EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE – 1 DECEMBER 2008

  

  LEISURE AND COMMUNITY SAFETY POLICY AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEE

21 OCTOBER 2008  
PART   I   - DELEGATED

  14d.
  UPDATE ON THE WORK OF THE ARBORIST TEAM AND HOW THIS HAS BEEN AFFECTED BY THE THRIVE TRANSFER


  (DCES)

  1.
Summary
1.1
To outline the issues surrounding the transfer of the Three Rivers District Council Housing Stock to Thrive Homes and the impact that this has had on the Arboricultural team.

1.2
To highlight issues with the management of Tree Preservation Orders.  
  
2.
Details

2.1
Prior to the transfer of Three Rivers Housing Stock to Thrive Homes, the arboricultural team (Arboricultural Officer, Arborist and Assistant Arborist) spent about half of their time dealing reactively with trees on Three Rivers District Council (TRDC) Housing managed land, and the other half of their time on Parks and Open Spaces (including woodlands).

2.2
  When the transfer to Thrive occurred, arboricultural works were the subject of a Service Level Agreement (SLA). The SLA does not give TRDC exclusive rights to be consulted on and to undertake works to all Thrive owned trees. As a result, other consultants and contractors have been engaged by Thrive Homes to undertake tree surveys and various works to trees, alongside the Tree and Landscape Unit (TLU). There has been a significant impact on the type of work that the team undertakes. 

2.3
However, the benefit of the reduction of the arboricultural work from Thrive is that both the Arboricultural Officer and the two Arborists have been able to spend a lot more time and effort on Three Rivers owned trees. There has been a significant amount of time devoted to the proactive surveying of trees for Health and Safety, and the arborists are undertaking essential works in our parks, open spaces and woodlands arising from these surveys.

2.4
Another issue arising from the Thrive transfer is that much of the communal open space or general amenity areas previously associated with the Housing stock has subsequently been retained by Three Rivers and, as a result, it is estimated that the team is now responsible for the proactive management of around a third more trees than were managed previously. Although technically these trees were managed by TRDC previously, their management was the responsibility of the Housing Estate Team and no surveys were undertaken.  The TLU used to undertake works at the request of Housing Estate Officers on a reactive basis only.

2.5
The Arboricultural Officer has been undertaking proactive surveys of the Council tree stock over the last 18 months. Much of the works arising from these surveys requires either specialist equipment and/or specialist contractors (including for complicated dismantling jobs, Arborist teams larger than ours). This is due mainly to the significant investment by these contractors in specialist technical equipment such as platforms, lifting gear and heavy duty chippers. As a result, the team is also spending its budgets rather more quickly this year, using outside contractors, than in past years when the works have been more reactive.

2.6
In any event, it is likely that, if the Thrive works had been maintained, the TLU would have had to put in a request for additional revenue expenditure for the works arising from the surveys to undertake health and safety works.

2.7
In order that the team can undertake more of the woodland works in-house in future, a capital bid for next year to purchase a four-wheel drive (4WD) woodland tractor for use on woodland management operations will be made. This would allow us to be able to undertake more of the woodland maintenance works such as ride management, control of invasive species such as Rhododendron, securing boundaries (including flail cutting encroachment on the highway) and the regular removal of abandoned vehicles from within the woods. The purchase of such a machine will contribute significantly to the retention of our UK Woodland Assurance Standard (UKWAS) accreditation. This type of work has previously been undertaken by outside contractors, if at all, and often at considerable expense.

2.8
It is likely that, dependent on the type of works undertaken in the woods in future, additional attachments could be purchased in subsequent years, for example, to assist with timber extraction.

2.9
The Council achieved UKWAS (UK Woodland Assurance Standard) accreditation in 2007 and on 21 August 2008 we had our annual audit by external consultants. The result of this audit is that we have retained the accreditation for another year.

2.10
An external auditor from SGS (with overall responsibility for UKWAS certification) visited Three Rivers on 7th October 2008. He commented that:



“In all the years I’ve been doing this I’ve never said this before. I would love to have the opportunity to come back here again to see how you are getting on. As new members to the scheme I am impressed that you do not appear to be overwhelmed by the task ahead of you, but rather that you are focussed on what you really need to achieve with the resources available.”

2.11
Informal discussions have been undertaken with both Abbots Langley and Watford Rural Parish Councils concerning their need for a resource that they can call on, in order to allow them to proactively manage their trees. With the use of CONFIRM (our IT system for surveying trees) it is likely that that a surveying service could be offered to these Parish Councils by the Tree and Landscape Unit. It is not yet possible to advise on the income that could be generated through offering this service.

