
Managing Storm Damaged Trees 
 

 Recent ice storms have caused significant damage to yard trees throughout 
different portions of the state.  Consider the following steps when evaluating and 
managing trees on your property that have been damaged by recent storms: 
 

• Before anything is done be sure any trees in question are on your property.  If 
the tree is in the public right-of-way contact you local city office to see who is 
responsible for managing trees in these locations. 

 
• If your tree is immediately adjacent to power lines, contact your local utility for 

potential assistance with pruning of broken branches or removal of hazardous 
trees.  Do not prune around utility lines, this work should be done by trained 
professionals. 

 
• Observe the tree for any large hanging branches or trunks that are split/cracked 

that could fail and hit the house, garage, shed, sidewalk, drive, street, or any 
other structure.  If any branches or the entire tree present a potential hazard to 
people or property the hazard should be removed as quickly as possible. 

 
• If your tree has lost more than 60 % of the crown (branches) it will be difficult 

for the tree to maintain good health, so it should be evaluated for removal.  If 
your tree has sustained significant damage, but does not create a hazard it is 
okay to consider leaving the tree to evaluate how it responds on its own over the 
next few years. 

 
• Some trees are damaged enough that they will have to be removed, but most 

damaged trees just have broken branch stubs and/or hanging broken branches.  
Larger stubs (2 inches or larger in diameter) and broken branches are often 
entry-areas for decay causing organisms, so having them removed correctly to 
allow proper wound closure by the tree will be beneficial to long-term tree 
health.   If the majority of the stubs and broken branches are less than 2 inches in 
diameter removal is not critical, but still beneficial. 

 
• If you have an oak tree with damage that needs to be repaired, pruning should 

be avoided between March 1st and October 1st to prevent infection by the 
fungus that causes the disease oak wilt. The best time to prune most tree 
species is during the winter months, but non-oak species can be pruned at 
other times as long as the leaf-out phase in the spring and leaf color change 
phase in the fall are avoided. 

 
• In general, wound dressings (pruning paint) are not needed on pruning 

wounds.  One exception to this rule is oak.  If an oak tree is wounded or 
pruned during March 1st and October 1st treat the wounds immediately with a 
non tar-based wound dressing such as latex paint. 



 
• If you do not have the experience, ability, and equipment to safely prune your 

own tree you should hire a tree care professional. 
 

• When hiring a professional tree service/arborist consider the following: 1) 
Avoid folks knocking on the door offering to work on trees.  Most local 
companies do not create business this way.  2)  Check with city hall to see if 
tree services/arborists are required to be licensed in your community.  3)  Ask 
for proof of personal and property damage insurance, and workers 
compensation.  4) Ask for references of local clients.  5)  Consider contacting 
an International Society of Arboriculture (ISA) certified arborist.  6) If 
possible, obtain written estimates listing all the work to be done from multiple 
companies.  7)  Do not pay for work until it is complete.  8)  Be patient.  After 
a storm most local companies are very busy, and it could take weeks or even a 
few months before they can complete the necessary work on your tree. 

 
• Often after major storms some non-local companies will begin working in an 

area promoting undesirable cutting practices such as topping.  Topping is an 
undesirable practice that basically consists of removing large major branches 
and leaving multiple stubs.  This practice promotes decay, weakly attached 
sprouts, and can often shorten the useful life of a tree.  Tree services 
promoting topping should not be hired. 

 
It is important to remember that the proper management of storm-damaged 

trees can promote long-term tree health.  For more specific information on 
managing storm damaged trees, proper tree care and pruning, topping, and hiring 
a professional tree service/arborist go to the Tree Care and Pruning Section of the 
Iowa DNR Shade Tree Information web site at 
http://www.iowadnr.gov/forestry/shadetrees/index.html. 
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