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Summary
Ash dieback is a destructive disease that affects ash 

trees, the third most common tree in Britain and 

an important tree within the Scottish landscape. 

The disease was first recorded in the UK in 2012 

and is now widespread across Scotland. Ash trees 

are present in woodlands, parks and gardens, and 

all tree owners and managers have responsibilities 

in managing them and responding to ash dieback. 

Where possible and safe to do so, ash trees 

should be retained in the landscape so that the 

benefits they bring are sustained for the future. 

This guide will assist with the decision on whether 

any immediate remedial action is necessary, and 

provides advice on monitoring your ash trees 

and planning for any remedial action that may be 

needed in the future.

If you are a homeowner or landowner in Scotland, 

this guide will introduce you to ash dieback and the 

problems it can cause (Section 1) and then help you 

to understand your responsibilities (Section 2). It 

then provides a step-by-step guide for identifying 

and inspecting your trees and determining 

whether and or what action is required (Section 

3). It will assist you in seeking professional help if 

you suspect that you have affected ash trees and 

provides information on the types of techniques 

that may be needed to manage your trees (Section 

4). The key information in the main document is 

supported by a series of appendices that provide 

more detail should you wish to find out more.
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Ash dieback can severely impact and even kill ash trees.

Some ash trees are more resistant to ash dieback as can be seen 
above, showing a healthy and unhealthy ash tree in the same hedge.
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        Introduction

What is ash dieback disease? 
Ash dieback is a highly destructive fungal disease 

affecting ash trees. It causes leaf loss and canopy 

decline and is likely to cause infected trees to die. 

The disease was first officially recorded in the UK 

in 2012 and is now widespread across Scotland, 

England, and Wales. Appendix 1 provides more 

detailed information about the disease.

Why is it important to know about?
Ash trees are the third most common tree in 

Britain, present in woodland, hedgerows, parks and 

gardens across the country. In Scotland, there are 

approximately 11 million mature ash trees and a 

further 64 million saplings and seedlings. They have 

great cultural significance in our urban and rural 

landscapes. They are also valuable habitats for over 

1,000 species of wildlife, including a wide range of 

mammals, birds, invertebrates, plants and lichens.

It is estimated that there are between 27-60 million 

ash trees outside woodlands in the UK (and more 

saplings and seedlings)1 and that the majority will 

become affected with ash dieback in years to come. 

Once the fungus infects a tree, the dead or dying 

branches can become brittle and fall. As a result, 

a proportion of these infected and weakened 

1 Defra (2019) Conserving our ash trees and mitigating the impacts of pests and diseases of ash: A vision and high-level strategy for ash research  

trees will pose safety risks, especially if they are, 

for example, next to a busy road, public pathway, 

school, other buildings, power lines, railways or 

areas frequently used by the public. Anyone with 

an ash tree on their land has a responsibility to 

ensure that risk posed by the tree is managed with 

appropriate controls in place.
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Ash dieback causes dead branches and wilting leaves.

Densely growing ash trees in woodlands can be particularly susceptible 
to ash dieback.
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How does it affect trees?
Ash dieback causes a range of symptoms including 

wilted and spotted leaves (see page 9 for more 

information and images). Most affected ash trees 

will lose some of the leaves at the top of the tree 

(which is called its crown). However, ash dieback 

can affect trees in different ways – for example, 

some may develop dark patches called ‘basal 

lesions’ at the base of their trunk but have no sign 

of ash dieback in their leaves and branches. This is 

why it’s important to consult a tree professional if 

you are unsure.

Once the fungus infects a tree, the dead or dying 

branches can become brittle and fall. Over time, as 

the tree loses nutrition, water and the leaves which 

produce its food, the disease may eventually kill the 

tree. The tree can also become vulnerable to other 

disease-causing organisms (pathogens).

How can we protect the future of ash trees?
There is no cure for ash dieback. However, a 

small proportion of ash trees may have ‘genetic 

tolerance’ to ash dieback, meaning they will survive 

and reproduce to create the next generation of 

trees. It is critically important that we keep these 

trees, and their wildlife, wherever it is safe and 

possible to do so; homeowners have an important 

part to play in this. 

