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to a spring drought that pushed even well-established 
nurseries to their limits, the resilience built into our 
breeding populations has never been more relevant. 
These challenges have also highlighted our agility and 
the dedication of our team, volunteers, and partners 
across the UK and Ireland.

Forestry is a long game. Our work today – collecting 
scions, establishing seed orchards, genotyping plus 
trees – will bear fruit in the decades to come. I am 
proud to report that Future Trees Trust remains 
financially stable, scientifically respected, and 
operationally lean, with every resource directed toward 
securing the genetic future of broadleaved trees.

My deep gratitude to our Chief Executive, researchers, 
trustees, and supporters who share the vision of a 
thriving, resilient treescape for generations to come.

FOREWORD
JOHN LEIGH PEMBERTON, 
CHAIR OF TRUSTEES

CEO UPDATE 
JOHN MCLAUGHLIN

This year has reaffirmed the importance of resilient, 
genetically diverse forests to the UK’s environmental 
future. The State of the UK’s Woods and Trees 2025 
report by the Woodland Trust made for sobering 
reading: woodland creation targets still unmet, 
declines in woodland biodiversity worsening, and the 
continued spread of pests and diseases threatening our 
cherished native species. Yet it also underscored why 
organisations like Future Trees Trust must lead with 
science, collaboration, and optimism. 

Against this national backdrop, 2025-26 has been a 
year of progress, partnership, and purposeful activity 
for the Trust. Following the landmark successes of 2025 
– planting two archives of ash trees showing tolerance 
to ash dieback and establishing our first oak seed 
orchard at Craven Field, Oxfordshire – our focus this 
year has been on nurturing those young plantings and 
expanding our research scale and impact. 

Weather extremes have tested every grower and 
researcher. From the wettest winter in recent memory 

This has been another busy, challenging yet ultimately 
successful year for the Trust. The Living Ash Project 
culminated with the planting of two clonal archives in 
early 2025 and then with the drought we experienced 
later in the year we faced a different challenge trying to 
ensure that the trees survived their first year. 

As I reflect on the past year, I am struck not only by 
what we have achieved, but by the extraordinary 
momentum building behind everything we do. This 
has been a year of genuine growth – in our science, in 
our partnerships, and in our collective ambition for the 
future of Britain’s trees and forests.

Equally important has been the deepening of our 
partnerships. No single organisation can meet the scale 
of the challenge facing our woodland landscapes. This 
year we have strengthened existing collaborations 
and forged new ones – with researchers, landowners, 
conservation bodies, and government – that 
multiply our impact and extend our influence. These 
relationships are not simply transactional; they reflect 
a shared understanding that resilient, biodiverse forests 
are fundamental to the health of our environment and 
our communities.

Looking ahead, I have never felt more confident in our 
direction. The need for what Future Trees Trust does 
has never been greater, and the support for our mission 
has never been stronger. We enter the year ahead with 

clear purpose, growing capability, and a determination 
to ensure that our native trees have a fighting chance 
for generations to come.

I would like to express my sincere gratitude to 
our trustees, donors, partners, and staff whose 
commitment makes all of this possible. Together, we 
are planting the seeds of a genuinely resilient future.

Operationally, this was a year of consolidation and 
preparation. Following the intense pace of 2025’s 
planting projects, we focused on aftercare, growth 
tracking, and long-term monitoring of our archives. 

The coming year will see us invest in new seed orchard 
establishment and expand our engagement with 
policymakers, demonstrating the measurable benefits 
of selecting and using improved seed. Every tree we 
plant and map is a promise to future forests, future 
biodiversity, and future generations.

Thanks to our outstanding team, our partners, and 
everyone who continues to believe in trees not just for 
today, but for tomorrow.

