Southwell Town Council
Woodland & Tree Management Policy

Southwell’s rural landscape of woods, copses and trees are integral to ecosystems, and it is vital that they are protected. This paper examines the management of the town’s woodland landscape, including planting, protecting habitats and managing risks from trees. This policy confirms the importance of woodland habitats and trees to Southwell’s senses of place and the welfare of its residents. They are a keystone species.
1. Key principles

Woodlands and trees are fundamental to our well-being and quality of life. They improve biodiversity in Southwell, creating homes and habitats for wildlife. The Council recognises their role in providing greater resilience to climate change, off-setting carbon and protecting against flooding. Southwell Town Council is committed to complying with all current legislation. 
There will be six-monthly reviews by the Chair, Vice-Chair of Town Environment Committee and Chair of Climate Change Working Group with the Clerk. The Clerk and the Chair of Town Environment will meet monthly to monitor and review progress and agree prioritisation of work, including any emergency work that has been done, these will be noted and circulated to all councillors. This policy will be subject to an annual review.
2. Southwell Town Council (STC) will:

· Plant trees and support other people and organisations to do the same.

· Look after the trees we are responsible for, including routine safety inspections.
· Protect the habitats created within the woodland landscape and the town’s open spaces.
· Leave some open spaces to allow self set deciduous tress and native shrubs to flourish.
· Steward and develop community orchards.
This document details the steps STC will take to foster healthy woodland environments and balance risk and benefits. The Council’s policy also recognises the important work that volunteers and voluntary groups do in maintaining and protecting our open and woodland spaces.
3. Categories of locations & inspection regime
Trees will be assessed according to their proximity to footfall in each area: high, medium or low, to identify if branches should be lopped or trees felled – where there is a clear and present risk of injury to the public.
The trees on STC land which are adjacent to areas where there is high footfall, will be pruned regularly and/or assessed on a 1.5 year cycle. Example of high footfall are the Market Place.
Trees on a medium footfall area will be subject to an assessment every three years. Example of medium footfall is Froggatt’s Field.
Trees in locations where there is low footfall, will be subject to a five-year visual assessment. Example of low footfall is Beryl’s Meadow.
Trees are usually ‘on the working path’ of our grounds staff who can inspect as they undertake their normal duties.

All specific inspection must be recorded and noted by the Town Environment Committee meeting notes.
NOTE: The inspection regime for trees in areas of high footfall is every 1.5 years (so they are seen in and out of leaf). These inspections are in addition to the informal day-to-day inspections of the estate and are to be performed from the ground only, by a qualified member of staff.
4. Spaces looked after by STC

Ash Tree Spinney (high footfall near path)
Beryl’s Meadow (low footfall)
Cedar Green (low footfall)
Edward Cludd pond (medium footfall)
Froggats Field (medium footfall)
River Greet (Riverside side only) (low footfall)

Harvey’s field ( medium footfall)

Hillcrest, Beaumont ( low footfall)
Humberstone Road, Adams Row, Cedar Green and Dudley Doy open spaces (low footfall)
Humberstone Road play area (high footfall)
Minster Field (medium footfall)
Norwood Park Recreation Ground (medium footfall)

Orchard Land ( Medium footfall)

Potwell Path (medium footfall)
Riverside Park (medium footfall)
Squires Pond picnic area (low footfall) 
Squires Pond play area (high footfall)

Squires Pond woodland (high footfall)
The Burgage & Little Burgage (medium footfall)
Wakeling Close (low footfall)
War Memorial Recreation Ground (medium footfall)
The Market Square (high footfall)
Bramley Centre, Church Street and King Street carparks (high footfall)
Mowing and seeding regime can be found in the Southwell Tow Council Open Spaces Strategy Nov 2020.
5. New planting

The Council will identify areas to plant new trees.  Tree species should be locally sourced, native species unless specific agreement is given. The long-term implications for the Town Council will be considered before permissions are given.
New whips and standard trees will have weeds and grass around the base removed. Mulching around the base of newly planted trees (but not touching the actual stem) to aid hydration. Water by bowser with a real soaking through all hot/dry spells for the first four years.

The Council will take steps to protect and renew the habitat loss. For every tree removed the Council will endeavour to plant five new trees whips or an older tree which is over three metres high.

STC will initiate a planting scheme to compensate for the habitat loss to provide foraging and commuting habitat for wildlife. Any light pollution caused by the loss of a tree to the canopy will be mitigated by requesting light deflectors on streetlights.

The Council supports the planting of memorial trees to commemorate events of significance and residents. Permission and the location for planting on STC land must be agreed by the Town Environment Committee.
6. Removal of dangerous/dead/dying trees

All fallen/felled trees and branches, which do not cause an obstruction, will be left in-situ to provide rotting vegetation for insects – unless this is impactable due to diseases or volume. Some larger branches will be made available to residents for carving or burning, this will be communicated via the STCs website. Some smaller branches and brash will be stacked to provide ‘bug hotels.

Brash should be used to create dead hedges, removed by contractors, or kept in-situ in a discreet/appropriate position. Wood chip should be taken away from by the contractor or kept in a suitable place to be used for future tree planting events. 

