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Summary and recommendations
Investigation context and process
The treed landscape of Canberra adds an extraordinary richness, softness and diversity to our
city. It has been deliberately and carefully planned and reflects the changing design ethos over
time as the city has developed. These trees—in their diversity and seasonal metamorphosis—
lend the city a sense of cohesion, beauty and gravitas befitting a national capital. They define
and connect Canberra’s different urban communities, while protecting us and our wildlife
with summer shade and winter shelter. The city’s environment, including its liveability and
amenity, depends in considerable measure on this treed green infrastructure.
Yet our trees provide much more than just aesthetic and functional services. They link us to
the past and future, and so are important from an intergenerational perspective. This is
significant in a city not yet a hundred years old and located in a landscape that originally had
few natural trees.
As our hot summers, cold winters, variable rainfall and strong winds are not conducive to
easy propagation and rapid growth, Canberrans seem to particularly value their treed
landscape. Considerable human endeavour has been required to nurture and sustain this
landscape, giving it a very special status and engendering strong feelings in the community.
This is the context and key finding of this Tree Investigation.
On 3 December 2009 Mr Simon Corbell MLA, Minister for the Environment, Climate
Change and Water, directed that I, as Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment,
undertake an Investigation into the Government’s tree management practices and the renewal
of Canberra’s urban forest1, (the Tree Investigation). Before this, in 2008–09, there was
community disquiet about some tree management practices in the national capital and a
proposed urban forest renewal program for public urban street trees and parks managed by the
Department of Territory and Municipal Services (TAMS).
While many aspects of this Tree Investigation relate to ACT Government agencies, in
particular TAMS, the Australian Government also has urban tree management responsibilities
within the national capital.
The ACT Government manages the majority of trees in Canberra. TAMS has stated that the
number of fully maintained urban trees in streets and parks now approaches 556 268, made up
of 332 111 street trees and 224 157 park trees. A further 178 000 open space urban parkland
trees are reported to be receiving reactive maintenance. Therefore 734 268 trees are the direct

1

Mr Simon Corbell MLA, letter to Dr Maxine Cooper, Commissioner for Sustainability and the
Environment, 3 December 2009.
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responsibility of TAMS.2 Additional trees from the development of greenfield sites for new
estates become the responsibility of TAMS every year. An estimated 40 000 trees3 are
managed by various ACT Government agencies including the Department of Education
(approximately 160 pre-schools, schools and colleges), the Canberra Institute of Technology
(five campuses) and the Department of Housing and Community Services (11 500 houses and
100 community centres).4
The National Capital Authority (NCA) administers most Commonwealth land in the ACT.
This includes managing approximately 20 000 trees in the national capital estate. These are
largely in the parliamentary triangle and designated areas including Lake Burley Griffin and
foreshores, the War Memorial precinct, the suburb of Acton and various key avenues. The
NCA also has planning control for non-urban land on some elevated hills, ridges and buffer
spaces (including Mt Stromlo).
Canberra has a large number of trees to manage and while a comparison with other cities is
instructive it is also problematic because of incompatibility of data. Approximate figures
indicate that Canberra (excluding those managed by the National Capital Authority) has
1.6 urban street and park trees per resident compared with Melbourne City Council’s 0.7; and
0.9 street trees per resident compared with Brisbane City Council’s 0.5.
We also have a large amount of park area per resident: 794 square metres compared with
Melbourne’s 61 square metres and Brisbane City’s 133 square metres.
Our green infrastructure is vast and while it is a major asset, it is also a management
challenge.

Terms of Reference, recommendations and definitions
Eleven terms of reference were established by Minister Corbell to guide the Tree
Investigation, as shown in the box which follows.

Terms of Reference for the Tree Investigation
The Commissioner will investigate and report on the following matters:
1.
2.

2

3

4

the scope and efficiency of any enhancement that may be required to the Government’s
existing tree management programs
the benefits and drawbacks of considering funding for urban tree programs separately to
climate change initiatives

Response to Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment—Clarification Questions, Open Space
Planning, TAMS, 18 February 2011, p. 2 (Appendix U).
Estimates based on ACT agency responses to a questionnaire from the Commissioner for Sustainability and
the Environment, February–May 2010.
National Capital Authority response to questionnaire from Commissioner for Sustainability and the
Environment, 19 February 2010 (Appendix F).
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3.

4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.

improved notification and consultation processes to support greater community
involvement in urban tree planning and management, including risk mitigation, tree
removal and planting
the priority given in tree management decisions to environmental values, solar access
and the retention of communities of trees in parks
the sustainable reuse of timber from felled trees
when replanting should occur following the removal of trees, the scope for pre-planting,
and principles for the number and species of trees that should be replanted
the need for enhanced management to maintain the survival and good health of trees
appropriate safeguards to ensure contractors follow best practice and adhere to
Government tree policies
principles for the decision-making process where it is proposed that a tree is removed or
is retained
improvements to the Tree Protection Act or other relevant Acts in light of the above
matters
resource implications associated with an enhanced program.

Twelve recommendations, together with other information in the Tree Investigation report,
address all the terms of reference. The relationship between the Terms of Reference,
information in the report and recommendations are shown in Table 1 of the report. While all
recommendations are considered important some have a particularly high priority. The five
high priority recommendations address the following issues:
•

•
•

replacing the proposed Urban Forest Renewal Program with comprehensive and
integrated tree protection and management that is focused on the care and maintenance
of Canberra’s treed landscape (refer to Recommendation 1)
establishing an ACT Tree Curator (refer to Recommendation 4A)
guiding Canberra’s tree management by developing:
o
a National capital—Canberra tree protection and management strategy
o
an ACT Government tree protection and management policies and procedures
guide
o
an across-agency Tree Network Committee to provide advice and coordination
between agencies on tree management and community communication
(refer to Recommendation 5)

•
•

strengthening communication and community engagement (refer to Recommendation 9)
providing additional funds for the management of Canberra’s street and park trees with
approximately $4 million per year on an ongoing basis and an extra $1 million,
approximately, for one year to accelerate programmed maintenance (refer to
Recommendation 11B).
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connectivity values—for example, section 25 criteria for tree damaging activities for a
regulated tree; and section 45 criteria for registering or cancelling the registration of a tree.
Section 45 currently contains a subclause that addresses habitat; however, this is only related
to threatened native species.23 This subclause should be broadened to cover all species and
recognise the ecological value of a tree in terms of connectivity.
In reviewing the Tree Protection Act 2005 (or introducing new tree legislation) it would be
appropriate to ensure exemptions clauses under the Emergencies Act 2004 and the definitions
of relevant persons are consistent across ACT legislation. This is a matter the Emergency
Services Agency (ESA) raised.
There is also a need to address inconsistency in definitions for built-up area. The Tree
Protection Act 2005, Nature Conservation Act 1980 and Emergencies Act 2004 each have
their own. A consistent definition would prevent ambiguity and inadvertent mistakes.

Recommendation 3
Improve legal protection of urban trees by:
3A

developing new tree legislation (incorporating provisions in the Tree
Protection Act 2005) or amending the Tree Protection Act 2005 to protect
urban trees on leased and unleased lands

3B

reviewing existing legislation to ensure common definitions and terms for
the consideration and protection of trees, consistency in exemptions, and
one definition for ‘built-up area’ in all ACT legislation or different terms
used in the various pieces of legislation.

ACT Tree Curator
The Conservator has a pivotal statutory decision-making role under the Tree Protection Act
2005. This position was established by the Nature Conservation Act 1980 and was given
additional responsibilities under the Land (Planning and Environment) Act 1991 (replaced by
the Planning and Development Act 2007 on 31 March 2008) and the Tree Protection Act
2005.
The primary role of the Conservator is to administer and enforce the Nature Conservation Act
1980 and address high-level conservation issues within the Territory. While the

23

Tree Protection Act 2005, section 45, the relevant subclause is (3) scientific value (e) is a significant habitat
element for a threatened native species.

