WYCH ELM (Ulmus glabra) 

LOCAL BIODIVERSITY ACTION PLAN
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SUMMARY

Wych elm is suffering from Dutch elm disease and an associated lack of planting across the UK. North East Scotland, however, is one of the places in Europe where the species remains common. This is a result of the interplay of climatic, biological and geographical factors creating less favourable conditions for disease development than further south (Gibbs et al., 1994). The disease, however, remains a threat.  

The tree is important to the landscape, culture, and wildlife of North East Scotland, and can produce timber of outstanding quality.

This plan proposes surveys of the extent of wych elm in North East Scotland, control of the spread of the disease, increase in the level of planting and raising public awareness and appreciation of the tree.
1.
CURRENT STATUS

1.1  National status 

It is estimated that Dutch elm disease (Ophiostoma novo-ulmi) has killed over 80% of the UK elm population. There are no figures for wych elm alone, but these have suffered very high mortality in much of southern Scotland and northern England. The north of Scotland is the last large mainland area to be largely unaffected by the disease.  

1.2  Local status

The Forestry Commission 1979/82 census data for Northeast Scotland (Grampian, Tayside and Fife) gives an estimate of 286,000 non-woodland trees and 620 hectares of elm-dominated woodland. Outwith Aberdeen City the vast majority is wych elm. To date Dutch elm disease (DED) has killed a very small number of trees in the North East; a few hundred deaths have been recorded. 
Wych elm is a very important broad-leaved tree in North East Scotland. Of similar abundance to ash, it tends to be a tree of edges and hedges, and so is highly visible. The potential impact of the loss of elm in the landscape would be very significant. 

Recent efforts by the Ranger Service at Haddo Country Park to raise awareness and concern for elms has highlighted the need for such action. It does not appear to be a tree that children have any knowledge of and the great majority of adults are unable to recognise it.

2. ECOLOGICAL DATA

2.1 Ecology

Wych elms occur in all parts of North East Scotland up to an altitude of 150 m, and where there are fairly fertile mineral soils. They have been a component of native lowland woodlands since the last ice age. Whilst not as favoured as beech and sycamore they have also been planted, most notably along roadsides and in parkland. Natural regeneration occurs in woodlands, but is greatly limited by grazing animals. 

2.2 Habitat value

Wych elm seeds are an important source of food for many animals; 2 of the more obvious being greenfinch (Carduelis chloris) and red squirrel (Sciurus vulgaris). 

Wych elm occurs as a common component of broad-leaved woodland along rivers in the North East. Broad-leaved riparian woodland is an important source of organic matter, principally through inputs of leaves for aquatic invertebrates, which are in turn preyed upon by larger animals such as salmonid fish. Elm leaves are more readily broken down than other species, such as oak. This difference in decay rates ensures a continuous food supply through the autumn and winter, (SNW 1996). Being common along riverbanks, elms also play an important role in bank stabilisation and the provision of dappled shade, considered important for watercourse management.

The bark of elm trees provides a distinctive substrate for lichens; the pH being higher than for many species, and the crevices collect nutrients. A distinctive assemblage of lichens known as the Xanthorion community is associated with elms (this may be recognised by its orange and white patches as well as larger species such as Ramalina spp. and Everina spp.).

Wayside elms are especially valuable for lichens. For example, the orange-fruited elm lichen Caloplaca luteoalba which is a Schedule 8 species under the Wildlife and Countryside Act (1981) and listed as vulnerable in the Red Data Book has been found only on elms near Haddo House. Another rare lichen, Bacidia incompta, is likewise found on one of the elms at Haddo as well as on one tree near Inverbervie, it too is listed as vulnerable in the Red Data Book. Both of these species are priority listed in the UK Biodiversity Action Plan.

3.
FACTORS CAUSING LOSS OR DECLINE
3.1  The impact of Dutch elm disease

Throughout Britain, elms have been very badly affected by Dutch elm disease (DED). The first wave of the disease in the 1970’s wiped out well over 25 million elms, out of an estimated total of 30 million. A second wave of the disease is attacking the English elms, which have developed from suckers in southern England. About 1 million of these trees are killed every year. In North East Scotland, DED has been recorded since 1977, but has yet to cause large-scale devastation. There are a number of reasons for this:

· Geographical isolation, with the sea to the east, and the Grampian Mountains to the west. 
· When bark beetles (Scolytus spp.) have colonised the area, the cool climate means that they are active for a relatively short part of the year. The worst outbreaks have occurred in the warmest parts of our area, e.g. the inner Moray Firth and Edzell area. The very local epidemic in the Gight nature reserve may be a consequence of the warmer conditions on a south-facing valley slope.
· After a wych elm tree in northern Britain has died from Dutch elm disease, the fungus, Phomopsis oblonga, begins to invade the inner bark. Once colonised by this fungus, the bark is unsuitable as a food-base for breeding bark beetles. As a consequence many diseased trees do not become sources for further infection (Gibbs et al. 1994). 
· The limited impact of the disease thus far means that large numbers of infected beetles have never been present to attack other trees.

