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Sycamore - Acer pseudoplatanus
Introduction
Sycamore (Acer pseudoplatanus) has been a controversial species in British forestry and
woodland conservation. Classification as both non-native and ‘invasive’ has led to concerns
of its impacts on native and ancient woodland..
The purpose of this paper is to outline:
•
•
•
•

background to sycamore and its status in the UK
current positions within government and its agencies on the status and management of
sycamore
evidence of the conservation impacts and value of sycamore – in particular in relation to
ancient semi-natural woodland (ASNW)
the Woodland Trust’s position

Sycamore in the UK
Sycamore is a deciduous tree, native throughout central and southern Europe and is
naturalised throughout the lowlands of northern Europe. It is commonly found in beech,
beech–fir and hornbeam-oak woodland mixed singly with these species, and often
associated with ash1, 2.
Non-native species are defined as …”species introduced (ie by human action) outside its
natural past or present distribution” 3.
Naturalised species are deemed as those which …”occur as a self-sustaining population,
persisting for more than four years, not dependent on repeated reintroduction”.
In the UK sycamore is a non-native naturalised species. The lack of a fossil pollen record4
and evidence from historical records supports the view of sycamore as a non-native species.
Opinions vary, but the 16th century is widely suggested as when sycamore arrived in the
UK5, 6,7

Regeneration
Sycamore has wind dispersed fruits which are released in
the autumn and generally carry over a short distance (3085 metres) although greater distances up to several
kilometers are recorded. The fruits are highly perishable
and those which fail to germinate die soon after
shedding8 (Gosling, 2002).
Sycamore regenerates vigorously under moderate shade
with little ground flora, but seedlings fail to survive under
its own dense canopy or that of other shade bearing
trees, such as beech. Thinning of shade bearing trees can
lead to a flush of sycamore regeneration and the creation
of an understorey of pole stage trees, which may lead to
the impression of sycamore invasion. Subsequent canopy
closure dramatically reduces the rate of growth of the
sycamore.
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Association with ash has been shown to reflect a cyclical alternation between ash and
sycamore9,10. Whereas sycamore regeneration is sensitive to low light levels and fails to
establish under its own canopy, it is able to regenerate under an ash canopy. Conversely
ash, which is more shade tolerant, is less affected by canopy cover. Where sycamore
regenerates under the canopy of ash or in thinned stands its growth is rapid and can
compete with ash, although this is quickly reduced by falling light levels. In other
circumstances ash out competes sycamore.
Evidence suggests that sycamore does not colonise undisturbed woodland11,12, even where
woodland is surrounded with old established trees that have been producing seed for many
years13. However, disturbance through road construction, drains, or disturbance by fire,
landslide, windthrow or felling can result in colonisation of the open ground by sycamore14.
Survey of the long term ecological changes to British woodland shows no marked change in
the frequency of major woodland tree and shrub species, including sycamore, since 197115 .
Sycamore is a gap species in woodland, exploiting the disturbed areas following tree fall or,
in managed woodland, following thinning or other operations which increase light levels. In
undisturbed woodland it may decline in abundance, particularly in relation to ash.

Conservation value
Once thought as having little conservation value,
evidence suggests that sycamore can provide
important wildlife habitat and has been shown to
support a number of red data book species16 . The
base rich bark of sycamore is valuable for
epiphytes17 , including communities of Lobarion
lichens18. Sycamore is insect pollinated and
provides a pollen and nectar source for insects.
Sap sucking aphids on sycamore leaves provide a
valuable food source for Dormice at a critical time
of year19.

Policy background
Sycamore has been seen as a highly invasive species of limited conservation value and a
threat to our native wildlife20, although this appears to be based on little empirical evidence.
The impression of invasiveness is reinforced by the vigorous regeneration along ride sides
and in clearing – those areas most visually accessible to people.
As a result, its removal, particularly from ancient woodland, has been seen as a
conservation necessity and formed part of the attainment of favourable status for woodland
Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs) and National Nature Reserves (NNRs)21. It is also
identified as an action under various habitat action plans22.
Non-native species have been identified as the third most important factor affecting delivery
of Habitat Action Plans (HAPs), and the fifth most important affecting Species Action Plans
(SAPs), limiting progress in 14 HAPs and 30 SAPs23.
In 2008 the ‘Invasive non-native Species Framework strategy for Great Britain’24 was
produced in response to global decisions under the Convention on Biological Diversity, and
within the context of the European Strategy on Invasive Alien Species developed in 2003
under the Bern Convention. The framework also takes account of the ‘EU Action Plan to
2010 and Beyond’, which aims to halt the loss of biodiversity by 2010. Member States are
obliged to develop national strategies on invasive alien species. ‘Invasive non-native species’
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are defined as “species whose introduction and/or spread threaten biological diversity or
have other unforeseen impacts”.
This is reflected in Natural England’s audit of non-native species. Whilst the audit recognises
the difficulty in understanding the effects of sycamore it nonetheless includes it in the table
of 21 non-native species, from a long list of more than 2700, with serious negative effects.
Specifically it classifies its impact as a competitor and being “aesthetically bad”.
The ‘GB non-native species secretariat’25, the coordinating body under the framework,
brings together countryside agencies and other stakeholders from across GB in an attempt
to ensure consistency of approach in non-native species policy. Their web site provides fact
sheets on non-native species – at present no fact sheet exists for sycamore.

