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Rebecca Hammond 
6 Worcester Close, Lodge Moor, Sheffield, S10 4JF 

email rebecca.j.e.hammond@gmail.com      tel 07901 813175 
 

15 August 2017 

 

Rt Hon Michael Gove MP 

Secretary of State for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs 

House of Commons 

London 

SW1A 0AA 

 

Dear Mr Gove 

 

Thank you for your efforts in seeking to halt the mass felling of healthy street trees in Sheffield. It’s 

heartening to see that someone in national government recognises the harm that’s being done to the local 

environment, heritage and reputation of Sheffield by the intransigence of Sheffield City Council.  SCC are 

unreasonably beholden to a twenty-five-year contract which is unprecedented in its level of redaction and 

which evidently conflates tree management with highways maintenance.    

It is increasingly evident also that this issue raises serious questions about the standard of governance in 

Sheffield, and demonstrates a severe democratic deficit when it comes to the oversight of the £2.2 billion 

contract with Amey. We want our roads and paths repaired, but the felling of healthy trees is not necessary 

for this to be achieved.  

 

The response to your letter, from Cllr Bryan Lodge (Cabinet Member for Environment at SCC), made 

interesting reading, containing as it does a significant number of claims that are all too easily refuted. 

 

1/ 

“the consequences of withdrawal [from the contract] would, as you should be aware, represent profound 

financial imprudence, dire environmental consequences, be counter to what a majority of Sheffield residents 

want, and would put the Council in neglect of our legal duties.” 

 

SCC have repeatedly stated that felling thousands of trees in Sheffield is required by the contract, but 

beyond that no further reasonable or comprehensible explanation is given.  Contracts of such a long 

duration as Streets Ahead never remain totally unchanged throughout their duration, and SCC seem unable 

to consider the idea of amending terms that could be to the benefit of both Amey and SCC.  Cllr Lodge has 

also failed to explain what the “dire environmental consequences” would be. 

 

2/ 

"only a very small minority of people in Sheffield object to the tree replacement programme, with the 

majority of people either in support of or indifferent to the works" 

 

No robust and defensible evidence has been provided for this assertion.  Statistically spurious and frankly 

naive assertions, debunked by experts such as Professor Greg Brooks,1 are consistently put forward by SCC. 
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3/ 

"we have gone to great lengths to consult and work with the people in Sheffield affected by the programme." 

 

The Council’s household "consultation" exercise was deeply flawed. It was conducted on only 351 streets 

(less than 6% of all streets in Sheffield)  and drew a response rate of only 13.4% (representing 3,574 

households, of which 1,800 were in favour of felling trees on their particular street). As they were only asked 

about their own street, the responses cannot be extrapolated to the whole city.  The survey’s methods and 

analysis have been heavily criticised by highly credible social statisticians. 

 

4/ 

"Every street tree on the programme will be replaced on at least a one for one basis" 

 

Replacing trees one-for-one is simply insufficient and will lead to a net reduction in the number of trees.  

With good aftercare, It is reasonable to expect a 10% failure rate in the first 3 years after planting.  This can 

increase up to 65% 10 years if ongoing care is inadequate.2   Furthermore, this does not account for the huge 

loss of canopy - and ecosystem services - as a result of replacing large mature trees with smaller ornamental 

varieties. 

 

5/ 

“Around 6,000 of Sheffield’s 36,000 street trees are set to be replaced by the end of 2017" 

 

This is disingenuous, as Sheffield actually started with closer to 35,000 street trees at the start of the 

contract.  In 2007 an independent survey counted 35,057 highway trees, of which only 241  trees required 

felling and a further 995 trees required a more extensive inspection.3 In addition, SCC has reported that a 

total of between 10,000 and 18,000 trees will be removed by the end of the contract: the figure varies 

depending on where you look and when SCC said it.4, 5  As a minimum we can expect that over one-quarter 

of our street trees will be removed and replaced. 

 

6/ 

"a tree is only marked for replacement under the Streets Ahead contract if it is dead, dying, diseased, 

dangerous, damaging (footpaths, private property or roads) or discriminatory (meaning the tree creates 

difficulty for elderly, disabled and partially sighted people when using the footpath)" 

 

A significant number of healthy trees have been marked for removal for what external experts advise are 

very minor reasons. In some cases roads have been successfully resurfaced despite this ‘damage’, and yet 

the trees remain under threat.6  Indeed, some trees have been marked for felling that are causing no 

damage whatsoever, and the selection of trees can at best be described as ‘inconsistent’. 

