JERRY DICKER  58 High Street, Thornbury, BS35 2AN,  Phone 01454 416945  Mobile:  07798 741872

email; jjdicker@blueyonder.co.uk   website: www.treesjerrydicker.co.uk

Thanks to all for writing, phoning and emailing about the trees.  Most letters to councils about trees are from people wanting the trees removed.  Such a strongly expressed pro-tree sentiment must encourage tree officers and others to continue to work for more trees in towns.

The Town Council asked for a stay of execution on the trees to give more time for consultation and consideration of alternatives.  The head of Street Care in South Glos Council has agreed to this.

The loss of a large tree in the centre of Thornbury High Street is lamented by nearly everybody so why is its removal proposed?  The following reasons are given:

Damage to local shop fronts.  This could be ameliorated by pruning.  The branches would not then flail against shop awnings.  But birch is often colonised by aphids (greenfly), which simultaneously makes it a good tree for wildlife (e.g. bluetits which feed on the aphids) and a bad tree for pavements, merchandise and awnings beneath – aphids exude a sticky honeydew on to everything below.

Disruption to pavements.  The pavement is certainly hazardous and not acceptable to today’s British public (but see photos below), with particular consideration for the less young and nimble and for users of pushchairs and wheelchairs.  The pavement must be made safe.

It is the wrong species.  Birches are cheap and grow quickly but are short-lived.  They are notorious for shallow roots which can come up to the surface in a lawn or as here under paving.  The appearance of a weeping silver birch is however an excellent antidote to the rigid lines of the built environment.  The proposed replacement is an Amelanchier arborea ’Robin Hill’, which is a small tree but definitely a tree and not the shrubby species of Amelanchier usually found in gardens.

The tree is too big for its location. This is disputed.  There is no right or wrong answer.  Big trees are needed in towns but they obstruct views.  Birches can reach 30m.  The bigger of the two threatened trees is about 12m tall.  It could be pruned back to 8m.  In Thornbury we have only three trees in the High Street so the removal of two of them seems drastic.

The tree has only a few years to go before it would be at the end of its safe useful life.  Again this is unclear.  As a birch ages it becomes more susceptible to decay.  Pruning can exacerbate this susceptibility.  Opinions differ as to how long birches live.  Some say 30-40 years, some say 40-80 years (Hillier book of tree planting & management), some say 60 – 80 years (Ribble Borough Council).  What is unclear is how long a birch will continue to be safe in an urban situation. In the wild this is less important but in a street a tree must be removed as soon as it threatens to drop branches.  The contention of the Council is that our trees planted 33 years ago and already probably five years old when planted, have not long to go.  Preserving a big old lime or oak or beech would be more worthwhile but a birch is a short-lived tree.  I have consulted national authorities on the United Kingdom Tree Care Forum (www.tree-care.info/uktc) about this and the response is varied but 30 years seems to be the consensus.

Following a meeting with Mark King, head of Street Care and Phil Dye, tree officer, the following points were also put to me;

Difficulty of remodelling the pavement around the tree.  This is an engineering matter but examination of the site shows uneven pavement extending out from the base of the tree up to 3m in places.  This would be a major undertaking.  Raising the pavement to obviate disturbance for five years or more would require it to be about 200mm higher and this would cause problems with disposal of surface water.  A new open planter around the present tree would have to be very large and could cause an excessive loss of pavement space.  Cutting some of the roots could render the tree unstable and would be likely to allow the ingress of decay organisms.

The tree is probably not planted in a proper planting pit.  This means that it has even more incentive to send its roots out across the surface to find moisture and nutrients.  As the roots thicken, they cannot push down into the soil as they are on hardcore; they therefore push upwards and lift the paving slabs.

Refurbishment of the High Street.  In the next two to three years a staged re-design of Thornbury High Street is scheduled.  It would seem more sensible to take the opportunity to remove and replace the trees now so that they could get established, rather than spend a lot of time, energy and money on a temporary fix.

