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YGT volunteers and then everyone set off to do some real 
gardening.  
Over the weeks this included weeding, deadheading, digging 
up potatoes, picking broad beans and courgettes, and 
watering using adult sized, shiny, old-fashioned metal 
watering cans as well as helping to lay new bark paths. Quite 
a struggle when you’re only four!  The children loved all the 
activities. No bad behaviour at all, just paying attention and 
trying to do what they were asked as best as they could. The 
gardening team had told us that they would only ask the 
children to do real jobs, not children's jobs.  Before the 
children left they were each given a “Garden Apprentice” 
certificate with our logo and “in partnership with YGT” 
written on it, which they were thrilled to receive to take 
home. The event was a great success and enjoyed not only 
by the garden apprentices but by all of us, parents and 
volunteers. 
Nunnington Hall 
During the Autumn half-term holiday we sponsored an event 
at Nunnington Hall. The head gardener there, Nick Fraser, 
had bought 12,000 crocus corms with the intention of a mass 

YGT Volunteers Help with National Trust Events. 

Earlier this year we agreed to fund two events at 
National Trust sites in North Yorkshire, arranged by 
David Morgan, who is the NT York area General 
Manager and until recently was a YGT trustee. Our 
aim was that the events should engage children in 
having fun by doing some gardening. 
Beningbrough Hall 
The first event was called “Apprentice Gardener” 
and took place at Beningbrough Hall on four 
Mondays in August. The Gardening Team, led by 
Head Gardener Sam Shipman, had used the money 
we gave them to buy sturdy child-sized gardening 
tools and wheelbarrows, rakes and forks that would 
last several years. There were three 50 minute 
sessions each day, starting at eleven, one and three 
o’clock,  which gave the gardeners a well-earned 
break before the next group of children.  
The children, accompanied by their parents, were 
introduced to all the tools, the gardeners and the  

Crocus planting at Nunnington Hall  
(Photo credit: Vicky Price) 
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Introduction 
Sheffield prides itself on being one of the greenest 
cities in Europe. Yet its city council became 
embroiled in a tree-felling controversy that saw 
national and international criticism of its actions, 
opposition across the political spectrum, and 
scores of local residents arrested in daily stand-
offs with contractors and the police. Landscape 
historian Jill Sinclair explores how the story 
unfolded and explains the current state of play, 
while Camilla Allen, co-editor of the forthcoming 
book The Politics of Street Trees, ponders on 
wider lessons to be learnt from the Sheffield street 
tree saga.  
The Story So Far 
For me, it started in 2017 with rumours that 
Sheffield City Council planned to fell six 
specimens in the century-old avenue of lime trees 
along Thompson Road, the southern approach to 
the Botanical Gardens. As Chair of the Friends of 
the Gardens, I knew the significance of these 
trees: their historical and spatial relationship with 
the Grade II registered site and their contribution 
to the character of my part of the city. Bemused 
and alarmed, I found myself on the streets, joining 
other protestors trying to stop the chainsaws. The 
Yorkshire Gardens Trust and the Historic Gardens 

Foundation threw their weight behind the 
campaign to save the Thompson Road trees. 
Others were similarly drawn to the protests by 
specific trees: campaigner Paul Selby remembers 
the “great shock” of discovering a Council felling 
notice on a much-loved 120-year-old elm tree 
close to his home on Chelsea Road. Through his 
efforts, this largely unknown tree was placed 
second in the Woodland Trust's “English Tree of 
the Year” competition. Others started to protest 
over plans to remove sycamores and London 
plane trees planted as WW1 memorials along 
Western Road.  
Some had wider concerns: Chris Rust, who was to 
become co-chair of the main campaigning group, 
came to the protests as a result of his academic 
background, which gave him an understanding of 
the health and well-being value of street trees, and 
a belief in the rights of communities to access 
nature. Christine King became involved after “it 
started to become clear that it wasn't isolated 
streets, but a huge felling programme. regardless 
of the outcome, I didn't want to think that I'd done 
nothing”. 
The trees were being felled as part of the 
Council’s 25-year PFI contract with the 
infrastructure company Amey. Signed in 2012 and 
known as “Streets Ahead”, the £2.2bn contract 
was to improve and manage the city’s highways, 
which were in such a poor state of repair that 
Sheffield had become known as Pothole City. The 
street trees were an unexpected casualty of the 
contract. Hundreds were quietly removed on the 
basis that they were dead, dying or diseased, or 
that they were damaging the city’s roads.  

Sheffield Street Trees 

Treehuggers on Meersbrook Park Road, one of the  
worst flashpoints of the campaign. 

(Photo credit/copyright Luis Arroyo Photography.) 

Jane Furse from the YGT (third left) in Thompson Road,  
talking to Cllr Dagnall during his ‘listening tour.’  

