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PURPOSE
The Botanic Garden of Smith College Tree Risk Management Plan (herein referred to 
as “The Plan”) establishes clear guidelines, protocols, and practices that ensure that a 
reasonable standard of care for arboretum trees is maintained and documented, and that 
the inherent risk posed to people and property on Smith College’s campus by arboretum 
trees is as low as is reasonably achievable. 
 
“The Plan” outlines a framework for tree risk management by assessing risk, prescribing 
action, and maximizing the efficacy of resources available at the Botanic Garden of Smith 
College. Adherence to the International Society of Arboriculture Tree Risk Assessment 
Qualification (ISA TRAQ) methodologies is critical to “The Plan.”

Adopting ISA TRAQ best management practices ensures that all tree risk assessment 
work reflects the most current industry standards for tree risk assessment. ISA TRAQ 
gives arborists a framework that helps them:    

1. Identify what is discernible about the risk of a tree (or tree part) failing 
2. Estimate the likelihood of that failure resulting in a target (people or property) 

being struck
3. Assign a risk rating for the combined likelihood and consequences of such a strike 

over a given time frame

This is a method for turning what an arborist understands into information that is both 
broadly understandable to non-arborists and actionable for risk managers. 

However, ISA TRAQ does not suggest how the risk manager should act, nor does it offer 
a comprehensive framework for exactly when risk assessments should occur. “The Plan” 
addresses these limitations by: 

1. Providing a clear framework for when and how risk assessment will be performed
2. Clarifying when and how risk managers/assessors/staff certified arborists (herein 

referred to as staff arborists) should proceed when an unacceptable risk is 
detected

3. Prescribing documentation procedures when appropriate

“The Plan” also prescribes standards and protocols for aerial tree work and risk 
mitigation practices that meet or exceed the ISA’s best management practices and the 
ANSI (American National Standards Institute) Z133  Safety Standard for arboricultural 
operations, as well as clarifies staff responsibilities.
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PLAN GOVERNANCE
With the authority of the Trustees of Smith College, this policy was approved by the 
responsible administrator, Provost and Dean of the Faculty, Michael Thurston, on 6 June 
2021. 

This policy was reviewed by Five College Risk Management on May 20, 2021.

The Director of the Botanic Garden is responsible for ensuring “The Plan” is up to date, 
reviewed regularly, and that all staff adhere to this plan. 

All staff at the Botanic Garden of Smith College play a role in tree risk management. 
Staff are, to the best of their ability, expected to identify potential threats, determine 
unacceptable risk, and ensure that any concerns they have are communicated 
promptly to staff arborists. Currently, staff arborists include the Landscape Curator, 
Chief Arborist, and Gardener and Assistant Arborist. Decisions and actions regarding 
assessment and risk mitigation are primarily the responsibility of staff arborists. The 
interpretation and assessment of the Tree Risk Management Plan is the responsibility 
of the Landscape Curator, in consultation with the Director of the Botanic Garden and 
other staff arborists. 

SCOPE OF PLAN
Botanic Garden of Smith College staff are responsible for the stewardship of accessioned 
trees on campus. Thus, ”The Plan” only applies to outdoor trees on Smith College’s 
campus, accessioned, and managed by Botanic Garden of Smith College staff. With 
few exceptions, these trees can be distinguished by the presence of an attached Botanic 
Garden label.

Non-accessioned trees on campus are the domain of the Smith College Grounds 
Department. Although Botanic Garden staff will not systematically survey these trees, 
they will promptly communicate any concerns or perceptions of unacceptable risk to 
the Grounds Working Foreman, the Assistant Vice President for Facilities and Grounds, 
and/or the Associate Vice President for Facilities. When possible, staff arborists will 
assist with tree risk assessment of these trees.

