
Trees
on Development Sites

The steps you
need to take at 
the planning and
design stages, 
and during
construction, to
ensure that
significant trees
are kept healthy
and become an
asset to your new
development.

South Gloucestershire Planning Guidance : Adopted November 2005



Policy D1 states that:

Development will only be permitted where good standards of site planning
and design are achieved. In particular, proposals will be required to
demonstrate that: ...(B) EXISTING features of landscape, nature 
conservation, heritage or amenity value, including rights of way, are 
safeguarded and enhanced through incorporation into development...

Policy L1 states that:

In order that the character, distinctiveness, quality and amenity of the 
landscapes of South Gloucestershire are conserved and enhanced, new
development will be permitted only where: ...(B) Those features in or of 
the landscape which make a significant contribution to the character or
distinctiveness of the locality are retained, protected and managed in a 
manner which ensures their long-term viability...

Policy L4 states that:

Development that is permitted within the Community Forest Area as
defined on the proposals map should: ...(A) Respect the developing
woodland setting: ...(B) Not conflict with the Community Forest objectives...
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The Policy Context
In accordance with policies contained in the South Gloucestershire Local Plan 
(As intended to be adopted) November 2005 this Council will expect applicants to
demonstrate how significant trees, hedgerows and other vegetation will be
incorporated into development proposals, and for detailed design information to be
submitted at the appropriate stage.  This Council will make use of planning conditions
to secure retention of existing trees, hedgerows and other vegetation that makes a
significant contribution to South Gloucestershire’s landscapes.

The retention of existing healthy trees on a new development can greatly improve its
appearance, giving instant maturity and enhancing property values. Trees should 
therefore be regarded as an asset, not a constraint during the planning and design of
any new development.

Retained trees can, however, be damaged during the construction process. This may
not be immediately apparent and they often die slowly, over several years.

Similarly, if new buildings, structures or paving are constructed too close to existing
mature trees, or the trees are of an inappropriate size or species for their new 
surroundings, they can become a continual source of complaint, leading to demands
for repetitive pruning or even removal.  In either case, the good intentions of the
developer will have been lost.
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Tree Roots
Damage to trees is not usually deliberate but is due to a lack of understanding
of how easily they can be harmed by nearby activities. 

The roots are most vulnerable to damage, but because they are out of sight their
needs are frequently ignored.  Although damage to branches can be unsightly,
damage to roots can affect the health and safety of the whole tree.

Some important facts:

There is almost as much of a tree below ground as above.

The volume of roots is in direct proportion to the volume of the crown.

Tree roots are always shallow and often spread beyond the edge of the canopy.

90% of the roots are within the top 600mm of the soil. They need air, water 
and minerals to survive.

Severance of roots within 3m of the trunk will kill all the feeding roots 
beyond, and will also affect the tree’s stability and may make it dangerous.

Compaction of the soil around the tree by driving over it or siting materials
under the canopy will also kill the feeding roots

Think of the shape of a tree as similar to a wine glass on a dinner plate.

Legal Issues
Many trees in South Gloucestershire are protected by Tree Preservation Orders
(TPO’S).  You must obtain the Council’s consent before carrying out any work to them.
You must also give the Council six weeks notice of any work to trees in Conservation
Areas.

Trees in more recently developed areas may be protected by conditions attached to
planning consents.  Applications for tree works must be made to the council. 

Whether or not trees are protected by a TPO or located within protected land, you may
also require a Felling Licence from the Forestry Commission if you propose to fell a
certain volume of timber (a maximum of 5 m3 in a single calendar quarter).

To find out if a tree is in a Conservation Area, subject to a TPO or planning
conditions contact the Council’s Contact Centre.  Advice and application forms
are available from the Councils Tree Officers.  Details of Felling Licence
criteria are available from the Forestry Commission (see further information)
Contravention of any of these forms of legal protection can lead to substantial
penalties up to £20,000.  

Tree Roots

Think of the shape of a 
tree as similar to a wine
glass on a dinner plate.
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Surveys
A tree survey should be carried out AS PART OF THE INITIAL SITE ASSESSMENT.
This must conform to Current British Standard BS5837 - Trees in Relation to
Construction and provide an assessment of the species, health and amenity value of
the trees, hedgerows and other significant vegetation.  This should then be used to
inform the planning process.  

The Tree Survey should be in addition to the normal site survey showing site levels,
features, and context etc. (For help with surveys, see ‘Further advice’ on the back page)

A tree survey should provide the following information:

A plan showing the location of each individual tree or group, including trees
overhanging from adjacent sites. (tree tags can be used to number individual
trees on site);

Species;

Trunk diameter, height and canopy spread;

Health, vigour and condition;

Age class and life expectancy;

Contours or spot heights;

Recommendations for tree surgery;

Tree Protection Zone (TPZ)

Other Tree constraints (eg unreasonable shading to the proposed development)

Based on the survey, the trees should be divided into four
categories: (these can be colour coded on the survey plan.)