Images © Jon Stokes

Thinning canopy of an ash tree where the branches lose leaves 
and become pom-pom like (top). Dead or dying branches 
often break off and can cause hazards to roads and passers-by 
(bottom). 
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Managing the risk from trees is the responsibility of the owners and managers of the land on which they 

grow. If your ash tree, or one of its branches, falls on someone or someone else’s property, you may be liable.

Understanding the law
Under both the civil law and criminal law, an owner 

of land on which a tree stands has responsibilities 

for the health and safety of those on or near the 

land and has potential liabilities arising from the 

falling of a tree or branch. The civil law gives rise 

to duties and potential liabilities to pay damages 

in the event of a breach of those duties, and to the 

risk of prosecution in the event of an infringement 

        Your responsibilities

of the criminal law. Further details can be found 

in the National Tree Safety Group publication 

‘Common sense risk management of trees’.

Further information is also provided in Appendix 2 

about other considerations you need to be aware 

of, such as the laws that protect nature, which will 

be relevant to the management of your ash trees.

Following official guidance
To help landowners understand the risk of harm 

posed by their trees and to manage such risk in 

a reasonable, balanced and proportionate way, 

national guidance has been produced by the 

National Tree Safety Group (NTSG) which should 

be followed by all tree owners. NTSG’s approach 

follows five key principles:

• Trees provide a wide variety of benefits to 

society.

• Trees are living organisms that naturally lose 

branches or fall.

• The overall risk to human safety is extremely 

low.

• Tree owners have a legal duty of care.

• Tree owners should take a balanced and 

proportionate approach to tree safety 

management.

If you have any concerns about the health of your 

ash trees, you should consult a tree professional 

such as your Local Authority Tree Officer or a 

qualified tree professional (see pages 11-12).

2
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The following flow chart provides a suggested step-by-step guide to determining how to manage your trees. 

After the flow chart, there are a series of sections to help you answer each question, and it is recommended 

you read these before beginning your inspections. If you are uncertain at any stage in the process, it is best to 

consult a professional for advice. 

Note: These are suggestions to help you consider your options. The legal responsibility remains with you as the tree owner.

        Steps for decision-making about ash trees

Question 1

Do you have any ash trees on your land? 

(see Ash Tree ID on page 7)

Question 2

Do your ash trees show any visual signs of ash dieback? 

Take photos for your records and future comparison. 

(See Ash Dieback ID on pages 8-9)

Question 3

For trees that you suspect may be infected, what 

percentage of the crown do you estimate has died?     

(See Canopy Assessment on pages 10-11)

No further action 

needed.

No immediate action 

needed. Inspect your ash 

trees at least once a year (see 

pages 8-11 to find out how).

51-100% of the crown remains.

Ash trees are Class 1 or 2.

Recommended action: Inspect your ash trees at least once a year (see pages 8-11 to find out how). 

For Class 2 trees, consider seeking professional advice about whether any remedial work may be 

necessary, particularly if your tree is beside a public area, road or railway line.

0-50% of the crown remains.

Ash trees are Class 3 or 4.

Recommended action: Seek professional advice 

on next steps. See pages 11 -12 to find out how.

No

No

Yes

Yes

3

6 Ash dieback disease: a guide for tree owners in Scotland

Steps for decision-making  |  Section 3



How to identify ash trees

Note: Common ash (also called European ash) can sometimes be confused with rowan (Mountain ash). 

Guidance on telling the difference between the two species is provided in Appendix 3.

Leaves: Ash leaves are ‘compound leaves,’ 
comprising three to six pairs of ‘leaflets,’ 
arranged in opposite pairs with one terminal 
leaflet at the end of the leaf.

Seeds: Ash seeds (called ‘keys’) are flat, 
single-winged seeds which hang in abundant 
bunches (sometimes confused with ash 
leaves wilted by dieback).

Twigs and leaf buds: Ash are 
easily identified in winter by 
their smooth twigs that have 
distinctive black, velvety buds 
arranged opposite each other.