More trees.  The intention is to incorporate more trees into the re-designed and re-furbished street scene, planted into proper planting pits with root barriers to prevent pavement disruption as long as possible.  So we hope to end up with more trees not less.  Quite where these trees would go without interfering with highway visibility, adjacent buildings and underground services is still not clear but it is to be hoped that up to half a dozen new trees could be planted.  Phil Dye said that if they get 15 years out of a street tree they think it’s done rather well.  I was surprised at such a low projected life span.  It seems that the days of big trees in towns are numbered.

Is this a good enough deal?  More but smaller trees?

       Some communities tolerate uneven pavements                         Some communities manage to afford

             rather than lose big trees – Boston USA                              repeated pollarding to retain big trees

A few quotes from 

“Trees in Towns II, 

A new survey of urban trees and their condition and management”

A report commissioned and published by the government’s Department for Communities and Local Government

28.  . . the replacement of one large, native tree with two trees of a relatively small, ornamental cultivar is likely to have a negative environmental impact – providing significantly less biodiversity and aesthetic value.

36. Most trees in the survey were estimated to be between 2.5 and 9.9m tall.  Relatively few were taller than 10m.

67. . . policies for routine removal of all large trees during the early phases of maturity and their replacement with smaller, ‘safer’ alternatives should be challenged.

68.  . . These results indicate that the high rates of urban tree planting undertaken in the 10 year period from 1983 to 1992 were not maintained in the 1995-2004 period.  This reduction in new planting and the threats to older trees in urban areas, have resulted in an unsatisfactory age structure – an issue that needs to be urgently addressed.

213. . . . What is required is a programme of large scale replacement planting that will provide the trees of the future.  . . . a phased and necessary response to the problem, that will not lead to a permanent loss of tree cover in their neighbourhood for future generations.

214.  . . . Tree officers must also become far more pro-active in promoting the benefits of urban trees and the work of their tree programmes.

The executive summary of the document can be downloaded (36 pages) from http://www.communities.gov.uk/publications/planningandbuilding/treesintownsii.  

Other professional opinions about the longevity of birch

From: Jerry Dicker, Sent: 10 October 2009 12:28, To: UK Tree Care, Subject: Longevity of birch

How long does a silver birch live in the wild in an urban situation?  I know "it depends" but what is the ball park figure for a Betula pendula in a paved street?

Jerry Dicker

.................................................................................................

From: Rupert Baker

Depends if it has a nice leaky sewer nearby, Jerry; but in general, you'd be doing well to get 60 years as a final age on an extablished tree;  and a lot of the younger planted onesI've seen look to be unlikely to get to a second

decade

All the best

Rupert

..................................................................................................

From Jerry Ross

Well that, I'm afraid, is not limited to Birches!

But Jerry, there was a birch in the garden of my childhood home in the 50s. And the image here is from Google Streetscene, so it's still there.  It was always (to my childish eye) a big, mature tree, so at the time that the flats you see were built after the house was demolished in about 1972,  I would guess it was at least 40 years old. Which makes it getting on for 80 years (or more) now.  Of course it was a garden tree, not in paving - But on the other hand it hasn't had an altogether easy life: at the date the flats and garages were built, BS5837 hadn't been written and Cell Web hadn't been invented!

Jerry R

.......................................................................................................

From Bill Anderson

I've probably said this before but I'm inclined to believe that a street tree of any species is doing well to get to get to 35 years. Birch are quite likely to distort surfaces, not as badly as Cherry but noticeably nonetheless.  I'm talking about ones planted in streets in the recent past rather than ones  that have survived encroaching urbanisation.
 
There are a couple of streets near me with SB in pockets; they look tired, but they've looked tired for a long time, probably the last 25 years. The trouble with a lot of our highways management is that "they" (not the Arbs) regard a lack of vigorous growth as a benefit rather than depressing.
 
I suspect outgrowing their positions is more likely to be the cause of their removal than them actually dying Jerry, so a nicely leaking sewer might equally hasten their come-uppance as improve their lot.
 
Bill.

.................................................................................................

From Ron Howe

Well Jerry, Mitchell says 80 years but like the others I think you're
lucky to get 40 years in the urban environment. We have plenty of mature
60+ on park land round here but they quite often succumb to Birch
Phytophthora, especially on the greensand. My favourite tree when mature

Ron.

