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Thank you for your letter of 15 November regarding the Committee's interest in Ash dieback. The
Scottish stakeholder summit on 13 November was attended by a wide range of bodies and a number
of useful and positive suggestions were put forward for further consideration. I have attached the
report from the meeting for your information.

I note that you wish to explore the issue of ash dieback further and I am happy to appear before the
Committee to discuss this issue along with the Scottish Government's management and response to
outbreaks of tree disease more generally.

PAUL WHEELHOUSE
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CHALARA ASH DIE BACK: STAKEHOLDER MEETING, 13 NOVEMBER 2012, 
HOLYROOD 
 
1. About 40 stakeholders, representing a wide range of bodies (including 
industry, research, NGOs and professional institutes), attended this meeting. 
 
2. In welcoming those present, the Minister (Paul Wheelhouse) said that, 
unfortunately, it was clear that the disease is well and truly present in GB and is likely 
to spread further. He explained that the Scottish Government is working closely with 
the UK Government and the other devolved administrations to establish the extent of 
the disease, to bring together the best scientific advice and to consider what further 
actions we should take in response to this situation. He reported that (at 12 
November) there were 14 confirmed sites in Scotland, namely one nursery, 11 recent 
planting sites and two sites which involve mature trees in the natural environment. 
There were 155 sites in GB, including 85 in the wider environment.  Consequently, 
and regrettably, eradication was no longer a realistic option. Attempting eradication 
would involve wide destruction of ash trees and ash woodlands; there would be little 
hope of success and this action would also hamper efforts to identify resistant strains 
of ash. He added that, although ash is not a major component of woods and forests 
in Scotland, it is locally important and its presence in hedgerows, parks and gardens 
means that its loss would be very noticeable and would diminish the diversity and 
attractiveness of the countryside. He stressed the importance of taking all reasonable 
steps to limit the impact of this disease.   
 
3. James Pendlebury (Chief Executive, Forest Research) described the current 
state of knowledge about the disease and its consequences.  He presented 
photographs illustrating the symptoms and said that: 
 

 Ash die back had emerged as an entirely new disease in Europe in the 1990s, 
but the causal agent (Chalara fraxinea) was only named in 2006. The sexual 
stage is known as Hymenoscyphus pseudoalbidus, which has a close relative 
(Hymenoscyphus albidus) that is probably a native in Europe and is harmless 
to ash. 

 
 There was early impact Poland, Lithuania, then Scandinavian countries, with 

some countries (such as Denmark) having 60-90% of ash affected. The likely 
origin could be in east Asia – Japan and Korea. The disease has spread to 
most EU member states, apart from far west and south. Despite its impact 
and spread, it is not designated as quarantine organism by the EU. 

 
 Common ash (Fraxinus excelsior) is very susceptible. The first finding in GB 

was in March 2012 in a nursery, on trees imported from Netherlands; the next 
finding was in May, on trees planted in winter 2011/12 in a car park near 
Lincoln, derived from home grown plants and a UK seed source; this was the 
first evidence suggesting that the outbreak was not directly related to 
imported plants.  

  
 The disease is spread locally through wind borne spores, and there is 

evidence that it can move 20-30km per year ahead of epidemic fronts.  There 
is also recent evidence of seed-borne disease; as well as possible long 
distance movement via the plant trade.  

 
 Not all ash species are equally susceptible.  Highly susceptible species are 

Fraxinus excelsior, Fraxinus angustifolia and Fraxinus niger. Moderately 
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susceptible species thought to be Fraxinus ornus and Fraxinus pennsylvanica. 
The least susceptible species are thought to be Fraxinus americana and 
Fraxinus mandschurica.  

 
 There are promising signs of some resistance in populations of Fraxinus 

excelsior in Europe, with evidence that 1-2% of ash population in Denmark 
may show some level of useful resistance.  

 
 Future management principles could include the need to secure an economic 

return where timber production is important; to retain veteran trees for as long 
as possible; to reduce the presence of Chalara and the risk of spread; and to 
maintain as much genetic diversity in ash trees as possible to enable 
breeding for resistance. 

 
4. David Howat (Deputy Director, Forestry Commission Scotland) then 
highlighted key points from the GB Stakeholder Summit held on 7 November in 
London. This has been attended by about 100 people including Defra Secretary of 
State (Owen Paterson). There had been technical updates on the science and on 
progress with surveys. There were then two workshop sessions, addressing (i) 
practical short term action to deal with Chalara and (ii) longer term measures to 
manage Chalara and wider plant and tree health issues. He summarised the 
outcome from these workshops as follows: 
 

 The main elements identified for short-term action were surveys, 
regulatory action, research and public information. 

 
 In terms of surveys, the rapid survey of 10 km squares in Scotland was 

initiated on 1 November and completed on 6 November.  Tracing-back 
and forwards from known nursery infections is continuing: this is also a 
major task. There will also be surveys of 1.5 kilometre radius around 
confirmed infections with priority given to those in the “wider environment” 
(ie in mature trees).  

