
‘Humanity is now standing at a crossroads’

Greta Thunberg (2019)

To minimize the destructive consequences of

climate change it is essential to slow the rate at

which we are adding carbon to the atmosphere, as

well as to capture and store as much atmospheric

carbon as possible. Trees readily capture carbon

from the atmosphere so in the current scramble to

do something positive in the climate emergency,

much hope is being placed (sometimes blindly) in a

single solution: planting millions of trees. But of

course, working towards the best outcome for

climate, wildlife and humanity is by no means a

simple matter.

So why are trees being felled on Shotover?

Hand-in-glove with the need to tackle climate

change goes the need to tackle the wildlife

extinction crisis that is also undermining the world’s

habitats. Both of these crises threaten life on earth,

and both must be addressed if we are to maintain a

healthy planet. Shotover Country Park is an

important nature reserve with many plants and

animals that are rare in Oxfordshire, and insects

that are nationally rare. Therefore, wildlife

conservation policy must strike a careful balance,

aiming to maximize biological diversity as well as

stabilizing the earth's climate.

Shotover is important for its sandy soils and short

vegetation, especially bare ground and acidic

grassland. However, over recent decades, some of

these regionally rare habitats have become over-

grown by a new woodland of young trees. If left

unmanaged, this immature woodland reduces

wildlife diversity and endangers scarce plants and

animals – in contrast to the rich wildlife found in an

ancient woodland, such as Brasenose Wood.

Hence, selective thinning of young woodland is

essential for preserving and enhancing the value of

Shotover as a reserve for wildlife.

Carbon capture basics

In the face of the climate emergency, technology

is being developed to capture carbon directly from

the atmosphere, but at great cost and with limited

success. Yet plants can manage this process with

remarkable efficiency wherever there is sunlight.

During photosynthesis, plants extract carbon from

the carbon dioxide gas in the atmosphere and using

the energy from the sun convert it, for example, into

woody trunks, roots, peat and soil carbon.

But, while woodland, grassland, meadows and

crops all capture carbon, the rate of capture of any

area of vegetation is ultimately limited by the

amount of energy received from the sun.

Thereafter, it is crucial to consider how soon that

carbon is returned to the atmosphere; for example,

if a tree is made into furniture, this could be

hundreds of years, whereas if it is burnt, it may only

be a few hours.

Why not plant trees on Shotover?

There are a number of reasons, frequently

overlooked, why tree planting may not achieve the

environmental benefit that we desire.

 The right trees need to be planted in the right

places.

 Planting trees on a rare habitat, such as those

at Shotover, would harm the pre-existing

wildlife and contribute to the extinction crisis.

 It would waste effort and trees to plant in an

area that is already naturally capturing carbon

– such as at Shotover. It could take a long time

before there is an overall benefit to the climate.

Woodland trees and carbon capture

Although different habitats all receive about

same amount of sunlight, taller vegetation tends to

have more air circulating through it, and oxygen,

water and carbon dioxide flow more easily to and

from the leaves. Therefore the rate of

photosynthesis and carbon capture in mature

woodland is faster than in most other types of

vegetation. So although planting trees for carbon

capture is effective in the long term (decades

hence), for the first years it is slow and ineffective.

The best trees for carbon capture are those that

form hard dense wood, such as oak, beech and

hawthorn. This is because they are long-lived and

rot down slowly, locking-up their carbon for a long

time. Fast growing trees, such as birch and willow,

have softer wood which rots more quickly and, in so

doing, return their carbon to the atmosphere

relatively quickly.

However, if fast-growing trees are coppiced (that

is, cut every few years so that they can regrow



vigorously) and the wood is dried, stored and

prevented from rotting rapidly, carbon capture soon

gets underway at a steady rate. Coppicing is a

major part of the conservation work carried out by

Shotover Wildlife and is organized to make a

positive contribution to storing carbon.

Although deciduous trees lose their leaves,

which rot and return carbon to the atmosphere, and

do not capture carbon in the winter, they are

thought to be about the same in their overall rate of

carbon capture as evergreen trees.

Carbon capture and tree felling at Shotover

Mindful of these facts about carbon capture,

Shotover Wildlife has changed its conservation

policy for cut wood. Generally, when trees are felled

on the Hill the trunks and branches are stacked to

create habitat for small mammals, insects, fungi,

etc. In the past, these wood-piles were arranged to

rot down fairly quickly. More recently, however,

wood is being piled-up in places where it can

become dry, hard and resistant to rotting, ensuring

that its carbon is locked away for as long as

possible. Plenty of wet rotting wood will remain on

Shotover for the benefit of associated species,

while the dry wood stacks will benefit other species,

including small mammals, reptiles and a range of

wood-boring insects.

Overall, although there are important climatic

reasons to encourage well-planned tree planting in

some locations, at Shotover it is equally important

to respect the unique and fragile mix of different

habitats, felling trees when necessary, and

balancing the need to lock-up captured carbon

wherever possible.
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CLIMATE
CHANGE
and TREES
on SHOTOVER

The contribution of Shotover to the

monitoring of climate change in Britain

Did you know Shotover is helping scientists

to understand climate change on a national

scale? The recording of insects at Shotover,

especially mobile species such as bees,

wasps, flies and beetles, provides key

information for monitoring climate change.

As the climate becomes warmer, some

species are able to survive in more northerly

parts of Britain, which changes their

distribution. In the case of bees and wasps,

species have been recorded on Shotover in

recent years which were previously only

found towards the south coast of England.

When these records are combined with data

held by national recording schemes (e.g.

research conducted by the Biological

Recording Centre at Wallingford) the results

can tell us much about the influence of

climate change on species and the wider

consequences for biodiversity.

Shotover Wildlife is an independent
voluntary organisation founded to research
and communicate the importance of
Shotover Hill for wildlife

Chair: Ivan Wright
Tel: 01865 874423

enquiries@shotover-wildlife.org.uk
www.shotover-wildlife.org.uk