Nevertheless, it would be unwise to be complacent. There were at least 6 reported outbreaks of the disease in 1997, which demonstrates a considerable increase on previous years.

3.2  The law applying to Dutch elm disease
The Restriction on Movement of Elms Order was rescinded in 1996. The Dutch elm disease (Local Authorities) Order remains in operation for the North East region. This order sets out the powers that each Council can appropriate if it so wishes. Firstly the area within which the Local Authority can exercise its powers must be defined. Within this area the Council has the power to: 

· enter land to inspect and sample elm,

· enforce sanitation felling.

Local Authorities such as Brighton and Hove, Blackpool and Edinburgh continue to implement DED controls which are all continuing to be fairly successful. In North East Scotland, prior to 1996, responsibility for elm protection rested with Grampian Regional Council. GRC pursued an active policy and defined a control area, which took in most of the Region north of Aberdeen. It appears that since local government reorganisation there has been no revaluation of this policy by any of the Authorities, which replaced GRC (Aberdeen City, Aberdeenshire and the Moray Councils).

3.3  Decline in planting the species

The most recent woodland survey (Forestry Commission, 1997) suggested that no stands of pure elm appear to have been planted since 1960. Christie Elite (Tillycorthie) is a major supplier of broadleaf trees in the North East. Between 1981 (when the company was formed) and 1993 they did not receive any orders for elm at all. It was not until around 1994 that customers began to demand the species - and this was largely due to one Forestry Consultant. The company now sells 5-10,000 wych elm per year. This makes up around 0.5% of all sales of broadleaves, compared with ash which makes up around 15% (McDonald, 1998). This is interesting because the survey of existing trees showed that wych elm was of similar abundance to ash. 

Wych elm are normally planted as a component of mixed broad-leaved woodland (Jacyna, 1998). In fact, recent reports by the Forestry Commission for dissemination to consultees show that in 1996-1997 no wych elm was planted in pure stands in Woodland Grant Scheme applications (Forestry Authority Grampian, 1997), although significant areas of mixed broadleaves were planted (e.g. 124 hectares of new planting and restocking in 1996/7 - Forestry Authority Grampian, 1997). In a good seed year, a wych elm can produce a vast amount of viable seed. The palatability of the seedlings to grazing animals such as rabbits may be a major barrier to successful natural regeneration. If the current trends in planting continue, then this species is likely to decline enormously in importance, becoming only a minor species in mixed broad-leaved woodland. Although the species is as common as ash in existing woodlands, 30 times as much ash as wych elm is now being planted.

Wych elm is a species which is popular with professional foresters who have used it, because the species establishes very rapidly (Jacyna, 1998) and is, in the North East region, capable of producing particularly valuable timber (Cross, 1997). Given current levels of planting and lack of natural regeneration, the species will gradually disappear from North East Scotland, even if Dutch elm disease does not cause significant mortality. 
3.4  Small area of native woodland 

The area of native woodland in the North East is very small. For example, in Banff and Buchan just 0.6% of the area is covered by native woodland. Wych elm is the 3rd most common species in this woodland after birch and oak (Mackenzie and Callander 1996). 

4.
CURRENT ACTION

Action to date has included:

· Promotion of elm planting by the Grampian Forest. This led in 1997 to around 3000 wych elm trees being planted or equivalent to 3% of all broadleaves.

· Aberdeenshire Environmental Forum has given out over 1,000 free wych elms.

· Public awareness events run by Aberdeenshire Council Ranger Service at Haddo.

· Release of press articles to publicise the importance of wych elms. 

5. BENEFITS

5.1 Landscape

Elms are very significant landscape features, especially those on roadsides and in other areas where trees are thinly scattered.  

5.2 Timber

It has generally been found that woodlands and trees with a high timber value are more likely to survive in the long-term. If trees and woodlands cannot ‘pay their own way’ then they are often replaced by something else which does. Therefore, timber value should be considered a positive factor for long term management.

In the North East, wych elm is one of the most valuable of all of the broad-leaved species. Burr elm is exceeded in value only by ripple grained sycamore. Burr elm is used to make decorative veneers, for use in applications such as car dashboards and can be worth more than £410 per m3 at roadside, with single trees worth more than £1000 (Cross, 1997). 

In common with all broad-leaved trees grown in the North East, wych elm is normally undermanaged. Improvements in management could increase the market value of the timber, whilst maintaining or increasing the conservation and landscape value (Cross 1997). Wych elm grown in Britain must meet a number of environmental guidelines, enforced by the Forestry Commission. In application, it often substitutes for timber grown in other parts of the world, including the tropical rainforests, which is not regulated by environmental guidelines.

5.3 Public involvement in biodiversity action

The majority of people in North East Scotland will regularly see wych elms, unlike most of the other species and habitats in the Local Biodiversity Action Plan (LBAP). Whether or not people know they are wych elms, the presence of these trees does have significant impact on their environment.   

6. UK BIODIVERSITY OBJECTIVES AND PROPOSED TARGETS

Wych elm is not listed in the UK Biodiversity Action Plan.

