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12 FEBRUARY 2014
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CAIRNS REGIONAL COUNCIL – COCONUT MANAGEMENT POLICY

P Taylor: 18/66/1-18: #4263586

RECOMMENDATION:

It is recommended that Council adopts this Coconut Management Policy.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY:

Cairns Regional Council currently manages the largest stock of coconut palms (Cocos 
nucifera) of any other Council within Australian.  The management of coconut palms is 
required for reasons of public safety, risk management, aesthetics and to control 
invasive plants in natural areas. 

This policy has been developed to improve the management of coconut palms within 
the Cairns region, through a process of prioritisation based on location and risk (public 
liability), whilst allowing the long term benefits in aesthetics and plant health, and 
consideration of cost.

The proposed management options are included in the following table.

Table 1: Management options based on location classification:

Class Location Value Risk Actions

1

High occupancy/use -
Beaches/Esplanades/Foreshores/
Parks
Special interest streetscapes

High aesthetic/ 
tourism

Traffic/pedestrians 
– High

Retain 
and
maintain

2
Low occupancy/use -
Beaches/Esplanades/Foreshores/
Parks

Medium/Low 
aesthetic
Low urban forest 
value

Traffic/pedestrians 
– Low 

Remove/
Install 
signage

3 Streetscapes Low aesthetic/ 
urban forest value

People – Moderate
Property - High

Remove

4 Natural Vegetation Areas Detrimental People - Low
Environment - High

Remove

BACKGROUND:

Cairns Regional Council currently manages over 4,800 coconut palms under PSA 2336 
(Doc # 3319026). 
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Under the current management regime, all palms under Council control undergo twice-
annual maintenance work by contractors, using a combination of tree climbing and 
elevated work platforms to gain access and remove inflorescences, developing nuts and 
dead fronds. 

The coconut palms are located on esplanades, in parks, on beaches, in natural 
vegetation areas and on streetscape verges in residential areas. 

Some of these locations, such as esplanades, public parks and residential suburbs, are 
highly used by pedestrians, cyclists, and motorists. This results in difficult and 
hazardous maintenance activities.  The cost of maintaining these palms can become 
excessive, whilst not maintaining them properly can result in damage to vehicles and 
increased risk of injury to the public from falling nuts and fronds.

In other areas such as some of the lower profile beach areas where few people access 
occupy or visit, public safety risk is far reduced, yet these palms currently receive the 
same level of treatment as those in busy areas. This means unnecessary work and 
expense due to the low level of risk, and warrants rethinking as to the management 
regime. 

Where coconut palms are located in natural vegetation areas and do not receive the 
same level of maintenance, the risk to the natural fauna and flora needs to be 
considered.  The falling fronds suppress the germination of endemic species and allows 
for the germination of the large coconut seeds. The increased numbers of coconuts in 
turn creates more suppression of the endemic forest species. These palms need to be 
removed to allow the natural forest to develop naturally.

Coconuts are currently only removed where they occur in natural vegetation areas, 
where a palm is unsafe to climb, or where the tree is at risk of failure due to disease a 
structural problem.

COMMENT:

Under the current management regime all coconut palms are maintained in the same 
way regardless of location and potential risk or lack thereof to the public or property. 

This results in unnecessary cost to Council where different management regimes based 
on location and risk assessment can:

reduce management and maintenance cost
adequately address risk in a reasonable manner
improve worker and contractor safety
improve aesthetics over the long term.

Council have attempted cost reduction in the past by changing the management regime 
to an annual maintenance cycle.  This resulted in an increased load in the canopies and 
caused increased risk and cost to bring the maintenance back under control.

The proposed policy takes the following factors into account:
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location of palms
volume of occupation of such locations
aesthetic needs in high profile areas
condition of the palms 
site requirements for removal and replacement of specific palms
protection of natural vegetation areas
value of palms vs. more appropriate street trees for aesthetics and shade.

Under the policy, once palms have been assessed against the above criteria and 
classified into one of four classes, associated management regimes are implemented 
as shown in Table 1.

These regimes include:

retaining the palms as is and continuing the twice-annual maintenance  regime 
for aesthetic and risk management reasons
installation of signage, warning persons who access these areas of the potential 
for falling coconuts, allowing palms to develop and grow naturally, with annual 
removal or destruction of germinating coconuts
removal of streetscape coconuts over time and replacement with a tree
removal of coconut palms over time from natural vegetation areas.