(Photo credit/copyright Paul Hemmings.) 
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Formation of Sheffield Tree Action Group 
(STAG) 2015 
While some residents supported the fellings and 
wanted to see them continue, protests began when 
it seemed that mature, healthy trees were being 
targeted.  Local groups formed to protest about 
planned fellings in their area and, in 2015, several 
of these came together to form the city-wide 
Sheffield Tree Action Group (STAG), which 
brought a greater co-ordination and higher profile 
to the campaign. In an effort to quell protests, the 
Council created an Independent Tree Panel to 
review felling decisions, but overruled its advice 
to retain trees in more than 75% of cases. Protests 
became increasingly acrimonious, with 
confrontational scenes between police and 
protestors at one pre-dawn felling in 2016 
condemned by local MP Nick Clegg as something 
“you’d expect in Putin’s Russia”.  
Use of legal action intended for flying pickets. 
Protestors remember a particularly low point in 
early 2017 when an iconic horse chestnut was 
felled after a week of resistance. Repeated arrests 
were made under legislation originally designed to 
prevent flying pickets. Chris describes the 
pressure during the week as “relentless… a big 
push to make us lose heart”. But STAG was then 
put in touch with Paul Powlesland, a young, 
radical barrister, who immediately provided 
advice that the arrests were unlawful, and who 
continues to offer counsel and representation to 
the campaign. 
With police involvement curtailed, the Council 
instead obtained a civil injunction to prevent 
protesters’ presence close to felling work and 
pursued campaigners, including one of its own 
councillors, through the courts for alleged 
breaches. 
Pause in felling in March 2018 
Things came to a head in early 2018. Christine 
remembers it as “a brutal time. We’d slowed 
felling to a crawl, due to the numbers of crew, 
barrier men, security guards and police needed to 
fell a single tree, but they were taking them, one 
by one”. Photographs of mass stand-offs and 
violent scuffles in suburban Sheffield made front-
page news. The city was becoming known 
nationally, and internationally, as the place where 
thousands of mature trees were being ripped out in 
the face of furious confrontations. Freedom of 
Information requests by Paul Selby and other 
STAG members were producing damaging stories, 
especially that, despite claims that felling was 
only ever a last resort, Amey were contractually 
engaged to fell 17,500 street trees, half of the total 
number. Eventually in March 2018, the Council 
announced a pause in the felling.  

Around 5,400 of the city’s 36,000 street trees had 
been removed. In other numbers, over £400,000 
had been spent by the Council on legal 
proceedings associated with the Streets Ahead 
contract. The largely abortive Independent Tree 
Panel process had cost £133,000 in running costs 
and £700,000 in penalties to Amey for the 
resultant delays. Scores of people had been 
arrested, including one woman for tooting on a 
plastic toy trumpet; few were charged and almost 
none convicted of any offence.  
Any plans by the Council to restart the work were 
stymied by news in April 2018 of an investigation 
by the Forestry Commission into the legality of 
the felling and advice that the Council and Amey 
should suspend work until further notice. Instead, 
the Council’s new cabinet member for the Streets 
Ahead contract engaged in a listening tour, talking 
with residents about street trees, which was 
followed by mediated talks between STAG and 
the Council. A process was agreed to reinspect the 
309 trees that had been earmarked for felling but 
not yet removed. 
The reinspection showed that pavement humps 
and dislodged slabs were often caused, not by tree 
roots at all, but by poor previous repairs, with 
layers of tarmac in one instance 25cm thick. 
Where roots were an issue, solutions previously 
discounted as unavailable or too expensive were 
deployed, including thin or chamfered kerbs, 

 
Two of the threatened lime trees on Thompson Road.  

(Photo credit/copyright Jill Sinclair.) 
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flagstones shaved to fit around the roots, new tree 
pits with mulch or flexipave, a porous, flexible 
form of concrete, and small patch repairs to 
tarmac. Over 250 threatened trees have been re-
inspected so far and almost all will now definitely 
be retained.  
Partnership Street Tree Strategy between 
Council and STAG 
Two years on from the pause, some bitterness and 
distrust remains on both sides but protestors 
describe the mood as calm. Christine explains that 
the Amey crews sent out on the streets “were 
initially and understandably nervous, but we’ve 
developed a good relationship with them, and 
they’ve been inventive and skillful in working 
round our trees”. In addition, the Council is about 
to publish a Partnership Street Tree Strategy 
developed jointly with STAG members and the 
local Wildlife Trust, which Paul says “includes 
99% of campaigners’ demands”. 
Sheffield has become a role model for those 
mobilising against the destruction of mature trees 
elsewhere in the country and many groups have 
approached STAG for advice on effective protest 
and resistance. The campaign had a nimbleness 
that kept it always just ahead of the lumbering 
bureaucracy of the Council. Chris thinks it was so 
successful because it was essentially anarchic: 
people just used their skills in whatever way they 
could, to try and protect the trees. As he explains 
it, “everyone’s talents were in play, and no 
permission was needed”. Paul stresses that the 
campaign had a simple goal that captured public 
attention and, when the Council refused to change 
course, “many individuals were prepared to risk 
their freedom and their financial security by direct 
action, to prevent felling”. Both agree the use of 
social media was key, as people rapidly shared 
information on possible felling sites and so flying 
squads of protestors seemed able to turn up 
wherever contractors’ vans were heading. As 
Christine explains, “the saving of the trees was 
always going to be a political solution, but the 
activists on the street ensured that there was 
something to save”. In the end, the sheer weight 
of the campaign and the ever-increasing resources 
and resilience required to defeat it, proved too 
much. 
The protests became about more than trees. They 
reflected dissatisfaction over the Council’s 
accountability and transparency, when some of its 
key services were being delivered by a private 
company under the terms of a largely secret 
contract. Local governance arrangements, in 
which a strong leader model with a small cabinet 
made all the decisions, also provoked frustrations, 
leaving citizens, and most elected councilors, 

