
 

 

 

  

 

 

      

DEVON ASH DIEBACK RESILIENCE FORUM     

This guidance note explains how ash trees benefit the 
people, wildlife and environment of Devon, and why ash 
trees are a major component of Devon’s `natural 
capital’1. 
 
Ash trees enrich our lives in many ways, and bring many 
benefits to society (`public goods’). This note also 
presents the limited evidence available on the financial 
value of these services.  
 
If we lose most of our ash trees and don’t replace them 
with other trees with similar capabilities, what will be the 
cost now and in the future?   
 
This leaflet describes how ash trees benefit Devon’s 
people, our economy and our environment. 

Devon Ash 

Dieback 

Resilience Forum 

Advice Note 

 

What good is an ash?

DEVON ASH DIEBACK RESILIENCE FORUM ADVICE NOTE   

The many benefits of ash trees 

1Natural capital is the natural world’s stock of living and non-living 
resources. It takes into account both ethical and economic 
considerations.   
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Benefits (public 
goods) 

Value of ash to people, wildlife and the wider environment,  
in economic and cultural terms 

Value compared 
with most other 
tree species 
1 very poor 
5 excellent 

Nutrient recycling  5 

Primary 
production: i.e. 
plant growth and 
oxygen production 

Although individual trees may not be exceptional in this regard, the great 
abundance of ash means that it has an important role in primary 
production. 

4 

Biodiversity  4 

Nuts, berries, etc, 
for food 

Ash flowers and keys (fruits) are no longer of food value to humans, but are 
important for some birds like bullfinches and some small mammals 
including woodmice, and are produced abundantly. 

3 

Water cycling 
The removal of ash from woodlands may have a particular influence on 
ground water, resulting in a raised water table. This may be beneficial or 
detrimental. 

3 

Soil formation 
The rapid nutrient recycling associated with ash results in little soil 
formation. 

2 

Benefits to the Environment  

Ash woodlands typically support a rich 
and diverse ground flora. Shed ash leaves 
retain more nutrients and are recycled 
more rapidly than those of most other 
trees. They improve soils, raising pH and 
increasing nutrient availability. Thus they 
have a big influence on decomposer,  
mycorrhizal (fungi) and soil communities. 

 

Ash is the sole food source or host for rather 
few animal species in comparison to most 
other native trees. However, the tree is  
abundant and is an important component of 
habitat corridors, eg for bats) and adds  
structural complexity. Its bark supports  
particularly rich lichen communities, its leaves 
are among those eaten by the caterpillars of 
many moth species including privet hawk-
moth and centre-barred swallow, and rotting 
ash wood is a valuable invertebrate habitat. 
Its late leafing and soil improvement qualities 
can also lead to rich ground flora and associated invertebrates. Mature 
ash trees with holes provide nest sites for hole nesting birds such as 
woodpeckers, owls and nuthatches, and roost sites for some bat 
species, whilst its seeds (in ash keys) are eaten by woodmice, dormice 
and bullfinches.  

Centre-barred swallow 
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Benefits (public 
goods) 

Value of ash to people, wildlife and the wider environment,  
in economic and cultural terms 

Value compared 
with most other 
tree species 
1 very poor 
5 excellent 

Reducing soil loss Ash binds or retains soil like other trees, and is probably on par with most. 3 

Pollination 
Ash is mostly wind-pollinated. While it can provide pollen for honeybees in 
early spring, it is not an especially important resource for pollinators. 

2 

Forming stock-proof 
barriers 

Ashes are poor for creating stock proof hedges, although the laid stems are 
persistent and can form effective barriers to cattle. 

1 

Hedges  4 

Hedgerow trees  3 

Benefits to Farm Business 

 

A high proportion of ash 
increases the viability of a 
hedge for economic 
woodfuel production, for 
example in a coppice 
rotation. 

As the second most common 
hedgerow tree in Devon, ash 
trees can provide valuable 
shade for livestock in hot 
summer. 
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Benefits (public 
goods) provided 

Value of ash to people, wildlife and the wider environment,  
in economic and cultural terms 

Value compared 
with most other 
tree species 
1 very poor 
5 excellent 

Timber supply  5 

Firewood 
Due to rapid growth, ash accumulates biomass quickly. It is highly valued 
for firewood. Ash coppices and pollards well. 

