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Executive Summary: 

 

1. CTEM is proposed to replace the current council system for tree evaluation as it is a 

good system that 'weeds out" poor/average specimens and selects only the good 

ones. This is obviously not the case unfortunately, as the vast majority of good 

specimen trees have been removed, despite reaching the thresholds. 

 

2. A valid assessment system using a range of different categories should be able to 

give a total qualifying score to capture specific trees, that may not be that large or 

old, but which carry special significance due to the person that planted it, its 

uncommonness in the city, or local prominence in the neighbourhood.  

 

3. To my knowledge, in stark contrast to the development of the current matrix system 

by the former City Arborist, there has been no public consultation prior to the new 

assessment system being devised, and there was no great public desire for such a 

radical departure from the current system in use, nor the consequent severe 

reduction in the number of trees scheduled in the new plan. 

 

4. Of the 1166 single trees that did not make it into the new schedule, excluding those 

that were not assessed for various reasons, 708 exotic trees achieved the threshold 

score of 770 points, and 80 native trees reached the threshold score of 690 points. 

Taken as a percentage of the total number of exotic single trees of 946, this equates 

to 74.8% of exotics reaching the 770 points. For native trees, the percentage 

qualifying by threshold score equates to 57.5%, given 80 trees from a total of 139 

natives reached 690 points. This is a staggering number of trees to initially pass the 

requirement to be included, then be removed for other reasons.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1  My name is John David Thornton.. 

1.2 I am making a submission as I do not agree with the new CTEM system replacing the 

existing tree evaluation system, in its present form.  

1.3.1 I have 17 years of experience working for the Christchurch City Council dealing with 

and managing protected trees. Currently I am the only staff employed full time in this 

area, and from 2006 until 2009 I was the sole staff member dealing with protected 

trees. I personally surveyed approximately 1000 trees for addition to the city plan as 

Notable Trees from 1998 to 2000, when first employed by the City Council, and have 

surveyed approximately 1500 trees on subdivision sites. 

1.4 My submission 3600 is attached in full as Appendix 1. 

 

2. Professional Qualifications and Experience  

2.1 A Batchelor of Arts majoring in Political Science from Victoria University (1990). 

2.2 A Post Graduate Diploma in Parks, Outdoor Recreation and Tourism Management 

from Lincoln University (1997). 

2.3 I have completed WINTEC Arboricultural Courses in: 

Tree Assessment (Twice); Tree Valuation (Twice); Hazard Tree Analysis (Twice); 

Tree Biomechanics; RMA Report Writing. (2001 to 2012) 

2.4 I have 17 years of experience working for the Christchurch City Council dealing with 

and managing protected trees. 
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3. The Reasons For My Submission  

3.1 I am making a submission as I do not agree with the new CTEM system replacing the 

existing tree evaluation system, in its present form. I believe either the current system 

with improvements should be retained, or a modified version of CTEM be used, 

removing most of the Criteria thresholds, and reducing the actual threshold levels for 

each category of Single Trees and Group Trees. 
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4. The Relief Sought By My Submission 3600 

The Current Assessment System in relation to the CTEM Methodology, and the 

Matter of Inclusion/Exclusion of Significant Trees in the Proposed District Plan.   

WITH REGARD TO: STAGE 3 SECTION 32 REPORT – CHAPTER 9 NATURAL AND CULTURAL 

HERITAGE APPENDIX 6 - SIGNIFICANT TREES TECHNICAL REPORT 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 
 
In this part of the document I will address the issues raised in Section 3. Replacement 
District Plan – Methodology, contained in the Section 32 Report. 
 
2.  PERCEIVED DEFECTS IN THE CURRENT MATRIX SYSTEM - 3.1 Current Assessment System 
  

 “A number of issues exist with the existing assessment methodology:” 
 

2.1   Assessment Guidelines 
 

“There are no guidelines as to how the tree is to be assessed. This leads to subjectivity 

and differentiation between assessors and can result in the tree being under or over 

assessed: e.g. there are no definitions for “ecological association” or for what 

constitutes a “group”, “amenity woodland”, “scarce”, “well frequented public place or 

private property”, “fine avenue”, “recreational values”, “minor cultural event etc”, 

“interesting character”, “exceptionally good outstanding specimen”, “best or one of the 

best examples of species in New Zealand”, “important structure”, “low visual impact”, 

“reasonable scale”, “significant negative values”, “good juxtaposition and harmony”, 

“greater public interest”.” 

 

 Some of these terms are arguably open to interpretation, but others are reasonably 

easy to evaluate if the person using them (i.e. council Arborists or trained consultant 

Arborists) have the background knowledge and skill to apply them. Some are just plain 

common sense. Terms such as 'Scarce', ‘best or one of the best examples of species in 

New Zealand’, 'fine avenue', 'exceptionally good outstanding specimen', 'reasonable 

scale', or ‘significant negative values’, are arguably straight forward enough in their 

applicability, if the evaluator has a good knowledge of the vegetation that exists in the 

city and the region, and of arboriculture in general. 
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2.2  An assessment system does not need to be able to be used by any member of the 

public to be valid, but it needs to be understandable and clear to the public with regard 

to the principles of its methodology. The proposed CTEM system is highly complex, and 

very lengthy.  The number of columns contained in the current matrix system, is a total 

of nine categories. The number of entry boxes for the CTEM Single Tree assessment 

number twenty six. However the spreadsheet used for entering the data for tree groups 

contains an unwieldy eighty four columns of information. Some of the columns contain 

the recording of council identification numbers of the trees, date of assessment and 

similar data, but the vast majority are directly related to the tree assessment itself. 