Bark: The bark is pale 
brown to grey, which 
fissures as the tree 
ages. Over 770 species 
of lichen can live on it.

Height and form: When fully 
grown, ash trees can reach a 
height of 40 metres.

Images © Jon Stokes

Twigs with black leaf buds
Grey/brown bark with lichen 

growing on it
Height and form

Ash seedsOne ash leaf comprises many leaflets
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How to identify ash dieback infection
It is easiest to spot signs of ash dieback during 

the summer when trees should be in full leaf, 

like the one below. Ash trees come into leaf 

at different times in the spring, sometimes 

as late as early June, but by mid to late June 

all healthy ash trees should be in full leaf. 

Some affected ash trees will fail to come into 

leaf at all, while others will do so normally before 

showing signs of ill-health or dieback later. It is 

important to bear in mind that failure to come into 

leaf or other signs of dieback in ash can be due to 

many causes, including heavy seed production in 

the previous year. Therefore, if an ash tree looks 

unhealthy, it does not automatically mean it is 

affected with ash dieback and it is important to 

look for the specific symptoms described below.

Images © Jon Stokes

Visual signs of possible ash dieback are shown 

on the following page. The symptoms are easily 

visible in young trees, but they can be harder to 

recognise in more mature trees. Unfortunately, 

lesions can be caused by a number of factors 

including other fungi and bacteria and so dark 

patches alone do not necessarily mean the tree 

has ash dieback. For more detailed information 

on lookalike signs and symptoms of ash dieback, 

see guidance published by Observatree here.

Anyone responsible for managing ash trees should 

learn to recognise the visual symptoms of ash 

dieback so they can assess the current health 

of their ash tree population and then consult, if 

appropriate, with a tree professional on what action 

they might take. Once you know what you are 

looking for, you should visually inspect your trees 

to assess their health, as per the flowchart above.

A mature ash exhibiting significant symptoms of ash dieback. A young ash showing severe signs of crown dieback.
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Visual symptoms of ash dieback

a) Wilted leaves b) Spots on the leaves

c) Dark patches on the branches and/or 

trunk (‘lesions’)

e) The ash dieback fruiting fungus can be 

found on infected ash leaf litter

d) Branches losing their leaves and 

‘dying back’

Images © Jon Stokes
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How to assess the health of an infected tree
Looking at the health of a tree’s crown is a quick 

and useful gauge of its overall health. As described 

in the section above, there are other symptoms 

of ash dieback, and if you see more than one 

symptom it can give greater confidence in your 

diagnosis. By looking at the crown of an ash 

tree, you should be able to place it in one of the 

following classes. 

CLASS 1 100% to 75% of the crown remains

CLASS 2 75% to 51% of the crown remains

CLASS 3 50% to 26% of the crown remains

CLASS 4 25% to 0% of the crown remains

Images are provided below and overleaf 

that give a guide to canopy assessment.

This system does not allow you to make specific 

management judgements about the safety of any 

individual tree, but it helps to identify trees that 

may need attention and is part of the decision-

making process set out in the flow diagram. If 

you are concerned about the extent of decline in 

your tree’s canopy (especially if it starts to look 

like a class 3 or 4 tree), you need to decide how to 

manage your tree. It is best to consult a qualified 

tree professional who can survey your tree or trees, 

assessing their condition and the circumstances 

in which they are growing, to advise you on what 

action to take. If the tree is assessed as presenting 

an unacceptable risk to people or property, felling – 

or in specific cases other tree management actions 

such as pollarding – may be recommended (see 

definitions in the Glossary, page 14). 

Class 1 Class 2 Class 3 Class 4

Images © Gary Battell

Canopy assessment in summer (trees in leaf)
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Canopy assessment in winter (trees not in leaf)

Don’t worry if you’re not completely sure - just make your best guess using the images.

