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Trees, Utility Lines and Storms  
                     H. Dennis Ryan, Arboriculture & Community Forestry,UMass Amherst Dept. of Environmental Conservation

Last year was a rough year for Massachusetts’ citizens, 
trees and the electric utility industry. The heavy snow 
season of the 2010/2011 winter was a record breaker, 
there was a tornado in central Massachusetts that was then 
followed a few months later by a hurricane. To cap off the 
year, we had the infamous Halloween Snow Storm (HSS). 
I have been involved in the tree care industry for almost 
fi fty years and been through three ice storms and several 
hurricanes, but without a doubt, the HSS did more damage 
to trees than any other event that I have witnessed. 

There has been a considerable amount of debate since the 
HSS at public meetings in Massachusetts and Connecticut 
and in the press about how the utility industry responded to 
the storm. Many of the concerns expressed showed a com-
plete lack of understanding as to just how much damage 
was done to the utility system. The tree workers and utility 
crews that were brought in from around the country did 
a fantastic job restoring power to the utility grid. N-Star, 
National Grid and Northeast Utilities did a terrible job of 
informing the public as to the extent of the damage and 
providing a realistic time line for restoring the power. If 
you tell someone that they will have power in 24 hours 
and it turns out to be several days, they will be upset and 
rightfully so. 

What many people do not realize is that the utility industry 
is required by both law and litigation to keep vegetation 
away from their utility wires. The two main reasons why 
the utility industry is required to keep electric lines free of 
confl icts with vegetation are safety of the general public 
and electric reliability. Electric lines that come in contact 
with trees cause both reliability and safety problems for the 
utility company and the general public. A tree growing in 
contact with electric wires can conduct electricity. 

Reliability is a major issue. Today the general public 
and businesses are more dependent than ever on having 
a steady and reliable fl ow of electricity. When the lights 
go out today, it’s not just the lights, but also computers, 
medical apparatus, traffi c lights and possibly the air 
traffi c control system for a major airport. The bottom 
line is that the utility industry is required to keep the 
electricity fl owing both safely and reliably. If the utility 
company fails to do this, they are held accountable. 

In reviewing the HSS, what was very apparent was that 
trees or tree branches that were in the utility pruning 
zone did not cause the vast majority of long-term power 
outages. Most of the utility pruning of our distribution 
lines in New England is on a four to fi ve year pruning 
cycle. Standard pruning requires that the there be 15 feet 
of clearance above the lines, 10 feet to the side and 
10 feet below. In most cases, this will provide safe and 
reliable service for four years. But the utility companies 
have challenges in meeting these pruning specs. 

In both Massachusetts and Connecticut, in order to prune 
trees that belong to the town, the utility needs a pruning 
permit from the municipal tree warden and, if it is a 
private tree, the tree’s owner. In many cases, the tree 
warden or the tree owner will put restrictions on how 
much pruning can be done. Please keep in mind that the 
utility company would like to get as much clearance as 
they can - it makes their job of maintaining safety and 
reliability easier. 

In the case of the HSS, most of the long term outages 
were not caused by trees in this utility pruning belt, but 
from large growing trees set back on private property that 
were broken or in many cases up-rooted by the weight of 
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the heavy snow on trees that still had leaves. Prior to this 
storm we had a very wet season, the soil was saturated, 
and with the wind, snow and leaves still on the trees, many 
trees could not support the weight and literally fell over. 
No amount of utility pruning would have prevented this. 

As an example, on Rt 116 in Granby, MA, a large oak tree 
uprooted and fell. This tree was forty feet from the road on 
private property. When it fell, it ripped down two utility 
poles and blocked the state highway. This type of damage 
cannot be fi xed without fi rst removing the tree, replacing 
two poles, and restringing the lines; not an easy or fast job. 
This is one example and there were thousands of these 
across two states. 

The Future 
Since the storm, there have been many voices insisting 
that these utility outages should not happen again but, as 
one old time tree warden told me years ago – “you can do 
all the pruning you want, but when a major storm comes 
through, all bets are off.”

What we need to do is to have the municipal tree wardens 
work more closely with the utility arborist. In 2011, there
was a new section added to Massachusetts General Law 
Ch. 87. The governor signed section 14 into law on 
January 13, 2011. This new section is designed to 
encourage tree wardens and the utility companies to work 
together on an annual vegetation management plan for the 
municipal trees alongside the utility distribution lines. At 
this time, the Massachusetts Tree Wardens’ & Foresters’ 
Association, the Massachusetts DCR Urban Forester and 
the utility companies are working on a plan to implement 
this new regulation. 

Municipal tree wardens need to work with the utility 
arborist in educating homeowners that have trees near 
utility lines that these trees must be pruned. Remember, it 
only takes one tree to shut down the electric system. 

Another problem facing utility lines is the improper 
planting of trees near utility lines. I have never seen a 
utility arborist plant a tree under the utility lines, but I have 
seen and continue to see town DPWs, homeowners and 
landscape architects plant large trees near electric lines. 
Planting trees in the wrong place not only causes problems 
for the utility company, but also saddles the municipality 
with unhealthy trees and broken sidewalks. 

