Transition Sheffield

'Streets Ahead' Project – Sheffield's Highways Maintenance PFI 
Meeting on Monday 12th November with SCC and Amey
Introduction:
At the Transition Cafe in July, Jack Scott, SCC Cabinet Member for Environment, Recycling and Streetscene, presented details and responded to questions on 'Streets Ahead', Sheffield's highways maintenance contract, which has been awarded to Amey. Subsequently, a list of questions and observations was sent to Jack Scott, who referred it to Steve Robinson, the officer managing the contract for the council.

Steve Robinson suggested a meeting to discuss the issues raised, also inviting Graeme Symonds, Network Director for Amey.

Notes from Meeting on Monday 12th November.
Present:
Steve Robinson (Sheffield City Council)

Graeme Symonds (Amey)

Rick Watson (Transition Sheffield) 

Saleema Imam (Transition Sheffield)

Christine  Steers  (Friends of Burngreave Cemetery)
Agenda:
The meeting took the form of an informal discussion on the issues and questions raised with Jack Scott following the Transition Cafe.

These notes present the issues raised in plain type, with responses in bold italics



Transition Sheffield stated:-

· It has a fundamental concern about this local service, like our waste management, being tied into a long-term commercial contract with a multinational company, which can be seen as having private profit as its underlying aim, with the inevitable movement of money out of the local economy. 

· This at a time when the importance of building a strong local economy is being broadly acknowledged and even discussed in context of the Sheffield Economic Masterplan.
The Streets Ahead project is part funded by central government so is extra income to Sheffield. It will be able to provide a standard of maintenance that SCC has been unable to maintain. Only around 30 existing Amey employees will be brought in and delivery will largely be carried out by staff (483 staff) previously employed by the council. In addition, when needed Amey will be proactive in using local contractors and suppliers whenever possible. They intend to employ 30 apprentices and 10 graduates per year to address concern about an aging skilled workforce. They will be developing and then running an education centre at Olive Grove, working with schools and apprentices.   

(At the Transition Cafe) we only touched on, and certainly didn't have time to fully discuss the overall environmental impact of the scheme. For example the sourcing of the materials to be used, transport, how much will be re-used (eg paving) and waste re-use or disposal. Concern was expressed by Transition Sheffield about the global cost of the massive carbon emissions involved in highways maintenance and would hope that minimising impacts is high on the agenda in the PFI contract.
Is environmental impact minimisation enshrined in the contract?
Amey prides itself on it's track record of impact minimisation. For this project a state of the art new road sufacing material plant at Tinsley is being built for use both as a rail-freight terminus to minimise road transport of aggregates needed for road replacement, and as a reprocessing site for road planings to be recycled. It is in Amey's financial interest to re-use of as much material as possible. All excavation materials will be re-used wherever possible. Materials that are not suitable for re-use on the project will be recycled for non-highway use through contractors or across the region by other users.

It was also stated that replacement of old and dying trees with younger specimens will increase the carbon uptake of the tree-stock as younger trees  absorb more carbon.

Again only briefly mentioned was Sheffield's problem of water run-off contributing to flooding.
Is the planning of the scheme considering an increase in absorbent areas rather than maintaining the status quo, or even a reduction?
Since the contract is for maintenance of the existing road network only, there will be little change. Existing hard surfaces will be re-instated and soft areas will remain soft. It was mentioned that current planning regulation of non-highway development has stipulations for absorbent surfaces but noted that this wasn’t relevant as this is a highway contract.

The choice of street lighting is very positive in terms of energy saving, control systems and maintenance, but there are concerns about public consultation on positioning of lights, and possible impacts on both people and wildlife.
David Garlovsky has been in touch with Steve Robinson to question this in more detail so it was not discussed further here.

It was re-assuring to hear that species other than grasses will be used for some green areas, to provide biodiversity. The plight of bees and other pollinators is a major issue nationally.
Is the current debate on the impact of the use of certain pesticides on bees being considered by relevant departments and contractors such as Amey when planning maintenance?
Amey are not contracted to introduce 'wild' planting, particularly as the contract only covers the highways and immediate environs, but may consider 'wilding' some areas. It is in Amey's interest to minimise mowing, but this is controversial because many complaints are received about 'uncut' grass. The public has differing views on grass length and wild areas.

Very little spraying is used, only glyphosate herbicides on kerb edges and at the back of pavements. The Friends of the Earth 'Bee Cause' was mentioned.

It was also good to hear that overall the project will result in an increase in tree cover, rather than a loss. However there are concerns about the practicalities of achieving that, since it will be a huge operation involving many thousands of mature trees.
What are the ecological impacts of the scheme, both on nesting birds and biodiversity, considering a huge number of mature, mixed species of trees are to be replaced by younger specimens of eight species apparently selected for their appropriateness to highways use?
See questions below.

