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Report on the ‘Trees Grass and Caterpillars’ IOSH Networking Event 

Held at Newton Rigg College Penrith, Cumbria, on 16 March 2017 
 

           

Summary 

This report on the ‘Trees Grass and Caterpillars’ Networking Event held at Newton Rigg College, Penrith 

in Cumbria on 16 March 2017, highlights the key issues covered during the event, and draws attention 

to some of the different issues raised and distinct ‘USP’s, which made this event different to its 

predecessors. This well-attended and well-received event clearly demonstrates the benefits of IOSH 

Districts, Industry Groups and other relevant organisations and businesses working together.  The 

Report was compiled by Geoffrey Price (IOSH South Cumbria and North Lancashire District Chair) and 

Alan Plom (IOSH Rural Industries Group (RIG) Vice Chair and Event Organiser). 

Background 

RIG has run two previous ‘Trees, Grass and Caterpillars’ Networking Events.  The first (in collaboration 

with East Anglia Branch in February 2014), was intended to be used as a model for other Branches to 

run similar events in their areas. The second event (run together with Chiltern Branch in May 2016) 

followed a similar format but adapted the event to the location (Capel Manor College in Enfield, 

London) and a different firm of arboricultural contractors, who helped to deliver the practical 

demonstrations of tree work. 

This third event on this theme was convened jointly by IOSH South Cumbria and North Lancashire 

Districts, in association with the South Cumbria Occupational Health & Safety Group, supported by IOSH 

Rural Industries Group (RIG). It arose after Geoff Price attended the IOSH Networks Conference at 

Kenilworth in November 2014 and was inspired by the various Branch initiatives that were recognised in 

the IOSH ‘Excellence in Communications’ Awards ceremony.  

In particular, Geoff was impressed by the presentation on the first Award winning ‘Trees Grass and 

Caterpillars’ event, which was devised and run jointly by RIG and East Anglia Branch earlier that year. 

Their presentation included an impressive film summarising key messages from the lectures and 

practical demonstrations given at the event, as well as recording the enthusiastic responses of 

delegates.  From that moment Geoff was determined to replicate the event for members in his area, as 

a means to promote safety in the wider rural sector. 

As Geoff explains: “The intriguing title ‘Trees, Grass and Caterpillars’ summarised the event very well, as 

the content was about safety during tree work together with the dangers of mowing grass on slopes. 

‘Caterpillars’ represents the significant occupational health issues connected with landscaping and 

grounds maintenance, eg skin allergies caused by exposure to various insects and plants as well as the 

high levels of noise and vibration from machinery widely used in this sector.” 
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Event Organisation 

Geoff further explains: As our District programme for 2015/16 was almost complete at the time of the 

Networks Conference we had to delay our event to 2016/17. To some extent this was long term 

planning indeed (!) but a lot of hard work and perseverance was required to deliver the event.  The 

longer planning period also proved to be a blessing in disguise for Alan Plom (RIG’s Vice Chair and 

Events Organiser), as it gave him time to contact and line up the various specialist contractors, 

manufacturers, and machine suppliers, involved in presenting the outside working demonstrations. 

Our first task was to seek a site suitable for the practical demonstrations. Several locations were visited, 

including a farmer’s auction market conveniently located adjacent to an M6 junction, but this was not in 

a rural environment and thus proved unsuitable for the proposed practical demonstrations. Cartmel 

Racecourse was also considered as it is within acres of parkland and woodland and has excellent 

conference facilities. They also had a number of diseased trees on site, which although subject to a 

preservation order, permission had been given to fell them on an ongoing basis, for safety reasons. This 

complex operation would have been a useful scenario for the tree safety demonstrations, but the site 

lacked suitable grass slopes for mowers to be demonstrated. 

In the end, we selected Newton Rigg Agricultural College, near Penrith. Although just outside our 

District area, the College is close to the M6 and their facilities and grounds were ideal - including steep 

grassed slopes and a number of trees needing attention. We received good co-operation in all our 

planning from IOSH North Cumbria District. In all, I and my committee colleagues attended six meetings 

with college staff, including one with Alan Plom and Ben Pollard (IOSH Events Team) and other phone 

conferences to fine-tune the event.  Importantly, we established a good (and hopefully long-standing) 

working relationship with the College.  

