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Ash Tree Clearance along the Lower Horseshoe Footpath  

Introduction 

The Steyning Downland Scheme (SDS) was set up by the Goring family, as a voluntary 
partnership between the Wiston Estate and local people. The aim has been to provide 
new opportunities for those who enjoy the use of the land. Management and access 
decisions are taken by unpaid Trustees and local volunteers of the SDS, supported by a 
part-time Project Manager. Other than the Public Rights of Way, there are no public 
entitlements to access the land or to manage it, which remains under Estate ownership.


The SDS arranged via contractors to fell dead and dying Ash trees along the Lower 
Horseshoe path between 22nd April and 4th May. This information note explains the 
reasons for the work, how it was carried out and why the work took place.


The Horseshoe Woods 

The Horseshoe Woods occupy 25 hectares of a steep, scarp slope on the South Downs. 
They have developed from scrub and sheep pasture since World War II (Figure 1). The 
trees are mostly Ash with patches of Sycamore and Beech.


 

Figure 1: Excerpt from OS One-inch to the mile maps of England and Wales, New Popular Edition, 

1945-1947 showing open downland on what is now the Horseshoe Woods (white boundary). 
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Ash Dieback 

Ash Dieback is a fungal disease which was first identified in Continental Europe in the 
1990s. Spores of the fungus can travel many miles in a single season. It is believed to 
have arrived in the South-East in 2012 and has moved rapidly west and north since then.


Within months of infection, Ash Dieback fungus penetrates deep into the wood of Ash 
trees, blocking their water transport systems. In a woodland setting, usually the trees then 
succumb to secondary fungal infections, which destroy the root system and make the 
branches and main trunk brittle and prone to sudden collapse.


Forest Research (the UK’s principal organisation for  forestry  and tree related  research) 
advise against felling living ash trees, whether infected or not. This is because there is 
good evidence that a small proportion will be able to survive the infection .
1

Chronicle of Events 

Ash Dieback first became obvious in the Horseshoe Woods during late summer 2018. 
That winter, the SDS began selective felling of infected and dangerous Ash along the 
Lower Horseshoe path (more hand felling took place along the Upper Horseshoe path). At 
that time, extensive felling was not considered necessary or desirable, in accordance with 
the Forest Research guidance.


During 2019, Ash Dieback worsened considerably in the Horseshoe Woods. By the early 
autumn of 2019, up to two-thirds of the Ash trees were already either dead or dying. 


In July 2019, the Steyning Downland Scheme received a tree safety report, written by a 
fully insured tree management professional. The report recommended felling all the Ash 
along the entire path network, wherever possible by July 2020.


During the winter of 2019/20, the SDS began clear felling the Ash along the Upper 
Horseshoe bridleway. This work was completed in February 2020.


Access problems, exacerbated by some very wet weather, hampered clearance along the 
Lower Horseshoe path during the winter. By mid-March, the bird nesting season was 
underway but the the numbers of people using the footpath had much increased. It was 
therefore decided not to postpone, but to proceed with the clearance as soon as 
possible. The contractor was instructed to only fell Ash trees and this was largely 
achieved, although a very small number of other trees had to be felled to give adequate 
access to the Ash.


 See https://www.forestresearch.gov.uk/tools-and-resources/pest-and-disease-resources/ash-dieback-1

hymenoscyphus-fraxineus/
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Legislation 


The SDS is clearly anxious to avoid injury or accident to people using the site. The tree 
safety report gave specific, time-limited actions and these had to be implemented in order 
to make the Lower Horseshoe path safe for public access. 


Felling diseased Ash normally requires a felling licence from the Forestry Commission, but 
this is not the case if the trees are dead or pose a real and immediate danger. 


It is not normally possible under the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 to disturb nesting 
birds, but under the Act, actions necessary to preserve public health and safety are 
permitted at any time. Nature conservation is central to the remit of the SDS. Normally 
any work which might risk disturbance to nesting birds would be avoided. However the 
very real risk that a member of the public might be killed or injured by falling Ash trees 
was judged to be the critical issue in this case.


Alternative Option? 

The Lower Horseshoe could have been closed until after the bird nesting season, by 
obtaining a County Closure Order. However experience from work on the Upper 
Horseshoe over the winter and elsewhere has shown that many path users ignore path 
closures, even when physical obstructions are put in place. The cost of closure via a 
Closure Order for this length of time also proved to be prohibitively expensive. Even 
without a 4 month closure order, the cost of the Ash clearance work will far exceed the 
value of the timber.


The need to act urgently for reasons of public safety and yet within financial and other 
restrictions has posed real difficulties for the SDS.  As with many organisations, our ability 
to respond to members of the public who raise concerns is severely limited and we hope 
you will, therefore, take this explanation of the problem and chosen solution as the best 
response we can give under the present circumstances. Thank you for your understanding 
and concern. 

Matthew Thomas

Project Manager

Steyning Downland Scheme

May 2020
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