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SHORELANDS 
COMMUNITY 
TREE NURSERY

S horelands Community Tree Nursery was 
set up to help conserve the rare black 
poplar (Populus nigra) species. This is the 

most endangered native timber tree in Britain, 
according to the Forestry Commission. There 

are so few wild black poplars left in the UK that 

it’s unlikely the trees will pollinate each other. 

Instead, large numbers of cultivated poplars 

pollinate them, with the result that there’s no 

regeneration of true, wild black poplars. 

Ben Potterton is trying to conserve this 

culturally important part of Britain’s treescape 

at Shorelands, with the help of a team of 

volunteers. By taking cuttings from disease-

free trees and propagating them, he’s often 

preserving the last example of that genetic 

lineage in the country. “We have a really unique 

situation here – we’re trying to save a gene pool 

that’s right on the brink,” says Ben.

Unfortunately, poplar species are prone to a 

variety of fungal diseases, including cankers, 

leaf rusts and poplar scab. “Sometimes we can 

see that a black poplar tree is not healthy, but it 

may be the last of its kind in England – so we 

“You have to show people the importance of biosecurity 
practice. It’s not enough to tell volunteers or put up 
posters, you have to lead by example.”

 CASE STUDY

Established: 2023

Location: Shorelands Barn, Langmere, 
Diss, Norfolk. 

Managed by: Ben Potterton (The Otter Trust)

Produces: 20,000 trees a year. 

Output: Seedlings are planted on an Otter 
Trust site, Dickleburgh Moor, then given 
away for free.

Find out more: www.theottertrust.org/
dickleburgh-moor
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SHORELANDS 

“We have a unique situation here – 

we’re trying to save the gene pool 

for the black poplar, a species that’s 

right on the brink” Ben Potterton
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 CASE STUDY

Ben regularly checks the site for 

pests and diseases. As Shorelands 

is a specialised nursery, growing 

mostly black poplar, he’s been able to 

familiarise himself with the species’ 

native and non-native pests. For 

example, he keeps an eye out for 

signs of poplar wood boring beetles, 

which can spread in wood packaging 

material and can also fly long 

distances. Like many wood-boring 

beetles, they prefer stressed trees, so 

keeping his trees strong and healthy 

also helps prevent infection. 

PLANT MONITORING
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Black poplar trees are hard to find in the UK these days.

Black poplar cuttings are grown in cells.

face a challenge,” he explains. “We quarantine 

it and sterilise all the equipment it comes into 

contact with. This is because, though the tree 

isn’t healthy in itself, its genes are so important, 

that it’s worth trying to propagate a healthy 

sapling from any new growth it can create. 

When you’re dealing with potentially the last 

specimen of this tree, you can’t be as ruthless as 

nurseries need to be with other tree species.”

Seed collection
Seed collection is not possible with black poplar 

trees as hybridisation with similar species is one 

of the causes of this species’ decline. Instead 

Ben tracks down the few remaining native black 

poplars to take cuttings from disease-free trees 

to be propagated. He uses only clean tools and 

equipment to do the job. He keeps records of the 

provenance of all his cuttings. 

Other tree species such as holly are grown 

from seed at Shorelands and are collected by 

trained volunteers and logged by Ben, so he has 

a record of the source location of all the seed 

collected in case of any future problems.

BIOSECURITY KNOW-HOW
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Ben has been a professional plantsman for 

many years and understands biosecurity 

well, including the identification of notifiable 

pests. He plans to get some signage to 

illustrate the importance of biosecurity, but 

has learned from experience that speaking 

face to face with volunteers is the best way 

to help them understand the importance 

of biosecurity and ensure they take the 

appropriate actions. 

With his horticultural background, Ben  

is confident about understanding the risks to 

his community tree nursery. 

Water source
Shorelands uses rainwater when available 

and mains water when not. The nursery’s 

rainwater comes from a sealed collection 

tank, which is cleaned regularly.

Cleaning
Tools are cleaned regularly in a dishwasher 

and there’s also a system in place to ensure 

pots and seed trays are disinfected after 

every use.

Antibacterial wash
Shorelands uses an antibacterial wash that 

is applied to cuttings, as well as tools, to 

minimise the chance of infection in these 

important trees. 

Quarantine area
A quarantine area is used if a new batch 

of trees needs to be kept separate. For 

example, if Ben spots any worrying signs 

of ill health on incoming trees, he keeps 

them in quarantine until he’s uncovered the 

cause of the problem with the help of local 

plant health inspectors. Ben’s quarantine 

area is 10m away from other stock, and he 

always washes boots and tools used in the 

quarantine area before using them in the 

main nursery.

Volunteer training
Ben supports the nursery’s volunteers to 

stay up to date about the biosecurity risks 

of any project they work on. He provides 

volunteers with clean tools and equipment 

every time they visit the nursery. 

Traceability
All the trees in the nursery have a number 

label, and details about the species, seed 

collection site and date of collection are 

stored on a database against this number. 

Ben never accepts any plant cuttings from 

outside the UK to avoid importing foreign 

pests and diseases.

Plant health control
Ben ensures that all plants are inspected to 

ensure they look completely healthy before 

they’re collected from the nursery by other 

projects. He also keeps a record of where 

his plants have gone. 
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