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Floodplain forest of Black PoPlar,
River Drome, France

Introduction

Native black Poplars are magniﬁcent trees with a Fascina’cing historg.
These guiclclines are aimed at assisting landowners and those working in
the environmental and horticultural fields. Itis l'mopccl that the following will
give you a basic undcrstanding of the tree and enable you to contriﬁute
to its conservation.

The guiclelincs have been Producedjoint!y by the Environment A ency in
Shrewsbury and the Sl'lropshirc Hills Area O{:‘j Outstanding Naturaﬁicautg

(AONB) Office. Whilst most of the advice is gcneral, sPcciﬁc reference is
made to S]ﬂropshirc, Herefordshire, Worcestershire, Powys, Staffordshire
and the West Midlands.




Eco|059 & Historg

/DO/DU/US nigra subs/o betulitolais found onl% in Britain, Western Germang
and Northern France. It is a sub-species of the more widelg distribute
Popu/us n[gra which ranges across Europe and Russia.

Itis currently estimated that there are 7,500 black Poplar in this country,
with about 4,500 being found in the vale of Aglesbur . A further large
Population, opularlg %nown as the Manchester po [gr, has yet to Ec
recorded. Tﬁe native black Poplar is Prcdominant y found below an
imaginarﬁ line between the Humber and Lune estuaries. An interesting and
genetically distinct Population exists in Ireland.

The sr)ecics is dioecious — it has male and female trees. Out of the national
popu ation onlg about 600 females exist — the Possiblc reasons for this
are discussed below.

Native black Poplar is thought to have been an important comPoncnt of
flood Plain forests. Sadlg, we have to look to France and North America to
stuclg this clgnamic habitat. Our own was destrogec] 5,000 years ago when
Neolithic man cleared vast areas of wild wood. Onlg a few tiny Fragments
that are believed to be relics of this originai habitat remain in Britain.

By stuclyin the ecologg of the tree and its historg, we can begin to
unolerstandgits demise. We can also understand the special conditions
requirecl for reProcluction. Untamed rivers could change course with
relative ease icaving areas of bare wet mud and gravels and Proviclin the
ideal germination conditions for native black ogar, conditions whicﬁ are
rarcly found elsewhere. Whilst seed is set easifj andis Proliﬁc, itis prone to
dessication and only remains viable for aroung aweek. The trees can also
root easily from broken branches, twigs and even trunks — again this would
be a distinct aclvantage ina clgnamic Eabitat.

Assessing a Black PoPIar, Llandinam,
Powys

Pollarded Black PoPlar in Aylcsbury

&



Black Poplar bark, heavi]g bossed and

]qSSU I‘CCl .

Female Black Poplar flower (lime green)

This early and dramatic loss of habitat helPs to explain the distribution
of the bgck po lar today. f:ortunatelg, it was a useful timber tree and
has consequcnt y been P%antecl and managed as such. It is suspectecl
that cuttings from male trees have been re%erred since females Produce
a carPet o% ﬂugy seed in June, at a time that can cause Problems with
various agricultural Practices.

In the 1700s our native tree suffered a further threat. New species of
Poplar were introduced from abroad and these faster lgrowing, straighter
trees were favoured. Not only were fewer natives Pantecl, t]ﬂeg could
hgbriclise Freelg with angt]')inTgt at came into flower at the same time. Thus
our Iegac&i is an a%i‘ng popu ation and many thousands of mature ]'lybricl
black poplars which are Frcquently mis-identified.

Years of vegetative Propagation bg cuttings, led scientists to believe
that the E;enetic diversity within the subspccies would be poor. This has
recent|9 cen verified — the trees have 88% genctic similarity.

Identification

It cannot be stressed how imPortant proper identification of the native
black Poplar s — espccia”g hcgou Plan to take cuttings, Thisis aclccluatelg
covered in detail elsewhere but the broad characteristics are as follows.

~ Hcavilg bossed and fissured dark grey bark.

- A broad silhouette with branches and twigs sweeping down and
ascendin again at the tiPs.

- “Birch’s apcd leaves (bc‘culhcolia) which flutter in the breeze.

- Maletrees have reddish PurPlc catkins in the sPring whilst those of the
females are green.