2025-26 has been a year of progress, partnership, and purposeful 
activity for the Trust. Following the landmark successes of 2025 – 
planting two archives of ash trees showing tolerance to ash dieback 
and establishing our first oak seed orchard at Craven Field, Oxfordshire 
– our focus this year has been on nurturing those young plantings and 
expanding our research scale and impact. 
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This was another strong year for Future Trees Trust. The 
award of Seed Sourcing Grants, Tree Production and 
Innovation funding and maintenance work on the ash 
archives meant that statutory funding made up 70% of  
total income. Fundraising remains vital for the Trust and 
allows us to carry out work on a variety of species and 
projects that receive no statutory funding. We are extremely 
grateful to continue to receive generous support from grant-
making Trusts and Foundations for our core and project 
costs. We were also able to invest in infrastructure (offices) 
and our research woodland at Craven Field including a new 
6ha fence and vehicle access across the stream. These

SOPHIE TORRANCE
Strategic Communicator and Content Editor

Sophie has over 18 years’ 
experience across the 
education, heritage, 
and cultural sectors. 
She previously worked 
at Oxford Botanic 
Garden and Arboretum, 
developing a strong 
interest in ecology and 

botany. She now leads communications and engagement 
for the Development Office at Radley College. Her 
experience strengthens the Trust’s ability to communicate 
its research and impact to wider audiences.

STUART ATKINSON 
Senior Technology and Financial Services Leader

Stuart has over 20 
years’ experience 
delivering complex 
programmes for global 
organisations. A Fellow 
of the Institute of 
Chartered Accountants 
in England and Wales, 
he brings expertise in 

financial governance, risk management, and strategic 
oversight. His experience supports the Trust’s long-
term sustainability and governance.

FINANCE 25/26 

OUTREACH AND COMMS

This year saw strong progress across our outreach 
and communications, shaped by major funding 
announcements, new research content and a clearer 
focus on video-led engagement. Our website continued 
to grow as the central hub for news, with blogs and 
research updates keeping supporters informed and core 
project information current. As an organisation, we are 
constantly looking for fine examples of timber trees to 
augment our breeding populations and introduced the 
‘Superior Trees Needed’ form to provide a simpler route 
for landowners to report potential plus trees.

Following a Trustee decision that it was no longer 
appropriate for Future Trees Trust to post on X, we 
focused efforts on LinkedIn to reach partners and 
sector audiences. Video became a stronger part of 
our approach, with short explainers, researcher-led 
updates and in-house drone footage improving how 
we communicate our work. Additional reels from 
NatureManTom included an overview of our core 

programmes. The ‘Choose Improved’ campaign 
continued to highlight improved planting material 
through practical posts, while our channels also 
amplified partner updates, promoted events and 
supported wider sector communications.

Our quarterly newsletter remains an important way to 
share progress with supporters. We have paused our 
Annual Supporters’ Day in 2026 to focus on delivering 
a more substantial event next year as several major 
projects advance. 

MEET THE TRUSTEES

We thank our former Trustees Andrew Stafford and Dr Jason Hubert for their longstanding 
commitment and welcome four new Trustees to Future Trees Trust, bringing expertise across 
research, communications, and governance.

LOUISE GATHERCOLE
Executive Director, British Society for Plant Pathology

Louise was previously 
Programme Lead for 
the Centre for Forest 
Protection, a Defra-
funded collaboration led 
by Forest Research and 
Royal Botanic Gardens, 
Kew. She holds a PhD 
in oak genomics, with a 

focus on broadleaved tree genetics. Her earlier career in 
heritage and education informs her interest in science 
communication and widening access to research.

CHRIS HARDY 
Head of Forest Management Centre, Forest Research

Chris leads 
multidisciplinary research 
across silviculture, 
climate change, land 
use, and social science. 
He brings over a 
decade of experience 
in forest nurseries 
across the public and 

private sectors, with expertise in tree production, 
seed processing, and business management. Chris is a 
Chartered Forester and a former Chair of the Conifer 
Breeding Co operative.

This brings the Board to eight Trustees, alongside Chair John Leigh Pemberton, Dr. Christine Cahalan, Alice Snowden, 
and Roger Coppock.

ANNUAL SUPPORTERS’ DAY 2025

Income 2025/2026

Charitable Trusts

Corporates 

Statutory Funding

Other

70%

5%

20%

3%

investments will prove invaluable in the years ahead as we 
look to strengthen our partnership with the National Trust 
and our presence on the Buscot and Coleshill Estate.
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2025 saw several staff changes at Future Trees Trust. 
With support from Government research funding, we 
have been able to employ James Macintyre on a full-
time permanent basis. James joined us last year on a 
short-term contract to help with a busy winter field 
season and we’re delighted to welcome him as a full 
member of the research team.

