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Anagyris foetida; Bean Trefoil Tree

Arbutus unedo; Strawberry Tree

Morus nigra; Black Mulberry

Nerium oleander; Oleander

Rhamnus alaternus;
Mediterranean Buckthorn

Buskett

Root guidance
Cercis siliquastrum;
Judas panels
Tree

direct root growth downwards so that when the
root arrives at the bottom of the panel it can proceed to grow along its
horizontal path.
Distance between barrier and tree trunk should be at least 2m.
if distance is less than 2m, root guidance should be considered.
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01 INTRODUCTION
These guidelines are intended to advise tree enthusiasts on how to carry
out interventions in a manner which is sensitive to the environment and
to the trees themselves. They also advise on how to apply for permits
and licences in order to be considered a tree specialist.
The Environment and Resources Authority (ERA) is distributing this
booklet in order to encourage better practices amongst enthusiasts, to
educate prospective tree specialists and to raise awareness amongst the
general public on the appropriate handling of trees.

02 PROTECTED TREES,
PERMITS & EXCEPTIONS
2.1

PROTECTED TREES
Rare or unique species or trees, listed in the first schedule, Part A,
Table 1 of the Trees and Woodlands Protection Regulations, 2018
are strictly protected in all areas and under all circumstances.
All trees of the species listed in the first schedule, Part A, Table 2 are
protected if located within protected areas (e.g. Natura 2000 sites),
Outside the Development Zone, green areas, and urban public open
spaces (e.g. pavements, public gardens).
Part B of the First Schedule lists a number of additional protected
tree specimens, including all trees of more than 50 years of age which
are found in an ODZ, within an Urban Conservation Area, or in urban
public open spaces.

2.2

PERMITS REQUIRED
Interventions on all protected trees require a permit, except
those on horticulturally grown trees and, in some cases, for plant
quarantine interventions.
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2.3

EXCEPTIONS
Several exceptions related to pruning apply, provided that the main
tree trunk is not touched, the trees are horticulturally grown, and the
purpose of pruning is to:
• revive damaged trees or prevent further damage following accidents;
• preserve and enhance the overall strength of trees;
• remove water sprouts or suckers, grafting:
• avoid injury to persons or damage to property; and
• control growth to avoid entry of rodents.
Interventions on trees harbouring quarantine pests need written
clearance from the Plant Health Directorate. Table 1 provides a
summary of such exceptions.

TABLE 1: Summary of Exceptions

SPECIES OF TREES

HORTICULTURALLY TREES
GROWN TREES
HARBOURING
QUARANTINE PESTS
(Para 2.3)

STRICTLY PROTECTED First Schedule, Part A, Table 1

Yes

Yes

No subject to para. 2.3

No

No subject to para. 2.3

No

Yes

No

First Schedule, Part B iii. & iv.
Due to location in Tree Protection Area or area
covered by approved management plan

No subject to para. 2.3

No

PROTECTED TREES First Schedule, Part B, v.
Ficus microcarpa s.l.

No subject to para. 2.3

No

Second Schedule

No

No

Particular Second Schedule trees species
(Eucalyptus spp.)

No subject to para. 2.3

No

PROTECTED TREES First

Schedule, Part A, Table 2

PROTECTED TREES First Schedule, Part B, i. Due to age
PROTECTED TREES First Schedule, Part B, ii.
Due to Antiquarian importance
PROTECTED TREES

ALIEN SPECIES

2.4

APPLYING FOR A PERMIT
Download the application from the ERA website or complete it on the
servizz.gov.mt website, and send by e-mail to: tree.permitting@era.org.
mt or by post, accompanied with:
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•
•
•
•

site plan showing location of interventions;
block plan of trees on site;
photos of the trees indicating proposed interventions;
other documents, where applicable, e.g. historic photos, clearance by Plant
Health Department, Planning Authority permit;

• compensatory planting plan in line with these Guidelines,
where applicable;
• 1967 photo of site of intervention (applicable to Schedule I, Part B);
• a permit fee (€20 if less than 20 trees, €100 for more than 20 trees, or none
in case of emergency).

