Brighton and Hove second highest for garden complaints despite council criticism
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Recent findings from a study conducted by Airtasker have revealed that Brighton and Hove stands at the forefront of garden-related complaints in the UK, ranking second only to London. The analysis, which entailed submitting Freedom of Information requests to local authorities nationwide, indicated that Brighton and Hove received 452 complaints about gardens over a twelve-month period. This figure surpasses complaints from larger cities, including Liverpool and Manchester, which had 341 and 312 complaints respectively. 
The complaints in Brighton have largely centred on issues such as overhanging trees and bushes, overgrown gardens, unruly hedges, and rubbish accumulation. Notably, of all the UK postcodes, BN2 emerged as the most problematic, with a striking 222 complaints logged within the same timeframe. Close behind, BN1 recorded 196 complaints. This ranking highlights an urban challenge that resonates with many residents, reflecting not only individual grievances but a broader concern about the state of local environments.
In response to the garden disputes, Brighton and Hove City Council has provided guidelines for residents wanting to lodge complaints about high hedges. The council stipulates that affected property owners or occupiers must formally submit complaints, although tenants also have the option to alert the council as long as their landlords or management companies are informed. Furthermore, the council has clarified its limitations in addressing complaints that do not pertain solely to height, indicating a stringent focus on specific hedge issues rather than general disputes involving garden aesthetics or upkeep.
However, the council's handling of environmental issues has drawn scrutiny beyond garden complaints. A recent report revealed that it has faced criticism for its overall effectiveness in managing tenant complaints, particularly regarding private landlords. An analysis from the union Acorn highlighted that only 14 out of nearly 10,000 tenant assistance requests were escalated to court over a decade, suggesting a lack of urgency in addressing serious housing issues. Acorn labelled this rate as 'shockingly low' and has called for a more rigorous approach towards ensuring landlords are held accountable.
The complexities of local governance are further illuminated by past incidents, such as that of 87-year-old Olive Taylor, who in 2012 was ordered by the county court to clear her garden of waste. Despite her facing significant obstacles due to her blindness, the court deemed it necessary to intervene after receiving multiple complaints. Such cases exemplify the challenges councils face in balancing enforcement with support, particularly for vulnerable residents.
Brighton and Hove City Council aims to address such grievances through a dedicated contact page where residents can submit inquiries and complaints, including those pertaining to garden disputes. However, the council has been marked by criticisms over its response times to Freedom of Information requests, with reports suggesting it has failed to meet stipulated targets. In August 2023, the Information Commissioner’s Office issued a notice indicating that the council had breached the statutory timeframe for responding to requests, calling for improvements in transparency and accountability.
As the city grapples with these issues, the weight of local discontent regarding garden maintenance and environmental upkeep serves as a microcosm of broader tenant and community concerns. Addressing these problems effectively may require not only improved local policies but also a deeper commitment to enhancing communication and responsiveness between the council and its constituents.
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