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Sapling survival along the new link road, March 2021

The new Harwell Link Road was officially opened on 28 March 2018. At the December 
2020 meeting of Sustainable Harwell, concern was expressed that there appeared to have 
been a high rate of mortality of tree/hedge saplings along both sides of this road. On the 
third anniversary of the road’s opening, a small group of us has recently assessed the 
extent to which saplings planted along the road have survived … or not.

The planting programme adopted by Oxfordshire County Council and the road’s 
contractors (Galliford Try) was quite ambitious, with saplings very closely planted together, 
no doubt, in part, to allow for inevitable subsequent morbidity. A range of different species 
was specified on the planting list, with some attention paid to habitat type. The maps 
shown below are taken from the original plans, divided into southern and northern 
sections. Plots shown were used in our assessment: 27 and 29 in the southern half; 12 
and 17 at the northern end; plot 29 between the pond and the power line (both maps).

Southern section. (Source: Oxfordshire County Council/Galliford Try)

Northern section. (Source: Oxfordshire County Council/Galliford Try)



As the original planting plan has not necessarily 
been closely followed on the ground, the actual 
positions of the larger specimen trees have been 
located by GPS, and are available separately as a 
kmz file. A sample of this detailed survey is shown 
here for comparative purposes.

The survival of whips or small trees is primarily determined by sufficient root establishment 
and adequate availability of soil moisture. Other factors, such as animal damage, also take 
their toll, even when appropriate measures are taken for their protection at the time of 
planting.

Three broad groups of planting types took place: 

(i) larger ‘standard’ young trees on 2-inch posts, firmly staked; 
(ii) smaller ‘whips’, supporting by light canes, most with animal protection; 
(iii) the establishment of a near continuous new hedge line on the eastern side of the road.

Both sides of the new road were surveyed on several site visits during March 2021. Being 
very early spring, it was sometimes impossible to determine the viability of many plants for 
certain, as deciduous bud burst was only just beginning. Some species, e.g. hawthorn, 
were more advanced than others. Definite signs of life could be seen in some deciduous 
species, and for the only evergreen represented (holly). However, it was obvious that 
many plants have not survived, as either no trace remains, other than the supporting stake 
or cane, or any remaining wood was clearly brittle and dead. Specific rates of survival for 
individual species can only be assessed much later into the growing season.

Results

Plot No. of 2-
inch posts

No. of 
possibly 
viable 2-

inch 
saplings

Percentage 

surviving

Est. no. 
on canes

No. of 
cane 

saplings
Percentage 
remaining

12 191 52 27 460 276 60

17 185 14 7 550 355 64

27 280 92 32 550 307 55

28 293 134 45 1020 398 39

29 38 20 52 100 39 39

Total 987 312 31 2680 1375 51



(i) ‘Standard’, larger trees on 2-inch posts
The overall rate of apparent survival for these is around 31% (see table). This overall 
figure masks a rather patchy variation from plot to plot. The best (plot 29) has a >50% 
survival rate, but this is compensated for by sections where hardly any plants have 
survived (viz. plot 17). For plot locations see the two maps above.

(ii) Smaller ‘whips’ on canes
A similarly high mortality in these smaller saplings is evident, with only 1 375 surviving out 
of the estimated total (based on the original information presented and field observation, 
March 2021) of 2 680. This represents an overall survival rate of about 51%, somewhat 
better, however, than for larger specimens.

(iii) New hedgerow along eastern margin
This planting is in generally very good condition, with an estimated 85-90% of plants 
surviving, many at bud-burst stage by mid-March. As with other plantings, survival has 
been a little patchy, but generally there seems to be little of concern. The only exceptions 
are the stands of holly. These are easily picked out as they have black mesh protectors 
around each plant. They have been planted in stands of 15 at intervals along the hedge. In 
some stands, none has survived, but in others, a substantial proportion, up to 40%, are 
growing well. Holly survival in the section between the pond lay-by and the southern 
roundabout seems to be particularly poor.

Recent developments

We alerted Harwell Parish Council to the possibly high morbidity of saplings in February 
2021, copied to Mike Fox-Davies, the local County Councillor. The PC was apparently 
already aware that there was a problem and had already contacted OCC highways. This 
was reinforced when Councillor Fox-Davies wrote subsequently to OCC. 

Following our on-site surveys, and probably as result of the above interventions, some 
action has been taken. Work is now in progress to replace at least some of the dead 
plants, though not all have been planted sufficiently deeply to cover the roots, some are 
damaged and others are not secured well

. 

New recently planted oaks

                                                   



                                   Examples of badly planted/damaged new saplings

                                                    

                               

A number of further whips, plus stakes 
and protectors is currently stored next to 
the pond on the east side of the road, 
generally out of sight of passers-by. 

Future concerns

It is to be hoped that further planting of the new whips, stored by the pond, will soon be 
completed; before the plants begin to throw out roots and buds, and before the 
comparative aridity of the summer months. 

Many of these newly planted saplings, however, have not been adequately secured, are 
damaged already, or have not been planted sufficiently deeply. These problems need 
urgent attention or recent efforts at replanting will have been wasted.

A further area of concern is that many of the initial plantings which have survived and 
grown are now being compromised by the ties securing them to their canes or stakes. The 
affected plants require attention urgently, or their growth will be threatened or worse, 
further mortalities.

Finally, many of the animal guards have begin to unravel, or are beginning to threaten their 
plant’s ability to thrive. These unfurling guards are unsightly, and when they break loose 
they significantly contribute to the already quite serious litter and fly-tipping problem along 
the road.
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