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Deborah Ellis, MS 

Consulting Arborist & Horticulturist 

Service since 1984 

PALO ALTO UNIFIED SCHOOL DISTRICT 

MONTHLY TREE PROTECTION INSPECTION REPORT 
V6, 11/23/11 

Please see Tree Map on the last page of this report. 

 

PAUSD Project: Fairmeadow Elementary School 
 

 

 

This form has been e-mailed to the following: 
 PAUSD Project Manager, Peter Tiwana, ptiwana@ocmi.com 

 PAUSD Operations Supervisor, Chuck McDonnell, cmcdonnell@pausd.org 

 Project General Contractor,  Best Contracting, Harry Hariri, hhariri@bestcontracting.com 

 Ali Farzan, afarzan@bestcontracting.com 

 

Date: 3/27/12   Time:  1:20 p.m. Date of Last Inspection: 2/23/12   Weather: cloudy, 60’s 

 

Reason for inspection: regular monthly tree protection inspection 

 

Persons spoke to on site: Peter Tiwana, Harry 

 

Current work on site: foundation rebar 

 

Work completed since last inspection: foundation and some utility trenches excavated 

 

 

GENERAL: Tree protection in general is better (fencing has been fixed), but large redwood tree #28 is 

threatened by excavations for multiple improvements.  Hand cutting of roots for a foundation 

corner near this tree was undone when a backhoe smacked into these roots and tore them. 

 

Tree Protection Fencing & Signage: Still OK.  I signed off for this on March 5. 

 

 

Mulching: Redwood #28, 29 and 32 have been mulched nicely. 

 

 

Tree Work:  

#66 crape myrtle (2”) has been removed.  I believe that redwoods #28 and 29 have been water 

jetted as requested.   

 

 

Grading, Trenching, Excavations, cut/exposed roots; recutting and/or protection:  

#28 Redwood: additional excavation has occurred for the building foundation corner and 

foundation near this tree since I was last at the site on March 16.  In a memo I wrote that day I 

mentioned that the hand excavation and root cutting done so far had been done very well.  Only 

the first 2 feet were required to be hand-excavated; after that the backhoe could then take over.  

Project Phase 
_ Pre-Demo 
_ Demo 
_ Grading 
X Underground Utilities 
X Building foundations & slabs 
_ Building exterior 
_ Paving 
_ Landscaping 
_ Other: ____________________________ 
_ Complete 
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The backhoe or other equipment operator must still be careful to not touch those roots that were 

cut, which is what happened in this instance – all the care that was taken in the excavation and 

hand cutting of roots was undone by the heavy equipment operator.  The cut ends of the roots and 

portions of roots growing parallel with the cut that did not have to be cut were smashed and torn 

(see photos below).  In this instance the hand dug trench should have been wide enough so that 

the equipment operator could finish the digging without contacting these roots.  Placing some sort 

of barrier such as a plywood sheet over the cut face would also have helped.  Education and 

monitoring of equipment operators is important to protect the roots of trees as well! 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Another problem for redwood #28 – the sanitary sewer line has been relocated so that the 

center line for the trench will be approximately 6 feet, 8 inches from the edge of the trunk of this 

tree.  Peter explained the various reasons that the pipe must follow the new route, and also that the 

pipe could not be tunneled instead of open-trenched.  If this is not the case, please let me know.  

Otherwise I am very concerned about another cut close to the trunk of this tree.  This cut would be 

almost perpendicular to the building foundation corner shown in the photos above.  See the photo 

on the next page showing the route of the sewer trench. 
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The photo above shows the approximate location of the centerline of the relocated sewer trench 

(yellow line).  In addition to this trench there will be a water line trench at 21 feet from the trunk on 

the other side of the tree and also two parking spaces between 7 and 8.5 feet from the trunk (that 

would be in the foreground of the above photo) that will also require excavations. 

 

 

Conclusion and Recommendations for redwood #28: 

The 3xDBH distance for this very large tree with two trunks is14 feet and the 5xDBH distance is 24 feet.  