Key points 

The event was structured in two parts, starting with a number of presentations (from HSE and industry 

bodies and trade associations) describing the surprising range and extent of hazards, statistics and 

sources of information. The PowerPoints are available on RIG’s Past Events webpage. The lecture 

sessions were followed by a series of outdoor practical demonstrations, for which delegates were split 

into 4 groups to enable everyone to see all the activities and engage with the demonstrators. 

Scale and Range of Hazards 

After a welcome by Geoff Price, RIG’s Alan Plom described the format and objectives of the event and 

illustrated the dangerous nature and typical hazards arising in arboriculture, groundcare/estates 

maintenance and landscaping activities. Alan also mentioned the increased attention on pesticides used 

in the industry and concerns about water quality.  This has led to tighter controls on application 

equipment and operator training, to avoid excessive use and run-off into drains and water courses.  

Alan was followed by his successor in HSE, Dr Andrew Turner (HM Principal Inspector leading HSE’s 

national ‘Forestry, Arboriculture and Agricultural Machinery’ Team).  Andrew gave the ‘Regulator’s 

Perspective’, with an update on the latest incident statistics and examples of enforcement.  Andrew 

pointed out the high incidence rates and activities which make these amongst the most dangerous 

industries. Interestingly, he compared summaries of recent fatal incidents with others which Alan had 

highlighted in a similar presentation 10 years ago – they were virtually identical. The sector has also 

seen a number of significant prosecutions. 

Neil Huck, Training Manager for large nationwide grounds maintenance contractors Ground Control Ltd 

(based in Essex) and also the Technical Director of the British Association of Landscape Industries (BALI) 

https://www.iosh.co.uk/Membership/Our-membership-network/Our-Groups/Rural-Industries-Group/Past-events.aspx
http://www.hse.gov.uk/agriculture/
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agreed with Andrew’s analysis and gave the Contractor’s perspective. He emphasised how the industry 

has developed high standards of training and equipment, but this comes at a cost which clients must be 

prepared to pay for, to ensure safe operations are carried out on their premises. Unfortunately, many 

companies reduce their costs by cutting corners and not providing the rigorous training, maintenance 

and management of operations needed to reduce the risk in this very hazardous sector.  

Health hazards 

In his session, Neil Huck also highlighted the wide range of activities and locations covered by ‘amenity’ 

contractors – basically anywhere where trees or grass grow! Correspondingly, there are also many 

significant health risks workers in these sectors can be exposed to.  

Multiple cases of Hand Arm Vibration Syndrome (HAVS) have been reported to HSE from the amenity 

sector and several prosecutions have arisen – including the recent £250k fine (+ £18k costs) imposed on 

a local authority.  

Neil described the extent to which his own company are going to, to measure, monitor and reduce 

exposure to HAV and noise - including working with HSE and the Health and Safety Laboratory (HSL) to 

measure in-use levels from older equipment and to produce practical guidance for the amenity industry 

[due to be published by HSE soon].  

Neil also showed some frightening photographs of the awful skin burns and debilitating effects of 

allergic reactions caused by exposure to naturally occurring substances, such as the hairs from certain 

caterpillars (Oak Processionary Moth and Brown-Tailed Moths), saps from plants such as Giant 

Hogweed (which is becoming more widespread), and the increasing risk of Lyme Disease, which is 

spread by ticks and is prevalent in Cumbria.  

   

Another Thorny Problem - Blackthorn 

Another novel health concern, only recently identified by Ground Control, is the serious reaction 

apparently caused by being pricked by blackthorn, which can lead to serious swelling and incapacitation, 

even requiring hospital treatment. The agent causing the inflammation and adverse reaction is not yet 

known, so if anyone reading this report is aware of similar effects or any research on this ‘thorny’ 

problem, please let RIG/Alan Plom know, via networks@iosh.com .  

