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THE TREE GROWER’S GUIDE

A HISTORY OF TREES
AND WOODLANDS

Step back in time to discover key events in the history
of British woodlands and why our islands have
relatively few native trees...

Trees recolonise Northern
Europe after the last ice age.
Tree species we now consider
native begin to arrive in
southern Britain, gradually
moving north as the ice sheets
retreat and the permafrost
thaws. Pollen records of oak
have been found in areas of
southern England that date
back c.9,500 years.

One of the oldest trees in Great
Britain starts growing around
500 BCE. The Fortingall Yew
stands in a churchyard in
Perthshire, Scotland, and

is estimated to be between
2,000 and 3,000 years old.

The yew is one of the longest-
lived native species in Europe.
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The Forestry Commission is
formed after the First World
War and the Forestry Act

is passed. It has the task of
increasing woodland cover
in the UK from historically
low levels of around 5%. The
plantation forestry created
since then forms the basis of

our modern forestry industry.

HISTORY OF TREES

DID YOU
KNOW?

To help reach net-zero in the
fight against climate change,
17% of the UK’s land area
should be covered in trees
by 2050 CE, which means
planting an extra
circa one billion trees!
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Britain becomes an island
separated from the continent.
This limitation to the natural
spread of vegetation is one of
the main reasons why the UK
has arelatively small range
of tree species, compared to
mainland Europe.

*BCE means Before the Common Era, CE means Common Era.
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The ‘Charter of the Forest’

is issued re-establishing the
rights of free people and their
access to the former royal
forests. Restrictions are lifted
and the rights of commoners to
materials and products of the
forest are protected in law.
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Around 13% of the UK is covered
in trees. This is estimated to

be the same area as more than
1,000 years ago, before the
Normans arrived in Britain.
England’s forest cover has
doubled over the last century,
and forestry now contributes
£479 million per year to the
English economy. &
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