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WILD SERVICE TREE TRIAL REPORT 2024/25

OVERVIEW

The Wild Service Tree Trials are one of Future Trees Trust's most exciting and scientifically valuable
research projects. The wild service tree (Sorbus torminalis) is a rare native species in the UK, and these
trials are helping secure its future within our changing climate.

As a species potentially well-suited to warmer and drier conditions, the wild service tree offers
promise in diversifying woodlands affected by pests, diseases, and environmental stressors such
as ash dieback. The trials provide essential evidence for its adaptability, growth performance, and role
in supporting biodiversity — offering food and habitat for wildlife and contributing to woodland
resilience and cultural heritage.

BACKGROUND

Three one-hectare Wild Service Tree trial sites were established in 2018 with generous support
from Woodland Heritage. Each site, located at Fontmell Hill Estate (Dorset), Sotterley Estate
(Suffolk), and Spernal Estate (Warwickshire), was planted with 576 Wild Service Tree
saplings from nine different seed sources, alongside a mix of oak, hornbeam, field maple, and
hazel as companion species.

The trials are managed by leading silvicultural experts Christopher Guest and Professor Jens-Peter
Skovsgaard, who carry out detailed annual fieldwork. Each tree is measured for height, diameter, and
survival, producing reliable long-term data on site performance, seed source success, and climate
resilience.

Landowners play a vital role by maintaining the sites through mowing and weed control, ensuring
the integrity and longevity of the trials.
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EARLY ESTABLISHMENT OFWILD SERVICE SAPLINGS AT FONTMELL HILL ESTATE, DORSET
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2024/25 OBSERVATIONS AND FINDINGS
Until the 1st thinning of the trees at 8 — 12 years, the following measurements will be carried out:

e Survival

e Total tree height

e Diameter at 1.3m above ground level

e Damage (recorded and classified)

e Re-pruning: record number of branches pruned at any pruning occasion and height to
lowest live branch after pruning

e Steform (scale 2,1,0)

¢ Phenology

e Recording of canker / health

GROWTH COMPARED AT EACH SITE ACROSS THE 9 DIFFERENT SEED SOURCES
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SEED SOURCE LOCATIONS

ENGLAND - Ash Wood, Stoopers Wood, Tortoiseshell Wood
FRANCE - Escatalens, Harcourt, Rahay, Lugny-Plottes-Chardonnay
GERMANY - Sailerhausen

ITALY - Righi
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FONTMELL HILL ESTATE, DORSET

Fontmell continues to be the strongest performing
site, surpassing Sotterley in mean height and annual
increment this year. Many trees have now exceeded 3
metres, with the tallest, nicknamed the “ltalian
Stallion”, reaching 413 cm.

Overall tree health is good, with onlythree trees
showing signs of dieback. However, bark damage at the
base of several trees was noted, likely caused by tractor
contact during mowing operations. A total of 22 trees
exhibited sylleptic growth (sylleptic growth refers to new
side shoots that develop during the same growing
season, indicating strong and vigorous tree growth
potential.)

The companion species (particularly field maple) are
performing well, with some trees pruned to manage
competition near Wild Service trees.

SITE VISIT TO FONTMELL HILL, 2024

SOTTERLEY ESTATE, SUFFOLK

Sotterley experienced stalled growth this year, possibly reflecting a period of below-ground root
development. Tree health appeared more variable than at Fontmell, and possible canker-like
symptoms were observed — irregular bark patterns on stems and branches, potentially linked
to insect activity or weather stress. This was the only site where disease symptoms were observed.

Sotterley recorded 22 trees with dieback, one snapped tree, and two dead trees. Additionally, 15
trees showed sylleptic growth. Local managers reported a relatively good growing season overall,
though August rainfall was low, which may have influenced performance. The companion species
are well established and likely to respond positively to favourable growing conditions in the coming

year.

PROGRESS AT THE SOTTERLEY
SITE, SEPTEMBER 2025
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SPERNAL ESTATE, WARWICKSHIRE
Spernal showed encouraging improvement compared to last year. Several Wild Service Trees
achieved over one metre of height increment, demonstrating strong recovery and growth potential.

A total of 10 trees were noted with dieback, 33 with sylleptic growth, and two dead trees. The
companion species remain less vigorous, though some field maples have now exceeded one metre.

SITE ISITO THE SPRNAL ESTATE SITE, OCOTBER 2025

CONCLUSIONS AND NEXT STEPS

The Wild Service Tree Trials continue to provide valuable, long-term evidence on the growth,
adaptability, and health of this rare native species under differing site conditions across England.

Key findings for 2024/25 include:

o Fontmell remains the best-performing site overall, demonstrating strong height growth and
resilience.

e Sotterley shows signs of stress and possible disease presence, warranting continued
monitoring and potential investigation of the observed canker-like symptoms.

e Spernal exhibits renewed growth and strong potential for future development, despite
challenges with companion species.

Looking ahead, Future Trees Trust will continue to monitor all three sites annually, analyse
performance data, and share insights with the wider forestry and conservation community. The
ongoing commitment of landowners and our project partners remains vital to ensuring that the Wild
Service Tree can take its rightful place in future, climate-resilient UK woodlands.
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