
Dr. Ed Gilman, University of Florida:

“In Sweden, 600 to 800 year old trees 

have been reduced for hundreds of 

years. 

4 or 5 foot trunks-some even larger -

with 4 inches shell wall.

We remove too many trees 

and prune too few!“ 





















1989: Drilled ~2’ 
above grade, 
4.5” sapwood 
measured

1997:  Drilled ~2’ 
above grade, 
4.5” sapwood 
measured.

2006:  Wye Oak 
fails ~2’’ above 
grade…

This is our former national champion white Oak the Wye Oak..  How did the cabling affect biodynamics?  
Support systems are good strategies, but reduction pruning should be the first option considered. 

Reports disclaimed:  “Even if these rings were 
counted, to prorate this very small sample 
across the diameter of the tree (112" @ dbh) 
would provide very unreliable results- a 
'guesstimate' at best.“  

Was more drilling needed?  No amount of this 
data can be used without overextrapolating.
Is such guessing better, or worse, than no 
invasive assessment at all? 

MD DNR:  ~2-3 
miles of cable 
attached.  No 
reduction 
pruning.



Fay’s graphic here illustrates 
progressive retrenchment, with 
pruning cycles of 5 or 10 years, or 
longer.  Reducing the tree reduces the 
grandeur, and should only be done 
when strength is lost.

The retrenching processes is mimicked 
by pruning on a cycle determined by 
the response of the tree. 
If it responds better than expected, 
they might stop at 1. or 2. 
Maybe wait more time, or take less off. 

Management programs always have to 
be adaptable to site conditions, and 
tree response, and the objective. 

Observing the tree and letting it set its 
own ultimate dimensions is best.



The Bedford Oak in 
Connecticut:  
Retrenchment pruning 
was proposed (along with 
an illustrated image, as 
the British Standard 
advises), to address 
structural concerns.

Credit:  Michael Galvin, 
Director of  the 
Consulting Group at 
SavATree



1999: Journal of Arb

The appropriate response 
process (ARP) demonstrates 
decision-making in a PHC 
program.
After site changes or treatments, 
a follow-up evaluation is made.

Structure is one aspect of a 
comprehensive PHC program, an 
integral part of tree care.

Health and structure and risk are 
interdependent.  They cannot be 
completely separated .

Ball, Marion, Lloyd



The same kind of the die 
back, a combination of old 
age and lightning strike. 
There is often a naked 
shank, with no laterals on it 
and a tuft of laterals below.

Those look like natural 
pruning targets.



This opening is 30’ 
up.  When the light 
is right you can see 
through the trunk 
and up into the 
branch opposite.

This sight can cause 
panic in the less 
experienced.

Trees this hollow: 
Common in Europe 
and Asia,
Commonly 
condemned in US. 

Familiarity leads to 
higher tolerance.





Owners wanted to see if this tree was inclined to fail, and what to 
do about it.  That means specify mitigation options.  On large 
trees of significance, there is a need to make recommendations.  
I recommend that you do not offer to make recommendations.  

Who do we think we are we are? We were hired to provide 
information, so the owner can make the decision about the 
treatment options. If we tell them what to do, we’re often taking 
on more than we can chew. 

In order to tell somebody how to manage their tree we have to 
understand their budget, and what they think of the tree. Unless 
you are specifically assigned to, and given a budget to 
competently make recommendations, why stick your neck out?  
Consider Ken James’ approach:  “I just give information and let 
the customer decide what to do with it.”

Bodnarzewia berkleyii: a rare 
fungus known to cause 
white rot.

Weighing in at….

19 Pounds!



Reading 3 : 5 cm high

41.9% Decay

Spreading faster

to the back wall



2013

▪ Advancing basal decay  
called for further reduction 
of the crown by 9%.

▪ Response growth seen in 
scarring, buttressing.

▪ Response in sprouting 
highly significant.
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“A tree’s crown acts as a 
dampener of force – via 
multi directional 
oscillation of twigs and 
branches –which 
dissipates force both via 
stepping it down and 
channelling it toward the 
ground”
Ken James, Engineer & tree 
mechanics specialist ISAAC 
Conference 2008 



Objective:  Reduce risk by 
reducing load from the 
crown, while retaining the 
damping effect of interior 
foliage.

Spec:  Reduce upper and 
southward branches 6-16’.  
Cuts <3”.  <9%  off.