Sam Caroll completed his year as our Patsy Wood 
Scholar in September, after spending six months 
working for English Woodlands. Sam has taken a 
year out to visit New Zealand where he’s putting his 
practical skills to good use, working as a contractor for 
the Department of Conservation removing wilding 
conifers from DoC land. The work involves hiking/
driving/choppering into a patch of conifer (often Pinus 
contorta), felling the trees and covering the cambium 
with herbicide gel. 

This year, we were awarded four research grants through 
the Tree Production and Innovation Fund (TPIF) and for 
Seed Sourcing grants (SSG). You can read about these 
projects on page 10. The additional work and income has 

STAFF CHANGES

OUR NEW SENIOR RESEARCHER, DR DOMEN FINZGAR 

PATSY WOOD SCHOLAR, SAM CARROLL

RESEARCHER JAMES MACINTYRE MEASURING WILD SERVICE TREES 
AT A SEED SOURCE TRIAL IN DORSET.

A WILD SERVICE TREE WITH EXCELLENT FORM.

enabled us to employ a Senior Researcher, Dr Domen 
Finzgar, who joined the team in October. Domen is a 
trained forester who has worked for the past 12 years 
in forest genetics, starting as a conservation geneticist 
at the Slovenian Forestry Institute, where he worked 
on silver fir and European beech. After receiving a PhD 
from the University of Edinburgh on the genetic diversity 
of Sitka spruce in Britain, he joined Forest Research’s 
Genetics group and worked on various tree breeding 
projects and on the largest genetic assessment of silver 
birch. Domen hopes to bring exciting new projects 
to FTT, focusing on improving scientific excellence, 
implementing data-driven decision-making, and 
strengthening scientific collaboration between new and 
existing project partners. 

Domen brings additional skills to the team, particularly 
in population genetics and tree breeding and will be 
leading in these areas. Within his first months, he 
completed development of a custom software tool for 
genetically informed seed orchard design and began 
planning a large-scale international provenance trial on 
beech and silver fir.

THE NEW TREE ON THE BLOCK – WILD SERVICE

Wild service tree (Torminalis glaberrima) is a rare species 
to see in the UK’s forests, but this beautiful tree was 
once much more commonplace, and we think it will 
play a valuable role in diversification of woodlands in 
the future. The species is well suited to predicted future 
climates being drought tolerant and afflicted by few 
known pests and diseases. 

The species has high biodiversity value. Its fruits, known 
as chequers, are consumed by many native birds 
including jays and redwings. The white flowers are also 
very good for biodiversity, and attract a wide variety of 
insects in spring. Its wood is sought after for veneer and 
fetches high prices.

Funded through the seed sourcing grant, we have 
begun a tree improvement programme for wild service 
tree. This is an ambitious three-year project which 
seeks to identify at least fifty plus trees from across the 
country. We will include some material from the near 
continent, selected from European provenance trials 
that were established by the University of Sweden 
(SLU) in 2019 and are growing well. 

As we have not worked on this species before, while 
we select plus trees, we will also conduct a propagation 
pilot to find the best means of reproducing this material. 
Other species of Sorbus, a genus closely related to 
Torminalis, graft readily so we will conduct a small 
test to see is this is the case with wild service. We 
are partnering with the University of Nottingham to 
investigate techniques for rooting tree cuttings, which 
remains challenging. Establishing trees on their own 
roots rather than rootstock can lead to better long-term 

Wild service is sometimes known as ‘chequer tree’ after its fruits, which were 
commonly used in the brewing of beer, ale, and cider. The legacy of this can 
still be seen today, with pubs around the UK being called The Chequers. 

performance.. As part of that project, they will trial some 
wild service material for us. Whichever method produces 
the best results will follow through to propagating our 
selected plus trees to establish a genetically diverse 
clonal seed orchard for this rare species, ensuring an 
easily harvested high quality seed crop.
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WORK WITH UNIVERSITY OF NOTTINGHAM 

RESEARCH PROJECTS

2025 has been a pivotal year for the research team at 
Future Trees Trust. We doubled our staff by making 
our research assistant James full-time and appointing 
Domen as senior researcher. This has also brought extra 
skills to the team meaning that we can make faster 
progress on our core species and capitalise on funding 

RESEARCH OVERVIEW

Frank P Matthews grafted oak trees for us this winter 
using material collected from genetic archives and plus 
trees ‘in the wild’. 