    

2.3 The more complicated and lengthy a system is, it follows that there is more likely to be 

errors in the assessment data, as there is far more scope to accidentally enter the 

wrong data or misjudge the criteria for selecting a score. Also, in some sections CTEM 

uses data already taken into account and feeds it into another section to be used again, 

thus a ‘doubling up’ occurs, making it more complex than it needs to be.  

2.4  All systems will have some subjectivity involved regardless of their design, as this is 

inescapable for any method for valuing trees for amenity, because value judgements 

are involved, not just the measurement of physical attributes. It is not just purely 

mechanical, mathematical or academic criteria that are brought into play. Different 

people will value different things in a tree, and this need to be taken into account when 

approaching the design of a system of evaluation. It is far too easy for Arborists to fall 

into the trap that these systems are designed just for Arborists, they are meant to be 

designed for the benefit of the public as well. 

  

2.5  A tightly controlled and rigid set of criteria in such a system will not be likely to 

encompass all that the public expects it to capture, it needs to have a certain amount of 

'flexibility' to cater for all possible situations. There is no impediment in my opinion to 

adding clarification and increased definition to the existing assessment matrix used in 

the current city plan, instead of rejecting the entire system outright. 
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2.6   More Than One Score Possible 
 

“In some categories it is possible for a tree to receive more than one score: 

e.g. Scientific, Botanical it is possible for a tree or group of trees to be “common locally” 

but also be a “significant tree group”. Functional Value concerns soil stabilisation, noise 

amelioration and screening. It is possible for the same tree to score 2 points for being 

25% effective at soil stabilisation, yet also scores 16 points for being 100% effective for 

screening. It is not possible under the current assessment system for a tree to score both 

2 and 16 points in the same category, hence a subjective decision must be made as to 

the weighting given to each criteria and the end score.” 

 

The first sentence is not technically correct with regard to single/tree groups, as only 

the single tree can be classified as being “Uncommon locally”. If the tree is classified as 

being in a “significant tree group”, this takes precedence, as being in a significant group 

is regarded as more valued. Groups of trees cannot score the rating of “Uncommon 

locally”, by the above definition, it applies only to a single tree. 

2.7 In any system where a tree could qualify more than once in a category, the most logical 

choice is to score it at the higher level, as that must take precedence, being a more 

highly valued aspect of the tree’s characteristics.  This is perfectly logical. There is no 

need to make any subjective judgement. If the tree scores at a higher level for one type 

of possible score in a category, then that is the one that should be used.  

  

2.8 It is not uncommon that an object of assessment will fall into more than one category, 

as often real world objects refuse to be stuck neatly into closely defined categories. 

Street trees are a classic example, as the question of who ‘owns’ the council asset of 

street trees, and consequently who maintains them, is often a vexed question within 

territorial authorities. They qualify as being vegetation (i.e. the responsibility of 

Arborists) but conversely are also often viewed by Transport/Road engineers as forming 

part of the above ground road assets, for which they are responsible. 

  

2.9 This doesn’t happen very often though anyway in the current matrix system, as the 

‘Uncommon locally’ option is not used frequently. And a single tree scoring 16 points 

for screening is highly unlikely as it would need to be massively big, and have 

something behind it that needs to be screened. Enormous sized trees are located in 
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highly treed, leafy areas usually, such as Fendalton or Merivale in the Christchurch City. 

While objects that need to be screened are generally located in industrial/commercial 

areas where there are often very few large trees, or any vegetation at all beyond shrubs 

and small specimen trees.  

 

3.0 Also of note is that the CTEM system actually takes data that has been already used in 

the assessment in one section, and then inserts that data into another part of the 

assessment system, thus ‘doubling up’ of data within the system is occurring.  

e.g. in the Suitability in the Landscape section, the previously recorded values for 

Shape and Condition are used again in this section.  

 

3.1 In my opinion CTEM uses an incorrect determination of Suitability in the Landscape in 

the first place, as the suitability of the tree in residing in the setting that it happens to 

be in, is not about the structural condition or biological health of the tree per se, as that 

is covered already in other sections of the CTEM. It should actually be about how 

suitable is the juxtaposition of the tree against the local landscape it is located in, how 

well it fits into the landscape, how much it stands out from, or complements, other 

components of the landscape. The fact it may be damaging infrastructure obviously 

would affect its suitability, and it makes sense to take this into account. However, this 

can occur regardless of the actual condition the tree is in.  

 

3.2   Form/Condition Category 



“Under “Form, Condition” if the tree is “dying, dead, bad structural defects or 

dangerous” it states “protection not valid”. This means that should the tree score 

maximum points in all other categories the tree could not be protected despite its 

significance in the other categories. It is possible for a tree with poor form to also be in a 

healthy condition;” 

 
It is hard to see how the first sentence of this paragraph can be interpreted as a 

criticism of the system. It makes perfect sense for a tree with the above serious 

afflictions of “dead, bad structural defects or dangerous”, to be ruled out if it is indeed 

in this state. This stance taken also contradicts the extreme perfectionism that is 

adopted in the CTEM scoring system and multiple criteria threshold use, where 
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perfectly good trees with only minor or no real defects at all have been excluded in 

many cases. 