Report on the Investigation into the Government’s tree management practices and the renewal of Canberra’s urban forest

xiv

administration of the Tree Protection Act 2005 includes considering conservation issues, its
effect is much broader, involving native and non-native trees.
Because of administrative arrangements, the Conservator is in the Department of
Environment, Climate Change, Energy and water (DECCEW), a separate department from
staff, who are located in the Department of Territory and Municipal Services (TAMS) and
administer the Tree Protection Act 2005. Tree protection in urban areas is a local government
issue and TAMS is the primary provider of local government services in the ACT.
Given that the Tree Protection Act 2005 is about more than conservation and given that the
Conservator is in a separate department from staff, it is timely to reconsider the role of the
Conservator in relation to this Act.
Because the focus of the Tree Protection Act 2005 is on trees, it is appropriate for a person
with arboricultural, horticultural and/or equivalent skills to be the main decision maker under
this Act. Now seems to be an opportune time to remove the Conservator’s role under the Tree
Protection Act 2005 and replace it with an ACT Tree Curator. The ACT Tree Curator should
have all the statutory powers currently held by the Conservator under this Act, as well as extra
responsibilities (refer to Section 4.1.1 in the report). With respect to other acts, for example,
the Nature Conservation Act 1980, the role of the Conservator should remain and retain all
existing responsibilities related to conservation matters, nature reserves and the National Park
reserve, and, therefore, trees in these reserves. Other legislation might need to be amended to
ensure that the ACT Tree Curator has the same powers relating to trees as the current
Conservator.
In summary, the ACT Tree Curator should be responsible for:
•
•
•
•
•

the statutory decision-making role of the exiting Conservator under the Tree Protection
Act 2005
leading TAMS in its management of urban street and park trees
coordinating urban tree management practices and work activities across ACT
Government and National Capital Authority, and communication (especially
consultation and notification processes)
ensuring tree assessments and risk analyses are consistent across all ACT Government
agencies
reviewing (if requested) proposed non-urgent urban tree removals undertaken by TAMS
tree assessors, be it internal staff or contractors, and for all other ACT Government
agencies.

In addition to creating an ACT Tree Curator, Recommendation 4 sets out other improvements
to the decision-making processes and practices. As these are self-explanatory they are not
discussed in this summary. Details are in Chapter 4 of the main report.
However, one issue that warrants explanation here is the ability of the Chief Planning
Executive to make a decision that is inconsistent with the Conservator’s (that is, the proposed
ACT Tree Curator’s) advice on a regulated tree but not a registered tree under the Tree
Protection Act 2005.
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The Planning and Development Act 2007 requires the Conservator’s advice on regulated and
registered trees within the context of urban development.
To ensure trees are protected during development, concurrent powers between the
Conservator, proposed ACT Tree Curator and the Chief Planning Executive might at first
seem like a positive proposition. However, this approach would limit the practical ability to
achieve quick, efficient decisions. This is even more pertinent given that trees and
conservation issues are just some of the many issues the Chief Planning Executive must
consider in approving plans for new estates in greenfield sites.
As criteria guide the Conservator’s decisions about tree removal, it would be worth
considering these criteria for greenfield sites to ensure that trees that present a potential
unacceptable risk to the community are not retained in inappropriate locations in future urban
areas. This matter could be addressed in the review of the Nature Conservation Act 1980 and
any future changes to the Tree Protection Act 2005 and in addressing Recommendation 3B.
It is proposed that the Major Projects Review Group in ACTPLA be expanded to include
representatives from the Conservator and the proposed ACT Tree Curator. Guidelines should
be developed to include a consultation process with the Conservator and the proposed ACT
Tree Curator before the Chief Planning Executive makes a decision that is inconsistent with
their advice. While this might not result in a consensus it does ensure that all facts are
presented to the Chief Planning Executive. These guidelines should be available to the public.

Recommendation 4
Improve decision-making processes and practices for tree protection and
management by:
4A

establishing an ACT Tree Curator responsible for: (High Priority)
•

•
•
•
•

the statutory decision-making role of the existing Conservator under
the Tree Protection Act 2005. This role should replace the
Conservator’s role regarding urban trees. The Conservator would
retain all powers under the Nature Conservation Act 1980 and any
other legislation related to conservation matters
leading TAMS in its management of urban street and park trees
coordinating urban tree management practices and work activities
across ACT Government and the National Capital Authority, and
communication (especially consultation and notification processes)
ensuring tree assessments and risk analyses are consistent across
all ACT Government agencies
reviewing (if requested) proposed non-urgent urban tree removals
undertaken by TAMS tree assessors, be it internal staff or
contractors, and for all other ACT Government agencies
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4B

expanding ACTPLA’s Major Projects Review Group to include
representatives of the Conservator and the proposed ACT Tree Curator
when there is the possibility that a decision to be made by the Chief
Planning Executive is inconsistent with the Conservator’s or proposed
ACT Tree Curator’s advice

4C

developing guidelines that outline the decision-making process and
include criteria used by the Chief Planning Executive when making a
decision that is inconsistent with the Conservator or proposed ACT Tree
Curator’s advice

4D

proving a statement of reasons for the recommendations and/or
decisions made by the Conservator, proposed ACT Tree Curator and the
Chief Planning Executive with respect to tree removal, if requested.

4E

identifying trees worthy of inclusion on the ACT Tree Register in
greenfield sites as part of the structure and concept design processes
and registering them before any detailed designs are prepared.

4F

strategically populating the ACT Tree Register and removing the blanket
coverage in selected areas

4G

providing financial assistance or relief to residents on leased lands with
registered trees to assist them manage (or remove) a registered tree

4H

the Conservator and proposed ACT Tree Curator monitoring and auditing
compliance with their recommendations and decisions about trees,
including the cumulative effects on the treed landscape of the Chief
Planning Executive’s decisions

4I

developing principles for managing a site where a registered or regulated
tree has died

4J

preparing standard tree and risk assessment criteria for ACT government
agencies (or their contractors) with provision made for additional criteria
to respect an agencies circumstances

4K

authorising a qualified person to enter private leased land to undertake a
tree assessment using standard criteria and, when a tree presents an
unacceptable safety risk, the lessee is directed to remove the tree—and if
this is not done, it is removed by TAMS with costs recovered from the
lessee

4L

having powers to issue on-the-spot fines to people who knowingly and
wilfully damage a tree on public unleased lands.
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Guiding urban tree management
Tree management framework
As previously stated responsibility for urban tree management rests jointly with the ACT and
Australian Governments under various agencies.
The National Capital Authority, the Department of Defence and the Department of Finance
and Deregulation are important Australian Government bodies whose actions can
significantly affect Canberra’s treed landscape.
ACT Government agencies that also can greatly affect this landscape include the ACT
Planning and Land Authority, the Land Development Authority, the Canberra Institute of
Technology, ActewAGL, the Department of Territory and Municipal Services, the
Department of the Environment, Climate Change, Energy and Water, the Department of Land
and Property Services, the Department of Education and Training, the Department of
Disability, Housing and Community Services, ACT Health, and the ACT Emergency Services
Agency.
There is no overarching tree strategy to guide the integration of tree activities between both
governments and no document to guide the tree activities of the various ACT Government
agencies.