 

SCC have told us that tree felling is necessary to comply with the Highways Act, that they are obliged to 

provide a continuous curb line, that damage to pavements is dangerous and irreparable, and that minor 

incursions into the carriageway are dangerous to cyclists.  But all of this is incorrect.  Indeed, the Department 

for Transport’s own UK Roads Liaison Group Code of Practice for a Well Managed Highway recommends 

accepting imperfect pavements etc in order to retain the benefits of street trees.  And cyclists do not, on the 

whole, cycle in the gutter! 

 



Page 3 of 8 

7/ 

"It represents our opportunity to replace trees where necessary so that they don’t just last for the next ten 

years, but for the next hundred years. For our children and our grandchildren" 

 

Many of the trees being felled have a life expectancy well in excess of 100 years, particularly the larger trees 

such as limes, planes, oaks, sycamores, etc which make up 33% of all the trees felled, and 45% of the healthy 

trees being felled.  There is therefore no logic in removing them prematurely when they still have at least 

70% of their benefits to contribute7 and should still be standing when my great grandchildren are born. 

 

8/ 

"The Streets Ahead programme uses different engineering solutions to try and retain trees which are causing 

significant problems according to an overt and transparent set of criteria. We know that most people in 

Sheffield do not want us to divert funds away from caring for those in need and into expensive alternative 

solutions for retaining street trees for a limited period." 

 

Experienced highways engineers and highway tree officers have repeatedly advised us that routine 

engineering solutions, which are in regular use in other parts of the country, are not being deployed in 

Sheffield.6,8-10  Amey’s own site supervisors are proud of their ability to create a good-quality road surface 

whilst working around trees, but for some reason they are not encouraged to use their skills. Furthermore, 

solutions which we have been told are included in the contract at no extra cost to SCC are not being used 

when they could and should be. Why aren’t SCC mandating their use? The claim that retaining many of these 

trees would divert funds from other services is itself simply a diversion. 

 

9/ 

"The total estimated number of street trees to be replaced over the full contract period amounts to less than 

0.15% of the city’s overall tree stock" 

 

This figure is disingenuous, as it includes trees in woodland and parks and on private land.  It totally fails to 

recognise the unique contribution that street trees make to the health and wellbeing of residents. The 

benefits of living on an established tree-lined street are equivalent to seven years’ additional life-

expectancy.11  Numerous studies have demonstrated that street trees have a direct effect on improving the 

air quality in the buildings of that street - thereby having a direct benefit on the health of the people living 

and working there.2 

 

10/ 

"Over 65,000 trees have been planted by the Council across Sheffield in the last three years, including those 

planted as part of the Streets Ahead contract and those in parks and woodlands included in the Council’s 

community forestry programme." 

 

Trees for Cities (an independent charity who work with local authorities to plant trees) have planted over 

21,000 trees in Sheffield since 2012.  They had planned to plant more, but ceased involvement with Sheffield 

in mid-March this year, because they simply cannot justify planting trees in one part of town when they're 

being felled in another.12 The figure of 65,000 bears no relation to the issue of street trees as the vast 

majority of these trees would be planted in parks and woodland. 
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11/ 

"All residents have been surveyed prior to work commencing on their streets. We know from the survey 

results that a majority of residents are in support of the works, or indifferent to them." 

 

The survey methodology was highly flawed and disenfranchised a large proportion of the population.1  

Firstly, it was sent in an anonymous brown envelope which looked like junk mail. Secondly, it relied on 

internet access. Thirdly, it only permitted one vote per household (thus excluding the opinions of the other 

residents). Fourthly, residents of streets without trees were not surveyed and were thus given no say in the 

fate of their wider environment. Businesses were not consulted at all, despite the enormous impact on their 

setting in areas such as Ecclesall Road. 

 

In fact, 99% of the population of Sheffield have not expressed their opinion one way or the other except in 

the form of petitions against the felling.  There have been seven petitions presented to the Council since July 

2015, five of which prompted a full council debate as they collected over 5,000 signatures each.  The largest 

of these petitions, Save Our Rustlings Trees, has over 17,000 signatures.  Far more residents have expressed 

their opposition to the tree felling programme than have even participated in SCC’s survey. 

