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WEPA response to the Willoughby City Council draft Vegetation Management 
Policy, Guidelines and Development Control Plan (C9) 

          

Introduction 
The Willoughby Environment Protection Association (WEPA Inc) thanks Willoughby City Council (WCC) for 
the opportunity to comment on the draft Vegetation Management Policy and Guidelines and amended Part 
C9 of the Development Control Plan (DCP).  
 
WEPA is a non-party community organisation, active since 1981, with an interest in preserving Willoughby’s 
natural heritage, protecting local bushland and wildlife and taking action to mitigate the impacts of 
pollution and climate change on our locality and the wider environment.  
 
Over the last 38 years, WEPA’s members have made a considerable contribution to WCC policies 
designed to protect and enhance our bushland and local environment generally.  We would note our 
belief that the current WCC tree protection policies, including the Urban Bushland Plan of Management 
(UBPM), have worked to provide a sensible framework for maintaining Willoughby’s vegetation levels. 
 
WEPA is aware that new State Government requirements in relation to planning and management of 
native vegetation have required a revision and update of existing local policy and planning tools. We also 
appreciate that WCC, in carrying out its review, has consolidated various aspects of the policy which may 
have been difficult for the public to navigate.  In relation to the revised approach, as expressed in the 
draft policy, guidelines and C9 of the WCC Development Control Plan (DCP), WEPA applauds the intent 
demonstrated to: 

• protect healthy trees on private property from unnecessary removal and require a standardised, 
evidence-based approach to clearing, pruning and removal processes under its remit; 

• recognise that all existing urban trees, especially existing large and mature trees, are valuable 
assets that provide a variety of environmental, economic and social benefits; 

• provide an agreed methodology for arborists’ assessment of trees for pruning or removal linked 
to Australian standards for undertaking these processes; 

• satisfy public demand for more flexibility in pruning trees to ensure they are healthy and safe; 

• include a number of disincentives to prevent illegal tree pruning and removal; 

• acknowledge the value of trees by requiring $2,000 per tree for permit removals and the 
maintenance of offset plantings; 

• provide clear and inspiring guidelines for the creation of community gardens and street verge 
gardens; and 

• a recommit to educate the community on the importance of tree protection and planting. 
 
It has been a complex matter responding to the three documents drafted by Council. This has required 
comparing them to the original (dispersed) documents and assessing their impact in the context of 
existing volumes of Council policy on this topic. The matter has also been complicated by the interaction 
of other State government legislative and regulatory tools. 
 

https://wepa.org.au/
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WEPA Recommendation 1: in future policy review exercises, complex draft WCC policy and guidelines 
should be accompanied by an executive summary of the major changes between the original and revised 
policy.  
 
In the following document, WEPA has included comments on the intersection of other regulatory 
systems with Council permits, some recommendations about the approach taken in the policy 
documents (summarised at Attachment A) and a table (Attachment B) which includes more detailed 
wording changes/corrections in the three policy documents. 
 
State Policy Framework 
In making the following submission, WEPA acknowledges that the Council is required to revise its policies 
in line with a range of new State Government planning and vegetation clearance policies, legislation and 
SEPPs introduced over the past few years.  
 
WEPA has substantial concerns about a number of new State Government policies which impact on local, 
urban environments. While not wanting to go into too much detail in this submission, we would note 
that we object to the fact that: 

• regulation dealing with the protection of trees and vegetation has been removed from Court 
enforceable Local Environment Plans (LEPs) and relegated to Council DCPs which only guide or 
facilitate development at a local level and are not legally binding; 

• clearing for the purposes of development consent is now assessed under planning laws which 
cuts it off from important biodiversity and sustainability considerations; 

• there appears to be little monitoring of the accumulation of clearing plans and offsets; 

• the native vegetation rules allow for offsets in other ecological communities up to 100km away 
or payments to a fund. This approach does nothing to stop local environmental degradation or 
local extinctions; 

• there is no requirement for the public or neighbours to be notified or given the opportunity to 
comment on native vegetation clearing (although we note that Council has been able to provide 
for notifications in some circumstances); 

• there are few opportunities to challenge State significant developments and State significant 
infrastructure, the very developments that have the greatest potential to remove vast quantities 
of green open space and trees which results in irreversible impacts on local  biodiversity values; 

• complying developments do not require a permit to remove trees of less than 6m if located 
within 3m of a property development and are not on listed on a significant tree register; and that 

• 10/50 landholders are not required to consider threatened species or ecological communities in 
clearing around their property. 
 

