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Drought threatens UK government’s mass forestry
scheme
Tree project is central to net zero plan, international conference in
London hears
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The UK government’s tree planting scheme is at risk because of the drought, the chief
plant health officer has warned.

Arid conditions have caused heat stress in the young saplings and caused them to
become susceptible to disease, Nicola Spence said at the world’s first international
plant health conference, held in London on Wednesday.

Last year, the government said it would treble tree cover before the next general
election in 2024, with mass forestry schemes around the country. This aim was to help
increase biodiversity, capture carbon and make landscapes more resilient to flooding
and drought.

But this year’s record dry conditions have put this at risk, with many trees planted
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unable to take the strain.

“You can clearly see the impact on trees in our countryside,” Spence said, adding: “I am
very concerned about trees that have been newly planted as part of our government’s
initiative to triple the amount of tree planting. So I think we’re going to have to look
carefully at the establishment of those trees in particular.”

Diseases and pests affecting UK trees include the oak processionary moth, ash dieback
and chestnut blight.

The threat to the tree planting scheme is concerning as the previous environment
secretary, George Eustice, announced it as a “central pillar” of the government’s net
zero plan.

At present, there is an aim to plant 7,000 hectares of woodland a year by May 2024.

The climate crisis is causing certain pests to thrive as well as making plants more
susceptible to disease, as changing weather patterns make them weaker and so more
likely to be affected by pests. This can damage crop yields; recent examples include the
bacterial disease xylella fastidiosa wiping out whole olive groves in continental
Europe.

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United Nations estimates that each
year, up to 40% of global crop production is lost to plant pests and diseases, costing the
global economy more than $220bn (£194bn), while invasive insects cause losses of at
least $70bn.

Those at the conference said that reducing pesticides by using nature recovery
schemes was paramount for food security. This is because reducing pesticide use and
encouraging biodiversity helps foster a healthy predatory insect population, which in
turn feeds on many pests.

The government in England is currently planning to pay farmers to take part in nature
recovery schemes called integrated pest management, where they do just this under
the new subsidies programme which is due to replace the EU’s basic payment scheme.
However, there are fears that the Liz Truss administration plans to roll these schemes
back.
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Thank you for joining us from India.

What is to be done? The world is getting hotter, floods, droughts and wildfires more
pervasive. Humanity is still loading carbon into the atmosphere, while an energy
panic risks a revival of fossil fuel combustion. We have to do something. 

So we will. Independent of the vested interests that have led us to this pass, the
Guardian will report relentlessly on the climate emergency, its causes, consequences
and casualties. 

In so doing, we will keep pressure on government and business to act - to mitigate
the suffering on the climate frontline; to invest in the energy transition; to remove
carbon from the global economy.

Our editorial independence means we are free to write and publish journalism which
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Spence urged the government to keep this scheme on track, adding: “Integrated pest
management is globally a very important tool. In terms of the UK’s situation, it is
something that has to be part of our toolkit for future pest management.”

Due to global heating, gardeners in the UK are increasingly opting for more
Mediterranean plants, including olive trees, as they can withstand arid conditions.
However, this trend could put the country at risk of xylella fastidiosa, which can also
wipe out popular herbs such as rosemary, many garden plants and some fruit crops. It
can affect 600 different popular plant species.

Spence said xylella is one of the “main horrors” for plant scientists because it spreads
so quickly and has so many host plants. She said olives are a particular concern:
“People always say why worry about olive, we don’t grow it here. Well actually there is
a lot of demand for it. You see them outside restaurants or planted in gardens and they
will survive in the UK.”

She added, however, that the olive tree trade is strictly regulated.

Privacy Policy Privacy Policy Terms
of Service

https://www.theguardian.com/help/privacy-policy
https://policies.google.com/privacy
https://policies.google.com/terms


More on this story

Our editorial independence means we are free to write and publish journalism which
prioritises the crisis. And we publish all our climate journalism for free, for everyone
to read. 

We do this because we think it’s important for everyone to be able to keep track of
the global events shaping our world, understand their impact on people and
communities, and become inspired to take meaningful action. Millions can benefit
from open access to quality, truthful news, regardless of their ability to pay for it. 

Every contribution, however big or small, powers our journalism and sustains our
future. Support the Guardian from as little as $1 – it only takes a minute. If you can,
please consider supporting us with a regular amount each month. Thank you.
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