We will be visiting stands of oak and beech in the 
summer to select continental plus trees, with the idea 
that they will be able to add diversity to our domestic 
oaks and increase the resilience of our breeding 
populations in the face of climate change. For mobile 
animal species this does not present as serious a 
problem, but for trees it is less easy to migrate, so we 
can offer a hand.

We are pleased to continue working with The 
University of Nottingham who are engaged in research 
to propagate cuttings of broadleaf trees through novel 
hormone delivery. Through these SSG projects, we 
have been able to fund experimentation on beech, 

The availability of quality seed is key to growing great 
trees, and great woodlands. We are building on our 
previous grant where we selected over a hundred  plus 
trees of beech. This time, we are grafting the plus trees 
so that we can establish the first clonal seed orchard 
for beech. Because travel is one of the most expensive 
elements of these types of projects, we are adding in 
extra species that we need to graft making the best 
use of the FC grant. We will therefore also be grafting 
additional oak to help fill our sessile oak seed orchard, 
partly planted at our research woodland at Craven Field. 
This project aims to increase and ensure the production 
of improved oak and beech seed into the future. 

Future Trees Trust typically work with sourcing plus 
trees and then creating qualified and tested seed 
orchards to produce high quality genetically diverse 
seed for industry. However, an easier method to 
introduce a smaller genetic improvement is to use 
high quality seed stands. We received a small SSG to 
register a coastal redwood (Sequoia sempervirens) stand 
on the Whitfield estate and to work with hornbeam 
landowners and offer guidance to help them register 
their woodlands as seed stands. Both these species 
are under-represented on the register of Forest 
Reproductive Material. 

We were excited to receive a follow-on grant from 
the Tree Production and Innovation Fund (TPIF) in the 
autumn to take forward our ground breaking project 
Supersizing Broadleaves. This project asks the question: 
‘What happens when you take the best seed available, 
grow it in the best way (for that species), and look 
after it in the best way (for that particular site)’. Having 
planted three full factorial trials in 2023, winter 2025 
saw us digging up 400 trees from each site to carry out 
root architecture assessments to investigate how oak, 
sycamore and silver birch grow on different site types 
having been raised and looked after in various ways. The 
project has generated a lot of data in an area that is very 
little studied. We will be working with statisticians from 
Forest Research to analyse and publish the data.

All trees have mycorrhizal associations which help 
them with water and nutrient uptake, and therefore 
better growth. As part of this project, we have taken 

wild service and hornbeam. If rooted cuttings produce 
better and more reliable plants than grafting, this 
may be the best route to qualified seed orchards 
establishment in the future. 

SEED STAND MANAGEMENT 

SUPERSIZING BROADLEAVES – A TPIF PROJECT

COASTAL REDWOOD AT WHITFIELD ESTATE

DOMEN FINZGAR TRANSPORTING WILD CHERRY AT DITCHLEY.

CAREFULLY EXCAVATING ROOTS OF A TWO YEAR OLD SYCAMORE 
FROM A SUPERSIZING BROADLEAVES TRIAL.

BEECH AND SESSILE OAK SEED SOURCING GRANT

offered through the Forestry Commission’s Seed 
Sourcing and Tree Production Innovation grants to 
start some new projects as outlined in our ten-year 
strategy. 

The Living Ash Project (Phase 2) finished in 2024, 
with the planting of additional resistant trees 
at the National Archive of Resistant Material in 
Hampshire, and the creation of a second archive in 
Scotland to safeguard the material. We had a hectic 
summer in 2025, looking after these new small 
grafts through the very hot and dry season.

Sourcing sufficient wild cherry seed has been 
problematic in recent years. We were delighted 
to partner with Ditchley estate and Maelor Forest 
Nurseries to look at incompatibility mechanisms 
within wild cherry by genotyping our collection 
of plus trees. Taking this information, Domen 
designed a robust seed orchard to maximise seed 
production based on each tree’s compatibility. We 
grafted over 700 cherry to create two new seed 
orchards which were planted at Ditchley estate 
and with Maelor. 

tips from the fine roots of the trees that were dug up, to 
quantify mycorrhizae present and investigate whether 
bare-rooted trees have more (or less) mycorrhizal 
associations which may correspond to better growth. 
We will also be able to investigate the effect of 
glyphosate (Round up) on these associations and if 
they are negatively impacted by herbicide treatments, 
potentially impacting the trees growth. 

