A10 – treat as 1 tree. Rot hole 
habitat for hoverflies 

A12 apple *apples 
this year 

Winter  TOP workshop Vigorous. Height reduction. Manage conflict 
with A11 through cutting A12 back 

Willows 
behind A12 

  Before 
winter 

Growhampton 
and university 
workdays 

Fell both willows to around knee height 

A13 apple  Winter TOP workshop Knife marks on trunk. Conflicts with A12, A11, 
A8. Height reduction and manage conflicts. 

A14 apple **Small 
apples, 
unusual 
eater - ID 

Before 
winter 

Growhampton 
and university 
workdays 

Knock back ivy and sycamore 

A15 apple All 
rootstock?
Ask Bob 

   

A16 apple  Before 
winter 

Growhampton & 
uni workdays 

Apple fallen towards A15. Clear what you can to 
get access to the tree 

   Winter TOP workshop Assess and prune accordingly 

A17 apple  Winter TOP workshop Height reduction. Manage conflicts with other 
apples. Damage on trunk at ivy removal. 

A18 apple Bramley Winter TOP workshop Twin stem. Good lower growth. Vigorous – 
reduce height and manage conficts. 
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Arboricultural specification 

General aim of arb work is to protect the veteran apple trees, creating 

more light and space around them 

Oak byA3 

• reduce large limb (diameter 20cm ) on SW side at 5m: reduce 
length back to 7m, leaving minimum of 3m clearance to apple 

• create halo minimum 2m around apple trees by pruning back 
oak on S and SW. 

• avoiding damage to veteran apples 

Sycamore by A4 

• Mature sycamore West of orchard, by A4, DBH 0.5m+ 

• Crown raise and halo from apple tree on east side of sycamore 

• avoiding damage to veteran apples 

Sycamore by A7 

• Twin stem semi mature sycamore to east of A7 

• 1Take down avoiding damage to veteran apples 

 Sycamore (3 on map) by A9 

• Take down semi mature dog leg sycamore by old fence and A9 
avoiding damage to veteran apples 

Sycamore (4&5 on map) by A9 

• Take down x2 semi mature sycamores on the outside side of 
old fence to orchard, by A9, avoiding damage to veteran apples 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Top: Clearing in Froebels orchard. 

Bottom: tree labelling. By Ella Hashemi. 


