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WELWYN HATFIELD BOROUGH COUNCIL
ENVIRONMENT OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEE – 11 JUNE 2018
REPORT OF THE CORPORATE DIRECTOR (PUBLIC PROTECTION, PLANNING 
AND GOVERNANCE)

POLICY 2 OF THE TREES AND WOODLANDS STRATEGY

1 Executive Summary

1.1 At the last meeting of this committee in March 2018, it was agreed that the Trees 
and Woodlands Strategy should be recommended to Cabinet for approval, with 
the exception of Policy 2, which sets out criterion where works should not be 
carried out to council-owned and Hertfordshire Highways trees.  Members asked 
officers to present alternative options for debate at this meeting of the committee.

2 Recommendations

2.1 That members consider alternative options for Policy 2 and the implications of 
those options.

2.2 That the committee recommends its decision to Cabinet for approval.

2.3 It be acknowledged that officers may introduce new administrative arrangements 
for some of the options set out below.

3 Explanation

3.1 A Draft Trees and Woodlands Strategy was considered by EOSC on 25 September 
2017 and agreed for public consultation in October-November 2017.

3.2 A number of amendments were proposed to the strategy as a result of consultation 
responses and it was re-presented to EOSC on 26 March 2018.  

3.3 The minutes of that meeting record that some members considered that not 
enough changes had been made to Policy 2 in light of consultation responses and 
the recommendations of the tree scrutiny sub-group, which had sat in 2016 and 
reported earlier in 2017.  

3.4 The tree scrutiny sub-group took place because of approaches received by ward 
councillors from residents who had experienced difficulties with trees or as a result 
of trees.  It considered issues such as pruning, suckering, light being excluded 
from properties by trees, overhanging branches, root damage to pavements and 
slippery paths due to leaves and fruit droppings, as well as other matters such as 
website information.

3.5 For information, Policy 1 of the Strategy sets out where work will be carried out to 
trees.  This includes: decay, structural damage, indications of imminent failure; 
where branches are physically encroaching on buildings; where there is a risk to 
vehicle or pedestrian safety; to maintain sightlines of road signs and street lights; 



where ongoing pruning is appropriate; thinning to give other trees more room; a 
proven claim of subsidence; and other work to improve the viability of the tree. 

3.6 In contrast, Policy 2 sets out where work will not be carried out to trees.  This 
includes: to increase the amount of sunlight reaching properties; to improve 
reception, to allow light to reach solar panels; to alleviate problems cause by 
phenomena such as sap and pollen; to alleviate the build-up of algae/moss and 
prevent dampness; to alleviate potential subsidence issues; to resolve trip hazards 
unless there is no alternative; to facilitate vehicle crossovers unless the tree is 
dying or can be relocated; and to remove lower branches of specimen trees.  Some 
members felt that this was too much in favour of protecting trees and took 
insufficient consideration of the negative impacts that trees can have on people 
and their properties.

3.7 It was therefore agreed that the Trees and Woodlands Strategy, with the exception 
of Policy 2, should be recommended to Cabinet for approval, on the basis that 
critical safety policies relating to trees needed to be implemented, but that Policy 
2 should be subject to further discussion at the next EOSC meeting.

3.8 The Trees and Woodlands Strategy, less Policy 2, was agreed by Cabinet on 3 
April 2018. 

3.9 The purpose of this report is to present alternative options for Policy 2.  

Alternative Option 1: exceptional circumstances to do work

3.10 Alternative Option 1 is to state that the Council will not generally carry out works 
to trees, for the same reasons as currently identified in Policy 2, but to clarify that 
some works may be carried out in exceptional circumstances.

3.11 Officers consider that the exceptional circumstances should be defined in the 
policy in order to provide clear guidance to those requesting such works and for 
tree officers to understand when work should be carried out.

3.12 Exceptional circumstances might include: trees blocking sunlight to habitable 
rooms of residential properties to the extent that lights must be kept on all day, 
particularly where residents are house-bound; medical evidence that concern 
about a tree dropping branches or falling over is creating health or anxiety issues; 
evidence that trees dropping leaves, fruit or seeds are causing harm to domestic 
plants, pets or fish in ponds; evidence that trees dropping leaves, fruit, seeds or 
bird droppings are damaging vehicle paintwork; trees causing a build-up of 
algae/moss on paths outside an elderly persons home that could present a 
genuine risk; trees causing severe damage to sheds, fences, gates, etc.

3.13 Tree officers consider that the best way of administering this policy would be to 
create a scoring form that enables them to as-objectively-as-possible calculate the 
harm being caused by the tree, in order to justify the requested works.  It is 
otherwise possible that tree officers will be exposed to complaints by members of 
the public and others for inconsistent decision-making.

Alternative Option 2: compelling reason not to do work

3.14 Alternative Option 2 is to state that the Council will generally carry out works to 
trees where requested, unless there is a compelling reason why the work should 
not happen.



3.15 Officers consider that the compelling reasons should be defined in the policy in 
order to provide clear guidance to those requesting such works and for tree officers 
to understand when work should not be carried out.

3.16 Compelling reasons might include: the tree is a sample specimen; the tree plays a 
fundamental role in a landscaped setting; the tree is maintaining the structural 
integrity of an earth bank that might otherwise collapse.

3.17 Tree officers consider that the best way of administering this policy would be to 
create a scoring form that enables them to as-objectively-as-possible calculate the 
harm being caused by the tree, in order to justify not carrying out the request 
works.  It is otherwise likely that tree officers would be exposed to complaints by 
members of the public and others of inconsistent decision-making.

