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About the Institute of Chartered Foresters (ICF)

The Institute of Chartered Foresters is the Royal Chartered body for foresters and
arboriculturists in the UK. We represent over 2,300 members working across forestry,
arboriculture, and related disciplines in the private and public sectors, academia, and research
institutions. Our mission is to uphold professional standards, provide guidance, and support
the sustainable management of trees and forests.

Acknowledgement of consultation

We appreciate the opportunity to respond to this call for evidence and recognise its importance
in shaping policy.

We are responding in writing rather than through the survey, because our evidence is cross-
cutting in line with our members collective experience. This statement has been produced in
consultation with our membership.

The ICF also supports the response from the Environmental Policy Forum, a coalition of 17
professional bodies and learned societies, together representing around 170,000 qualified
professionals.

Executive position: MHCLG should treat forestry and arboricultural expertise as a core
requirement at project inception, local plan preparation and site allocation, so that trees,
woodland and green infrastructure are planned as essential climate-resilience infrastructure
rather than retrofitted mitigation.

Response

Trees and tree cover in the built environment provide many of the solutions needed to address
the increasing pressures that climate change places on the built environment. These benefits
include urban cooling, flood mitigation, access to nature, and pollution absorption amongst
many others. The importance of these ecosystem services is greater now than ever, making
them crucial to successful placemaking. Integrating arboricultural and forestry expertise
alongside highways and building engineers, ecologists and landscape architects at the
beginning of a project, rather than as an afterthought, is critical to delivering high-quality
development.

The importance of early forestry and arboricultural input

ICF’s central message is that environmental constraints and opportunities must be understood
before development concepts become fixed.
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Arboricultural professionals undertake baseline assessments that inform whether a site is
suitable for development and how it can be accommodated responsibly. These assessments
identify trees, woodlands, protected and irreplaceable habitats, veteran trees, ecological
networks, flood risk and other constraints that can shape layout, infrastructure, drainage,
biodiversity outcomes, whole-life costs, resilience and long-term stewardship.

Forestry and arboricultural expertise is too often introduced after key site and design decisions
have been made, turning strategic input into mitigation. This can create avoidable conflict,
redesign, delay, cost and weaker environmental outcomes.

The strategy should therefore expect relevant forestry and arboricultural professionals to be
recognised as core experts engaged at project inception, including during briefing, site
selection and local plan preparation, rather than brought in as a consultee once key decisions
have been taken.

Addressing skills and knowledge gaps

One of the most significant competence gaps is limited understanding of environmental
constraints during site allocation and pre-design.

Sites are often identified based on ownership, policy aspirations or demand before trees,
woodland, habitats, flood risk or landscape sensitivity are properly understood. This increases
uncertainty for developers, local authorities and communities.

Built environment competence must therefore extend beyond design and construction to
include the ability to integrate forestry and arboricultural expertise, environmental evidence,
landscape considerations and natural capital with engineering, legal, commercial and financial
factors.

Too often, trees and green spaces are treated as secondary to the built form, resulting in
planting in unsuitable locations, poor soils, constrained spaces and designs that fail to account
for mature tree size, maintenance requirements or long-term function.

Poor establishment, particularly during drought and other challenging conditions, wastes
public and private investment, undermines developer credibility and prevents communities
from receiving the environmental, social and economic benefits that successful urban trees
should provide.

Early engagement of qualified arboricultural and urban forestry professionals would enable
practical, deliverable tree strategies that place the right trees in the right locations, secure
appropriate soil and establishment conditions, and reduce avoidable conflict with buildings,
infrastructure and residents.

Roles, responsibilities and accountability

The ICF supports clearer roles and responsibilities during the pre-design phase. This would
support earlier commissioning of environmental information, better risk identification and more
transparent decision-making.

The strategy should establish clearer expectations for considering trees, woodland and
environmental assets at key project gateways and decision points.
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Complex development partnership projects would benefit from:

o Clearly defined leadership, roles and responsibilities

e Solution focussed approach rather than defending individual specialisms
(engineers/ecologists/arbs/landscape architects). Don’t let perfect for one discipline be
the enemy of good in everyone’s

e Clear digital communication channels (solution for partners working on different
systems such as Teams/Google)

e FEasyaccessto information: data, plans etc., and reasons for decision making

e Responsibility for Community connection and relevance (development can be
controversial and the importance of building trust cannot be overstated). There are
many cases where contractors have been targeted and suffered as a result of the
developer/client not focussing on this enough.

