Sheffield Street Trees

A report by Ian Dalton

Introduction
My name is Ian Dalton, I am an experienced Arborist qualified to Dip Arb
Level 4. I have over 16 years of experience in the Arboriculture industry which
includes over two years’ experience working as a Tree Officer for two London
Boroughs. I developed an interest in the Sheffield tree campaign group via the
online forums. It caught my attention because it seemed like some of the
decisions taking place regarding tree removal seemed to be questionable
from an Arboricultural standpoint. I feel obliged as a qualified Arborist to
promote good Arboricultural practice wherever I can because I recognise the
importance of ensuring the preservation of urban street tree populations
through good management. Trees provide the following benefits (Credit Dr
Deepa Shetty):
1. Carbon capture
2. Air pollution reduction
3. Flood prevention (Sustainable Urban Drainage System - SUDS)
4. Temperature regulation
5. Biodiversity
6. Habitat
7. Health and Well-Being (evidence growing of significant effect)
8. Property price, 10-17%
9. Noise buffering
10. Wind buffering
11. Carbon sequestration
12. Crime reduction
13. Highway performance enhancement
14. Placing
15. Visual amenity
16. Speed reduction
17. Oxygen production
I visited Sheffield on the 17th March 2017 and met some of the local residents
who showed me around the city to look at some of the trees that have been
marked for removal. The following is a brief, informal report on my findings.
Caveat; the findings highlighted in this report represent a snapshot of the
kinds of issues that are found consistently throughout the city. I saw many
examples of the individual issues raised.

Report
There seems to be a distinct lack of consistency regarding the decisions to
remove trees in Sheffield. Footway damage and curb displacement seem to
be widely used reasons for tree removal across the City. Although as the
following images show, trees are being removed for causing relatively small
amounts of damage, whilst others are being retained for causing more
significant damage. This kind of inconsistency and use of fallacious
arguments for removal leads me to question the legitimacy of decisions made
to fell so many trees in Sheffield.
Firshill Road
This tree, opposite 29 Firshill Road is to be removed for alleged footway
disturbance:

However this tree outside 27 Firshill Road is not being felled, yet the damage
appears to be worse.

It is important to add that during my role as a Tree Officer, I have rarely
encountered instances where trees have been removed for causing footway
or curb disturbance. When I receive a complaint about roots damaging the
footway, I simply forward the enquiry on to the highways inspector. They then
visually assess the damage and carry out the necessary repairs. This consists
of solutions such as simply removing and relaying the tarmac to create a
smooth surface, which I understand can be slightly raised and still be
acceptable according the guidelines they work to, replacing the curb with a
thinner stone or removing it altogether, replacing paving slabs with tarmac etc.
Roots can even be shaved down or pruned if necessary, as long they work in
line with industry guidelines and root pruning requires Arboricultural input if
the roots severed are over 35mm in diameter. In exceptional circumstances,
for example if the damage is so severe that the damage cannot be repaired
without harming the tree or where there are particular problems relating to
wheelchair access that cannot be remedied by other means, further
Arboricultural input may be required, and removal of the tree has to be
considered. However I have only encountered a small number of instances
where removal of the tree has to be considered due to footway damage alone.

Cotswold Road
This tree outside 51 Cotswold Road has been issued with a tree replacement
notice with the reason for removal being damage to footway. However as this
photo clearly shows, the footway has been repaired and is perfectly flat and
smooth. Therefore the reason for removal of this healthy, mature tree is no
longer valid.

Rivelin Valley Road
Rivelin Valley Road is one of the longest Lime tree Avenues in the country.
Avenues of trees, particularly Limes tree Avenues are an integral part of the
UK’s heritage. They can be found at many of our prestigious heritage sites
across the country. The trees along this road should be managed as such and
retained wherever possible. There are several gaps along the road that would
benefit from extra tree planting to continue the legacy of this historical and
beautiful Lime tree Avenue. I continued to be shocked and confused by the
sight of healthy trees marked for removal with no Arboricultural justification
whatsoever. The picture below is the only tree I saw out of the hundreds of
trees I saw over the duration of my two day visit that I felt should be felled. It is
badly decayed and poses a risk to people and/or property. I personally would
ensure that a tree in this condition be removed as a matter of urgency, yet I
understand that this tree was inspected several months previously and has
been left in situ whilst healthy trees have been removed instead. I see this as
a reckless disregard for the Council’s Duty of Care.

