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1. Summary  
 

1.1 This report sets out a proposal for an update investigation into street trees following the 

Committee’s 2007 report, Chainsaw Massacre, which examined the number of street trees in 

London, the issues facing street trees, and measures to support street tree planting and 

maintenance. 

 
2. Recommendation  
 

2.1 That the Committee agrees to carry out an update investigation to consider the future for 

street trees in London with the following terms of reference: 

 To examine what progress has been made for street trees in London since the 
committee’s 2007 report; and  

 

 What the future holds for street trees, and where responsibility for planting and 
maintenance will lie. 

 

 

3. Background   
 

Strategic relevance 
3.1 A number of related Mayoral policy agendas recognise the role of street trees in London’s green 

infrastructure and provide the rationale behind the Mayor’s aim to promote an increase in numbers 
of street trees. The Mayor’s Climate Change Adaptation Strategy (CCAS) notes that street trees can 
have multiple positive effects on the environment, impacting on the urban heat island effect, energy 
demand and air and noise pollution.1  

 
3.2 The London Plan states that the Mayor wishes to increase tree cover from 20% to 25% of the 

capital;2 however, it does not specify what proportion of these will be street trees.  
 
3.3 Street trees also have an important role to play in public realm improvements. The London Plan 

states that development proposals should include the ‘innovative’ use of street trees to form green 

                                                 
1 The Strategy also notes reducing flood risk and supporting biodiversity as benefits of street trees 
2 GLA (2009) London’s Response to Climate Change, London Plan Draft Consultation, Chapter 5 
 



        

corridors to create strategic green links between public spaces. It also says that additional street 
trees should be planted where new developments occur, and that felling should be avoided.3 

 
3.4 Building on the success of the previous report (which reported borough-level street tree data), 

gathering data on the current number of street trees will enable the committee to assess whether 
the report was effective in promoting an increase in street trees. 

 

The Committee’s previous report  
3.5 The Committee’s 2006/7 investigation into London’s street trees provoked widespread interest, 

highlighting the strength of public sentiment about street trees. Chainsaw Massacre examined the 
effectiveness of the London Tree and Woodland Framework (LTWF); whether London was 
experiencing tree loss or gain, and challenges facing street trees.  

 
3.6 Since its publication, the report’s findings on the number of street trees in London and the issues 

facing street trees have been cited in the media and a number of publications relating to tree cover 
and management.4 

 
3.7 The report found that there were almost 500,000 street trees in London and that although there had 

been an increase of approximately 1.7% over the previous 5 years, a third of boroughs had 
experienced a net loss of trees. Trees were often being removed following subsidence damage 
insurance claims, accounting for a significant proportion of removals in some boroughs. There was 
also a trend away from large traditional broadleaf trees to smaller ornamental species – which, whilst 
positive in terms of the public realm – did not necessarily help combat climate change or poor air 
quality, because overall canopy coverage had been reduced. 

  
3.8 Whilst it is clear that street trees are highly valued by stakeholders, the Committee’s report found 

that street trees can be regarded both as an asset and liability. The report highlighted a number of 
challenges to street tree planting including underground services which make some urban locations 
inhospitable for planting. 

 
3.9 Responses to the report were received from a number of stakeholders including London boroughs, 

professional bodies, statutory organisations, local residents and neighbourhood groups. 
Respondents across all sectors judged the report to be timely in both exposing the causes of street 
tree loss in London, and proposing solutions to tackle these challenges. Whilst some of the 
recommendations were felt to be unnecessary (i.e. the updating of the LTWF), or already underway 
(such as the dissemination of good practice between the LTOA and boroughs), others were 
considered helpful to the future promotion of street trees. Since the report, the Joint Mitigation 
Protocol (which describes a standardised process for dealing with subsidence claims involving trees) 
has been produced for local authorities, insurers and loss adjustors. As a result, 3 insurance 
companies have signed up to the protocol, along with 7 London boroughs, and other companies 
have noted their support for the protocol.5 

 
Current street tree planting – the main players  

3.10 London’s street trees are planted and maintained by statutory, private and third sector 
organisations. Currently, a number of initiatives exist to allow individuals, community groups, and 
boroughs to access financial support for street tree planting6. 
 