In Massachusetts, MGL Ch. 87 - Section 7 allows the 
planting of public shade trees up to 20 feet onto private 
property from the road. By doing setback plantings, the 
trees are away from the wires and the road and this gives 
you the benefi ts of a healthy tree without the problems. 

Conclusion 
We can have trees and we can have electricity, but we 
need to be realistic. When a major storm comes through, 
no amount of pruning will prevent all long-term outages. 
We can reduce outages by having tree wardens, utility 
arborists and homeowners work together. Trees planted 
in the right place and allowing for proper pruning of 
trees on both municipal and private property will reduce 
outages. But remember, we live in New England and we 
are famous for our weather. 

2013 UMass Garden Calendar
    
Looking for a way to thank your clients 
for their business or to keep your com-
pany’s name in the forefront of their 
memory? Give them a copy of UMass 
Extension’s annual Garden Calendar! For 
many years, UMass Extension has worked 
with the citizens of Massachusetts to help 
them make sound choices about growing, 
planting, and maintaining plants in their 
landscapes, including vegetables, back-
yard fruits, and ornamental plants. Our 
2013 calendar continues UMass Exten-
sion’s tradition of providing gardeners with 
useful information. 

For more details and an order form, go to
www.umassgardencalendar.org
   
As always, each month features 
an inspiring garden image, daily garden-
ing tips for Northeast growing conditions, 
sunrise and sunset times, plenty of room 
for notes, and low gloss paper for easy 
writing.

BULK ORDERS: Available for orders of 10 or
more to one address: 10-24 copies ($9.00 each), 
25-49 copies ($8.00 each), 50 - 149 copies ($7.00 
each), 150 copies or more ($6.00 each), plus 
shipping and handling. For shipping costs, call 800-
437-7780 or go to www.umassgarden calendar.org.
   
SINGLE COPIES (1-9): $12.00/each (plus $2.50 
s&h).
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Once again, the Perennial Plant Association (PPA) has 
selected its annual Perennial Plant of the Year. The PPA 
membership votes on a winner selected from four nominat-
ed perennials that are selected for their low maintenance, 
suitability for a wide range of climates, ease of propagation 
and the ability to exhibit multiple seasonal interest. The 
perennials nominated usually have no signifi cant insect or 
disease problems.

The PPA Perennial Plant of the Year for 2013 is 
Polygonatum odoratum ‘Variegatum’ (Variegated 
Solomon’s seal), a terrifi c addition to the PPA list of award 
winning plants!  Polygonatum odoratum ‘Variegatum’, like 
many other Solomon’s seals, adds a dramatic architectural 
element to a garden or landscape. Emerging in the spring 
(April-May) like tightly woven green-white-pink cigars, 
the 2-3 foot arching burgundy stems display 3-4 inch 
long soft-green leaves with white leaf margins and tips. 
White, slightly fragrant 1” bell-shaped fl owers soon follow, 
dangling in pairs from the leaf axils. The fl owers produce 
small round fruit that turn bluish-purple in the fall and 
combine nicely with the bright yellow-gold fall foliage. 

Polygonatum odoratum ‘Variegatum’ performs well in 
many locations and is fairly site adaptable. Preferring par-
tial shade (morning sun and afternoon), this Solomon’s seal 
will often take more sun than is recommended; however, 
the plants may look more ‘bleached-out’ and may be a bit 
shorter. Variegated Solomon’s seal brightens up shady ar-
eas with its fl owers and foliage and with its arching stems; 
it is often used in fl ower arrangements. Spreading by 
rhizomes, but not invasive, it will make a beautiful colony 
of graceful architectural stems that compliment astilbe, epi-
mediums, hellebores, ferns and hosta. Hardy to zone 3, this 
easy to grow and rewarding perennial has no signifi cant 
insect or disease problems.

Two evergreens have been selected to receive the 2013 
Cary Award, an award given on an annual basis to those 
landscape plants that have proven performance in New 
England. As noted before, the Cary Award Program is a 
program that promotes some of the best plants for New 
England gardens. The program was named in honor of 
the late Ed Cary, a great plantsman and nurseryman from 

Shrewsbury, MA.  Cary Award winning plants are se-
lected by a committee of horticulturists from across New 
England and the program is administered by the Tower 
Hill Botanical Garden in Boylston, MA. 

Abies veitchii (Veitch Fir) is another outstanding fi r to 
add to the Cary Award Program. According to Dr. Mi-
chael Dirr in his Manual of Woody Landscape Plants, 
“because of its extremely hardy nature and handsome 
foliage, it should be considered more often for a speci-
men tree.” Abies veitchii displays one inch dark green 
needles which are banded with white on the underside. 
The needles contrast nicely with the bluish-purple of the 
2-3 inch tall upright cones. The cones eventually turn 
brown. Veitch Fir will grow 50-75 feet high and 25-35 
feet wide with a broad conical habit. Preferring an acidic, 
moist but well-drained soil, this fi r will grow in full sun 
to partial shade and is hardy to zone 3.