ERA will issue a permit with conditions to be followed, that may include:
monitoring by ERA or third parties, management of waste generated,
bank guarantees and/or compensatory planting measures.
ERA is to be informed of works on trees at least one week in advance.
Permits remain valid for up to one year, renewable upon request.
The system of bank guarantees for permits is applied in accordance with
the Table 2. Values are to be multiplied by the number of trees involved.
TABLE 2: Applicable bank guarantees on tree interventions
MINIMUM BANK
GUARANTEE PER TREE

ACTIVITY
Operations affecting First Schedule Part A Table 1 trees

€2,500

Operations affecting First Schedule Part A Table 2 trees

€1,250

Operations affecting First Schedule Part B trees

€750

Compensatory planting

€250

Transplanting (unless covered by the above)

€500

2.5

EMERGENCIES
Emergency permits may be issued by ERA in cases of emergency or grave
danger to property and/or to human life. Such permits require justification
by manager/owner supported by photographic evidence and professional
or police reports. Emergency permits are valid only for 48 hours from issue.
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2.6

LICENSED TREE SPECIALIST
Interventions on trees found in Tree Protection Areas
(TPAs) or within public open spaces can only be carried
out by a tree specialist licensed with ERA.
To be eligible for this license, one must
be in possession of relevant certification
and practical experience. Application
forms may be downloaded from the
ERA website or servizz.gov.mt

03 GOOD PRACTICE FOR
WORKS INVOLVING TREES
PRUNING, TRANSPLANTING, COMPENSATORY PLANTING, AND
AVOIDING THE IMPACT OF CONSTRUCTION WORKS ON TREES

3.1

PRUNING
Pruning is the practice of cutting away primary branches, secondary
branches, offshoots and suckers.

Principles of pruning
Poor pruning practices (e.g. lopping of the entire head or formation
of a topiary) may cause life-long damage to the tree. Less corrective
pruning will be required if trees are pruned and cared for appropriately
when young.
• Make each cut with a purpose, since every cut opens a wound in the
tree and changes the growth of the tree.
• You may need to carry out the intervention in stages, over
several months.
• Do not remove branches greater than 5cm in diameter, unless necessary.
ENVIRONMENT AND RESOURCES AUTHORITY
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Aims of pruning

01 Safety

02 Health

03 Aesthetics

Removal of branches
that may potentially fall
and cause damage/injury

Removal
of diseased or
pest-infested wood

Good framework,
suitable micro-climate,
appropriately shaped canopy

Proper pruning cuts are performed just outside the branch collar
(Figure 1). For small branches, the cut shall be:
• at a minimal distance from the main trunk, just beyond
the branch collar;
• performed in an upwards motion;
• perpendicular to the branch (clean, without any shearing).
For hard pruning, follow the procedure as in Figure 1:
• At approximately 10cm from the main trunk, perform an upward
cut until you reach the centre of the branch requiring removal.
• At a point outward from this cut, e.g. 2cm, perform a cut from top
to bottom, so that the remaining outward branch falls off.
• Cut the remaining part of the branch just off the collar in a similar
manner as when cutting lighter branches.
• Treat larger wounds with due aftercare to naturally close the cut.
When removing large primary or secondary branches, first reduce their
weight through a series of cuts (Figure 1).
6
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Figure 1
Making a proper branch cut

01

02

03

Branch collar and
location for a proper
pruning cut

First cut

Second cut

04
Removal
of outer
branch

05
Third and
final cut

Properly maintained trees require hard pruning only in emergency situations.
If hard pruning is needed, ensure that the tree is not completely denuded by
coppicing or lopping, and that the general tree shape is maintained.
During pruning works, consider the biodiversity afforded by the tree and the
surrounding vegetation and flora.
ENVIRONMENT AND RESOURCES AUTHORITY
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Timing of pruning
• Ideally, pruning should be carried out during late autumn or winter.
Deciduous trees should be pruned only when dormant (Nov-Feb).
• Avoid hard pruning of live tissue after the spring growth flush
and from spring through summer.
• In case of hazards to the tree itself or to other specimens, the public,
vehicles and buildings, pruning can be done any time of the year
following approval by ERA.