 
 Where infections are confirmed Statutory Plant Health Notices will be 

issued requiring “containment” (ie no movement of plant material or 
timber). (At this stage, Forestry Commission Scotland will not require the 
destruction of young trees, as immediate action is not needed; but, 
depending upon scientific advice, destruction may be required before next 
summer.  Depending on scientific advice, there may also be relaxation of 
the restriction on timber movement from infected sites.) 

 
 There is no requirement to fell mature trees that are infected, partly 

because (from European experience) death from Chalara is likely to be 
slow in older trees (over about 30) and also because of the need to 
identify trees that have natural resistance. 

 
 In terms of research, key priorities include diagnostics, epidemiology and 

following up on signs of resistance.  FCS will soon have four pieces of 
field equipment for rapid confirmation of the presence of Chalara. 

 
 In terms of public information, The Forestry Commission website has 

messages confirming that the countryside remains “open” for woodland 
visits, subject to simple precautions about not moving leaf material from 
one place to another. 
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  At the GB summit, suggestions about longer term measures included 

improved biosecurity (including targeted import controls), building science 
capacity, developing links with “citizen science”, ensuring a joined-up 
approach to tree and plant health, providing advice on the management of  
ash, and developing a tree health early warning network.  

 
5. Mr Wheelhouse then invited comments, suggestions and questions from 
stakeholders. There was general support for the approach emerging from the GB 
summit, including the fact that the countryside would remain “open”, with recognition 
of the need to:  
 

 Provide advice on management of mature infected ash trees. There was 
support for the advice that mature trees should not be felled in an attempt to 
control Chalara, with stakeholders stressing their importance as (eg) 
bryophyte and lichen habitats.  There should also be guidance for 
arboriculturalists about how to deal with timber and other material from any 
infected trees that are felled. It was agreed that local authority tree officers 
should be closely involved in this.   

 
 Identify mature ash that are resistant to the disease and could be used to 

propagate and develop new strains of ash to restock Scottish woodlands. 
However, there was concern about potential loss of biodiversity if the genetic 
base of ash became too narrow. It would also be necessary to understand the 
risks associated with disease transmission through seeds.   

 
 Investigate woodland management and forestry techniques that could help 

slow down the spread of the disease and lessen its impact.  There was a call 
to recognise the potential costs and for the Forestry Commission to give 
priority to setting out the implications for grants and for contributing to the cost 
of necessary control measures.   

 
 Identify isolated locations around Scotland that are protected from windborne 

spread of spores and use them as a refuge for ash in Scotland. For example, 
it was suggested that it might be possible to create a buffer zone for Atlantic 
ashwoods. 

 
 Develop a feasible, practical, achievable and affordable approach to dealing 

with infected young ash on newly planted sites 
 

 Continue to survey in towns, cities and in the countryside surrounding 
infected sites. There was welcome for the idea of developing “citizen science” 
and working closely with NGOs in this respect. Current initiatives that should 
be useful include the SE website and the “Observatree” project. 

 
 There was also discussion about biosecurity requirements, and support for 

using the Forestry Commission website as a central source of advice on such 
matters. Particular issues that needed clarity include signposting; access to 
infected sites; composting of leaves; and biosecurity for vehicles (including 
those used by professionals regularly visiting different woods). . 

 
6. Looking further ahead, stakeholders welcomed a greater determination to 
address tree and plant health threats, stressing that it was important not to lose sight 
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of other pathogens.  These include, in particular, Dothistroma Needle Blight on pine, 
and the Phytophthoras. Specific needs that were identified included: 
 

 Identification of potential pathways (such as, for example, biomass imports for 
energy production) and the need to give careful consideration to import 
controls. 

 
 Making full use of scientific expertise that currently exists in different 

institutions, and the need to build upon this.   
 

 Increased resourcing for tree and plant health (but without diverting resources 
from other forestry programmes).  

 
 Giving the nursery sector confidence to grow more plants within this country – 

this is difficult when demand for different species is unpredictable on the three 
year time scale needed for plant production. 

 
 Taking the opportunity of reviews of the EU Plant Health Regime and Forest 

Reproductive Material Regulations to tighten up on the use of plant passports.  
 
 
7. Bob McIntosh (Director, Environment and Forestry) summed up the 
discussion, explaining that the Scottish Government would continue to work closely 
with rest of UK on a coordinated approach.  The Defra Chief Scientist (Ian Boyd) was 
currently convening an expert Tree Health and Plant Biosecurity Taskforce, which is 
supported by a Practitioners’ Advisory Group (and includes Forestry Commission 
Scotland representation). There would also be a technical workshop on silvicultural 
strategies (organised by the Forestry Commission) on 15 November. By the end of 
November, it was expected that there would be a GB Control plan for Chalara; an 
initial assessment of potential impacts of Chalara in Scotland (being prepared by 
Rick Worrell) and an FC Practice Note on the future management of ash. Meanwhile, 
the Scottish Timber Market Impacts Group, chaired by Hamish McLeod, was 
examining implications of tree health issues for timber markets.    
 
8. In conclusion, Mr Wheelhouse thanked everyone for taking part in the 
meeting, noting that in addition to the actions that had already been identified there 
were many useful and positive suggestions which would need careful consideration 
as the Scottish Government works with the UK Government to develop the Control 
Strategy.   

Forestry Commission Scotland 
November 2012  
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