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Introduction 

1 My name is Walter Fielding – Cotterell. Until I retired in January 2006 I had been 

employed as City Arborist for Christchurch City Council, a position I held for 31 years. 

1.2 Since then I have been asked on occasion to act as consultant arborist for the 

Selwyn District Council, Ashburton Disrict Council and individual members of 

the public.  

1.3 I have spent the whole of my working career (55 years) engaged in forestry, 

urban forestry and tree surgery/arboriculture. My qualifications are Royal 

Forestry Society Woodmans Certificate (U.K.) and City and Guilds London, 

Foremans Certificate in Tree Surgery. (U.K.) 

1.4 I maintain currency with my profession through my membership of the 

International Society of Arboriculture and the New Zealand Arboricultural 

Association.  

1.5 I hold the New Zealand Arboricultural Association’s Ronald Flook award for my 

contribution to the field of arboriculture and have been made a life member of 

the association. 

1.6 From the beginning of my employment with Christchurch City Council in 1974 

through to my retirement in 2006 part of my duties has involved the 

implementation of tree protection under the provisions of Christchurch City 

Plan.  

1.7 Council’s current Evaluation System for Heritage and Notable Trees (the 

matrix shown in Appendix 5 of the City Plan) was devised by me in the early 

1990s (hence its description in the Significant Trees Technical Report as 

“Walter’s system”). 

1.8 I also contributed to the original Stem (Standard Tree Evaluation Method) 

originally devised by the late Mr. Ronald Flook and now used as a basis for 

the council’s proposed Stem+ system. 

1.9 For these reasons, I consider myself adequately qualified to provide evidence 

upon the proposed tree evaluation methodology and related considerations to 

be dealt with in this hearing. 

1.10 I have read the Environment Court’s Code of Conduct for Expert Witnesses, 

as contained in the Consolidated Practice Note 2006, and have prepared my 

evidence accordingly. The evidence is within my field of expertise, except 

where I state I am relying on expert evidence prepared by another person. 

1.11 I have endeavoured to be as concise as possible in my evidence. I have not 

omitted to consider facts known to me that might alter or detract from the 

opinions that I express which are entirely my own. 
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2 Scope of evidence 

My evidence will cover the following: 

 Introduction 

 Background/history to tree protection in Christchurch 

 Comparisons between Council’s operational tree evaluation (matrix) system; and 

proposed Stem+/CTEM method 

 Comments regarding planning costs to owners of protected trees. 

 

3 Background to tree protection in Christchurch 

 

3.1 The pre-amalgamation Christchurch City was one of the first (if not the first) of 

New Zealand Cities to implement the protection of trees on private land through 

the provisions of the (then) City Plan. It was also the first city to appoint a city 

arborist (the writer) specifically for the purpose of administering the protection of 

trees. 

3.2 The main thrust for trees to be protected came initially from the residents 

themselves, particularly those living in the leafier suburbs who were 

concerned that the landscape quality, treescape and general environmental 

values of their neighborhoods was being eroded by infill and more intensive 

housing developments. Community groups also lobbied vigourously for the 

council to do more to preserve the amenity values of their areas. 

3.3 From the early days of tree protection up to the present, the provisions of the 

operative City Plan were focused as much at the preservation of landscape 

and environmental values as the protection of individual exceptional 

notable/significant trees. The protection of trees and other vegetation on 

subdivision and development sites also provided the means of preserving 

trees of lower individual significance but which collectively played an 

important role in the landscape of a locality; particularly in helping new 

buildings to blend into their long established surroundings. 

3.4 While it was obviously not possible to retain all the protected trees on sites 

being developed, the provisions of the operative City Plan did provide some 

means of preventing (or at least deterring) the indiscriminate removal of 

trees from land where building was proposed. 
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3.5 It is this broader aspect of tree protection that appears to have been set aside 

in the proposed Christchurch Replacement District Plan in favour of protecting 

much fewer numbers of trees of special significance. However, the threat to 

established urban landscapes is even greater now in the drive to rebuild the 

city. 

 

 

4  Comments/comparisons regarding tree evaluation systems. 

 

4.1 The STEM (Standard Tree Evaluation Method) that forms the basis for the 

Council’s proposed STEM+ system has been adopted nationally by the 

arboricultural industry, landscape profession and many councils. However, as 

stated in the Council’s Significant Trees Technical Report: “there is no national 

threshold score provided by STEM for determining whether a tree is significant 

enough to be listed nor is there a set criteria for how the STEM threshold score is 

determined. Research undertaken in relation to the approach used by other 

territory authorities shows that each authority using STEM uses a different 

threshold score”.  

 

4.2 The report also states: 

“While STEM provides a nationally recognized method of evaluating the 

significance of trees, it does have some limitations – principally that some of the 

categories are subjective e.g. vigour, vitality, form, function etc. meaning that 

different evaluators have the potential to reach different conclusions”. 

 

4.3 This is relevant to the score threshold set in the Council’s proposed system which 

only provides for the protection of the relatively few trees achieving a score of 

910 points or more. However, as the method provides no set criteria there is no 

reason (except for administration costs) why the point score could not be lowered 

to provide for the inclusion of more trees, if this is what the public want.  

