
Heavy winds do not just litter the yard. They stress wood fibers, torque root plates, and expose hidden

weaknesses in trees that looked perfectly fine the day before. Over two decades in arboriculture have taught

me that what fails in a storm is often the limb that had been quietly decaying from the inside, the tree whose

roots were compacted during a driveway project, or the top-heavy specimen that was overdue for structural

tree trimming. Good judgment after the storm can be the difference between a safe, quick recovery and a

cascading set of problems that gets costlier by the day.

This checklist is designed to help homeowners, facility managers, and property teams move through the first

48 hours after high winds. The steps are practical, grounded in Roanoke tree removal field experience, and

aligned with standards most professional tree service companies follow. Every site is unique, and nothing

here replaces a qualified arborist’s assessment, but it will help you speak the same language and avoid the

most common mistakes.

Start with safety, then expand your view

Windstorms scramble our senses. You step outside and see a fence section crumpled under a canopy,

gutters bent, shingles scattered. Before you touch anything, pause. The most serious hazards are not always

obvious. The branch that looks lightly hung up might be loaded like a spring. The trunk resting on the roof

may be acting as a brace for a larger mass that will roll once you cut the wrong piece. I have seen seasoned

tradespeople get hurt because they treated a broken limb like scrap lumber.

Scan from the ground up, not the other way around. Electrical hazards deserve the first pass. If any part of

the tree is in contact with a service line, assume that line is live. Keep everyone at least a full tree length

away. In neighborhoods where lines run from pole to house, I’ve seen maple tops yawed into secondary lines

while the main stem still stood. Even if lights are out, backfeed from generators can energize lines. Call the

utility. Do not rely on a ladder and a pruning saw to solve an electrical problem.

With power cleared or confirmed safe, widen your perspective. Look for soil heaving, especially on the

windward side of large trees. A lifted root plate can settle back deceptively after a gust passes. If you see

fresh soil cracks or new mounding within a radius roughly equal to half the canopy spread, you likely have

root failure in progress. That tree can fall with little warning, sometimes days later if rain saturates the

ground.

Finally, note traffic and access. Emergency tree service crews need safe room to stage gear, and their

decisions about cutting sequence depend on where they can place ropes, rigging blocks, and aerial lifts. A

narrow driveway forces a different approach than an open front yard.

The quick visual check most people miss

People look at broken branches and forget to check the union points. The collar where a limb meets the

trunk tells the story. A clean failure across a branch is one thing. A cracked union with long vertical splits into

the trunk is another. I once inspected a white oak that had “lost a limb in the storm.” The owner assumed

routine cleanup. In reality, the limb tore a 36-inch fracture down the trunk’s grain, threatening the structural

core. That was not a trimming job, it was a controlled removal to prevent catastrophic failure.

Pay attention to compression wrinkles in the bark, often called “elephant skin.” On conifers, these can be

subtle ripples indicating fiber failure inside the stem. On hardwoods, look for wet streaks or sap bleed along
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unexpected lines. These are often the only early clue that internal cracking exists. Binoculars help when the

canopy sits high.

If you spot embedded hardware near a failure point, mention it to your tree experts. Old cables, lag bolts

from forgotten swing sets, even clothesline hooks can change how wood fibers load under stress. They also

change the risk profile for saw chains and rigging.

Triage: what must be handled today

You can cluster post-storm tree care needs into three buckets: imminent danger, urgent but stable, and

cosmetic or preventive. A good arborist does this triage quickly and explains the why behind each call.

Imminent danger includes anything interacting with power, anything leaning toward occupied space with

visible root or trunk failure, and any suspended load over a public path or driveway. Urgent but stable covers

large broken limbs supported by healthy wood, crown damage that opens the tree to decay but is not

actively failing, or partially uprooted trees in areas that can be barricaded. Cosmetic or preventive work

includes canopy thinning after minor damage, post-storm structural pruning, and inspections to plan future

tree care service.

Sorting in this way helps you communicate clearly when you call for emergency tree service. Crews prioritize

life safety first, then property protection, then tree health. If your notes reflect that hierarchy, your site will

be handled in the right sequence.