Hard Pruning
Hard pruning (on branches with
over 5cm diameter) should be
avoided through long-term
maintenance and care, such as
regular pruning, and carried out
strictly for reasons of safety and
health of the tree, not aesthetics.

Aftercare
Minimize damaging and environmental problems through regular
inspections and aftercare follow-ups for one year after any type of
pruning. Monitor and remove any water shoots which sprout from the
stub as necessary.

Adequate tools
• Use hand pruners to prune thin branches.
• For cuts on stems thicker than 2.5cm in diameter, use lopping
shears or a pruning saw.
• Use pole pruners to cut branches that are beyond reach.
• Chainsaws are only to be used where branches are wider than
10cm and by qualified and experienced individuals.
• All pruning tools should be kept regularly sharpened and in a good
working condition, and sanitized to prevent spread of pests/diseases
among different specimens.
8
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3.2

TRANSPLANTING OF TREES
Transplanting is the technique of moving a tree from one location
to another and replanting it. It shall be carried out as a last resort.
It is not advisable for species whose rate of success depends on
age, health status and site-specific constraints.

Principles of transplanting

01
Prune all dead, weak and
damaged branches, to stimulate
growth and reduce water loss.
Not more than 25% of the overall crown
and no major boughs should be removed.

03

02

Water the tree well two days prior to its removal.
• This ensures that the root ball is compact, retains its
shape and does not fall apart.

ENVIRONMENT AND RESOURCES AUTHORITY

Tie flexible branches loosely together,
careful not to cause any damage.
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04
Use an excavator and/or hand-held
tools to dig a two-foot deep trench
around the diameter of the tree at a
minimum distance (see Table 3).
• Excavate the trench before transplanting
to promote the growth of root hairs and
cover with burlap.
• For species which are particularly sensitive
to transplanting, two perpendicular
trenches are first excavated and covered
with burlap, to allow roots to settle.

06

When the root ball starts to be partially
exposed, begin to wrap it in burlap, hessian
and/or sacking from the base of the tree
downwards to reduce soil ball disturbance.

05

Tilt the tree to one side so that you
may undercut the root ball at a
distance from the soil surface.

• Use heavy twine when moving the tree a
considerable distance.
• Place adequate protection around the tree to
prevent damage to the trunk.

• While digging, prune any roots
that extend beyond the ball.
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07

Move tree & root ball to the new location
in an adequately sized transporter.

08

• When lifting,
avoid damaging
the trunk/branches
through shearing of
the bark or bending.

Prepare the new location before uprooting the tree.

09

• The diameter of the newly excavated pit should be
equal to the root ball in depth, but have a circumference
of at least twice its size.
• Manually beat down and water the bottom of the pit.

10

Embed subsurface irrigation pipes with the
root ball and lower the tree into the new pit.
• Ensure that the new soil level and the orientation of
the tree is the same as the original location (e.g. south
facing) & that the tree is upright & secured.
• Remove the root ball & trunk wrapping or poke
holes within the trunk wrapping to ensure roots
have a way out.
• Fill in the hole with topsoil, and gently compact it
around the root ball.

Once in the new location, place support struts
around the tree, spread manure/fertilizer over
the soil, cover with mulch, and water.
• For large trees, use both a staking system for support
and a root ball anchorage system.

Transplanting is to be supervised and carried out by qualified,
experienced persons.
ENVIRONMENT AND RESOURCES AUTHORITY
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When and where to Transplant
Transplant only between October and March. Avoid transplanting after
the spring growth flush and through summer, particularly for deciduous
trees, as long as it does not put the trees or people at risk, in which case
the Authority’s permission is required.
Ensure that the site of transplanting is as similar as possible to the
existing location of the tree in terms of environmental parameters
(e.g. sun). Consider also the minimum trunk-to-trunk spacing, depending
on the species of the tree and the space needed to thrive when mature
(3m for small trees and shrubs, 10m for larger trees).

