
DRAFT ATC Policy on Hazardous Trees 
Draft “D”  

 
Damaged, weak, dying, dead, or structurally defective trees are part of the natural landscape 
through which the Appalachian Trail passes, and often provide important habitat for wildlife 
and a means to return nutrients to the forest.  In some areas, changes in climate, cyclic 
infestations of insects (such as Gypsy Moth), or other natural events may increase the 
percentage of trees in an area that are weakened and/or are at or near the end of their lifespan.  
 
The U.S. Forest Service (USFS) in its publication Tree Hazards - Recognition and Reduction in 
Recreation Sites defines a tree hazard as any potential tree failure due to a structural defect that 
may result in property damage or personal injury. The USFS notes that it is difficult to predict 
tree failure with certainty because of the complex interaction between tree and environment. 
Every tree will eventually fail; therefore, knowledge of each tree species, site characteristics, and 
local weather conditions is essential when evaluating tree hazards. A defective tree is hazardous 
only when its failure could result in damage to something of value. In recreation areas, the 
concerns are with structures, forest visitors, vehicles, or other property.   
 
Similarly, the National Park Service in its Hazard Tree Guidelines says that a hazardous tree 
specifically refers to a plant with a significant flaw which, when coupled with a location in an 
identified public use area, makes that tree an actual risk. Thus a hazardous tree is one that, 
because of a recognizable mechanical flaw, poses a threat to people or property.  
 
Recreation laws in each A.T. state indicate that recreation users are expected to take 
responsibility for their own safety while pursuing outdoor recreation activities. Legal guidance 
offered to ATC indicates that liability for damage or injury from known hazardous trees is the 
responsibility of the appropriate land-managing agency (typically, municipal, state or federal 
entities).  Hazardous trees, as defined by the USFS and NPS, may occur in designated or 
maintained locations where A.T. visitors are likely to congregate such as trailheads, designated 
campsites, shelters, water collection areas, vistas and trail junctions.  Hazardous trees would not 
extend to visitor-chosen locations for overnight use or other undeveloped and non-designated 
sites or areas. 
 
Trail clubs and A.T. management partners may support hazardous tree management to the 
extent possible with existing capacity, skills, and time. ATC and club volunteers who are trained 
in hazardous tree identification can offer additional capacity to land managing agencies to 
inspect and manage designated areas for trees that could pose a probable threat to trail visitors. 
Clubs and ATC should regularly work with land management agencies on mutually agreeable 
responsibilities to assess and manage potentially hazardous trees. Club Local Management 
Plans should highlight the need for regular collaboration on hazardous tree management.   
 
The flow chart below outlines a suggested sequence of actions for management of hazard trees 
where a management process has not already been developed. 
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Hazard Tree Reported  by 
visitor, hiker, volunteer, staff 

Hazard Tree Annual Assessment and Removal Procedure 

No hazard confirmed, no 
action needed 

Reevaluate action needed 

Reevaluate action needed 

Site remains closed until 
hazard trees are 

removed 

Yes 

Hazardous= Probable threat to persons or 
property at a site where A.T. visitors congregate. 
See Scale of Risk (forthcoming). 

Closure = Partial or complete site closure. 
Depends on geography and topography. 

Removal completed by:  

Trained staff or volunteer 
Inspects and Confirms 

Club and ATC Regional 
Office  Recommends 

Closure/Removal to APPA/ 
Land Management Agency 

APPA/Land Management 
Agency Approves  
Closure/Removal 

Remove w/in 2 weeks 
preferred 

Closure Methodology & 
Outreach 

Club 
B or C Fellers w/ 
Haz Tree Training 

Contractor 
“Pre-Authorized” by 

state/region 
Land Management Agency 

Pre-Qualified 

• Flagging tape demarcating hazard trees 
• On site hazard warning signage and flagging 
• Closing sign at site spur trail  
• Trailhead signs at north and south road 

crossings, and side trail if relevant 
• Online updates (ATC, club, agency) 

No 

Notify all management partners of work completion 

No 

No 

No 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

ATC Regional Staff  
w/ Haz Tree Training 

Yes Yes Yes 

OR OR 

Reopen Site 

Public communication: site is reopen 

OR 

This removal procedure will depend on who has 
the qualified person/crew and/or funding 
available. 
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