
Storms don’t just muss up a landscape, they reset it. Wind changes the physics of trees, rain changes the

soil that supports them, and ice adds weight beyond what branches evolved to bear. After the sky clears,

the question I hear most from property owners is simple: How do I know if my trees are safe? That question

is exactly where an experienced arborist earns their keep. Post-storm tree inspections are not a formality.

They are a methodical, technical assessment that protects people, property, and the long-term health of

your trees.

What storms actually do to trees

Damage rarely looks like it does in stock photos. Yes, sometimes you find a tree snapped in half or a trunk

laying across a driveway. More often, the problems are subtle. A wind gust can twist the crown and shear

fibers internally. Saturated soil can let a root ball yaw a few degrees, then resettle in a way that leaves the

tree leaning, but still apparently upright. Hail can bruise cambium without a visible wound. Ice can induce

compression cracks that hide under bark for months.

Water is the quiet culprit. Prolonged rain loosens soil structure, reducing lateral root anchorage, especially in

clay. Trees that felt secure the day before can ratchet loose in a single gale. In urban settings, where roots

are often confined by pavement and utilities, the anchorage imbalance is worse. We see failures not because

the trees are inherently weak, but because the storm altered the forces acting on them.

Electricity adds a different risk profile. A branch that touched a primary line in high wind may have burned

internally, weakening wood fibers while leaving the bark mostly intact. If the tree didn’t ignite, the damage

can be easy to miss until that same branch fails under a light load months later. This is why a quick glance

from the ground isn’t an inspection, it’s a guess.

What a proper post-storm inspection involves

A thorough post-storm inspection is a structured process carried out by a trained arborist. It is less about

one dramatic finding, more about pattern recognition and accumulated evidence. We begin with site safety.

If there are downed lines, the response starts with the utility company, not with saws. Once a site is safe, the

inspection runs from the ground up.



The first pass is for global signs of movement. Freshly heaved soil, new gaps at the trunk flare, a lean that

wasn’t there last week, tension cracks in the ground on the pull side of the lean. We check fences and

hardscape too, because a pushed fence or lifted paver can reveal root movement you can’t see above the

turf.

Next, the trunk and primary unions. Storms expose preexisting weaknesses. Included bark at a fork, out-of-

round stems, seams that indicate old splits, and reaction wood that suggests a tree has been compensating

for a lean. On oaks and maples, we look closely for shear planes below major unions. On conifers, we probe

for root plate instability and spiral grain fractures that show up as subtle buckling.

In the crown, we’re looking for snapped branches, hangers, and broken union attachments. A “hanger” is a

broken limb trapped high in the canopy where gravity will eventually pull it down. It is both dangerous and

easy to overlook from one angle but obvious from another, which is why a 360-degree view matters.

Binoculars help, but often the only way to assess a questionable union is to get a climber up there or use a

lift.

Instrumentation has a role, but tools don’t replace judgment. We may use a sounding mallet to detect hollow

areas, a resistograph or drill for suspected internal decay, or a clinometer to measure lean precisely. On

high-value trees, sonic tomography can map internal voids. Most residential inspections don’t require

advanced imaging, yet knowing when to recommend it is part of professional tree service.

Why arborists, not just “tree people”

Tree care sits at the crossroads of biology and physics. An arborist is trained to read both. A storm turns

that training into a risk assessment. We are not simply deciding whether to prune or remove. We’re weighing

species response to stress, decay rates, compartmentalization capacity, and how altered load paths will

behave under the next wind event. It’s one thing to cut away broken wood, another to predict whether a

partially uprooted tree can re-anchor in a wet autumn followed by a dry spring.

Credentials matter. Look for ISA Certified Arborists or comparable credentials in your region. Experience

matters too. A crew that handles both residential tree service and commercial tree service will have systems

for traffic control, crane work, and coordination with utilities. Those systems reduce risk and shorten

timelines. I’ve seen well-meaning neighbors with chainsaws create more hazard than the storm did,

especially around compromised limbs under tension.