National capital—Canberra tree protection and management strategy
Urban tree management emerged from public submissions and consultations as a significant
issue. As previously mentioned, it accounted for about 40 per cent of public submission
responses, with comments such as:
Existing government tree management programs appear limited by lack of a cohesive and
collaborative approach between several different ‘tree’ programs within TAMS itself. We believe
that for any efficiency to be increased or enhanced in these programs there needs to be:

24

•

an agreed, articulated strategy between all sections of TAMS, for the present and future
management of the trees

•

designation of responsibility to an overarching body within government to ensure that the
agreed common strategy is carried forward and documented

•

vastly improved efforts by government agencies to be inclusive in the development of short
and long term management plans by regular two-way communication and consultation with
the Canberra public

•

a transparent process available for resolution of possible conflicts/appeals

•

an assessment of the costs of the present programs involving tender system to private
contractors in order to ascertain if there is scope for more government in-house work to be
done at less cost and more efficiency.24

Public submissions to the Tree Investigation, Submission 34, p. 1 (Appendix O).
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While there is a need for a strategy to integrate the activities of TAMS and other ACT
Government agencies, there is also a need for one to guide ACT and Australian Government
tree activities, given that Canberra is the national capital and trees are particularly important
to this city. Therefore, it is proposed that a National capital—Canberra tree protection and
management strategy be developed between these governments.
Section 5.1.4 contains more detail on the strategy; however, it should set out a long-term
vision and commitment to a treed landscape as a part of the city’s overall green infrastructure.
In so doing it should respect broader considerations for Canberra as the capital and as the
local place where we live. It should address contemporary issues and include a statement of
principles for guiding tree management, a commitment for across-government coordination of
activities, and a commitment to community consultation and notification. It should be the
broad strategic document that guides both ACT Government and Australian Government tree
activities.

ACT Government tree protection and management policies and procedures guide
Information provided by ACT Government agencies indicated uncertainty around issues such
as:
•
•
•
•
•

the full extent of an agency’s tree management responsibilities
how trees are most effectively managed
the principles and guidelines that apply for this management
who actually does the work and on what contractual basis the work is done
work standards that should apply.

Published principals and procedures applying to tree planting, maintenance, removals and
work notification are limited. There also appears to be very limited information sharing
between agencies.
In responses from ACT Government agencies to a question seeking ideas for more support for
tree management activities, eight out of ten said they would welcome assistance. Requests
included:25
•
•
•
•

25

a cohesive tree management strategy for future removal, replacement and maintenance
of the tree estate
more information on tree assessment/management responsibilities and procedures
more information and greater clarity about tree retention/removal/decision-making
procedures
detailed information on existing significant vegetation and regulated trees to assist in
assessing the impact and trade-offs of planning decisions

ACT Government agency responses to a Tree Investigation questionnaire, February–May 2010
(Appendix F).
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•
•
•

sufficient resources to maintain and support urban trees, particularly those from gifted
from new subdivision developments
continued support beyond the normal four-year budget projections of the Department of
Treasury
tree safety management advice, tree replacement advice, management of trees in the
context of water restrictions, landscape design advice.

Given the above responses and the existence of many policies and procedures, some of which
seem to need review, it is timely for the relevant documents to be integrated into one.
Throughout this investigation this one document will be referred to as the ACT Government
tree protection and management policies and procedures guide. The guide should allow for
flexibility and the ability to balance competing interests based on principles that values trees
as green infrastructure equivalent to other urban infrastructure. Suggestions on the content of
such a guide are in Section 5.1.5 of the report.

Agency coordination
Coordination between agencies will be critical in developing, adopting and implementing the
proposed:
•
•

National capital—Canberra tree protection and management strategy
ACT Government tree protection and management policies and procedures guide.

It is therefore proposed in Section 5.1.6 that an across-agency Tree Network Committee be
established to provide advice and coordination on tree management, including advising on the
development of the two proposed documents.

Recommendation 5 (High Priority)
Guide Canberra’s tree management by developing:
5A

a National capital—Canberra tree protection and management strategy

5B

an ACT Government tree protection and management policies and
procedures guide

5C

an across-agency Tree Network Committee to provide advice and
coordination between agencies on tree management and community
communication.
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Improving tree management standards
This Tree Investigation examined tree management standards and codes used in the ACT. It
also considered emerging issues related to habitat protection, canopy cover, solar access and
protection, sustainable re-use of timber, tree irrigation, vehicular parking and information
management. These are discussed in detail in Section 5.2 along with case studies highlighting
issues regarding the implementation of some of the standards and codes.
Recommendation 6 is also derived from issues discussed in Sections 5.3 and 5.4. Because the
recommendations are self-explanatory they are not discussed in this summary.

Recommendation 6
Update existing standards and codes and address emerging issues related to
habitat protection, canopy cover, solar access and protection, sustainable reuse of timber, tree irrigation, vehicular parking and information management
by:
6A

reviewing design standards (Design standards for urban infrastructure
4—road verges; Design standards for urban infrastructure 22—soft
landscape design; Design standards for urban infrastructure 23—plant
species for urban landscape projects; Standard specification for urban
infrastructure works 09 landscape) to include provisions which:
•
promote large trees in verges
•
guide the location of street tree easements based on road hierarchy
•
specify distances between tree centres, especially for native species
•
provide greater guidance on managing trees and solar
access/protection
•
better reflect all benefits of the treed landscape and ensure that
green and non-green infrastructure is integrated
•
promote green infrastructure technologies (for example, water
sensitive urban design)
•
provide guidance on tree species and promote approved species
being made publicly available on a website as a searchable database

6B

aligning the TAMS Reference document 4—landscape management and
protection plans with the standards in the Australian Standard 4970—
protection of trees on development sites; defining key terms and
methods; and imposing sanctions if mandatory requirements under the
Tree Management Plans are not met

6C

expanding the code of practice between the Department of Territory and
Municipal Services and ActewAGL beyond inspection and maintenance
activities to cover all aspects of urban tree management
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6D

improving habitat protection by:
•
protecting important (remnant) trees in subdivision designs for
greenfield sites based on the following principles:
o

important (remnant) trees with ecological values that form
corridors being given priority for retention and protection by
being included in a park

o

private leased residential lots for single detached housing not
having important (remnant) trees located on them

o

off-sets being used if important (remnant) trees are removed

o

seeds from important (remnant) trees being collected from a
greenfield site and used to enhance plantings in this area in
accordance with the approved estate design

(Refer to Recommendation 4E regarding the protection of all important
(remnant) trees in new subdivisions.)
6E

consider retaining dead trees on existing verges and in public parks that
have habitat value if they can be made safe; consulting abutting residents

6F

increasing urban tree canopy cover by using heat island mapping to
strategically guide plantings and setting canopy coverage targets for new
urban and existing urban areas

6G

better managing solar access and protection by developing:
•
a policy based on principles that include:
o

tree shading providing solar protection

o

solar systems being installed to avoid shading from existing
trees

o

solar systems that are installed after a tree is planted not
having priority; if the systems are relocated, this should be at
the expense of the owner

o

solar systems that are installed before a tree is planted having
priority; if needed a tree could be pruned or removed at the
expense of the tree owner

o

trees on the ACT Tree Register under the Tree Protection Act
2005 having priority for retention regardless of solar access
issues

o

tree species selection and location respecting solar access and
protection

o

applications, based on solar access, to remove a street or park
tree being considered by TAMS if adjoining residents are
consulted, and if the treed landscape can be effectively
managed and the applicant is willing to cover all removal,
replanting and establishment costs of a replanting
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•
6H

solar energy infrastructure guidelines for installers and the public

developing a sustainable reuse of timber policy based on principles that
include:
•
re-use of material from local urban trees, including for management
and community purposes (see Recommendation 10E)
•

improving the ecological condition of nature reserves and other
areas of open space

•

minimising carbon footprint

•

maximising long-term use of suitable timber

•

maintaining visual amenity when considering the re-use of urban
trees

•

recovering financial cost of tree management where possible.