Your local Environment Agency, Forestr Commission or Wildlife Trust ma
be able to l’lClP you regarcling the local distribution of trees. If you nceg
further help or think you may have found a new tree, you can write to
the National Recorder for the Botanical Societg for the British Isles — Dr

Fiona Cooper. Details of how to do this can be found at the rear of this
booklet.

Disease

On the whole Popu/us ngra suésjo betulitolais Fairlg resistant to disease.
However, in recent years there is a growing incidence of the Patlﬂ?enic
Furlgus Venturia /oolou//na. There has been a Particularlg ]'ligh incidence
in Manchester. Earlg sgmptoms include die back of the leaf tiPs. The
Forestry Commissions Disease Diagnostic and Advisory Service can offer
]’IClP, their details can be found at the rear of this booklet.

Genetic Diversitg

As mentioned, a national survey to determine the degree of genetic
diversity within the sub~spccies F?asjust been comPlc’cC . SamPlcs were
taken from 170 trees nationa”g and tested to determine genetic diversity.
The results showed that the trees have 88% genetic sim%arit , this result
indicates greater divcrsi’cy than earlier studies that indicated trees to be
97% similar. In com arison, other woocly sPecics that have been tested
seem to exhibit 60-70% similaritg and so there is still reason for concern.

Whilst the samples fell into six clonal groups, there was little gcograp}'\ical
correlation witﬁthe distribution of these groups. The trees in the chublic
of Ireland all fall within the same clonal group — along with a single tree in
Sussex! In addition, the large Population within the Vale of Ag%zsburg is
gene’cica”y distinct from the remainder of Britain.

Black Poplar fluff - female

Black Poplar at Clun Castle,
Shropshlre




This degree of similaritg confirms that there is Possiblg no biologica
aclvantage for Favouring one tree over another as a source of material for
Propagation. However, there could be an aclvantage in Protecting the two
clonal groups in Ireland and Aylesburg.

Observation shows us that there are visual differences between different
trees for exarnple, leaf size seems to be smaller in the east than the west.
Whilst this is not shown enetica”g it could be areued that such differences
should be considered when choosing material for cuttings.

There may however, be historical and cultural reasons for choice. For
examElc, it was important to rcPIace the Arbor Tree in Aston on Clun in
the S ropshire Hills with a cutting from the original tree.

Black PoPlar branches and twigs ascend hgd .



Pollarded Black Poplar at
Castlemorton Common,
Worcestershire

old Black PoPlar at Powicl(,
Worcestershire
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Protection of existing trees

Itis alwags important to protect existing trees. Black Poplar, as with any
other mature tree should be Protecte from increases or decreases in
soil or water table levels. Compaction of the soil around the tree must be
Prcventcd, as must fires below the canopy. Severe dama%f can be caused
to trees bg grazing animals and Ploughing— idca”g trees should be fenced
leaving generous space around. Itis worth consi ering that the roots of a
Poplar will spread to a radius about 1.5 times its height.

Pollards

Many black Poplars have been o”arclecl) espcciallg near Aglesburg
and around Worcester. A Po”arcl is a tree that has been cut rcgularlg at
between 2-4 metres above ground level, then allowed to grow again to

roduce a crop of branches. This is a traditional form of management and
itis very imPortant that trees are re-pollarded at regular intervals. When
carried out carcmcuuy this can extend the life of the tree. In addition, it
ensures the continuation of a distinctive !andscapc feature.

However, a word of caution, some roups in Aglcsbur have found that a
signiﬁcant number of trees have d%ed after rc—Po”arc?in g Theg suggest
that re~Po”arcling is not alwags the best OPthﬂ for t%e tree and this
should be limited to certain situations.

1. Where agljacent to watercourses
2. Where adjacent to Foo’j:)aths, Public open space, roads
3. Where the tree has lan scape value.
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Timing

The ideal time for rc-Po”arcling is between autumn and spring. January
to March'is the oPtirnal time for the benefit to the tree, whilst causing little
disturbance to associated wildlife. Black Poplars may Provide habitat for

rotected sPecies such as bats. Advice is available from English Nature or
The Countrgsicle Council for Wales on correct Proceclure s%uould bats be

'FOUﬂCl.

Work should not be carried out during or imrnecliately after a Period of
drought orsevere cold as thisis believegl to render the tree more vulnerable
to various Fungal infections that attack the bark or leaves. There is some
suggestion that the drier conditions in the east of the country may make
re~|:)o”arding more difficult.

