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CAN YOU SPOT THE JAPANESE KNOTWEED 

The recent announcements by DEFRA and the Welsh Assembly Government that limited trial releases 

of the imported biological control agent for Japanese Knotweed are to go ahead has brought renewed 

attention to this invasive species.  Will ‘the bug’ (actually a sap-sucking psyllid called Aphalara itadori ) 

remove Japanese Knotweed from our shores?  Will developers be free from long delays or profit-

denting treatments to eradicate it before their projects can go ahead?  Or will the bug find other 

desirable plants more to its liking and become a menace in itself? 

The answer to each of these questions is no (or at least, probably not).  Research into biological control 

programmes to stop the spread of Japanese knotweed has been carried out with funding from a 

consortium of sponsors.  Successful biological control will not eradicate Japanese Knotweed but it 

should bring the population to a more acceptable level, allowing control efforts to be targeted more 

effectively.  Natural enemies have the potential to reduce the vigour of Japanese Knotweed, and so 

reduce the damage it causes to natural habitats and other desirable vegetation.  ‘Classical’ biological 

control is designed to bring the control organism and its host (pest) species into a self-sustaining 

balance where both co-exist at a low level within their adopted ecosystems.  The biological control 

programme will not eradicate Japanese Knotweed from individual infested sites, including 

development land.  Eradication techniques based on the use of herbicides, Klaro or, as a last resort, 

removal to landfill will still be required for these sites.  

The research programme leading up to the planned release of Aphalara has taken many years, to find 

candidate organisms and carry out stringent tests to ensure that they would starve to death rather 

than eat desirable or 

native plants.  The 

research team at CABI are 

well aware of the poorly-

considered examples 

around the world where 

introduced control 

species turned into even 

bigger pests, and will be 

as sure as anyone can be 

that Aphalara is safe to 

release.  

Can you spot the Knotweed? 



The biological control could make things more difficult for developers and their surveyors, by reducing 

the vigour and size of Japanese Knotweed and making it harder to spot on site, particularly in the 

winter.  Pre-acquisition or pre-construction surveys will have to be carried out even more thoroughly 

by our specialists, because even if weakened by the psyllid, the knotweed will regenerate from 

rhizome fragments after disturbance.   

Developing a site without making sure that knotweed is either absent or fully eradicated will still 

lead to trouble.  

How did you get on? 

 

WHAT HAS A 1 IN 10,000 CHANCE? 

“Great oaks from little acorns grow” 

Most of us have been repeating this mantra since our childhood, and some of us have stopped to 

think, well how does this happen? 

We see oaks in all stages of growth to maturity but none of us have actually seen an acorn grow to 

become a great tree.  It starts from an acorn which, as seeds in the UK go, is quite large to give the 

seedling every chance in difficult situations.  Indeed the acorn itself is a rich source of energy for 

wildlife: squirrels and other inhabitants hide vast quantities of acorns in soil.  A good many of the 

acorns escape being eaten and are then ready to throw up new growth in the following seasons.  Few 

of these will grow beyond the first few years but just occasionally (from around 1 in 10,000 acorns) a 

young oak will survive the early battles for light and nutrients, and survive browsing too, and so begin 

to look like an oak tree. 



Oak trees take their time about things.  Their 

strategy to favour solidity and permanence over 

speed is built into their DNA.  If allowed, theirs is a 

timescale of several hundreds of years though it is 

rare for an oak to live out its years without 

something cutting short its life or extending it 

beyond its natural span.  But more of that in another 

newsletter. 

Oaks have sheltered a king and a great many other 

things beside.  Mature oak trees actually support a 

vibrant and rich community of insects, ferns, mosses 

and lichens. 

As a building material oak is unsurpassed for many 

purposes, partly due to the strength that comes 

from growing slowly, and has been used in its 

unseasoned and seasoned forms, one very different 

from the other.  Lord Nelson famously carried a few 

acorns around with him so that he could press them 

into the ground to provide the forest giants which would supply the future navy. 

In nature, small oaks often grow around and beneath large oak trees where they welcome the shelter 

but the individual’s chance of survival is quite slim.  Survivors often sit as seedlings in the shade for 

many years, awaiting a break in the canopy.  When the canopy above breaks, sometimes hundreds of 

little trees make a bid for the sky, but in the space available only one can achieve maturity. 