                                                 
3 GLA (2009) The London Plan – Spatial Development Strategy for Greater London, Policy 2.18, Strategic network of open spaces 
4 For example, TDAG (2008) No trees, no future: trees in the urban realm; and Read et al (2009) Combating climate change – a 
role for UK forests, The Stationery Office 
5 http://www.ltoa.org.uk/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=119&Itemid=143 
6 The costs of both planting new street trees and maintaining existing ones depend on the type of tree, and its location. For 
example, a street tree planted in a paved area in London may cost almost £400, compared to a tree on a grass verge which costs 
just over £320 (http://www.forestry.gov.uk/forestry/INFD-7RRDF3) 

http://www.forestry.gov.uk/forestry/INFD-7RRDF3


        

London boroughs 
3.11 The London boroughs are responsible for street trees (except those on Transport for London red 

routes or private premises). Some street trees are funded through Section 106 revenue designated 
for public realm activity.7 It is not immediately apparent from Borough budget documentation what 
boroughs spend on street trees or the costs of maintenance. It has however been possible to identify 
some expenditure data for two boroughs, with Enfield spending £300,000 on street trees and 
Bromley £430,000 per year. Expert advice to officers indicates that if environment budgets are cut 
back, then the most likely reaction from borough tree officers will be to stop any new planting and 
concentrate resources on maintaining existing stock. 

 
The Mayor 

3.12 The Mayor has pledged £4 million to plant 10,000 street trees between 2008 and 2012, 5,000 of 
which have already been planted in 24 boroughs. 4,000 are expected to be planted in winter 
2010-11, indicating that the scheme is on-target to plant 10,000 by 2012. Forty priority areas 
covering 32 boroughs were selected to receive trees, based on numbers of current street trees, 
deprivation indices, and air quality. Any individual or organisation can register interest, following 
which applications are processed by the participating borough. This programme extends the existing 
London Tree and Woodland Grant Scheme (LTWGS) funding, and it is administered by Groundwork 
London.  

 
Transport for London 

3.13 Transport for London (TfL) has responsibility for the removal, planting and maintenance of 
approximately 19,300 street trees on the Transport for London Road Network (TLRN). TfL spent 
£616,000 on street trees in 2009-10, of which around 45% and 55% was spent on planting and 
maintenance respectively. Given the limitations of planting new trees on the TLRN, TfL notes that its 
priority is ‘to protect and maintain its existing tree resources’. In 2009-10 – taking account of felled 
and planted trees – there was an overall net gain of 498 street trees on the TLRN, with 642 of the 
1062 planted counted as ‘additional’ trees.8 

 
Third sector organisations 

3.14 As an ongoing programme, the LTWGS provides funding for boroughs and other organisations for 
tree planting in streets, open spaces, and woodlands. This grant scheme differs from the Mayor’s 
programme as groups have to provide match funding (50%), be legally constituted to receive the 
grant, and applications have to demonstrate a community benefit to specific indicators (in 2010, 
health).  Through the scheme, 9,000 street trees were planted in 2008-09 and 17,500 are planned in 
2009-10.  

 
3.15 Between October 2010 and 2012 the Conservation Foundation will plant around 1,000 London Elm 

saplings in streets with ‘Elm’ in their names. This scheme – which will also involve a survey of all 
London elms – is funded by a Heritage Lottery Fund grant of £50,000.9  
Private sector  

 
3.16 Business Improvement Districts (BIDs), such as Better Bankside and Victoria BID have considered 

tree planting within their urban greening plans for the area. By incorporating street trees in local 
strategic development, regeneration partnerships such as these show that street trees have an 
economic impact on the public realm. 
 
 

                                                 
7 Expenditure of S106 revenue on public realm activity was found to account for approximately 24% of all S106 spend by London 
boroughs. London Assembly (2008) Who gains? The operation of section 106 planning agreements in London  
8  Figures provided by TfL by email 01/11/2010  
9 http://www.hlf.org.uk/news/Pages/NewleaseoflifeforLondon%E2%80%99selms.aspx  

http://www.hlf.org.uk/news/Pages/NewleaseoflifeforLondon%E2%80%99selms.aspx


        

4. Issues for consideration  
 

4.1 The Committee’s update report could now explore: 

 progress made since the 2007 investigation, by examining the impact of some of the 
recommendations; 

 data revealing current street tree trends; 

 the effectiveness of current street tree programmes and their contribution to the Mayor’s 
environment policies; and  

 the future for street trees in London. 
 