 

12/ 

"The process is fully transparent, detailed accounts of why work may or may not be needed for every single 

street tree looked at is publically available." 

 

Actually, it isn't fully transparent. The final step in the process - where Paul Billington (Director of Culture & 

Environment) makes the final decision - isn't even minuted (Mr Billington admitted this in court). There is no 

accountability for how a recommendation to retain a tree turns into a decision to fell. Furthermore, this 

partial information is only shared for streets that were referred to the Independent Tree Panel after the 

household survey. There is no additional scrutiny or accountability for other streets. 

 

13/ 

"We are working with groups such as the Woodland Trust to ensure that everything possible is being done to 

protect wildlife and Sheffield’s rich biodiversity." 

 

The Woodland Trust have made it clear that Sheffield City Council is not “working with” them, and they have 

serious misgivings about the felling of so many thousands of healthy mature trees.13   It is unfortunate that 

Cllr Lodge has described the situation so inaccurately as to suggest that SCC has their support when the 

reality is so very different. 

 

14/ 

"Failure to do anything, or to stop mid-way through the programme, would be morally reprehensible and 

penalise a majority of Sheffield residents at the behest of a vocal minority. This would create a two-tier 

system with some streets worked on and others neglected. This cannot be right." 

 

Cllr Lodge seems to be suggesting that unless trees are felled, highway repairs cannot continue as planned 

and parts of the city will continue to suffer from pot-holes.  Street works can continue even with the trees in 

situ, as we’ve seen, so the citizens of Sheffield needn’t be subject to potholes. 
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15/ 

"The programme has been found not only to be lawful, but that we have a duty to continue with its delivery, 

by a high court." 

 

"“It follows that, if a tree is a source of danger, or constitutes an obstruction to traffic (be it vehicular or 

pedestrian) or requires removal to enable repair to take place, the Highway Authority is under a duty to take 

measures to remove the source of danger or obstruction as a matter of statutory obligation.” 

 

This is a misinterpretation of Judge Gilbart's ruling.14  Furthermore, the vast majority of the condemned trees 

are NOT causing a danger or obstruction and therefore their removal is NOT necessary to fulfil the the 

council’s duty under Section 41 of the Highways Act. 

 

16/ 

"There is a lot of misinformation around" 

 

Not least from SCC! 

 

17/ 

"I know that you have publically stated that you believe ‘the country has had enough of experts’ but our 

council believes they still have a role to play. We would rather follow the robust workings of the many expert 

groups involved in the Streets Ahead programme, and deliver what the majority of Sheffield residents want 

us to, rather than follow the ill-informed whims of a Conservative minister." 

 

Many experts have come forward publicly to criticise the tree-felling programme. These include highway and 

civil engineers, arborists, arboricultural consultants, and tree officers working for other local authorities.6-10  

Conversely, SCC appears to have none who are willing to support them publicly. 

 

Some people say that we should have better things to do than worry about a few trees.  But this issue goes 

much further than that: it’s about accountability, transparency of governance, and the misuse of power. 

Statements in court evidenced that SCC are themselves unclear about whether trees are being felled as part 

of a ‘Tree Replacement Programme’ or according to their interpretation of their responsibilities under 

Section 41 of the Highways Act.  

 

As I write, I have just had first sight of the judgement handed down by Mr. Justice Males in the High Court 

(D292LS739).  In his judgement he notes, “However, it is apparent that the issue has been extensively 

debated and that the council has now thought again and has decided that it is in the interests of the people 

of Sheffield as a whole to maintain its policy. That was apparent from its position at the trial and is 

underlined by its response to the call by the Secretary of State to cease the programme of tree felling. “  

Contrary to the council’s assertions, there has been no meaningful and informed debate about this issue and 

the contract continues to be shrouded in secrecy. The council’s response to yourself is somewhat lacking as I 

have addressed in detail above.  

 

It is therefore a matter of considerable regret that the High Court has upheld the right of Sheffield City 

Council to proceed with environmentally damaging and unsustainable tree maintenance activities within the 

Streets Ahead highways contract. Something is deeply awry when, despite a large body of expertly informed 
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opposition, a local authority can, in essence, proceed with impunity along an ill-judged course. It is also 

worth noting that Justice Males makes reference to a letter you wrote sometime after the court proceedings 

had finished and therefore could not have been discussed in court. 