Insurance is non-negotiable. Post-storm environments are dynamic. A trained, insured crew from a

professional tree service protects you legally as well as physically. If a bucket truck is needed or a crane has

to swing a trunk section over a house, you want a company that does this work weekly, not yearly.

Assessing immediate hazards versus long-term risks

After a storm, we triage. Immediate hazards include hangers over walkways, branches lodged on roofs, split

unions that could release, and trees with unstable root balls. Those get addressed first. Long-term risks are

trickier. A tree with a new lean may settle and hold if the root plate is intact and the soil dries quickly.

Another tree with a similar lean, but with severed tension roots on the opposite side, is a time bomb.

We also consider site use. Over a playground, the acceptable risk threshold is low. Over a far corner of a

field, we can tolerate more uncertainty. In commercial tree service work, liability and continuity of operations

drive different decisions than in a backyard. A shopping center cannot afford another closure from a falling

branch. A homeowner might accept a year of watchful waiting to save a legacy tree.



Trees communicate their condition in quiet ways. A bulging seam that wasn’t there last month, a swelling

callus that suggests a hidden fracture, tiny chips at the base after wind that hint at root movement. Those

signals inform whether we brace and cable, reduce the crown to lower sail load, or recommend removal.

Common post-storm defects, and what they mean

Branch tears along the trunk sound straightforward but they vary. A clean tear with intact remaining collar

tissue can compartmentalize and recover if the remaining branch architecture is balanced. Ragged tears

with crushed xylem often become infection courts for decay fungi. On species with strong

compartmentalization, like ginkgo, the prognosis can still be good. On species with weaker defenses, like

silver maple, the risk of progressive decay increases.

Compression cracks are another underappreciated defect. These form when fibers on the compression side

of a bend exceed their elastic limit. The crack may not open visibly but can compromise load-bearing

capacity. We detect them by subtle linear bark ridges and by feel with a probe. If you load that area again

with a similar wind event, failure is likely. Reduction pruning to shift loads, or removal if the crack involves

the main stem, is often warranted.

Root plate rotation leaves clues. Look for freshly exposed roots, a crescent of raised soil on the heel side, or

sinkage on the toe side. The tree may appear to have “stood back up” after the wind, but the anchorage is

altered. In wet soils, especially with shallow root systems or girdling roots from past planting errors, a

second event can finish the job.

Lightning strikes create both obvious and hidden damage. A visible spiral scar is a giveaway, yet

conductivity paths vary. Sap superheats, gas expands, and wood fibers explode microscopically. Even where

bark looks intact, vascular tissues may be compromised. In many cases, the canopy thins over weeks. If the

tree matters to the site, a staged response works: immediate pruning of hazards, deep watering if drought

follows, and reassessment at 30, 60, and 90 days.

Timing matters: inspect early, then follow up

The first inspection should happen as soon as the site is safe. Early action controls cascading problems.

Remove a hanger today and you prevent a potential injury or roof puncture tomorrow. Cut and seal? No. That

old practice impedes natural compartmentalization. Instead, we prune to the branch collar with clean cuts

and leave the tree to seal itself. If a cavity is involved, we clean dead tissue but avoid packing or filling.

Modern tree care service emphasizes biology over cosmetics.

Follow-up inspections are just as important. Some defects only declare themselves after the tree has had

time to respond. A seemingly minor tear can become a fungal colonization site. A root plate that looked

stable in cool, wet spring soil may loosen under summer heat when the fine root hairs die back. Good

arborist services schedule rechecks, especially for borderline cases where removal was not immediately

indicated.

Safety protocols you should expect from a professional crew

Storm sites are not training grounds. A professional tree service will control the work area, designate a

spotter, and coordinate equipment. Proper PPE is non-negotiable: helmets with face shields, hearing

protection, chainsaw pants or chaps, eye protection, and appropriate footwear. Climbers use rated saddles

and tie-in points, not improvised lanyards. If rigging is needed, expect a plan that accounts for shock loads,



swing potential, and anchor integrity. The safest cut in a storm-damaged tree is frequently the one you do

not make until the piece is fully controlled by a line.