2.12
Although the above needs to be considered and addressed in the short term, a further issue exists regarding the management of Tree Preservation Orders (TPO). The Tree and Landscape Unit also manages this service through one member of staff who determines orders, provides advice to landowners, Development Control and members etc. The day-to-day administration and management of this element of the service is intense because of the number of significant trees in the District and the consequent interest this creates. In total, there are over 700 orders, including 96 area orders in place. The issue that needs to be addressed is the review of area orders, as follows;

· Area orders cover blanket orders on a number of trees that go back over twenty years. Area orders are contrary to current Government guidance. Each tree should be addressed individually, as part of a group or woodland. A review of the Rickmansworth No. 1 Tree Preservation Order 1959 has been undertaken through a temporary member of staff who was paid via the Planning Delivery Grant. This no longer exists and consequently other areas have not been reviewed. Chorleywood is now a high priority for review.

· The transfer of the Housing stock to Thrive has highlighted that the tree stock or part of could potentially be open to threat as the Council no longer has any influence over the management and protection of Thrive trees. Consequently this stock needs to be reviewed for TPOs.

3.
Options/Reasons for Recommendation
3.1
In relation to the issue on the Thrive tree stock, this leaves the Council with the following options:


Option One


To increase the proportion of time the Arborists spend on dealing with the outcome of survey work on the Council’s trees in Woodlands, Parks and Open Spaces; at the same time to respond to THRIVE requests on a reactive basis. This would have the effect of improving the Council’s tree stock whilst mitigating the risk associated with failing trees, see paragraph 10.4. The estimated costs are summarised below and are based on a 50% reduction in Thrive work from 2009/10. A capital bid (costs to be determined) for a 4WD vehicle will enable the Arborists to further improve Woodland management operations and continue to secure UKWAS accreditation for future years. Officers could also enter into dialogue with the Parish Councils to ascertain whether there would be a demand for work in the parished areas that does not fall into the current responsibility of Three Rivers District Council, thus in part offsetting the loss of Thrive income.


Option Two


In tandem with Option one above to tender the Arborist service. At present, this would be difficult to undertake as the Council has only relatively recently started to survey its tree stock. Therefore, whilst the Council would be able to identify quality standards in any specification, it would not be able to quantify the amount of work to be undertaken. As a result, this would leave the Council open to the potential of significantly increased costs. With current resources, it is not anticipated that survey work will be completed until 2011.


Option Three


To reduce costs in line with the reduction in income from Thrive. The Council has only two Arborists working with the Arboricultural Officer. For safety reasons they need to work together as a team. A reduction in costs associated with the reduction in Thrive income would mean the loss of one of the staff. This would therefore require work to be undertaken by outside contractors with no indication of actually reducing costs. Only the tendering process would enable costs to be accurately assessed. In addition, whilst work could be planned by the Arboricultural Officer, the responsiveness of the contractor to Health and Safety work could not be guaranteed. However, the Council could undertake a Value for Money review on the service.

4.
Policy/Budget Reference and Implications
4.1
The recommendations in this report are within the Council’s agreed policy but not its budgets.

4.2
The purpose of this proposed policy is to:


Ensure that TRDC owned trees are maintained in accordance with good practice and to ensure that they are managed with minimum risk to the authority. That health and safety surveys are carried out on a rolling programme as appropriate, and that all TRDC trees will have been surveyed by the end of September 2011.


Ensure that trees are offered legal protection as appropriate, in accordance with s.197 and s.198 of the Town and Country Planning Act 1990.


Ensure that UKWAS accreditation is maintained continually

  5.
Environmental, Community Safety, Customer Services Centre and Communications & Website Implications
  5.1
None specific.

6.
Financial Implications
6.1
When the housing stock was transferred, the Tree and Landscape Unit had anticipated that it would be receiving approximately £60,000 income from Thrive per annum, based on the previous workload with Housing. This will not be achieved and is now estimated to be £33,000. 

6.2
The additional health and safety works arising out of the proactive survey of trees on parks, open spaces, woodlands and the ‘new’ amenity areas inherited from Housing means that in order to ensure that necessary health and safety works can be undertaken with the support of outside contractors in a timely way so as to reduce the risk from the Council, it will be necessary to make a further revenue bid of £10,000.

6.3
The review of existing area TPOs and the position with the survey of Thrive tree stock could not be reviewed with existing staff resources. It is estimated that the majority of this work could be undertaken through the appointment of an additional temporary full time member of staff for one year. The cost of this is £26,000 for appointment of an officer for a year only. In addition Legal support would also be required for the drawing up of the legal documentation. It would be required at a day a week over the course of a year which equates to £9,750 per annum.

6.3
It is not possible for the team to make revenue savings from elsewhere in its budgets, without seriously affecting the effectiveness of the team, either through loss of staff or withdrawing from its current woodland management programme, which would undoubtedly result in the loss of UKWAS.