Removal of sycamore from woodland
Removal of sycamore from ancient woodland and other woodland of conservation concern is
often justified on the basis of its non-native invasive status, the dense shade cast and its
impact on woodland flora26; sycamore is compared to beech and hawthorn in terms of
shade27, 28.
However, species are not themselves
‘invasive’, it is individual populations of
species that are invasive in particular
circumstances – that is it is a
biogeographical rather than a taxonomic
phenomenon29. It is also argued that
‘invasive’ should give consideration to
‘impact’ – the likelihood that the spread of
a species will cause environmental and
economic harm30 .
Consideration of what constitutes
‘invasive’ is important in understanding a
response to sycamore, and indeed other species, including native species. Both native and
non-native species, as they increase their range in response to climate change, are capable
of negative impacts.
The review of policy on non-native species undertaken by DEFRA in 200331 stated that
…”Many introduced non-native species do not become invasive and action must be targeted
towards species likely to cause problems, based on thorough, transparent risk analyses. This
should include impact assessment, cost estimation and cost-benefit analyses to agreed
criteria”.
George Peterken, in a review of the effects of non-native tree species on woodland flora,
concluded that sycamore had not had a detrimental impact32. More recent surveys of ravine
woodland also concluded that the ground flora under sycamore was as rich as that under
ash1.
The contention that sycamore is invasive is not supported by evidence. Sycamore appears
less invasive than has historically been stated, particularly on undisturbed sites. This position
is logically supported by the evidence that it does not colonise undisturbed woodland and its
frequency in British woodland has remained stable over the last 40 years15.
Sycamore is ‘invasive’, or an early coloniser, to disturbed sites, however, it does not appear
to be more generally invasive or a threat to ancient woodland on undisturbed sites.
Nonetheless, while sycamore remains classified as both ‘non-native’ and ‘invasive’, its
control will continue to be seen by some as necessary.
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Guidance for SSSIs continues to emphasise the need for tree and shrub species to be
predominantly native (c.95%). However there is growing recognition of the need to focus on
the degree to which a particular species changes the nature of the site For instance the LIFE
Ravine Project’s approach to sycamore control is based on maintaining the tree canopy and
minimising disturbance33.
Whilst there is no suggestion of attempting to remove sycamore entirely from Britain, efforts
to eradicate it at a site level may have the opposite effect, increasing site disturbance and
favouring regeneration
Disturbance to both the canopy and the ground by felling is also
likely to have an adverse impact on ground flora as a result of the
compounding factor of soil nutrient enrichment from pollution.
Combined with increased light levels there is evidence that this
disturbance will increase the abundance of ruderal species at the
expense of woodland specialists34.
Even where regeneration of seedlings is occurring, the apparent
abundance may be short lived as a result of increasing shade
leading to low competitive ability, or to early predation. Climate
change could further reduce the competitiveness of sycamore as it
is only moderately drought tolerant35 and may suffer the effects of
low summer rainfall particularly in the southern and eastern parts
of Britain. An additional climate change impact on sycamore might result from an increase in
sooty bark disease, which may further reduce its frequency and competitiveness.

Woodland Trust position
Consideration of non-native species and invasive species is outlined in our approach to
woodland management and in our position statement on conservation of native species36
Our woodland management approach says…’when considering the need to control a
species, its native or non-native status is unimportant. The key issue is whether it is
causing significant on-going habitat change or loss of species, additional to that of climate
change. However, even where this is the case, remedial action is only undertaken if it can
be sustained’.
The evidence suggests that except where there is disturbance sycamore is unlikely to cause
significant on-going habitat change. On this basis the need to control sycamore should be
questioned. Where it is deemed control is necessary, strategies should focus on the need to
maintain the woodland canopy and avoid disturbance in order to reduce the impact and
spread of sycamore.
This supports the view in our woodland management approach (based on managing woods
primarily for their biodiversity value) that our ancient semi-natural woods should be allowed
to develop naturally.
In woods that are being actively managed for either conservation e.g. coppicing, or for
timber, regeneration of sycamore is likely, and canopy composition will have to be
manipulated by regular interventions. Woodland species will be a function of management
choices.

Conclusion
Sycamore’s reputation as an invasive non-native tree of limited conservation value seems ill
founded. In its native range it exists as a tree distributed singly through various woodland
types. Its relatively perishable seed and intolerance of shade limits its regeneration to canopy
gaps and areas of disturbance. There is no evidence to support the contention that
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sycamore is increasing in frequency in British woodland. British woodland generally, or that
at site level it is increasing except where there has been site disturbance.
Based on the available evidence sycamore should not be regarded as a threat to undisturbed
woodland and may provide an important resource for nature conservation, especially for
particular groups of epiphytes. It is at least as rich in species supported as many native
trees.
Any need to control sycamore – for instance in response to achieving favourable status on
designated sites – should be based on minimizing intervention and thus maintaining canopy
cover and reducing the likelihood of disturbance.
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