Training and Competence 

In the final lecture, Paul Smith, Technical Officer with the Arboricultural Association, explained why 

trees are so important to the UK environment and the well-being of the population. Paul also 

emphasised that any work associated with maintaining trees must always be planned and carried out 

carefully, as the consequences of getting it wrong are potentially very severe – to people and property.   

Adequate training is fundamental to ensure safe operations and good husbandry, and therefore clients 

should ensure they employ competent contractors, eg using the Arboriculture Association’s “Arb 

Approved” contractor scheme.  This is widely recognised by other contractor registration Schemes, eg 

file://///zeus.iosh.local/users/Laura%20Towse/IS%20helpdesk/%5bhttp:/press.hse.gov.uk/2016/council-fined-250000-for-not-protecting-workers-health/%3febul=hsegen&cr=2/29-nov-16
mailto:networks@iosh.com
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CHAS, and many others. Paul also described the principles of managing trees to avoid failures and 

catastrophic consequences, in accordance with HSE and industry guidance*. 

Practical Demonstrations 

Tree Work (and Working near Overhead Power Lines) 

        

The tree surgery demonstration was organised and presented by Carl Powell, Health & Safety 

Compliance Manager for Ground Control. One of their arboriculture teams (based in Leicester) 

demonstrated the key factors to consider for climbing trees using ropes vs the use of mobile elevating 

work platforms (MEWPs) for safe access into trees, together with tree surgery techniques and safe use 

of associated equipment (chain saws, wood chippers, etc), PPE, climbing harnesses, ropes etc, and the 

necessary additional precautions when working in the vicinity of overhead power lines.  

The importance of assessing and managing operations on each site, ensuring appropriate training and 

competence, plus regular inspection, testing and maintenance of safety critical equipment was also 

emphasised. This along with other demonstrations proved how modern technology is helping to reduce 

some of the risks. For example, battery operated chainsaws produce far less noise and vibration than 

their petrol equivalent, but these can introduce new dangers as people on the ground can no longer 

hear the saw being used. 

Carl also produced and issued copies of a helpful hand-out ‘Tree Works and Working near Overhead 

Power Lines’ for the event. This is not a complete safe work practices guide but provides a brief 

overview of the key areas discussed during the demo.  It has also been posted on RIG’s Past Events 

page along with copies of Ground Control’s standard site-specific Risk Assessment / Method Statements 

(RAMS) for Aerial Tree Work and MEWPs, and also for Electrical Utility Arboriculture.              

 

 

Working at Height  

 

 

 

This was an additional demonstration (compared to previous RIG events), 

included at the request of the District Committee and was presented by 

the District Vice-Chair, Jim Tongue. Jim used a high hedge to demonstrate 

the hazards of using step ladders and mobile access equipment for 

maintaining buildings, gardens, estates, etc, emphasising the need to 

select suitable equipment and ensure stability and maintenance. Jim also 

demonstrated the dangers of over-reaching whilst using any mechanical 

tools whilst working at height and several long-handled tools to avoid the 

need to climb or over-reach were displayed.  

 

https://www.iosh.co.uk/Membership/Our-membership-network/Our-Groups/Rural-Industries-Group/Past-events.aspx
https://www.iosh.co.uk/Membership/Our-membership-network/Our-Groups/Rural-Industries-Group/Past-events.aspx
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Mowing on Slopes 

     

Contractors argue that many clients under-estimate the risk of grass cutting, considering it to be a 

simple operation - just an extension of cutting the lawn at home. However, HSE statistics indicate that 

on average, 2 fatalities/year, 3 major injuries/week and 10 over 3/7 day injuries/week related to 

amenity work - 50% associated with construction. Delegates were shown and experienced a ride-on 

mower fitted with unique safety features to ensure safe operation on slopes and a remote control 

‘robot’ mower developed for cutting grass on very steep slopes. These demonstrations were presented 

by Alistair McRobert (Rickerby’s), Ian Bridges (Ransomes Jacobsen) and Ian Lax (McConnell’s). 