In instances when Botanic Garden staff incidentally observe conditions in trees that are 
not on Smith College property but that are near enough to the campus that they pose an 
unacceptable risk to the campus community and/or college property, efforts will be made 
to notify, in writing, the appropriate risk manager or landowner. Mitigation of such risk 
is the responsibility of that landowner. 
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METHODS OF RISK ASSESSMENT
All staff arborists will maintain credentialing from the International Society of 
Arboriculture Tree Risk Assessment Qualification (ISA TRAQ) and apply these 
techniques and principles to the assessment of arboretum trees (see Tree Risk 
Assessment Manual; second edition1). Staff will utilize ISA TRAQ methodology for 
detecting and responding to risk using the following progressive framework. 
An assessment is considered complete when the arborist has determined with a high 
degree of certainty that the tree can be considered “low” risk for a one-year time frame or 
an appropriate plan for mitigating unacceptable risk has been made and communicated 
according to plan protocols (see Section 5 for more documentation protocols).

Level I Risk Assessment
A Level I Risk Assessment is a limited visual assessment of a tree or population 
of trees for the purpose of identifying certain obvious defects. It is a systematic 
assessment designed to detect significant changes in tree risk and is a limited 
visual assessment, typically focused on identifying trees with obvious indicators of 
imminent or probable likelihood of failure. This can be conducted on foot or from 
a vehicle. Although the scope of focus may vary under different circumstances, 
staff arborists shall typically consider factors such as tree species, general tree 
health, apparent structural weakness, cracks, fully or partially detached limbs, 
obvious signs of decay, potential loads, and the presence and nature of potential 
targets. A Level I Risk Assessment is also intended to determine if trees require a 
higher level of risk assessment.

Level II Risk Assessment 
During a Level I Risk Assessment, should staff arborists deem a tree to pose a 
risk that cannot be classified with a high degree of confidence using a Level I Risk 
Assessment methods, a Level II Risk Assessment will be performed. In a Level II 
Risk Assessment, a tree will receive a thorough visual inspection from as many 
ground-level perspectives as is necessary to maximize the quality of the arborist’s 
evaluation. Tools such as sounding mallets, metal probes, measuring tools, 
trowels, shovels, binoculars, or a handheld magnifying lens may be used to further 
assess potential defects, pests, and pathogens. The arborist will identify and 
evaluate all potential targets for each tree and determine appropriate next steps. 

1 Dunster, Julian A., E. Thomas Smiley, Nelda Metheny, and Sharon Lilly. 2017. Tree Risk Assessment Manual, Second 
Edition. Champaign, Illinois: International Society of Arboriculture
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Level III Risk Assessment
Should, during a Level II Risk Assessment, staff arborists deem a tree to pose a 
risk that cannot be classified with a high degree of confidence using a Level II Risk 
Assessment methods, a Level III Risk Assessment will be performed. A Level III 
Risk Assessment includes all aspects of a Level II assessment and requires one or 
more advanced techniques for assessment and evaluation. These techniques may 
include climbing and/or aerial bucket surveys of the tree canopy, resistograph 
readings, sonic tomography readings, pull tests, root crown excavations, analysis 
of soil or site conditions, laboratory diagnostics of pests and diseases, and 
advanced target analysis. 

Level I and Level ll Risk Assessments will always have the potential to reveal concerns 
that necessitate a higher level of risk assessment. Regardless of the nature of the initial 
assessment, the arborist shall follow the decision tree outlined in Figure 1. Unless 
otherwise stated, the arborist shall use their professional judgement to determine 
the appropriate level at which to begin assessing a tree for risk, and the appropriate 
intervention to mitigate those risks.

Any time that a Level ll or Level lll Risk Assessment is deemed appropriate by a staff 
arborist, they shall use the ISA TRAQ risk rating matrices to determine a 12-month risk 
rating for that tree and record that rating in that tree’s accession record. If the risk rating 
is anything other than “low” for that time frame, the arborist shall act to mitigate the risk 
with appropriate haste so as to maintain a “low” risk rating for the tree in the interim, 
including restricting access to areas of known, immediate, unacceptable risk. 



7

Figure 1: Regardless of the reason for, or starting point of, a tree risk assessment, the arborist shall pursue 
the effort with as much scrutiny as necessary to either achieve a high degree of confidence that the tree 
presents a low risk for a one year timeframe or devise a plan of action to mitigate perceived unacceptable 
risk while taking any and all necessary measures to ensure that the risk is low until that plan is successfully 
completed.
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RISK ASSESSMENT CIRCUMSTANCES, PROTOCOLS, 
AND DOCUMENTATION 

Monitoring for and assessing risk in Botanic Garden trees will occur in three ways: 1) 
annual scheduled assessments of trees greater than 20 feet in height, 2) storm response 
assessments following weather events that are known or suspected by staff arborists to 
have affected tree risk, and 3) informal monitoring and tree condition awareness as a 
part of routine Botanic Garden operations. 