In plantations, oak transplants can be quite inconspicuous for many years while speedier chaps like 

alders, ashes, birch and willows, develop quickly and provide the shelter that oaks need.  As designers 

we choose a mixture of species, each to perform its own function in the long-term development of a 

woodland landscape.  Just as Engineers understand the properties and performance of each element 

of a complex structure, so landscape and vegetation specialists understand and use the characteristics 

of the many species with which they work. 

AND THE AWARD GOES TO…  

In this awards season there’s one that has been overlooked.  The award for the most clichés in a single 

speech goes to…..Roads Minister Mr Hayes. 

Just see how many clichés he managed to squeeze into one speech on ‘Beautifying 

Roads’!  https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/beautiful-roads 

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/beautiful-roads


If you missed this speech (and let’s face it, how far would 

you go to listen to any politician?) the Minister wants 

public consultation in road planning, industry to invest in 

good design, a Roads Design Panel of groups such as CPRE 

and practitioners, a set of design principles and an 

appreciation of industry best practice. 

Most of what the Roads Minister is calling for DOES 

already exist.  Public consultation is a key part of the 

WebTAG appraisal process, and the Public Inquiry 

process.  The Design Manual Vol10 for environmental 

design; Environmental Liaison Groups for schemes; 

ICE/IHT award schemes for good design; CEEQUAL awards; 

Trunk Road Estate Biodiversity Action Plans...the list goes 

on.   

Ultimately it is the government client who decides the 

brief and what they are prepared to pay for.  D&B teams 

have the design skills but can only provide what the client 

will pay for AND what can be achieved in a tender process 

that still has a substantial lowest price element.  So get the procurement process to buy good design 

and the industry is ready to provide it. 

One statement that we can all agree on is the need ‘to harness the fantastic design talent we have in 

this country’. 

FOR PREFERENCE, A WILLOW –  PART 2 

Using live willow as an engineering material is both sustainable and environmentally friendly.  These 

attributes are important when construction projects are being assessed against various yardsticks such 

as BREEAM and CEEQUAL. 

With the backing of our geotechnical advisors, who have worked with us for years to conduct research 

into the strength of willow spiling, we believe that Willow is an excellent tool for use in civil 

engineering: 

 species and varieties with various growth habits, suited to many locations, are available; 

 success rate in rooting new cuttings can exceed 90%; 

 material can be man-handled to locations inaccessible to machinery; 

 it can be obtained from renewable sources; 

 it absorbs carbon as it grows; 

 it supports a wide range of invertebrates and wildlife; 

 management is simple and inexpensive. 



Willow spiling, brush layering and driven truncheons are 

techniques that are being used by RML to resist erosion and 

establish stability on a variety of slopes. The techniques have 

also been used in combination with other materials that have 

ranged from masonry walls to gabions, ground anchors, timber 

piles and soil nails. 

Such was their confidence in willow as a material that would 

perform well and meet expectations that our very experienced 

German friends were quite explicit,” You can have any kind of 

tree you like as long as it is a willow” they told us. 

To support our work RML carried out research under a variety 

of headings into aspects of willow growth and performance; 

 We examined and compared the growth of willow 

roots below ground and willow shoots above ground 

in a variety of soils; 

 We tested willow spiling to destruction in an assessment of the strength of the system; 

 Salt tolerance of willows was looked at in order to assess the suitability of willows for use in 

coastal margins; 

 We examined  noise attenuation of willow plantings; 

 We examined the degree to which new willow planting was attractive to invertebrates.  

The results of this work, which had a very practical focus, are used to guide our approach in using 

Willow to stabilise slopes and prevent erosion. 