It is important to seek professional advice quickly if you think your tree may be in a dangerous 

condition and needs urgent safety action. Otherwise, targeted pruning work such as the removal of 

dead wood, a reduction of the crown or the removal of a specific branch might manage the safety risk 

while allowing the tree to continue providing benefits to the landscape and to nature. Before embarking 

on any work, it is important to seek specialist advice and also to check your obligations under any relevant 

laws that protect trees and wildlife; see Section 4 for links to further resources and to understand possible 

management options for an ash tree. It is advised that any work on diseased ash trees is undertaken by 

specialists – see section below on how to seek professional help.

Images © Jon Stokes
Class 1  Class 2 Class 3 Class 4
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How to find professional help
If you have concerns about the safety and management of your ash tree or trees, it is advisable to seek 

professional help. You should seek advice from a fully insured tree management specialist who holds the 

LANTRA Professional Tree Inspection Certificate. 

While final decisions will need to be made by the homeowner, specialist advice from a qualified tree 

professional will be invaluable. 

To find a local consultant or contractor, consult your Local Authority Tree Officer, or see advice from the 

Arboricultural Association or the Institute of Chartered Foresters. The Arboricultural Association may also be 

contacted by phoning 01242 522152. The Institute of Chartered Foresters are contactable at 0131 240 1425.

Ash trees and overhead powerlines
Homeowners should consult the Distribution Network Operator (i.e. the electricity company) where a tree 

or trees have been identified as requiring felling or maintenance works in relation to ash dieback and where 

operations are to be carried out within two tree lengths, plus the hazard zone of an overhead electrical line or 

underground cables. Guidance can be found in Forest Industry Saftey Accord Guide 804 ‘Electricity at Work: 

Forestry’.
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There are a range of tree management options that can be considered for trees 
affected by ash dieback, which are best discussed with a professional.

Some of the options include:

• Retain the tree with no work – provided the risk 

level is acceptable. Continue to monitor.

The following options are specialist work – 

appoint a suitably trained and experienced 

arborist. 

• Deadwood removal – prune dead wood 

and branches showing marked symptoms 

of dieback to reduce the risk from falling 

branches, bearing in mind protected species 

and Conservation Area or TPO legislation.

• Crown reduction – this is specialist work, 

particularly if the tree is showing signs of ash 

dieback, so seek professional advice.

• Coppicing – cut the tree to the base and allow it 

to regrow (but please note that, in areas where 

ash dieback is well established, such re-growth 

often dies quickly).

• Felling – fell the tree and prevent regrowth, 

either singularly or in sections using specialist  

techniques.

The larger and older the trees, the more likely the 

dead wood will be of habitat value. Where possible, 

the felled timber should be left in situ in as large 

        Management options

2 Scottish Forestry (2021) ‘The management of individual ash trees affected by ash dieback (Hymenoscyphus fraxineus) in Scotland’

pieces as possible. Ancient and veteran trees also 

have high ecological value and may need specialist 

management (see Appendix 4). 

The final management decisions will need to 

be made by the homeowner depending on 

circumstances at the time but professional 

advice from a competent tree professional will be 

invaluable (see the previous page to find out how 

to find a suitable professional). 

Remember – undertaking felling or other tree 

work requires a felling permission unless a legal 

exemption applies. Click here to read further 

information about felling permissions. If the 

decision is made to remove infected ash trees, it 

is important that trees are replaced with suitable 

species that fill a similar role. There is no one tree 

that can replace ash, but there are other trees that 

can replace some of their functions. Please see 

Appendix 5 for further information. 

4
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https://treecouncil.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Ash-dieback-guide-for-homeowners-appendix-4.pdf
https://forestry.gov.scot/support-regulations/felling-permissions
https://treecouncil.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Ash-dieback-guide-for-homeowners-appendix-5.pdf


Term Definition

Coppicing Traditional method of woodland management that involves repeatedly cutting 

trees to near ground level and allowing them to regrow - providing a sustainable 

supply of timber.

Crown thinning A pruning technique where stems and branches are selectively removed, increasing 

light penetration and air movement throughout the crown of a tree.

Dieback A symptom of poor tree health, especially in woody plants. ’Dieback’ means the 

progressive death of twigs, branches, shoots or roots, starting at the tips.