1. Annual Scheduled Assessments
No later than the last Monday of November of each year, staff arborists will commence 
a comprehensive Level I risk assessment on all accessioned trees exceeding 20 feet in 
height2 on the Smith College Campus for a one-year time frame. This assessment shall 
be completed by the end of December of that year. This process shall be conducted in an 
orderly and systematic way to ensure that all Botanic Garden trees that meet the height 
requirement are surveyed. 

This annual Level I Risk Assessment shall always be performed on foot and the arborist 
shall view the tree from as many angles as necessary for them to be highly confident 
that they have detected all obvious defects that can be easily observed from the ground. 
It will thereby exceed the level of scrutiny described in the definition of Level I Risk 
Assessment, however, not necessarily rise to standards of a Level II Risk Assessment.
 
Documentation
Regardless of the final level of assessment used in the Annual Scheduled Assessment, a 
record of the assessment, including the assigned 12-month risk rating shall be recorded 
in each tree’s accession record or on a spreadsheet in the “Tree Risk Management” file 
in the Botanic Garden’s “S” drive. The arborist performing any risk mitigation work for 
trees not receiving a “low” 12-month risk rating will update the risk rating to “Low” upon 
completion of mitigation work.

Upon completion of the Annual Scheduled Assessment, the Landscape Curator will 
submit a brief written summary to the Director, confirming that it has been properly 
conducted and highlighting all mitigated and persisting concerns or procedural problems 
that may have come to light during the assessment. A copy of this summary will be saved 
in the “Tree Risk Management” file in the Botanic Garden’s “S” drive.

2  As estimated by staff arborists.
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2. Storm Response Assessment
If any staff arborist believes that a weather event may have affected tree risk, they 
shall report that concern to the Landscape Curator as soon as is reasonably achievable. 
Following such an event, a campus-wide Level I Risk Assessment of accessioned 
trees will be planned and executed in a timely manner. This survey will typically be a 
limited visual assessment from a vehicle, intended to quickly identify and prioritize any 
necessary hazard mitigation response. The Landscape Curator will then ensure that 
appropriate resources are applied to any subsequent mitigation response in a timely 
manner. If the Landscape Curator is not present when a storm response is necessary, 
staff arborists will coordinate this effort with the Chief Arborist, who will be responsible 
for prescriptive actions and communication.

In the event of a significant weather event with severe damage to arboretum trees, 
a coordinated response will be planned for the Botanic Garden and Grounds by the 
Landscape Curator and the Manager of Facilities Grounds Operations.  The priority will 
be identifying and restricting access to areas that are believed to present unacceptable 
risk. When multiple, competing priorities are created by a weather event, priority for risk 
mitigation will be given to sites that will quickly restore campus transit and other critical 
operations.

Documentation
At the conclusion of each storm response assessment, the Chief Arborist will submit 
a brief summary to the Landscape Curator. If a hazard mitigation effort is conducted, 
the Chief Arborist will also submit a brief summary to the Landscape Curator at its 
conclusion. These summaries will be saved on the department’s shared “S” drive in the 
“Tree Risk Management File.”

C. Informal Monitoring
In the normal course of operations, it will be the responsibility of all non-arborist staff 
to promptly report all perceptions of unacceptable tree risk to staff arborists. It will 
be the responsibility of staff arborists to promptly evaluate these concerns (and those 
from other sources) and to act with appropriate haste to mitigate any hazards that they 
determine will present an unacceptable risk. It will also be the responsibility of staff 
arborists to remain vigilantly aware of any perceived unacceptable tree risk as they 
perform work on campus and act with appropriate haste to mitigate that risk and/or 
report it to a supervisor.