While coastal redwood is not a broadleaf species, we 
have great experience in managing and registering 
stand and orchards, and we would like to continue our 
long and valued relationship with the Whitfield estate.
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TO WATER OR NOT TO WATER…

LESSONS LEARNED

THE LIVING ASH PROJECT

Watering trees is not usually considered an option in 
most forestry settings; the time and effort required is 
prohibitive. However, this was a different story. The ash 
planting was the culmination of a million pounds of public 
funding over ten years, and the oak orchard a result of 
years of selecting, climbing, and grafting plus trees.

Some colleagues suggested controlling weeds around 
the trees to prevent them ‘stealing’ limited soil 
moisture. Others recommended leaving the weeds tall, 
in the hope that shade would reduce drying and protect 
young trees. One thing was certain, these trees needed 
water, and we had to find a way to get it to them.
The team sprang into action. With no water on site, two 
bowsers were purchased: one stationed in Craven Field 
and filled by the National Trust, the other a roadworthy 
bowser provided by Defra.

Some early watering of the Scottish ash archive 
was necessary, though higher rainfall meant this 
was short-lived. At the Hampshire archive, watering 
began in May. Barely had all trees been visited once 
before it was necessary to start again, like painting 
the Forth Road Bridge. The Forestry England team at 

Extreme weather events like this are becoming more 
common, as predicted by climate models. Across England, 
many planting schemes saw losses of 40% during the 
2025 drought, with some as high as 80%. While these 
research trials are not typical forestry plantings, they still 
highlight the need to build resilience in future schemes. 
Using a range of provenances, including some from more 
southerly latitudes, can help. Continuous cover forestry, in 
smaller compartments within established woodland, may 
also reduce losses such as those seen in 2025.

We have also reflected on timing. Much of our work is 
carried out in winter, including measuring, collecting 
graftwood, and planting. An exceptionally busy 
2024/25 season meant planting took place close to 
spring, rather than before Christmas. Planting while 

The Living Ash Project 2 ended in 2024, culminating 
in the planting of over 5000 grafted trees showing 
high levels of resistance to ash dieback between 
January and February 2025. These were established 
across two National Archives of Resistant Material, 
one in Hampshire – home to the first ash archive 

FROM WELLIES TO WATER BOWSERS

The beginning of March 2025 saw the end of one 
of the wettest eighteen-month periods on record in 
the UK. The preceding months had seen huge effort 
from the team to plant two resistant ash archives and 
commence the establishment of our sessile oak clonal 
seed orchard at Craven Field. With reservoirs full and 
ground soggy, the outlook was good for our young 
trees. The sun came out midway through March and 
after a long period of rain and gloom, the arrival of dry 
and sunny weather was more than welcome.

However, what began as a pleasant change, soon 
developed into one of the driest periods in recent 

memory. The first couple of months passed without 
major concern, but by May, with no meaningful rainfall 
and temperatures continuing to rise, it became clear we 
needed to act. 

220 mm (2021), 148 mm (2022), 293 mm (2023), 221 
mm (2024): these figures are the combined March to 
June precipitation recorded at the Oxford Radcliffe 
Meteorological Station (2021–24). In 2025, this figure 
was only 77 mm. Saving these newly planted trees was 
going to be a huge effort, with watering needed all the 
way from Hampshire in the South to Clackmannanshire 
in the North – so let’s set the scene:

Micheldever provided a filling station. At Craven Field, 
we pulled out all the stops, with our CEO, John, leading 
volunteers to water twice a week. However, this soon 
became untenable as other work demanded staff time. 
Defra supported us again, enabling the purchase of a 
10,000L tank and commissioning Penfolds Contracting 
to water all trees by tractor. The season was so dry that 
even established trees required watering.

With only twenty out of nearly three-thousand new 
trees lost at the Hampshire ash archive, and just four 
oaks at Craven Field, the effort throughout 2025 paid 
off. Towards the end of summer, rain finally arrived, 
allowing us to take a breath and reflect on the ordeal.

