
Sustainable development, liveable cities, green 
infrastructure and urban ecosystem services have 
been widely discussed by researchers and decision-

makers. Today, the benefits to human wellbeing and 
health of high-quality open spaces and green areas are 
undisputed.1,2,3 However, with increasing pressure on 
urban landscapes for competing uses such as housing, 
green spaces are under threat. Furthermore, cuts to 
local authority budgets mean the loss of core services 
and skills relating to open-space management and 
planning,4,5 and in some cases, local authorities are 
cutting all expenditure on parks and community spaces.6 

Within this wider scenario has been the growing 
importance of public–private partnerships (PPPs) to 
deliver core environmental and green-space services in 
many urban areas. These have been seen as possible fixes 
for the budget cuts, and many local authorities, including 
Sheffield City Council, have gone down this route. 
Nevertheless, the real costs of PFIs are now emerging: 
inflated monetary costs, damage to biodiversity and 
urban forest infrastructure, eroded local democracy, and 
reputational damage to the city and the private-sector 
partner.7 There are also major issues of public access 
to information once contracts become commercially 
sensitive because one of the partners is a private-sector 
business, and of profit-driven delivery of core public 
services. It seems these changes also threaten local 
environmental democracy and are part of a wider shift 
in democratic processes.8,9 

Ian D. Rotherham argues for democracy and transparency  
in the care of the urban forest.

Stumped:  
Urban street-tree  
(mis)management 

THE CASE OF SHEFFIELD
Sheffield’s Streets Ahead project was set up in 2012 as 
a 25-year private finance initiative (PFI) to undertake 
transformation works on Sheffield’s roads, pavements 
and bridges following a major review of the highways 
in 2007. It was noted that this was the result of long-term 
neglect in the city dating back to the 1980s. The review 
also suggested that three per cent of the city’s street trees 
(about a thousand of the 35,000 highway trees) might 
need to be removed. 

However, people began to notice that large numbers of 
street trees in their neighbourhoods were earmarked 
for felling, and in some cases replacement by saplings, 
but without consultation. Public meetings were held 
at which local communities were told what was to be 
done but there was no opportunity to influence the 
process or the outcome. This situation quickly led 
to widespread anxiety and alarm about damage to 
the local environment, and ultimately to city-wide 
meetings and protests. Disputes and direct conflicts 
over the management of the street trees between the 
local communities on the one side and the contractor 
(Amey plc) and the City Council on the other emerged 
in 2012–2013. 

In 2013, ways to address the issues were proposed to 
Amey by the author on behalf of local community groups 
and individuals but were flatly rejected. Suggestions 
included more effective consultation with communities 
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prior to felling plans being finalised, a telephone hotline 
for concerned citizens, and that the proposals and plans 
should take heed of established and agreed City Council 
environmental strategies and the like. 

Following this attempt to resolve the emerging issues, 
public-facing meetings with expert and stakeholder 
presentations and panels were held in 2013 and 2014, 
followed by Action for Woods and Trees workshops in 
2015 and 2016. These events were organised by South 
Yorkshire Biodiversity Research Group, Sheffield 
Hallam University, the Woodland Trust, the Green 
Party and local community groups. The events involved 
local councillors, environmental and tree experts and 
campaigners; they served the dual purpose of informing 
local people and helping to coordinate actions and 
networking across the city. By then city-wide protests 
were taking place and the Sheffield Trees Action Group 
(STAG) had formed. 

In spite of all of this, around 7,000 street trees had been 
felled by 2017. Furthermore, it was confirmed that in 
Sheffield removal was without effective consultation and 
frequently by stealth, which raised major concerns about 
both community engagement and local environmental 
democracy. There were also reports that up to 17,500 
street trees (i.e. 50 per cent of the original total) were to 
go. Most of these trees were completely healthy. 

By 2018, following long-running demonstrations and 
peaceful protects, the City Council was pressing for 
custodial sentences for its own unhappy citizens 
objecting to tree removal. Furthermore, the costs to 
the local authority and the community were spiralling 
upwards, with over a million pounds’ additional 
expenditure associated with demonstrations, legal 
processes and compensation to the private-sector 
partner. 

Concerns had already been raised about street trees 
as disputed environmental resources nationally,10 
before the Sheffield situation developed. Indeed, the 
management and conservation of urban street trees 
is well-documented,11 but the political ramifications 
and issues of democratic processes have been largely 
ignored. However, the dispute in Sheffield has now 
grown into a globally recognised environmental 
campaign with the almost-complete breakdown of 
established processes and protocols of green-space 
and community engagement and ‘ownership’. The 
Sheffield-based PFI project with Amey plc is perhaps 
best-known, but only one of many around the country. 
This project is explored specifically by the current paper 
but the principles apply more widely.12 

STREET TREES AND THEIR IMPACTS 
In urban environments and with the impacts of climate 
change, trees are stressed and require on-going care and 

maintenance, but clearly these needs are increasingly 
threatened by long-term underfunding of essential 
maintenance and harsh cuts to local government 
services.4 The likely escalation of this threat to urban 
street trees was predicted.10 

In this context, it is unsurprising that local government 
may prefer the short-term tree removal ‘solution’ to 
expensive, ongoing and long-term maintenance. It is 
generally accepted that the costs of inspection, care, 
maintenance, and where necessary, remediation or 
removal of urban trees are relatively high. Councillors 
see older and bigger trees with higher maintenance costs, 
potential damage to pavements and other perceived 
issues as especially problematic: they may present 
significant insurance risks, with ongoing professional 
and legal debates about what may be considered 
reasonable professional competence for tree condition 
survey and assessment. 