How emergency tree service actually works on site

When the truck shows up, you will see quick movement followed by what looks like a pause. That pause is

the most important part. The lead climber or foreman walks the scene, looks for tie-in points, judges wood

condition, and plans the rigging path. Cutting first is how accidents happen. Planning first is how complex

removals finish without incident.

If the tree can be saved with corrective pruning, the crew may ascend and use reduction cuts to rebalance

the canopy, remove torn wood back to viable collar tissue, and install a non-invasive support system. These

modern systems favor synthetic cabling placed high to reduce sail and share load across leaders. Cables are

not a magic fix. They buy time while the tree recovers or while you plan for a managed removal later.

If removal is necessary, particularly for a compromised stem near structures, expect negative rigging. That

means lowering pieces to reduce shock load instead of letting sections free fall. In tight urban lots, we often

rig every piece, sometimes down to foot-long cookies, to protect patios, HVAC units, or slate roofs. A good

tree removal service will carry protective mats to guard lawns and root zones from equipment weight. Ask

for them if you do not see them deployed.

Storm work demands flexibility. Rain turns lawns to mud, wind gusts halt climbs, and the presence of decay

makes some tie-in points unreliable. Crews may switch to a crane if access allows, or postpone the top cut

until weather stabilizes. This can feel slow from the ground, but it is the safest path when fibers are

questionable.

A homeowner’s checklist for the first 48 hours

Use this compact list to keep your actions focused when adrenaline runs high:



Keep people and pets away from the area, at least a tree length from any damaged or leaning tree, and

call the utility if lines are involved.

Document with wide and close photos before any cleanup, including soil at the base, bark splits, and any

contact with structures.

Stabilize what you safely can without cutting, such as moving vehicles, placing buckets under attic drip

points, and covering roof holes with a temporary tarp from the ridge downward.

Call a professional tree service with emergency tree service capability, ask for ISA Certified Arborists or

equivalent credentials, and describe hazards in simple terms.

Mark hazards for others with cones or tape, especially at night or in shared spaces, and do not permit

well-meaning neighbors to climb or cut.

Those five steps sound simple, but they cut losses meaningfully. Photos help insurance, early calls get you

on the schedule, and keeping non-professionals out of the drop zone prevents injuries that complicate

everything else.

Reading the tree: species, age, and site pressures

Not every species reacts the same way to wind. Shallow-rooted trees like spruce and some ornamental

cherries lift root plates more readily on saturated soils. Willows fail where previous storm pruning left long,

weak sprouts that behave like sails. Old silver maples with co-dominant stems and included bark are

notorious for splitting. By contrast, an old bur oak can lose a large limb and still stand rock solid if its root

system is healthy and its trunk wood remains sound.

Age plays into elasticity and decay resistance. Younger trees bend and recover, but if they were staked too

long in their early years, they never developed strong taper and may snap at the stake height. Older trees

can carry hidden decay pockets that do not matter until the wind finds them. Experienced arborists bring

species knowledge and years of pattern recognition to these judgments. That is why it pays to hire tree

experts rather than generic labor when structural risks are present.

Site pressure is the third leg of the stool. Weakened root zones from trenching, grade changes that buried

flares, or soil compaction from heavy equipment can transform a routine gust into a bulldozer. I once

evaluated a row of Norway maples that failed progressively after a parking lot expansion. The trees looked

fine a month after paving. The problems surfaced a year later, during a spring storm, when three tipped in

sequence because their root systems had been shaved to make room for curbs. No amount of top-side

pruning could fix what the site had done below ground.

When trimming saves a tree, and when it does not

Tree trimming after a storm is not the same as cosmetic shaping. The goal is structural restoration.

Reduction cuts reduce lever arms on overextended limbs. Selective thinning removes damaged or crossing

wood without stripping the interior, which would invite sunscald and new breakage. Proper cuts respect the

branch collar to speed compartmentalization and reduce decay vectors.

Trimming saves a tree when the main stem is sound, primary unions hold, and the root system is stable. It

does not save a tree with a cracked trunk, a torsion split through the heartwood, or root failure that lifted the

plate. In those cases, trimming delays the inevitable and raises long-term risk. A seasoned arborist will say

so plainly, even if a removal is less profitable than weeks of piecemeal visits. That candor is part of

professional tree service.