URBAN TREE RESEARCH –  PART 1 

Far too many trees planted in our towns and cities struggle to 

grow properly or worse, they die.  The problem is worst where 

the trees are surrounded by engineered paving and tarmac 

surfaces.  Many towns and cities contain fine mature specimen 

trees in paved squares, alongside roads and in streets, in many 

cases surrounded by traffic.  So why is it so difficult to establish 

new trees successfully when old specimens appear to 

thrive?  Maybe these trees developed their extensive root 

systems before modern engineering construction covered the 

rootzones, and so the roots can exploit water and nutrients 

from a wide area.  Leaking pipes and drains can also 

supplement the inputs of water.  Today, new trees must be 

planted within the depth of engineered construction which 

presents a very different environment for the growth of roots. 

Being able to design new and regenerated urban spaces, 

particularly alongside roads and streets, which include 

established and healthy trees is essential to the success of 



wider initiatives to make towns and cities into places in which people can live and work.  So how do 

we create good rooting conditions for trees in an urban setting with paved surfaces, whilst meeting 

the engineering requirements of that urban setting? 

The Highways Agency selected Richards, Moorehead & Laing Ltd and its partners to undertake this 

research project to find solutions for new tree planting. Transport for London (Street Management) 

took up the management of the research in December 2000.  Throughout the work, the need to 

provide stable, safe surfaces for pedestrians was a priority.  We can’t just dig up streets to investigate 

the compaction, soil aeration / waterlogging and other conditions in the rootzones of mature urban 

trees, so the team set up trials and worked in the engineering laboratory to understand how roots 

grow in compacted soils.  The results are presented in the research report which was published in 

2002, and we’ll be sharing some key points with you in future notes. 

THE JOY OF DISCOVERY 

‘Once any professional loses the core sense of purpose of their role and treats work as a means to an 

end then professionalism evaporates.’  I came across this sentence a little while ago and whilst I was 

struck by the force of what was said and it struck a chord much in tune with my own thinking, I have 

mislaid the reference.  Never-the-less I am pleased to use someone else’s words for my own 

purposes.  If anyone recognises the words I would be pleased to hear from them. 

In our December 2014 newsletter I fretted about the 

impact that regulation has on our use of science, 

especially in environmental circles where a great deal 

of the work done by regulators appears to be a means 

to an end, slavishly following the precautionary 

principle so that blame cannot be placed if things turn 

out wrongly for whatever the reason.   Looking from 

the outside at the work of regulators it seems that 

‘filling forms is all in a day’s work’ should be recast as 

‘filling forms is all there is in a day’s work’.  Last 

December I quoted Professor Rutherford when he 

said that “Apart from mathematicians and physicists 

most scientists are little more than stamp collectors.” 

I would say that the professor might have been having 

an off-day.   It seems to us at RML, that by adopting 

the precautionary principle, regulators have happily 

taken on this mantel of stamp collecting. 

I see the impact of regulation enfeebling scientific understanding, destroying the sense of purpose of 

many young scientists, and therefore evaporating their professionalism. In December I gave a simple 

example of how this was avoided when the management of some Japanese Knotweed was the topic 

of discussion and regulation gave way to science. 

I rejoice that outside the world of regulation and regulators there are people with experience who can 

teach scientists the joy and excitement of discovery; their activities should be applauded. 



KNOTWEED AND MORTGAGES 

The words ‘Japanese Knotweed’ now ring 

alarm bells with a number of mortgage 

providers around the country.  A study in 

South Wales found that at least two national 

firms will not lend on property where surveys 

report the presence of knotweed.  It is 

“company policy not to lend as the plant 

undermines the foundations” and this is 

unconditional, regardless of the distance 

between the plant and the building.  House 

builders who fail to eradicate knotweed 

could find potential purchasers unable to 

secure the vital mortgage.  But how will 

surveyors advise their clients if the knotweed 

is growing on adjacent land beyond the 

fence?  In practice there would be plenty of 

time to treat invading knotweed before it reached the house foundations, but the mortgage company 

would need a guarantee that the treatment would be implemented and in the present market there 

are more purchasers than mortgage funds, so why take the risk?  

Vendors / purchasers of larger properties have been able to persuade the lenders, by commissioning 

specific survey reports from RML.  In each case there was a commitment to undertake herbicide 

treatment, and the size of the loan made it worthwhile for the lender to consider the details of the 

case.  We inspected another property where a mortgage had been refused on the basis of Japanese 

Knotweed in the valuation report, to find that there had been a mis-identification and no Japanese 

Knotweed was present at all.  