Aftercare
Transplanted trees are to be regularly monitored for growth, appropriately
watered and fertilised until it is clear that transplanting has been successful.
Regular inspections and aftercare are required for at least three years.
Where transplanting is unsuccessful, or if the transplanted tree dies,
the permit holder shall compensate accordingly (see following section).
TABLE 3: Trunk/Root ball diameter ratio

3.3

TRUNK CALLIPER (CM)

MINIMUM ROOT BALL DIAMETER (CM)

2.5

40

5.0

60

7.5

80

10.0

100

12.5

120

15.0+

150

COMPENSATORY PLANTING
This section supersedes Appendix I of the Guidelines on Trees, Shrubs and
Plants for Planting and Landscaping in the Maltese Islands (EMU, 2002).
Compensatory planting is the replacement, planting or making available
of a number of trees as a replacement for a damaged or uprooted tree.
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In general, compensatory planting is compulsory for all protected trees, but
ERA may request compensatory planting even for non-protected trees and
where trees have been severely mutilated or damaged by hard pruning.
The replacement ratios indicated in Table 4 apply as a minimum
requirement, although in certain cases ERA may apply more stringent
measures:
TABLE 4: Compensatory planting ratios
AGE OF TREE

COMPENSATORY PLANTING RATIOS
< 10 yrs

10 - 50 yrs

> 50 yrs

Protected trees (First Schedule, Part A, Table 1)

1:10

1:20

1:40

Protected trees (First Schedule, Part A, Table 2 and Part B)

1:5

1:10

1:20

Non-protected trees including invasive alien tree species

1:1

1:2

Dead tree specimens

1:1

• Unless otherwise directed by the ERA, indigenous trees are to be
replaced with trees of the same species as those removed.
• In the case of dead tree specimens, the ratio mentioned in Table 4 is
subject to provision of evidence that the tree died of natural causes.
• Where ERA considers the removal of invasive species as beneficial to
the environment, the replacement species shall be indigenous.
• In order to prevent monocultures, where compensation involves the
planting of a considerable number of trees, species composition should
not be limited to the species for which compensation is being carried out.
• Non-indigenous species located in ODZ are to be replaced by
context-specific indigenous species. Indigenous trees for planting
purposes shall be from local stock, if possible.
• Preferably, the height of the replacement trees shall exceed
1m and the stem diameter exceeds 5cm.

Location and timing
When planting replacement trees, ensure that the distance between
individual trees and built structures is appropriate for their growth,
allowing for improved blending into the surrounding landscape.
When proposing sites for transplanting and replacement, consider:
• planting in a different part of the same site;
ENVIRONMENT AND RESOURCES AUTHORITY
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• planting in a different site within the same general vicinity;
• other locations, e.g. donating trees to Local Councils, Government Departments, NGOs.
When designing the compensatory planting plan, give due consideration
to the minimum trunk-to-trunk spacing needed (3m for small trees and
shrubs; 10m for larger trees).
Replacement planting shall be implemented within the first suitable
planting season following the issuing of the relevant permit.
Avoid planting during the dry season. Replacement trees are to be
maintained at the expense of the permit holder for at least three
years from planting.
Where a replacement tree dies within three years of planting, the
specimen is to be replaced with another of the same species of the
same size within the closest planting season from the death of the tree.
Compensation through an alternative environmental benefit may occur,
and may include a contribution of €500 to the Environment Fund for
each compensatory tree. Other provisions apply where the intervention
involves more than 100 trees.

3.4

AVOIDING IMPACT OF CONSTRUCTION WORKS ON TREES
Trees can be damaged or killed by
a wide variety of construction
activities, e.g. broken branches
or torn barks, but the worst
damage is related to
the roots.

Ensure that roots in the zone are not damaged. It is difficult to predict
their length or location, but typically, a considerable proportion of a
tree’s root system is in the top metre of soil, and more than half is in
the top foot. Even the extent of roots from the trunk varies. In general,
the root zone may extend to the verge of the canopy of the tree
in large trees.
18
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Plan and monitor ahead
1. Create an inventory of trees on the site (location, type, size, health of
each tree), distinguishing between those to be retained and those
to be transplanted or removed. Apply for necessary permits.
2. Mark tree boundaries on site.
3. Protect the trees you plan to save. Install fencing and inform builders to
avoid these trees.

