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Basic assumptions:

Trees are good - they give lots of benefits:

• Social
• Economic
• Environmental

• Or as Ecosystem Services:

• In evolutionary terms we came from the trees 
and so its not that strange that we like them!

Here are a couple of good places to find more info if you need convincing about the benefits: 
• http://depts.washington.edu/hhwb/
• Or for UK based research look at section 2 (pg 7 onwards) of the report ‘Canopy Cover 

Assessment & Recommendations for Wycombe District’: 
https://www.wycombe.gov.uk/uploads/public/documents/Planning/New-local-plan/Tree-
canopy-cover-assessment-report.pdf

http://depts.washington.edu/hhwb/
https://www.wycombe.gov.uk/uploads/public/documents/Planning/New-local-plan/Tree-canopy-cover-assessment-report.pdf


We need a strategy to maximise benefits trees provide for our area.

If we fail to plan, we plan to fail.

Fundamentals for a tree strategy from Trees in Towns ii:

A. What do we have?
B. What do we want?
C. What do we do?
D. Are we getting what we want?

The full version of Trees in Town ii is highly recommended reading, for all Tree Officers, the executive summary can be downloaded here:
http://www.charteredforesters.org/resources/download-library/doc_download/66-trees-in-towns-ii/

http://www.charteredforesters.org/resources/download-library/doc_download/66-trees-in-towns-ii/
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What is canopy cover?
• The area of ground covered by trees when seen from above.
• It can be measured in different ways:

• http://www.treeconomics.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/Axe-Autumn-2014-KR-article-Canopy-Cover.pdf
• http://www.urbantreecover.org/urban-forest-cover/
• http://www.ltoa.org.uk/documents/doc_view/208-oscca-arcgis-user-guidance
• http://www.bluesky-world.com/national-tree-map
• http://www.forestry.gov.uk/fr/itree

Advantages Disadvantages

By point sampling 
and aerial photo

Cheap simple and relatively quick to do for any given area. It only returns a canopy cover estimate for the 
area looked at, and can not be interpreted further. 
No additional information is collected.

Drawing round 
canopies on an aerial 
photo

Gives a canopy cover percentage for an area and any area within it can be 
calculated too.

Time consuming, need to have good aerial photos. 
Only produces polygons of the area, nothing else.

Using algorithms to 
interpret remotely 
sensed information 

Has already been done for the whole of UK. Can get updates every few years. 
Includes interpretation of individual trees including height and spread. Can be 
analysed on a spatial level which is helpful for a spatial strategy.

Bound by terms of Bluesky licence. Does not 
include finer grain od data such as species

Sampling from the 
ground plus point 
sampling (itree)

Information collected can give a greater understanding of an entire area’s tree 
stock which can be interpreted to get values of services. This is good for 
convincing the public and politicians of the value of trees and can be used to 
inform some strategic thinking. Good opportunity for community engagement 
with trees through volunteering to survey plots.

The spatial detail is limited to statistics based on 
point detail it is therefore not very useful in 
informing a spatial strategy.
Labour intensive, requiring many volunteers.

Measuring from the 
ground (tree survey 
e.g. BS5837)

Useful for understanding an individual site’s trees Only relevant to specific sites.

http://www.treeconomics.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/Axe-Autumn-2014-KR-article-Canopy-Cover.pdf
http://www.urbantreecover.org/urban-forest-cover/
http://www.ltoa.org.uk/documents/doc_view/208-oscca-arcgis-user-guidance
http://www.bluesky-world.com/national-tree-map
http://www.forestry.gov.uk/fr/itree
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https://www.wycombe.gov.uk/uploads/public/documents/Planning/New-local-plan/Tree-canopy-cover-assessment-report.pdf
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So if a Tree Canopy Cover Target is to get into planning 
policy, it needs to get over some hurdles:

For a policy to make it into a Local Plan, it needs to:

1.be supported by the planners at your own council for it 
to make it into draft policy,

2.make it through the consultation and revision process,

3.make it through examination by a planning inspector,



Questions to be answered:

1. Is this a legitimate use of planning policy?

2. Is this viable? i.e will it effect:

A. the developers ability to build and make a profit?

B. our ability to meet our housing supply targets?

3. How will this work in practical terms?



Planning: Town and Country Planning Act 1990

1.Is this a legitimate use of planning policy?