If trimming is the right option, consider follow-up arborist services. Install dynamic cabling where wind tends

to funnel between structures. During the next growing season, schedule a crown inspection to catch

deadwood before summer storms. A thoughtful plan beats a reactive pattern of emergency calls.

Working with insurance without losing momentum

Storm damage intersects with insurance in messy ways. Insurers usually pay for the portion of tree removal

necessary to access and stop ongoing damage to covered structures, such as removing a limb from a roof.

They do not always pay to remove the rest of the tree if it fell harmlessly in the yard. Policy language varies,

and your adjuster’s interpretation matters.

Gather paperwork as you go. Time-stamped photos, crew descriptions, and itemized invoices help. Ask the

tree removal service to separate line items for emergency response, hazard mitigation, and full removal or

debris hauling. Adjusters understand emergency hours and mobilization rates after regional storms. They do

not like vague descriptions such as “tree cutting - $2,500.” Clear records reduce back-and-forth and get

you reimbursed faster.

One tip from experience: if a crane is needed to remove a tree from a roof, request photos of each stage.

Adjusters seated far away are more comfortable approving high crane bills when they can see why the crane

matter was unavoidable.

Choosing the right professional in the scramble

After a wind event, phones ring off the hook. Everyone from reputable arborists to opportunistic crews with

chainsaws will offer help. When residents feel pressure to act fast, they sometimes choose based on who

arrives first. Speed matters, but selection matters more.

Look for a company that provides residential tree service and commercial tree service with documented

training, insurance, and equipment suited to storm work. Ask for proof of liability and workers’

compensation. Verify that the estimator or crew lead is an ISA Certified Arborist, or that the company

employs one who is involved in your job plan. Ask how they will protect your property during access and

rigging. Listen for an explanation of their approach that matches the visible conditions.

A real professional tree service will typically ask you questions too. What year was the last pruning? Has the

grade changed around the base? Did the tree ever show early leaf drop? These clues help diagnose tree

health beyond the immediate breakage. If all you hear is “we’ll cut it down,” and you are trying to preserve

the tree if possible, seek a second opinion.

The post-storm inspection that improves long-term tree health

Once the immediate hazards are handled, use the moment to reassess the whole canopy. Wind shows you

where the weak points are. If a maple shed a limb at an included bark junction, scan for similar unions

elsewhere. If a pine twisted, look for spiral grain that predisposes to torsional failure. If a tree lost a lot of

small interior branches, it may be telling you that previous over-thinning left too much sail in the outer shell.

Ask your arborist for a maintenance plan. The best tree care service is preventive. It may include periodic

structural pruning, deadwood removal, and selective reduction to lower wind load. Soil improvement can be

just as important as pruning. Air spading to expose and correct a buried root flare, vertical mulching to break

up compaction, and thoughtful mulching with wood chips can make a tree more resilient before the next

gust.



If you manage commercial sites, consider a tree inventory with risk ratings. A good inventory maps species,

size, condition, and target zones, then scores each tree. This data helps you budget and sequence care. Not

every tree deserves the same attention. Focus on high-target areas like entries, parking rows, and

pedestrian paths. Commercial tree service teams often pair this work with seasonal inspections before

storm seasons.

Tools the pros use, and why that matters for safety

Storm work looks like chainsaws and ropes from the ground. In practice, it is a toolkit backed by judgment.

Crews bring:

Helmet systems with integrated communication, so ground and canopy stay in lockstep when plans

change mid-cut.

That single list is worth calling out because it illustrates the difference between a service tuned for hazard

mitigation and a general labor crew. Add to that load-bearing slings rated for dynamic forces, friction

devices that allow controlled lowering, and wedges to steer cuts when fibers are unpredictable. In specific

cases, resistograph drills help measure internal decay without excessive wounding. Air tools can expose

buttress roots for inspection without damaging them. The goal is not more gear for its own sake. It is to

stack safety and precision when the wood does not behave like a textbook.

What to do about partially uprooted trees

One of the trickier calls after wind is the tree that tipped, then settled, but did not fall. Many homeowners

ask whether it can be pulled upright and staked. For small trees planted within the last two or three years,

gentle righting and re-staking can work if a significant portion of the root ball remains intact. For larger trees

with compromised root plates, pulling upright often shears remaining Click here for more info roots and

sets the tree up for failure in the next storm. The wound architecture underground is what decides the

matter, not the angle you see from the lawn.

