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Introduction

• Recent incidents of interest

• Common themes in accidents and 

recent prosecutions



Aims

• Highlight the lessons learned from accidents 

as pointers towards good practice

• Sign post further advice

• Answer questions



The industry

• Aboriculture

• 26,000

• Predominantly SME’s

• Amenity horticulture

• 178,000

• Local authorities, construction, SME’s

• Multiple sectors – hard to aggregate data



The industry - Arboriculture

 26,000 arborists

 Difficult to get accurate accident data -

high levels of under-reporting 

 Fatals average about 3 per year 

(probably 3 in 2016 - 2017)

 Around 3 major injuries per week.

 Injuries when they do happen, tend to be 

major. Fine line between major and fatal.



The industry – Amenity 

Horticulture

 178,000 workers

 Uneven accident reporting

 50% of the activity is associated with 

construction

 2 fatals per year (probably 2 in 2016/17)

 3 injuries per week

 10 over 3/7 day injuries a week



The industry

 Amenity horticulture (2)

 Around 8,000 reports ill-health per year

 75% of which are musculo-skeletal 

disorders, including HAVS



What are the common causes of 

serious incidents?

 Arboriculture

 Falls from height

 Being struck by falling objects

 Contact with moving machinery

 Amenity horticulture

 Vehicle overturns

 Contact with moving machinery

 Musculo-skeletal disorders



Accidents - arboriculture

2016 - A 45 year-old self-employed tree 

surgeon fell from a tree. He was cutting 

branches from a tree. When he fell he was not 

connected to a climbing rope.

2008 - A 44 year old self-employed arborist 

died when he fell from a tree. He was using a 

chainsaw and ladder and was not connected to 

a climbing rope. 



Accidents - arboriculture

2015 - A 34 year-old self-employed tree 

surgeon was struck by a falling tree branch. 

The tree branch fell, bounced and struck his 

head.

2011 - A 39 year old self employed contractor 

died when he was hit by a branch which 

dropped from the tree. The branch ricocheted 

and hit him on the head. 



Recent prosecutions - arboriculture

Essex tree surgeon in court after 

chainsaw fall onto worker

Employer fell from tree and landed on employee, 

both men injured

Using ladder to gain access to height, fell when 

branch was cut and knocked him off the ladder

No training, no safe system of work, no PPE – but 30 

years experience!

Fined £10,000 plus costs of £889



Recent prosecutions

Sentences after tree-felling incident 

leaves worker in wheelchair

Cleaning contractor employed to fell tree at a school! 

Partially cut branch struck ladder causing worker to 

fall.

Suffered permanent spinal injuries

Incompetent contractor, no risk assessment, no safe 

system of work at height, nor training, inadequate PPE

Client fined £35,000 plus £25,000 costs.

Contractor 18 months prison sentence and £2,000 

costs



Accidents – Amenity horticulture

2014 - A 55 year old woman died when the 

mower she was operating ran down a slope 

and overturned. The mower was not fitted with 

ROPS or a seat restraint.

2012 - A 51 year old employee suffered a 

broken pelvis and was off work for 12 months. 

Trapped when tractor overturned and she was 

thrown from the cab.



Recent prosecutions

Cirencester Town Council fined for 

worker’s injuries (August 2014)

Employee suffered fractured ribs when the ride-on 

mower he was operating overturned.

Slope was 64 degrees, mower not suitable for slopes 

exceeding 25 degrees

Failure to carry out risk assessment, plan the work, 

provide suitable equipment and adequate training 

and instruction.

Fined £12,000 with £17,000 costs



Not so recent prosecutions

York City Council fined following 

worker’s death (May 2005)

Employee suffered fatal injuries when the ride-on 

mower he was operating overturned.

Slope was 25 degrees, mower not suitable for slopes 

exceeding 19 degrees

Failure to carry out risk assessment, provide suitable 

equipment and adequate training.

Fined £20,000 with £20,425 costs



Ancient prosecutions

• Oldham Metropolitan Borough 

Council (July 2001)

• Employee trapped beneath ride-on mower when it 

overturned. 

• Council prosecuted for failing to provide a safe 

system of work, providing unsuitable equipment 

and lack of information, instruction and training.

• Fined £17,500 + £14,780 costs



So what lessons are you learning?

• None, apparently

• In both arboriculture and amenity horticulture the 

same things are going wrong year after year after 

year.

• In every accident the injured person has been put 

into a position where their actions have resulted in 

an unsafe situation.

• In every accident the precautions are well known 

and covered by existing guidance 

• I cannot recall the last time I was surprised



So what is going wrong?

• Work is not planned by competent people

Poor contractor selection

• An inadequate risk assessment – not site specific

The wrong machine

Unsafe systems of work

Untrained operator, with inadequate 

information

Inadequate supervision and management



Good practice - planning

Planning the work to control significant risks

– adequately trained and competent workers

– suitable work equipment

– safe systems of work

– arrangements for equipment maintenance

– provision of information to employees

– selection and management of sub contractors

– on site supervision/management 

– monitoring of performance



Good practice – risk assessment

• Risk assessment 
• The significant risks

• Identify who is at risk from the operation consider the 
operator, members of the public, property, traffic, etc.

• Weather and surface conditions likely to be 
encountered during the operation + consider disturbed 
areas.

• Control measures

• suitable equipment (remote control? ROPS?)

• specialised machinery available to hire or via a 
subcontractor.

• Operator competence and identify any specific 
training requirements.



Good practice - training

• Training

• Operatives

• What are they trained in?

• Supervisors and managers



Good practice - instruction

• Information and instruction

• Informing them of any hazards to be 
controlled e.g. public access, utilities, 
traffic, diseased trees, angle of slopes

• Agreeing safe methods of work – using 
risk assessment, and for unusual jobs, a 
method statement

• Monitoring and reviewing performance –
make occasional visits to site, record 
performance



Tree management

• Several recent serious incidents

• Flurry of activity among LA’s

• Make sure you ensure continuity 

of arrangements

• Staff training

• Common sense management of 

trees



What are you going to do?

• You

• Clients and contractors must appreciate the 

significance and do something about it to 

manage their operations more effectively.

• Enforcing Authorities

• Targeted, proportionate enforcement

• What else do you need or expect?

• Articles? Guidance? Web-based information?



What are you going to do?

• That was from 2010

• So what are you going to do now?

• Or differently?

• What do you want HSE to do now?

• Fee for Intervention



Where to go for advice?

www.hse.gov.uk

www.hse.gov.uk/risk/assessment.htm


