
 

Adelaide is losing 75,000 trees a year. Tree-
removal laws must be tightened for cities to
be livable and green

April 10 2024, by Stefan Caddy-Retalic, Kate Delaporte and Kiri Marker

 
  
 

  

Just over half of surveyed capital city councils outside South Australia protected
trees based on circumference. Of those, 95% used a circumference of 1m or less
and 78% a circumference of 50cm or less. Credit: Source: Urban Tree
Protection in Australia 2022
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https://plan.sa.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/1087886/Urban_tree_protection_in_Australia.pdf
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Large areas of concrete and asphalt absorb and radiate heat, creating an
"urban heat island effect." It puts cities at risk of overheating as they are 
several degrees warmer than surrounding areas.

One of the best ways to keep our cool is to maintain leafy streets, parks
and backyards. But in some cities, trees are being chopped down faster
than local councils can replace them. Some councils are also fast running
out of land to plant trees.

Most of the damage happens on private land. Usually it's a result of large
blocks being subdivided or undeveloped land being opened up for more
homes.

Cutting down trees for urban development is well within the law. But
tree-protection laws are weaker in some parts of Australia than in others.
To ensure our cities remain livable, some laws will have to change.

Why cities need trees

Beyond just providing shade, trees reflect heat into the atmosphere.
They also cool the air by releasing water through pores in their leaves,
acting like evaporative air conditioners.

Trees provide many other benefits such as removing pollutants, limiting
erosion and improving public health.

The influential 3–30–300 rule for green cities, proposed by Dutch
researcher Cecil Konijnendijk, states:

you should be able to easily see three trees from the window of
your house or workplace
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https://soe.dcceew.gov.au/urban/pressures/climate-change#urban-heat
https://research-management.mq.edu.au/ws/portalfiles/portal/113138181/Urban_trees_and_peoples_yards_mitigate_extreme_heat_in_Western_Adelaide_28.01.2020.pdf
https://phys.org/tags/urban+development/
https://plan.sa.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/1087886/Urban_tree_protection_in_Australia.pdf
https://nrl.northumbria.ac.uk/id/eprint/32512/1/Functional%20traits%20of%20urban%20trees.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/soakuptherain/soak-rain-trees-help-reduce-runoff
https://www.epa.gov/soakuptherain/soak-rain-trees-help-reduce-runoff
https://news.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/articles/how-a-daily-dose-of-trees-can-do-wonders-for-your-health
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5bbd32d6e66669016a6af7e2/t/6101ce2b17dc51553827d644/1627508274716/330300+Rule+Preprint_7-29-21.pdf
https://phys.org/tags/green+cities/


 

cities should have at least 30% overall tree cover
you should have a green space with trees within 300 meters (or a
three-minute walk) of your house or workplace.

Why urban trees need better laws to protect them

How do Australians cities stack up against the 30% canopy goal of the
3–30–300 rule?

Brisbane leads the way, with 44% of the City of Brisbane council area
blanketed in trees. Hobart also makes the grade, with analysis of aerial
imagery from Google showing a tree canopy of 34%.

Other cities have some work to do to meet the benchmark. Recent aerial
image analysis shows Perth sitting at 22% cover.

The NSW Department of Planning reported Sydney's canopy cover as
21.7% in 2022. The Victorian Department of Transport and Planning
reported 15.3% canopy cover across metropolitan Melbourne in 2018.

Green Adelaide reports today that Adelaide's canopy is a mere 17%.
That's worrying for a city so vulnerable to urban heat.

While it can be tempting to compare canopy results, this needs to be
approached with caution. The two main techniques for estimating tree
canopy, airborne LiDAR (using laser sensing) and analysis of aerial
photographs, can produce different results. Even LiDAR data from the
same location but analyzed at different resolutions can be quite
different.

But what's concerning is that some cities seem to be losing trees very
rapidly. An analysis of aerial photographs by Nearmap shows Adelaide
suburbs are fast losing trees. A 2021 Conservation Council report
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https://www.brisbane.qld.gov.au/clean-and-green/natural-environment-and-water/plants-trees-and-gardens/brisbanes-trees/brisbanes-urban-forest#:~:text=Brisbane's%20tree%20canopy%20cover%20is,is%20growing%20in%20public%20parks.
https://insights.sustainability.google/?hl=en-US
https://insights.sustainability.google/?hl=en-US
https://phys.org/tags/tree+canopy/
https://www.watoday.com.au/national/western-australia/as-perth-swelters-state-tackles-the-elephant-in-the-room-tree-canopy-20240209-p5f3q6.html
https://www.watoday.com.au/national/western-australia/as-perth-swelters-state-tackles-the-elephant-in-the-room-tree-canopy-20240209-p5f3q6.html
https://www.planning.nsw.gov.au/policy-and-legislation/urban-greening/tree-canopy-data
https://www.planning.vic.gov.au/guides-and-resources/data-and-insights/melbournes-vegetation-heat-and-land-use-data#heading-2
https://www.greenadelaide.sa.gov.au/news/2024-metro-adelaide-tree-canopy-data
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-12-19/urban-heat-islands-impacting-australias-most-vulnerable/11811274
https://data.environment.sa.gov.au/Content/Publications/Metropolitan%20Adelaide%20Tree%20Canopy%20Report.pdf
https://www.nearmap.com/au/en/aerial-view-blog/aerial-map-tree-cover-statistics-in-adelaide?utm_source=google&utm_medium=organic
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1j7zt3nZ5BYWtSMBj-6h5oUbXOkCjxJ9-/view


 

estimates Adelaide is losing about 75,000 trees per year across the city.
Most are on private land.