6.4
Please see paragraph 2.12 for details about the costs associated with the review of Area TPOs.  
6.5

	OPTION 1

CASH IMPLICATION
	Current Year 2008/09
£
	

2009/10
£
	

2010/11
£
	Future Years per annum
£

	INCOME FROM THRIVE

Budgetted Income

Revised Income


	57,950

33,000
	60,080

33,000
	60,080

33,000
	60,080

33,000

	Sub-total (loss sustained)
	24,950
	27,080
	27,080
	27,080

	
	
	
	
	

	EXPENDITURE

Staff – TPO Officer one year only

Legal support

Additional tree works (arising out of surveys)
	0

0

0
	26,000

9,750

10,000
	0

0

10,000
	0

0

10,000

	Net Commitment Revenue Implications
	24,950
	72,830
	37,080
	37,080


6.6.
The capital purchase cost of the 4WD vehicle is currently being assessed.

7.
Legal Implications
7.1
The Council has a legal obligation to ensure that its tree stock is managed in accordance with good arboricultural practice and that the Council can demonstrate that regular health and safety inspections are carried out. 

7.2
There is a need for support from the legal team to provide assistance with the production of TPO documentation, when reviewing the Area TPOs and assessing Thrive owned property for the making of new TPOs as appropriate. This is in the form of support for one day a week over the course of a year, and has been costed for in 2.12 above.

8.
Equal Opportunities Implications

8.1
Relevance test

	Has a relevance test been completed for Equality Impact?


	No.

The issues of tree management primarily deal with health and safety and arboricultural good practice


9.
Staffing Implications
9.1
There is potentially a risk to staff if the budget is not maintained.

9.2
The number of staff in the team currently comprises the absolute minimum as for health and safety reasons two arborists have to work together. The Arboricultural Officer is critical for undertaking the tree surveys and also overseeing the day-to-day work of the arborists.  
  
10
Risk Management and Health & Safety Implications

10.1
The Council has agreed its risk management strategy which can be found on the website at http://www.threerivers.gov.uk. In addition, the risks of the proposals in the report have also been assessed against the Council’s duties under Health and Safety legislation relating to employees, visitors and persons affected by our operations.  The risk management implications of this report are detailed below.

10.2
The subject of this report is covered by the Leisure and Community Services ASK   \* MERGEFORMAT  service plan. Any risks resulting from this report will be included in the risk register and, if necessary, managed within this plan.

10.3
The following table gives the risks if the recommendations are agreed, together with a scored assessment of their impact and likelihood: 

	Description of Risk
	Impact
	Likelihood

	1
	That Thrive Homes withdraws totally from the SLA that itcurrently has with TRDC Tree Unit which would mean that further revenue funding would be required to support the work of the team.
	II
	C


10.4
The following table gives the risks that would exist if the recommendations are rejected, together with a scored assessment of their impact and likelihood:

	Description of Risk
	Impact
	Likelihood

	2
	That trees in TRDC ownership are not managed proactively resulting in failure causing damage to property. 
	III
	C

	3
	That trees in TRDC ownership are not managed proactively resulting in loss of life.
	IV
	C

	4.
	That trees in TRDC ownership not managed proactively resulting in disaster (trees adjacent to major transport route)
	V
	C


10.5
Of the risks above the following are already included in service plans:

	Description of Risk
	Service Plan

	No
	
	

	1
	That trees in TRDC ownership are not managed proactively resulting in failure causing damage to property.
	Leisure and Community Services

	2
	That trees in TRDC ownership not managed proactively resulting in loss of life.
	Leisure and Community Services

	3
	That trees in TRDC ownership not managed proactively resulting in disaster (trees adjacent to major transport route)
	Leisure and Community Services


10.6
The above risks are plotted on the matrix below depending on the scored assessments of impact and likelihood, detailed definitions of which are included in the risk management strategy. The Council has determined its aversion to risk and is prepared to tolerate risks where the combination of impact and likelihood are plotted in the shaded area of the matrix. The remaining risks require a treatment plan. 

	Likelihood
	A
	
	
	
	
	
	Impact
	Likelihood

	
	B
	
	
	
	
	
	V = Catastrophic
	A = >98%

	
	C
	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	IV = Critical
	B = 75% - 97%

	
	D
	
	
	
	
	
	III = Significant
	C = 50% - 74%

	
	E
	
	
	
	
	
	II = Marginal
	D = 25% - 49%

	
	F
	
	
	
	
	
	I = Negligible
	E = 3% - 24%

	
	
	I
	II
	III
	IV
	V
	
	F =  <2%

	
	Impact


	
	


10.7
In the officers’ opinion none of the new risks above, were any to come about, would seriously prejudice the achievement of the Strategic Plan and are therefore operational risks.  The effectiveness of all treatment plans are reviewed by the Audit Committee annually.

11.  
Recommendation
11.1
That the LSCPSC 

11.2
recommends Option One to the Executive Committee as detailed in 3.1 and that officers submit a revenue and capital growth bid for 2009/10 and beyond.

11.3
note the budgetary position.

11.4
That officers undertake a Value for Money study on the Arborist service in 2009/10.


Report prepared by:
  Julie Hughes, Principal Landscape Officer.


Background Papers


  None.
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