Healthy trees, of good form, with a life expectancy of at least 30 years, and/or
may have particular conservation value. (green)

Healthy trees with minor defects that can be remedied, and immature trees with
high potential and/or trees with clearly definable conservation value. (blue)

Trees with significant defects or deformities, trees with a life expectancy of less 
than 10 years, and immature trees with low potential and/or trees
withinsignificant conservation value. (grey) 

Trees which should be removed for reasons of sound aboricultural management
(red)

1

2

3

4
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Planning & design process
The tree survey will be an important factor in determining which trees are to be retained
in the new development, and the appropriate site layout.  Trees in categories 1 and 2
should generally be retained; trees in category 4 will need to be removed.  In many
cases, younger, healthier trees are much more likely to withstand some disturbance
and will remain for many more years than the older specimens. Use existing trees in a
positive way in the site layout.  There may be opportunities to create focal points or
landmarks, break up the roofscape, and punctuate or frame views.

The site plans must accurately show the canopies of all retained
trees in relation to all proposed building, paving structures and over
and underground service runs.

Design must also take into account other factors including:

That there should be no ground disturbance or new construction under 
the canopies of trees

Position of Buildings & Other Structures

All buildings must be at least 3m away from the edge of the canopy
of mature trees (to prevent physical damage to trees and reduce
problems of leaves blocking gutters and drains).

Greater distances will be required if the tree is not yet fully grown
and to avoid shading of windows of habitable rooms, and gardens,
especially on the south side (light loss is a common reason for
requesting removal).

Do not include large trees such as oak or beech in gardens unless
the plot is very large - they cast too much shade and other plants will
not grow.  It is generally recommended that large specimens are 
located in open space or other public areas.  To help avert
ownership and responsibility disputes, avoid locating garden
boundaries so that trees fall on the property line.

Similar considerations should be made for the distances of
proposed new trees to be planted as part of the development
landscaping.

When building near trees, it is important to consider the size and
depth of foundations. These must be designed to take account of the
proximity and type of trees, their age and potential for growth, and
soil type in accordance with NHBC Guidelines - see References

Levels

Do not raise or lower ground levels (even by a few centimetres)
within the canopy spread.  Lowering levels will destroy essential
feeding roots and could affect moisture content of the soil; raising
levels will cause compaction, killing sensitive feeding roots, and
cause rot where external bark is covered by soil.  Changing ground
levels will precipitate the decline and ultimate death of the tree.

Changes in levels close to the canopy may need retaining walls.

Change in levels - Acceptable practice

Change in levels - Unacceptable practice

�

�
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Access

Paving under trees requires very careful design.  Kerbs have haunchings that
can sever roots.

Where it can be demonstrated that trees will not be harmed, it may be
acceptable for paths and lightly trafficked surfaces (eg domestic driveways) to
encroach under the canopy of retained trees.  Any such surface must be of
permeable material and without kerbs, and there must be no reduction in levels.
(see APN1 in references).

Consider the need for crown lifting to allow adequate headroom.

Ensure that your plans include provision for the heavy machinery during
construction and that site procedures are managed to avoid risk of damage to
trees or encroachment under their canopies.

Services

Where possible, keep all services runs together, and avoid surrounding a tree
with trenches. Trenches must be outside the canopy spread.

If a service run under the canopy is unavoidable, it must be thrust bored, or
excavated by hand, leaving all roots greater than 25mm in tact and bridging the
trench in accordance with NJUG 10 (see references).

Applying for Planning Permission

Once the design process is complete, you will be able to produce a plan and schedule
listing all trees to be retained, removed and those which require surgery.  If any trees
are covered by a TPO, annotate them on your plans.  Show positions and species of
replacements for any trees you propose to remove.  This will normally be a standard
requirement of any planning permission.

These plans together with your landscape scheme, tree survey, and a specification for
the position of fencing to protect existing trees during construction should accompany
your application for full planning permission.

Some development sites may require the submission of an Arboricultural Method
Statement, which may include the employment of an Arboricultural Consultant to
monitor all tree works and protection measures throughout the course of development.

Before Construction Starts
Tree Removal and Surgery

The best time to carry out this work is immediately before the contractor enters the site.
Work to trees must not be undertaken between March and August inclusive when birds
may be nesting.  Remember it is a criminal offence under the Wildlife and Countryside
Act 1981 to intentionally take, damage or destroy the nest of any wild bird.  
Although winter is the best time to carry out surgery on most trees, some species need
to be worked on only at certain times of the year - seek advice from a tree surgeon.  In
addition, seek advice from English Nature if you think bats may be using the tree as a
roost.  Under the Habitats Regulations 1994 it is an offence to intentionally damage,
destroy or obstruct access to any bat roost.  All work to trees must conform to BS
3998:1989.
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Protective Fencing

Protective fencing must be erected around ALL retained trees, hedgerows and other
vegetation.  Preferably the fencing should be erected after any surgery has been
carried out. The fencing must be erected before any materials or machinery are
brought on site and before any demolition, earth moving (in particular, NO soil should
be stripped within the protective fencing zone) or development (including the erection
of site huts) is started.  Protective fencing must be maintained at all times whilst the
contractor is on site.