  

3.3 The second part is also not an issue, as its commonly accepted by Arborists that trees 

can be both biologically healthy and yet have severe structural defects. If the structural 

defects are severe enough the current system will give the tree less points or exclude it, 

despite it being "healthy". This is entirely reasonable and logical. Also, It is a recognised 

drawback of the standard STEM system that a tree can score quite highly in total points, 

but still have some quite severe defects, and yet not be ruled out for protection.  

  

3.4 What a consummate tree assessment system should be designed to do, is look at all 

aspects of the tree and weigh them up and come to a conclusion based on all the 

aspects, not just one or two. There wouldn’t be any point in having the system 

otherwise. One could just look at a tree, decide it is large and impressive, and easily 

viewed by the public, happen to be of a species that one prefers to others, and thus it 

should be retained.  

 

3.5 However, a system also ideally needs at  least one ‘failsafe’ clause’, where by a tree that 

can score highly in other categories will still be ultimately declined, due to essential 

health and safety related defects. The current council matrix includes this, the original 

STEM1 does not. The CTEM system has a staggering total of seven types of criteria 

threshold, as well as four threshold levels, for single tree assessment, and thus goes 

much too far the other way. 

 

3.6  I note also that the current matrix system includes in the definition of 'Poor Condition 

or Form' the wording "but treatable". This means the category is used only if the 

mechanical or biological problem can be realistically addressed with something like 

cabling limbs or co-dominant stems, or applying treatment for ill health. If not, then this 

score of 2 is not used, and a score of Zero is given, excluding the tree from scheduling. 
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3.7   Age Category 

 
“ The “Age” criterion does not reflect the decreasing number of old trees in urban 

Christchurch and therefore their importance in the landscape – trees that are 50 years 

old receive either 2 or 4 points out of a maximum 32 points, dependant on the 

assessor;” 

 
It is hard to fathom what is being said here in the first part of the sentence. How could 

you draw a conclusion like this from the current system? The older they are the more 

points they get, and it doubles as they go up to the next level in an exponential fashion. 

Unlike the CTEM scoring system, which uses a linear progression when moving up to 

the next points level, exactly as the STEM system does.  

 

3.8 In fact the CTEM Age scoring method actually decreases the rate of increase of points, 

as the age increases. A 20 point increase from 10 points to 30 points in CTEM (from ≤10 

years to 10 to 20 years) is a 200% increase in the points score, but an increase of 20 

points from 70 to 90 points (from 35 – 50 years to 50+ years) is only a 28.5% increase. 

As in STEM, the CTEM system flattens the scores for the large older trees, and increases 

the scores for smaller less significant trees. This gives a set of closely clustered points 

score spread, which is quite flat in nature. See Charts in Appendix A for examples. 

 

3.9 As the single threshold for Notable Trees is 30 points, a tree that is over 100 years old 

would score 8 points, a substantial portion of the total 30 points required to qualify, in 

just one category. 

i.e.  Current Matrix Age Category: 

Recent Planting = 0    5-50yrs = 2    50-100 = 4    100-150 = 8    150+ = 16   Oldest on Record in 

NZ=32 

Does this somehow not reflect the decreasing number of old trees? On the contrary the 

method increases the scores of older trees as they progress to the next age bracket 

proportionally far more than CTEM. If a tree is over 100 years old, it contributes 26.7% 

of the required threshold score of 30, in the matrix system. In CTEM a tree of 100 years 

old only contributes a maximum 90 out of 770 points, or 11.7% towards a single Exotic 
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tree’s minimum required points, or 90 out of 690 points, being 13% for a single Native 

tree. 

 

4.0 The latter part of the sentence is largely semantics, regarding the one year overlap in 

the age scoring. The current interpretation is to score 2 points for a tree that is up to 50 

years old, and 4 points for 50 and older up to 100 etc. Also if that is an issue why only 

mention the 50yrs old and ignore the other age range terms, as the same supposed 

defect occurs in comparing the 5-50, 100-150 and the 150+ scoring brackets? Currently 

there are only two staff in council who actually use the matrix system to assess trees 

for protection, so it is not an issue of any consequence, as they both consistently use 

the same approach. 

 

4.1 Considering that this only involves a difference of a single year, when most tree ages 

have to be estimated, as there is often no information easily available to determine the 

exact age, it is debateable that it has any discernible effect on scoring outcomes at all.  

 

4.2   Rationale for Points Scoring System 

“There is no recorded rationale explaining the points scoring system and spread;” 

This is easily solved by adding this to the proposed district plan. Perhaps a useful 

starting point is asking the staff that have been using it from between 17 and 20+ years, 

if you need a rationale/explanation. They will have a considerable amount of 

knowledge about it. Or indeed talk to the original architect of the system, former 

Christchurch City Arborist for over three decades, Walter Fielding-Cotterell.  