Black Poplars: A3|esbur3
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Age and condition

Itis important that the age and condition of the tree are considered Prior
to any major works, a tree surgeon will be able to advise. Older trees and
those that have not been pollarded for man years may strugglc torecover
from the works. Inthe case of such trees wﬁere the work is necessary, itis
recommended that cuttings are taken for reP!anting and that the style of
the work is caregu”g considered.

If there are a number of trees on site in the same condition itis important to
stagierthc work, thcrebg tcstingthc methods emPloged. ltisalso imPortan’c
to take P"lotograpl'ls and make records of the work undertaken.

Black PoPlars: Castlemorton Common,
Worcestershire




Stgle

When rc~Po”aching itis imPortant to Protect the area known as the branch
collar (a rin of bark where the branch joins the trunk). It is sometimes
worth consi ering cutting the tree in two or more stages, several years
aPart, Inthe first stage the upper branches are rernoved, a high Proportion
being retained lower down. After a Period of one to five years the second
cut can bring the crown down to a lower level retaining some of the new
grow’cl'l Prod%cec] as a result of the first cut.

ight,ja ed or clean) is open to

T]ﬂe tHPC o{: cut made (le.. slanted or stra
out what is best for your site.

debate and it is best to exPeriment and fin

Who does the work?

Carr ing out any tree sur ery is an extremely dangerous occupation and
should always be carriedgout bg a Fu”g qualiﬁec]gcertiﬁcate oPerator,
wearing full Personal Protective clothing. In most cases it is necessary to
have certificates for using a chainsaw at hei l‘lt, and for tree climbing, these
should be checked by whoever is resPonsi e for site sa{:ety. In addition, it
is advisable to check that the tree surgeon has adequatc insurance for the
work to be undertaken.

Creating new Po”arc{s

New Po”ards can be created when the gir’cl'l of a young saPling reaches
about 150-200mm. The tree is cut, usua”y between 2-4metres from the
grouncl to cause it to bush out. Itis important to éain a managcment
commitment when creating new Po”arcls since re~Po”ar ingis essential and
should be carried out on about a 10 year cycle. During té

Period this could be reduced to every A5 years.

e establishment
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Estab!isl’xing New Trees

Propagation Methods

Taking cuttings is Euite simple. Itis imPortant to make sure that the Poplar
has been identified as a true native black oPlar before cuttings are taken.
Itis imPerative to gain the Permission of the landowner.

When co”ecting material, thoug]ﬂt should also be gven to the ratio
between male and female trees. Female trees are popular because of their
raritg but it is imPortant to remember the Problems encountered with the
copious amounts of ﬂugy seeds that are Producecl.

Very often older trees will be iacking the suitable youn growth rec]uirecl
for cuttings but can often form vigorous ePicormic shoots that grow
straight form the bark which are very suitable. Newlg cut Po[lards are an
exceﬁent source of material.

v

3 Black Poplar at Shrawardine,
Shrops['nre
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Great care should be taken when co”ecting material from Britain’s tallest
native tree! In addition, older trees can be cxtremclg unstable and should
be treated with resPect and caution. It may be necessary to emP109 the
sPecialist help of atree surgeon.

PoPlar will grow from hardwood or softwood cuttirlgs; the latter rec]uires
more elaborate horticultural tec]'mology. Softwood cuttings may be
considered in an emergency situation if a tree co”aPses or has to be {‘%:”cd
during the summer months should this be necessary. Softwood cuttings
are best taken between the end of Julg and end of August. Itis Possib%e
to continue into October but, success rates are poor.

Hardwood cuttings are taken in the autumn and winter when the tree is
| | o largel clormant, the current 9ear’s wood has ripcnecl, but root growth
I-SlacL Po: lar at. Asto_n_on -Cl:ln sti taftcs Place. Since very good results can be obtained from hardwood
Shropshure ’ cuttings, itis lil«alg that this will be the most common method chosen.

Below Black PoPlar at PowickJ
Worcestershire

Hardwood cuttings can be taken any time over the dormant months.
Cuttirlgs taken before Christmas usua”y start to root and these ma
then be broken bg frost heave in the soll clurirlg the latter Part of winter.
Many have rcPorted that cuttings taken in f:ebruarg and March have been
extremelg successtul.