6I

developing a tree irrigation policy with the condition, location and
importance of a tree determining its priority for watering. Trees on the
ACT Tree Register should be given priority

6J

better control of parking to protect urban trees by:
•
raising community awareness of the importance of not parking
under trees on verges and in parks; and highlighting where parking
is permitted

6K

•

targeting priority areas to ensure enforcement using on-the-spot
fines

•

legislative changes to issue on-the-spot fines for parking on public
open spaces

•

developing a system for all government or government agency staff
and contractors to ensure that only vehicles associated with
essential maintenance operations park on verges and enter parks;
vehicles on a verge or in a park could have an authorisation
displayed (see Recommendation 8)

developing principles to guide the use of IAMS—Integrated Asset
Management System for recording and accessing tree data by all ACT
Government agencies and corporations.

Integrating tree removal, replacement and establishment
The removal (and non-replacement) of trees has been one of the most significant issues raised
during public consultation forums and public submissions to this Tree Investigation. A
common reason for this concern is that removal, replacement and tree establishment is not
integrated. Residents are also not aware of how decisions for tree removals are made and in
many cases there have been no replacement plantings.
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It is only during this Tree Investigation that TAMS has developed a replacement policy
Management of trees on public urban land.26 While this policy is seen as ‘strongly
conservative’ and very generally refers to when a tree will and will not be considered for
removal, it is too brief. A detailed tree removal guideline is needed that clearly explains how
tree removal decisions are made.
The TAMS document, A tree management and protection policy for the ACT, a document that
has not been fully adopted, provides much more detail on tree management and has a short
section [policy 7.2 (v)—p. 29] on tree removal. It appears to be the original document from
which the information in the recent Management of trees on public urban land document was
derived. It is also of limited value in providing detail of why tree removals may be
recommended.
A fundamental aspect of tree removal is tree assessment and risk management, which is
paramount, particularly in schools, where the safety of students is of the highest importance.
The main ACT Government guideline documents that address this issue appear to be
governed by the Tree Protection Act 2005 that applies to private leased lands and requires the
approval from the ACT Conservator (proposed ACT Tree Curator) before any tree damaging
activities may be undertaken.
For consistency all tree assessments on ACT Government properties or on public lands or
those under the provision of the Tree Protection Act 2005, should use the same basic criteria
and risk assessment method. Some agencies may wish to have additional criteria. The
assessment of risk should respect the location, with areas such as school grounds recognised
as having one of the highest levels of risk. These criteria should be made public.
There is concern in the community that healthy trees have been tagged for removal and that
mistakes were being made in marking trees. Part of the concern about tree assessment
practices relates to the qualification and training of tree assessors.
Brisbane City Council, City of Sydney, City of Melbourne and Hume City Council all require
tree assessors to have a minimum level of training at an Australian Qualifications Framework
(AQF) Level 5 or Certificate 5 in Arboriculture or Horticulture with five years’ experience.
Alternatively they may have proven equivalent skills.
In the ACT, TAMS staff might have a Certificate Level 3 or 4, although this is not required.
The Interim report,27 presented to the Chief Minister in April 2010, recommended that TAMS
begin to bring all assessors to a minimum level of training at an Australian Qualifications
Framework (AQF) Level 5 or Certificate 5 in Arboriculture or Horticulture.

26

27

TAMS, Management of trees on public urban land, website
http://www.tams.act.gov.au/play/pcl/parks_reserves_and_open_places/trees_and_forests/trees/tree_policy,
accessed 15 December 2010.
Interim report on street and park tree removals undertaken by the Department of Territory and Municipal
Services (TAMS) under classification of ‘dangerous’ and ‘hazardous’ trees, Commissioner for
Sustainability and the Environment, 2010, p.24 (Appendix M).
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In Canberra, assessment is undertaken by a range of people: those in TAMS, contractors
working for the government or contractors working for developers who will submit
development applications or tree management plans.
All assessors should possess the minimum level of training: a Diploma of Horticulture
(Arboriculture) Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF) Level 5 or Certificate 5 in
Arboriculture or Horticulture with a minimum of five years’ experience or proven equivalent
skills.
A minimum training requirement for all government agency tree crew members is not being
recommended, as the key issue is the quality of assessments and therefore the issue is the skill
of the assessor. Within this context officers and volunteers of the ACT Fire Brigade, ACT
Rural Fire Service and ACT State Emergency Service only manage urban trees when there is
a significant and/or time critical incident that is affecting community safety, or could do so.
Under such circumstances a tree assessment is not possible or appropriate.
Also, to ensure there is no real or perceived conflict of interest, a government assessor should
not be the person who performs operational activities unless the circumstances are urgent.
However, at no time should a contractor who undertakes a tree assessment undertake the tree
surgery or removal.
Recommendation 7 sets out these principles. Others also in this recommendation have not
been discussed in this summary because they are more self-evident. The background on, and
discussion of, matters that are the subject of Recommendation 7 can be found in Sections
5.5.3, 5.5.4 and 5.5.5 of the report.

Recommendation 7
Develop a policy for guiding the integration of tree removal, replacement and
establishment based on principles that include:
•
•

•
•
•

tree removal, replacement and establishment being an integrated process
all tree assessments being undertaken:
o
using the same basic criteria and risk assessment method with
allowance for some agencies to use additional criteria
o
by a person with an Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF)
Level 5 or Certificate 5 in Arboriculture or Horticulture, or high
level of training with a minimum of five years’ experience
o
independently so that the tree assessor/contractor is not the
same person/contractor who performs tree surgery, unless
urgent circumstances exist
tree removal being avoided wherever possible with all other tree
management options considered before a decision to remove is made
a replacement tree being planted unless circumstances prohibit it
trees being planted under a three-year establishment program with trees
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•

•
•

being monitored to allow adaptive management according to a tree’s
performance and local conditions
the community being informed using standard notification procedures
before any tree removal, unless it is done under urgent circumstances. A
period will be allowed for a community member to seek reconsideration.
All reconsiderations should be undertaken by the proposed ACT Tree
Curator
reasons for tree removals being made public to anyone who requests
all tree removals being undertaken in an environmentally responsible
manner.

Contract management
Contractors, including those undertaking tree assessments and works, are frequently used by
ACT government agencies. The use of contractors is done within an extensive framework of
legislation, guidelines, directions, instructions and policies. Departments face scrutiny from
the ACT Legislative Assembly, particularly through the Budget Estimates process and annual
reporting requirements that all contracts above $20 000 must be listed. The ACT AuditorGeneral independently assesses departments’ compliance with procurement procedures.
There was no evidence presented or allegations made to the investigation of improper
awarding of tree-related contracts. Nonetheless, other issues were raised in public
submissions, and these are considered helpful in improving the management of all
contractors.
While a contract might require money to be put aside as security, there is no specific
requirement for financial penalties if trees are damaged. Such a contract condition would
seem appropriate given the importance of trees to the Canberra community. Given that
parking vehicles under trees on verges and in parks is a problem, this should also be
addressed using a contract condition.
Also, the suite of documents that accompany standard contracts includes Acts, Australian
Standards, departmental standards and Design standards for urban infrastructure. There is no
specific reference to documents protecting trees, such as the TAMS reference document 4—
landscape management and protection plans (LMPP).
The protection of trees could be improved by ACT Procurement Solutions including specific
reference to this document in all contracts involving works on or near open space including
verges, and including the proposed ACT Government tree protection and management
policies and procedures guide (when written) in the suite of referenced documentation.
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Recommendation 8
Provide greater protection for urban trees affected by ACT Government
contract procurement processes by amending the Guideline for production of
tenders and contracts for construction projects using AS2124–1992 general
conditions of contract to include:
•
•
•
•

provisions to control contractors’ parking so that trees on verges and in
parks are protected when undertaking work for the ACT Government (see
Recommendation 6J)
financial penalties if trees are damaged
specifying that the contractor undertaking a tree assessment should not
undertake tree surgery or removal of any trees they assess
as a supporting document, the TAMS reference document 4—landscape
management and protection plans (LMPP) and the proposed ACT
Government tree protection and management policies and procedures
guide (when written).

