Valuing our urban trees II
Assessing the condition of urban tree habitats using Biodiversity Metric 3.0
Our blog, Valuing our urban trees, pointed out the failings of the methodology for calculating
the size of urban tree habitats as set out in Biodiversity Metric 3.0 (BNG 3.0). We would now
like to show how this is compounded by the inappropriate assessment criteria used to determine
the condition of Urban Tree habitats, as also set out in BNG 3.0 (see Annex 1).
We use the following example - taken from a recently approved planning application1 which
will result in the removal of 13 urban trees – to demonstrate why this is approach is
inappropriate.

Figure 1 The example tree – Google Street View 2020

This street tree is a London Plane (Platanus × acerifolia) with a stem diameter (called DBH) of
118 cm. It is a non-native species planted in hard standing on Bridge St, Bristol BS1 2AN in about
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The Developer used BNG 2.0 in its submissions and applied a different Condition assessment to the one used
here.

1

1967. Using BS 5837:2012,2 it has been categorised as A,1,2 (see Annex 2). The developer’s
surveyor described it as having a ‘Large, broad crown with excellent form and vigour.’
The tree’s BS 5837:2012-calculated Root Protection Area (RPA) radius3 is 14.6 metres, so it has
an RPA of 630 square metres. The tree has an average crown radius of 9.88 metres and a
calculated canopy area of 306 square metres.
Using BNG 3.0 TABLE 7-2: Urban tree size by girth and their area equivalent (see Annex 1),
the calculated RPA of the tree is set at Large, so its habitat size is limited to just 113 square
metres - a discount of 82% of its calculated RPA and 37% of its canopy area.
Notwithstanding categorisation of the tree as A,1,2, the BNG 3.0 Condition Assessment Criteria
categorises the condition of this tree as Poor because it meets only two of the six criteria, as
shown below:

Condition Assessment Criteria

2
3

1

More than 70% of trees are native species.

2

Tree canopy is predominantly continuous with gaps in canopy cover making up
<10% of total area and no individual gap being >5 m wide.

3

More than 50% of trees are mature or veteran.

X

4

There is little or no evidence of an adverse impact on tree health by
anthropogenic activities such as vandalism or herbicide use. There is no
current regular pruning regime, so the trees retain >75% of expected canopy
for their age range and height.

X

5

Management regime has encouraged micro habitat sites for birds, mammals
and insects, e.g., presence of deadwood, cavities or loose bark etc.

6

Trees are immediately adjacent to other vegetation, and tree canopies are
oversailing vegetation beneath.

Trees in relation to design, demolition and construction – Recommendations (BSI Standards Publication)
RPA radius = 12 x DBH
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Using BNG 3.0, the calculation of the baseline habitat (called Habitat Units) of this tree is as
follows:
HABITAT TYPE

URBAN TREE

0.0113 HA

CRITERIA

RESULT

SCORE

DISTINCTIVENESS

Moderate

4

CONDITION

Poor

1

STRATEGIC SIGNIFICANCE

Area/compensation not in local strategy/ no
local strategy

1

HABITAT UNITS

0.0113 x 4 x 1 x 1

0.0452

Had the BS 5837:2012 condition of the tree been allowed for, and its condition set to ‘Good’,
then the habitat units of this tree would be three times the habitat unit value of 0.0452, i.e.
0.1356 as shown below.
HABITAT TYPE

URBAN TREE

0.0113 HA

CRITERIA

RESULT

SCORE

DISTINCTIVENESS

Moderate

4

Good

3

STRATEGIC SIGNIFICANCE

Area/compensation not in local strategy/ no
local strategy

1

HABITAT UNITS

0.0113 x 4 x 3 x 1

0.1356

CONDITION

Not only has the true size of the urban tree habitat been seriously undervalued (because its
actual RPA has not been used), but its assessed condition using the BNG 3.0 criteria is also
clearly inappropriate given that this tree has been assessed at the highest category under BS
5837:2012:
Category A - Trees of high quality with an estimated remaining life expectancy of at
least 40 years …that are particularly good examples of their species, especially if rare
or unusual; or those that are essential components of groups or formal or semi-formal
arboricultural features (e.g., the dominant and/or principal trees within an avenue).

3

The proposed solution
BNG 3.0 is seriously flawed when it comes to evaluating Urban Tree habitats. We have already
commented on this when it comes to calculating habitat size.
In our view, the solution to the issue of assessing the correct condition of urban tree habitats
is already available in BS 5837:2012. The standard may require some amendment to align it
with BNG 3.0, but it is a well-established and practical approach used by the arboricultural
community. This British Standard gives recommendations and guidance on the relationship
between trees and design, demolition and construction processes and is used whether or not
planning permission is required.
Bristol Tree Forum
30 January 2021
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Annex 1
The Biodiversity Metric 3.0 - auditing and accounting for biodiversity
USER GUIDE (page 68)
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TECHNICAL SUPPLEMENT (pages 193-194)
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Annex 2
BS5837:2012 4.5 Tree categorization method - tree category definitions
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