Is the Council's Ecology Unit involved in the project?
Yes, it was involved in the consultation process, as was Sheffield Wildlife Trust.

Is it possible to see written detail of;
1/ How tree replacement decisions will be made (criteria, public consultation,timescale etc)
2/ The eight species to be used and the reasons for their choice, including biodiversity impact of those choices. (Will this be a great opportunity missed for joined up thinking - use of fruit trees has been rejected while the council is involved in seriously address localisation of food production. Couldn't Sheffield be famous for it's roadside fruit harvest?)
3/ Impact assessment of tree replacement on nesting birds. (egs removal of mature trees and replacement with new, timing of tree work outside nesting season if necessary)
4/ The proposed use of the timber and tree waste produced during the works. (Chipping for biomass has been mentioned, but what of usable timber?)

It was stated that the objective within Streets Ahead is to 'preserve, replace and maintain the roadside trees. Amey are contracted to maintain the existing number of trees so this will not result in a reduction in numbers.  There are approximately 36,000 highway trees which are currently being individually surveyed. It is likely that up to 50% will be replaced over the 25 years of the contract, with about 1000 per year for the first 5 years.

The aim is not to denude the city of trees. Replacement will be with semi-mature trees which require craning into position, thus speeding up growth and minimising the opportunity for vandalism.

The Amey team was described as 'passionate about trees' and decisions about trees would be made by trained aboriculturalists .
1/ How tree replacement decisions will be made (criteria, public consultation,timescale etc)
Criteria for removal are;

Dead, dying or dangerous –(immediate replacement)

Safety reasons – unstable or causing structural damage eg walls, property

Damage to drains and pavements – root work will be done where possible, rather than replacement

Oversized for location – decided on individual risk assessment basis

Local demand – public consultation. (Some species unpopular eg lime)
2/ The eight species to be used and the reasons for their choice, including biodiversity impact of those choices. (Will this be a great opportunity missed for joined up thinking - use of fruit trees has been rejected while the council is involved in seriously address localisation of food production. Couldn't Sheffield be famous for it's roadside fruit harvest?)

Are we at risk of homogenizing the appearance of the diverse areas of Sheffield?
There are in fact about 30 species currently listed for use as replacements, though this might increase. All will be indigenous species and home produced rather than imported.

This does not include varieties with edible fruit as very few trees are away from the highway. Edible fruit are not considered suitable for road-side use, due to; contamination of fruit; health and safety issues around harvesting; poor salt resistance.

There will be local choice of replacement species wherever possible. Streets will be consulted and choices given.

It was suggested to Amey that varieties providing food for birds might be considered.
 
3/ Impact assessment of tree replacement on nesting birds. (egs removal of mature trees and replacement with new, timing of tree work outside nesting season if necessary)
It was stated that Amey do do Environmental Impact Assessments at each site, but that the significance of overall impact on nesting birds was not known by the representatives at the meeting but that could be checked out with their experts.
Subsequent to this meeting I have become aware that Sheffield Wildlife Trust have raised concerns over the impact on bat roosts in removing older trees. SWT will be raising this issue again. (Rick Watson 19th Nov 2012)
4/ The proposed use of the timber and tree waste produced during the works. (Chipping for biomass has been mentioned, but what of usable timber?)
Full use will be made of all trees removed or pruned. Contact has already been made with local sawmills to process timber that has some value.. Some timber will be offered to local projects and waste wood will be used as biomass and mulch. Local communities, schools and craftspeople are welcome to ask Amey for wood through their Community Assemblies.
A quick trip around Shiregreen, one of the two areas to be started soon, is a good example of how dramatic a change there will be, both visual and ecological, if all the mature trees which are having some detrimental effect on footpaths are removed at once. It is just possible that people would be more tolerant of some irregularity in footpaths if they had an image of the potential wholesale change in feel and appearance of their neighbourhood, and an awareness of any ecological impacts.
There is concern that the 'Roadshows' will be a vehicle for positive spin on decisions now out of local control, rather than an opportunity to seriously input about specific local circumstances.


The public is encouraged not to wait for the roadshows, but to make suggestions through Community Assemblies at any time.

Amey intend to be open to approach as it is in their own commercial interest for this contract to be popular as well as successful.

The meeting ended with a discussion of the possibility of a public meeting with the Amey tree team, about tree and biodiversity impacts of the project. It was suggested that this could possibly be at Olive Grove early in the New Year.


Rick Watson 19th November 2012