Electrical hazards sit in their own category. If there’s any chance a limb contacted a live conductor, treat it as

energized until a utility representative confirms otherwise. And if anyone suggests “just pushing it off with a

fiberglass pole,” that’s your cue to call a different company.

Insurance, documentation, and the less glamorous side

Post-storm work intersects with insurance claims. An experienced arborist will document defects with

photos and notes that explain the risk and the recommended action. That record supports claims for

removal, pruning, or licensed certified arborists Roanoke VA even loss of a high-value specimen. On

commercial properties, we often pair this with a risk rating system so managers can prioritize work across

multiple sites. The clarity of the documentation reduces disputes and speeds approvals.

If a tree is healthy but fell due to wind, many policies cover debris removal but not replacement. If a tree was

neglected or hazardous before the storm, coverage can get murkier. A paper trail of regular tree care helps.

This is one reason commercial clients keep a preventive maintenance plan with scheduled inspections by

tree experts, not just reactive storm cleanup.

When removal is the right call

Nobody likes removing a mature tree. Yet there are clear thresholds. A tree that has uprooted and is leaning

more than roughly 15 degrees from vertical, with torn structural roots, is unlikely to recover safely. A trunk

with a split that extends into the root crown will not knit back together. If more than a third of the crown is

gone on a species that does not readily re-sprout, the tree’s energy budget will be too stressed to

compartmentalize new wounds and resist pests.

Sometimes the final decision is about context. If a compromised tree overhangs a bedroom or a daycare, the

acceptable risk is close to zero. If it borders a field and removal will destabilize neighboring trees by altering

wind exposure, we consider staged removals or replacements to break the wind and maintain habitat. That

wider lens is what separates quick cleanup from thoughtful tree care.

Saving trees with targeted interventions

Not every storm injury is a death sentence. Cables and braces can stabilize weak unions. Properly installed,

a dynamic cable system reduces peak loads without rigidly locking the tree, which maintains natural

movement and reduces hardware stress. Static steel cabling with through-bolts still has a place for older

trees with significant structural deficits, but it demands precision in placement and follow-up inspection.

Reduction pruning is another powerful tool. By selectively shortening end-weight on key limbs, we reduce

sail effect and leverage in future winds. This is not topping, which creates weakly attached sprouts and

invites decay. Proper reduction cuts target laterals that are at least one-third the diameter of the removed

limb, preserving branch protection zones. After ice storms, we prioritize cuts that balance the crown and

remove torn tissue to speed closure.

Soil and root care often get overlooked. Where storms compacted soil with heavy equipment, vertical

mulching or air spading can reoxygenate the root zone. A 2 to 4 inch layer of wood chip mulch, pulled back

from the trunk flare, moderates soil moisture and temperature. In droughty conditions after a storm, slow,
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deep watering helps fine roots regenerate. None of this brings back a broken limb, but it gives the tree the

reserves to heal.

Residential versus commercial realities

Residential tree service often centers on individual trees that carry memories. The owner knows when a

branch shaded a child’s swing or where holiday lights went every year. That emotional attachment matters,

and it can justify extra effort to preserve a borderline case with careful pruning, cabling, and follow-up care.

Commercial tree service involves scale and public safety. A campus with 400 trees cannot treat each as a

one-off. We map defects, assign risk levels, and roll work into efficient routes. Communication changes too.

Property managers need clear, prioritized proposals and predictable schedules. They also need crews who

understand public interaction on active sites. A professional tree service with capacity can stage multiple

teams, coordinate with other trades, and keep a site open while work proceeds.

What property owners can do before the arborist arrives

One short list can help you avoid common mistakes and prepare for a safe, efficient inspection.

Keep people and pets away from damaged trees and tape off areas under hangers.

Photograph visible damage from a safe distance for insurance, then set the camera down.

Do not cut or move storm debris that is under tension or near wires.

Note changes compared to last week, such as a new lean or soil heave, and share them.