The position and type of protective fencing must be specified as part of your
landscaping scheme and must conform to BS 5837, unless otherwise agreed with the
Council.

The Construction Period

Trees are at their most vulnerable at this time as many operations are damaging to
their health.  However, with protective fencing erected and properly maintained to
prevent disturbance within the protected area, their survival should be assured.

The following operations are potentially damaging:

Excavations - trenching for services or foundations, kerbs, soakaways or any
other excavations can sever feeding and anchoring roots.

Changes in levels - soil stripping will remove most feeding roots. Permanent
reductions in levels, even outside the protected area, can affect the water table.
Raising soil levels, even for a few weeks, can suffocate roots.

Compaction - the storage of heavy materials and machinery under the tree canopy
and even a single passage by heavy equipment on clay soils can cause significant
root damage.

Storage - as well as causing compaction, materials stacked under trees will
prevent rain reaching the ground and dry up the roots.  Do not be tempted to use
the protected area to store materials or topsoil.

Toxic materials - spillage and leachate of many substances can be toxic to trees,
including oil, bitumen and cement.  Toxic materials must not be stored or discharged
within 10m of a tree.  Concrete mixing should not be carried out within 10m. allow
for sloping ground- these materials should be kept downhill of trees.

Waste and Fires - waste should be re-cycled where possible and disposed to
licensed tips where necessary.  Any fires on site must be situated at least 5m away
from the nearest branch tips and always on the downwind side.

Fixing to the trunk - do not attach notices, telephone cables, or anything else to
the trunk of a tree. Do not use the trunk as a mechanical anchorage point.  All these
can damage the bark and allow fungi to infect the tree.

If you need advice about protecting trees during construction
please contact the Council’s Tree Officers for advice. 
Tel: 01454 863554

Excavations

Waste and fires

�

�

�

Protective Fencing
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This information can be 
made available in other 

languages, in large print, 
Braille or on audio tape. 

Please phone 01454 868686 
if you need any of these or 
any other help to access

Council services.
For more information about this publication
contact The Tree Officers 01454 863554
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Useful References

Tree work.
British Standard BS3998:1989

Trees in Relation to Construction.
Current British Standard 5837

Building Near Trees. 
NHBC Standards, Chapter 4.2 www.nhbc.co.uk

APN1 Driveways Close to Trees AAIS

Amenity Valuation of Trees and Woodlands
(2nd Ed.)
Arboricultural Association

Protected Trees - a Guide to Tree
Preservation Procedures.  
ODPM (available free from the Council).

Guidelines for the Planning, installation
and Maintenance of Utility Services in
Proximity to Trees (NJUG 10).
National Joint Utilities Council. Tel: 0207 963 5720
www.njug.org.uk

Over the Garden Hedge
ODPM (Available free from the Council)

Further Information

The Arboricultural Association produces
annual Directories of Consultants and Contractors who
can carry out tree surveys, make recommendations
and carry out surgery.  
Tel. 01794 368717 www.trees.org.uk

English Nature can provide advice on bats and
other protected species.
Tel. 01823 283211 www.english-nature.org.uk

The Forest of Avon covers much of South
Gloucestershire.  Advice and grants for woodland
management and tree planting may be available. 
Tel. 0117 953 2141 www.forestofavon.org

The Council’s Building Control Section can
provide advice on construction methods near trees.  
Tel. 01454 863463 www.nhbc.co.uk

Forestry Commission can provide information on
felling Licenses and Woodland Management Grants
Tel. 01594 833057

The Avon Wildlife Trust can provide advice and
information on wildlife throughout the former Avon area
Tel. 0117 917 7270

This guidance should not be read in isolation, but
with all other relevant planning policies of the
Council. 

Consultation Process

A draft version of this guidance was subject to
advertisement and public consultation in March 2005.
As a result of the comments received, a revised leaflet
was considered by the Council and the final version
was adopted on 7th November 2005. 

Full details of the consultation process are available
from the Council.

Does your scheme....

Include a tree survey?

Take the findings of the Tree Survey
into account? 

Show existing and proposed ground
levels?

Include a specification and show the
position of protective fencing on the
landscape plan?

Show the locations of existing and
proposed over and underground
service runs?

Avoid any temporary or permanent
construction or activities which might
injure trees?

Include method statements for all
work proposed near trees?

Show a full layout of all buildings,
paving, structures, services etc and
trees and their canopies on the
same plan?

Show potential crown spreads of
trees in the proposed landscaping?

Include a strategy for the future
management of existing and new
trees on the proposed development
site?  It is recommended that such
information is incorporated in point
of sale literature available to
prospective purchasers.