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1990/8/contents

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1990/8/contents


Trees are only mentioned once in the NPPF in paragraph 118, and 
that is specifically related to ‘aged and veteran trees’.
However:
Of the 13 sections in the NPPF trees are able to 
contribute to meeting the objectives of 11 of them.
• (Section 1) “Building a strong, competitive economy”,
• (Section 2) “Ensuring the vitality of town centres”,
• (Section 3) “Supporting a prosperous rural economy”,
• (Section 4) “Promoting sustainable transport”,
• (Section 6) “Delivering a wide choice of high quality homes”,
• (Section 7) “Requiring good design”,
• (Section 8) “Promote healthy environments”,
• (Section 9) “Protecting Greenbelt”,
• (Section 10) “Meet the challenge of climate change, & flooding”
• (Section 11) “Conserve & enhance the natural environment”,
• (Section 12) “Conserving & enhancing the historic environment”,

Local Planning policy should not repeat the NPPF but must be in 
accordance with it.
As trees can contribute to meeting so many of the NPPF’s objectives, 
tree canopy cover is an ideal area for new Local Plan policy

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/6077/2116950.pdf

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/6077/2116950.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/6077/2116950.pdf


The ‘Government Forestry and 
Woodlands Policy Statement’ is the 
latest government statement which 
covers trees.
In the Ministerial Foreword, the 
Executive Summary, Section 7 
‘Expanding Our Woodland Resource’ 
and recommendations 6 and 16, it 
makes it clear that:
‘We want to see more trees and 
woodlands in and around our towns 
and cities.’

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/221023/pb13871-forestry-policy-statement.pdf

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/221023/pb13871-forestry-policy-statement.pdf


The number of trees which can be 
planted on a site is dependent on space 
available around the built form. This is 
more closely related to the area that the 
buildings and associated hard surfaces 
cover rather than the density per hectare.

1.Is this viable? i.e will it effect:
A. the developers ability to 

build and make a profit?
B. our ability to meet our 

housing supply targets?





Setting a target - There is no golden number!

Why 25%?

1. The current level of tree canopy cover for Wycombe District is 25%,

2. It’s broadly in line with other council’s strategic targets (typically 20-30%),

3. A good level of ecosystem services are likely to be delivered at 25%,

4. Testing shows that it should be possible for developments of around 35 DPH
(dependant upon development form).

5. The CABE publication ‘What makes an eco-town?’ suggests that a canopy cover 
of at least 25% in residential areas should be provided.

http://www.designcouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/asset/document/what-makes-an-eco-town.pdf

http://www.designcouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/asset/document/what-makes-an-eco-town.pdf
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https://www.wycombe.gov.uk/uploads/public/documents/Planning/New-local-plan/Draft-new-local-plan-for-the-Wycombe-district.pdf


https://www.wycombe.gov.uk/uploads/public/documents/Planning/New-local-plan/Draft-new-local-plan-for-the-Wycombe-district.pdf

https://www.wycombe.gov.uk/uploads/public/documents/Planning/New-local-plan/Draft-new-local-plan-for-the-Wycombe-district.pdf


1. Applicant to assess existing canopy 

cover area (m2) using BS5837 tree 

survey

a. Include overhang in, (as long as 

they are not U cat, or are under 

threat of removal)

b. exclude overhang out,

c. U category trees should be 

removed from assessment.

d. Using the site area, calculate the 

current canopy cover?

2. Once the layout has been decided 

and a Tree Protection Plan has been 

produced for retained trees, the 

anticipated retained canopy cover 

can be calculated.

How can it work?



3. New tree planting needs to have input from 

the whole design team and include certain key 

information for it to be acceptable (submission 

of this information must be included with the 

application and cannot be left to condition). 

