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Network Rail  
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Milton Keynes  
MK9 1EN 
 
T 01908 782405 
E xxx@xxxxxxxxxxx.xx.xx 

 

 

 

 

26 January 2016 

 
 

 
Dear Mr Norman 
 
Information request  
Reference number: FOI2015/01332 
 
Thank you for contacting Network Rail. You first wrote us on 16 September 2015 
requesting the following information: 
 
‘Please provide details of your policy with regard to vegetation clearing along train 
lines. Specific aspects include: 
- what factors determine clearing activities? (time based, distance from train 
carriages or other) 
- specific conditions covering vegetation clearing activities and patterns alongside 
track between VIC and MEP 
- arrangements to monitor for, and respond to, overgrown vegetation conditions 
between VIC and MEP 
 
Also please provide the following information for the last 3 years: 
- amount spent per year on vegetation clearing on the VIC - MEP section of track 
- number of reports of overgrown vegetation from train drivers for the VIC-MEP 
section of track and a summary of resulting actions 
- number of complaints regarding overgrown vegetation on the VIC - MEP section 
and a summary of resulting actions 
- details of any damages or lost service availability (including delays and 
cancellations) as a result of overgrown vegetation’ 
 
We responded to you on 25 September 2015 asking for clarification of the final point 
on your request, specifically did this only apply to the section of the line referred to in 
the rest of your request. You came back to us on 22 October 2015 writing: 
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‘My request refers to the VIC-MEP section - including any services that pass through 
this section of track to or from other locations (e.g.Gillingham, Sheerness-on-Sea 
etc.)’ 
 
I have processed your request under the terms of the Environmental Information 
Regulations 2004.  
 
I can confirm that we hold some of the information you requested, see below. 
 
- what factors determine clearing activities? (time based, distance from train 
carriages or other)  
- specific conditions covering vegetation clearing activities and patterns 
alongside track between VIC and MEP 
- arrangements to monitor for, and respond to, overgrown vegetation 
conditions between VIC and MEP 
 
The chief factor that determines our vegetation clearing activities is the National 
Standard for Management of Lineside Vegetation. This standard is predominantly 
guided by the principle that there should be a distance of 6 metres between 
vegetation and the nearest running rail. This is not, however, an absolute and there 
are differences depending line speeds and local conditions. 
 
Vegetation clearance activity on the VIC-MEP section of the network is frequently 
determined by the need to maintain safety and avoid risks. This is also true of the 
country as a whole. Instances of precautionary actions include: 
 

•  cutting back vegetation to ensure that drivers can see signals from an 

adequate distance to react appropriately and safely; 

•  protecting earthworks, drainage systems and embankments; and 

•  removing trees which are at risk of falling across or otherwise damaging the 

line. 

 
In terms of the arrangements to monitor and respond to overgrown vegetation on the 
VIC-MEP section of the network, we regularly carry out inspections of the track. From 
the information generated by these inspections we develop plans (most notably our 
weed spraying trains which run in the summer) necessary to maintain the 6 metre 
clearance zone between the track and vegetation . 
 
Also please provide the following information for the last 3 years: 
- amount spent per year on vegetation clearing on the VIC - MEP section of 
track 
- number of complaints regarding overgrown vegetation on the VIC - MEP 
section and a summary of resulting actions 
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Under Regulation 12(4)(b) of the EIRs: ‘a public authority may refuse to disclose 
information to the extent that the request for information is manifestly 
unreasonable’.  
 
In order to apply this exception it is necessary to demonstrate that: 
 

a)  the request clearly places an unreasonable burden on us as a public 

authority; and  
 

b)  the public interest lies in not complying with the request.  

 
It is our view that both of these conditions are met as regards this part of your 
request. 
 
The problem is essentially that information about costs and complaints is not 
held specifically for the VIC-MEP section of the line. To find the information in 
question we would need to look through hundreds of documents with a view to 
separating out only that information which referred to the VIC-MEP section of 
the line.  
 
To do so would require the exercise of a considerable amount of expert 
knowledge and judgement. If one takes the example of summer weed spraying 
as an example, calculating the cost of this process would involve working out 
the general cost of the entire job (which would extend beyond the limits of the 
VIC-MEP section of track) and to then work out what proportion of that it was 
proper to attribute to the VIC-MEP section of track.  
 
Similar exercises would have to be done for every vegetation clearance 
intervention that we have carried out and to ascertain whether any complaints 
we had received referred to the area specified in your request. 
 
As a result we have concluded that it would be manifestly unreasonable to 
comply with your request. 
 
In reaching this view we have considered the public interest factors in favour of 
disclosure: 
 

1.  that there is a general public interest in transparency and in the absence 

of any countermanding factors the onus is on public authorities to comply 
with requests; and 
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2.  the information you have requested relates to a matter which is likely to 

be of interest to a number of people in the local community. 
 

We have also considered the factors against disclosure.  
 

1.  the public interest in maintaining this exception lies in protecting Network 

Rail from exposure to the disproportionate and onerous burden outlined 
above. 
 

2.  dealing with this request is liable to absorb so much time that it would 

place an unreasonable strain on resources and obstruct us in answering 
other requests. 

 
Having considered the arguments, I conclude that the public interest in maintaining 
the exception substantially outweighs the public interest in disclosing the 
environmental information 
 
- number of reports of overgrown vegetation from train drivers for the VIC-MEP 
section of track and a summary of resulting actions 
 
Please see attached spreadsheets labelled ‘Signal obscured by veg’, ‘Veg 
performance data’ and ‘Volumes cleared (FOI VIR)’. 
 
Details of any damages or lost service availability (including delays and 
cancellations) as a result of overgrown vegetation 
 
Please see attached spreadsheets labelled ‘Victoria to Meopham Delays’ and 
‘Cancellations’. 
 
I hope this information proves useful. If you have any enquiries about this response, 
please contact me in the first instance at xxx@xxxxxxxxxxx.xx.xx or on 01908 
782405.  Details of your appeal rights are below. 
 
Please remember to quote the reference number at the top of this letter in all future 
communications. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
Jonathan Mantle 
Information Officer 
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The information supplied to you continues to be protected by copyright.  You are free 
to use it for your own purposes, including for private study and non-commercial 
research, and for any other purpose authorised by an exception in current copyright 
law.  Documents (except photographs) can also be used in the UK without requiring 
permission for the purposes of news reporting.  Any other re-use, for example 
commercial publication, would require the permission of the copyright holder. Please 
contact me if you wish to re-use the information and need to seek the permission of 
the copyright holder.  
 
 
Appeal Rights 
If you are unhappy with the way your request has been handled and wish to make a 
complaint or request a review of our decision, please write to the FOI Compliance 
and Appeals Manager at Network Rail, Freedom of Information, The Quadrant,  
Elder Gate, Milton Keynes, MK9 1EN, or by email at xxx@xxxxxxxxxxx.xx.xx. Your 
request must be submitted within 40 working days of receipt of this letter.  
 
If you are not content with the outcome of the internal review, you have the right to 
apply directly to the Information Commissioner for a decision.  The Information 
Commissioner can be contacted at: 
 
Information Commissioner's Office 
Wycliffe House 
Water Lane 
Wilmslow 
Cheshire SK9 5AF 
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