Hardwood cuttings should be taken from new growth made in the Previous
summer. Theg should be 150-200mm longwith atleast half theirlength then
Plantcd below grourld. The cuttings can be rooted straight into the open
%:ounc] or rooted into Pots, either wa(? weed control is very imPortant over
the first year. Compctition from weeds can be reduced bg usinga mulch.

Potted rooted cuttings can usually be Plantecl out after their first year. All
new Plantin should be Protectcdymcrom damage by rabbits or other razirlg
animals anfsurrouncling weed growth should be controlled for the first
few years.
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In order to relieve pressure on native trees, save time in co”ec’cing material
and Procluce vigorous cutting material, the establishment of stool beds
is recommended. Cuttings must be well labelled during their life in the
nursery.

Some choosc to cstablish new trees by Plantin ‘trunc}'xcons’ (large
cuttings) dircctlg on site. Sections of young branc%, about 50-100mm in
cliamctcr, and 1.5 metres long can be used. Use a bar to create a hole and
bu(? the cutting so it has a§out one third in the soil. Firm the soil around
an Protect as any other new tree.

Nursery Supplies and Seeds
Yy-upp

Whilst some nurseries are car@cullg sourcing and Propa%ating native black
PoPlar others are not. Be Prepared to quiz our supp iers to make sure
you are receivin g Po/ou/us ngra 5u1/75/0 betulifolia.

As mentioned carlier, native black Poplars will h%bridisc with any other
po lar that comes into flower at the same time. The estimated radius for
ollen travel is about 16 kilometers. This means that any seed or secdlings

are most likelg to be hybrids.

There are a few situations where the seed has been Producecl under
controlled laborator conditions, !')owcver, anyone o#ering suPPlics
should be treated with a certain amount of suspiciorl!

True black Poplars are available from some local nurseries. These are listed
at the rear of this booklet.

Old Black PoP]ar,
Shropshirc

Young Black PoP!ar ,
Pentrehodre
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Where to Plant

There are several Practica| guiclelines that need to be taken into
consideration when choosinga site to Plant black Poplars.

New trees must be Planted well away from any structures and undereround
services. As mentioned earlier, it is estimated that black oPIar wir?agcct
the ground for a distance with a radius that is at least one and a half times
the Eeight of the tree.

The abilitﬂ of any Poplar to clrg out the ground needs to be considered
carefully ‘when introducing new black Poplars to an area of exis’cing
wetlancﬁﬂabitat or adjacent to an area of archacological imPortance, Care
must be taken to ensure clamage is not inflicted upon existing features.
Likewise, the effects of shade and leaf fall on the existing habitat need to
be weiglﬂecl up. Care should be taken in choosing sites for female black
Poplars since the |arge amounts of ﬂuﬁcg seed can create Prob|ems.

Black Pop|ar: Corfton Shropsl’n're
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Planting sites will idea”g be in full Iight with good moisture supply and a
low!anagclima’ce. Black Poplar is not ’cl'moug t to tolerate a great deal of
shade. If appearance is imPortan’c then one should note that éack po lars
Planted close to other trees will take on a drawn appearance and will not
develop the broad heav3~|imbccl silhouette that is so characteristic of the
older trees. P!anting centres should be at least 20 meters apart.

Black Poplars are norma”g found on alluvial soils altlﬁough tl‘ncg have
also been found on the lower slopcs of upland areas, the Longmynd in
Sl'lropshirc being a Particular s’crongho[d. Whatever the location, soils
must be water retentive or rainfall needs to be Iﬁigh‘ Water qualit in the
adiacent watercourse does not seem to be a critical factor ang black
Poplars mag benefit from nutrient enrichment. Black Poplar does not
thrive in acid soil.

A Pre~Prin’cecl Postcarcl is enclosed in the back of this booklet to
encourage People to record any new Planting thus I‘nclping to keep the
distribution maps up to date.

Black Poplar: S]’wrawardine,
SI’]roPshlrc
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Lanclscape Considerations

When |ool<ing for Planting sites in your area it is imPortant to s’cuclg the
local Pattcrns that exist. Do the ofider trees follow l—lcdgcrows, rivers or
estate boundaries? Are there distinctive groups on common land or broad
vi”agc greens such as in areas of Worcestershire and Gloucestershire?
Are thcg on Iﬁigher ground or b]? farmsteads? Or are tlﬂeg scrubbg and

windswept like the trees in Llanelli?