At the same time, the State Government has also generated a number of requirements that local 
governments ‘green Sydney’ in response to population needs and increasing climate change impacts.  
WCC has worked with its local community to produce its Green City Plan and the recent draft Local 
Strategic Planning Statement (LSPS) both of which have demonstrated the consistently high value the 
Willoughby community in general places on trees and bushland in private and public places. The recent 
declaration by WCC of a climate emergency further underlines the desire of the community to see all 
actions, including tree protection and planting, undertaken to mitigate the impacts of climate change. 
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Benefits of Urban trees  
Much has been written about the multiple benefits provided by urban trees. Unlike traditional 
infrastructure such as roads and storm water systems, well-managed green infrastructure provides a 
variety of high level benefits including the provision of shade - reducing the risk of people suffering heat 
stress, mitigating the urban heat island effect, assisting in climate change adaptation, and reducing the 
costs of energy for cooling. Trees also improve air quality through carbon sequestration and the 
interception of pollution, as well as reducing stormwater runoff and providing habitats for wildlife.  For 
the individual they increase land and property values. For example, an AECOM study of street trees 
found that, in Willoughby, a 10% increase in street tree canopy saw the value of houses increase by 
$33,000 (AECOM nd). The community and researchers have attested to the importance of green 
infrastructure in increasing levels of social wellbeing and health. 
 
Large, mature trees 
WEPA would also like to highlight the additional importance of large, mature trees.  Newly planted 
seedlings or saplings cannot perform the same environmental service as mature trees in terms of shade 
provided, filtering of pollutants, carbon sequestration or stormwater management. Research by the City 
of Melbourne (2014) shows that mature trees provide 75% more environmental benefits than smaller 
trees.  Shade cast by large trees may cover 100m2 compared to 3m2 around small trees. Large mature 
native trees have higher value for biodiversity conservation than smaller younger trees (Davies et al 
2017).  In addition, they provide larger canopy cover with fewer impacts at ground level from stems, 
trunks and lower branches; provide higher canopy clearance over roads, car parks and footpaths; 
contribute more to traffic calming on local streets than small trees; and provide greater contribution to 
visual amenity. 
 
As can be seen from the above, our urban trees, whether they are on the street, in our parks or in 
backyards, are providing resources shared by the whole community.  
 
Tree Canopy under threat in Willoughby 
Most of us would agree about the benefits of trees and green spaces in our community.  There are 
pressures, however, which are ‘chipping away’ at tree canopy and open space across Sydney.  We see 
the WCC area as the start of the ‘leafy north shore’ but it was amongst six local council areas identified 
as having the highest percentage loss in their tree canopy from 2009 to 2016, according to research 
submitted to the Greater Sydney Commission by urban greening initiative 202020 Vision (see below). 
 
 

 
 

http://202020vision.com.au/
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The reasons are not hard to find – many trees were lost due to the notorious 10/50 rule, which was 
introduced to mitigate bushfire risk but has clearly been abused here and in other urban suburbs. In 
2015 alone Willoughby Council reported over 400 trees were known to have been cut down under this 
rule alongside others not authorised.  Many of these were part of the endangered Blue Gum High Forest 
ecological community (Daily Telegraph 13 March 2015). The 10/50 rule has been modified but remains a 
threat as does the removal of trees for infilling and greater densifications required by the State 
Government. In 2018 Council agreed to requests for the removal of 287 trees. WEPA understands this 
was in addition to trees and vegetation removed in the context of a Development Application (DA). 
 
The extent of urban tree cover is being reduced in our LGA, as in other suburbs across Sydney, by a 
combination of activities, including clearing for urban, industrial and infrastructure development, 
increasing housing density and suburban infill where gardens are being cleared and house to land ratios 
are increasing.  Urban trees are also impacted by overhead and underground services that result in heavy 
pruning of existing street trees and prevent new trees being planted along streets and highways.  
 
The majority of trees in Sydney suburbs are found in the gardens of suburban houses. In this context it is 
important that WCC policy address the protection of these trees on private land but that it also 
strengthen local planning controls to discourage unnecessary clearing and to require minimum areas of 
landscaping and appropriate tree plantings in residential areas.  This is clearly a challenging task as 
Council will need to address the cumulative impacts of the loss of private open space together with 
increasing densification that will exert even more pressure on our existing private and public green 
infrastructure. 
 

Tree fears 

All levels of Government face a challenging environment. Major ecological and social contradictions are 
at the base of the challenge faced by local councils, including Willoughby, in protecting and maintaining 
appropriate tree and vegetation cover. 
 
We are facing an existential crisis with the impacts of climate change – trees play a vital role in its 
mitigation in urban areas. We are also facing rapid declines and, in some cases extinctions, in our flora 
and fauna due to urban development, land clearing and climate change in rural and urban areas.   
 
We are also seeing some in the community become more alienated from nature.  Trees which once 
shaded our homes, were considered things of beauty and which harboured a much-admired wildlife 
have, as the pace of life and urbanisation has increased, come to be seen by some as a liability and an 
impediment to the development of ever larger houses, medium density infill, car parking, pools and 
apartment buildings.  
 
Every street has its tales of new residents who move in because of the leafy nature of the street, enjoy 
their neighbours’ treescapes but immediately begin agitating for the removal of trees on their own land 
because of leaf fall and the work required in maintenance.  
 
There has also been a rise in people’s fear of the safety risk attached to trees, driven in part by media 
sensationalism and an increase in litigation.  This fear was heightened recently by the branches and trees 
which fell during the local mini-tornado.  While this was a rare occasion, and it should be noted – to keep 
things in perspective - that over 100 power poles also went over during this storm, it will fuel an 
additional fear of large trees for a time.  
 