 

4.3   National Recognition of System 

“It is not a nationally recognised system for evaluating a tree;” 

It doesn’t necessarily need to be a nationally recognised system, under the RMA each 

authority can use its own assessment system. This may not be ideal but the council is 

not required to have the same system as other authorities currently. There is some 

merit in saying that the STEM is a 'nationally recognised' system, and a number of 

authorities use the original non-modified STEM assessment system. However there are 

those who use a modified STEM system for their own district plans, and those who do 
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not use it in any form. What is the evidence that the matrix system is any worse than 

others being used around the country? 

  

4.4 What is certain is that the new model CTEM is not being used by any other local 

authority, and is not nationally recognised. It is highly unlikely in my opinion that any 

local authority would adopt a system that is so complex, has so many criteria threshold, 

four different threshold scores, and that eliminates most trees for what other tree 

assessment systems would regard as fairly minor, or even spurious reasons.  

 

4.5   New Zealand Best Practice and Arboricultural Industry Standards 

“It is not in line with current New Zealand best practice or arboricultural industry standards;” 

Based on what evidence, where is the verifiable documentation that backs up this 

statement? What are in fact best practices or Arboricultural industry standards 

currently in New Zealand for tree assessment systems, and are in fact there any such 

documents that define this? STEM is written into unit standard 2776 Use amenity tree 

evaluation methods, so is arguably a bench mark.2 CTEM however, is a highly modified 

 version of STEM, which has greatly expanded and complicated the original version to 

become almost a different system altogether. In my opinion it is too early to make the 

claim that CTEM is in line with 'current New Zealand best practice'. 

 

4.6   international Distinction 

 
“There is no ability to award a tree higher points for international distinction.” 

This does not realistically rate as a serious issue, as the protection of the trees is only 

directly relevant to Christchurch City/Banks Peninsula. A tree doesn’t need to be 

internationally recognised to qualify for protection in the Christchurch environs. Also, 

the provisions of the Resource Management Act do not extend beyond the boundaries 

of New Zealand. 

 

4.7 Apart from the above points, there arises the question, do we actually have any such 

trees in the district anyway? In my opinion you could easily count them on one hand, if 
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any did exist. We may have a small handful that could be seen to qualify as having 

national distinction, but not international distinction to my knowledge. 

 

4.8 The irony of this, is that one of the very few that would fall into this category of 

national distinction, is the Horizontal Elm (Ulmus glabra ‘Horizontalis’) located at 300 

Stanmore Road, which is recognised as having the largest stem diameter in the country 

for its species, and is currently a Category 1 Heritage tree. Yet, it is destined to be 

removed from the new schedule, as it failed the CTEM assessment.  

 

4.9 I have also failed to ascertain that any part of the CTEM method actually allows a tree 

to be recognised in this manner either, so it is a rather ironic criticism to make of the 

current system. 

 

5.0  Scoring 32 Points in Age Category. 



“It is possible for a tree to score 32 points in say, “Age”, and score poorly in all the other  

categories and still qualify for District Plan protection;” 

 

This is a theoretical issue that is highly unlikely to occur in practice. If a tree in fact 

scores 32 points for the Age category, that would actually define it as being the 'Oldest 

on record in New Zealand'.  

 

5.1  Apart from the obvious flaw in this argument, in that I don’t know of any trees in the 

district that would potentially fall into this category anyway, so currently it’s a non-

issue. Should such a fortuitous circumstance arise that this was the case however, why 

would you not want to try and retain such an obviously historic and significant tree that 

would need to be at least 150+ years old? 

 

5.2 Why would you even think that a tree of that age would be in perfect condition, and it 

may well score poorly in various categories, but the fact that it was so historically 

significant should count for more in this situation. If there were severe enough 

structural or biological defects however, then it would still score '0' for "Condition" and 
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not qualify under the current matrix. I can say with surety that no such situation has 

arisen with the Age category since it was introduced in the city plan of 1995. 

 

5.3 ‘Average Trees’ Scoring 4 Points In All Categories 
  

“It is possible, for an “average” tree to qualify for District Plan protection i.e. scores 4 

points in all categories. It is unlikely that a single tree would score 4 in all categories; 

however a tree scoring a mixture of medium and low scores can still qualify for District 

Plan protection.” 

 

The odds of a tree scoring 4 points in all nine categories occurring is not just extremely 

unlikely, its actually not possible. Due to the Historic category only starting at the 8 

points level of “Buildings”, (below that the score is 0), its not technically possible to 

score 4 points. A tree would need to score 4 points in all other eight categories (total 

score of 32) to achieve a total of 30 or more points. 

  

5.4 This includes getting a rating of 50% in the Functional value category, a category not 

commonly used in practice, as it only applies in a small number of situations.  There are 

very few trees that score 4 points for the Cultural /Social/Spiritual/Recreational values 

category either, for the same reasons. To my knowledge, having assessed literally 

thousands of trees in Christchurch for Subdivision and Notable Tree protection over a 

period of more than 17 years, this theoretical situation has not occurred yet, but if it 

had the number of cases would be very small indeed. 

  

5.5 The second sentence is fundamentally incorrect, as its only actually possible to score 30 

points with a mixture of seven Medium scores (4 X 7 =28) and 1 low score (2). 

Therefore "…medium and low scores" can't be correct as it implies more than one low 

score is potentially involved, but actually only one low score is possible. Otherwise the 

total would be 28 or lower. 