4. The tree planting plan must show:

a. Existing and proposed underground 

services.

b. The number and species of trees to be 

planted and their location, this will be 

accompanied with the expected canopy 

cover & the soil volume they require. 1 m2

canopy cover = 0.6 m2 soil volume (this 

formula does not apply to fastigiated and 

columnar habit trees. The soil volume 

requirement can be calculated for narrow 

form trees by basing the canopy diameter 

on the natural growth form, i.e. the widest 

spread of a particular species). For more information on soil volume http://www.hort.cornell.edu/uhi/research/subject.htmv

http://www.hort.cornell.edu/uhi/research/subject.htm


c.   Details of how the soil volume will be 

provided:

i. In hard landscapes, techniques in, 'Trees in 

Hard Landscapes - A Guide for Delivery' can 

be used. The specification of the soil and 

details of aeration and how water will get in 

and out, also need to be included with plan 

and section views.

ii.The design elements such as grilles, cages 

and lighting and other aesthetic features 

should be shown.

iii.In soft landscapes it must be demonstrated 

that the conditions are appropriate in the 

volume used for rooting. Only the top 0.6m 

of soil  will be considered as part of the 

provision. Representative samples of the 

soil volume must have been tested in the 

following ways and remediated if necessary:

1.Soil texture (sand, silt, clay etc.),

2.Bulk density (check table to ensure it is 

within limits for growth),

3.Macro and micro nutrients (N,P,K and 

others),

4.Contaminants,

5.Depth of water table,

d.  Other planting specification, including:

i. Tree size (e.g. girth, height, 

standard/feathered/multi-stemmed),

ii. Support mechanism, mulch, strimmer guard,

e.  Maintenance:

i. Watering,

ii. topping up mulch,

iii.checking support mechanism,

5. The tree species information, combined with the 

soil volume will give you the expected canopy 

cover.

http://www.tdag.org.uk/uploads/4/2/8/0/4280686/tdag_trees-in-hard-landscapes_september_2014_colour.pdf


Notes:

There can be a miss match between tree species and soil volume to create a potential 

tree canopy cover:

• If a large canopy cover tree is planted in a small soil volume  - the soil volume will 

constrain the expected canopy cover

• If a small canopy cover tree is planted in a large soil volume  - the species will 

constrain the expected canopy cover.

If soil volumes are linked - the total can be reduced by up to 20% as roots will share soil 

volume.

There is a need to be have a consistent source of tree sizes:

Some books give maximum sizes based on champion trees, some give ranges, 

some give sizes after certain lengths of time, many give height but not spread. 

There is inconsistency even when reporting the same detail. Therefore it is useful 

for a council to set its own standard expectations, and it would be good if there 

was coordination between councils.



How is it applied?

1. Refuse?

2. Zoning and/or Exemptions

a. for certain areas

i. town centres? (because they are difficult – but they really need more trees!) better 

to have a lower standard than exempt them.

b. for applications below a certain size

i. less than 0.5ha (developers will split their applications to avoid the policy)

ii.less than 10 houses (see above)

c. for certain types of application

i. Business (different amounts for different use classes?)

ii.Industrial (see above)

3. Transfer to different type of GI:

a. Biotope Area Factor / Green Area Ratio

4. Off site payment for tree planting and maintenance (or Green Infrastructure).

http://doee.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/ddoe/service_content/attachments/GARGuidebook_03_13_2014.pdf

http://www.seattle.gov/dpd/codesrules/changestocode/greenfactor/whatwhy/

http://www.stadtentwicklung.berlin.de/umwelt/landschaftsplanung/bff/download/Auszug_BFF_Gutachten_1990_eng.pdf

http://doee.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/ddoe/service_content/attachments/GARGuidebook_03_13_2014.pdf
http://www.seattle.gov/dpd/codesrules/changestocode/greenfactor/whatwhy/
http://www.stadtentwicklung.berlin.de/umwelt/landschaftsplanung/bff/download/Auszug_BFF_Gutachten_1990_eng.pdf




Conclusion
• Understanding tree canopy cover and having a target is important as 

part of a tree strategy.
• It can work in planning policy.
• The practicalities of where to use it and how to apply it need some 

thought and further work.
• Using different targets for different circumstances could be a solution.
• Transferring to other types of on site Green Infrastructure might be 

the best way to ensure benefits are provided, where space for tree 
planting is limited.

• Off site payments might be a final resort?