Tree risk low 
The overall risk to the public of falling trees is extremely low, estimated by UK researchers as 
representing about a one in 10 million chance of an individual being killed by a falling tree or part of a 
tree in any year (as compared to a 1 in 16,800 chance of being involved in a traffic accident).  (NTSG, 
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2011). While trees are living organisms that naturally lose branches and occasionally fall, the overall risk 
to human safety is extremely low.  
 
WEPA Recommendation 2: that WCC raise awareness of the relatively low risk of injury or death caused 
by trees and the fact that this risk can be mitigated even further when council and tree owners work 
together to take a balanced and proportionate approach to tree safety management. 
 
Tree Coverage Targets 
WEPA notes that the policy principles only provide for ‘no net loss over time of tree canopy cover and 
bushland in Willoughby City’ although the recent draft WCC Local Strategic Planning Statement (LSPS)  
includes a target of moving from the Willoughby 2016 baseline of 32% canopy coverage to one of 40% by 
2036 in line with the North District Plan.  This would bring Willoughby up to the average level of canopy 
cover reported in the street tree coverage study released by 202020 and the NSW University of 
Technology in 2014. Given that Willoughby LGA encompasses over 300 hectares of bushland within its 
boundaries, it is disappointing that the current cover is relatively low.  Statistically, and to the eye, there 
are still large parts of our suburbs which lack adequate tree coverage.  
 
WEPA understands that WCC is currently finalising a street tree inventory and that this will capture 
opportunities to increase tree canopy in footpaths, public spaces and along roads. The inventory should 
be completed and mapping for plantings considered alongside the setting of ambitious targets. 
 
WEPA recommendation 3: that WCC provide sufficient resources for the completion of the street tree 
inventory, the planning and mapping of new planting opportunities and the establishment of an 
ambitious target for future tree coverage in Willoughby LGA. 
 
What’s in a name? 
Local councils across NSW have adopted a number of frameworks to protect and grow urban trees and 
vegetation. Ku-ring-gai Council has introduced the Urban Forest approach which is designed to monitor 
whole ecosystems including trees, other vegetation as well as the soil and water that support them. 
Others have adopted an even holistic urban ecology approach to ‘green infrastructure’ which recognises 
that humans are inseparable from nature and that nature occurs throughout cities, not just in green 
patches and waterways (eg see Blueprint for Living Cities 2017).  All of these different approaches 
prioritise the importance of tree and vegetation protection and planting. 
 
On this point, WEPA believes that Council should be creating policies of strong positivity towards urban 
trees which helps local communities and developers to understand the value we place on green 
infrastructure in Willoughby LGA. Unfortunately, the title of ‘Vegetation Management’ seems to send a 
message to the community that its main rationale is to ‘manage’ trees ie cut, prune, and remove. Yet it is 
clear from the policy itself and its position as vol. 2 in a suite of tree and vegetation documentation that 
protection is, and should be seen as, one of its stated main objectives.  The 2nd policy principle in the 
Vegetation Management Policy is to ‘Protect and manage Willoughby LGA’s vegetation’ and this should 
be reflected in titles. 
 
WEPA Recommendation 4: That the policy be rebadged as the ‘Vegetation Protection and Management’ 
policy and guidelines, or similar, to involve the community in a shared understanding of the value of our 
‘green infrastructure’. 
 
Trees and Planning 
Under state planning legislation, trees or other vegetation that are not listed on the relevant Council’s 
DCP can be cleared without a permit. It is therefore important that Councils update their DCPs to identify 
significant trees and other vegetation.  
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Natural Heritage Register 
WEPA notes that Willoughby’s Natural Heritage Register provides a valuable data base for protecting the 
natural canopy cover and habitat connectivity between bushland reserves across Willoughby LGA. The 
report was finalised in 2016 and is reportedly used regularly in DA related tree assessments and tree 
permit applications to substantiate the value of remnant native vegetation.  It is important that plans are 
in place to keep this useful tool updated.  
 
WEPA Recommendation 5: that WCC undertake a review to determine areas of Willoughby’s Natural 
Heritage Register which require updating. 
 
DCPs and LEPs 
There are also opportunities for council to expand or amend planning controls to protect existing trees 
and require all developments to retain existing trees and plant native trees wherever possible and 
appropriate.  
 
Adequate setbacks and deep soil areas are fundamental to facilitating retention and aiding the 
establishment of trees. Clauses should be included in the LEP and DCP that enforce landscaping, deep 
soil areas and setbacks to allow for canopy trees and shade in the longer term. Future development in 
the CBD in particular require setbacks to enable the inclusion of appropriate landscaping. 
 
Other opportunities to further support green infrastructure include utilising: 

• a Local Character map and associated clause identifying character areas in LEPs. Council is 
encouraged to consider this initiative as it will be able to set character expectations that include 
the need for green infrastructure;  

• the LEP Template which allows for additional objectives to be included in a zone to reflect 
particular local objectives of development. Liveability outcomes from green infrastructure which 
relate to reduced urban heat for instance, could meet Direction 1 requirements for most zones; 
and 

• DCPs could include a requirement for an irrigation system to be installed on development sites to 
ensure that new plantings survive and thrive. 
 