unable to influence policy on trees, or indeed 
much else. In August 2019 the lobby group It’s 
Our City successfully petitioned for a referendum 
under the Localism Act on moving to a committee
-based Council system and a city-wide 
referendum is to be held on 7th May this year.  

The Politics of Street Trees 
Camilla Allen writes: The wheels of academia 
turn more slowly than most and so five years after 
the effects of the Streets Ahead programme were 
first felt in Sheffield, the Department of 
Landscape Architecture held a two-day 
conference at the University of Sheffield to 
address the issue, entitled Street Trees and 
Politics. Over the preceding years staff and 
students across the university had become 
involved in the protest in various ways, and one 
intention of the conference was to bring together 
academics, campaigners and others to debate the 
political context of Sheffield’s street tree crisis.  
Nature is often seen as apolitical, but anyone 
involved in the design or management of street 
trees knows that they exist in a highly politicised 
landscape and the events of Sheffield deserved a 
full and comprehensive contextualisation and 
analysis. A significant intention was that the event 
would be open to all interested parties and we 
were joined by people from both the Council and 
the campaign, which was, I hope, reflective of a 
constructive future for Sheffield’s trees as we 
look towards decades defined by, in part, ash 
dieback, and a challenging urban environment in 
which trees will be very necessary allies. The 
conference brought an interdisciplinary and 
international scope to the issue, with contributions 
from arboriculturalists, historians, journalists, 
ecologists, and more. The event posited some 
central questions, including asking how have 
street trees been used to support political 
narratives, who plants and owns them, and what 

One of the war memorial trees on Western Road.  
(Photo credit/copyright David Martin / Geograph 5836254 

available under a CC licence). 
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are the debates and narratives on responsibility, 
both historically and at present.  
My own paper looked at the furore surrounding 
the felling of trees on Western Road in 2018. It 
was one of the flash points of the campaign, in 
which the cost of conserving the trees was 
weighed against the Council’s social care 
responsibilities. This was made all the more 
troubling, because the trees had been planted in 
the spirit of commemoration at the end of the First 
World War and became an emotive focus of the 
centenary in 2018. My findings suggest that the 
circumstances in which the trees were planted, and 
the story of the intervening years, brings the 

international and social politics of the war into 
focus, and has drawn upon the particular industrial 
and regional context of the ‘Pals Brigades’ and the 
sacrifices made across society during the war.  
This was one of fifteen papers and, following the 
conference, Routledge commissioned The Politics 
of Street Trees, a volume which will include 
contributions from the presenters at the 
conference, plus international chapters from 
Portugal, Latin America and South Africa. The 
book is unusual, being the first on the market to 
take a distinctly interdisciplinary approach, as 
often trees are hived off into certain areas of 
professional or academic expertise, whereas in 
fact they transcend and enrich many more. Trees 
grow slowly, academic collections maybe as 
slowly. We hope the collection will be published 
in 2021. The intention is that it will form a point 
of reference for others facing the same challenge 
as Sheffield faced and that it will help shift 
practice and policy towards the most mutually 
beneficial relationship with city trees.  
 

Jill Sinclair  
Camilla Allen 
 
Jill Sinclair is a Harvard-trained landscape 
historian and a director of the Historic Gardens 
Foundation. She is a part-time tutor in English 
garden history for Oxford University and a former 
Chair of the Friends of the Botanical Gardens, 
Sheffield.  
Camilla Allen is a PhD candidate in the 
Department of Landscape Architecture at 
Sheffield University, supervised by Dr Jan 
Woudstra and Professor Martin Conboy. Jan and 
Camilla are co-editing The Politics of Street 
Trees, due for publication in 2021. The authors 
would like to thank Paul Hemmings, Helen Kemp, 
Christine King, Chris Rust and Paul Selby for 
their help with this article.  

Under the Elm event on Chelsea Road in July 2017.  
(Photo credit/copyright Fran Halsall fran-halsall.co.uk ) 

http://fran-halsall.co.uk