Alternative Option 3: a different balance

3.18 Alternative Option 3 is to decide upon a different common sense or pragmatic 
balance somewhere between an ‘exceptional circumstance to do work’ policy and 
‘compelling reason not to do work’ policy.

Further options

3.19 Members could consider wording in the policy that offers more scope for members 
of the public to carry out minor works to trees themselves, such as cutting back 
overhanging braches, removing suckering from tree bases, etc.

3.20 Members could consider the introduction of fees that members of the public must 
pay to the Landscape and Ecology team to cover the costs of requested works.

3.21 Members could consider the introduction of a tree application process, to enable 
neighbours to be consulted before any requested work is carried out.

3.22 Members could consider the introduction of an appeal mechanism, when tree 
officers consider that it is not appropriate to carry out requested work.

4 Legal Implications

4.1 There are no legal implications associated with this report.

5 Financial Implications

5.1 It is considered that the alternative options set out above will have financial 
implications for the Council.  

5.2 The Landscape and Ecology team received about 1,200 requests from members 
of the public and others to carry out tree works last year.  This is seasonal, with 
the majority of requests in the spring and summer as trees regain their leaves and 
begin to grow.  Requests in the autumn and winter are generally in response to 
fallen leaves and branches.  It is estimated that existing Policies 1 and 2 result in 
about 10% of requests being agreed (of which half relate to pruning/thinning of 
individual trees and half relate to removals within tree belts) and 90% of requests 
being rejected.

5.3 It is broadly estimated that the average cost where pruning/thinning requests are 
carried out is £259, although this can vary from £93 up to £417 depending on the 



size of the tree and the extent of the pruning.  Where a tree is pruned or thinned, 
it often grows back thicker than if it were not cut in the first place, which means the 
regime needs to be frequently repeated in future years.  The average cost of felling 
a series of trees in a tree belt and grinding out their stumps is about £750.

5.4 At present the tree management budget and the number of tree officers in the 
Landscape and Ecology team accords with the level of work that is enabled by 
Policy 1 and Policy 2.

5.5 It is suggested that members should consider that Alternative Option 1 
(exceptional circumstances to do work) will result in 10% of requests being agreed.  
Based on the figures above, this could increase tree management costs by about 
£54,000 per year, as well as additional administrative costs.

5.6 It is suggested that members should consider that Alternative Option 2 (compelling 
reason not to do work) will result in 90% of requests being agreed.  Based on the 
figures above, this could increase tree management costs by about £490,000 per 
year, as well as additional administrative costs.

5.7 It should be noted that the current framework contract with (1) Maydencroft, (2) 
Gristwood & Toms and (3) CSG Ushers Ltd may need to be re-tendered to ensure 
that these companies have capacity to deliver a much increased contract.

5.8 It should be noted that the current agency agreement with Hertfordshire Highways 
is that the Council will only carry out works to their trees in accordance with Policy 
2.  If members agree to an alternative policy then this will need to be discussed 
with Hertfordshire Highways.  The possible outcomes are that Hertfordshire 
Highways will: (a) agree to the alternative option, authorise the Council to carry out 
works on that basis and agree a new fee accordingly; (b) accept the alternative 
option and authorise the Council to carry out works on that basis but refuse to 
agree a new fee; or (c) oppose the alternative option and refuse to let the Council 
carry out works on that basis.  This is important because the majority of street trees 
in Welwyn Garden City and Hatfield that are the subject of requests for work are 
owned by Hertfordshire Highways.

6 Risk Management Implications

6.1 The risk management implications relating to health and safety set out in the 
previous report to this committee have been resolved by virtue of Cabinet agreeing 
the majority of the Trees and Woodlands Strategy.

6.2 There are some risk management implications associated with the alternative 
options set out above, notably in respect of pressure on councillors and officers to 
accept certain issues as ‘exceptional circumstances’ or ‘compelling reasons’, 
complaints of inconsistent decision-making by tree officers, that neighbouring 
properties may disagree over what works should be carried out to trees, that other 
members of the public may oppose the pruning or thinning of trees, that other 
members of the public may oppose the felling of healthy trees, that too much work 
could have an impact on the landscaped character of an area, etc.

7 Security and Terrorism Implications

7.1 There are no security or terrorism implications associated with this report.  The 
Strategy agreed by Cabinet includes a new paragraph on CCTV which states that 



pruning trees to accommodate unhindered panoramas for CCTV cameras can be 
difficult, but that advice will be given when tree officers are consulted.

8 Procurement Implications

8.1 There are no procurement implications associated with this report.  The Council 
has three framework contractors in place to carry out all tree management work.

9 Climate Change Implications

9.1 The appropriate management of trees and woodlands helps to mitigate the effects 
of climate change.

10 Policy Implications

10.1 Any agreed chances to Policy 2 will be implemented by tree officers.  Officers 
consider that the best way of doing this would be to create a scoring form that 
enables them to as-objectively-as possible calculate the harm being caused a tree, 
in order to justify whether or not to carry out the requested works.

10.2 There would be administrative implications associated with the introduction of a 
fee to cover the cost of requested tree works.

10.3 There would be administrative implications associated with the introduction of a 
tree application process to consult neighbours before carrying out any work.

11 Link to Corporate Priorities

11.1 The subject of this report is linked to the Council’s Business Plan 2015-2018 and 
particularly Priority 2 to protect and enhance the environment and Priority 5 to 
provide value for money.

12 Equalities and Diversity

12.1 An Equality Impact Assessment was carried out in respect of the Draft Strategy.  It 
found no negative impacts on any protected characteristics under equalities 
legislation.  Some of the further options in this report may necessitate an equality 
impact assessment before they can be implemented.
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