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Tree Risk Assessments Are Only the Beginning: Turning Findings into an Action Plan
A practical framework for municipalities, public agencies, associations, institutions, commercial properties, and large residential estates. 
By Jerry Barberio, MBA | ISA Certified Arborist® NY-6400A | ISA Tree Risk Assessment Qualified (TRAQ)
The central management question is not simply, “Has the tree been assessed?” It is whether the findings have been converted into assigned, funded, completed, and documented action.
Trees are valuable living assets. They provide shade, improve property appearance, contribute to stormwater management, support wildlife, and help define the character of neighborhoods, campuses, commercial properties, and large estates. Trees also change over time. Storms, construction, soil disturbance, disease, decay, changing site use, and normal aging can alter tree condition and the consequences of failure.
A professional tree risk assessment helps a property owner or public agency understand observable conditions, potential failure scenarios, affected targets, and reasonable options for mitigation. That assessment is an essential starting point, but it does not prune a branch, restrict access, obtain an appropriation, issue a work order, select a qualified contractor, or verify that recommended work was completed. Risk is reduced through disciplined follow-through.
What a Tree Risk Assessment Should Accomplish
A tree risk assessment should be tied to a clearly defined assignment. The arborist and client should understand which trees or tree populations are included, what targets are being considered, the assessment time frame, the method and level of assessment, access limitations, and the format of the final report. Without a clear scope, even technically sound observations may not answer the client’s actual management questions.
The International Society of Arboriculture’s Tree Risk Assessment Qualification program establishes a systematic framework for gathering information, evaluating tree risk, communicating findings, and developing mitigation recommendations. Within that framework, the appropriate assessment level depends on the purpose of the assignment and the information reasonably needed to make a decision.
· Level 1—Limited visual assessment. A specified population of trees is viewed from a defined perspective, often through a walk-by or drive-by process. It is useful for screening large populations and identifying trees that may require prompt attention or a higher level of assessment.
· Level 2—Basic assessment. An arborist performs a detailed, ground-based inspection of an individual tree and its site, generally from all accessible sides. The assessment considers relevant targets, tree parts, load factors, defects, and conditions that may affect the likelihood or consequences of failure.
· Level 3—Advanced assessment. Specialized techniques or equipment may be recommended when additional information is needed to address a specific question that cannot be resolved through a basic assessment. Advanced assessment should be targeted to the decision being made rather than used automatically.
No assessment can guarantee that a tree or branch will not fail. An assessment is based on the defined scope, accessible and observable conditions, available information, and the condition of the tree and site at the time of inspection. This limitation makes documentation and follow-up especially important.
Where Good Reports Commonly Lose Momentum
Many organizations obtain a competent assessment and still struggle to reduce the identified risk. The problem is often managerial rather than technical. A report may cross several departments or decision-making bodies, and no single person is given responsibility for moving it from recommendation to completion.
· Responsibility is unclear. The owner, administrator, facilities manager, public works department, association board, risk manager, and contractor may each assume someone else is acting.
· Recommendations are not converted into work orders. General advice must become a tree-specific scope with a location, treatment, priority, responsible party, and completion date.
· Budget and procurement processes do not match the urgency. Emergency conditions, near-term corrective work, and planned maintenance require different approval and purchasing paths.
· Completion is not verified. An invoice alone may not confirm that the correct tree received the prescribed treatment or that the work met the specified arboricultural standard.
· Monitoring is not scheduled. Trees retained after mitigation may still require periodic observation, reassessment, or action following storms, construction, or changes in site occupancy.
A Practical Framework for Turning Findings into Action
1. Confirm the Decision Framework
Before assigning work, confirm the assessment scope and the decisions it is intended to support. Identify tree ownership, property boundaries, foreseeable targets, occupancy patterns, critical infrastructure, operational constraints, and any areas where access should be restricted while decisions are pending. The property owner or agency remains the risk manager and must determine its priorities and acceptable level of risk with professional guidance.
2. Prioritize by Risk and Operational Need
A practical action plan separates urgent conditions from work that can be scheduled, budgeted, monitored, or coordinated with broader site improvements. Aesthetic preferences can be considered, but they should not displace conditions involving people, occupied vehicles, buildings, utilities, roadways, playgrounds, pedestrian areas, or other consequential targets.
	Management tier
	Typical response
	Timing approach
	Record to retain

	Immediate
	Restrict access, notify responsible officials, and obtain prompt mitigation or additional evaluation.
	Act without avoidable delay.
	Notice, interim controls, authorization, photographs, and closeout.

	Near term
	Develop a specific work order for high-priority pruning, removal, cabling, or further assessment.
	Schedule within the assigned period.
	Tree ID, scope, contractor, completion date, and verification.

	Planned
	Package moderate-priority work into operating, reserve, or capital budgets.
	Align with procurement and budget cycles.
	Estimate, appropriation, bid documents, award, and completion.

	Monitor
	Retain the tree with defined observations, triggers, or reassessment requirements.
	Use a documented interval or event trigger.
	Baseline condition, monitoring date, changes observed, and next action.