WEPA Recommendation 6: that Council review its LEP and DCP to identify further opportunities to help 
maintain existing canopy cover and vegetation and implement additional canopy cover and vegetation in 
new developments. 
 
Permit Process  
WEPA supports the revised permit process for clearing, pruning and removal of trees and other 
vegetation.  The protection of large/mature trees, which are local indigenous species, are known to be 
important wildlife habitat or within a defined wildlife corridor or are visually prominent is supported.  
The standardisation of the assessment process and controls for pruning and tree removal are welcomed.  
WEPA supports the ban on clearing, pruning and removal of vegetation of heritage or Indigenous 
significance and for protection of the vegetation listed on the Willoughby Natural Heritage Register. It 
also notes that dead and dying trees and those which are assessed to be a risk to human life or property 
are able to be removed which appropriately prioritises health and safety.   We would suggest that as for 
tree assessments, the value of wildlife habitat requires an expert eye. 
 
WEPA Recommendation 7: that Council Bushland team be resourced appropriately to assess the value of 
habitat trees to local biodiversity. 
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Views 
WEPA does not support that part of Item 5.8 of the Guidelines which adds a provision to allow for the 
pruning of public trees on public land to reinstate views which may have existed previously.  This 
proposal seems strangely out of kilter with the rest of the policy. Under laws regarding planning, you as 
an individual can’t own your own view. There are planning laws that assist directly or indirectly to 
protect outlooks, but they are aimed more at community wellbeing and heritage than individual 
landholders.  More often than not your view, perhaps of a distant tree-lined valley or other landmark, 
can easily be built out by your neighbour with little or no recourse for the resident.  Why then, should a 
handful of residents dictate the pruning of public trees on public land?  
 
The private citizen in question may have once had glimpses of water – which is somehow the preferred 
view over what many would consider a beautiful treescape – but it is a fact of nature that trees grow. We 
all see the landscape around us change over time, often in ways we regret.  Trees can often improve and 
frame views and are usually an aesthetic element in the view itself. If the person waits long enough, the 
tree canopy will probably ‘lift’ exposing those original views.  This policy seems to directly relate to the 
value of certain waterside homes and does not address the other critical aspects of Council’s tree policy. 
The common community and biodiversity amenity provided by trees outweighs the individual amenity of 
views. Trees on public land are enjoyed by the entire community and a thick, connected canopy is a boon 
to wildlife.   
 
WEPA Recommendation 8: that the section of 5.8 in the Guidelines which makes provision for the 
pruning of public trees to provide filtered views to individuals be deleted. 
 
Monitoring Compliance 
 As with all regulatory regimes, appropriate monitoring and enforcement is vital to ensure the aims and 
objectives of the laws are met.  The draft documents on tree and vegetation policy include provisions 
which will require ongoing monitoring to ensure compliance. Given the large number of applications 
Council receives for clearing, pruning and removal of trees and other vegetation per year, it is hard to 
imagine that staffing levels will be sufficient to monitor the wide range of regulatory and other 
transactions around tree protection and management. 
 
Public notifications 
Item 5.3 of the Guidelines says that in relation to applications for tree removal, owners of properties 
which could be affected are notified in writing by Council and that they will be detailed on Council’s 
website for public comment. WEPA supports this provision although we would like to know how those to 
be notified will be chosen. Often tree removals can have impacts on a whole street or other streets 
where houses back onto the tree/s removal site. 
 
WEPA Recommendation 9: that the draft Guidelines at item 5.3 be expanded to provide more advice on 
who will be notified in relation to clearing, pruning and tree removal. 
 
In the draft DCP, it states that a copy of an approval permit must be held on site and produced on the 
request of a Council officer. Again, this anticipates that Council officers may be able to visit every permit 
site.  A similar concern exists with the ability to prune 10% of the crown over five years. How will this be 
monitored particularly over such an extended period of time? 
 
Online information 
WEPA would suggest that the community can play an important role in working with Council to monitor 
compliance and uncover and deter illegal tree removal or clearing, overzealous pruners, and tree 
poisoners or ring-barkers.  Some people are not comfortable in approaching a tree lopper or ringing 
Council to inquire whether a neighbour has been issued with a permit to clear, prune or remove trees.  If 
they are able to do a quick internet search then call Council if there is no permit, people will be much 
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more inclined to be confident in reporting illegal tree removals. Having information readily available as 
to whether a tree application has been lodged and approved will act as a deterrent to those carrying out 
illegal acts.   
 
WEPA Recommendation 10: that approvals relating to vegetation clearing, pruning or removal be 
accessible on Council’s website dedicated to tree/vegetation transactions. This would allow anyone to 
log on and see if a vegetation permit has been lodged and approved for a particular address and to then 
discuss their concerns with Council if necessary. 
 