Documentation
Following any assessment and subsequent mitigation of risk that was reported by 
non-arborist staff or members of the community, the responding arborist shall record 
a brief account of the response in the tree’s accession record. Even in cases where it 
is determined that no unacceptable risk is detected, the arborist will record that the 
situation was evaluated.
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Any time that an arborist performs an assessment on a tree that results in a 12-month 
risk rating other than “Low” AND the subsequent risk mitigation plan allows for the 
work to be performed in a timeframe of more than 24 hours, that mitigation plan will be 
recorded on a shared “Pending Risk Mitigation” spreadsheet. It should be noted that this 
will only occur when the arborist determines that the risk presented by that tree is “Low” 
for the mitigation timeframe outlined on the spreadsheet plan. The mitigation work shall 
be performed within the timeframe specified by the arborist. Upon completion of the 
work, the entry will be deleted from the “Pending Risk Mitigation” spreadsheet and that 
tree’s accession record shall be updated with the nature and purpose of the work.

ADDITIONAL BOTANIC GARDEN STAFF 
RESPONSIBILITIES

Timely Communication of Tree Risk Management Plan Concerns
If at any point, a staff arborist determines that the department’s policies for assessment, 
evaluation, and mitigation are insufficient for an appropriate and reasonable response to 
a perceived risk, they shall communicate that concern to their supervisor. If the arborist 
ever encounters a situation where the procedures described in this policy are insufficient 
to properly respond to an imminent threat of harm to people or property, they shall use 
their professional judgement to initiate an appropriate response that reduces risk and 
preserves the broadest range of future response options.

Non-arborist Staff Responsibility to Report
Any time that a non-arborist Botanic Garden staff member notices a perceived 
hazard that they believe presents an imminent threat to people or property, they will 
immediately notify staff arborists and attempt to cordon off the area until the arborist 
can initiate an appropriate response. They shall ask for assistance from other staff and/
or Campus Safety, if doing so will expedite or improve the results of this effort.

Supplemental Documentation of Risks and Risk Mitigation
If a staff arborist feels that documentation of work or risk assessment, beyond what 
is mandated in this plan, is necessary to achieve our goal of making tree risk as low 
as is reasonably achievable or prove that we have acted in accordance with industry 
standards, they will do so. They shall consult with the Landscape Curator to determine 
an appropriate method of documentation and communication.
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SAFE TREE CARE OPERATIONS 
At the time this document was adopted, the Smith College Botanic Garden has three 
certified arborists on staff trained to perform aerial tree work and, in an emergency, 
perform an aerial rescue of an incapacitated climber. All tree work, both aerial and 
terrestrial, will be performed in accordance with ANSI Z133 Standards for Arboricultural 
Operations, ANSI A300 Standards for Tree Care Operations, and ISA Best Management 
Practices. 

A college environment and the use of novice student workers in support of tree care 
operations presents a need for an especially high level of awareness and adherence to 
safety protocols. In recognition of that fact, all Botanic Garden staff participating in tree 
work shall adopt the following priorities, practices, and procedures:

1. Staff, including student workers, shall not be required to perform and should not 
attempt to perform any task that they feel is unsafe or exceeds their current level of 
training or physical ability.

2. Staff, including student workers, performing tree work will be provided and shall 
properly use personal protective equipment in accordance with OSHA and ANSI 
regulations for any tree care operations, including aerial, ground-level, and risk 
assessment work. 

3. Prior to serving as ground support for aerial tree work, staff, including student 
workers, will receive training from a staff arborist that shall include a thorough 
explanation of: 

• Avoiding hazards associated with aerial tree work
• Proper use of personal protective equipment and communications 

equipment
• The use and purpose of the Job Safety Analysis form
• Emergency response protocols
• Responsibilities of ground support crew
• Communication protocols

Upon completion of training, students will sign a form stating that they have 
received the training and understand the information presented (see Appendix). 

4. Prior to any tree work operation, a staff arborist will confirm that all participating 
student workers are aware of communication and emergency response protocols. The 
arborist shall assign the student workers clear, simple, and specific responsibilities 
that assist foot-traffic control and ground support. The arborist is responsible for 
ensuring that student workers adhere to these responsibilities and should terminate 
tree work as soon as safely possible if they cannot simultaneously perform the tree 
work and ensure student worker safety. 