Financial landscape  

4.2 Since the previous report, a number of changes at a national and local level (such as the economic 
downturn and new street tree initiatives) mean that street trees have different sources of funding. 
The main implications for street tree funding are described below. 

 
4.3 The Government’s cuts to public bodies’ budgets as part of its deficit reduction programme will 

mean reform of the Forestry Commission, one of the agencies responsible for the London Tree and 
Woodland Framework.   

 
4.4 The Mayor’s scheme (described in 3.17) is funded by the GLA (capital and revenue savings from 

‘The Londoner’); the LDA, and TfL. The most recent Mayor’s Report noted that expenditure of the 
Mayor’s Trees and Parks budget is likely to have ‘a forecast underspend of £0.485m… due to an 
expectation that certain work will slip into 2011/12 and an expectation that income in relation to 
Transport and Environment will not be attained.’10  

 
o The LDA agreed to fund the Mayor’s Programme with £200,000 capital funding in each year 

of the scheme.11 Following subsequent announcements about the abolition of the LDA, the 
Committee could investigate whether this funding will be available in 2010/11 and 2011/12.  

 
o Funding from TfL comes from a TfL grant allocated for the Mayor’s Priority Parks and Street 

Trees Programme of 2,330,000 in financial year 2009/10, of which £1,099,000 was allocated 
to the street trees programme in 2009/10.12 TfL are due to contribute £1,095,000 to the 
street trees programme under the same grant in 2010/11 and £108,000 in 2011/12 ‘subject 
to funds being available at TfL’.13  

 
What is known about street trees in London? 

 
4.5 There is no publicly available data illustrating the total number of street trees in London. Of 

boroughs that publish street tree information on their websites, a quick scan reveals that the data is 
largely undated and contains many gaps, which makes it impossible to draw firm conclusions on the 
street tree population. Of the borough websites that provide figures, the total number of street trees 
appears to have increased within only 7 boroughs since the Committee’s previous report.  

 

4.6 It is difficult to assess whether boroughs have improved street tree data collection since 2007, as 
this data is not currently available to the Committee. Whilst not necessarily an indication that figures 
have not been updated since 2007, a further 7 boroughs have similar or identical figures to those in 
2007 listed on their websites or tree strategies. The data is at times inconsistent, with 3 borough 
websites containing contradictory figures in their published documents. 13 Boroughs do not list a 
figure for total street trees, 7 of which have no webpage about street trees 

 

                                                 
10 GLA Group Monitoring Report: Quarter 1, 2010-11 
11 MD295  
12 MD295 
13 MD444 Funding Arrangements for Mayor’s Priority Parks and Street Trees Programme 



        

4.7 Recent written questions to the Mayor requesting this data reveal that London boroughs are 
reluctant to publish figures relating to planting and felling, and this issue is addressed in more detail 
in the methodology section.  

 
 Methodology and timetable 
4.8 The Committee could adopt four main areas of questioning in the follow-up investigation: progress 

made since the previous report, the availability of street tree data, current programmes and support 
systems, and the future for street trees. 

 
4.9 It will be important for this investigation to update the data provided in Table 1 of the Committee’s 

previous report which noted the total number of trees, removed and planted trees over the previous 
five years, and net loss or gain at borough-level. This will enable the Committee to form a 
comprehensive picture of street trees in London and to gauge the impact of recent street tree 
planting initiatives. Data from the spatial survey conducted to inform the location of priority areas 
for the Mayor’s scheme is held by GiGL (gathered in 2008-9), however there is some reluctance 
among boroughs to release the data at borough-level, due to concerns about negative publicity.  

 
4.10 The Committee Chair has written to the Chair of the London Tree Officers Association (LTOA) 

requesting permission to view recent data already held by GiGL, instead of asking boroughs 
complete a new questionnaire. GiGL is drafting a data licence agreement between itself and the 
boroughs requesting that they make the data available. The Chair of the LTOA has suggested 
releasing LB Merton’s data and encouraging the other boroughs to follow suit. If this approach is 
unsuccessful, the Committee can obtain data from the boroughs through an FOI Act request, or it 
could conduct a survey of boroughs in partnership with the LTOA. 