 

5.6 Extreme Level of Perfectionism in CTEM 
 

 “It is important to appreciate that perfection in an organic object is an “extreme 

statement” (Flook, 1996 p13) and it is widely recognised that there is no such thing as a 
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perfect tree. Accordingly, no tree or group of trees will ever score 100% in any criteria” 

(Section 32 Report pg 13). 

 
I think one of the most glaring inconsistencies in the Section 32 report is that on page 

13 it indicates strongly that trees are not perfect and can’t be expected to score 100% 

in each category, then does exactly what it is saying is not realistic, by designing the 

system to measure the trees against an almost perfect score and if they don’t get it 

they fail.  Also I think it is missing the whole point about the ‘perfect tree’ in that CTEM 

seems to treat this as a purely academic, theoretical construct of ‘perfection’, where as 

in  my opinion it is highly likely most professional Arborists would agree this should 

have an empirical basis.   

 

5.7 I suspect that what most Arborists base their idea of a perfect tree on, is the best 

specimen trees they have seen in the real world, which most closely resemble what 

they have seen during their careers and in the literature, of exceptionally good 

specimen trees. It is not based on a purely metaphysical construct. It should not be a 

Platonic ‘ideal form’ that should be used for judging how good a tree is, but what 

Arborists actually deal with daily on an empirical level, that should be the basis for 

judgement. 

 

5.8 Probably the most obvious example of this level of perfectionism is present in the 

‘Shape’ Category, which the criteria used to determine the points score, forces the 

assessor to mark the tree down purely due to the way the tree has happened to grow. 

In the same manner in which on page 13 of the Section 32 report, the unlikelihood of 

the ‘Perfect Tree’ occurring naturally is discussed, on page 19 in 4.3.1, the statement 

about ‘Shape’ gives the distinct impression that there will be very few trees that grow 

‘true to form’ in an urbanised area. 

  

5.9 However, if the criteria are applied as laid out in the Description section of Shape, a 

tree is described as ‘Fair’ if “Approximately 21-30% of canopy shape missing, modified 

or misshapen”. The application of the very broad range of circumstances covered by 

“missing, modified or misshapen”, means that a great deal of very good specimen trees 
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have been rated as Fair for Shape. Due to the stringent Criteria Threshold regarding 

Shape, they have thus been eliminated from the schedule. In my opinion, almost any 

other tree assessment method that is currently being used in New Zealand or 

internationally, would not fail such trees. 

 

 A sample of some of these trees is listed in Appendix B, along with photographs of the 

trees.  
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6.0 REGARDING THE STATEMENT OF EVIDENCE OF ROBERT JOHN GRAHAM  

 

6.1 In this part of the document I will address the issues raised in Mr Graham’s Statement 

of Evidence. It is indicated in Section 4.1 of Mr Graham’s statement, that due to the 

methodology of the current tree assessment matrix in the Operative Plan, that there 

are trees that should not be in the scheduled list, judging from their current condition. 

However, this is not necessarily the result of the assessment system that was used in 

1994, and later through to 1999, when the last council instigated trees were added to 

the schedule. 

  

6.2 The current situation is due largely to the fact that many years have passed, over 

twenty years since the initial batch of scheduled trees were assessed, and it is hardly 

surprising that now some of them are no longer in as good a condition as they once 

were. Also the steady removal of these trees from the schedule has been occurring in 

the intervening years, as it has come to light that they are no longer of the required 

standard. 

 

http://www.nzqa.govt.nz/framework/search/index.do
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6.3 From 2002 to the end of 2014 there have been a total of 364 Heritage or Notable trees 

removed from the schedule of protected trees in the City Plan. The vast majority of 

these were due to decline in the condition of the tree, and some were via ‘natural 

causes’, such as  partial or complete failure due to storm events. Some were associated 

with human causation, due to damage through inappropriate work, or because of 

development projects on the site. 

 

6.4 With regard to the comments in section 4.1 that there are also likely to be trees that 

were not included in the Operative Plan in 1994, but were not, I make the following 

observations. Firstly, the city area contains a huge number of trees, the number in 

council ownership alone would exceed 100,000 trees. It would not have been very 

difficult to look at all possible trees for inclusion given the limited resources at the 

disposal of the council Arborists at the time. The council relied to an extent on public 

consultation and feedback to bring these trees to their attention for assessment, as 

well as the information from previous Borough and District Councils that had protected 

trees across the city before amalgamation occurred. 

  

6.5 Secondly, during the period from June 1998 until late 2000, I was employed by the city 

council under previous City Arborist, Walter Fielding-Cotterell to look for new Notable 

Trees in the high risk areas where development had seen many large trees removed in 

previous years. This involved surveying more than 1000 trees during the 18 month 

period. These were to be eventually added to the schedule in the City Plan, which has 

yet to eventuate, despite the long time period since the survey took place. The only 

`new Notable trees added to the City Plan Schedule since 1999 has been due to a 

private plan change in Belfast, which due to the Commissioner’s recommendation a 

small number of trees were included in the schedule. 

