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Trees inspected: Sweetgum (Liquidambar styraciflua) 

Concerns have been raised about how best to manage a large Liquidambar in the rear yard. In 

particular, concerns were raised about the level of risk associated with the tree, the health of 

the tree and the impact of the health of the tree on replacing the sewer line. 

 

A site inspection took place on 5th September 2020, and a Stage 1 Visual Tree Assessment 

(VTA)1 was undertaken from the client’s property and from the property to the south. 

 

The tree appeared to be healthy. There was evidence of several broken branches as well as 

some larger dead branches. 

 

Two branches had recently failed, falling onto the neighbouring property, causing damage. 

Both branches were available for inspection. The inspection revealed that a partial failure had 

occurred prior to the final failure. (Image 1 and 2) 

 
 

 
Image 1: Recently failed limb 
 

 

 
Image 2: Another failed limb with evidence of prior 

failure 

 

 
1  VTA – Visual Tree Assessment, as referenced below, is a systematic inspection of a tree for indicators of 

structural defects that may pose a risk due to failure. The first stage of this assessment is made from ground 

level and no aerial inspection is undertaken unless there are visual indicators to suggest that this is merited. 

Details of the visual indicators are contained in The Body Language of Trees by Mattheck & Breloer (1994).  

The use of a Visual Tree Assessment is a widely used and standardised approach. Invasive and other diagnostic 

fault detection procedures will generally only be recommended when visual indicators of potential concern are 

observed. 

 
1 Mattheck, C & Breloer, H 1994 Field guide for visual tree assessment (VTA), Arboriculture Journal 18:1-23 
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Image 3: Stubs from recent failures 

 

 

 
Image 4: The damage has almost destroyed this 

whole stem 

 

 

The neighbour advised that the first of these failures was during a storm around the 7th or 8th 

of February. The second failure occurred during “normal” weather about two to three weeks 

before the date of the inspection. Based on this time frame, it would seem likely the damage 

may have resulted from the severe winds on 30th July. 

 

Examination of the tree on the client’s property revealed active damage from the Poinciana 

Longicorn (Agrianome spinicollis). At the time of the inspection, the larvae were expelling 

frass in preparation of pupation. The larva of this beetle causes significant damage to the 

interior of a tree both through its eating practices forming random galleries through the wood 

and due to the introduction of fungi. 

 
 

 
Image 5: Frass at the base of the tree 

 

 

 
Image 6:  The location of the source of the frass was 

the two old pruning cuts (red) and there is evidence 

of extensive damage at an old cut (yellow) 

 

  

Poinciana Longicorn is known to cause the collapse of major parts of Liquidambar trees and 

even whole trees. There is no chemical treatment approved for this species, although the use 

of exterior surface sprays may be of some benefit in reducing the reinfection rate. 

  

The client advised that the tree roots have caused repeated blockages to the sewerage line. 

The location of the tree over the sewer line is unlikely to have caused the failure of the joins. 

Now that the joins have failed the soil has been moistened, and the pipes dislocated further 

exacerbating the leak.  
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Roots are opportunistic (not aggressive) and will take advantage of soil moisture and grow 

towards the ideal soil moisture gradient. As a consequence, the roots will often grow towards 

a leak and enter through cracks. Old terracotta pipes are best re-sleeved. Where this is not 

possible, they should be replaced. In this instance, if the connection point can’t be relocated, 

replacing the line in the existing location would require the removal of the tree. 

 

The level of risk associated with the tree is elevated but is not unacceptable. Based on the 

QTRA system the risk of harm is likely to fall somewhere within the upper end of the 

tolerable range (1 in 50,000 to 1 in 500,000 using the input Target 3 Size 3 PoF 2). As a 

result, the council may consider an application to remove the tree. 

 

If the council does not permit the removal consent should be sought to remove the stem and 

to undertake reduction pruning of the remainder of the tree with the average cut to be 5 cm or 

less in diameter and the maximum cut to be no greater than 10 cm. If reduction pruning is 

approved, to keep the initial costs down) you may wish to have the contractor performing the 

pruning to focus on lower branches over the area of greatest concern. Or to reduce the whole 

tree. 
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