Trees in areas with high residents’ use will be pruned regularly and/or assessed to ensure they do not cause obstruction or hazard. If a tree or large branches are highly likely to fall (or have fallen), they will be subject to surgery, within the law. Fallen trees and branches not causing an obstruction or safety issue will be left to naturally degenerate. In our woods and orchards residents should be engaged with and signs should be erected to inform residents and visitors of the trees, their species and their contributions to the local and national environment.
7. Overhanging branches

Residents may remove branches from STC trees which overhang their property (in-line with the law), but STC must be informed of their intention before removing any branches. Once branches are removed, residents should inform STC if they are left on STC land, so they can be removed if desired by STC, residents cannot insist they be removed from STC land.
8. Root damage

A tree belongs to the person who owns the land on which it grows. However, where the roots of a tree encroach on residents’ land, they are entitled to chop back the roots to the boundary line. Residents do not need to obtain the tree owner’s permission before removing encroaching tree roots, although if they do intend to do this to Council trees then STC must be informed. The Council do not take any responsibility for trees extant before subsequent buildings were placed on the land. Claims for damages can only be made through the residents’ own house insurance.
9. Training
Staff training will be identified [eg chainsaw, working at height, tree assessment, tree surgery etc.]. A member of staff will be trained in tree management and will oversee all Council tree work.  If possible, we will support and encourage staff to undertake tree work, and purchase or hire equipment to do so. However, the Council will balance the cost and benefits of staff being trained to do the work and equipment hire compared with the use of contracted tree surgeons. 
All allocation of staffing and training must be through the Clerk who is the line-manager of the grounds staff.
10. Tree consultants and contracted work
STC will seek to employ a tree consultant who understands the ethos, responsibilities, and STCs approach to trees. The consultant will be employed for an interim period of two years.

Contracted work will be initiated through the Town Environment Committee in consultation with the Clerk and in accordance with STCs Ordering Policy. 
All ‘out work’ will be agreed and actioned through the normal tendering process. It is noted that the best contractor for the job may not be the cheapest.

11. Volunteers

STC will engage with volunteers to develop a management plan for ‘adopted’ areas of woodlands and orchards. All management must align with this policy. STC cannot provide equipment to do so, or permit working at height and all Risk assessment forms must be approved by the Risk Assessment Panel and volunteer forms must be kept in line with GDPR.

12. Balancing the risk and benefits of woodland landscapes
A)
Quantification of risk
Published evidence records that deaths caused by trees are rare at 5/6 per annum. Anecdotal evidence indicates that these are often directly related to death on a public highway caused by trees falling onto cars during high winds. An Australian study identified that there was an increase in injury caused by trees during periods of higher winds which supports this opinion.
In context, the risk of death from a tree is circa 1:10,000,000, by contrast 65 people were killed by dogs in the last year at a risk level of 1:1,000,000. Death from motor accidents is circa 1,700 annually. By comparison, the risk associated with trees is nominal only and mainly is related to natural and more extreme weather events.

The Australian Study supports this and finds that the risk was similar to that of a shark attack and the benefits of trees outweighed any risks to the person.
An increasing importance is now placed upon trees in relation to climate change and the environment and ecology and this policy to reflect this. And ‘shifts the dial’ away from avoiding any notional risk to the public and towards enabling and ensuring that trees are allowed to run their natural lifecycle with minimum interference and then to continue in-situ when their natural life is over to provide home and nourishment for other plant and animal life.

There is no evidence that trees pose a significant risk to humans other than those which naturally arise as part of nature itself and STC considers that this is the key risk measure.

B)
The legal approach
The Courts are generally reluctant to impose any liability for death or serious injury upon the owner of the tree as they perceive this primarily as a risk of nature which we all run all the time. The official view is that tree owners cannot be expected to act as insurers against risks of nature and they tend to only impose liability in certain circumstances.

Recent cases indicate that they are more likely to impose liability if the tree owner is a public body or substantial organisation and has ignored any risk by failing to develop or implement any Tree Management Policy where the tree is in a busy public place and has failed and has caused injury or death.
They appear reluctant to impose any liability where there is a considered Policy in place which can be proven to be implemented and is commensurate to the size and nature of the organisation, even if a tree fails and causes death or serious injury.

The balance here is that except in rare cases, there is considerable uncertainty as to whether the tree will fail or in what circumstances this failure might take place and over what timespan and whether the failure will occur in such a way to cause death or serious injury.
The period of time when a tree is an actual risk is also extremely short as this only occurs during the length of time it takes for a tree to fail. Immediately before and after the event, generally it is not a risk. This can be evidenced on the assumption that a failure of a tree or branch (excluding fallen trees obstructing highways) is a short event in terms of time.

If we assume this risk time span to be five seconds, the risk period within one day is 1:17,280 and in one year is 1:6,307,200 and so on. On this basis, it is easy to see why the overall risk is so low and it is quite normal for trees to survive for many years with obvious defects.
C)
Summary
All published evidence identified tends to support the view that trees pose zero or nominal risk to the public and that the majority of this is a ‘risk of nature” for which the tree owner is not liable. On this basis it is difficult to make out a case for any significant interventions into the natural life cycle of trees other than in exceptional circumstances and as a last resort.
Trees are now recognised as an extremely important part of our ecosystem and therefore any interference in their natural life cycle should be avoided wherever possible. This does give rise to a need to a change in culture and perception where interference has been accepted to mitigate a risk which is perceived as being substantially greater than reality. Therefore, educating the public as to the true risk level, which is so low that it most instances it can be practically discounted, should be undertaken.
The perception of excessive risk is fuelled by using danger signs and security fencing which promote the concept that there is a material risk when in fact there is not. This also promotes the unfortunate perception that STC is accepting liability for “risks of nature” which may inadvertently extend our existing liability which is extremely limited provided we have a definable Policy and can prove that we have implemented it.
Whilst damage caused by trees to property can occur STC has seen no evidence that it is perceived by the insurance industry as anything other than a normal risk of nature to be covered within any normal household or other policy. Intervention to protect property should only occur in exceptional circumstances.

D)
Processes
Refer to tree inspection procedure.
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