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Cracks Can Cause Hazards in Trees
H. Dennis Ryan, Ed.D, MCA

University of Massachusetts Amherst, Department of Environmental Conservation, Arboriculture & Community Forestry

The Tree Care Industry Association has released the 
following information to Green Industry professionals, 
with the intention of protecting both workers in the fi eld 
and homeowners.  As winter deepens, homeowners and 
property managers are advised that tree failure is a major 
cause of property damage. An ice storm or high wind can 
cause a cracked tree to fail under its own weight. 

“Homeowners worried about trees falling and damaging 
property should call a Massachusetts Certifi ed Arborist 
(MCA) in for an inspection,” advises Peter Gerstenberger, 
senior advisor for safety, standards and compliance with 
the Tree Care Industry Association. Gerstenberger notes 
that trees are designed to withstand storms, but all trees 
can fail – and defective trees fail sooner than healthy 
trees. A sound tree becomes potentially dangerous when 
the tree’s woody structure is weakened by one or more 
defects. During storms, pre-existing defects predispose 
trees to failure. 

“To a professional arborist,” notes Gerstenberger, 
“defects are detectable signs that a tree has an increased 
potential to fail.” One of the major warning signs of tree 
failure is a visible crack. Cracks form when the load 
exceeds the capacity of the stem to withstand the load. 
The vast majority of cracks are caused by improper 
closure of wounds, by the splitting of weak branch 
unions, or by fl ush-cut pruning. Cracks can occur in 
branches, stems or roots. The wood behind the crack may 
be sound, decayed, or missing (cavity). 

Several types of cracks can be found in trees and, like 
other defects, the severity of cracks ranges across a 
spectrum. Vertical cracks run with the wood grain along 

the length of the tree and may appear as shear cracks, 
inrolled cracks or ribbed cracks. Horizontal cracks run 
across the wood grain. Shear cracks, a type of vertical 
crack, become hazardous when they go completely 
through the stem and separate the stem into two halves. 
As the tree bends and sways in the wind, one half of 
the stem slides over the other, elongating the crack. 
Eventually the enlarging crack causes the two halves of 
the stem to shear apart. A shear crack always has a high 
risk of failure. An inrolled crack, also called a ram’s 
horn, has margins that curl inward on each of its sides 
and forms inrolled bark and wood. An inrolled crack is 
formed when a wound does not close properly. Serious 
decay is always associated with an inrolled crack because 
the crack margins rewound the tree each year, allowing 
decay to spread rapidly. Inrolled cracks often generate 
other cracks in the same stem segment. Trees with an 
inrolled crack, advanced decay, and another crack all in 
the same stem segment have a high risk of failure. 

A professional arborist can determine the potential for 
failure by measuring the shell thickness in a few locations 
around the tree’s circumference, determining the width 
of the crack opening, and looking for the presence of 
any other type of crack. Ribbed cracks are created as the 
tree attempts to seal over a wound. Margins of the crack 
meet and mesh but are reopened due to tree movement 
or extremely cold temperatures. Thicker annual rings are 
created in order to stabilize the developing crack at the 
location of the crack. This forms the ribbed appearance 
over a period of many years. A ribbed crack has a high 
risk of failure when associated with another crack or with 
extensive advanced decay. 
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Horizontal cracks run across the grain of the wood and 
are formed when loading in the tree’s crown pulls wood 
fi bers apart. They are rarely found because they develop 
just before the trees fail. Horizontal cracks are a sign of 
imminent failure in leaning trees. 

Cracks are hazardous when they compromise the 
structure of the tree by splitting the stem in two or when 
another defect, such as internal decay and a crack, do not 
provide enough sound wood in the outer shell to support 
the tree. The presence of multiple cracks and decay 
indicates a very defective tree. 

What should you do? 
Landscapers and homeowners who would like a 

professional arborist to assess their trees should contact 
the Massachusetts Arborist Association (www.massarbor.
org) for a list of Massachusetts Certifi ed Arborists, or the 
Tree Care Industry Association (TCIA). TCIA has the 
nation’s only Accreditation program that helps consumers 
fi nd tree care companies that have been inspected and 
accredited based on adherence to industry standards for 
quality and safety; maintenance of trained, professional 
staff; and dedication to ethics and quality in business 
practices. An easy way to fi nd a tree care service provider 
in your area is to use the “Locate Your Local TCIA 
Member Companies” program. You can use this service 
by calling 1-800-733-2622 or by doing a ZIP code search 
at www.treecaretips.org. 