 

Rather than listening to citizens’ concerns, councillors have simply repeated the same scripted responses. In 

the face of overwhelming evidence (of which I have provided you with a selection) they refuse to 

acknowledge that the programme they are pursuing may not actually be the best approach, or to engage 

with the vast reservoir of potential goodwill and expertise that could be at their disposal. 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

 

 

Rebecca Hammond 

 

Co-Chair, Sheffield Tree Action Groups (STAG) 

 

 

cc 

The Rt Hon Chris Grayling MP, Secretary of State for Transport 
The Rt Hon. Sajid Javid MP, Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government 

Julie Dore, Council Leader, Sheffield City Council 

Bryan Lodge, Cabinet Member for Environment, Sheffield City Council 

John Mothersole, Chief Executive, Sheffield City Council  

Paul Billington, Director of Culture & Environment, Sheffield City Council 

Sue Hayman MP, Shadow Secretary of State for Environment  

Gill Furniss MP - Sheffield Brightside and Hillsborough 

Paul Blomfield MP - Sheffield Central 

Jared O’Mara MP - Sheffield Hallam 

Louise Haigh MP - Sheffield Heeley 

Clive Betts MP -Sheffield South East 

Angela Smith MP - Penistone and Stocksbridge 

James Mitchinson, Editor, Yorkshire Post 

David Elliott, Chief Executive, Trees for Cities 

Beccy Speight, Chief Executive, Woodland Trust 
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Comments on Sheffield tree surveys 
  
Emeritus Professor Greg Brooks, University of Sheffield, February 2017 
  
It is a fundamental requirement of a valid opinion survey that it must be representative of the target 
audience or population. 
  
There are at least four aspects to this: 

1. Those approached must be either the whole of the target audience or population or a suitable sub-
sample. In the case of small populations (e.g. the residents of a single street) it is obvious that they 
must all be approached (100% sample). 

2. It must be clear to the target population that they are being approached. 

3. The means of responding must be as clear and simple as possible, and preferably the same for all 
respondents. 

4. The number replying (response rate) must be large enough to represent fairly the range of views in 
the population. 

Sheffield’s tree surveys appear to have met none of these requirements. 
  
Requirement 1: The target population in each street should be all adult residents; limiting responses to one 
per household, even if every household responded, could not constitute a 100% sample. 
  
Requirement 2: Given that so much of unfranked and unrequested mail is immediately discarded, official 
messages from central and local government (e.g. electoral registration) are routinely highlighted as 
important, with enough explanation on the outside of the envelope to ensure that they are attended to. 
Delivery of a survey letter in anonymous plain envelopes makes a nonsense of this. 
  
Requirement 3: It is still not the case that every household or person has access to the internet, and even 
fewer might be comfortable with answering a survey online, given the security rigmarole. It is also known 
from research that differing response modes affect response rates (percentage who answer at all) and 
response biases (whether people are more likely to answer positively or negatively), so having two ways of 
responding (online or by phoning up for a paper form and returning it), which may have seemed responder-
friendly, was actually certain to cloud the outcome. Since paper response forms are available, they could 
have been enclosed with the initial request. The actual way survey responses were requested could hardly 
have been better designed to confuse, and to ensure the response rate was low. 
  
Requirement 4: For the sake of illustration of adequate response rates, let us suppose the target population 
numbers 100. A response rate of less than 50%, even if as many as 49 out of 100 and unanimous, cannot be 
taken as representative without further evidence, since it is logically possible that all those who did not 
respond had the opposite view. If 51 people out of a possible 100 were unanimous, that would be a fair 
representation – but responses are   rarely, if ever, unanimous, so higher numbers/percentages are essential 
– preferably at least 75%, since then the chances of a rogue unrepresentative result, or one that is hijacked 
by special interests, is substantially reduced. Where a response rate is low, it is essential to take steps to 
boost it, for example by sending a repeat mailing or knocking on doors – the latter being eminently feasible 
in the case of single streets. The response rate of 5.8% in one recent street survey is farcical, and basing any 
policy decision on such tiny response rates is a denial of democracy. 
  


