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Tree risk statistics

64 people killed by falling trees between 1999 & 2009

The general risk (annually) of an individual being killed by a falling tree 
in the UK is therefore:

1 / 10,000 000

or less when high wind incidents are excluded

NTSG 2011



Perspective

Annual risk of death by:

road accident 1 / 16,800

falling tree 1 / 10,000 000

lightning strike 1 / 18,700 000

Annual A&E treated injuries:

footballs = 262,000 

children’s swings  = 10,900

wheelie bins = 2,200

trees = 55

NTSG 2011





Duty of care: civil law

Occupiers’ Liability Acts 1957 & 1984

to take such care as in all the circumstances of the case is 
reasonable to see that the visitor will be reasonably safe in using the 
premises for the purposes for which he/she is invited or permitted by 

the occupier to be there. 



a duty on employers to ensure, so far as is reasonably practicable, 
that in the course of conducting their undertaking, employees and 

members of the public are not put at risk. 

Duty of care: criminal law

Heath & Safety at Work etc Act 1974

Management of Health and Safety at Work Regulations 1999

requires employers, and the self-employed, to make a suitable and 
sufficient assessment of the risks to the health and safety of persons 

not in his employment…



The standard of care that a reasonably prudent person would observe 
under a given set of circumstances.

Reasonable care

The reasonable person standard in the law of negligence.



“ … is a narrower term than ‘physically possible’ … a computation
must be made by the owner in which the quantum of risk is placed on
one scale and the sacrifice involved in the measures necessary for
averting the risk (whether in money, time or trouble) is placed in the
other, and that, if it be shown that there is a gross disproportion
between them – the risk being insignificant in relation to the sacrifice –
the defendants discharge the onus on them.”

Reasonably practicable

Court of Appeal, Edwards v. National Coal Board (1949).



Source: Safety in numbers; the 1:10,000 time bomb Jeremy Barrell (2011)   





Guidance 

Hazards From Trees, A General Guide
Forestry Commission (FC), 2000

Management of the the risk from falling trees
SIM 01/2007/05

Health and Safety Executive (HSE), 2007

Common sense risk management of trees
National Tree Safety Group (NTSG), 2011



In 2011 the National Tree Safety Group (NTSG) published: 
Common sense risk management of trees.

Position underpinned by five key principles –
1. trees provide a wide variety of benefits to society
2. trees are living organisms that naturally lose branches or fall
3. the overall risk to human safety is extremely low
4. tree owners have a duty of care
5. tree owners should take a balanced and proportionate approach to 

tree safety management



Geoffrey Podger, HSE Chief Executive, 2007

“In 2007 HSE became concerned that uncertainty was causing some
organisations to over-react to the low risk from falling trees.

HSE therefore produced guidance for its inspectors on what is required by
the law we enforce - the Health and Safety at Work Act 1974. It makes the
point that the risk is generally extremely low.

For most trees around the countryside HSE does not believe any action at
all is reasonably practicable under the 1974 Act.

Where trees are in very public places we suggest that non-specialist staff
with a working knowledge of trees should look out for obvious problems as
part of their everyday work.

Inspection by tree experts is likely to be appropriate only in very limited
circumstances, for example where a tree in a very public area is known to
be unstable but is kept for heritage or other reasons.”



“a defect in the context of the growing environment of a tree is a
structural, health or environmental condition that could predispose a
tree to failure”.

NTSG 2011



The courts and specialist literature often apply the term “obvious” when 
referring to tree defects of which an owner or adviser should be aware.

Obvious defects are likely to be so apparent that most people, 
whether specialist or not, would recognise them. 

A person doing a safety inspection is on the lookout for obvious defects 
posing a serious and present risk, particularly where the danger is 

immediate. 
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Survey Non-specialist

Inspection

Risk assessment

Risk intervention

Specialist



Yes 
Do we need to do anything about it?

Establish the survey period

Survey: non-specialist
Does this tree look normal?

YesNo / Unsure
Refer to specialist 

Inspection: specialist
Is this defect likely to cause a problem within the survey period?

No

Yes or No
Record findings and intervention 

measures (if any)

Stop

Stop



BIOLOGICAL SYMPTOMS

ISSUES AFFECTING THE HEALTH OF THE TREE



MECHANICAL SYMPTOMS

ISSUES AFFECTING THE TREE STRUCTURE









Risk vs Benefit AssessmentRisk Assessment
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Tree risk assessment terms

Benefit

Target

Hazard

Risk



Benefits: any values provided by the hazard







Targets: the things that may be harmed



Hazard: anything with the potential to cause harm



Risk: is the chance of that harm actually occurring



Risk may be expressed:

in words
high . moderate . low

(Qualified)

or

in numbers 
1 / 10 . 1 / 50,000 . 1 / 1,000 000

(Quantified)

to reflect the risk of a fatality or serious injury occurring within 
the survey period  

Never “safe”





A tree can only be a hazard if it has both:

the potential to fail

and 

a significant target to harm





Risk assessments in the work place can be quite precise. Here the risk
component, its environment and human behaviour around it can be
closely monitored and manipulated where necessary.

No such precision with trees! Our risk component has unknown:

• wind loading
• material strength characteristics
• root and soil strengths

Additionally, we have no control over the elements and very little control
of human behaviour.

Tree risk assessment is “a craft not a science”.



Tree inspections and risk assessments must be undertaken 
by a specialist



• Academic qualification in Arboriculture- minimum Level 4 

• Professional Tree Inspection- LANTRA PTI certificate

• 5-years experience- as a tree risk assessor

• Professional Indemnity Insurance- min. £1 mil cover

The specialist- an Arboricultural Consultant



Zoning

The proximity of trees to people and property is a major factor in
deciding how rigorously they need to be inspected (if at all) and what
sort of remedial action (if any) is appropriate if significant hazards are

found. 

Where substantial numbers of trees are under consideration, the
concept of zoning is an important principle of hazard management.

NTSG 2011



Zone 1
1-year survey period

Zone 2
2-year survey period

Zone 3
No survey period



Benefits of your trees? 
How do people use the site? 

Will zoning help?
What survey period?  

A quick check of all trees 
Inspection of obvious defects
Risk assess critical defects
Record risk interventions 

At end of each survey period
Or following any incident

On any lessons learned
New information

A simple tree safety management system 

Delivering effective arrangements
Plan, Do, Check, Act framework, HSE 



Case study



Thank you for listening 

Stay safe 
within the region of 

broadly acceptable risk


