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Every community should have a process for assessing, monitoring, and mitigating high-risk public trees.  While trees that have been properly cared for throughout their life generally pose little safety concern, there is always some risk associated with maintaining large-diameter, over-mature trees in public use areas. 

In the very rare instance of litigation occurring because of a tree or limb failure, a community would have to demonstrate that they have implemented a “reasonable” tree-risk management program.  What is reasonable is a function of the resources available to a community. In other words, the level of care given to the trees in one community may not be reasonable for another because of limited staff, equipment and budget.

Physical harm and financial loss are the two types of risk associated with trees that a community needs to consider.  Municipalities minimize the financial risk by managing the tree resource to reduce the risk of physical harm from occurring.

Two broad goals are required of every well-defined tree risk program: establishing a reasonable program and clearly documenting the program.  The first goal addresses the risk of physical harm.  The second goal allows a community to defend their program if litigation occurs, thus minimizing the financial risk.  Both goals are realized by initiating  policies at both the micro-scale and the macro-scale.  Microscale refers to the community’s policies toward individual trees.  Macroscale refers to community policies directed at managing the total urban forest.

Goal 1 (Establish a Reasonable Community Tree Risk Program) – Design and implement a program that identifies and mitigates the highest risk features in the tree population.  

Microscale – Promote activities that increase staff’s knowledge, skills and experience evaluating individual trees for risk.  The following tasks are examples for achieving the microscale element of this goal.
1.
Conduct repeated hazard tree assessment training for all staff that work with trees.

2. Require the arboricultural staff to become certified by the International Society of Arboriculture.

3. Fund staff attendance to regional, state, and national arboriculture conferences.

4. Conduct short, monthly “tailgate” refresher courses on proper arboricultural practices, insect and disease identification, hazard assessments, chainsaw safety, etc.
5. Conduct forensic evaluations, with all staff present, of any major tree part failure.
Macroscale – Promote activities that allow the community to create and manage risk at a reasonable level for all of the trees under its stewardship.  There are five steps to defining the level of care that is appropriate for the community.  These steps are:

1.
Assess the Tree Population - The community should strive to reduce the most problematic features in the tree population.  The tree inventory is the best tool for identifying these features.  Risk increases when combinations of the following five items occur: problem species, large diameter, poor condition, structural defects and high target.

2.
Evaluate the Resources Available to Manage the Tree Population - Once a refined list of risk trees has been established, assess the budget, equipment and labor force to  determine the level of care that is possible for the community.

3.
Create A Risk Policy Statement - A strong policy statement identifies the overall mission of the community toward their high-risk trees.  The tree risk  policy statement should include the following:

· State the community’s understanding of its responsibility to maintain safe public areas and right-of-ways.

· Identify the manager of the risk reduction program.

· List any general constraints on managing hazard trees such as financial or personnel.

4.
Implement A Risk Management Plan - Once the first three tasks have been completed, a community should implement a risk management plan that defines a series of risk reduction objectives and associated actions to achieve each objective.  The portion of the tree population with the highest probability of failure should be the initial target of any  management strategy designed.  Subsequent strategies focus on defining achievable monitoring programs of the complete urban forest.

5.
Evaluate the Program – On an annual basis staff should meet and discuss any significant tree failures from the previous year.  In addition, staff should review whether the outcomes defined in the risk reduction plan are being met.  If they are not being met, what changes have to occur to allow the outcomes to happen?

Goal 2 (Defensible Program) – The community must be able to articulate the specific program that it has developed.  The easiest way to accomplish  this is through documentation.  

Microscale – Document that the staff are fully qualified to assess trees for risk and to make recommendations on how to best mitigate that risk.  For each employee:

1. List any and all specific training courses attended.  Include the title of the course, the date, the duration, and any applicable CEU credits.

2. List any specific certifications achieved.  Include the title, affiliation, and date.

3. List all conferences and workshops attended.  Include the title, location, date range, and sessions attended.

4. List all “tailgate” training attendance.  Include the subject, date and duration.

5. List all forensic discussions attended.  Include the location, date, species, diameter, type of failure, and the final determination by staff of what caused the failure to occur.
Macroscale – Document the outcomes from each of the five steps from the macroscale part of Goal 1.

1. Summarize the assessment of the tree population.  Summaries should include distributions for species, condition, diameter and defects.  The high target areas of the community should be mapped.  Identify in writing all of the problem areas within the tree population.

2. Summarize the fiscal, staff and equipment resources available to the community.

3. Document the tree risk policy statement

4. Document all of the objectives and actions defined in the tree risk management plan.

5. Document the annual program review.  Include the date of the meeting, minutes and outcomes.

All documents created in Goal 2, from both the micro-scale and macro-scale elements, should reside in a tree risk management manual.  The manual allows easy access for staff and forms the basis for articulating the community’s tree risk program.

A management program’s overall focus is to identify those features of the tree population that pose the highest risk to the public, and then concentrate the available resources to mitigate those features. A long-term risk reduction program defines a level of care that is appropriate within a community’s available resources.  As a result, a defensible program will have been established.  A community manages the tree resource to reduce the potential of harm occurring.  When properly managed and documented, the financial risk will be diminished.
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