Cleaning Up Damaged Trees and Forests in Your Town
Few things can physically alter the landscape of a community as devastatingly as wide spread tree damage after a storm.  Communities in Bennington and Windham counties need only go back to December 2008 when a storm pounded the region with rain, freezing rain and snow.  The storm, which was declared a FEMA Disaster, caused over a million dollars in debris removal costs alone.  Whether it’s an ice storm or a wind event, cleaning up from a storm requires resources. Taking some simple steps in the hours after the storm strikes can help make sure our town’s resources are used wisely.  
Once the storm hits 
After the storm strikes, the real work begins. Before you hit the roads clearing debris, follow these steps.
         Assess the damage. Where is it?  Was the whole town hit? Or was one area hit harder than others? Don’t send resources out until you know where they are needed most? 
         Identify if there are any live electric wires and contact the local utility company immediately for assistance.  Block public access to areas where lines are down.
         Follow your town’s disaster response plan.  Review priority clean up areas and debris removal plan and make sure everyone follows it.  
         Implement a triaged response to clean up.  Phase 1 should be clearing debris from roads to allow for at least one lane of travel.  Phase 2 is removing debris and debris disposal. Your first priority is to open up as many major travel arteries as soon as possible.   
         Take safety precautions. Look up and look down. Be on the alert and stay away from downed utility lines and dangerous hanging branches that look like they are ready to fall. Make sure all employees are using appropriate personal protection equipment (such as hard hats, gloves and chainsaw chaps for those running a saw).
         Document everything. It’s hard to recreate records after the cleanup has occurred. Keep accurate and detailed records on volume of debris, what equipment is used in storm clean up and how many staff hours are spent on cleanup. These records will provide important information in the event of financial reimbursement from state and/or federal agencies.
         Survey threats to the public right of way and trees that should be removed after the immediate response.  These include trees that have been uprooted, split in half, or structurally undetermined by the storm and threaten a target such as building, utility lines, road or other structure.
Learn more about trees, forests and storm recovery.  Visit the VT Department of Forests, Parks and Recreation Storm Damage Center- http://www.vtfpr.org/protection/StormResources.cfm. 
 Remember-what you do now and the way you do it--will strongly impact how much tree damage you will have during the next storm.
If you are interested in receiving assistance or more information on storm damage assessments contact Kate Forrer, Urban and Community Outreach Specialist, VT Urban and Community Forestry Program, University of Vermont Extension, at 802-223-2389 ext 210, or by email katherine.forrer@uvm.edu. VT Urban and Community Forestry Program is a partnership between the Department of Forests, Parks and Recreation and UVM Extension. 