If you hear cracking or see soil movement at the base, back away and call immediately.

Costs, timelines, and setting expectations

Storm work is variable. Emergency mobilization at night or during ongoing weather carries premiums. Crane

use or specialty equipment changes cost structure. Removing a large oak over a house with limited access

takes more time, more crew, and more rigging than cutting a similar tree into an open yard. An honest

estimate explains the drivers: access, complexity, risk, disposal weight, and whether stump grinding is

included.

Timelines depend on regional impact. After a major event, professional crews triage with hospitals, utilities,

and high-hazard calls first. If your damage is cosmetic, you might wait a few days. Skilled arborists will still

return calls promptly and give realistic windows. The companies worth working with communicate clearly,

even when the answer is not what you hoped to hear.

The role of prevention in a stormy climate

A post-storm inspection is reactive by nature, but the best outcomes start before the forecast. Structural

pruning in a tree’s youth reduces future failures by building strong branch architecture. Regular inspections

catch codominant stems with included bark before they tear. Root flare exposures can reveal buried girdling

roots that predispose a tree to windthrow. In regions with frequent storms, a two to three year inspection

cycle is a solid baseline. High-traffic sites and trees with known issues may justify annual checks.

Mulch and soil care are simple, effective insurance. So is proper watering during establishment. A well-

rooted tree with balanced crown structure handles storms far better than a neglected one. If you plant,



match species to site. Fast-growing, brittle trees save money up front and cost more later. Slower, stronger

species with good branch angles and dense wood are safer long-term bets in windy corridors.

A few brief examples from the field

After a late-spring microburst, we inspected a line of mature linden trees along a school parking lot. At a

glance they looked intact. The third tree showed a subtle shift in crown posture and a slight mound of soil at

the heel side. Probing revealed tension root tearing opposite the lean. We installed a temporary support,

reduced the crown by roughly 15 percent on the windward side, and fenced off the area. A month later, a

second storm hit. The treated tree held. Two untreated lindens a block over failed in similar soils with

identical wind loading.

Another case involved a red oak that took a glancing lightning strike. There was a narrow scar, little else

visible. The owner wanted to leave it alone. We recommended a staged plan: remove two minor hangers,

install a dynamic cable between codominant leaders showing a preexisting seam, and schedule rechecks. At

60 days the canopy thinned by about 20 percent, but new growth at the tips suggested vigor. With

supplemental watering and mulch, the tree recovered. A competing contractor had suggested removal on

day one. The right call depends on both biology and risk tolerance, not just a rule of thumb.

Choosing the right partner for post-storm work

Not every company advertising tree services has the depth for storm inspections. Ask for credentials, proof

of insurance, and examples of similar work. Ask how they approach risk assessment and whether they

provide written findings. Clarify whether the crew includes a certified arborist on site, not just in the office.

For complex jobs, ask about rigging plans or crane coordination. The answers should be specific. Vague

assurances often foreshadow vague work.

If you manage a portfolio of properties, consider building a relationship before the next storm. A standing

agreement with a trusted provider of arborist services can put you on a priority list, shorten response times,

and standardize pricing. On residential sites, a pre-storm walk-through each spring catches problems early

and sets expectations for what might happen in severe weather.

The payoff of doing it right

A careful post-storm inspection by an arborist is the difference between luck and management. You reduce

the chance of injury, avoid preventable property damage, and make better choices about which trees to

save. You also protect the landscape’s long-term value. Mature trees are not easily replaced. A healthy 24-

inch oak provides thousands of dollars of ecosystem services each year, from shade and cooling to

stormwater interception. Losing it unnecessarily is costly, not just sentimental.

Professional tree service is not just chainsaws and chippers. It’s a craft that blends biology, physics, and

judgment under pressure. When the wind has finally quieted and you’re staring at a canopy you’ve stopped

noticing for years, bring in tree experts who can read what changed, what can be corrected, and what must

be removed. The storm wrote a new chapter for your trees. A skilled arborist makes sure the story doesn’t

end there.