Here’s a climber reaching 
above some healthy new 
growth to reduce a leader.



A 2” cut removes 10’ of 
lever arm.  



All the existing tips
had what looked 
like damage by lack of 
water + air pollution.

No blistering seen on 
new growth since 
pruning began in 
2006.

Retrenchment =>
Rejuvenation.





• Brown arrows show reduction of 
crown in previous pruning. 5-15’ 
and ~15% off overall.

• Yellow dots are areas of new 
growth. 3-5 shoots per node is a 
common response. The tree 
retrenches back to secure and 
defendable proportions.

• Red arrow near vertical stem is 
dying back ~4’/year. The 
attachment and below  
acceptable when tested with 
tomography and sounding.

Root system aerated and fertilized 
at a low N rate. Prognosis is good.





Reading 3: 5cm high

71.6% decayed area



After reduction:  Reiteration!  The sprouts form at nodes, growth points 
where terminal buds were set and axillary buds formed, and lay 
dormant. The distal ‘stub’ is left to avoid drying and dysfunction of the 
new terminal. With this new growth underway, removing the 2 
downright laterals maintains health and further reduces load and risk. 





May 12, 2014:  

Interior growth 
response abundant

More reduction to 
mitigate lean

Covered the hollow 
with window screen, 
to lessen concern.

Tree advertised to  
buyers as an asset





1999
• Site plan created for installing streetlights around tree.  TPZ established, fence specified 

2004 5  wounds from clearance pruning 4-10” diameter.  Heartwood exposed

• 2006 Soil amendment & root invigoration, fertilization, grass removed & mulch applied 

2011  Staff notices conks on stems.  State Forester notes over-fertilization

• 2012 Soil tested.  Fertilizer & gypsum applied.  Staff notices hole62% hollow at 20” high, 
buttress roots drilled and decay found.  Wounds covered back up with dirt.

3 assessments, 3 condemnations.  Town ordered a non-invasive assessment

Utility lines marked:  >1000 additional cubic ft. of rootzone was cut off in 1999!!!!!
Tree structure assessed in the crown, and root health in the ground  
Decay at the flare was assessed.  New roots found at the root collar, left exposed
Specs:  Retrenchment pruning, standard flare care including IPM, and drainage work



Root Damage

• Green circles – Post oak 
• Dotted line protection fence
• Red lines - trench location
• Unnecessary 500 square feet 

rootzone damaged
• Did the fence prevent the trencher 

from going along the pavement?



Stem



Previous report:
“…reading was taken 
20 inches (51cm) 
above the ground. 
Results indicate 61% 
decay.” 

No tomography near 
grade, ~80%+ hollow





Oververmulching = Sterility                       Response Growth



Specifications written as 
part of the assessment.  
There is no better time for 
this vital service.  The 
owner cannot understand 
mitigation options unless 
they are spelled out.

Town arborist wanted 
more than 6’ off.  This was 
granted, on a few limbs.  
Town arborist also voiced 
concern that all cuts be 
made at optimal locations.

Explanation:  cuts cannot 
all be optimally located 
due to difficult access, and 
inherent imprecision of 
tool (pole saw).  However, 
cuts will expose minimal 
heartwood, so precise 
location is less crucial.





Observations and A300 Root Management guidance in captions



Images from previous tree 
chosen to illustrate this article, 
because root management was 
the most important aspect of 
the job.

A300 Part 8 subclauses relied 
upon by the practitioners 
“83.2.8 Evaluation of decay, 
callus and woundwood growth, 
and response growth in the 
trunk and crown shall be 
considered.

▪“Inspection should include 
conditions in the crown that 
reflect root conditions. 

▪ 83.3.5  Mulch, soil, and other 
materials should be removed as 
needed to allow for inspection.”



▪ Case Study: 
Quercus phellos

▪ Decay conks 
spreading 
around the base

▪ Target rating is 
mitigated by 
occupancy:  
people don’t 
hang around 
when it’s 
storming!



Case Study 5:  Osage Orange Tree

The last remaining Maclura pomifera in a 
‘hedge’ planted in the 1840’s by Dr. Potter, a 
forefather of extension education. 

Maclura were planted extensively to conserve 
soil during the ‘Dust Bowl’ losses of the 1930’s.



