Tortington Wood, Arundel, West Sussex


This extensive woodland nestles between the South Downs and the coast. Though dominated by native Scots pine, extensive hazel coppice and a significant area of oak with a few larch, it is surprisingly varied and in relatively good condition with only the pine needing immediate attention. Most of the pine had not been thinned for many years and offers considerable timber potential to those interested in this aspect of ownership.

The soils are moderately fertile by forestry standards and are acid sandy clay loams with only moderate drainage. The plants present such as bracken, along with the patches of sweet chestnut, all point to around pH 4 - 5 i.e. strongly to moderately acid. These conditions are good for pines, birch and chestnut and, with the clay content, are probably reasonable for oak. Sussex oak has a good reputation.

Aspect and exposure. Much of the wood is flat or gently SE facing and not especially exposed. However we did see evidence of both old and recent windthrow damage in the pine stands with trees with upturned root systems. In one part it in Lot 3 it looked as if young conifers were blown in the great storm of 1987 but not replanted and several of these areas have reverted(?) to hazel. 

Drainage. A pleasing aspect of the woods is the presence of streams along two of the boundaries. However the wet surface conditions on the tracks and where the pipline was laid suggest moderate to poor drainage which may have led to shallow rooting and hence some risk of windthrow in severe gales. Nothing can be done about this, apart from regular but gentle thinning of the dense stands of pine

Scots pine. They looked healthy and not suffering chlorosis. Scots pine has many attractions:

· It is one of only three conifers native to Britain, the others being yew and juniper.

· It is a long-lived tree and will often go on for at least 150-200 years, so the ones at Tortington will long outlast the new owners!

· The orange bark that appears half way up the trunks and into the crown, offset by the bluish-green needle foliage, is most attractive.

· Scots pine produces cones in most years providing seeds for crossbills, siskins and redpolls. The trees area also good habitat for the delightful goldcrest, members of the tit family, especially coal tits, and the long-eared owl.

· A benefit of this regular flowering and cone production is widespread natural regeneration. Not much sign was seen because of the dense nature of stands. Young seedlings require plenty of light and protection from rabbits. 

· Scots pine is largely resistant to red band needle blight (caused by a fungus called Dothistroma) which is devastating Britain’s other lowland commercial conifer, Corsican pine, and led to a cessation (moratorium) in its planting.

Hazel coppice. There is a surprising amount of hazel coppice. This will attract buyers since it is one of the most open woodland types and the most easily managed with hand tools.

With hazel, it can be cut back to ground level at any time. Even overgrown hazel with thick stems will recover well. The main thing is to cut all shoots back to the stump and not leave any still standing. A could way for owners to start is to cut back say one-tenth of their area each year. To get good regrowth of the shoots protection from browsing will be needed (rabbits and deer).

Biodiversity-wise, hazel is good for dormice and owners should look out for this protected species.

Oak and larch. This mixed bag of maturing woodland will be very attractive and provides the most options for management. It can be left or opened up without great detriment for, say, the next 10 years. If opening up (localised thinning) is carried, it is probably best to favour the oaks by halo thinning around them i.e. remove some of the trees in their immediate vicinity. Oaks are very long-lived.

The one concern is if the larch dies from Ramorum which is currently rampaging through larch stands in the west of GB. This has to be expected in the next few years since the disease is proving lethal in many cases. The trees may escape infection for a year or two because your site is to the east – Forest Research show it in Risk Zone 2 i.e. at moderate risk. Do visit their website and check out Phytophthora ramorum on larch.

One other management issue is continued control of rhododendron. Some owners will welcome this exotic shrub, but if it is allowed to spread it will become a curse. Check Forestry Commission website for latest recommendations on control.
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