This article appeared in The Sheffield Star on Saturday 3rd February
ON THE WILD SIDE with Dr Ian Rotherham

Concerned of Totley Rise!!!
I get many enquiries about wildlife and local environmental problems, and try to respond helpfully when I can. Bear with me as it takes time and I have a day job!! An example was Avril Critchley writing from Totley Rise. She and her neighbours are concerned and frustrated that their local environment is threatened and nobody listening. Their splendid old Oak tree is under threat. She said: ‘Our problems with the oak and Green Oak Park is long and complicated. In 1999 with the Lib Dems in power the Council sold off part of the Lodge Keeper’s garden, originally part of the Park; gave themselves Planning Permission and sold the land to a local builder for £66K; accessed through the pedestrian entrance and across to the house.’ Local residents wrote 56 letters, held a demonstration and sent a petition about the dangers of joint access. However, despite political change and Labour back in charge of the City Council, protestors felt ‘totally ignored’. Building work began in 2005 and it was reported that a child was nearly killed by a builder’s van and old people jumping out of the way. (This doesn’t sound good at all!! But there is more). A native hedge planted for wildlife was destroyed with Cherry and Almond trees, and locals were concerned about. I’m confident no roosts were affected; bats around them were feeding. However, Pipistrelle bats flying into an ivy-covered tree close by the Park sounds certain to be a roost with the tree and its immediate environment strictly protected; the same for buildings with bat roosts, even if bats aren’t there. Bats use different sites through the year with winter hibernation and breeding roosts; all safeguarded. Bats flying and feeding gives no protection, it is the roosts that count. 
Apparently there were two public meetings about problems of access and the entrance with City Council Chief Executive Bob Kerslake, Councillor Leader Jan Wilson and MP Nick Clegg visiting the site and agreeing that Consent should not have been granted. It is difficult to alter things retrospectively. Director of Parks and Countryside Mary Bagley apparently suggested widening the entrance to separate pedestrians and vehicles but residents oppose this because part of the Lodge Keeper’s garden would be lost with a mature beech hedge and ornamental trees and hundreds of bulbs including native bluebells planted for spring 2007. Avril asks me if damage to Bluebells (protected species) was illegal and my answer is no. They are protected in the wild but not where recently planted; an ethical issue but not a legal one.
On the pavement alongside the proposed widening stands the Oak tree, originally planted with others now gone, about 150 years ago. Its impressive canopy stretches across the problem entrance and the garden. Locals feel this is of environmental and historical significance and I agree with them. According to Sheffield City Council the Oak has a fungal infection (normal for a middle-aged tree and not necessarily a problem); the tree has ‘severe butt disease’ (which sounds serious and painful!!). A local arboriculturalist (tree surgeon) found a bracket fungus called Ganoderma; the tree will compensate, so not much of a problem. However, root-damage from proposed entrance widening could make the tree unstable and in time kill it. Streetforce reported on the health of the tree and after test-drilling pronounced it safe but needing an annual check-up.  

Avril asks how this fits Sheffield’s slogan ‘GREENER CLEANER SAFER?’ and quotes: ‘Man can cut down oaks or destroy them. When he does so he destroys not just a tree but the world of numerous other creatures. Oak trees take much longer to replace than to cut down’. The residents of Totley hope I can help save the tree and Green Oak Park itself. Sheffield City Council created a precedent by allowing development and residents feel this is the tip of the iceberg, the future Park lost to housing. A meeting this week addressed these issues hopefully something positive emerged. Locals feel that digging under the canopy may kill the Oak tree. Where would that leave City Council policies as the ‘greenest city’ in Europe? With Al Gore about to visit our region, what do you think? 
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