4 

Specialist uses  4 

Benefits to Forestry Sector 

Ash produces high quality timber for 

flooring, etc, and in a short time (c70 years) 

compared to most other native hardwoods. 

It is widely grown in plantations. Ash is one 

of only a few native species that are not 

damaged much by grey squirrel. 

Valued for producing tool 

handles, hurling sticks, oars 

and furniture, in boat 

building, and for traditional 

crafts like wood turning and, 

as shown here, making long 

bows. 
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Benefits (public 
goods) 

Value of ash to people, wildlife and the wider environment,  
in economic and cultural terms 

Value compared 
with most other 
tree species 
1 very poor 
5 excellent 

Landscape 

Ash is a beautiful tree with smooth grey bark, striking black buds in winter, 
delicate pinnate leaves and dense clusters of ash key seeds in autumn. 
Branches of mature trees often swoop down towards the ground and then 
curve upwards at their ends, giving ash a distinctive and graceful outline in 
winter. Ash is more common in countryside and urban areas than most other 
species. Its impact on landscape quality is high and so it indirectly contributes 
to the tourist economy. 

5 

Employment 
As a valued resource for timber, firewood and tool handle wood, ash is 
economically more important than most other native tree species. 

4 

Cultural or 
spiritual value 

Ash has particular cultural and spiritual value in areas in Devon with a Celtic 
influence. It is the ‘World Tree’ or ‘Tree of Life’. Ash is far more common in 
Devon place names than other trees like oak or elm. It is widely used as a 
marker when beating the bounds. It was also the wood from which spears 
were made, perhaps having a profound effect on regional history. 

5 

Reducing storm 
run-off and 
flooding 

The sheer abundance and large canopy of ash means that the species is more 
effective at preventing water reaching the ground, and facilitating soil water 
storage and infiltration, than most other trees. 

4 

Carbon 
sequestration 

The tree delivers high carbon capture through rapid woody growth, but the 
rapid recycling of its leaves is poor for soil carbon storage. Ash roots may be 
particularly good at reducing N2O release from soil, a powerful greenhouse 
gas. 

3 

Benefits to Wider Society 

Ash is a common tree in Devon. Its loss will significantly alter the appearance of our landscape. 
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Benefits to Wider Society (contd) 
Benefits (public 
goods) 

Value of ash to people, wildlife and the wider environment,  
in economic and cultural terms 

Value compared 
with most other 
tree species 
1 very poor 
5 excellent 

Removing 
pollutants from 
water and soil 

Like other trees, ash removes pollutants from water and soil, probably on 
par with most other species. 

3 

Removing 
pollutants from air 

Ash is poor at capturing particulates because it has hairless leaves and a 
short leaf season. Still, it is a common tree in our towns and cities. 

3 

Cooling towns and 
cities 

While it does not cast dense shade and is in leaf for a shorter period than 
most other trees, ash nevertheless is effective at reducing urban air 
temperatures through evapotransporation. 

3 

Human health and 
well-being 

All trees benefit our physical and mental health. Ash, as an often majestic 
species when mature, is particularly beneficial in this respect. However, the 
pollen can be a major allergen to some. 

3 

Education/ 
learning 

Ash has many historic, economic and cultural values for people. The impact 
of ash dieback disease and other threats to this tree is triggering a 
resurgence of interest in the relationship between people and trees, past 
and present, and in the role society can play in ensuring a safer future for 
trees and nature. 

3 
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The economic value of these services 
 
For some of the services given in this guidance note, such as 
biodiversity and landscape, economic values are very difficult, 
perhaps impossible, to apply. Here society values the trees largely 
for reasons other than direct monetary benefits. Theoretically at 
least, for the remainder it should be possible to place financial 
values on them. In practice at the present time, it is possible to put 
a financial value on very few services: the necessary research has 
not been done. However, the following pieces of information 
serve to exemplify the high monetary value of our ash trees:  

 
 In Torbay, there are 95,000 ash trees which together have 

the highest proportion of canopy cover2 of any tree species, 
at 19% of the total. Here the trees store 11,400 tonnes of 
CO2 worth £2.3 million. They filter out 9.5 tonnes of 
pollution, saving £240,000 a year on clean-up costs for air 
and water. Furthermore, they capture over 26,000 cubic 
metres of rain saving £15,000 in sewage costs every year. 