RESEARCHER OLLIE STOCK WATERING AT THE ASH ARCHIVE IN 
HAMPSHIRE, MAY 2025

soils still hold moisture will be essential to allow roots 
to establish before dry conditions set in.

It was a difficult spring and summer, but through 
significant effort from the team, and timely support from 
Defra, we overcame the challenges of the 2025 drought.

originally planted in 2019 – and the other at a new site 
in Clackmannanshire, planted to safeguard this ash 
resource from the potential UK invasion of the emerald 
ash borer, a jewel beetle that has devastated ash 
trees across north America, and is currently in Europe, 
working its way westwards. 

CRAVEN FIELD  – RESEARCH WOODLAND

Close to eighty  grafted sessile oak trees were 
planted at Craven Field in March 2025. This was 
already late in the planting season due to prioritizing 
the ash planting. These trees form the beginning 
of our clonal seed orchard and had been grafted 
over successive years due to poor grafting success. 
We were excited to start the establishment of this 
orchard as it has been a long time in the planning, 
and an expensive project. 

GRAFTED OAK TREE PLANTED AT THE CRAVEN FIELD CLONAL SEED 
ORCHARD

 Through this partnership with National Trust, Craven Field research 
woodland will be an invaluable resource for future generations.

PENFOLDS CONTRACTING WATERING THE ASH ARCHIVE IN 
HAMPSHIRE. RENATO SAT ON THE TRACTOR EVERY DAY FOR THREE 
MONTHS, ENSURING WE DID NOT LOSE OUR RESISTANT ASH TREES. 
THANK YOU PENFOLDS.
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INTRODUCTION
 As I conclude my year 
as the Patsy Wood 
Scholar, I’m grateful 
for the experiences, 
learning, and personal 
growth the scholarship 
enabled. I applied hoping 
to gain a foothold in the 

industry, first-hand experience, skills, connections and to 
contribute meaningfully to the future of our woodlands 
in the context of biodiversity and climate change. 
Looking back, those hopes have been exceeded.

FUTURE TREES TRUST 
My time at Future Trees Trust (FTT) immersed me in 
the research side of forestry, working directly to shape 
the future of broadleaves. Fieldwork was central: I 
travelled across the UK to collect data for progeny and 
provenance trials and helped maintain trial sites. These 
tasks honed my accuracy in data collection and analysis 
and revealed the long-term commitment required in 
forestry research. A highlight was planting resistant ash 
in the first archive. Although physically demanding, 
helping to plant nearly 3,000 trees – representing 
hope for a threatened species was especially rewarding.

ENGLISH WOODLANDS FORESTRY 
From April to August, I joined English Woodlands 
Forestry Ltd., shifting from research to the day-to-day 
realities of managing woodlands for landowners and 
estates. This role grounded me in the operational and 
commercial aspects of forestry.

I contributed to woodland surveys and mensuration, 
GIS mapping, and management planning, 
strengthening my understanding of how woodlands are 

managed to balance timber production, conservation, 
and landowner objectives. Observing operations 
including harvesting, extraction, and restocking gave 
insight into the logistical, financial, administrative, 
and ecological considerations behind each decision. 
Working with contractors, landowners, and government 
representatives added further depth.

A visit to Vastern Timber with Tom Compton, including a 
comprehensive tour by the director, Tom Barnes, was eye-
opening. Seeing the processing and production of usable 
timber clarified the industry’s ultimate purpose: producing a 
sustainable resource that serves essential functions. 

LEARNING AND DEVELOPMENT 
Across both placements, I’ve grown in knowledge 
and confidence. Taking on responsibility, working 
independently, and contributing meaningfully to 
projects strengthened my confidence and clarified the 
kind of role I want: one that combines evidence-based 
practice with practical woodland management.

Learning Beyond Placements Royal Forestry 
Society courses enriched my year. “Caring for Your 
Woodland” with Julian Evans offered a clear framework 
for managing small woodlands for timber and 
biodiversity, reinforcing principles I saw in practice. 
“Soils Identification” with Andy Moffat deepened my 
understanding of soils, species choice, and productivity 
– skills I’ll rely on in future.

CONCLUSION AND THANKS
 This year confirmed my commitment to a career 
in forestry. I leave with practical skills, professional 
experience, and a renewed sense of purpose. The Patsy 
Wood Scholarship has been transformative, and I will 
carry its lessons forward into my career.


