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Sheffield, S8 9TF. 

October 11th 2011. 
 
Dear Thom, 

Appraisal; Hybrid Poplars, Heeley Millennium Park. 
 
After some storm damage to several Poplar trees in the Millennium Park, you were 
advised to remove them. While some neighbours are in favour of this scheme, others 
have been critical. This report will address the various discussion points and attempt 
to put them into perspective. 
 
1.0 The trees. 
1.1 These trees are a cultivar of Balsam Poplar. I measured one to be 24 metres 

tall with a trunk diameter of 850mm. While I do not know their exact date of 
planting I am aware that what is now the Park was covered in houses when I 
was young (40 years ago). 

1.2 

 
Photograph 1. 

Photograph 1 shows the tree I 
measured, which stands slightly apart 
from the other trees that grow in 2 
groups. Another group (protected by a 
Tree Preservation Order in 2002) 
grows in the grounds of the 
neighbouring industrial unit. I 
measured the height with a digital 
clinometer from 30 metres away. 
While these instruments are 
reasonably accurate, it is rarely 
possible to properly see the top of the 
tree, so a height measured in this way 
should always be treated with 
circumspection. The trunk diameter 
was measured with a diameter tape. 
The relevance of these 
measurements is merely to point out 
that the trees have grown extremely 
rapidly. 

1.3 All the trees are in reasonable condition, I found no sign of much significant 
damage or decay. I am aware that some trees lost branches earlier this year 
but these were from high in the crown and none are particularly obvious now, 
although I know that many people were quite alarmed at the time. 



1.4 

Photograph 2 shows the 
base of the tree in photo 1. 
The clumps of cut-down 
twigs are actually sucker 
growth from the roots of 
this tree (probably). This is 
a well known problem with 
numerous Poplar species. 

 
Photograph 2. 

1.5 The managers of the park have planted numerous other trees in the vicinity 
although none have grown to be as large as the Poplars. In my opinion all the 
Poplars will have grown since the houses were demolished, although I am 
aware that some Arboriculturists find this idea hard to believe. 

1.6 Firm information on the life expectancy of hybrid Poplars is hard to come by; 
while these trees are not old they are mature, and their development of 
apparently weak branches could be a symptom of their becoming over-mature. 

 
 
2.0 Hybrid Poplars. 
2.1 I am not completely sure what these trees are. While I am confident that they 

are a form of Balsam Poplar, they do not appear to be straightforward Populus 
balsamifera which is native to North America. It also does not appear to be the 
Western Balsam Poplar (Populus trichocarpa) from the western part of North 
America. 

2.2 There is also another species of Poplar called the Eastern Cottonwood 
(Populus deltoides). Although this is not often planted anywhere it is one of the 
parents of Populus x generosa, the other being Western Balsam Poplar. While 
these are American species the cross breeding took place at Kew Gardens in 
19121.  

2.3 This information might sound of limited relevance but it is necessary to 
understand why so many apparently different trees are similar and then often 
simply referred to as “Poplars,” or colloquially “Pops.” 

2.4 The native Black Poplar (Populus nigra subsp. Betulifolia)  is now an 
endangered species, and the proliferation of these aliens and the numerous 
cultivars is one of the reasons. That is, there are so many near relatives 
growing nearby that the chances of a native tree producing pure seed are 
remote. 

                                            
1 Cassell’s Trees of Britain and Northern Europe by David More and John White. 2003. 



2.5 Another reason for the existence of so many Poplar hybrids is that plant 
breeders set out to produce cultivars that were disease resistant and had form 
suitable for efficient processing. The native Black Poplar does not grow 
particularly straight (so the logs would not be easily milled) and plant breeders 
were keen to produce a cultivar that would produce timber as useful, but even 
more quickly and more easily processed. 

2.6 It is often found that some clones of Poplar are prone to shedding branches, 
which is a problem the nurserymen would not have encountered; where trees 
are grown in plantations they gain shelter from one another and it’s only when 
they are planted in more open settings that such problems become noticeable. 

2.7 We should also not forget that some Poplar species are quite decorative and 
the Balsams smell very pleasant in spring. It is unfortunate that Kew Gardens’ 
“generosa” hybrid proved to be susceptible to bacterial canker, as it grew up to 
4 metres a year and seemed to have the potential to produce veneer-quality 
logs in only 11 years. The species was further developed by Belgian 
nurserymen and these clones are now improving the productivity of Poplar 
plantations. 

2.8 If this information sounds somewhat far-fetched it is worth remembering that 
our normal domestic Apple has a similarly long breeding history and while one 
parent may very well be the native Crab Apple (Malus sylvestris), it was 
probably crossed with numerous other (possibly Asiatic, imported along the 
Silk Route) species that now mean there are hundreds of different varieties of 
fruit. I think it is correct to say that even with DNA sequencing, ascertaining the 
precise parentage of our everyday Apples is unlikely to be determined. 

2.9 Breeding plants is something of a long-winded process and commercial 
pressures mean that many breeders are forced to produce them using 
vegetative reproduction when the variation brought about by sexual 
reproduction would be better. Producing clones in this way might mean that 
some species are all identically susceptible to diseases such as the above-
mentioned Bacterial Canker. 