HistoricTreeCare.com 2012





Aerial assessment confirms  durability of Maclura wood.  The 
‘stub’ from the city’s pruning job is left alone for now, to 
avoid drying and decay of the stem.  The sprouting will be 
monitored during the next inspection.
Tour des Trees riders give the tree encouragement.
“Grow, Tree, Grow!”



This ‘After’ shot shows thinning done to tallest 
leader.  Specifications for aggressive pruning 
mitigate an unknown amount of root damage 
under the sidewalk.

A summer storm packing 70 mph winds did 
not damage the tree.

City executives are comfortable with current 
condition and prognosis.   (Arborists are not 
comfortable with root damage, but  manage 
conditions in the best ways possible!)



Damage from the careless installation of sidewalk can kill trees and people.  
The driver of this truck was very fortunate to make a full recovery.  Inspections 
on a regular cycle, even 5 years, can prevent the loss of trees and people.  



Case Study 6:

Acer negundo in 
Ontario, Canada

Pruning at the same 
nodes, like pollarding. 
Small cuts made 
“after sprouting 
slows”, when the 
replacements are 
established.

The crown is reduced 
due to the loss of 
strength at the base.



The stick goes through the base of 
this boxelder, and out the other side

The sinus to the south is also open.

Woundwood is developing at 
all of the margins of the 
cavity.

Maintaining screen and air 
quality and wildlife values 
are among the objectives.



Aussie Cassian Humphreys on the left, 
Ryan Redvers, who drew a thesis on a T-shirt, in 
the middle.

I was glad to work with someone who sweats 
more than I do!

Ryan is presenting at ISA International August 
8.  Reduction and retrenchment pruning are also 
in the main Program, but we will be in a 
breakout session called 
‘Restoration and Heritage Tree Pruning’.  

Most of the trees we are called to care for are 
mature, so retrenchment pruning is common 
practice.  But it’s not “acceptable” unless it’s in 
the A300 Standard.  Will you help?



On thin ice—
Out of time—

THE END



Please ask for changes, to recognize good practice and 

Harmonize with other Countries!

Public Review period ends June 23, 2014.
Send questions or comments to Bob Rouse, rrouse@tcia.org

And your voting representative:

Bartlett Tree Experts -pbecker@bartlett.com

Asplundh Tree Expert Co.  gkemp@asplundh.com

Davey Tree Expert Company chris.klimas@davey.com

Tree Care Industry Assn. tmugridge@forestcitytree.com

PLANET Alice Carter  acarter@valleycrest.com

SMA Nolan Rundquist nolan.rundquist@seattle.gov

ISA Richard Hauer, PhD rhauer@uwsp.edu

ASCA Torrey Young torrey@dryad.us

PGMS Gene Pouly gpouly@efpouly.com
UAA William Rees (410) 291-3633
USDA Ed Macie (404) 347-1647
Alliance for Community Trees  carrie@actrees.org
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Published guidance on pruning older trees is scarce in the US, so one must look abroad. 11, 12 

Respect your elder trees. Send positive messages about tree care, and the tree care industry!  

1. BS 3998: 2010 Tree Work—Recommendations British Standards Institute 

2. Best Management Practices on Tree Risk Assessment International Society of Arboriculture 

3. Arboriculture: The Integrated Management of Trees, Shrubs and Vines Harris et al 

4. ANSI A300 Tree Care Standard, Part 1 Pruning Tree Care Industry Association 

5. Basic Tree Risk Assessment CEU article, Arborist News October 2006 

6. http://www.isa-arbor.com/store/product.aspx?ProductID=484&CID=56 

7. http://www.ecosync.com/tdworld/Branch%20Failure%20Investigation.pdf 

8. www.tree-consult.org/index.php?option=com_joomdoc&task=cat_view&gid=131&Itemid=239 

9. How Hollow may a Tree be? Neue Landschaft 11/96 p. 847-850 

10. Foundations of Tree Risk Analysis Arborist News December 2006 

11. Fay, N. (2002). Environmental arboriculture, tree ecology and veteran tree management. 

Arboricultural Journal, 26(3), 213–238. 

12. Forbes, V & Fay, N. (2006). Träd inventering på Hallstad Ängar. Rapport Ostergötland. 

13.  Lonsdale, D. (ed). (2013). Ancient and other veteran trees: further guidance on management. 

The Tree Council, London. 

14.  Read, H. (2000). Veteran trees: A guide to good management. English Nature, Peterborough. 

www.HistoricTreeCare.com for more

http://www.historictreecare.com/