Communication and community engagement
Communication, consultation and notification
Communication with the community on tree issues has been a common theme in submissions
and consultations to this Tree Investigation. Even though public submissions specifically
concerned with communication and consultation accounted for only 6 per cent of issues, it has
often been a point of discussion in the media and at workshops and has led to other issues
emerging.
Communication recommendations were made in the Interim report on street and park tree
removals undertaken by the Department of Territory and Municipal Services (TAMS) under
classification of ‘dangerous’ and ‘hazardous’ trees (the interim report) and many have been
or are being implemented by TAMS.
Many people in the community consider all government agencies as ‘the government’, no
matter how nuanced the differences might seem to the dedicated public servants within those
agencies. It is important that all agencies operate with a level of consistency.
Effective notification and communication can be one of the greatest aids to successful future
tree management in Canberra. A communication policy should be developed and be part of
the proposed ACT Government tree protection and management policies and procedures
guide. The policy should recognise the difference between trees that need to be removed
immediately for safety – urgent circumstances, and those trees which can be removed in a
non-urgent timeframe.
While the communication policy should apply to all ACT Government agencies and
corporations it will need to recognise the context of the trees each agency and corporation
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manages, with specific communication processes designed accordingly. For example, the
ESA should not be required to give any public notification for any trees they deal with in an
emergency. However, no system exists for ESA to inform an ACT Government agency if they
affect trees on government lands. It would be appropriate for this to occur so that tree
management activities after the emergency can be undertaken, for example, tree replacement.
As the main agency affected by ESA is likely to be TAMS, a system of notification between
these two agencies could be the basis for ESA informing other agencies and corporations.
Recommendation 9A is self-explanatory in presenting what is needed to improve
communication.

Community involvement
There is a community need for information and engagement. Under TAMS’s proposed Urban
Forest Renewal Program, community engagement and participation was regarded as an
important part of the program. This included a Tree Keepers Program similar to one initiated
in the City of Chicago. A phone interview was held with the CEO of this program, which was
developed in 1991 in response to massive tree deaths. The main activity undertaken by the
Chicago Tree Keepers Program is spreading mulch, although community members also plant,
water and prune small trees. The participation rate is very low considering the overall
population of Chicago.
Although Tree Keepers is an evocative name, the response to the program in Chicago
suggests that the model is not a broad community outreach program. The Chicago model was
funded by the community, not government, whereas the primary funding for the Canberra
model was to come from the ACT Government to support the proposed Urban Forest
Renewal Program.
An engagement program to involve the wider Canberra community is required and
Recommendation 9C captures its three proposed activities. These activities should be
integrated. The tree care outreach program could be based at the National Arboretum which
could also be the venue for the annual tree forum.

Recommendation 9 (High Priority)
Strengthen communication and community engagement in relation to the treed
landscape by:
9A

developing a communication policy which:
•

includes principles to guide all ACT Government agencies and
corporations in:
o

undertaking consultations and routine maintenance
notifications for trees
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providing adequate information to the community—for example,
assessments involving a potential or actual tree removal should
be made available to a resident or member of the community on
request
includes the recommendations made in the interim tree report for
minimal tree removal notification for urban street and park trees
managed by TAMS:
o

•

o

Tree removal (urgent circumstances)—street tree
A standard notification letter delivered to the closest three
residences on both sides of the street before or soon after the
removal—that is, the property adjacent to the verge where the
tree will be removed, the two properties either side of this one
and the three properties opposite (six properties in total).

o

Tree removal (urgent circumstances)—park tree
A sign should be erected in the park before or soon after the
removal.

o

Tree removal—street tree
To allow for public inquiries a standard notification letter
should be delivered three weeks before the removal date to the
closest three residences on both sides of the street—that is, the
property adjacent to the verge where the tree will be removed,
the two properties either side of this one and the three
properties opposite.
If the street tree (or group of trees) has a high profile (for
example, a large tree that makes a major contribution to the
landscape) or if there will be a substantial change because of
the removal of several trees, a sign should also be placed on a
tree (or group of trees), at the same time as the notification
letter is sent.

o

Tree removal—park tree
The sign should be placed on the tree in a position where it will
be obvious to park users three weeks before the tree is
removed to allow for public inquiries. If several trees are to be
removed in a park it might be necessary to place a sign at the
entrance as well as at the location where the trees will be
removed.

•

guides information in notification letters or on signs for trees
removed or to be removed, including:
o

making it obvious that the letter or sign is official
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stating that the tree assessment was undertaken by a qualified
tree assessor
o
giving reasons why the tree will be or was removed
o
stating that there is a re-planting policy unless circumstances
prohibit it
o
providing a contact number for further information
o
giving the direct website address outlining the policy and
procedures for tree activities.
includes a consultation program for preparation of tree-scape
designs—civic, town centres and selected local centres, major
gateways and avenues (Refer to Recommendation 10A)
includes principles for draft guidelines for street and park plantings
(Refer to Recommendation 10A) to be made available publicly for
comment before being finalised.
o

•

•

9B

developing a notification procedure for ESA to inform TAMS when
emergency service officers undertake works on urban trees on public
land (This could be extended to other agencies once developed.)

9C

developing a community engagement tree program that involves
•

an annual community tree forum

•

the Arboretum being the centre for public tree educational
information and programs in Canberra

•

a tree care outreach program developed under a partnership
between the Arboretum, the proposed ACT Tree Curator, TAMS,
NCA, Botanic Gardens, other bodies and the community.

Future directions for Canberra’s treed landscape
Strategic tree planning
Future tree plantings can be used to enhance the treed landscape but it needs to be guided.
Determining the level of planning required for street and park trees in a jurisdiction the size of
Canberra is difficult.
The City of Melbourne, a smaller municipality than Canberra, has an individual tree asset
register for all trees in the municipality that enables detailed planning for future tree works.
The City of Melbourne has developed precinct tree planting designs that consider the
neighbourhood character and list the tree species for each street.
Brisbane City Council has also undertaken detailed streetscape planning in some main areas,
but has not mapped and planned the street tree species for the entire city. The council uses
streetscape guidelines for planting in local areas.
The Canberra Central design manual includes master planning of trees for the city centre.
This level of streetscape planning is similar to that undertaken by Melbourne and identifies
Report on the Investigation into the Government’s tree management practices and the renewal of Canberra’s urban forest xxx

the tree species for individual streets. It is useful in high-profile areas and provides clear
guidance for anyone undertaking works or redeveloping in these areas. This level of
streetscape master planning across all Canberra streets is unrealistic.
A suitable model could be a hybrid between the Melbourne and Brisbane City councils.
Detailed tree-scape designs could be prepared for civic, the town centres and some local
centres, major gateways and avenues. These designs could define the character of the location
and identify how the treed landscape was to be managed in these areas, including specifying
suitable species for street planting and planned timing for any proposed works. The
community should be consulted in developing the tree-scape designs.
Tree planting in local residential streets could be undertaken using guiding principles that
should become part of the proposed ACT Government tree protection and management policy
and procedures guide.
Tree planting in parks could be coordinated with detailed park planning to identify planting
opportunities and priorities, consistent with the principles used to manage and plant trees in
streets. However, such planning for parks has been limited—therefore, the development of
guidelines is proposed to assist in tree management across all parks.