Trees and Biodiversity 
Importance of urban areas 
One of the drawbacks of a less holistic approach to vegetation management is that the issue of the 
decline in biodiversity and the spread of local and state-wide extinctions is dealt with only indirectly.  
Willoughby has a complex and valuable range of wild species and, includes some of the most critically 
endangered wildlife, plants and ecological communities in NSW.  This unique biodiversity in urban areas 
is severely depleted and bushland continues to be removed. It is important to identify, retain and restore 
vegetation remnants and to increase and improve wildlife habitats and corridors.  
There must be a recognition of priority biodiversity sites and species where development or offsets 
should not occur. The ability of some wildlife to persist in small pockets and expand into restored 
habitats, as has been seen with the return of wallabies and lyrebirds to Flat Rock Gully, Naremburn, 
indicates the importance of these areas.   
 
According to Brendan Wintle, the Professor of Conservation Ecology, University of Melbourne and other 
ecology experts, 

“In Australia, our cities are home to, on average, three times as many threatened species per unit 
area as rural environments. This means urbanisation is one of the most destructive processes for 
biodiversity.” 

The existence of large conservation reserves doesn’t compensate for the small patches of habitat being 
destroyed or degraded because those reserves tend to contain different species to the ones being lost. 
The combined impact of the loss of many small patches is massive. It’s a significant contributor to our 
current extinction crisis. 
 
WEPA Recommendation 11: That Council prepare a biodiversity strategy - to complement Council’s 
proposed Vegetation Protection and Management Policy – which will inform wildlife corridor planning 
and wildlife protection measures across the LGA.  
 
Native trees 
While all trees contribute to the canopy only native trees will assist in reversing the biodiversity loss we 
are experiencing.  Native plants, apart from looking good and being environmentally friendly, serve many 
useful purposes. They provide food, shelter and nesting materials for our native animals, not to mention 
reduce water consumption. Over 175 species of animals in NSW depend upon tree hollows to survive. In 
native trees hollows will typically take up to 150 years to develop.  Most exotic trees provide little or no 
food sources or roosting and nesting opportunities.  The loss of hollow bearing trees and clearing of 
native vegetation have long been known to be key threatening processes.  WEPA would like to see the 
policy and guidelines place a far greater emphasis on the use of native trees as a tool to preserve our 
biodiversity 
 
WEPA Recommendation 12: that all references to replacement trees in the three policy documents refer 
to a need to ‘replace, wherever possible, with appropriate native vegetation species’.  
 
 
 

https://www.conservationmagazine.org/2016/01/threatened-species-live-in-every-australian-city/
https://www.conservationmagazine.org/2016/01/threatened-species-live-in-every-australian-city/


WEPA response to draft WCC Vegetation Management Policy, Guidelines and DCP  

9 
 

Habitat retention 
State planning and policy legislation does not go far enough in supporting habitat retention, stymying the 
intentions of practitioners, such as local planning authorities, to support urban ecological outcomes. 
Moreover, there is little or no enforcement of existing plans. Policies and legislation are required that 
include enforceable compliance requirements for the protection and enhancement of urban ecosystems. 
 
The protection and further development of biodiversity corridors is essential to protect wildlife and 
vegetation in the Willoughby city area. Importantly, this includes trees and vegetation on private 
property as well as Council-maintained trees. 
 
WEPA Recommendation 13: that WCC identify biodiversity corridors and improve habitat protection, 
enhancement and connectivity within and beyond the city through planning controls and Council works 
programs.  
 
WEPA Recommendation 14: that Council identifying additional areas as ‘environmentally sensitive 
areas’ to protect them from loss of canopy and other environmental values due to complying 
development.  
 
Part 3, Clause 3.3 (Exempt and Complying Development Codes) in the Standard Instrument – Principal 
Local Environmental Plan comprises compulsory clauses that identify environmentally sensitive areas 
that are excluded from the SEPP (Exempt and Complying Development Codes) 2008. A direction of the 
clause states “Additional areas may be added to this list”, allowing for areas identified as endangered 
ecological communities or threatened species habitat for instance, to be mapped in the LEP as 
‘environmentally sensitive areas’ and / or listed under clause 3.3. 1 
Threatened areas 
Council should also be undertaking benchmarking studies on significantly threatened environmental 
areas. 
 
WEPA recommendation 15: that the Plan include a commitment to work with North Sydney Council to 
undertake a flora and fauna survey of the Flat Rock Gully catchment to provide a base from which to 
respond to the EIS for the proposed Beaches Link tunnel which will impact on this remediated and 
regenerated bushland area. 
 