5. A capable rescue climber shall always be in close proximity to any tree work 
operation, preferably within eyesight. 
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6. In addition to adhering to all relevant industry standards for safe chainsaw 
operation, use of a chain saw on the ground shall not occur unless the operator is in 
direct eyesight of other people at all times.

7. Ground workers shall make aerial workers aware when they or other pedestrians are 
under the drop zone.

8. Communications between arborist aloft and other workers on the ground will be 
established before cutting and/or dropping limbs. Limbs will not be dropped from 
aloft until the arborist receives confirmation from all responsible ground crew that 
it is safe to do so. If a member of the ground crew reports back that it is not safe 
to make a cut, the climbing arborist will reply with “Holding!” to confirm that the 
message was received.

9. Prior to ascending any tree, the arborist(s) will consider the value of adding a 
secondary rescue access line.

10. Prior to any aerial tree work, the work crew will complete a Job Safety Analysis (JSA) 
Form (see Appendix).

11. Student workers will not be allowed to use chainsaws or perform aerial tree work.
12. In the event that a climber is incapacitated and requires a rescue effort, the rescue 

arborist shall do the following in accordance with JSA Form:
• Determine if there is a potential electrical hazard and if so, communicate 

that to other ground crew personnel and any arriving emergency 
response personnel 

• They shall restrict entry within a safe radius from potentially energized 
objects (accounting for step potential)

• If an electrical hazard is suspected, a rescue climb shall NOT be 
attempted

• Ensure that Smith Campus Safety has been notified of the situation
• If safe to do so, proceed with a rescue climb with extreme care, as to not 

create a second victim 

 

TREE REMOVALS 
The Smith College Grounds Department is responsible for the coordination and 
completion of all tree removals on Smith College property. Botanic Garden staff will 
serve as an active partner by ensuring safe and timely tree removals, and by supplying 
the Grounds Department staff with a list of necessary removals of accessioned trees at 
the conclusion of each annual assessment. 

If a tree selected for removal is determined to present an unacceptable level of risk in the 
time interval between the assessment and the following spring, the Landscape Curator 
will communicate that information to the Grounds Department with appropriate haste 
to ensure that removal occurs in an appropriate time frame. A copy of all tree removal 
communication will be saved in the “Tree Risk Management” file in the “S” Drive. As 
soon as the need for tree removal has been communicated to the Grounds Department, 
the tree shall be promptly deaccessioned by the Chief Arborist.
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REVIEW OF PLAN 
Upon approval, this plan will be shared with Botanic Garden staff, Facilities 
Management, the Five College Risk Management Office, the Provost’s Office, peer 
institutions and tree risk management professionals to solicit feedback and input. The 
Landscape Curator will consider all feedback and edit the document when appropriate. 
All edits will be vetted by the Director and staff arborists before they are finalized. 

The Landscape Curator will meet with staff arborists annually during the month of 
March to review the Tree Risk Management Plan. The goals of the review shall be to:

1. Determine any changes to “The Plan” or methods of implementing “The 
Plan” that will improve efficacy and/or efficiency.

2. Determine if there are any changes to industry standards in risk 
assessment and tree care operations that should be applied to our plan or 
procedures.

3. Determine our resource needs to effectively carry out “The Plan.”
4. Determine any points of clarification that need to be made in “The Plan.”

The Landscape Curator will submit a brief written summary of this meeting to the 
Director and will keep them informed if there are any needed changes to “The Plan.” 

DEFINITIONS
Accessioned Tree - Any tree that is part of the collections of the Botanic Garden of 
Smith College.  

Aerial Tree Work - Pruning work performed in a tree using rope climbing techniques or 
from an aerial work platform. Does not include pruning performed from orchard ladders.

Drop Zone - Area that, during tree work operations, presents a risk of falling objects 
striking a person or property. The arborist shall consider the potential for falling objects 
to shatter or ricochet when determining this area. 

Job Safety Analysis (JSA) Form - See Appendix. Complete prior to ascending any tree.

Non-arborist staff - All Botanic Garden staff that are not considered staff arborists.