Thought should also be given to the creation of new Po”arcla This choice
may be made in order to ensure the continuation of a valuable lan&scape
feature, or froma Practical Point of view, to save space.

Thereis a rowing interest amongst conservation bodies, in the recreation
of flood P%ain forest and indeeﬂg some demonstration sites are being set
up in Milton Keynes and Mid Wales. Trees grow densely and are tall and
drawn and gjve way to oak and elm on drier land. Sad?g, no matter how
accuratclg we try to reproducc these conditions, hgbridisation will always
Prevent complctc restoration.

Planting numbers and strategg

Since the national po ulation is of an even age that is largelg mature,
it is essential that a long—term strategy be implemen‘ced over a 50-100
year Pcriod. This of course is impossi le for one person to achieve but
it is hoped that using continued Promotion and education an ongoing
Protection can be ensured.
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There is wide controversy rcgarcjinr;g the numbers of young trees that
should be re-planted. However, to eep the current Population ﬁgurcs it
is necessary to Plant between 7-10 trees to ensure one reaches maturity.

Views re arding lantingnumbcrs var considerab!y and are often Persona!
and hard to define. Many maintain that, since it is rare, it is imPortan’c not
to Plant black Poplar too widelg. By its very size it is a tree to Plant singlg
and in small groups and was traditiona”g used as a boundarg marker or
feature. Largc~scale use on [andscapc schemes is Probably inaPProPria’ce
in most situations, other than the creation of ﬂoodp!ain forest. Landscape
historian, Oliver Rackham, suggests that smallleaved lime is beingdevalued
bg becoming commonplacc and Peter Marren talks about the cJe!iglﬁt of
stumbling across rare Plants in his book ‘Britain’s Rare Plants.” These are
Points to consider; there is no rigi'xt or wrong,

F’oPulcta and Ex situ conservation

There currcntlg exist a number of ‘Populcta’ which have been established
by the Forestry Commission. These comPrisc of several small Plantations
o? native b!acg Poplar, grown Purclg as a collection of genetic material.
Recent genetic analysis means that a review of the content of these

collections is Probab?g due.

Ex-situ conservation also covers the storage of aPProPriatc gcnetic
material, usua”y seeds, in cold storage.
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SUMMARY

it you have any further questions Please call Marianne Jones at the
Environment Agency, Shrewsburg on (O174%) 283424 or Mike Ke”g at
the Shropsl']ire Hills AONB Office on (01588) 674091. There are many
bodies involved in the conservation of native black Poplar and you may
find spcchqc advice from your local branch of the Environment Agency,
Forestry Commission, Local or County Council or Wildlife Trust.

Celebratinrg Arbor Day.
Black PoP ar: the Arbor Tree, Aston on Clun, Slqropshire
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Contact Details:

hcgou have found a black Poplar tree in the landscape - as 36’: unrecordecl, send the Following details:

+ Location Plan and / or national grid reference
. Photogra hif Possible

. Sampleo twig and leaves
. Stamped ACH% essed Envelope

Address to:
Dr Fiona Cooper
The Rough, Henleg Common, Marshbrook, Shropshire, SY66RS

To record new Pianting of native black Poplars send a Postcarcl with the xco”owing details:

s Parent tree (if known)
« Grid reference and / or location of new P[anting

Address to:

Dr Fiona Cooper, National Recorder,
The Rough, Henleg Common, Marshbrook, Shropshire, SY66RS

It you discover or have concerns about venturia /oo/ou//na disease in black Poplar contact the

Disease Diagnostic & Advisorg Service, Forestry Commission
Telephone 01420 526243



John Ho”iclag,
FPotters Farm Nursery,
lLower Hatton,
Luc”ow,

Sl'lropshirc

SY8 2AY

01584 825594
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L ocal Tree Nurseries

SUPPIng true black Poplars :

Bucknell Nurseries,
Bucknell

Shrops"lire,

SY7 OEL

Telcp]']onc 01547 550606

Black Poplar near Acton Scott, Shropshire.
P P

Prees Heath Forest Nurseries,
Mill Lane,

Higher Heath,

Whitchurch,

Sl'lropshirc,

SY1H 2HR

Tel 01948 841353