Safe Use of Pesticides and Sprayer Testing  

 

 

Safe Use of ATVs 

This was another additional topic requested by local District members because ‘Quad Bikes’ are widely 

used by local farmers and on estates, as well as for spraying roads and footpaths by local authorities and 

contractors in the amenity sector, exploiting their mobility. However, as demonstrated by a recent case 

on a farm in Cumbria, ATVs are a regular cause of deaths and serious injuries due to overturning. 

Unfortunately, despite all the planning, the ATV demonstrator couldn’t come on the day, but Alan, 

Andrew, Neil and RIG Committee member David Knowles stepped in to cover the key points, as 

summarised in HSE’s guidance AIS 33 ‘Safe use of all-terrain vehicles (ATVs) in agriculture and 

forestry’. They also emphasised the importance of regular maintenance and training, and the other key 

(but commonly ignored) precaution of wearing a suitable helmet at all times, as it is so easy to turn an 

ATV over.  Another common ‘contravention’ of the guidance specified in AIS 33 is driving a ‘quad’ one-

Industry experts report that standards in the use and 

application of pesticides/herbicides are beginning to 

slip, particularly in the amenity sector. In his 

introductory session Alan Plom drew attention to 

concerns about run-off and water quality and the 

threat of losing available pesticides, unless higher 

standards are demonstrated by the amenity industry. 

Philip Hirst, an engineer with Lloyds Group (Penrith), 

took delegates through the typical defects and 

maintenance required for pesticide application 

equipment and the test procedures he carries out 

under the National Sprayer Testing Scheme (NSTS), 

using a small ATV-mounted ‘amenity’ type sprayer 

(kindly supplied by manufacturer’s, Logic).  

 

 

http://www.rickerby.claas-dealer.co.uk/contact-us/penrith
http://www.ransomesjacobsen.com/europe
http://www.mcconnel.com/
http://www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/ais33.pdf
http://www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/ais33.pdf
http://www.lloyd.ltd.uk/
http://www.nsts.org.uk/
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handed, whilst holding a hand-held spray lance to apply pesticides.  This is not an acceptable technique, 

as both hands should be gripping the handlebars, to safely operate such vehicles.  

Other Outcomes 

Importantly, we established a good (and hopefully long-lasting) working relationship with the College. 

The College staff were helpful and responsive in their approach and this led to our associate South 

Cumbria Occupational Health & Safety Group offering to sponsor twenty of the college’s students to 

attend the event.  

This generous support enabled a novel combined ‘careers and health and safety awareness raising’ 

initiative, giving the event a ‘USP’ and an additional angle to our initial objectives. It gave the group of 

young people first-hand knowledge and experience of the serious health and safety risks involved in the 

arboriculture and horticulture sectors.  It was also an opportunity for them to discuss future training 

and employment opportunities with the first-rate contractors, machinery manufacturers and suppliers 

involved in our event.  

The lecturers, presenters and demonstrators also commented that they got a lot out of the day. 

Conclusion 

Despite the cold weather and drizzle towards the end of the outdoor sessions [it was held in Cumbria 

after all!], the feedback from delegates indicated that the event was well received.  The host College 

were also very happy, stating: “Our students enjoyed the practical demonstrations, watching new 

machinery and engaging with potential employers. There were some interesting questions asked and 

answered by both sides which helped to link industry and education. This was a valuable experience for 

the students to see Industry CPD in action and the College appreciates IOSH making places available to 

the students.”  

The role of the District was to find and arrange a suitable site together with local input and logistics, 

working together with the College and other local organisations, guided by Alan’s professional 

knowledge, skills and contacts.   

All parties worked together well, and by being flexible, enabled us to deliver a successful event with 

nearly 80 people attending – some having travelled from Scotland, and elsewhere.  This confirmed that 

there is a demand for training on this topic and the District hopes that this will provide sufficient 

encouragement to Rural Industries Group and other IOSH Branches to further develop and deliver this 

worthwhile, informative and entertaining event around the country. 

Further Reading and References 

 

 

In the Q&A session, Alan Plom drew attention to the wide range of relevant 

and useful guidance available – including the IOSH ‘No Time To Lose’ campaign 

materials on skin cancer. IOSH have also produced a little-known ‘Start-up’ 

Guide for Landscape Gardeners (to be updated shortly).   