Felling The process of cutting down a tree or trees.

Pollarding A management technique that involves the removal of the upper branches of a 

tree, encouraging growth of a dense head of foliage and branches.

Tree Preservation 

Order (TPO)

An order made by a local planning authority to protect specific trees, groups of 

trees or woodlands. Certain activities are prohibited without written consent from 

the local planning authority.

        Glossary
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        Frequently asked questions

My ash tree isn’t infected, but wouldn’t it
just be easier to fell it now?
Healthy looking ash trees should not be felled in 

anticipation of the disease, unless there are other 

overriding management requirements to do so. 

Ash dieback is having a serious impact on our 

treescape, and whatever we can do to retain trees 

in the landscape (where safe to do so) increases the 

chance that the next generation of ash trees will be 

able to grow and thrive.

Declining ash trees that may eventually die can also 

continue to contribute ecological benefits if kept in 

the landscape for as long as possible. Therefore, 

where safe to do so, please consider keeping your 

ash trees in the landscape and always replace lost 

trees with other ‘proxy’ tree species.

Some trees may be protected by Tree Preservation 

Orders (TPOs) and felling permission may be 

required before they are felled - see below for 

more info. 

My tree(s) may pose a risk to the public -
what do I need to consider?
If your tree(s) are seriously affected by ash 

dieback and are, for example, in an area of 

public access or next to a road or park, you 

may have to notify other organisations and/

or take legislation into account. For example:

• Are there any constraints from the Local 

Planning Authority, e.g. does the tree have a 

Tree Preservation Order, or do you live in a 

Conservation Area? (see FAQ below)

• Do you need a felling permission? (see FAQ 

below)

• Is your tree growing close to a road, railway, 

public path or power line? If so, you should 

contact the local Roads Authority (e.g. your 

council), Network Rail or relevant energy 

company before undertaking any tree work.

• Is the tree host to any protected species, e.g. 

bats, or are birds nesting in it? (Appendix 2)

• Is the land protected as a designated site such 

as a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) 

or National Nature Reserve (NNR)? Note: it is 

unlikely that most homeowners’ gardens will 

fall within a designated site; however, you can 

check for the presence of any designations at 

NatureScot’s website. 
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Do I need a felling permission?
Tree felling is a legally controlled activity and 

you usually need permission to fell growing 

trees, including diseased ones.  Further details 

about felling permissions, including a number of 

exemptions, can be found on the Scottish Forestry 

website here.

If there is an old bird’s nest in my ash 
tree, can I fell the tree if it’s infected?
Always check laws about protecting wildlife and 

whether your tree has a TPO or similar before 

getting any work done. To understand the law on 

protected species see the NatureScot website.

Is there any money to help with the costs of
managing my ash tree?
There is no government funding available for costs 

to private individuals regarding the management of 

trees affected by ash dieback. It is the responsibility 

of the land owner to fund the management of trees 

on their property, including the risks posed by ash 

dieback.

What do I do if my ash tree is protected by
a TPO or grows in a conservation area?
If you have an ash tree which is protected by a 

Tree Preservation Order (TPO), subject to certain 

exemptions, you must obtain formal permission 

from your Local Planning Authority, i.e. your council 

or National Park Authority, to undertake work on 

this tree; that is, unless a felling permission would 

normally be required, in which case you should 

apply for the permission and declare the presence 

of the TPO on the application. There are certain 

exemptions to TPOs, but formal permission must 

still be sought to undertake work, even where trees 

are infected. 

If you live in a Conservation Area and want to 

undertake work on an ash tree which has ash 

dieback, you must notify your Local Planning 

Authority at least six weeks in advance. This gives 

the planning authority an opportunity to place a 

TPO on the tree if considered appropriate. 

Further information about legislation relevant to 

the protection of individual trees can be found 

here. 
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APPENDICES  

1. Understanding ash dieback
2. Conservation and promoting a healthy treescape
3. Rowan, a commonly confused species
4. Managing ancient, veteran and heritage trees
5. What species should I replace ash with?
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