An emphasis on tree care and maintenance
As stated earlier it is recommended that there be an emphasis on care and maintenance of
Canberra’s urban trees. As previously mentioned, in 2010 TAMS undertook a Canberra-wide
‘rapid’ audit of streets and parks as landscape units, which can be used to identify priority
areas for care and maintenance activities.
The audit allows priorities to be set for maintenance works for the assessed landscape units,
so it is possible to estimate how long it would take a tree crew to complete the works. An
additional crew could complete the high-priority maintenance works in approximately one
year. This would alleviate the immediate pressure. However, to begin programmed
maintenance on an ongoing basis an extra crew would be needed. This is discussed in detail in
Section 7.3 of the report.
The audit also facilitated the identification of ‘gaps’—that is, vacant sites where trees have
been removed and not replaced.
National Arboretum Canberra
The National Arboretum—in its role as a living, botanical museum of trees from around the
world and in its research capacity—could help identify trees and provide guidance on tree
management for Canberra.
Gateways, landmarks and 2013 celebrations
The upcoming centenary of Canberra will be an opportunity to celebrate urban trees,
particularly given that the goals of the 2013 celebrations are on ‘building lasting legacies of
community value ... through quality projects’.
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The centenary could use key sites to create a legacy by specific tree planting projects and
carving dead trees for public art. To reflect the historic moment they could include key people
or items from Canberra’s history.
Tree management activities on school sites are considerable. While an overall figure of the
number of trees on school sites was not available, it is estimated to be more than 18 000. A
2013 landmark school–community project could be for each school to celebrate the centenary
by planting those species that would have been part of the region before settlement and those
that are in the arboretum. The local community could be involved in the plantings. These
ideas are discussed in Section 7.5 of the report, and captured in Recommendation 10.

Recommendation 10
Strategically enhance and celebrate Canberra’s treed landscape by:
10A future tree planning being guided by:
•

tree-scape designs for Civic, town centres and selected local
centres, major gateways and avenues

•

guidelines for all other streets

•

guidelines for parks

10B programmed maintenance work increasing to achieve TAMS’s goal of 65
per cent (currently 15 per cent) with the addition of two field crews (or
equivalent in contractors): one on an ongoing basis and one for one year
to ensure all high priority works are undertaken (funding for this is
covered under Recommendation 11B). A time for achieving the
65 per cent target should be specified.
10C planting to fill existing ‘gaps’ and replacing existing removed trees
10D the Arboretum being a focus for scientific research to inform tree
management across Canberra
10E creating a 2013 tree legacy
•

at gateways, on avenues and site plantings

•

through landmark school–community projects

•

using carvings of suitable dead trees, including in situ if appropriate,
to reflect an aspect of the tree’s location, to commemorate a person,
place or event (see Recommendation 6H).
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Resourcing
Resourcing issues considered in this Tree Investigation relate mainly to managing urban street
and park trees under the management of TAMS. However, resourcing for a community
engagement tree program (Recommendation 9C) and the implications of recommendations in
the Tree Investigation are also considered in Chapter 8 of the report.

Expenditure drivers
TAMS’s ability to meet the challenge of managing the urban street and park trees within its
existing budgets has been problematic because of expenditure drivers which include:
•

•
•
•

a continuing increase in the number of tree inquiries—the actual number has risen from
5637 in 2009 to 7002 in 2010. This is a 24 per cent increase in public inquiries in one
calendar year
a 78 per cent increase in the number of planning applications for TAMS to review in the
last four years
TAMS, during 2009–10, beginning to manage an additional 30 hectares of urban open
space in new suburbs in Gungahlin, Belconnen and Tuggeranong
a 67 per cent increase in the number of dwelling sites released in the past seven years,
from 1656 in 2003–04 to a target of 5000 in 2010–11. While not all sites will have trees
in front of them, it does emphasise a significant increase in development in the past five
years.

The increase in development has had a number of flow-on affects, as outlined by TAMS:
... Reallocation of resources—at least one full time, sometimes 1.5 FTE is now needed to respond to
development related matters. Previously this was a part-time function for one officer.
... Increase in new tree assets—approximately 5000 new trees have been assigned (gifted) to TAMS
annually for the past five years. This figure has more than doubled the number assigned 7–8 years
ago. Urban trees in their first 3–5 years have high maintenance and cost requirements for watering,
staking, mulching, formative pruning and possible replacement due to death or vandalism.28

To manage the above, programmed maintenance activities have apparently been affected. The
result of limited resources seems to have had the most profound effect on:
... programmed or proactive pruning (cyclic). The operational teams give priority to clearing the
volume of tree related enquiries from the public ... where response time deadlines have been set. This
has meant programmed proactive work, including formative pruning of young trees and maintenance
of older trees, is not to the desired level...29

Such maintenance is particularly important in Canberra where there are significant numbers
of eucalyptus trees in urban streets and parks. Brisbane City Council does not plant

28

29

Response to the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, OCSE questions—resourcing, Land
Management and Planning, TAMS, November 2010, p. 4 (Appendix S).
Response to the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, OCSE questions—resourcing, Land
Management and Planning, TAMS, November 2010, pp. 7–8 (Appendix S).
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eucalyptus trees in urban streets due to their high maintenance requirements. However,
Canberra’s climate is very different to Brisbane’s and eucalypts are an integral component of
the landscape. These trees cannot ‘self-manage’—they require maintenance, particularly in
the formative stages, to prevent the development of defects.

Tree funding and climate change initiatives
A paper was commissioned on The benefits and draw backs of considering funding for urban
tree programs separately to climate change initiatives.30
Trees have a range of positive effects on local climate conditions and are important in
managing climate change. Trees in urban areas help mitigate climate change by taking up and
storing carbon from the atmosphere. They can also indirectly reduce the production of
greenhouse gases and also decrease the need for summer cooling through shading.
It seems appropriate to apply, and claim, climate change funding for tree programs, if these
are in addition to those programs that are considered ‘core business’ and ‘business as usual’ or
are required to meet legislative requirements (for example, risk management) programs.
Special programs such as planting extra trees for climate change objectives to reduce heat
islands in urban areas, provide additional shade over foot and cycle paths, increase overall
canopy cover and so on, have benefits and could justify additional funding as part of actions
to address climate change. For example:
Linking climate change commitment to trees has helped focus the message on climate change in
Canada and enabled the community to participate in ‘doing something’ for climate change increasing
the communities [sic] long term resilience. Rather than adapting the view that is it all too hard and
what can I do to stop climate change from happening.31

Funding tree programs under climate change initiatives may offer the opportunity to source
additional funds from climate change programs, particularly from the Australian Government.
However, the tree programs specifically focused on climate change would need to be
identified and be in addition to ‘core business’. Accordingly, as a principle, funding for ACT
Government tree protection and management that is ‘core business’ should be from dedicated
tree management budgets.

Sources of funding
Given Canberra has a considerable amount of green infrastructure, this prompted
consideration of what funding sources other jurisdictions use to fund their green
infrastructure.

30

31

The benefits and draw backs of considering funding for urban tree programs separately to climate change
initiatives, Miller Consulting, 14 December 2010 (Appendix K).
Funding options for the protection of the environment through enhanced management actions – Miller
Consulting, 8 December 2010, p. 14 (Appendix J).
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The paper Funding options for the protection of the environment through enhanced
management actions32 was commissioned to assist this Tree Investigation and the Canberra
Nature Park (nature reserves), Molonglo River Corridor (nature reserves) and Googong
Foreshore Investigation.33 The paper presents information on the environmental and
sustainability levies used by councils, with more detail for 18 of these. It provides examples
of how local and state governments meet their environmental responsibilities with limited
funds and competing demands while specifically noting that:
Traditional funding through rates and taxes is largely spent on environmental management
undertaken as part of an organisation’s legislative requirement. This is seen as a minimum funding
source.34

If this premise is supported, funding options should be considered in the context of what extra
needs to be done, what it would cost and how it could be funded. The concept of an
environmental levy for specific initiatives seems worth canvassing with the Canberra
community, given the significant amount of green infrastructure, the opportunity it affords all
residents and the challenge of managing it.
While the application of a levy for urban tree management might not be appropriate in the
ACT at this time with respect to the majority of recommendations made in this investigation,
which can be considered to address matters of core business, a levy might be considered as
additional funding for some specific environmentally focused tree projects and other
sustainability initiatives such as restoration of reserves in the ACT. This will be further
explored in the Canberra Nature Park (nature reserves), Molonglo River Corridor (nature
reserves) and Googong Foreshore Investigation.35 However, at this stage most issues related
to tree management could be considered as core business.

