


Elm disease changed the face of much of the English countryside,  
destroying around 25 million trees. There are no signs that it will abate 
in the foreseeable future. But now a group of academics, landowners 
and other woodland specialists are taking action to make sure that the 

elm is not consigned to history, writes Helen Symes

Giving back  
 THE ELM  

TO BRITAIN

This year, new hybrid varieties of elms (Ulmus minor) will be 
planted at nine test locations across the country. The purpose is 
to investigate which types adapt best to a range of British soil and 
weather conditions, as well as offering an opportunity for people 

to see what they look like and decide which they feel are most appropriate 
as replacements for the traditional elms. 

The trials will be building on the success of an initial research project 
which started in 2015 with the planting of promising new elm cultivars at 
the Lees Court Estate in Kent. 

At the time, the estate was approaching the end of an intensive 
five year plan to reinvigorate its 550 acres of woodland, advised by 
woodland management consultant Stephen McCarthy. Dr David 
Herling approached CLA member the Countess Sondes to see whether 
Lees Court would be able to help with his research into resistant elms. 
Following discussions with Stephen McCarthy, the trial site was planted.  

Lady Sondes explains: “At Lees Court, we are proud of our 
conservation areas and innovative approach to the eight different 
enterprises we are involved with, one of which is woodland. At the time 

we started working on the project, we were struggling with chalara – we 
have a lot of ash trees on the estate and 99% are affected. The opportunity 
to do something very positive about elm trees, at a time when we were 
despairing about the future of our ash trees, was very attractive.”

Dr Herling is the creator of the website Resistant Elms, which is 
designed as a portal for those who wish to find out about new disease 
tolerant elm cultivars and their suitability for planting. His interest lies 
in promoting international links between researchers and nurserymen 
working in this area, and in the back-crossing of hyper resistant hybrid 
elms with those ‘native’ survivors which show some disease resistance 
along with optimal landscape potential.

Pioneering plantings
The elm trial at Lees Court, the first of its type to take place in the UK, 
involved three plantings. One was an adaption trial for the purpose of 
comparing the growth, form and health of several clones from Italy, 
France, Spain and the USA. In timber production trials the clones 
included the Italian ‘Fiorente’ donated by Professor Alberto Santini of the 
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Institute of Sustainable Plant Protection at the National Research Council 
of Italy and the Dutch-French ‘Vada’ obtained from the French trade 
nursery Pepinieres Minier.

In keeping with the estate’s concern for the rural economy, these two 
timber trials are mid-term initiatives, featuring relatively fast growing and 
upright elm clones which may prove to have a use in niche crafts such as 
traditional boat building.

Before the trial started, the estate arranged for an on-site phytosanitary 
inspection of the trees by the Animal and Plant Health Agency, in 
accordance with legislation governing the importation of elms from 
continental Europe.

Of the 40 trees planted in the adaptation trial, only one clone has proved 
difficult to establish.

The interest in the project, both in the UK and internationally, led to 
the organisation of a successful conference at Lees Court in 2016, which 
brought together leading European 
academics, nurseries and woodland 
specialists, to share experiences and 
plan for the future.  

Lady Sondes says: “When we 
first discussed the project, what 
stood out for me was how little the 
Government was doing here to 
address problems with elm diseases, 
against other European countries. 
From my perspective, it seemed that 
the private sector was going to make 
this happen, not the Government. 
It is important to note though, that 
our focus is not on a cure for Dutch 
Elm disease but to work out which 
resilient elms we should best be 
planting for the future.”

Dr Herling adds: “If we want to 
see elm back in Britain, we need to 
look at the breeding programmes 
which have taken place in other 
countries that have developed 
resistant strains. While there are a 
range of these varieties available, we 
do not know how compatible they 
are with our soil and climate, nor 

how much they will resemble  
the traditional English elm.  
The only solution is to  
plant and see.”

Trials underway
The new research trials, which start this month, aim to provide the answer 
and help make the return of the elm, which was once so prevalent in the 
English countryside, a reality.

The nine trial sites include both urban and rural locations across the 
UK, ranging from the Royal Botanic Garden in Edinburgh to former 
CLA President Ross Murray’s Llanover Estate in Monmouthshire. Other 
locations include the Westonbirt Arboretum, Harrow on the Hill in 
London, East Anglia, Devon, Oxford University’s Harcourt Arboretum 
and a site in Sheffield owned by the Sheffield and Rotherham Wildlife 

Trust. The ninth location is the Lees 
Court Estate.

The elms, which are between 
one and four years old, are being 
imported from Spain, Italy, 
Germany and the Netherlands. 
They include not only hybrids, but 
native strains rigorously selected 
for high disease tolerance. A major 
part of the project’s work has been 
liaising with different growers to get 
stock.

Dr Herling says: “Most recently, 
we have been able to develop 
cooperation with the Eisele tree 
nursery in Germany, the largest 
supplier of elms in Europe, who 
have agreed to help. This has made 
a major difference as many of their 
varieties would otherwise been 
difficult to source in appropriate 
sizes.”

There is also a willingness in 
the forestry community to help. 
Sir Harry Studholme, chairman 
of the Forestry Commission, has 
been liaising with Dr Herling on the 
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project, and his private estate in Devon will be one of the test sites for the 
trial varieties. 

It is imperative that the trials use a diverse selection of hybrids, so that 
a range of varieties can be developed, not a single clone, says Dr Herling: 
“Ultimately, we want to be able to achieve substantial planting of trees 
with the ability to buttress against further disease. So, we are looking 
to maximise genetic diversity while favouring trees which suit local 
conditions and landscapes.”

The new trial sites will be similar in the way they are planted. At Lees 
Court, an example of every variety used in the trials will be present, to give 
a level of centrality recognising the close involvement of the estate in the 
project.

Dr Herling says: “Over the next eight to 10 years, these trial sites will 
provide evidence of what the different varieties could look like at sites 
across the country and we fully expect surprises in the ways in which 
forms and growth will vary in different soils and locations.”

The research is still at an early stage and there are major challenges 
ahead, including the leap from finding varieties which work here and 
getting a nursery to take them on to develop them in sufficient quantities 
to meet the potential demand.

“Meanwhile, it would be recognised that none of this could be 
happening without the extraordinary co-operation of our continental 
partners, and the groundbreaking work put in by others – Butterfly 
Conservation stands out – to create the conditions for it.”

It may be a long-term project, but Lady Sondes remains very optimistic 
and excited about the future: “With the help of this research and the many 
individuals and organisations supporting it, I now feel with some certainty, 
that we will have healthy elms back in Britain before too long.” ■

FACTFILE
Lees Court Estate: 

 www.leescourtestate.com

Dr David Herling, Resistant Elms: 
 www.resistantelms.co.uk 

SPEAKERS AT THE 2016 INTERNATIONAL ELM CONFERENCE AT LEES COURT 
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