 
4.11 The Committee could write to the stakeholders who contributed to the previous report.  This call for 

evidence would ask stakeholders about progress made following the recommendations made in 
Chainsaw Massacre (relevant to their areas of expertise), and the current state of – and future 
outlook for – street trees.  The Committee will seek views from community groups and from the 
commercial sector to explore ways in which street planting and maintenance can be developed 
outside of statutory provision. 

 
4.12 The Committee may also wish to visit a current street-tree planting project. Recognising the 

increased role non-statutory groups may play in the future, the committee could visit a regeneration 
partnership such as Bankside Urban Forest.  Bankside has engaged with large and small businesses, 
landowners, community groups and the local authority to create public realm improvements 
involving street trees. 

 
4.13 Following the call for evidence, the Committee could invite guests to its 13 January meeting from 

the stakeholders noted in paragraph 4.15. 
 

Proposed terms of reference 
4.14 The committee's investigation will take place within the following terms of reference: 

 To examine what progress has been made for street trees in London since the committee’s 2007 
report; and  

 What the future holds for street trees, and where responsibility for planting and maintenance 
will lie. 

 

Key stakeholders 
4.15 Possible list of stakeholders: 

 Jim Smith (Forestry Commission) – impact of recommendations; LTWF implementation 
perspective;  

 Dave Lofthouse (London Tree Officers Association) – what the LTOA can do to support borough 
street tree planting;  



        

 Valerie Beirne (Bankside Urban Forest) – private sector regeneration partnership perspective; 

 Peter Massini (Urban Greening & Biodiversity, GLA) – future of LTWF, Mayor’s Re-leaf 
campaign14; 

 Representative from the Association of British Insurers – implementation of the Joint Mitigation 
Protocol; 

 Representative from Trees for Cities – facilitation of community involvement; and 

 Representative from the Air Quality Network / Forestry Research panel -  current research on 
street tree canopy cover and climate change. 

 
Research questions 

4.16 Progress and data 

 What progress has been made following the Assembly’s 2007 report?  

 How many street trees are there in London? Has the number of street trees risen since 2007? 

 How can data management be improved, in order to meaningfully contribute to the Mayor’s 
climate change strategies? 

 How are future plans for street trees integrated with city-wide targets on air pollution and 
adapting to climate change?  

 
4.17 Stakeholders - current and future 

 Who is involved in current street tree planting initiatives in London? 

 What do boroughs currently spend on street tree planting and maintenance, and what effect will 
local authority budget cuts expected to have on street tree budgets in the next few years? 

 What impact could campaigns such as the Mayor’s campaign (expected in early 2011), and the 
national Tree Planting Campaign have on the number of street trees?  

 What scope is there for an enhanced community/ non-statutory-led approach to street tree 
planting in future (by expanding community involvement in current tree warden and watering 
schemes, for example)? 

 Who will support in the maintenance and growth of street trees in the future? 

 Aside from funding, what are the most crucial challenges facing street trees in the next decade? 

 

Stages Date 
Call for evidence letters    8 November 2010 
Scoping report to committee   1 December 2010 
Deadline for stakeholder responses   17 December 2010 
Site visit     w/c 6 or 13 December 2010 
Formal meeting    13 January 2011 
Formal agreement of report   15 March 2011 

 

 

5. Legal Implications 
 

5.1 The Committee has the power to do what is recommended in this report.  

 
6. Financial Implications 
 

6.1 There are no direct financial implications arising from this report.  

 

 

 

                                                 
14 Information about the Mayor’s campaign is not yet in the public domain but GLA officers suggested it is planned for early 2011 



        

List of appendices to this report: 

 
None 
 
 

Local Government (Access to Information) Act 1985  
List of Background Papers: 

As set out in the footnotes to this report. 

 

Contact Officer: Jo Sloman, Assistant Scrutiny Manager 

Telephone: 020 7983 4942 

E-mail: jo.sloman@london.gov.uk 

 