Enhanced resourcing
There was generally a recurring view in public submissions that there are inadequate and
inappropriate resources for managing Canberra’s treed landscape. For example, the following
submissions stated:
What is urgently needed is a properly resourced, regular tree maintenance program, that involves
regular inspection, removal of dead limbs, looping of low branches, removal of suckers and
necessary shaping of trees. ... It will remove the absentee landlord look that at present is suggested by
the state of much of the street treescape.36

32

33

34

35
36

Funding options for the protection of the environment through enhanced management actions – Miller
Consulting, 8 December 2010, p. 14 (Appendix J).
Currently being undertaken by the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment,
http://www.envcomm.act.gov.au/investigations/nature_reserves_investigation.
Funding options for the protection of the environment through enhanced management actions, Miller
Consulting, 8 December 2010, p. 1 (Appendix J).
Currently being undertaken by the Commissioner for the Sustainability and the Environment.
Public submissions to the Tree Investigation, Submission 20, p. 1 (Appendix O).
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Funding to adequately support the components of the Urban Forest is currently inadequate. As I
understand the current position the acceptance of a new residential sub-division into Government
maintenance does not automatically generate additional maintenance staff but rather the further
dilution of the existing few to cover the new areas.
... Renewed interest in the maintenance and management of the Urban Forest will require a large
investment in personnel and equipment. The current small group within TAMS overseeing the
maintenance and management of the Urban Forest is inadequate for the task and a team of highly
skilled, dedicated and committed managers is required to meet the expectations of the community.
Similarly the policy of contracting maintenance work on the lowest tender basis is not usually in the
best interests of the trees. In house, hands on staff, not constricted by the scope of an open tender in
what can be done, is required.37
The ACT Government tree management staff have made a clear and evidence-supported case that
they are grossly under resourced. The ACT Government in making this deliberate resource allocation
decision has made a serious decision to trade many important and significant long-term assets and
values for immediate financial savings. This decision holds at risk the trees of Canberra, the citizens
wellbeing and their trust in government.38

While resourcing is an issue to the community, so too is the balance between head office and
field staff. Community members were concerned about an increase in head office staff but not
in field staff. In considering head office to field staff ratios in other jurisdictions a 1 to 6–8
ratio emerged. This has informed the proposed resourcing allocation.
It is clear that the ACT Government is committed to increasing funds for the management of
Canberra’s treed landscape, as reflected in its 2009–10 Budget allocation of $19.4 million
over four years for the Urban Forest Renewal Program. However, as previously stated, it is
proposed that this program be replaced with comprehensive and integrated urban tree
protection and management activities focused on the care and maintenance of Canberra’s
treed landscape. In addition to programmed maintenance it will also be important to plant
trees in existing vacant sites—‘gaps’—and to remove and replace dead and declining trees.
To guide on-the-ground activities, sound planning and data management is needed.
To enhance improve routine activities and focus on care and maintenance, additional funding
above current budgets is needed. Details of how costs were derived are in Chapter 8. In
summary the additional funds required are for:
•

Care and maintenance of existing trees and overall treed landscape
As discussed in Section 7.3 (Recommendation 10B) it is proposed that programmed
maintenance be increased through increasing TAMS resources by the addition of two
field crews (or equivalent in contractors): one on an ongoing basis and one for one year
to ensure all high priority works are managed. This is likely to cost $950 000 per year
for each crew, covering salaries, vehicles, contract plant and labour hire for a crew of

37
38

Public submissions to the Tree Investigation, Submission 31, p. 4 (Appendix O).
Public submissions to the Tree Investigation, Submission 17, p. 5 (Appendix O).
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eight. TAMS indicates that this configuration allows for flexibility with the crew being
split and allotted different tasks, and to continue operations if someone is absent.
The additional one-year field crew (or equivalent in contractors) would be able to
address the high priority maintenance work identified in the Canberra tree audit.
To support the expended resources a tree assessment officer would be needed, costing
about $80 000 for one year.
In addition to these maintenance works, the audit also identified approximately 17 000
dead and declining trees and 20 000 vacant planting sites in streets. The 17 000 dead
and declining trees would require individual assessment to determine works needed. If
these trees are to be removed, a decision would have to be made whether they could be
retained as habitat or for public art. If the trees are removed and replaced, then
replacement trees would require irrigation and establishment care for three years post
planting. There would also be replacement, irrigation and establishment costs for trees
planted in the existing 20 000 vacant sites. The estimated costs for removing existing
dead and declining trees, and planting in existing ‘gaps’ are shown in the table below.

Estimated cost for replacement of existing dead and declining trees, and planting in existing gaps
(compiled by OCSE using TAMS data)
Task
$ million
Replacement of existing 17 000 dead and declining trees
Assessment ($5 per tree)39
0.085
40
Removal ($300 per tree)
5.1
41
Replacement ($300 per tree)
5.1
Irrigation and establishment
1.2
—3 years ($23 per tree per annum)42
Sub-total
11.4 #
Planting trees in 20 000 vacant sites – ‘gaps’
Replacement ($300 per tree)43
6
Irrigation and establishment
1.4
—3 years ($23 per tree per annum)44
Sub-total
7.4
Total
18.4 ($2.3 million per year over 8 years)
#

This is an overestimate as a few trees are likely to be retained and some may not be replaced because of
site limitations.

39
40

41
42
43
44

Personal communication, Ms Fleur Flanery, TAMS, 20 December 2010.
Response to Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, Land Management and Planning,
TAMS, received 27 May 2010, p.31 (Appendix F).
Personal communication, Ms Fleur Flanery, TAMS, 20 December 2010.
Personal communication, Ms Fleur Flanery, TAMS, 20 December 2010.
Personal communication, Ms Fleur Flanery, TAMS, 20 December 2010.
Personal communication, Ms Fleur Flanery, TAMS, 20 December 2010.
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Given the costs of the works identified in the above table, it seems appropriate for it to
be undertaken over at least eight years, at about $2.3 million per year for an average of
4600 trees.45 This planting could lead into an ongoing program as more trees will
always need to be removed and replanted.
•

Community involvement
To provide tree information and involve the community in tree activities it is
recommended that an outreach program be developed under a partnership between the
Arboretum, the proposed ACT Tree Curator, TAMS, NCA, Botanic Gardens, other
bodies and the community. If such a program is integrated across several agencies there
may be efficiencies—for example, the Arboretum already has a community ‘Friends of
the Arboretum’ program and is building an information centre. Therefore, an initial
$80 000 per year for two years could be allocated to this initiative.