 
 Across the South West Highways network, ash trees store 

3,200 tonnes of CO2 worth an estimated £750,0003 and filter 
5 tonnes of pollution worth an estimated £103,000 every 
year.4 

 
 The A30 and A38 west of Exeter through Devon and Cornwall have 
 303,000 trees within their corridors. The most frequent tree is ash 
 (21% by leaf area). The annual value of these ash trees for pollution 
 removal, carbon storage and sequestration, and avoided run-off is 
 estimated at £160,000. The screening value of the ashes is about  
 £13 million.3 
 
 The estimated cost of replacing a mature ash in urban areas is 
 around £400 (the actual cost of planting the tree and caring for it 
 until it matures, regardless of any services lost)1. The equivalent cost 
 alongside a road in the countryside is about £285. Clearly, the cost of 
 replacing the ash trees that will be lost in our rural and urban areas in 
 Devon will run into the tens of millions.3 

 
 

2It is leaf cover, or canopy cover, which gives the most accurate measure of the effectiveness of trees in reducing pollution or 
capturing water so that it evaporates rather than running off into water courses or drainage systems. 
 
3Kenton Rogers and Gareth Evans. 2015. Valuing the Natural Capital of Area 1: A Pilot Study. Highways Agency.  
 
4Information taken from the raw i-Tree data associated with Rogers and Evans, 2015 (see above).  
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Conclusions 
 

The loss of ash trees will have a big impact on the capacity of Devon’s environment to support its inhabitants and 

economy. Unless ash trees lost to disease are replaced with other species quickly, we can expect to experience an 

environment that is less inspiring and attractive, and which supports less wildlife. We can also expect to have to pay 

substantially more for some key services, like removal of pollutants from air and water, and reducing the risk of land 

and property flooding. 

The loss of ash may, because of the tree’s special properties, be expected to have a particular impact on: 

 Broadleaved timber production in woodlands, firewood availability and the production of tool handles, etc. 

These impacts are ones not only of production, but also of employment and so may impinge on the rural 

economy. 

 Our cultural heritage, reflecting ash’s particular role in Celtic mythology. 

 Soil composition, quality and functioning in woodland, with subsequent ecosystem consequences. The extent 

of these impacts will depend on the tree species which succeed ash. 

 Specialist lichen communities growing on ash tree bark. 

And, due to its sheer abundance, further impacts are likely on: 

 Landscape quality 

 Wildlife dependent on trees 

 The volume of storm run-off, and consequent risk of downstream flooding 

 The summer temperature of cities and towns. 

A Sticta lichen on a veteran ash 

tree on Exmoor 

King Alfred’s Cakes, a fungus 

found mainly on ash and 

probably the main decomposer 

of its fallen trunks and branches 
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Photo credits: Robert Wolton 

and The Tree Council 

Further information  

This guidance note is part of a series produced by the Devon Ash Dieback Resilience Forum: 

 Ash benefits & economic value 

 Increasing the resilience of Devon’s treescapes 

 Engaging with contractors 

 Replacing ash: appropriate tree selection 

 A guide to protecting species and habitats 

 

Members of the Devon Ash Dieback Resilience Forum currently comprise:  

 

Arboricultural Association • AONB Devon • Clinton Devon Estates •  

Country Landowners Association • Dartmoor National Park •  

Devon Biodiversity Records Centre • Devon County Council • Devon Hedge Group • 

Devon Highways • Devon Living Churchyards • Devon Wildlife Trust •  

East Devon District Council • Exmoor National Park • Forestry Commission • 

FWAGSW• Kier Highways for HE • National Trust • National Farmers Union •  

Natural England • Network Rail • North Devon District Council •  

North Devon Biosphere Service • Plymouth City Council • RSPB •  

Teignbridge District Council • The Tree Council •  

Torbay Coast and Countryside Service •Torbay Council • Treeconomics•  

Western Power Distribution • Woodland Trust  

 

To find out more, including how your organisation can join the Forum, please contact 

Devon County Council at the address above. 


