STATUTORY PROCESS MUST BE FOLLOWED IF ALTERING HIGHWAYS,
REMOVING PUBLIC SHADE TREES
The Vermont Supreme Court, in Hamilton v. Town of Holland (No. 2002-222),
recently clarified the procedures that a selectboard must follow when removing trees to
facilitate the alteration or widening of a public way, even if the trees are being cut for
public safety reasons. The decision also clarifies when a tree warden may cut down
public shade trees without a public hearing under the “hazard to public safety” exception
contained in 24 V.S.A. § 2509. Finally, the Court clarifies the standing requirements
necessary to assert violations of the Open Meeting Law. This case should be of particular
interest to municipalities because, according to the Town’s brief, this is only the second
time the Vermont Supreme Court has addressed the issue of tree wardens’ authority
under 24 V.S.A. §§ 2502-2511.
The relevant facts relied on by the Vermont Supreme Court are as follows. The
Town’s selectboard, with the concurrence of the Town’s tree warden, decided at a public
selectboard hearing to remove approximately 30 trees along a half-mile section of a Class
3 Town highway. The Town concluded that the removal of the trees was necessary to
facilitate the alteration or widening of a narrow portion of a public way that was
determined to constitute a safety hazard. The proposed work would require the use of
bucket loaders; the removal of ledges; ditch digging; and possibly some blasting. The
Plaintiff, who owns property abutting the public way, and on whose property four of the
trees were located, spoke in opposition to the proposal at the hearing; another resident
was not allowed to comment.
In response to the selectboard’s decision to proceed with the proposed work, the
Plaintiff filed a complaint in superior court alleging that:
1) The Town is required to follow the requirements of Title 19 when widening a public
way;
2) The Tree Warden Statute does not authorize the selectboard to remove healthy, nondiseased trees to facilitate a road widening project; and
3) The Town violated the Open Meeting Law by prohibiting a member of the public
from speaking at a public hearing. The Town subsequently filed a motion for summary
judgment that was granted by the superior court. The Plaintiff then appealed to the
Vermont Supreme Court.
Altering a Highway
The Plaintiff argued that the selectboard’s decision to proceed with the proposed
tree removal and roadwork is ineffective because the Town did not comply with Title 19
procedural requirements for accepting, laying out, or altering a highway. 19 V.S.A. §§
704 et seq. The Plaintiff contended that the selectboard was required to follow the
requirements of Title 19 because the work constituted a widening of the public way, or in
the alternative, an alteration of the public way, triggering the applicability of Title 19. In
response, the Town argued that Title 19 did not apply because the work did not constitute
an alteration, widening, or major physical change in the public way, but was being
conducted as part of the Town’s responsibility to maintain the town’s highways in
accordance with 19 V.S.A. § 304(1).

The Vermont Supreme Court ruled in favor of the Plaintiff and held that Title 19
did apply to the Town’s project because the project was not merely road maintenance but
constituted a “major physical change” of a highway that involved substantial amounts of
work and a significant change in the area abutting the existing public way. The Supreme
Court did state, however, that whether a road project involves a “major physical change”
of a highway, triggering the applicability of Title 19, will depend on the particular facts
of a project.
Removing a Public Shade Tree
Generally, a tree warden must hold a public hearing prior to felling a public shade
tree located within a public way located in a residential area. However, no public hearing
is required when the tree is “infested with or infected by a recognized tree pest, or when it
constitutes a hazard to public safety.” 24 V.S.A. § 2509.
The Plaintiff argued that the Town failed to present evidence to support its
contention that the trees at issue were located on the public way, and not on private
property, or that the trees were diseased and a hazard to public safety. The Town,
however, argued that its actions were proper under the tree warden’s authority. Agreeing
with the Plaintiff, the Vermont Supreme Court reversed the superior court and held that
the Town’s tree warden had no authority to remove the trees without a public hearing
because it was undisputed that the public safety hazard the Town sought to eliminate was
the narrowness of the public way, and not the trees themselves, and that this was not the
type of hazard to public safety contemplated by 24 V.S.A. § 2509.
Although the Court ruled in favor of the Plaintiff on both the Title 19 and Tree
Warden issues, it did uphold the superior court’s determination that the Plaintiff did not
have standing to seek redress for the Town’s Open Meeting Law violation because he
was not prevented from speaking and failed to show how he was aggrieved by the fact
that his neighbor was not allowed to speak at the public hearing. The message municipal
officials should take from this case is that when you are deciding to conduct roadwork
that exceeds mere maintenance and that could be construed as a widening or alteration of
a public way, follow the procedures contained in Chapter 7 of Title 19. Moreover, tree
wardens be warned - hold a public hearing prior to felling public shade trees unless the
tree is diseased or the tree itself poses a hazard to public safety, such as when a tree limb
is hanging precariously over a heavily traveled public way. If the threat isn’t imminent,
err on the side of caution and hold a public hearing prior to taking action. It will provide a
forum in which the proposed plan can be discussed, alternatives can be considered, and
hopefully litigation can be avoided.
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