We obviously can’t make the 5xDBH distance (when there are cuts on multiple sides of the trunk), 

but not even providing the 3xDBH distance for this tree worries me greatly from a whole-tree stability 

standpoint.  I  cannot predict or guarantee what will happen to this tree if all of the planned 

improvements are constructed around it.  There seem to be more construction damage thrown at 

this tree every week!  I am most concerned about the new sewer trench although it is possible that 

parking space construction could be as much if not more damaging.  Remember, most of the tree’s 

roots are likely to be shallow as they were for the building foundation corner excavation. 
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Here are the options for redwood #28 as I see them: 

 

1. Remove the tree.  Build everything exactly where you want it.  Plant a new tree in the 

redwood’s previous location.  There will already be a space for it between the new parking 

stalls. 

2. Move sewer trench outside the dripline of the tree or at least the 5xDBH distance of 14 feet.  I 

mean the excavation for the trench, not the sewer pipe itself.  It is the excavation that 

matters.  The trench would still need to be dug by hand, with roots cleanly cut, as in #3 

below. 

3. Leave sewer location as is; dig the sewer excavation trench very carefully by hand.  And this 

time I mean the entire depth of the trench by hand, underneath the dripline of the tree, 

cutting roots cleanly and leaving the cut root sections for me to see and also the cut roots 

ends at the trench wall.  I would like to be present at the start and to check on this work, if 

possible.  After the trench has been completed I can provide an opinion on whole-tree 

stability but of course I cannot guarantee this.  The only way to assure tree safety would be to 

remove the tree.  A drastic reduction in canopy height (much more than normal crown 

reduction1) will reduce the wind load on the tree and will make the tree safer, but it will not 

be as an attractive (or healthy) tree as it is now.  How much height reduction would be 

needed?  There is no engineering formula to tell us.  I would recommend somewhere 

between 25 and 50%.  The tree would look quite different.  It essentially would be topped2. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
1 Crown reduction pruning is a method of reducing the height of a tree by removing branches down to lower lateral 
branches that are large enough to support growth of the remaining branch (at least 1/3 the diameter of the cut-off 
portion of the branch).   
 
2 Topped/Topping is the practice of indiscriminately cutting back large diameter branches of a mature tree to some 
predetermined lower height; to reduce the overall height of the tree.  In the case of the subject redwood tree, the single 
leader (trunk) is cut to some predetermined height.  Reputable arborists no longer recommend topping because it is a 
particularly destructive pruning practice.  It is stressful to mature trees and may result in reduced vigor, decline and even 
death of trees.  In addition, branches that regrow from topping cuts are weakly attached to the tree and are in danger of 
splitting out.  Large topping cuts may have significant decay associated with them, which weakens the branch as well as 
the attachment of any secondary branches attached nearby.  Topping is useful however, for immediately reducing the 
risk of a very hazardous tree that will soon be removed.  Topping is also sometimes used to reduce the risk potential of a 
tree that would otherwise be removed for safety reasons. 
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Other: 

The photo below shows redwoods #29, 32-36, 38, 39, 41and 42.  Redwoods #30, 31, 37 and 40 have 

been removed.  Redwoods #30 and 31 were removed because building construction was too 

close, but #31 had “poor” ‘preservation suitability anyway.  Redwoods #37 and 40 also had “poor” 

preservation suitability and were recommended for removal for that reason.  This redwood tree row 

looks a little thinner after these four tree removals, but it is quite possible that the remaining trees will 

be healthier in the long term due to reduced competition and more space to grow. 
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Action Items: 

 
1. #28 Redwood: decide what to do about this tree (save or remove) based upon the information I 

have provided in this report.  I am happy to discuss this further with you if you like. 

 

2. Watering trees: Chuck and his crew have been doing a very good job of watering as many of 

the trees on the construction sites as possible on the weekends.  I can tell – the soil within tree 

protection zones is much moister than outside.  We have finally had some appreciable rain and 

the soil beneath the mulch for the protected trees has been wetted between 2 and 12 inches, 

depending upon where sampled and the level of soil compaction.  Because there is more rain 

due this week you can skip watering of trees this weekend, but resume the following week if we 

do not have appreciable rain.  This will be especially important for redwoods #28 and 29 (if #28 

will remain). 

 

 

 

 

 
******************************* 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Sincerely, 

 
Deborah Ellis, MS.   

  Consulting Arborist & Horticulturist 
    Certified Professional Horticulturist #30022 

        ASCA Registered Consulting Arborist #305 

            I.S.A. Board Certified Master Arborist WE-457B        
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Existing Tree Map, Fairmeadow School 