Nether Edge – Veteran Elm
Upon arrival at Nether Edge, I was taken aback by the decision to remove this
beautiful veteran Elm tree. Dutch Elm Disease has wiped out 25 million Elm
trees in the UK alone since 1967. All of our remaining Elms should therefore
be protected, a fact that seems to be self-evident. There are no Arboricultural
justifications for the removal of this tree and several seemingly obvious
reasons to retain it.

Nether Edge – Ancient Lime Avenues
The roads of Nether Edge boast some of the most impressive, intact and
stunning avenues of Limes trees I have ever seen. The trees blend in
seamlessly with their surroundings and form the basis for the unique
character and charm of the area. I saw more of the same fallacious reasons
for removal of huge chunks of these magnificent Avenues of healthy, mature
Lime trees. These trees have the potential to continue to provide the charm
and character that is so important to this area for many years to come and
they could, and should be enjoyed for generations to come. With good
management, there is absolutely no reason why this could not be possible.

Western Road
On Sunday 18th March I had the pleasure of meeting Cllr Gamble Pugh on
Western Road who took me through a detailed inspection of every threatened
tree on Western Road. I saw all the same kind of inconsistencies and
fallacious arguments for the removal of healthy trees. My findings are as
follows:
72 Western Road

This is one of the trees that has been subject to an underground inspection of
the roots by Amey PLC. Cllr Gamble Pugh stated that his notes from a
previous inspection mentioned that this tree was one of the worst examples of
“humping” of the footway on the entire road. As you can see, following the
excavation works carried out during the root inspection, the ground level has
changed. The discolouration of the stem denotes that old level of the tarmac,
which now lays perfectly flat. This is clear proof that simple excavation works
using standard techniques and materials can easily rectify problems relating
to damage to footways from tree roots. This is exactly the kind of work I and
all other local authorities authorise on a daily basis in order to mitigate against
the problem of trees damaging pavements with a view to retaining healthy
street trees.

63 Western Road
This is another example of simple and effective engineering solutions being
employed (albeit seemingly inadvertently). The tarmac has been reinstated
perfectly flat and smooth and the curb could simply be replaced, a slimmer
curb stone could be used if necessary.

92 Western Road
Cllr Gamble Pugh mentioned that concerns had been raised with him about
the use of narrow curb stones, the problem being that they are difficult to
securely attach to the footway and their subsequent tendency to become lose.
Whilst I accept that this may be an issue, it is certainly no justification for the
removal of healthy trees. Trees and highways require management to keep
them in an acceptable condition and this kind of minor repair comes under
that category.

The Vernon Oak, Vernon Road

The Vernon Oak is one of the many examples of stunning veteran trees that
are in good health and should be retained for as long as possible. The
problems this tree is causing to the footway is a minor inconvenience, not a
justification for removal of this beautiful tree.

Alder on Aldam Way
I was asked to inspect this Alder tree on Aldam Way because it is due to be
felled, the reason given being that it is unsafe due to the twin stemmed nature
of the tree. Whilst twin stemmed trees can be a problem, this tree appears to
be within normal safety parameters. In cases where the stems grow too close
to each other, they can often begin to push each other apart as they grow and
expand. However these stems have sufficient space between them and the
union that joins them is a strong “U-shaped” union that is much stronger than
a “V-shaped union”. Strong U-shaped unions can be found elsewhere in
nature, most notably on deer antlers that are of course very strong. This tree
is an excellent feature of this urban landscape and should be retained. There
is no Arboricultural or health and safety justification for removal. Some minor
pruning of the crown to reduce the size of the crown by approximately 25%
would, in my professional opinion be sufficient to ensure the continued and
safe enjoyment of this tree for many years to come.