An arborist will probe the root ball and look for sound anchoring buttress roots, then judge soil conditions.

Saturated soils reduce friction and make re-establishment harder. If the tree is valuable, there are cases

where custom guying with wide belts and ground anchors buys time, paired with crown reduction to lower

wind load. Plan on a multi-year recovery with monitoring. If the tree is near a target area, removal may be the

wiser path. Safety margins shrink when roots are compromised.

Debris, disposal, and what to keep

Storm debris can be overwhelming, especially after a community-wide event. Many municipalities set up

temporary debris sites and accept logs and chips. Ask your tree services provider if they chip on site. Chips

can be valuable mulch if you do not place them against trunks. Spread them two to three inches deep,

pulling back a few inches from root flares to allow air exchange. Urban forestry teams often use storm chips

to refresh beds and protect soils headed into hot seasons.

Large logs from removals can be milled if the species and quality warrant it. I have seen homeowners turn a

lost walnut into a dining table that keeps the memory of a beloved tree in the family. If that appeals to you,

tell the crew ahead of time so they can cut appropriate lengths and avoid metal contamination. Embedded

nails from old signs can ruin blades and make milling unsafe. A metal detector scan helps.
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Firewood is another option, but treat it as habitat if you do not burn. Stack methodically to avoid pest issues

and keep it off the ground on rails or pallets. Never transport firewood far outside your area. Moving wood

spreads pests like emerald ash borer or Asian longhorned beetle, and regulations may apply.

When a second opinion is wise

If a recommendation does not sit right with you, or if you are facing removal of a mature tree with high

sentimental or landscape value, ask for a second opinion. Arboriculture is part science, part craft. Two

arborists can look at the same defects and weigh risks differently based on training and experience. A

second set of eyes, particularly from someone with advanced credentials in risk assessment, is money well

spent.

I once counseled a client to remove a heritage oak after finding a concealed basal cavity with less than 20

percent sound wood remaining. The client asked another arborist, who proposed heavy reduction and

cabling. That proposal would have left a majestic tree looking butchered and still risky. The client opted for

removal and used parts of the trunk for custom benches. Hard choice, but the right one. In contrast, another

case involved a leaning tulip poplar where a contractor urged removal. Closer inspection showed an intact

root flare and one failed minor union. We trimmed, installed dynamic cable, and that tree still stands ten

years later.

Looking ahead: building wind resilience into your landscape

Storms will return. Use this experience to design for resilience. Plant diverse species that suit your soil and

climate rather than repeating the same vulnerable type up and down the street. Site trees with mature size in



mind, giving roots room to explore and crowns room to sway. Protect root zones during construction by

fencing the drip line, not just the trunk. Water deeply during droughts, because a hydrated tree bends better

than a dry one.

Schedule periodic assessments with a trusted arborist. A simple annual walk with a pro can surface issues

early: a bark inclusion forming, a fungal conk at the base, a new driveway plan that may strangle roots. That

is not overkill. It is the same preventive logic you apply to roofs, furnaces, and vehicles. Tree health

responds to consistent, modest care more than heroic interventions.

Finally, build a relationship with a professional tree service before you need emergency tree service. Clients

with history get quicker callbacks under pressure, not because of favoritism, but because the crew already

understands the site. They know access routes, soil conditions, and canopy structure. When the wind hits,

that familiarity shortens the distance from hazard to solution.

A last word from the field

After a major wind event a few years ago, we cleared a failing elm lodged across two row houses. The job

took a day and a half because the trunk had twisted and locked in place. The owners were anxious, the

street was closed, and neighbors gathered to watch. When the final section swung away and we lowered it

safely, the relief on that block was palpable. A passerby asked why we had not just “cut the big piece first.”

That single question captures the difference between guesswork and arboriculture. Trees under load do not

behave like fixed beams. Wood fails unpredictably when fibers are cracked. Professional tree removal

demands patience, planning, and respect for physics.

If you carry one idea from this checklist, let it be this: act quickly on safety, then slow down for judgment.

Bring in qualified tree experts who balance urgency with care. Your property will recover faster, your trees

will be healthier for the next storm, and you will sleep better the next time the forecast calls for gusts that

test the canopy.