Whilst in recent years approaches to risk have become 
more pragmatic (addressed by nationally agreed 
standards), individual urban householders with big 
street trees close to buildings can be concerned about 
damage to pavements, clay movement affecting building 
foundations (though tree removal may exacerbate 
damage), branch fall in high winds, liability and, if 
failure occurs, collateral damage to adjacent properties. 
Other problems include droppings and noise from 
nesting or roosting birds, leaf fall and shade. With 
many trees on private land adjacent to highways, 
this can become significant, and increasingly so 
with society developing a culture of blame, litigation 
and compensation. For landowners and local  
authorities with big trees, despite the recognised 
significance of big urban trees in mitigating climate 
change and flood risk, the focus turns to the risks rather 
than the benefits.

Public concerns lead to local politicians under pressure 
to ‘do something’, which joins with the view that big trees 
are somehow inappropriate for urban residential roads. 
With onerous maintenance costs and responsibilities 
for local authorities, demand grows for removal rather 
than maintenance.6,10,12 

THE VALUE OF STREET TREES
However, despite these issues, research with local 
community stakeholders indicated that most  
people value their trees very highly, and long-term 
ecosystem benefits outweigh costs many-fold.  
Especially in urban situations, street trees, and 
especially mature trees, deliver important services to 
people and places:11,13 

1.   A sense of urban seasonality;
2.   Visual enhancement in terms of a green and 

high-quality environment;

3.   Enhanced community and individual health – 
physical, mental and spiritual – leading to major 
financial savings for the healthcare services  
and others;14 

4.   Enhanced property values and desire to live and 
work in a location; 

5.   History, heritage and connection to the past – a sense 
of place, local distinctiveness and cultural identity; 

6.   Moderation of extreme weather (street trees lower 
peak summer temperatures by several degrees 
centigrade) and climate-proofing of urban areas;15,16 

7.  Reduction in the costs or expected costs of 
air-conditioning; 

8.  Moderation of precipitation runoff and flood-risk 

through interception at canopy level; root-pits act as 
soakaways to take surface runoff into groundwater;15,17 

9.   Removal of particulate pollution;18,19 noise reduction; 
capture of carbon dioxide and release of oxygen; and 

10.  Enhanced urban ecology, biodiversity, habitat 
continuity, and connectivity of urban green spaces, thus 
creating ‘habitat volume’ – a large, three-dimensional 
habitat as compared to a two-dimensional area of, 
for example, a wildflower meadow or garden. Street 
trees, especially those such as European lime (Tilia 
x europea), provide a huge volume of nectar- and 
pollen-rich feeding habitat to support pollinators such 
as bees, which are currently under threat. 
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PROBLEMS WITH PFI PARTNERSHIPS
Contractual issues that are normally subject to scrutiny and 
public transparency become confidential, in spite of being 
publicly financed. This means even the public who pay for 
the work and in this case, whose street trees are affected, 
cannot obtain details. Furthermore, in the Sheffield study, 
even elected local councillors were unable to access them. 
And with environment projects such as the Sheffield–Amey 
street trees, it has been suggested that partners failed to 
do due diligence in negotiating environmental aspects 
of the street-trees programme contract Streets Ahead.6,12 

Outsourcing publicly funded services resulted 
in dramatic deterioration in public relations, local 
community engagement, long-term financial debts 
and significantly compromised urban street-tree 
resources. It now seems other local authorities, such as 
Birmingham and Newcastle, that have gone down this 
route have similar problems. In addition, Birmingham 
has lost 9,200 street trees, Newcastle-upon-Tyne 8,414 
and the London boroughs 47,000 trees in total. 

Additionally, despite big metropolitan districts being 
areas where the community need for good-quality green 
space is highest, cuts to local authority budgets hit 
those areas disproportionately hard. Consequences  
include the dissipation of countryside, woodland,  
tree, and environmental services, and the 
disempowerment of communities. 

THE LEGACY OF SHEFFIELD 
Research suggested that street trees are strongly 
motivational for local communities and provide a 
focus for local environmental action when people feel 
marginalised by political processes. The case study 
of Sheffield has dramatically challenged aspects of 
current urban planning and green-space management 
and has triggered relevant policy responses from 
national government.20,21 

In the Sheffield situation, inputs to the original 
contract from tree specialists within the Council were 
overruled and many of the subsequent issues stem 
from that decision. Despite the warnings, the contract 
was signed as it was and the work then went ahead. 
For several years, Sheffield City Council and Amey 
dismissed all attempts to provide specialist external 
advice or indeed to compromise on either the process 
or the product of the Streets Ahead programme. 

However, by late 2018, there was a significant change in 
political emphasis in Sheffield City Council. This was 
alongside changes in UK central government policy and 
practice – with the appointment of a Tree Champion 
nationally,21 and a major consultation document 
launched in December 2018, which included proposals 
for local authorities to have to consult on proposals for 
tree felling.20 These are all positive moves and stem 
directly from the Sheffield street-tree campaigns. 
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Clearly there are questions about how we balance political, 
professional and community views and judgements on 
trees in the urban forest. In this particular case study, it is 
clear from any balanced perspective that the process went 
badly wrong and the ultimate cost to the environment, the 
city, the private-sector partner and the community has 
been colossal. Hopefully, despite the unnecessary damage 
done, some good may have emerged in changing national 
policy to deliver sustainable urban treescapes in towns 
and cities – essentially, the right trees in the right places.  
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