 

6.6 In Section 5.5 and 5.6 Mr Graham seems to define "good trees" rather narrowly as 

meaning only those in good structural/biological condition, which completely ignores 

other factors such as Extreme age/Historical/Cultural/Spiritual reasons, that are why 

people value certain trees very highly. Any meaningful system should take into account 

these factors. 
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6.7 Mr Graham states the CTEM is a good system that 'weeds out" poor/average specimens 

and selects only the good ones. This is obviously not the case unfortunately, as the vast 

majority of good specimen trees have been removed, despite reaching the thresholds. 

Some even like the 29A Snowdon Rd Copper Beech were initially rated as "Good" then 

suddenly mysteriously dropped off the list due to the alteration in the "Shape" category 

to Fair from Good.  

 

6.8  Mr Graham also seems to ignore the fact that to be practically useful in the application 

of the system by council, a Landscape Architect would be required for the relevant 

Landscape assessment sections, but the availability of such a specialist may well be very 

limited when this is being used in the field by council Arborists frequently. 

 

6.9   In section 5.4 Mr Graham gives an example of a Deodar Cedar at 2 Hawthornden Road. 

 
 “This clearly is a very large tree and its structure and condition have both been assessed 

as very poor which, in an urban environment such as a residential property, makes 

protection of the tree not justifiable.” 

 

It may well be true that the tree is in very poor condition now, but this is a single tree 

and not representative of the majority of trees. Besides this however, this is Not a 

typical urban environment setting, unless you consider a site of 80,280 m2 with 34 

Notable Trees and 26 Subdivision trees on the site as a "residential property". Its 

actually semi-rural with large blocks of paddocks etc around it. The Cedar tree has 16 

Historic points so must be associated with the historic site it sits on. Therefore is 

obviously very old and no doubt not in pristine condition. This is a single tree in poor 

condition and given that they were surveyed originally in 1994, its a long time interval 

in which it may well have deteriorated. There are no Arborists arguing that Very Poor 

Structure & Health Rated trees be retained, and undoubtedly if the matrix was used to 

reassess the tree now instead of CTEM it would fail it anyway.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

7.0 Of the 1166 single trees that did not make it into the new schedule, excluding those 

that were not assessed for various reasons, 708 exotic trees achieved the threshold 

score of 770 points, and 80 native trees reached the threshold score of 690 points. 

Taken as a percentage of the total number of exotic single trees of 946, this equates to 

74.8% of exotics reaching the 770 points. For native trees, the percentage qualifying by 

threshold score equates to 57.5%, given 80 trees from a total of 139 natives reached 

690 points. 

   

7.1 This is a staggering number of trees to initially pass the requirement to be included, 

then be removed for other reasons. Once the 81 single trees not assessed are taken 

into consideration and removed from the total of 1166 (i.e. 1085), it is an even higher 

proportion. As 18 natives were not assessed this gives a total of 121 actually assessed, 

which means 66.1% have passed the threshold for native trees. As 63 exotic trees were 

not assessed, this gives 883 actually assessed, which means 80.2% have passed the 

threshold. 

    

7.2 To me It makes no sense in having established a threshold score, which a tree 

assessment system for evaluation must do to serve any useful purpose for local 

authorities, when such a huge proportion that achieve it are then removed from the 

schedule anyway, due to numerous criteria thresholds. No other tree evaluation system 

would arrive at this sort of result. No other system has so many criteria thresholds, and 

would certainly not fail' a tree just because it scored Fair/Average in a single category of 

the system, if the category was not to do with structural integrity or 'severe health 

issues.  

 

7.3 How do you justify a system where a tree can score well above the supposed threshold, 

score Good for all categories but one, which is only a Fair score, not Poor or Very Poor, 

and still fail to qualify. Even when some categories have a Poor Score in one or two 

areas, trees can still qualify under different systems if the total is enough, as the 
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systems are designed to evaluate the trees in all aspects of the tree(s) attributes and 

condition, not just a select few. 

 

7.4 However, as stated above, a valid assessment system using a range of different 

categories should be able to give a total qualifying score to capture specific trees, that 

may not be that large or old, but which carry special significance due to the person that 

planted it, its uncommonness in the city, or local prominence in the neighbourhood.  

In particular, trees that are located in areas where large and old trees are very scarce, 

such as in the eastern suburbs of the city, need to be given more chance to qualify, due 

to their disproportionate amenity value compared to a similar tree in the middle of 

Fendalton. 

  

7.5 To my knowledge, in stark contrast to the development of the current matrix system by 

the former City Arborist, there has been no public consultation prior to the new 

assessment system being devised, and there was no great public desire for such a 

radical departure from the current system in use, nor the consequent severe reduction 

in the number of trees scheduled in the new plan.  

 

7.6 The council Arborists mentioned in the Section 32 Report had involvement in the initial 

phase of the development of the new CTEM, but this was when the proposed system 

was very different from what was finally developed. In the latter stages there was no 

consultation with them, including myself who manages the protected trees for the 

council, and certainly no say in what is now the final CTEM version. 

 

 

JOHN DAVID THORNTON 

10TH DECEMBER 2015 
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Tree Missing In The Assessment Process 
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EXAMPLES OF HIGH SCORING SINGLE TREES THAT ARE TO BE EXCLUDED 

1. 33A KOTARE ST - Black Beech - Structure Fair. Does have a co-dominant fork in main stem but 

could be cable braced. Total Points 1040. One of the largest and oldest Black Beech trees in the City. 