7. OBJECTIVES AND PROPOSED TARGETS

Principal Objective

Ensure the survival of the wych elm population of North East Scotland.

Objective 1 Minimise the impact of DED.

Target 1 At least as many elms alive in 2050 as there were in 1998.

Time 2050

It is highly likely that the disease may at some point cause widespread damage unless action is taken now. The Local Authorities should each produce a current policy on DED. The following should be considered:

· Size and nature of control zones

· Involvement of land-owners

· Involvement of the public

· Implementation of sanitation felling

· Policy on disposal of diseased timber

Objective 2 Increase knowledge and understanding of Dutch elm disease.
Target and Time Ongoing

Forest Research will continue to analyse samples taken from trees suspected of having Dutch elm disease within control zones. 

Each Local Authority should maintain all records of Dutch elm disease and the occurrence of Scolytus beetles within their areas. This information may be useful in helping to predict the impact of changes in abundance and distribution of wych elm on the spread of the disease, and to predict when weather conditions make the spread of the disease likely in North East Scotland.

Forest Research should continue their work on biological controls, such as the effectiveness of ‘d- factors’, which are naturally occurring viruses which reduce the virulence of DED (Brasier, 1997).  

Objective 3 Create a more balanced population structure.

Target Plant at least 50,000 wych elms.

Time 2005

Objective 4 Improve our knowledge of the wych elm population and their habitat value.

Target and Time Ongoing

The ultimate aim of this plan is to maintain or increase the amount of wych elm in the North East. Unfortunately, the success of this task cannot be measured directly, as no one knows how much elm is present. An increase in sales and recording of the success of the Aberdeenshire Environmental Forum wych elm scheme will, however, give an indication of any increase in planting. The area and location of all mixed woodlands greater than 2 hectares in Grampian is known as a result of the 1997 inventory. However, the proportion that is elm in these areas is not known. The Forestry Commission plans to survey individual trees and small groups of trees in 1998/9, a species breakdown could be added to this and future surveys.

Objective 5 Raise public awareness of the importance of elms and their conservation.

Target Involve at least 1,000 people per year in events or other activities involving elms.

Time Annually

Run a publicity campaign aimed at the general public, farmers and foresters. It will consist of a series of press releases, articles and leaflets. The aim of this campaign will be to explain to people:

· Why the wych elm is important in the North East.

· Why Dutch elm disease is a threat.

· How to identify the tree.

· How to identify the disease and who to report it to.
This plan was prepared by Jason Sinden and John Malster on behalf of the wych elm biodiversity action group.
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PROPOSED ACTIONS REQUIRED TO MEET OBJECTIVES

Operational Objective
Outline Prescription
Objective
Personnel
Cost
Fund 

Source
Year
Priority



1.  Minimise the impact of Dutch elm disease
Update policies

Report suspected cases of the disease

Sanitation felling
1

1

1
LA

GP

LO
£15,000 p.a.
LA

LA
1999

Ongoing

Ongoing
H

H

H



2.  Increase knowledge and understanding of Dutch elm disease
Analyse samples taken from suspected cases in control zones

Monitor spread of the disease

Monitor records of bark beetles, especially breeding colonies

Continue research into biological control

Run seminar on Dutch elm disease

Leaflet on Dutch elm disease and the elms the North East
2

2

2

2

2

2
FR

LA

LA

FR

WEBAG, 

RS

WEBAG, RS
£600

£1000
Self -financing

AEF
Ongoing

Ongoing

Ongoing

Ongoing

1998

1999
H

M

M

M

H

M



Operational Objective
Outline Prescription
Objective
Personnel
Cost
Fund 

Source
Year
Priority



3.  Create a more balanced population structure 


Continue free wych elms scheme

Continue to encourage the planting of wych elm

Set up and maintain a local provenance elm nursery

Produce and implement conservation plans for elms on publicly owned land
3

3

3

3


WEBAG

FC

WEBAG

LA


£500p.a.

£200p.a.

£6000


AEF 

(from grants)

AEF

From grants?


Ongoing

Ongoing

Ongoing

Start in 1999


H

H

M

M



4.  Improve our knowledge of wych elms and their habitat value
Assess proportion of elms in >2Ha. woodlands 

Survey elms in areas <2Ha.

Record all occurrences of species using wych elms as habitat and/or food
4

4

4


FC

FC

WEBAG,

RS
£10,000

£5,000
FC

FC
2000

2000

Ongoing
M

M

M



5.  Raise public awareness of the importance of elms and their conservation
Run at least 2 events for the general public in which elm feature

Produce interpretative display on wych elms at Haddo Country Park
5

5
RS

RS
£700
LA

LA
Annually

2000
H

M


Ensure there is at least one piece of positive publicity each year
5
RS

LA
Annually
M

KEY

LA-Local Authority, GP-General Public, LO-Land Owners, FR-Forest Research, WEBAG-Wych elm biodiversity action group, RS-Ranger service, AEF-Aberdeenshire Environmental Forum, FC-Forestry Commission.
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