4. Prepare the trees for construction disturbance. Keep them healthy
before construction begins. Water and fertilize regularly. Prune any dead, diseased
or hazardous branches.

5. Protect and preserve the soil for future tree-planting. Apply a layer

of mulch or HDPE plastic overlain with spalls at least 15cm thick over areas that
will be used for traffic or materials storage during construction.

6. Monitor the construction process.
7. Make a final inspection of the site.
8. Commit to long-term maintenance. Mulch as much of the root zone as possible.

Minimize the impact of construction activity
Carefully consider the importance of each tree to the future appearance
and ecological aspect of the site. Consult a tree care specialist before
deciding whether the protective measures are worth the expense.
A. Site Clearing
• Avoid sun and wind stress by saving groups of trees rather than individual trees.
• Heavy machinery such as bulldozers shall not be used to remove trees or driven
over nearby soils, agricultural land, natural environment, etc.

B. Soil Damage
• Prevent soil compaction by carefully selecting storage areas and traffic routes,
and installing protective fences and signs.
• Keep concrete-mixing trucks off tree roots and nearby soil by transporting
concrete through conveyor pipes.

C. Proper Handling or Disposal of Materials During Construction
• Avoid chemical spill damage by storing wastes and chemicals away from trees.
• All building debris and chemical wastes should be hauled away for proper disposal
– not burned/buried on site.
• Disposal, discharge or spillage of oil, fuel, paint or other pollutants, or of solid
waste, ash or combustibles is prohibited.
• Give immediate attention to any spillages of oil or other hazardous material.
ENVIRONMENT AND RESOURCES AUTHORITY
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D. Grade Changes
• Avoid moving large amounts of soil within the protected root zone, as this
may severely affect or kill a tree.
• Except where absolutely necessary, avoid disruptions to the natural
contour of the site.
• Newly exposed roots that cannot be covered in soil are to be cut cleanly to
promote quick wound closure and regeneration.
• Avoid excavation during summer. If this is unavoidable, ensure that trees are well
watered before and after digging, and exposed roots are covered with soil, mulch
or damp burlap as soon as possible.

Pavements
Give due consideration to the spatial needs of a tree and its root
system (see Table 3).
• Walkways should be at least 1m from tree trunks.
• No tree should be boxed into an area of less than 1.5m square by
1m depth. Larger trees should receive at least 2m3 of root/soil volume.
• Replace concrete with brick or flagstone walkways or grass blocks
on sand foundations, to protect soil pH and allow water and
oxygen penetration.

Trenching works
Keep a minimum distance from tree trunks, depending on the size
(see Table 3). For trunks larger than 15cm, a distance of at least 1.5m
from the trunk is sufficient.
Cautious trenching prevents damage to major roots. Do not sever
any major roots encountered. Use only soil to infill the trenching
void located in the vicinity of the tree. Avoid all extraneous materials
such as concrete.

Root barriers and root guidance
Use root barrier systems to reduce unwanted root growth that could
damage roads, pavements, etc. There are two methods to stop such
damage: root barriers and root guidance systems (see Figure 3).
Root barriers stop the root in its path and cause it to keep on circling
along the panel.
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Root guidance panels direct root growth downwards so that when the
root arrives at the bottom of the panel it can proceed to grow along its
horizontal path.
Distance between barrier and tree trunk should be at least 2m.
if distance is less than 2m, root guidance should be considered.

Figure 3
Root Barrier vs. Root Guidance

Root Guide
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Celtis australis;
Southern Nettle Tree,
Pistacia terebinthus; Terebinth

These are some of the species which
have the highest level of protection.
They are protected everywhere
regardless of their age.

Arbutus unedo; Strawberry Tree,
Crataegus monogyna; Whithorn

These are some of the species which
are protected if found in certain
locations (e.g. Natura 2000 sites).

Leucaena leucophala; Lead Tree,
Ricinus communis; Castor Oil Tree

These are some of the species
which are NOT protected and in
fact are illegal to propagate, sow,
plant, import, export, transport, sell,
exchange or donate since they are alien
species which can negatively affect
indigenous biodiversity.
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