 

4.4 In this respect there does not appear to have been any prior consultation with the 

general public, community groups or professional organizations that would have 

given some indication as to the standard of tree they considered significant 

enough to protect. The creation and content and outcomes of the method proposed 

to be used has been very much a “top down” exercise by experts and professionals 

for experts and professionals (with an overview from the Crown).  

 

4.5 The proposed evaluation process itself is undoubtedly very thorough and clinical 

but complicated. It also appears time consuming (and costly) to implement. There 

are issues of the practicality of such a complicated system and the ability to cover 

the area that comprises the Christchurch District within a reasonable timeframe.  
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4.6 The method used to determine the trees to be protected is also likely to be beyond 

the understanding of the average member of the public the system is intended to 

serve (as was the original STEM method). 

 

4.7 Despite the fine detail and complexity of the Stem+/CSTEM system, the final 

point score to determine which trees are to be included in the proposed schedule 

of significant trees has been arrived at somewhat arbitrarily in the end by the City 

Arborist and his colleagues. 

 

4.8 In my opinion, the protection of trees on the basis of the range of values they 

provide to the community (both positive and negative) requires community 

consultation and input from the very beginning. It is the results of this process that 

should be used to determine the factors to be evaluated and final point score 

required for significant tree status (even though they may not be the exceptional 

specimens prized by the experts. 

 

4.9 The evaluation system in the Operative City Plan was designed on the “bottom 

up” principal following years of discussion and interaction with members of the 

public, professional organizations, interest groups and elected members. As far as 

can reasonably be achieved it was designed to cater for the amenity values 

ordinary members of the public place on trees rather than to select relatively few 

exceptional specimens (the particular qualities of which may only be appreciated 

by the informed few).  

 

4.10 The operative system also provides for the protection of trees of lower quality in 

areas where trees of any sort are few and far between. The protection of trees that 

are rare and may be growing in conditions far different from their native climes 

(and may therefore be small and of poorer form) is also catered for. Rather 

ordinary looking trees such as the Lawsons cypress in the historic Trinity Church 

churchyard is another example of a tree not of particular interest to the 

professional arborist but has inspired others to write poems about it. It is known 

as the singing tree due to the song emitting from the birds that gathered in it. It 

has been excluded from the list of trees to be protected in the proposed plan. The 

tree has quite remarkably survived fire, earthquakes and construction operations.  

 

4.11 Historic trees or early plantings associated with heritage buildings or sites as well 

as trees of special interest to small rural communities (now encompassed by the 

Christchurch District Council) are also catered for. It is important that those 

conducting tree evaluation surveys are made aware of such trees and have the 

means of protecting them. 
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4.12 The reasons/factors relating to a trees value and their points grading are described 

directly on the matrix system’s record sheet for easy reference and use by 

personnel in the field. The factor statements in the system, although brief, 

provides a focus for the assessor. This reduces the potential for variance between 

assessors when trying to interpret semantic statements such as poor, fair or good. 

For members of the public wishing to know the factors and point scores leading to 

the protection (or not) of their trees, with some guidance it is relatively easy for 

them find out from the record sheet.  

 

4.13 It is also easy to make amendments to improve this system (as indeed it should be 

after all these years). Simply raising the points score threshold will also serve to 

exclude trees of less importance significance and allow trees of greater 

significance stand out. The brief descriptions in the various categories can also be 

amended or added to without altering the whole system. At the time I devised the 

operative system in the early 1990s, managers, particularly those in public office, 

were being exhorted to apply the KISS principal (Keep It Simple Stupid) to all 

their practices/activities. I did my best to achieve that. 

4.14 There are a number of tree evaluation systems in existence; they all have 

their advantages and disadvantages. None of them are a perfect science or 

capable of assessing by mathematical scoring abstract values such as the 

range of environmental benefits or the level of enjoyment ordinary people get 

from trees. As well, in litigious or contentious situations, (the best test of any 

tree evaluation system or method) opposing arborists are still likely to differ 

widely in how they interpret the quality of trees. 

4.15 It is not the evaluation system itself that is important however, whatever 

system is used, the amenity values to be assessed in the Christchurch District 

and the desired outcomes, should be those appreciated by the general 

community. The evaluation method and the point scoring should reflect this.  

 

 

5 Imposition of tree protection on owners trees 

5.1 In my opinion there has always been an element of unfairness in the protection of 

trees on private properties in that although the tree owners are providing an asset 

for the benefit of the general community, they may have to bear the impositions 

of restricted property use, resource consent costs and possible reduced property 

values that are not applied to those who provide nothing. These are some of the 

main reasons why tree protection is opposed by many people. These effects would 

be mitigated by the following: 

 

 Free arboricultural technical advice from the council on tree maintenance. 

 

 No charge for resource consent applications where work is required for the 

health safety or appearance of the tree. 
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 Council contributes towards the costs of beneficial tree work. 

 

 No charge for resource consent applications (for removal of tree only) in 

situations where all other options have been exhausted and there is no 

alternative but to remove the tree to allow for the reasonable development 

of the site for its zoned purposes.  

 

 No charge for resource consent applications when trees are found by a 

council arborist to be dead, dangerous, damaged beyond repair or 

suffering from a serious, untreatable disease. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Recommendation: 

That the council consult with the general community/community representatives as to the 

standard of trees they believe require protection. 

 

 

 

 

Walter Fielding-Cotterell     Date: December 10 2015 


