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England Tree Action plan – policy briefing  
 

July 2026 

 

This briefing is on behalf of nature and animal welfare coalition Wildlife and Countryside Link 

(Link) Our members campaign to conserve, enhance and access our landscapes, animals, 

plants, habitats, rivers and seas. Together we have the support of over eight million people in 

the UK and directly protect over 750,000 hectares of land and 800 miles of coastline. 

 

Introduction 

 

2026-2030 are crucial years to turn the tide for nature - and trees, existing and new, must 

play a central role. Through improved management and protection of existing habitats, the 

greening of both urban and rural environments, and strategic planning for a nature-friendly 

future, it is possible to deliver lasting benefits for people, climate, biodiversity and the 

economy. 

 

The new England Tree Action Plan (ETAP) must outline specific and measurable actions that 

will be achieved, and it should identify the funding and delivery mechanisms behind them. It 

should be fully integrated with tree-positive actions right across the board of Government 

initiatives —such as the Land Use Framework, Local Nature Recovery Strategies (LNRS), 

Farming Roadmap, National Adaptation Plan, deer management strategy and grey squirrel 

action plan— with explicit mention of how it will contribute to the existing Environmental 

Improvement Plan targets and the statutory Environment Act targets for species recovery; 

habitat creation and restoration; and tree canopy cover. The ETAP must explicitly 

demonstrate how it will contribute to the first priority outcome of Defra's mission: thriving 

plants and wildlife. 

 

The proposed structure for the ETAP brings much of this together: (1) Engaging people, (2) 

Expanding & connecting, (3) Improving, (4) Protecting, and (5) Trees and economic growth. 

This briefing reinforces the policies that should be included in the ETAP and suggests where 

they fit in the proposed structure of the plan.  

 

Urban trees: (1) Engaging people (2) Expanding & connecting  

 

Expanding the urban forest to ensure that everyone has access to the cooling and other 

benefits of trees and green spaces must be a UK Government priority. The recurring summer 
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heatwaves show that Britain is not adequately prepared to safely handle extreme 

temperatures, which the Met Office report will become more common across the UK.1 The 

last four years rank among the top five warmest years in the 21st century and were associated 

with over 10,000 heat-related deaths recorded in England between 2020 and 2024.  

 

The UK Government’s Third National Adaptation Programme included the goal of ‘using 

climate risk forecasts to inform tree planting policies and develop post England Tree Action 

Plan policies’. The publication of a new ETAP is an important opportunity to bring forward 

desired tree planting policies that will improve climate resilience. Expanding tree canopy 

cover particularly in urban areas, is a practical, nature-based solution for enhancing urban 

resilience to both heat and air pollution.2 Trees provide a cooling benefit directly through 

evapotranspiration and indirectly through canopy cover shading to reduce the radiation 

heating of urban surfaces. Trees also have a vital role in removing some particulate pollution, 

one of the greatest health threats in the UK which shortens thousands of lives each year. 

While we recognise that trees are just one aspect of the preparations needed to protect the 

nation from extreme temperatures, they do provide some targeted mitigation to reduce the 

urban heat island effect. 

 

Access to these benefits of trees varies considerably across the UK. 11 million people are living 

in tree deserts with less than 10% tree canopy cover in their neighbourhood, and socially and 

economically disadvantaged areas are worst affected.  

 

Forest Research suggest the minimum acceptable cover for UK towns is 20%, but there is 

growing evidence to suggest that this should be a minimum of 30%. While a 10% increase in 

tree canopy has been shown to reduce air temperature by 0.8 °C, a 30% increase lowers it by 

as much as 1.5 °C.3 A study of Italian cities showed the health benefits of 30% tree cover as it 

reduces heatwave risk and heatwave-related mortality for those aged 65 +.4  

 