 
 

 
1 Precedents include:  
• Hunters Hill LEP 2012 River Front Area Map that incorporates privately owned land;  
• Randwick LEP 2012 biodiversity values map, however it is largely in public ownership or within golf courses;  
• Campbelltown LEP 2015 includes a) land within 40 metres of the top bank of a waterway or artificial waterbody, 
b) land that has a gradient exceeding 16%, c) land that is in Zone E2 Environmental Conservation;  
• Penrith LEP 2010 includes a) land in Zone E1 National Parks and Nature Reserves, Zone E2 Environmental 
Conservation, Zone W1 Natural Waterways or Zone W2 Recreational Waterways, b) land on the Natural Resources 
Sensitivity Land Map’, c) land near the river or in the riverine corridor, wetlands or conservation areas sub 
catchments, within the meaning of Sydney Regional Environmental Plan No 20— Hawkesbury-Nepean River (No 
2— 1997); 
• Canada Bay LEP 2013 includes land that is in Zone E2 Environmental Conservation as well as land identified as 
“Environmentally Sensitive Land” on the Environmentally Sensitive Land Map that includes some privately owned 
land along the foreshore; 
• Sutherland LEP 2015 lists the maps indicating ‘environmentally sensitive land’ instead of listing the maps under 
clause 3.3 a) Natural Landform, b) Riparian Lands and Watercourses, c) Terrestrial Biodiversity Similarly, heritage 
maps can be used to protect green infrastructure values as natural, aesthetic, scientific or cultural values, as 
defined by the Heritage Act 1977. (WEPA, ‘Submission to draft WCC LSPS’, November 2019) 

https://www.legislation.nsw.gov.au/#/view/EPI/2006/155a/full
https://www.legislation.nsw.gov.au/#/view/EPI/2006/155a/full
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Artificial Turf 
Considerations of wider ecological impacts may also encourage a rethink of other Council practices.  
Alarms have been raised, for example, about the increased use of artificial turf by local government. 
Research on the use of artificial turf has found that, in addition to its documented health and injury 
impacts, it increases the urban heat island effect, changes large open green spaces from ecosystems to 
‘green concrete’ and disperses microplastics into local bushland and waterways and beyond. 
 
WEPA Recommendation 16: that WCC undertake a review of the Council policy of replacing natural grass 
turf, which is cooler and provides an ecosystem for wildlife, with artificial turf on local sportsfields. 
 
WEPA also sees a need for Council to identify further opportunities not only for trees but for shrubs, 
grasses and other native vegetation to be planted in road reserves and other public places to add an 
understorey for small birds, insects and reptiles. The draft Guidelines encouragement of native verge 
gardens provides a good step in this direction. 
 
Offsets  
WEPA harbours concerns about the use of offsets in replacement planting.  These concerns have been 
borne out by the implementation to date of the new Biodiversity Offsets Scheme (BOS), which is set out 
in the Biodiversity Conservation Act 2016 (BC Act).  Opportunities to locate like-for-like offsets to say, 
endangered ecological communities or mature trees, are extremely restricted in urban environments. 
Offsets determined through variation rules or cash payments are not guaranteed to result in plantings 
where they are needed. There are limited mechanisms to account for ‘stacking’ of clearing actions or the 
cumulative impacts of clearing at a landscape scale. 
 
This sounds great in principle, but after almost two years the scheme continues to lack clarity and detail 
around a number of key elements. Clearing actions falling below the BOS Threshold are unevenly 
regulated between local Councils, there is very little publicly available information about assessments by 
a Native Vegetation Panel for clearing that exceeds the BOS Threshold, and this means the capacity for 
the scheme to provide a robust and transparent system for regulating vegetation clearing in non-rural 
areas is undermined. 
 
Having said this, offset plantings under the WCC permit policy are less likely to fail given that the aim is 
for replacement on or near (including public land) the tree or vegetation removal.  A major aim in 
assessment must be to devise appropriate means to retain trees which are healthy and safe. Having said 
that, if removal is required then the 3:1 ratio for replacements on both private and public land and the 
$2,000 fee per tree for upkeep is supported.  
 
As mentioned above in relation to compliance, there is some concern about who will police replantings - 
particularly if they are delayed until an appropriate season. Again it is suggested that details of 
replantings be maintained on a public, online tree/vegetation register. 
 
Education & Public Programs 
WEPA supports the introduction of education programs at Item 11 in the draft Guidelines. As noted 
above, increases in canopy coverage will depend heavily on maintaining and increasing tree canopies on 
private property.  This will require local governments to take on a visible leadership role in educating the 
community about the multiple benefits of trees and the importance of utilising native vegetation.   
 
WEPA Recommendation 17: that education programs and pamphlets be prepared in a range of 
community languages and that specific publications be prepared for people thinking of buying property 
in the LGA which include advice on the council’s position on tree protection and the importance of 
canopy coverage to the community. 
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Native nursery 
Anyone who has attempted to plan and plant a native garden will know how difficult it is to track down 
local native plant stock.  The number of all plant nurseries in our area has sharply contracted over the 
last 10 years. The more accessible plant nurseries tend to sell only hybrid natives which have been breed 
for showy flowers and/or foliage. A very few native tubestock/tree nurseries exist some half an hour or 
more drive from Willoughby LGA. WEPA notes that WCC does have a small nursery growing some local 
natives and engages in popular ‘give aways’ on national tree day and other occasions. In order to grow 
the native urban tree canopy and understorey of plants on which our local biodiversity depends – we 
need a more proactive and educative approach.   
 
Recommendation 18: that WCC includes in its Vegetation Protection and Management Policy the 
establishment of a native nursery which would generate stock for local plantings by Council and be open 
to the public for sales and education programs. 
 