2. 14 HAWFORD RD - Avenue of Nine Horizontal Elms – Should have been assessed as a group. Not 

structurally poor or suffering ill health, except for 1 X Poor Health (ID2663). 2 X Poor Shape (ID2663 

& 2664). Total Points:  590, 650, 730, 750, 770, 810, 870, 910, 910. 

3. 22 Albert Terrace - English Oak ID2672. Failed only due Shape Fair (50). Total Points 990 

4. 116 Centaurus Road - Wellingtonia ID2673. Failed only due Shape Fair (50). Total Points 990 

5. 133 Centaurus Road - English Elm ID2675. Failed only due Shape Fair (50).Total Points 990. 

6.A 170 Hoon Hay Valley Road - Totara ID107927. Not assessed as Arborist could not find way to 

tree. Council Arborists have visited the tree without access problems in the past. Very large Totara 

which scored 48 Points (minimum required 30) using current Council matrix. Trunk diameter well 

over 1 metre. 

 

6.B. 170 Hoon Hay Valley Road - Totara ID107928. Not assessed as Arborist could not find way to 

tree. Council Arborists have visited the tree without access problems in the past. Very large Totara 

which scored 44 Points (minimum required 30) using current Council matrix. Trunk diameter well 

over 1 metre. 

 

7. 30 Church Square - Dutch Elm ID2286. Failed only due Shape Fair (50). Total Points 910 

8. 54 Park Terrace (Actually 48 Park Terrace) – English Oak ID  Total Points  

 

EXCLUDED TREES THAT HAVE ERRORS IN THE ASESSMENT DATA 

1. 30 Holmwood Road - Camperdown Elm ID3725  - Crown width measurement was recorded at 

under 10 m, but is actually 11.15 m (10.7 E-W and 11.6 N-S) as recorded with a laser rangefinder 

accurate to 1 mm. 

2. 16 Heaton Street English Oak tree ID3770 - incorrect rating for Location, when the road rating 

should be Minor Arterial (30), not Rural or ROW (10). This applies to both Rossall Street and Heaton 

Street, which run adjacent to the corner site. This increases the total score of the Oak to 770 points, 

the required threshold.  

 

TREE THAT IS MISSING IN THE ASSESSMENT PROCESS 

1. 34 Governors Bay Teddington Road - Wellingtonia ID65892. Not present in list to be 

included or excluded. 
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TREE PHOTOGRAPHS 

HIGH SCORING SINGLE TREES THAT ARE TO BE EXCLUDED 

1. 33a Kotare Street Black Beech 

 

1A. 

 

1B. 
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2. 14 Hawford Road Line Of Horizontal Elms 

 

2A. 

 

2B. 

 

2C. 
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3. 22 Albert Terrace English Oak 

 

 

4. 116 Centaurus Road Wellingtonia 
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5. 133 Centaurus Road English Elm 

 

 

6. 170 Hoon Hay Road Totaras 

 

6A.  
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6B. 

 

 

6C. 
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8. 54 Terrace (Actually 48 Park Terrace) – English Oak 

 

8A. 

 

 

8B. 
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EXCLUDED TREES THAT HAVE ERRORS IN THE ASESSMENT DATA 

1. 30 Holmwood Road – Camperdown Elm 

 

1A. 

 

 

1B. 
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2. 16 Heaton Street – English Oak 
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City Plan Review Submission  

Stage 3 Section 32. Chapter 9. Natural & Cultural Heritage Appendix 6 - Significant Trees 

Technical Report. 

9.4.5 Appendices – Trees 

9.4.5.1 Schedules of Significant Trees (Christchurch City and Banks Peninsula) 

9.4.5.1.1 Schedule of Individual Trees 

9.4.5.1.2 Schedule of Groups of Trees 

 

Tree Evaluation Systems. 

Designing a truly useful and effective system of tree evaluation is not an easy task. There are 

a variety of recognised systems that are used for this purpose in this country, such as the 

Royal New Zealand Institute of Horticulture (RNZIH, 1988) Tree Evaluation Method, the 

Burnley method (McGarry and Moore, 1988), the Standard Tree Evaluation Method (STEM; 

Flook, R. 1996), and the current council method created by former City Arborist Walter 

Fielding-Cotterell, based on the British Helliwell model (Helliwell, 1967).  

There is no one system that is perfect, all have some drawbacks and strengths when 

compared to the others. The Standard Tree Evaluation Method (STEM), or slightly modified 

versions of it however, is quite widely used in New Zealand by local authorities for tree 

evaluation. 

However, any system of tree assessment which is intended to determine a tree or group of 

trees for protection must have at its core several basic tenets.  

One of which, is that it must be sophisticated enough to fully assess the trees in a range of 

categories, to give a comprehensive overview of the tree(s) physical characteristics and 

dimensions, and the location which it occupies. Yet not be overly complex or too lengthy, 

which would inhibit it easy deployment in the field by those who are required to use it, or 

not easily understandable by the general public, so they can't fathom how the system ends 

up with the result for the tree(s). 

This usually includes, among others, such categories as the height, crown width and stem 

diameter, the biological and structural condition of the tree, any relevant historical 

connections with the site is resides on, and its position in the landscape.  