Planting Techniques
Arguably the single most important element of good tree management is
species selection and good planting techniques to ensure that trees can be
given the best opportunity to live to maturity so that they may offer the many
benefits that mature trees can give us. I witnessed countless examples of
poor planting practices during my time in Sheffield. The roots of the previous
tree have not always been removed properly which means that the trees have
not been planted to the correct depth making them unstable in the ground.
The tree stakes are too short and are subsequently not driven deep enough
into the ground to offer the tree the support it needs to establish a stable root
structure. The tree ties are poorly attached and are often very loose and are
not serving the purpose that they are designed for. In the example below it is
evident that the stakes have become loose and can be easily removed from
the ground, also the ties have been rubbing against the stem which has
damaged the bark and could prevent the tree from drawing up the nutrients it
needs to survive.

Here is an example of the type of planting we have been employing this year
in my local Borough. Typically the tree stakes are driven into the ground
several feet deep. They are surrounded by high quality cages to protect them
from vandalism and they have watering bags attached which help to ensure
that they have sufficient amounts of water to allow them to survive the first few
years of their life in their new location that is so vital to their establishment and
continued good health through to maturity. This initial investment is easily
justified and in many ways necessary to the survival of newly planted trees.
We have planted over 1000 trees across the Borough this year using this
technique.

Conclusion
It seems clear to me that there have been several failings in relation to the
tree management program in place in Sheffield. All good Arboricultural
practices have been abandoned and trees are being felled unnecessarily.
SCC list their possible engineering solutions available to them to remedy the
problems caused by trees. These engineering solutions are simply not being
employed where they should be and I see no valid reason for this. These
engineering solutions are standard practice and widely used across the
country. We are all facing severe budget cuts yet are still able to employ these
simple solutions in favour of felling huge swathes of healthy trees. The scale
of the problem is striking and I was shocked when faced with the seemingly
random and indiscriminate felling of healthy trees across the city. I deal with
complaints about trees on a daily basis, complaints ranging from tree detritus
blocking gutters and trees blocking light, to trees causing severe structural
damage due to subsidence. In every case I use my knowledge of trees and
training to find a solution to the many problems people face that do not involve
the removal of the tree. Regardless of the complaint raised, there is almost
always a solution that can be explored as an alternative to removing the tree,
and these alternative solutions are always employed wherever necessary by
myself and my colleagues and peers. It is important for people to understand
that the problems caused by trees are hugely outweighed by the benefits they
bring. This kind of reasoning seems to be absent in Sheffield, as is any
expertise that is so vital to properly managing an urban tree population. I see
this as a significant problem that has to be remedied. A culture of removing
mature, healthy trees for causing minor problems, or for having the potential
to cause problems in the future has to be avoided at all costs. It is a deeply
worrying trend that has the potential to cause irreparable damage to our
environment and to the health and wellbeing of the people of the UK. The tree
management contract is flawed and not fit for purpose. Democracy has failed
the people of Sheffield and they are being ignored and good, law abiding
people have been arrested for standing up for what they believe in by
resorting to taking part in peaceful, lawful protests. The decisions being made
in Sheffield in relation to their street trees undermines everything the
Arboricultural industry stands for. I and many other Arborists have invested
huge amounts of time, effort and resources into becoming qualified and
knowledgeable professionals, because we feel passionately about promoting
good Arboricultural practice because we understand the importance of trees
in the urban environment and we know how vital they are for so many
reasons. The obvious disregard for the hard work my industry has invested in
research, training and the accumulation of knowledge with the aim of
managing trees effectively is an insult to us all. Jeremy Barrell has spoken out
on behalf of the Arboriculture industry, the message he sends is clear; PFI
contracts should not be used for trees. There is clearly a desperate need for
the felling to stop and for the flawed contract to be renegotiated or cancelled
in the interests of the people of Sheffield, their health and the environment. It’s
time that the financial gains of Amey PLC are put aside in favour of the needs
and wants of the people of Sheffield, their health, wellbeing and that of their
children and grandchildren.