  
 

  

Of the 101 local councils surveyed outside South Australia, only 16 allowed
protected trees to be removed if they were within 2-3m of a house. Credit: 
Source: Urban Tree Protection in Australia

Local councils have been planting several thousand trees each year, but
are running out of places to plant them. Requirements for clear space on 
road verges and around powerlines pose major limitations.

If we want greener cities, we also need to take a critical look at the laws
on tree removal.
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https://www.abc.net.au/news/2022-12-02/adelaide-tree-canopy-subject-of-new-parliamentary-inquiry/101723682
https://plan.sa.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/1087886/Urban_tree_protection_in_Australia.pdf
https://www.dit.sa.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/396104/DOCS_AND_FILES-2160713-v8-Traffic_Management_-_AS1742_19_-_Trees_in_Medians_in_Urban_Environments_-_Operational_Instruction_19_8.pdf
https://www.sa.gov.au/topics/energy-and-environment/safe-energy-use/powerline-safety/vegetation-clearance-near-powerlines


 

Our team at the University of Adelaide produced a 2022 report on tree-
protection laws across Australia. The state government commissioned us
to verify a claim that South Australia's tree-protection laws were the
weakest in the nation. We compared state and local council regulations,
and the claim turned out to be true.

What's wrong with the SA laws?

One consideration is the size thresholds used to define trees as
"regulated" or "significant." Of the 101 metropolitan councils outside
SA that we investigated, 78% considered trees with trunk
circumferences of more 50cm deserving of legal protection. And 95%
applied protection when circumferences exceeded a meter. In South
Australia, only trees with twice that trunk size get any legal protection.

Another issue is distance exemptions. In South Australia, large trees that
would otherwise be protected may be removed if they are within 10
meters of a house or pool. This rule is regularly used to clear entire
residential blocks—after all, nearly all trees on suburban blocks are
within 10m of a house or pool.

A majority of the interstate councils had no distance exemptions to
speak of.

So what needs to change?

Our findings were among the drivers of a South Australian parliamentary
inquiry. An interim report was released last October. It includes sensible,
straightforward recommendations to improve the state legislation.

The report suggests reducing the circumference at which trees qualify
for protection. It recommends adding crown spread as another criterion.
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https://plan.sa.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/1087886/Urban_tree_protection_in_Australia.pdf
https://plan.sa.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/1087886/Urban_tree_protection_in_Australia.pdf
https://www.conservationsa.org.au/tree_laws_21
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5c57a2c2bfba3e5e4929ccf3/t/652f7247732256160550d9f7/1697608266562/ERDC+Urban+Forest+Report+No+1+signed.pdf


 

It wisely recommends deleting the distance exemption.

The report also weighs in on fees and fines—the "bottom line" deterrents
and punishments for doing the wrong thing. It recommends increasing
the fee for legally removing "regulated" trees from $489 to $4,000, for
example. However, the value that large trees provide to the community is
regularly estimated at hundreds to thousands of dollars per year.

Similarly, a recommendation to introduce a $40,000 fine for illegally
removing a "significant" tree pales in comparison to laws interstate. In
NSW, illegally removing protected trees can incur fines of over $1
million. To deter big developers, fines must be larger than what they
might regard as a reasonable "cost of doing business."

The report's recommendation to pay fines and fees into an Urban Forest
Fund to grow canopy near areas of tree removal is a good one. Planting
trees on the other side of town doesn't help residents (or biodiversity)
when trees are removed locally.

Cities can draw inspiration from each other

Adelaide's climate is shifting from a temperate Mediterranean climate to
a semi-arid one. Semi-arid climates are less able to grow many temperate
plant species and tend to have less vegetation overall. To create an
extensive and healthy tree canopy for future generations, we need to act
fast and think critically about what we're planting (and protecting).

We hope the South Australian government will follow the inquiry
recommendations, so the state's tree laws are on par with those of other
states and cities.

Cities like Melbourne, which are also becoming warmer and drier, can
look toward Adelaide as a future climate analog. Urban planning is often
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https://treenet.org/resource/urban-trees-worth-more-than-they-cost/
https://www.turnbullhill.com.au/articles/illegal-tree-removal-and-destruction-a-growing-issue/#:~:text=The%20illegal%20removal%20or%20destruction,each%20day%20the%20offence%20continues.
https://www.turnbullhill.com.au/articles/illegal-tree-removal-and-destruction-a-growing-issue/#:~:text=The%20illegal%20removal%20or%20destruction,each%20day%20the%20offence%20continues.
https://www.climatechangeinaustralia.gov.au/en/changing-climate/state-climate-statements/south-australia/
https://www.climatechangeinaustralia.gov.au/en/changing-climate/state-climate-statements/south-australia/
https://www.climatechange.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0019/60742/Greater-Melbourne.pdf


 

about learning from other cities and adapting their strategies to local
contexts.

To cope with the twin challenges of climate change and rapid urban
growth, Australian cities need to work together to actively develop
greening strategies. If we don't, our cities will become hot, dry and
barren.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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