 
1 Kendon, M., Doherty, A., Hollis, D., Carlisle, E., Packman, S., Rayner, N., Berthou, S., Barker, L., Turner, S., 
Hannaford, J., Jevrejeva, S., Matthews, A., Williams, J., Marshall, A. and Sparks, T. (2026) ‘State of the UK 
climate in 2025’, International Journal of Climatology. https://doi.org/10.1002/joc.70470 
2 World Health Organization, 2025. Nature-based solutions and health (No. WHO/EURO: 2025-12214-51986-
79744 (PDF)). World Health Organization. Regional Office for Europe. 
https://iris.who.int/handle/10665/381437  
3 Zaerpour, M., Papalexiou, S.M. & Pietroniro, A. Increasing tree canopy lowers urban air temperature by up to 
1.5 °C in heat-prone areas. npj Urban Sustain 5, 92 (2025). https://doi.org/10.1038/s42949-025-00277-x  
4 Endreny, T.A., Ciolfi, M., Endreny, A., Chiocchini, F. and Calfapietra, C., 2025. Neighborhood-scale reductions 
in heatwave burden projected under a 30% minimum tree cover scenario. npj Urban Sustainability, 5(1), p.50. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/joc.70470
https://iris.who.int/handle/10665/381437
https://doi.org/10.1038/s42949-025-00277-x
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Expanding the urban tree forest, treating trees as critical infrastructure, and protecting 

existing trees that are already providing benefits, needs sustained cross-departmental 

commitment. Funding and action must be targeted to communities who are in the most 

urgent need of green uplift. The recent policy report by the Woodland Trust ‘Greening the 

tree deserts’ contains more supporting information.5  

 

We need a target for urban environments to meet a minimum of 20% canopy cover (with 

ambition for 30% canopy cover) delivered by: 

• Long-term funding. At least 20% of the £1 billion the Westminster Government has 

allocated for England’s trees and woods for 2025-2030 should be targeted at urban 

areas, with a focus on priority areas with low tree equity. 

• Embedding the 30% tree canopy cover requirement for all new developments, with 

an expectation of creating tree-lined streets, sufficient rooting space and long-term 

tree maintenance and management. 

• Retrofitting existing urban streets, estates and schools with more trees, targeting 

areas most in need of greening first. 

• Engaging with the LNRS and Tree Equity mapping to identify areas of greatest need 

and opportunity. 

• Securing urban tree policies in the Fourth National Adaptation Programme, expected 

to be published in 2028. 

 

Expanding the urban forest will contribute to the Government target to increase national 

canopy cover to 16.5%. Research shows that getting all urban areas up to the national average 

of 16.5% canopy cover at neighbourhood level would add 53,000 ha (20% of the EIP canopy 

cover target), and getting all urban areas to 30% canopy cover would meet the entire EIP 

target.6 

 

Protection and restoration of existing trees and woodland (3) Improving (4) Protecting 

 

The ETAP should pledge that Defra will work with Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local 

Government (MHCLG) to legislate/regulate protections for existing trees and woodlands. 

Ancient woodlands and ancient veteran trees (AVTs) must be fully and properly protected 

under planning law. Existing urban trees need greater protection by reviewing and improving 

 
5 Woodland Trust (2026) “Greening the Tree Deserts” report. Available here: 
https://thewoodlandtrust.sharefile.eu/share/view/sf80e8f3e823f4aa2a8608de3e30ee25d 
6 Researched commissioned by the Woodland Trust from Treeconomics. Available on 
request from the Woodland Trust. 

https://thewoodlandtrust.sharefile.eu/share/view/sf80e8f3e823f4aa2a8608de3e30ee25d
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the Tree Preservation Order system (TPOs). There should be requirements to account for 

health and climate considerations (extreme heat and air pollution mitigation), and ecological 

considerations alongside existing criteria.  

 

The ETAP must pledge to develop a time-bound implementation plan for the Keepers of Time 

policy (2022) to speed up restoration and improve protection. Almost 40% of the UK’s ancient 

woodland is damaged by non-native commercial forestry, with a very narrow window to get 

this woodland into restoration before the conditions are lost.  Most plantations on ancient 

woodlands (PAWS) are privately owned and Government stats show that contributions 

towards restoration targets on private land is limited. Based on current reporting, it will be 

2075 – not 2030 – before the target to restore 50% of PAWS is reached. 

 

The ETAP should recognise natural regeneration as a primary mechanism for woodland 

expansion wherever ecological conditions allow. Natural regeneration often produces more 

diverse, locally adapted and resilient woodlands than tree planting alone, while delivering 

significant value for public money. The success of natural regeneration will require 

coordinated action to manage herbivore impacts, particularly from deer, alongside 

appropriate livestock management where necessary. 