8:00  Registration & Coffee
     
11:00 AM – 2 PM PLANT DIAGNOSTIC LAB -  

OPEN HOUSE – NEW LOCATION. Stop by for 
a tour.

Throughout the day:
John Terrault of Asplundh Tree Experts will host 
sessions in the VOLT WAGON,  a live line electrical 
hazard demonstration that will bring home the 
importance of being safe around electricity.
 
9:00 What Every Tree Worker Should Know 

About Electrical Hazards
 David Hawkins, Urban Forestry Solutions

9:50  Break: Asplundh Volt Truck 

UNIVERSITY of MASSACHUSETTS COMMUNITY TREE CONFERENCE

Tree Workers & Working Safely - A Reality Check
A Conference for Arborists - Foresters - Tree Wardens – Utility Arborist

& Anyone Who Loves Working Outdoors With Trees

TUESDAY, March 8  -  STOCKBRIDGE HALL, UMASS AMHERST

A conference sponsored by the University of Massachusetts Extension, USDA Forest Service – Urban Natural 
Resources Institute (UNRI) and the Massachusetts Department of Recreation & Conservation (DCR). 

Conference Chairs: David Bloniarz, Brian Kane & H. Dennis Ryan

10:00  Rope- What you do not know could get you  
 killed!  Jamie Goddard, YALE Cordage

Noon  Lunch Break / Asplundh Volt Truck

1:15  Scholarship Awards
 
1:30   PHC for the Soil
  Neil Hendrickson, Bartlett Research Lab

2:30  Bugs on the Move 
  Robert Childs, University of Massachusetts
  
3:30   Questions & Open Discussion   

 Pesticide, MAA, ISA & SAF Credits awarded.

4:00  Social Gathering - UMass University Club 
 (across from Fernald Hall)

For a registration form, go to www. UMassGreenInfo.org or call (413) 545-0895.
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Pesticide Education Program Workshops
Contact Natalia Clifton, UMass Extension, at (413)545-
1044 or go to www.umass.edu/pested for the schedule of 
2011 workshops.

March 8 - Community Tree Conference
Tree Workers and Working Safely: A Reality Check, 
9 am - 4 pm, UMass Amherst
See preceeding page. Cost is $65, $40 for each additional 
registration from the same company. Two pesticide con-
tact hours available.

March 29 - Garden Center Employee Training
Sturbridge Host Hotel, Sturbridge, MA
Training for garden center employees, horticulture retail-
ers, and growers to better deal with questions regarding 
home gardens and landscapes. Cost is $50 (10% discount 
for 3 or more employees from the same company). Con-
tact Tina Smith, (413)545-5306, tsmith@umext.umass.
edu, or Paul Lopes (508)295-2212 x24, lopes@umext.
umass.edu, UMass Extension Greenhouse Crops and 
Floriculture Program.

May 12 - Scouting for Diseases, Insects and Weeds of 
Woody Ornamentals Walkabout
5 - 7 pm, Berkshire Botanical Garden, Stockbridge, MA
Join Extension specialists for a diagnostic walkabout 
through the landscape for an up-close look at pest and 
cultural problems of woody ornamentals. Two pesticide 
contact hours for categories 29, 36, and Applicators Li-
cense available. ISA, SAF, CFE, MCA, MCH, and MCLP 
credit requested. Cost is $50 (10% discount for 3 or more 
employees from the same company).

Identifying Freshwater Wetlands in the Landscape
May 26 - Part I: Inland Wetland Plant ID
9:00 am - 3:30 pm, French Hall, UMass Amherst
An introduction to inland wetland plant identifi cation. 
Guided exercises will be used in a classroom/ laboratory 
plus an afternoon fi eld trip to a local wetland to allow op-
portunity to practice identifi cation skills in a natural set-
ting. Cost: $100. Required Text: Field Guide to Nontidal 
Wetland Identifi cation, by Ralph W. Tiner, Jr. Cost: $25 
for text. (Please indicate when registering, if you need to 
purchase a copy of this fi eld guide.)

June 2 - Part II: Identifying Inland Wetland Soils
9:00 am - 3:30 pm, French Hall, UMass Amherst

Upcoming Events for 2011
For a registration form or more information, go to www.umassgreeninfo.org or contact UMass Extension at 
(413)545-0895, eweeks@umext.umass.edu (unless otherwise noted).

An introduction to some of the fundamental characteris-
tics of soils that are used to identify hydric (wetland) soils 
in the fi eld -- including soil texture, color, horizon type 
and redoximorphic features. Includes a fi eld trip to a local 
wetland where participants will examine plants and soils 
along a wetland/nonwetland gradient. Participants should 
have taken Part I of this series or be able to identify 
wetland vegetation (by permission of instructor). Cost: 
$100.  If registering for both Parts I & II, total cost: $190. 
Pre-registration required, as space is limited. 