•

Planning and data integration
Head office staff are needed to ensure a strategic and integrated approach by field staff.
There has been community concern that head office staff are disproportionately larger
than field staff. Therefore ‘head office’ to ‘field’ staff ratio of some local governments
has been derived to guide an appropriate ratio for TAMS (see Table below). Some of
the positions that were created under the Urban Forest Renewal Program are relevant to
a program focused on care and maintenance. A small group of staff needs to provide the
overall leadership and coordination for tree management, manage tree data, ensure
communication is effective and strategically guide field crews. Accordingly, it is
suggested in Table 22 that there should be five officers and some support from an
Executive Officer. The cost for such a unit, as shown in Table 21, is estimated to be
approximately $600 000 per year.
Tree assessment informs data capture and the programmed maintenance program,
therefore a rolling program of assessments is needed on a minimum 10-year cycle,
increasing to a 5-year cycle as systems are implemented. Based on a population of
556 268 trees in streets and high-use urban parks, assessing 10 per cent or 55 627 trees
per year at $5 per tree would require approximately $280 000 per year. To complete the
current tree species selection update and database it is understood that TAMS costs
would be approximately $50 000. Sitting fees for the Tree Selection Group are included
in this figure.
It is suggested that $50 000 per year for two years (2011–12 and 2012–13) will cover
the costs for developing the proposed National capital–Canberra tree protection and
management strategy and ACT Government tree protection and management policies

45

Park Conservation and Lands have previously planted 500 trees per year; Hume City Council 5000 trees
per year and Brisbane City Council 11 000 per year (including greenfield sites)—see Table 5, TAMS, Land
Management and Planning, Response to the Commissioner for the Environment and Sustainability, p. 19
(Appendix F).
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and procedures guide. Much of the documentation for these documents exists but it
needs to be integrated.
Funding of $25 000 for two years is likely to be needed to support the amendments to
the Tree Protection Act 2005 recommended in this Tree Investigation. This assumes the
availability of existing legal resources within TAMS and the ACT Government.
Some proposed actions to enhance Canberra’s treed landscape have not been costed:
•

Gateways, avenues and 2013 tree initiatives
As mentioned in Chapter 7, these are iconic projects that should be planned and
managed accordingly. Candidate sites include, but are not restricted to Northbourne,
Ainslie and Canberra Avenues, Gungahlin and Athllon Drives and heritage precincts.46
It is proposed that there be some 2013 tree legacy projects and this could include the
abovementioned avenues. However, it is also suggested that there be a 2013 landmark
school–community–Arboretum project with each school planting an endemic species
that would have been part of the region before settlement and a species from the
Arboretum.
Funding for these initiatives has not been costed as it will depend on their design. It may
be possible to fund the 2013 landmark school–community–Arboretum project through a
combination of sponsorship and community donations.

•

Funding assistance for residents with a registered tree on their property
Additional funding to support Recommendation 4F to provide financial support to a
resident on leased land who has registered trees on their property has not been
recommended as this will depend on criteria for giving such support that is
appropriately developed by the Government.

•

Populating the ACT Tree Register
The Open Space and Planning section within TAMS currently funds a Technical Officer
to undertake populating the ACT Tree Register required under the Tree Protection Act
2005. This should continue. Additional funding to support further acceleration in
populating the ACT Tree Register has not been recommended as significant progress
has been made in the last few years and it is assumed that the existing resources which
made this possible will continue.

46

Response to the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, OCSE questions—resourcing, Land
Management and Planning, TAMS, November 2010, p. 9 (Appendix S).
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•

Climate change tree initiatives (funded from climate change funds)
The aim of these are to specifically address climate change. These could be funded
project-by-project, therefore no cost estimate is presented.

•

Amending documents such as the Territory Plan.
Amending documents such as the Territory Plan could occur within current budgets and
be integrated with future amendments as these documents are frequently amended.

•

ACT Tree Curator
If the appointment of the ACT Tree Curator is part of the role of an existing executive
officer it should have no funding implications.

•

TAMS funding to meet growth
Additional funding for the Department of Territory and Municipal Services to meet the
demands of managing new residential developments is the subject of a recommendation
in Governing the City State: One ACT Government – One ACT Public Service, which
states:
The Expenditure Review and Evaluation Committee should conclude as a matter of priority a
marginal cost formula for providing additional funding to the Territory and Municipal Services
Directorate reflecting the impact of new residential developments on service demand.47

This Tree Investigation has therefore not addressed this issue.
•

Tree funding for agencies other than TAMS
It is recognised that ACT Government departments other than TAMS also undertake
tree work, such as the Department of Education and Training, which funds tree works
on a priority basis. It is beyond the scope of this Tree Investigation, which focuses on
the management of urban street and park trees managed by TAMS, to address these
issues in detail. It is assumed that these funding issues will be considered as part of
ACT Government’s budgetary processes.

The ‘Enhanced’ budget recommended is summarised in the table on page xli.

47

ACT Government, Governing the City State: One ACT Government – One ACT Public Service, February
2011, p. 19.
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Summary table for enhanced tree budget
Item

Ongoing enhanced
base budget ($)

2011–12
Additional funds ($)

2012–13
Additional funds ($)

‘Field’ operations
Existing trees
Tree crews
Tree assessor

950 000

950 000

80 000

80 000

Overall treed landscape
Plantings, establishment
and removals

2 300 000

‘Head office’
Planning, data integration
and communication unit

600 000

Tree assessments—
planning data

280 000

Communication

50 000

National capital—
Canberra tree protection
and management strategy
and ACT Government
tree protection and
management policies and
procedures guide.

50 000

Tree species selections
finalised (Tree Selection
Working Group)

50 000

Amending the Tree
Protection Act 2005

25 000

TAMS total

50 000

25 000

Assume delays in
starting proposed
projects; therefore,
assume 80 per cent of
base budget:
3 370 000 (+ above 1
year additional funds)
4 257 000

4 572 000

80 000

80 000

4 332 000

Community
involvement
Arboretum
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Given the community concern about ‘head office’ ratios the following table presents the
existing and proposed ratios.
Field staff: 'head office' ratios across three councils
Item
Existing
Head office staff
Planning, data
integration and
communication unit
DA assessor
Field staff

TAMS
Proposed

Brisbane City
Council

Hume Council

4.2*

5.2††

8.5

2

1†
26‡
4 contracts

1
37
8 contracts for 1 year

45

Tree assessors

4∫

5

Technical Officer
(Tree Register)
Head office :field
staff ratio

1#

5
1 contractor for 1
year
1

8
(+6 ongoing
contractors)
2

1:7 ongoing
1:8 for 1 year

1:6

1:8

1:7**

*1 full-time permanent as Manager Urban Tree Management (SOGC); 3 full-time contract positions as Manager
Open Space Planning (SOGA), GIS Technical Officer (TO3), and Program Coordinator (+business
support)(ASO6). This includes part of the Director City Services’ time (0.2 EFT)
†
1 additional full-time permanent Technical Officer (TO4) for assessment of development applications and
suburb redevelopment proposals
‡
26 full-time permanent field staff and 4 contractors (funded in recurrent budget)
∫
3 full-time permanent technical officers (TO3) for tree assessments and customer inquiries; 1 full-time contract
position as Operations Coordinator (TO4)
#
1 full-time permanent technical officer (TO3) to populate the ACT Tree Register is currently funded and should
continue to be funded. The assumption is that no additional funding is needed for this position.
**The Technical Officer is a position that is to address issues under the Tree Protection Act 2005 and there is no
equivalent position in other jurisdictions, therefore this position has not been included in calculations of head
office to field staff ratios.
††
Existing contract staff to become full-time permanent, plus 1 full-time permanent (SOG C/B) to undertake
cross-agency policy development and strategic tree planning.

Recommendation 11
Fund the protection and management of Canberra’s street and park trees:
11A from dedicated tree management budgets with tree plantings associated
with climate change initiatives being funded separately
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11B with an additional approximate $4 million per year on an ongoing basis
and an additional one-year funding of approximately $1 million to
accelerate programmed maintenance for high priority tree maintenance
(High Priority).

As previously discussed, TAMS has been funding the management of trees under powerlines
on unleased lands, using from 1.84 to 3.62 per cent of its budget (refer to Table 12 and
Section 8.1). Section 5.6.2 presents the history of this arrangement. It is understood that this
was preferred by TAMS.
A legal opinion confirmed that the clearing of vegetation under powerlines is ActewAGL’s
responsibility. Accordingly ActewAGL should fully bear the responsibility and costs for this
activity. The resources that TAMS currently invests in this should be allocated to work on
trees in Canberra’s urban street and parks.

Recommendation 12
ActewAGL fully fund all vegetation clearing under its powerlines on unleased
lands. The Department of Territory and Municipal Services use the resources
currently deployed on this to manage its urban street and park trees.
Specifications for pruning of urban trees to be approved by the proposed ACT
Tree Curator.
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