 

The £1billion investment from the UK Government into England’s trees and woods for 2025-

2030 must include investment in appropriate restoration and ongoing management of 

existing trees, woodlands, hedgerows and forest, particularly priority habitats. Temperate 

rainforests are a globally significant habitat covering just 1% of the planet. With investment 

to remove invasive non-native species (INNS) and support the natural regeneration of 

rainforests this habitat area could be doubled in Great Britain. The existing rainforest plan 

was published in 2023 and acknowledged that ‘protecting and enhancing them will contribute 

towards government commitments but delivery since then has stalled. The ETAP should 

commit to publishing an updated and funded delivery plan to recover England’s temperate 

rainforests.  

 

Hedgerows and hedgerow trees provide irreplaceable habitat connectivity across farmed 

landscapes, enabling species movement, improving landscape resilience to climate change 

and delivering multiple ecosystem services, including carbon storage, natural flood 

management and pollination. Recent UK CEH data shows that hedgerows are being lost as 

quickly as new ones are planted, largely because existing hedges are not being restored or 

rejuvenated. The ETAP should explicitly recognise hedgerows, hedgerow trees and other 

woody linear features as a fundamental part of England's tree resource, and include specific 

targets and indicators for the protection, restoration and favourable management of 
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hedgerows, the retention of existing mature hedgerow trees, and the recruitment of future 

generations of hedgerow trees. This would complement Defra's Environmental Improvement 

Plan commitments to create or restore 48,000 km of hedgerows by 2037 and 72,500 km by 

2050. Embedding hedgerows and hedgerow trees within ETAP will strengthen delivery across 

government priorities, ensuring that investment in trees delivers the greatest possible 

benefits for threatened species and the resilience of England's landscapes.   

 

Better protecting and restoring trees and woodlands will contribute to the Defra thriving 

plants and wildlife target. In summary, the new ETAP should: 

• Coordinate planning reforms with MHCLG to better legislate/regulate protections for 

existing trees and woodlands by reviewing and improving the Tree Preservation Order 

system (TPOs) and protections for ancient woodlands and AVTs. 

• Set out a delivery plan for meeting the Keepers of Time commitments and for 

recovering Temperate Rainforests, with amplification of natural regeneration. 

• Include specific actions to complement the EIP target to create or restore 48,000 km 

of hedgerows by 2037 and 72,500 km by 2050, while ensuring that these woody linear 

features are recognised as a key contribution towards England's wider tree canopy, 

biodiversity recovery and nature recovery ambitions. 

 

Future proofing (4) Protecting (5) Trees and economic growth  
 

Protect trees from pests and diseases by strengthening the domestic tree supply chain with 

investment into the horticultural sector. Prioritise locally sourced and genetically appropriate 

planting stock where tree planting opportunities are identified, supporting resilient 

woodlands that are better adapted to local conditions. Notable benefits of this investment 

will be a reduction in biosecurity risk and support for British business.  

 

The SPS Agreement and EU Partnership Bill will change how imports of plants and plant 

products are treated at the border, with minimal restrictions and checks on products moving 

between the UK and the EU. There are many benefits to stronger alignment but any reduction 

in border checks does raise concerns about the spread of pests and disease. For this reason, 

there should be uplift in the number of checks on plant and plant products occurring at the 

place of delivery from the Animal and Plant Health Agency (APHA), all while, increasing UK 

grown products and reducing the reliance on imports. 

 

The ETAP should commit to developing a plan to understand the British reliance on plant 

imports and how this demand can be met with UK grown products.   
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Wildlife and Countryside Link (Link) is the largest nature coalition in England, bringing 

together 96 organisations to campaign for nature, climate, animal welfare and a healthy 

environment for everyone. Wildlife and Countryside Link is a registered charity number 

1107460 and a company limited by guarantee registered in England and Wales number 

3889519.  

 

For questions or further information please contact: 

Lisa Manning, Senior Policy Officer, Wildlife and Countryside Link E: Lisa@wcl.org.uk 

Wildlife & Countryside Link, Vox Studios, 1 – 45 Durham Street, Vauxhall, London, SE11 5JH 

www.wcl.org.uk  

 

The following organisations have inputted into this briefing and supports the 

recommendations:  

 

Woodland Trust 

Friends of the Earth 

Trees for Cities 

Bat Conservation Trust  

Peoples Trust for Endangered Species 

Rewilding Britain  
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