The ‘Safe Stop’ procedure and tool box talk developed by the Farm Safety 

Partnership to reduce machinery accidents is also equally relevant to the 

amenity sector. 

http://www.iosh.co.uk/~/media/Documents/Books%20and%20resources/Safe%20start%20up/safe_start_up-landscaping.pdf?la=en
http://www.iosh.co.uk/~/media/Documents/Books%20and%20resources/Safe%20start%20up/safe_start_up-landscaping.pdf?la=en
https://www.nfuonline.com/cross-sector/farm-business/farm-safety/farm-safety-rh-panel/safe-stop/
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All of the speakers’ presentations and links to current guidance are available on RIG’s Past Events page. 

As already mentioned, Ground Control have helpfully made their site-specific Risk Assessment / Method 

Statements (RAMS) for Aerial Tree Work and MEWPs, and also for Electrical Utility Arboriculture 

available for delegates. Carl also produced a hand-out ‘Tree Works and Working near Overhead Power 

Lines’ for the event, which provides a brief overview of the key areas discussed during the demo. This is 

not a complete safe work practices guide, but it has also been posted on RIG’s Resources page. 

There is also a selection of links to other relevant guidance and sources of information available on RIG’s 

Resources Page. 

Publicity 

This event was summarised in a short article Members Team Up for Rural Safety Event in IOSH 

Magazine, July 2017 (p19). 

The South Cumbria Occupational Health & Safety Group also posted a comprehensive summary of this 

event on their website. 

Thanks 

And finally, our thanks go to all the presenters, demonstrators and companies involved, who gave their 

time and resources for free and helped to make the event such a success.  In particular: 

 Neil Huck, Carl Powell and Ground Control’s Arboriculture team (Paul Shaw, Matthew Allen & 

Matthew Culley) and tree work; work site, chainsaws and wood chipper safety; tree climbing vs 

use of MEWPs; working near overhead power lines, and health issues. 

 Alistair McRobert (Rickerby’s), Ian Bridges (Ransomes Jacobsen) and Ian Lax (McConnell’s) - 

Mowing on slopes, ride-on and remote control mowers. 

 Jim Tongue (Accounting for Safety) - Working at height/safe access for hedge cutting, building 

maintenance, etc. 

 Philip Hirst (Lloyds fGroup ) – Safe application of pesticides, sprayer testing and loan of ATV  

 Logic for loan of ATV sprayer  

 Paul Smith (Arboricultural Association) 

 Dr Andrew Turner (HSE).   

 Thanks also go to Newton Rigg College for hosting the event. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.iosh.co.uk/Membership/Our-membership-network/Our-Groups/Rural-Industries-Group/Past-events.aspx
https://www.iosh.co.uk/Membership/Our-membership-network/Our-Groups/Rural-Industries-Group/Resources.aspx
https://www.iosh.co.uk/~/media/Documents/Networks/Group/Rural%20Industries/ECA%20docs/IOSH%20RIG%20Resource%20%20Guidance%20on%20treework%20and%20groundcare%20v2%201%20updated.pdf?la=en
https://www.iosh.co.uk/~/media/Documents/Networks/Group/Rural%20Industries/ECA%20docs/IOSH%20RIG%20Resource%20%20Guidance%20on%20treework%20and%20groundcare%20v2%201%20updated.pdf?la=en
file://///zeus.iosh.local/users/Laura%20Towse/IS%20helpdesk/%5b%20http:/ln-iosh-prod-storage.s3.amazonaws.com/ioshDigitalMagazine/2017/07July/html/index.html%23p=20
http://www.scohsg.org.uk/trees-grass-and-caterpillars/
http://www.rickerby.claas-dealer.co.uk/contact-us/penrith
http://www.ransomesjacobsen.com/europe
http://www.mcconnel.com/
http://www.accounting4safety.co.uk/
http://www.lloyd.ltd.uk/
https://www.logictoday.co.uk/
http://www.trees.org.uk/
http://www.hse.gov.uk/agriculture/
http://www.newtonrigg.ac.uk/