Buyer (and seller) (and lender) beware! 

ENGINEERING IN A COMMUNITY 

Idris commented recently on the importance of a core sense of purpose in a professional’s life.  RML 

has always had a sense of purpose at the core of our work; civil engineering was not only about 

clearing away, cleaning up and building new; we set about trying to rejuvenate and foster pride in 

communities.  This drive was fuelled by emotion.  We needed to demonstrate an understanding of 

local feelings and that we had the skills to incorporate these feelings into the work, here are a few 

examples of where we won and one where we lost! 

 In one village people complained that new trees would spoil their view across the valley; we 

explained that the trees would be managed over the long term and any problems could be 

addressed by selective thinning in the next 20 years; 

 A villager complained vociferously that “We do not want any more larch trees” when we had 

been explaining that the small transplants that we would use would make large trees in time, 

we were able to resolve this quite quickly,  there would be no larch trees in an area that was 

surrounded by Forestry Commission plantations; 



 Some early conservationists said that clearing derelict land was not sustainable, but we 

avoided the use of topsoil in every circumstance and used pioneer plants that we knew would 

succeed in making an impact, a sustainable approach in terms of materials and methods; 

 We proposed removing about 10% of dense 

self-sown willows on a lakeside tip of slate 

waste.  The site was inaccessible and 

dangerous. Our client was most concerned 

about the ‘damage’, a bulldozer created 

avenues and beaches; he was particularly 

pleased when the scheme was awarded a 

national prize for producing outstanding 

value for money; 

 Rare lichens were found on an abandoned 

lead mine and we were determined not to 

disturb them.  Lichenologists created a 

great deal of anguish in their own minds as 

work progressed  but were delighted with 

the final result which was a fresh scree of 

rock on which they could map the slow 

spread of the lichens. 

 But you can’t win them all, having reduced the height of a quite modest tip of coal waste in a 

village, locals complained that they could now see the council houses opposite. 

We would like to claim some ‘savoir-faire’ in respect of meeting the needs for new lives and new 

landscapes and of special interest groups. 

LEADING AND LEARNING FROM THE FUTURE 

How can one learn from the future? Surely learning is based on experience and this is gleaned from 

existing knowledge “Not so” says our MD Ivor Richards, “Experience is the basis for teaching not 

learning”. Experience is important, of course it is, but experience does not equip one to move into the 

future and can be a hindrance in some circumstances because people fear the unknown, uncertainty 

and ambiguity. Some people find these troublesome issues are counterbalanced by the feeling that 

something important is emerging, something that could make a difference; and there is an exciting 

sense of possibility in the air.  Emotion plays a significant part. Recognizing and grasping and then 

expanding on what is before you is ‘Learning from the future’. The future keeps coming; new ideas 

are plentiful.  

Leadership based on experience is like leading from the back, not a very exciting or stimulating 

experience in Ivor’s view.  

Leading from the future is akin to leading from the front. Leading from the future as it emerges is 

creative, effective and delightfully simple; as an approach it removes the rigour of corporate 

planning.   Forecasting becomes redundant and anyway doesn’t it frequently lead to disappointment? 

Leading from the front is as old as leadership itself.  In a recent analysis Otto Scharmer explains that 

leading is about our inner selves pulling us towards future possibilities that are seeking to emerge not 



what or how things have been done in the past.  

Ivor lived with this after the Aberfan disaster when 

he was required to solve problems for which no 

guidelines based on experience existed, how could 

they?  He had entered a world where emotion and 

trust drove engineers into new ways of thinking 

about things. Life was exceptionally fulfilling. 

A commonly held view is that the essence of being 

an engineer is experience but this seems to be at 

odds with the lives and work of early engineers who 

by definition had little or no experience to rely on. 

So what did they have? Ivor’s view is that they had 

the ability to counteract ambiguity, uncertainty and 

the risk of failure. They also generated trust 

amongst those they worked for. These are not 

attributes associated generally with experienced 

people but are of those charged with emotion and 

the ability to respond through action to create 

professional excitement and satisfaction. 

Ivor wonders if these intangibles are welcome or understood in many areas of the profession. 
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