Reasonable Standard of Care - The nature of trees does not allow for quantifiable 
strength and safety standards. We are using the International Society of Arboriculture’s 
definition - the degree of care that a reasonably prudent person should exercise 
in the same or similar circumstances. As stated in section VI., all Botanic Garden 
assessments, tree care operations, and management practices will be done in accordance 
with ANSI A300 standards, ANSI Z133, and other relevant industry standards and 
recommendations. 
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Risk Rating Matrices - The risk rating matrices (Figure 2) were developed by the 
International Society of Arboriculture to generate a risk rating designation that considers 
the likelihood of failure, the likelihood of impact and the subsequent consequences of 
failure plus impact over a defined period of time for a tree or part of a tree.

Staff arborists - Certified arborist currently employed by the Trustees of Smith College. 
At present these include the roles of Chief Arborist, Gardener and Assistant Arborist, and 
Landscape Curator. 

Target - People, property, or activities that could be injured, damaged, or disrupted by a 
tree failure.

Tree Risk - The combination of the likeliness of any portion of a tree failing and the 
severity of the associated potential consequences. 

Unacceptable Risk - Risk posed by a tree or part of a tree that an arborist has, to the 
best of their ability, determined to be unreasonable - meaning the tree can no longer be 
maintained in a way that is consistent with our definition of a reasonable standard of 
care. When attempting to determine unacceptable risk, the arborist shall always consider 
a specific timeframe, never to exceed one year. 
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Figure 2: The TRAQ risk rating matrices allow the arborist to produce an easily understood and actionable 
risk rating for a tree over a given time frame. 

It incorporates the arborist’s understanding of the likelihood of tree (or tree part) failure, the likelihood of 
impact, and the consequences of such an impact.

From: Dunster, Julian A., E. Thomas Smiley, Nelda Metheny, and Sharon Lilly. 2017. Tree Risk Assessment 
Manual, Second Edition. Champaign, Illinois: International Society of Arboriculture
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APPENDIX A
Student Aerial Tree Work Training Confirmation Form

I, __________________ (student/trainee), have completed groundwork training for 

aerial tree work operations with _____________________ (arborist/trainer) as it 

pertains to:

1. Avoiding hazards associated with aerial tree work
2. Proper use of personal protective equipment and communications equipment
3. Job Safety Analysis Form
4. Emergency response
5. Responsibilities of ground support crew
6. Communications protocols

I feel confident that I can safely perform the tasks that have been described to me in this 

training and I will speak up if at any point I do not have a clear understanding of my 

responsibilities. I also understand that if I feel that I am being asked to do something 

that is beyond my training or comfort level, that I am expected to communicate that 

concern to an arborist. I understand that my concerns will be supported, and that I will 

not be asked to perform that task.  
 

Print Name (Trainee)   __________________________________________

Trainee Signature   __________________________________________      

Date   __________

 
 
Print Name (Staff Trainer)   _________________________________________

Staff Trainer Signature    __________________________________________      

Date   __________
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APPENDIX B
         Job Safety Analysis Form

Job Safety Analysis Form 
Botanic Garden of Smith College

*Each active member of the group will sign initials here, acknowledging that they understand 
their role and that they have reviewed and understand the completed form.

Climber: _____________                       Date: _________

Ground Crew:______________________________________________________

Rescue climber: ____________________________________________________ 

Campus Safety Contact Person: _________________________________________ 

Potential Hazards to Climber: ___________________________________________ 

Potential Targets: ___________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

Checklist Prior to Climb: Need for Rescue Line Assessed___  Tree Safe to Climb___  Target 
Protection Duty Understood and Assigned___ Method of EMS contact___  Rescue Climb Gear 
Present___  Potential for Electric Hazard? (Y/N?)___  First Aid Kit Available___

Info to Communicate to Campus Safety: 413-585-2490

Location: ____________________________________

*HIGH ANGLE RESCUE - ASK FOR LADDER TRUCK IF AREA IS ACCESSIBLE
*CONSCIOUSNESS?
*SEVERE BLEEDING?
*POTENTIAL FOR ELECTRICAL HAZARD (Y/N)____
*ALL MEMBERS OF TREE WORK TEAM SHALL CEASE WORK IMMEDIATELY IF ANY 
MEMBER OF THE TEAM FEELS THAT THE WORK CAN NOT BE COMPLETED SAFELY. 

***TAKE EXTREME CARE NOT TO 
CREATE A SECOND VICTIM!!!***  