Timing should be established from the actual assessment findings, site conditions, available controls, and professional judgment—not from a generic schedule.
3. Convert Recommendations into Executable Work
Each recommendation should become an actionable scope. At minimum, the work record should identify the tree, location, prescribed treatment, applicable standard or specification, priority, responsible person, required completion date, and any site restrictions. Photographs and maps are particularly useful on large properties or when several contractors and departments are involved.
Clear specifications reduce misunderstandings and make contractor proposals easier to compare. They also discourage substitutions such as excessive crown reduction, indiscriminate topping, removal of the wrong tree, or work that addresses appearance without correcting the assessed condition.
4. Build the Budget and Procurement Path
Tree work competes with other operational and capital needs. A useful implementation plan therefore includes realistic cost ranges, logical work packages, funding sources, and the appropriate purchasing method. Municipalities and public agencies may need quotations, formal bids, cooperative contracts, emergency purchasing documentation, governing-body approval, or coordination with grants. Associations may need board authorization and alignment with reserve schedules. Commercial and institutional properties may need facilities, insurance, legal, and purchasing review.
Bundling compatible work can improve pricing and reduce mobilization costs, but urgent work should not be held back merely to create a larger package. The procurement strategy should reflect risk priority and operational reality.
5. Verify the Work and Close the Record
Implementation should be verified against the approved scope. The closeout record should show what was done, when it was completed, by whom, whether the prescribed treatment was followed, and whether additional action is required. Verification is especially important when pruning specifications are technical, when multiple similar trees are present, or when the recommendation called for staged mitigation rather than removal.
6. Establish Monitoring and Reassessment Triggers
Reassessment intervals should be based on the tree, identified conditions, site use, targets, mitigation performed, and the client’s management objectives. Reassessment may also be warranted after severe weather, nearby construction, excavation, changes in drainage, soil disturbance, new symptoms, altered occupancy, or a material change in the surrounding site. A calendar reminder is useful, but event-based triggers are equally important.
Applying the Framework to Different Properties
Municipalities and Public Agencies
Municipal tree programs must connect field information with public works operations, budgeting, purchasing, emergency response, road and sidewalk projects, parks, utilities, constituent concerns, and governing-body priorities. Assessment data can support work planning, defensible prioritization, grant applications, contractor specifications, community forestry management plans, and multi-year maintenance programs. The objective is not merely to create an inventory; it is to use the inventory and risk information to direct limited public resources where they will have the greatest operational value.
HOAs and Condominium Associations
Associations often manage mature trees near homes, parking areas, sidewalks, recreation facilities, entrance features, and shared open space. A phased plan helps the board distinguish immediate safety concerns from reserve-funded maintenance and longer-term canopy renewal. Consistent records also help future boards understand why work was authorized and what monitoring remains outstanding.
Commercial and Institutional Properties
Commercial sites, schools, healthcare properties, houses of worship, cemeteries, and institutional campuses have changing occupancy patterns and business-continuity concerns. Tree decisions may affect parking, pedestrian circulation, deliveries, utilities, emergency access, outdoor events, and critical facilities. Assessment and implementation should therefore be coordinated with facilities management and the property’s broader risk-management program.
Large Residential Estates
Large estates may contain high-value specimen trees, wooded edges, long drives, accessory structures, gathering areas, utility corridors, and landscapes undergoing renovation. A consulting arborist can help the owner preserve valuable trees while identifying conditions requiring mitigation, establishing priorities, coordinating qualified contractors, and documenting decisions. This is particularly useful before construction, property transfer, major landscape work, or an insurance review.
The Value of Independent Professional Guidance
The arborist’s technical findings are only one part of successful risk management. Clients also need someone who understands organizational responsibility, budget limitations, procurement rules, contractor performance, public communication, and documentation. Independent consulting guidance can help the client evaluate alternatives and develop a proportionate response based on the observed condition, the targets, the consequences of failure, and the client’s objectives.
Concord MC combines ISA arboricultural qualifications with municipal management, public works, budgeting, purchasing, emergency management, and project implementation experience. This integrated perspective is especially valuable when an organization has a report in hand but needs a practical route from findings to completed and documented action.
How Concord MC Can Help
Concord MC assists municipalities, public agencies, associations, institutions, commercial properties, and owners of large residential estates with:
· Level 1 limited visual and Level 2 basic tree risk assessments within a clearly defined scope;
· tree inventories, condition evaluations, mapping, and risk-based prioritization;
· coordination of advanced diagnostic services when additional information is warranted;
· written action plans, budget sequencing, and multi-year maintenance programs;
· tree-work specifications, bid-scope development, proposal comparison, and procurement support;
· contractor coordination, implementation oversight, and completion verification; and
· monitoring programs, post-storm reviews, reassessment planning, and management documentation.
Do you have trees requiring assessment—or an assessment that has not yet become an action plan? Contact Concord MC to discuss an independent, practical approach to tree risk, prioritization, budgeting, procurement, and implementation oversight.
Concord MC  |  Concord-MC.com
Professional Note
Tree risk cannot be completely eliminated. Recommendations must be based on the defined scope of assignment, site access, observed conditions, available information, assessment time frame, and the client’s management objectives. Conditions may change after an assessment, particularly following storms, construction, excavation, soil disturbance, or changes in site use.
Authoritative Resources
· International Society of Arboriculture—ISA Tree Risk Assessment Qualification
· USDA Forest Service—Urban Tree Risk Management: A Community Guide to Program Design and Implementation
· New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection—Urban and Community Forestry
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Recommended Visuals
· Use an original Concord MC field photograph showing an arborist evaluating a mature tree near a meaningful target such as a road, building, parking area, walkway, or residence.
· Use a second original image showing implementation or documentation—for example, a tagged tree, mapped inventory, contractor work, or completed mitigation.
· Do not use photographs, quotations, branded diagrams, or other material from a competing company’s article.
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