Table 1: Management options based on location classification 

Class Location Value Risk Actions

1
High occupancy/use -
Beaches/Esplanades/Foreshores/
Parks
Special interest streetscapes

High aesthetic/ 
tourism

Traffic/pedestrians 
– High

Retain 
and
maintain

2
Low occupancy/use -
Beaches/Esplanades/Foreshores/
Parks

Medium/Low 
aesthetic
Low urban forest 
value

Traffic/pedestrians 
– Low 

Remove/
Install 
signage

3 Streetscapes Low aesthetic/ 
urban forest value

People – Moderate
Property - High

Remove

4 Natural Vegetation Areas Detrimental People - Low
Environment - High

Remove

Where residents are opposed to the removal of a streetscape palm in front of their 
property, provision has been made for them to enter into a maintenance agreement with 
Council, where they take over the maintenance of the palm under Council’s supervision.

The management options also allow for certain palms to be thinned out and replaced 
with coconuts as an ongoing process of renewal and improving aesthetics by the 
prevention of spiking as an access method of all palms that have not been spiked 
before.

This process has the added benefit that the new palm will have no maintenance, i.e. 
twice-annual de-nutting and frond pruning for between 6-8 years until it matures enough 
to start flowering.
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The proposed policy allows for the long term retention of appropriately located palms, 
with appropriate management regimes for all the remaining palms. 

OPTIONS:

Council can:

1) Adopt this policy as Council’s General Policy on Coconut Palm Management;

Or

2) Continue with current management regime with adequate funding to allow for 
ongoing maintenance.

Risk management:

The process of changing management regimes will involve the assessment of potential 
risk to the public and property. 

This process is managed through the use of an appropriate risk assessment 
methodology specific to Arboricultural Risk Assessment which complies with AS/NZS 
ISO31000:2009 Risk Management – Principles and Guidelines.

The specific risk assessment methodology has also been assessed by Council’s WH&S 
Co-ordinator and found to be appropriate. A purpose built coconut palm assessment 
tool has been developed to guide Council officers through the process of assessing 
palms and deciding on management regimes. 

Financial

Budget Implications:

Cost of Coconut palm management = $71.55 per palm per year.
Current numbers of coconuts on program = 4,886.
Budget needs under current management regime = $349,593 per year.

With current budgetary allowances only 24% of palms can be serviced. 

The reduction in cost through a change in management regime would be significant, 
however, determining accurate figures would be difficult as those palms that are still in 
public use areas that will be selected for future removal, must be serviced as normal 
until such time as they can be removed. 

Corporate and Operational Plans:

The recommendation supports Council’s Corporate plan in regards the following:

Council’s Vision: We will value our natural environment, lifestyle and surroundings.
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It considers the natural environment carefully and makes allowances to replace any 
removed palms with trees, which would provide greater benefits to the public.
It emphasizes the importance of retaining relevant palms for aesthetic reasons for 
tourism in high profile areas.

Strategic goal:

1.3 - A culture, identity and heritage which is valued and enhanced;
3.1 - A natural environment that is valued and sustainable;
4.3 - Responsible financial management and efficient operations.

Statutory:

This report proposes the approval of a policy that will provide for a framework by which 
management of a particular group of plants with the potential to cause injury to people 
or damage to property will be better managed, where there currently is no official policy.

Policy:

Currently Cairns Regional Council does not have an official policy on Coconut palm 
management. This report recommends the adoption of such a policy.

CONSULTATION:

Cairns Works and Cairns Maintenance, being the current assessment officers of 
coconut palms, have been consulted on the development of this policy.  Specifically, the 
Co-ordinators and Horticultural Supervisors at the depots were provided with a copy of 
the policy.

This policy was presented at the Infrastructure Services Workshop with Councillors on 5 
December 2013. 

ATTACHMENTS:

Coconut Management Policy – Doc # 4062260

Pieter Taylor
Arborist – Cairns Regional Council

Helius Visser
Manager Infrastructure Planning

Bruce Gardiner
General Manager Infrastructure Service
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Attachment: Coconut Management Policy
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