June 2 - Scouting for Insects, Weeds and Cultural 
Problems of Woody Ornamentals Walkabout, Cape 
Cod location TBA, see May 12 description for details.

June 9 - Insect Laboratory: Hands-on ID and Man-
agement Strategies,  9 am - 3:00 pm, UMass Amherst 
Join Bob Childs, UMass Extension Entomologist, for 
a hands-on workshop where participants will examine 
actual specimens in a teaching lab with the use of micro-
scopes. This is an opportunity to hone your IPM monitor-
ing skills and to become a better IPM and Plant Health 
Care practitioner. Cost: $100. Pre-registration is required, 
as space is limited. Five pesticide contact hours for cat-
egories 29, 36, and Applicators License available. ISA, 
MCA, MCH, and MCLP credit requested. 

June 15 - UMass Turf Research Field Day
8:30 am - 1 pm, UMass Joseph Troll Turf Research Cen-
ter, South Deerfi eld, MA
Highlights the wide range of research projects being 
conducted by University of Massachusetts Turf Program 
faculty, staff, and graduate students, plus displays and 
demonstrations from turf industry vendors. BBQ lunch 
included with registration. Pesticide recertifi cation con-
tact hours available for all New England states.  Contact 
the UMass Extension Turf Program at (508) 892-0382, 
fi eld-day@umassturf.org or go to www.umassturf.org.

June 21 - Arnold Arboretum, Jamaica Plain, MA
June 24 - UMass Amherst
Weed Identifi cation Workshops: Broadleaf Weeds 
(plus a few grassy weeds), 9 am - 3 pm
Correct weed identifi cation is an important fi rst step 
in the development of an effective weed management 
program. Using a classroom presentation, potted weed 
herbarium and weed walk, UMass Extension Specialist 
Randy Prostak will help participants enhance their weed 
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NEW ADDRESS
FOR THE UMASS EXTENSION

PLANT DIAGNOSTIC LAB
The UMass Extension Plant Diagnostic Lab has 
moved to a new location just off-campus (next to the 
post offi ce) at:
 101 University Drive, Suite A7
 Amherst, MA 01002
(Use exact address to ensure delivery of samples.)
     

Parking for clients is free and easily
accessible to the fi rst fl oor lab.

   

Telephone, fax and emails have stayed the same: 
Tel. (413)545-3208; Fax (413)545-4385
www.umass.edu/agland/diagnostics

The UMass Extension Plant Diagnostic Lab serves 
farmers, horticulturists, landscape contractors, turf 
managers, arborists, nurseries, and others in agriculture 
and the green industries. The lab also assesses ticks for 
Lyme disease as a service to the public. Each diagnosis 
includes a written report with pest management strate-
gies that are research based, economically sound, and 
environmentally appropriate.

Notes for Diagnostic Sample Submission
 * A completed diagnostic sample submission form   

is required for each specimen or problem. 
   

 * Forms available by calling the lab at (413) 545-3208  
 or online at www.umass.edu/agland/diagnostics.

   

 * There is a fee per specimen or problem.

identifi cation skills. Cost $95/person (pre-registra-
tion required, space is limited); 10% discount for 
3 or more employees from the same company. 5 
pesticide contact hours available; MCLP and MCH 
credits will be offered. 

July 14 - MNLA/MFGA Great Ideas Summer 
Conference and Trade Show, 
Mahoney’s Garden Center, Falmouth, MA.
Held jointly by the Massachusetts Nursery and 
Landscape Association and the Massachusetts 
Flower Growers Association. Offers horticultural 
education workshops by well known research-
ers and educators and a trade show. Go to www.
progrownews.com or www.umassgreeninfo.org for 
more details.

August 25 - Weed Identifi cation Workshops: 
Grassy Weeds (an in-depth look)
9 am - 3 pm, UMass Amherst. See details for the 
June Broadleaf Weed ID workshops.

September 22 - Scouting for Diseasesand Weeds 
of Woody Ornamentals Walkabout
4 - 6 pm, Elm Bank, Wellesley, MA
See May 12 description for details.
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year. Make check or money order payable to University of 
Massachusett s, and mail it to HORT NOTES, French Hall, 
230 Stockbridge Rd., UMass, Amherst, MA 01003-9316. 
When writi ng to request a change of address or to renew 
a subscripti on, please include the mailing  label. For sub-
scripti on questi ons, call (413) 545-0895.


