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Executive Summary 

I object to the relaxing of protections on notable trees in the proposed CHCH District 
Plan. 
  
Christchurch has a great variety of remarkable trees and they are arguably the single 
most defining natural feature of our city, and are therefore deserving of strong 
protection, not only on public land but also on private land. 
  
I submit that the level of protection of notable trees in the city is increased, not 
reduced. 
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Introduction 

1 My name is Mark Belton, I am a professional forester and ecologist with 40 

years’ work experience in NZ and internationally.  

2 I hold the following qualifications: 

 BSc from Canterbury University; 2.1

 Postgraduate Diploma in Natural Resources from Lincoln University; 2.2

3 I have a keen interest in the role of trees in rural and urban habitat, and 

have led tours of tree enthusiasts within NZ, and to North and South 

America, and to the UK and France. A focus of these tours has been notable 

trees in rural and urban landscapes, heritage gardens, arboretums and 

natural forests. 

 

Heritage Background: Significance of Christchurch’s Tree Resource 

4 In 1850 Christchurch’s first settlers faced a desolate and barren landscape, 

excepting two tiny relics of native forest at Riccarton and Papanui there 

were no trees. From the outset settlers set about establishing trees around 

their homes and on public lands to provide shelter and amenity, this was 

very much part of their vision for the city, as evidenced by the farsighted 

and generous provision for parks and broad avenues in the original city plan, 

and the remarkable achievement of these early tree planters is evidenced 

today by the city’s outstanding treescapes.  

5 It is worth noting that all the city’s large and notable trees were planted and 

cared for by our city’s deceased forbears.  Each of these trees has a history, 

which subsequently has become interwoven with the living histories of the 

city’s inhabitants up till this present time. The city’s large historic trees are 

indeed heritage trees, trees of memory, witness to our city’s story.  
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6 The interest value of our city’s early tree plantings is greatly enhanced by 

the fact they were sourced at the apogee and conclusion of the world’s 

great post enlightenment diaspora of tree species. Trees were supplied to 

Christchurch from the world’s leading tree nurseries and gardens, mostly 

from the UK, including Kew in London.  And fortuitously it was soon 

discovered that Christchurch provided exceptionally favourable tree growing 

conditions, despite the exposure to strong winds from all quarters.  It 

followed that a huge variety of tree species were imported for planting in 

Christchurch, and many of these species proved to grow well, and in many 

cases better in our local environment than in their places of origin.  

7 English oak an early favourite, for example grew more than twice as fast in 

Christchurch as anywhere in the UK.  So rapid is its growth that oak trees 

just 50 years old were felled and sawn for flooring and quality decorative 

timber used to build Riccarton House in c. 1910. Another example of note is 

elm species, the most celebrated large tree of many North American, UK and 

European country and urban landscapes until decimated by Dutch elm 

disease last century. Elm can live for 400 years if disease free.  It thrives in 

Christchurch. Our city is a refugia for elm.  

Christchurch: A City of Trees 

8 From my travels around the world I believe Christchurch could quite possibly 

lay claim to having the greatest diversity of tree species of any city on earth.  

I have always been intrigued that Christchurch is promoted as the ‘garden 

city’. To my mind it is more fitting to celebrate it as the ‘city of trees’, and all 

the remarkable because tree establishment in the city only really started so 

late following settlement in 1850, and all our large notable trees (excepting 

the native trees in Riccarton Bush and a handful of cabbage trees) have been 

planted.  

9 It should also be noted that our tree diversity includes a very major 

component of planted native tree species, both local species and species 

from other parts of NZ.  
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Contribution of Trees To The Urban Environment  

10 An abundance and variety of large trees in Christchurch’s urban landscape 

creates woodland habitat in what would otherwise be a barren built 

environment. With sufficient abundance and size, trees provide protective 

microclimates and safe feeding and nesting habitat for both native and 

introduced forest dwelling bird species.   

11 Our city’s treescapes, where they occur, beautify and humanise our 

environment, and each individual tree of stature and size plays its part and 

needs protection.  The larger and more numerous the trees, the greater 

their visual presence, and their habitat and microclimate changing 

influences.  Small trees and shrubs are of little consequence when it comes 

to improving urban habitat. 

 

Why It Is Important To Identify, Record, And Protect Heritage And Notable Trees In 

The Urban Environment. 

12 Christchurch urban areas are essentially flat and featureless. Unlike NZ’s 

other major cities there are no dramatic hills and coastlines to give nature a 

strong presence. For Christchurch it is the variety of large notable trees that 

is the single most defining natural feature of our city.   

13 Without large trees Christchurch’s landscapes would be barren, lack and 

strong presence of nature, and there would be little visual respite from the 

sheer ugliness of much of our built environment. An abundance of large 

notable trees is essential to the beauty, amenity and natural habitat of the 

city. In my opinion this justifies stronger measures to protect and enhance 

the presence of large notable trees across the city, not only on public lands, 

but also on private land.  

14 The trend of subdivision to smaller sections and larger dwellings make the 

provision for protection of existing notable trees, and encouragement of 
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establishment and care of potential large notable trees on private land 

essential to the future character and amenity of Christchurch. Private land 

owners should be recognised and encouraged in this ‘community interest’ 

enterprise through rates relief. 

15 With the Council’s ‘Share an Idea’ exercise the people of Christchurch 

showed overwhelming preference for greening post-earthquake 

Christchurch. The protection of existing large notable trees is the foundation 

and starting point of greening Christchurch. The encouragement of more 

planting and care of prospective notable trees cross public and private lands 

is the next stage, and should be a major element in the ‘Regenerate 

Christchurch’ vision and the City Plan. 

 

The Relief Sought By My Submission 3410 

16 I submit that the level of protection of notable trees in the city is increased, 

not reduced. 

17 In addition to this statement, I have joined with other submitters who have 

raised similar points and the evidence of Mr Brad Cadwallader (arborist), Ms 

Diane Lucas (landscape architect) and Ms Helen Lowe (planner) addresses 

the full intent of my submission from the expert perspective. 

Dated 14 December 2015 

Mark Belton 