2.10 Some clones of Poplar are particularly susceptible to leaf-cast diseases (such 
as Melampsoridium betulinum often called “rust”). While these diseases are not 
usually fatal, repeated infestation can reduce vigour and lead to poor growth. In 
recent years outbreaks of these diseases have been in spring rather than the 
more usual late summer outbreaks, which seems to have led to lots of planting 
schemes having an unhealthy appearance. (This may be related to “climate 
change,” NB not “global warming.”) 

2.11 When we look at these trees we can see from the root-suckers how Poplar 
gained a reputation for having invasive roots. It is less easy to see how their 
susceptibility to disease also led to a poor reputation  

2.12 I am even aware that some Arborists are not fond of Poplar merely because 
they are so difficult to identify. In all, it is easy to see why there is considerable 
antipathy towards Poplars in some situations, even if the roots of this antipathy 
are sometimes unapparent or undeserved. 



2.13 It is prudent to remember that a good defence against disease is to ensure that 
a tree collection contains a range of species, preferably from different plant 
families. Species-specific diseases such as Dutch Elm Disease were not so 
devastating in mixed woodlands, we can still see hedgerows comprised largely 
of dead Elm saplings; still being killed by Dutch Elm Disease. 

 
 
3.0 Managing Trees. 
3.1 In Sheffield it is fairly routine to see someone pruning street trees. These trees 

grow in confined spaces and were they not pruned regularly it would be 
necessary to cut them down and plant new ones. It is widely accepted that 
regular pruning of street trees is far more expensive than removal and 
replacement 

3.2 Sometimes, in small gardens, it proves necessary to frequently prune even 
quite small trees. This can almost be equated to clipping a hedge in that it 
maintains the garden in a fairly constant, unchanging appearance. In a small 
garden this is reasonably practicable and even affordable. In a large garden it 
plainly is not. 

3.3 In the Millennium Park it would be possible to prune the Poplar trees and 
maintain them at more or less the same size, although this would be very 
expensive, almost as expensive as removing them and planting new ones. If 
these costs were to be annualised, the cost of pruning would be comparatively 
enormous. 

3.4 While pruning trees appears to be a perfectly straightforward procedure, there 
are certain standards that ought to be met. Namely, BS3998 2010 Tree Work – 
Recommendations.  

3.5 This Standard is a fairly recent publication and some of its advice is difficult to 
accept when dealing with very large trees that might grow very quickly. It has 
long been the approach of practical Arborists to prune trees sufficiently to 
ensure they don’t need the process repeating in the near future. To return to 
hedge-clipping analogy, it’s acceptable to clip a hedge every year, but it’s not 
practical, physically or financially, to prune a tree by so little that it needs 
repeating every year. 

3.6 I suspect that Sheffield Council only prune their street trees every 10 years or 
so, which in the overall scheme of things seems reasonable. The cost of 
pruning will probably have been forgotten after 10 years!  

3.7 BS3998 has the objective of minimising the number and size of wounds. It also 
suggests that when a tree is pruned, no more than 30% of the leaf cover 
should be removed. It suggests referring to the “crown volume” as a simple 
way of calculating leaf cover. For this you have to imagine the tree as being 
something like a balloon on a stick, if the balloon is deflated so the volume is 
30% reduced, the diameter will be reduced by only 12%.  

3.8 This is self-evidently sensible but does not really permit the reduction in height 
that these trees would require to prevent pruning them every 3 or 4 years. The 
reduction that would permit a 10 year pruning interval would be more like the 
order of 30% which would reduce leaf cover by 50% or so. 



3.9 BS3998 comments on the aesthetic with the objective of ensuring that trees 
are still recognisable after pruning. That is Oak trees should still look like Oaks 
and Sycamores should look like Sycamores. This is an obvious but hard to 
describe concept, which most professional Arborists usually adopt as an 
objective without really thinking about it. Again it would be very difficult to prune 
these trees by adequate amounts while leaving something that was 
aesthetically pleasing; they would look extremely “truncated,” rather “stumpy.” 

3.10 Another problem with severely pruning Poplars is the new growth, which 
develops from the pruning point and is frequently a weak point. This frequently 
means that future pruning is made even more necessary. 

3.11 In summary I think it is fair to say that pruning these trees in a manner that 
would be aesthetically pleasing, not require frequent repetition and comply with 
BS3998 would be more or less impossible. Removal and replacement would 
be more pragmatic. 

 
 
4.0 Conclusion. 
4.1 The hybrid Poplars in the Millennium Park are in my opinion best removed and 

replaced with trees of other species. 
4.2 The trees have already outgrown their locations, are possibly on the verge of 

senility, and entering into a pruning regime would lead to regular expensive 
and disfiguring pruning. 

4.3 While this might seem like a luddite solution to an aesthetic problem it is the 
most pragmatic approach and probably the cheapest. 

4.4 Removal and replacement is probably also the best way of ensuring that the 
neighbourhood’s tree stock is suitably diversified. 

 
I trust you will find this helpful. I think I have covered all the relevant points but do not 
hesitate to contact me if you feel I have omitted anything or you require any further 
information. All my observations have been made from ground level using non-
invasive techniques. 
  
Yours faithfully, 
 
 
 
W L Anderson. Dip Arb.(RFS) M.Arbor.A. 
  