Specific Tree Strategies

Encouraging developers to prepare a tree planting and long-term establishment strategy would
be beneficial for new developments. Using a recognised benchmark to measure the success of
tree planting and establishment in urban environments, such as the 3-30-300 rule or a site-
based multi-tree CAVAT assessment over a 10-year period (there may be other methods), could
provide an effective means of evaluating long-term outcomes. These measures could be
incorporated into planning requirements or conditions.

Clear success criteria, monitoring and maintenance responsibilities should be secured through
planning requirements, conditions or delivery agreements so that tree benefits are measured
beyond initial planting and protected through establishment and maturity.

Improving the planning and site selection process

The most significant opportunity is to improve local planning evidence and site allocation
processes.

Many development challenges could be avoided if environmental constraints were identified
before sites are allocated. Better evidence would create greater certainty for developers, local
authorities, communities and investors.

The ICF recommends that local authorities, neighbouring authorities and government agencies
assess trees, woodland, ancient and veteran trees, biodiversity, flood risk, landscape
sensitivity and green infrastructure opportunities before sites are allocated and apply relevant
policy and legislation. The ICF recognises that public sector colleagues are often under-
resourced, but a solution would be to map the 15-metre buffer on ancient woodland on MAGIC.
This would help significantly in understanding the constraints.

Competence, professional standards and regulation

The ICF welcomes the focus on competence and professional standards. Public confidence
and better outcomes depend on professionals who can demonstrate appropriate knowledge,
skills, experience and ethical behaviour throughout the project lifecycle.
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ICF’s chartered membership framework provides assurance that professionals meet
recognised standards, undertake continuing professional development, comply with
professional conduct requirements and are assessed against defined competencies.

ICF’s Competency Framework covers 17 areas relevant to the built environment, including
leadership, project management, arboriculture, biodiversity, climate adaptation, digital
technologies, natural capital and stakeholder engagement. These capabilities support better
governance, environmental stewardship, resilience and evidence-based decision-making.

The survival of urban trees can often be down to care for the trees being subcontracted out and
die because of poor maintenance. Tree care should be given a higher priority and the
responsibility for the tree planning, planting and subsequent delivery of benefits should be
given to a contractor with the relevant professional standards.

Recommendations for the Built Environment Strategy

The ICF recommends that MHCLG, local authorities and delivery partners use the final strategy
to:

1. Require qualified forestry and arboricultural input at briefing, site selection, local plan
preparation and pre-design stages, before key spatial and viability decisions are fixed.

2. Embed early environmental assessment as a core competence requirement for built
environment professionals, alongside design, engineering, commercial and delivery
skills.

3. Set clearer project gateway expectations for assessing trees, woodland, ancient and
veteran trees, biodiversity, flood risk, landscape sensitivity and green infrastructure
opportunities.

4. Recognise chartered standards, competence frameworks and continuing professional
development as assurance mechanisms for public confidence, accountability and
quality outcomes.

5. Secure long-term tree establishment, monitoring and maintenance through planning
conditions, delivery agreements or other enforceable mechanisms.

6. Treattrees, woodland, biodiversity, green infrastructure and climate resilience as
integral infrastructure throughout the full development lifecycle.

Closing Remarks

The ICF believes the strategy’s success will depend on recognising that high-quality
development begins before building design, with environmental evidence and professional
expertise shaping decisions from the outset.

The need for this approach has never been greater. Recent periods of extreme heat across the
UK and Europe have demonstrated how vulnerable urban environments are to the effects of
climate change. As temperatures continue to rise and extreme weather events become more
frequent, towns and cities must be designed to adapt. Trees and urban green infrastructure are
not aesthetic enhancements or discretionary features of development; they are critical
infrastructure that help reduce urban heat, manage surface water, improve air quality, support
biodiversity and enhance public health and wellbeing.
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To realise these benefits, forestry and arboricultural expertise must be embedded early enough
to influence site allocation, layout, soil design, planting locations, establishment
responsibilities and long-term stewardship. This would reduce avoidable redesign, cost and
conflict while improving climate resilience, biodiversity, public value and development quality.
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