Another tenet is that it must still be readily comprehended not just by qualified Arborists 

using the system, but also the general public who are very unlikely to possess Arboricultural 

skills and background knowledge.   

And probably most importantly, the end result of applying the system to the trees that exist 

in the city plan, is one that reflects the publics expectations of what is worth listing as a tree 
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worthy to be retained despite some possible inconvenience to individual property owners, 

and what is not.  

The Council for Tree and Landscape Appraisers (CTLA) Method, created in the United States 

(CTLA, 1998), is purely a tree valuation method, for determining a monetary value for trees. 

It is not designed to evaluate a tree in terms of listing it as a protected tree.  The cross-

sectional area of the trunk is used as the size measurement to determine the value, using an 

exponential calculation that increases very rapidly for larger trees. It is not directly 

comparable to STEM or STEM+, which are primarily evaluation methods, but which can also 

be used as a valuation method. 

 

The Proposed STEM+ Tree Evaluation System 

Ii is a general principle that it is far easier to criticise something and point out its defects, 

than to come up with constructive and viable alternatives. However, there appear to be 

some rather conspicuous issues with the new STEM+ system. 

Firstly, a system where a tree (or group of trees) can score well above the hypothetical 

threshold, score 'Good' for all categories but one, which happens to score 'Fair', not 'Poor or 

'Very Poor', and yet still fails to qualify, is an unusually exacting system. 

In other comparable systems, even when a tree gains a low score in one category, the tree 

can still qualify if the total is enough, by gaining high scores in other categories. The 

fundamental or pivotal category score is often related to structural stability or biological 

health, which if it scores very low in this category, negates its validity for protection. 

To fail a single tree or tree group entirely because it scores 'Fair' or even 'Poor' in only one 

category, is not the hallmark of a well constructed tree evaluation system. In all there are 

seven potential different caveats that can eliminate a tree, not including it failing to meet 

the relevant threshold criteria. The four thresholds are different for single (770 for exotic, 

690 for native) or groups of trees (910 for exotic or mixed native/exotic, 870 for native).  

It seems to me rather superfluous having a threshold score (four thresholds in total), when 

such an overwhelming percentage that achieve it, still get taken off the list due to the 

extensive range of caveats that are introduced once the tree score above the threshold.  

No other tree evaluation system I know of makes use of so many mechanisms to fail trees 

that have in theory passed the minimum score to be included. In other evaluation systems, 

the mechanisms are contained within the scoring system itself. 

 

Public Expectations of Vegetation/Tree Retention 

There will always be those in society that do not value trees as highly as others, but over the 

many years I have resided in Christchurch, it has not been my impression that these people 

do not represent a high percentage of the public.  
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Most people are in favour of some reasonable system of retaining the very large and 

spectacular trees in our city, many of which have been around longer than most of the 

current living population.  

The question of why the city has a tree protection system involving very large, mature 

and/or rare trees at all in the City Plan, has been based on the recognition by the council 

that the public in Christchurch deem that this is a necessary and laudable mechanism for 

retaining some of the prime examples of mature tree species.  

The RMA itself requires local authorities to ensure that reasonable steps are taken to 

protect the natural environment.  

Section 32 Chapter 9. Natural & Cultural Heritage, Part 2 Resource Management Issues 

2.4.4 Resource Management Issues – Trees, contains the following: 

 “Specifically Section 7 of the RMA requires that councils are to have particular regard to a 

range of ‘other matters’ when managing the use, development and protection of natural 

and physical resources. 

Of relevance to significant trees are: 

• S7(c) the maintenance and enhancement of amenity values; and 

• S7(f) maintenance and enhancement of the quality of the environment” 

 

Surely this equates to the retention of trees of considerable amenity value within the city 

environment. This is not just for the present generation, but future ones as well.   

Also under Section 32 Chapter 9. Natural & Cultural Heritage, Part 2 Resource 

Management Issues 2.4.4 Resource Management Issues – Trees, a case is outlined for the 

importance of retaining Significant Trees, as the extract below of the first paragraphs 

exemplify: 

“The removal of significant trees can impact on the character, amenity and environmental 
qualities of the district’s urban and rural areas and the district’s natural and cultural 
heritage. 
  
Trees are an important natural resource, providing many community services, including 
contributing to the amenity and character of urban and rural environments, providing 
important environmental and ecological services, and having special historical and cultural 
values.” 
 

However, the proposed considerable reduction of scheduled trees to remain in the 
proposed district plan to less than 400, from an original list of nearly 2500 (this includes 
council owned protected trees), seems to seriously contradict the statements in the 
paragraphs above. 
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Removal of Subdivision Tree Protection 
 
Furthermore, the importance of retaining a substantial base of large and mature trees 
scheduled for protection in the City Plan, is made even greater by the fact that the current 
mechanism for protecting amenity trees by consent notice in the subdivision process, has 
been removed in Stage 1 of the District Plan review.  
 
There are currently many more trees protected via consent notice on these sites than 

scheduled Notable or Heritage trees. The addition of new ones however will cease.   

Note also that currently these trees retained via subdivision of land, are classified by council 

as ‘Significant Trees’. With the dropping of ‘Notable’ and ‘Heritage’ to describe the 

scheduled trees in the current plan, with the term 'Significant Tree' being substituted, there 

is bound to be confusion between the two types of protection   in the future. 
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