There is potential for the community garden and native nursery currently at Northbridge to be expanded 
for this type of operation. A Council-run native nursery, supported by Willoughby’s Bushland team, could 
provide free assistance to residents who wish to help the environment by using local indigenous plants in 
their garden to increase habitat. It could also be a site for the construction and distribution of native 
nesting boxes to the community.  North Sydney Council currently runs a ‘Native Haven Program’ which 
supplies free local native plants; an extensive list of local native plants; advice on suitable local native 
plants for the garden; and ongoing visits, advice and support. They currently have 300 private gardens 
being transformed into ‘native havens’. 
 
Recommendation 19: Consider the establishment of a Native Havens program, such as that run by North 
Sydney Council, whereby Council provides free plants, support and education to private residents to 
establish native vegetation on their property. 
 
 
Indicators and Evaluation 
The policy documents should be accompanied by a set of indicators so that the outcomes can be 
measured over time. 
 
For further information on the WEPA submission please contact: 

 

Dr Meredith Foley 
Hon. Secretary, WEPA Inc 
0438 890 902 
Email:  wepa@wepa.org.au 

 

18 December 2019   

mailto:wepa@wepa.org.au
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ATTACHMENT A 

WEPA RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
1.  In future policy review exercises, complex draft WCC policy and guidelines should be accompanied by 
an executive summary of the major changes between the original and revised policy.  
 
2.  That WCC raise awareness of the relatively low risk of injury or death caused by trees and the fact 
that this risk can be mitigated even further when council and tree owners work together to take a 
balanced and proportionate approach to tree safety management. 
 
3.  That WCC provide sufficient resources for the completion of the street tree inventory, the planning 
and mapping of new planting opportunities and the establishment of an ambitious target for future tree 
coverage in Willoughby LGA. 
 
4.  That the policy be rebadged as the ‘Vegetation Protection and Management’ policy and guidelines, or 
similar, to involve the community in a shared understanding of the value of our ‘green infrastructure’. 
 
5.  that WCC undertake a review to determine areas of Willoughby’s Natural Heritage Register which 
require updating. 
 
6.  that Council review its LEP and DCP to identify further opportunities to help maintain existing canopy 
cover and vegetation and implement additional canopy cover and vegetation in new developments. 
 
7.  that Council Bushland team be resourced appropriately to assess the value of habitat trees to local 
biodiversity. 
 
8.  that the section of 5.8 in the Guidelines which makes provision for the pruning of public trees to 
provide filtered views to individuals be deleted. 
 
9.  that the draft Guidelines at item 5.3 be expanded to provide more advice on who will be notified in 
relation to clearing, pruning and tree removal. 
 
10.  that approvals relating to vegetation clearing, pruning or removal be accessible on Council’s website 
dedicated to tree/vegetation transactions. This would allow anyone to log on and see if a vegetation 
permit has been lodged and approved for a particular address and to then discuss their concerns with 
Council if necessary. 
 
11.  That Council prepare a biodiversity strategy - to complement Council’s proposed Vegetation 
Protection and Management Policy – which will inform wildlife corridor planning and wildlife protection 
measures across the LGA.  
 
12.  that all references to replacement trees in the three policy documents refer to a need to ‘replace, 
wherever possible, with appropriate native vegetation species’.  
 
13.  that WCC identify biodiversity corridors and improve habitat protection, enhancement and 
connectivity within and beyond the city through planning controls and Council works programs.  
 
14.  that Council identifying additional areas as ‘environmentally sensitive areas’ to protect them from 
loss of canopy and other environmental values due to complying development.  
 
15.  that the Plan include a commitment to work with North Sydney Council to undertake a flora and 
fauna survey of the Flat Rock Gully catchment to provide a base from which to respond to the EIS for the 
proposed Beaches Link tunnel which will impact on this remediated and regenerated bushland area. 
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16.  that WCC undertake a review of the Council policy of replacing natural grass turf, which is cooler and 
provides an ecosystem for wildlife, with artificial turf on local sportsfields. 
 
17.  that education programs and pamphlets be prepared in a range of community languages and that 
specific publications be prepared for people thinking of buying property in the LGA which include advice 
on the council’s position on tree protection and the importance of canopy coverage to the community. 
 
18.  that WCC includes in its Vegetation Protection and Management Policy the establishment of a native 
nursery which would generate stock for local plantings by Council and be open to the public for sales and 
education programs. 
 
19.  Consider the establishment of a Native Havens program, such as that run by North Sydney Council, 
whereby Council provides free plants, support and education to private residents to establish native 
vegetation on their property. 
  