Chamaecyparis pisifera ‘Filifera’ (Threadleaf False-
cypress), and cultivars, is the second plant chosen 
as a 2013 Cary Award winner. The straight species, 
Chamaecyparis pisifera (Sawara or Japanese Falsecy-
press) has four foliage classes, one of which is ‘Filifera’.  
Chamaecyparis pisifera ‘Filifera’ distinguishes itself 
from the species by its thread-like, weeping or drooping 
foliage which provides a distinctive textural component 
to a landscape, especially in the winter landscape. Plants 
often develop a mound-like or pyramidal shape. Height 
and width are variable depending on the cultivar.   

Like many Chamaecyparis, ‘Filifera’ grows best in full 
sun and a well-drained soil and, once established, is fairly 
drought tolerant and has no signifi cant insect or disease 
problems. ‘Filifera’ has green foliage while the cultivar 
‘Filifera Aurea’ has golden foliage. There are numerous 
cultivars available, many of them with golden foliage. 
These textural plants are often used in rock gardens as 
accent plants or in a mixed conifer border. Some of the 
cultivars found in the trade are: ‘Gold Thread’, ‘Golden 
Mop’, ‘Lemon Thread’, ‘Sungold’, ‘Golden Charm’ and 
‘Gold Thread’. Hardy to zone 4, Chamaecyparis pisifera 
‘Filifera,’ and any of its cultivars, is sure to add to the 
garden landscape.

Notable Plants for 2013 
                                                                  Deborah C. Swanson, Horticulturist, UMass Extension/Plymouth County, retired
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HORT NOTES is a monthly horti cultural newslett er by UMass 
Extension. Subscripti ons are $20.00 (12 issues) per 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 subscripti on questi ons, call (413) 545-0895.

Below is a list of the past Cary Award Winners. For more information, visit www.caryaward.com.

Trees
 • Abies koreana - Korean Fir
 • Acer griseum - Paperbark Maple
 • Acer trifl orum - Three-fl owered Maple
 • Betula nigra ‘Little King’ - River Birch ‘Little King’
 • Cercidiphyllum japonicum ‘Morioka Weeping’ - 
   Weeping Katsura Tree
 • Chamaecyparis nootkatensis ‘Pendula’ - 
   Weeping Alaska Cedar
 • Chionanthus virginicus - Fringetree
 • Cornus kousa - Kousa Dogwood
 • Cornus mas - Cornelian Cherry Dogwood
 • Magnolia ‘Elizabeth’ - Yellow Magnolia
 • Magnolia kobus var. ‘Centennial’ - Centennial Star Magnolia
 • Magnolia x loebneri ‘Leonard Messel’ - 
   Magnolia ‘Leonard Messel’
 • Malus ‘Donald Wyman’ - Donald Wyman Crabapple
 • Nyssa sylvatica - Tupelo
 • Picea orientalis - Oriental Spruce
 • Sciadopitys verticillata ‘Wintergreen’ - 

  Japanese Umbrella Pine
 • Stewartia pseudocamellia - Japanese Stewartia
 • Syringa reticulata - Japanese Tree Lilac

Shrubs
 • Buxus sp. - the Boxwoods
 • Clethra alnifolia ‘Ruby Spice’ - Ruby Spice Summersweet
 • Chamaecyparis obtusa ‘Crippsii’ - Golden Hinoki Falsecy-

press
 • Enkianthus campanulatus - Redvein Enkianthus
 • Fothergilla major - Large Fothergilla
 • Hamamelis mollis ‘Pallida’ - Pallida Chinese Witchhazel
 • Heptacodium miconioides - Seven Sons Flower
 • Hydrangea paniculata and cultivars - Panicle Hydrangea
 • Ilex verticillata ‘Red Sprite’ - Winterberry Holly
 • Ilex x meserveae ‘Blue Princess/Prince’ - Black Prince Holly
 • Kalmia latifolia (5 types) - Little Leaf Laurels
 • Pieris x ‘Brouwer’s Beauty’ - Brouwer’s Beauty Andromeda
 • Pinus strobus ‘Soft Touch’  - Soft Touch White Pine
 • Rhododendron ‘Olga Mezitt’ 
 • Rhododendron vaseyi - Pinkshell Azalea
 • Rhododendron ‘Weston’s Sparkler’ 
 • Rhododendron yakusimanum ‘Ken Ken’
 • Syringa patula ‘Miss Kim’ - Korean Lilac Miss Kim
 • Vaccinium angustifolium - Lowbush Blueberry

Vines & Groundcovers 
 • Arctostaphylos uva-ursi - Bearberry
 • Hydrangea anomala subsp. petiolaris - Climbing Hydrangea
 • Microbiota decussata - Russian Carpet Cypress
 • Pachysandra terminalis ‘Green Sheen’ 
 • Rhus aromatica ‘Gro Low’ - Fragrant Sumac
 • Sibbaldiopsis tridentata - Three-toothed Cinquefoil