WEPA response to draft WCC Vegetation Management Policy, Guidelines and DCP  

14 
 

 

References: 

AECOM, Green Infrastructure. A vital step to Brilliant Australian cities nd 
 
Davies Peter et al, Blueprint for Living Cities: Policy to Practice, Urban Ecology Renewal Investigation 
Project  
 
Environmental Defenders Office, Implementation of the NSW land clearing laws, June 2019 
 
Nigel Gladstone, ‘Trees are being cut down on the north shore, angering residents and councils who are 
powerless to act’, Daily Telegraph 13 March 2015 
 
Greater Sydney Commission, Urban tree canopy cover is increased Objective 30 
 
Hannam Peter, ‘Nothing’s safe: More than 70 of Sydney’s green spaces at risk, survey finds’, Sydney 
Morning Herald, 12 March 2017 
 
Institute for Sustainable Futures, UTS, Benchmarking Australia’s Urban Tree Canopy, 2014 
 
Munro Kelsey ‘Sydney’s greenest suburbs becoming not so green environmentalists warn’, Sydney 
Morning Herald, 22 April 2017 
 
National Tree Safety Group (NTSG), Common sense risk management of trees, Guidance on trees and 
public safety in the UK for owners, managers and advisers, 2011 
 
Total Environment Centre, Submission to Greener Places, February 2018 
 
202020 Vision, Where are all the Trees?  An analysis of tree canopy cover in urban Australia, 2014 
 
Wilkinson Sara et al, “Trees can add $50,000 value to a Sydney house, so you might want to put down 
that chainsaw”, The Conversation, 11 September 2019 
 
Wintle Brendan  et al The small patch of bush over your back fence might be key to a species’ survival 
The Conversation December 13, 2018 

https://d.docs.live.net/27833c4e124119b9/Documents/_http:/www.aecom.com/content/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/Green-Infrastructure-vital-step-brilliant-Australian-cities.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/317717690_Blueprint_for_living_cities_policy_to_practice
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/317717690_Blueprint_for_living_cities_policy_to_practice
https://www.edonsw.org.au/implementation_of_land_clearing_laws_2
https://www.dailytelegraph.com.au/newslocal/north-shore/trees-are-being-cut-down-on-the-north-shore-angering-residents-and-councils-who-are-powerless-to-act/news-story/6ebf3b72cf62d4ae6e88f26e665d2ebf
https://www.dailytelegraph.com.au/newslocal/north-shore/trees-are-being-cut-down-on-the-north-shore-angering-residents-and-councils-who-are-powerless-to-act/news-story/6ebf3b72cf62d4ae6e88f26e665d2ebf
https://www.greater.sydney/metropolis-of-three-cities/sustainability/city-its-landscape/urban-tree-canopy-cover-increased
https://www.smh.com.au/environment/nothings-safe-more-than-70-of-sydneys-green-spaces-at-risk-survey-finds-20170310-guv6nr.html
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/265250961_Benchmarking_Australia's_Urban_Tree_Canopy_An_I-Tree_Assessment_Final_Report
http://www.smh.com.au/nsw/sydneys-north-shore-becoming-not-so-leafy-environmentalists-warn-20170421-gvpd76.html
https://www.forestresearch.gov.uk/research/common-sense-risk-management-of-trees/
https://www.forestresearch.gov.uk/research/common-sense-risk-management-of-trees/
https://www.tec.org.au/seriously_greener_places
https://202020vision.com.au/media/7145/where_are_all_the_trees.pdf
https://theconversation.com/trees-can-add-50-000-value-to-a-sydney-house-so-you-might-want-to-put-down-that-chainsaw-122710?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest+from+The+Conversation+for+September+11+2019+-+1406513253&utm_content=Latest+from+The+Conversation+for+September+11+2019+-+1406513253+CID_0f06d410d57fcd236f70759e5dbad4bf&utm_source=campaign_monitor&utm_term=Trees+can+add+50000+value+to+a+Sydney+house+so+you+might+want+to+put+down+that+chainsaw&fbclid=IwAR0hzEPH_cTf8wGvXY26XnDv81xKsYn2oziNFbVvLOXK_TUiOmVElBBhvY8
https://theconversation.com/trees-can-add-50-000-value-to-a-sydney-house-so-you-might-want-to-put-down-that-chainsaw-122710?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest+from+The+Conversation+for+September+11+2019+-+1406513253&utm_content=Latest+from+The+Conversation+for+September+11+2019+-+1406513253+CID_0f06d410d57fcd236f70759e5dbad4bf&utm_source=campaign_monitor&utm_term=Trees+can+add+50000+value+to+a+Sydney+house+so+you+might+want+to+put+down+that+chainsaw&fbclid=IwAR0hzEPH_cTf8wGvXY26XnDv81xKsYn2oziNFbVvLOXK_TUiOmVElBBhvY8
https://theconversation.com/profiles/brendan-wintle-414767
https://theconversation.com/the-small-patch-of-bush-over-your-back-fence-might-be-key-to-a-species-survival-108672

	Total Environment Centre, Submission to Greener Places, February 2018
	202020 Vision, Where are all the Trees?  An analysis of tree canopy cover in urban Australia, 2014
	Wilkinson Sara et al, “Trees can add $50,000 value to a Sydney house, so you might want to put down that chainsaw”, The Conversation, 11 September 2019
	Wintle Brendan  et al The small patch of bush over your back fence might be key to a species’ survival The Conversation December 13, 2018

