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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Tree surveys and tree disposition plans are required on most land development projects in
jurisdictions with active tree ordinances — yet the sequencing and procurement decisions
around these services are rarely optimized. The result is inflated consultant fees, permit
delays, and mitigation obligations that could have been reduced with earlier, better-
coordinated data.

This white paper addresses those inefficiencies directly. It defines the distinct roles of the land
surveyor, the certified arborist, and the licensed landscape architect in the tree survey and
disposition process; explains why each professional should perform only the work within their
area of expertise; and establishes a recommended sequencing framework that produces more
accurate data, more defensible permit submittals, and lower total project costs.

The central findings are:

* The land surveyor — already mobilized on-site — is the most accurate and cost-efficient
professional for tree location and tagging. Surveyors should not be asked to identify
species or measure DBH; that work belongs to a certified arborist.

» The certified arborist should be released immediately after the surveyor completes tree
location fieldwork — not held until the project approaches permit readiness. Delayed
arborist release is the most common cause of avoidable schedule impacts in the tree
disposition process.

* RFPs for arborist and landscape architect services should be issued after the surveyor
has completed tree location. Fees quoted against an aerial estimate rather than an
actual tagged tree count carry a built-in contingency premium that disappears once the
count is known.

» Contracting the arborist directly — rather than as a subcontractor to the landscape
architect — eliminates a markup layer and reduces total consultant cost without affecting
plan quality.

» Tree survey data, used early, gives civil engineers and architects the information they
need to configure site design around protected trees — reducing mitigation obligations
before design decisions are locked.

Evergreen Design Group has prepared tree disposition plans for land developers, civil engineers, architects,
and design-build contractors across more than 40 states since 2005. The recommendations in this document
reflect field experience across a wide range of jurisdictions, project types, and tree ordinance frameworks.
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1. Two Disciplines, Two Deliverables

A tree survey for a land development project produces two distinct categories of data: spatial
data and arboricultural data. These are not interchangeable, and they require different
professional training, different tools, and different field methodologies.

Spatial data defines where each protected tree is located on the site — its coordinates relative
to property lines, grading limits, proposed structures, and utility corridors. This is survey work,
and it belongs to a licensed land surveyor. Surveyors use total stations and survey-grade GPS
equipment to achieve sub-centimeter positional accuracy, with control established from
monumented benchmarks. The resulting tree location data integrates directly into the project's
base survey and is immediately usable in the CAD environment by civil engineers and
landscape architects.

Arboricultural data defines what each tree is, how large it is, and what condition it is in. This is
arborist work, and it belongs to a certified arborist. Accurate species identification — including
among lookalike species that carry materially different regulatory treatment — requires field
training that a land surveyor does not have. DBH measurement must be applied according to
specific protocols that account for multi-stem trees, trees on slopes, and trees with abnormal
trunk form. Condition and structural assessment requires professional arboricultural judgment.

Separating these two scopes — rather than asking either professional to perform the other's
function — produces more accurate data, cleaner permit submittals, and a more defensible
record when the AHJ challenges the inventory.

Figure 1. Surveyor vs. Arborist: Scope and Capability Comparison

Licensed Land Surveyor Certified Arborist

Location accuracy Sub-centimeter (total station / survey- 1-several meters (handheld GPS;
grade GPS) degrades under canopy)

Tree location & tagging v/ Primary — incremental cost when v Contingency — when surveyor has
already mobilized demobilized

Species identification X Outside professional scope v Primary

DBH measurement X Outside professional scope v Primary — per ordinance protocol

Condition / structural X Outside professional scope v Primary

assessment

CAD / base file v Direct — coordinates tie to project Indirect — requires reconciliation with

integration base survey base file

Cost efficiency on High — crew already mobilized Moderate — separate mobilization

active site required

2. Why the Surveyor Is the Right Choice for Tree Location

The cost-efficiency argument for using the land surveyor to locate and tag protected trees is
straightforward: the surveyor is already on-site. The boundary survey and topographic data
collection are standard scope on virtually every development project. Adding tree location to that
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mobilization is incremental work for a crew already in the field — at a fraction of the cost of a

separate mobilization.

The accuracy argument is equally direct. Survey-grade equipment achieves sub-centimeter
positional accuracy under field conditions. Handheld GPS devices used by arborists in typical
practice achieve accuracy in the range of one to several meters — a figure that degrades further
under tree canopy, which is precisely the environment in which tree surveys are conducted.
Tree locations offset by several feet create real downstream problems when overlaid on the civil
engineer's grading plan: a tree that appears to fall outside a grading limit on the plan may
actually fall within it on the ground.

The surveyor's role is location only. Asking surveyors to also identify species and assess
DBH introduces data outside their professional expertise — and data that will not survive
scrutiny at AHJ review.

Once the surveyor has tagged and located every protected tree, the workflow becomes linear
and efficient: the arborist proceeds directly to each tagged tree, collects species, DBH, and

condition data, and delivers a complete inventory to the landscape architect. No reconciliation,
no duplicate mobilizations, no conflicting coordinate systems.

3. Recommended Sequencing Framework

The single most consequential decision in the tree disposition planning process is when to
release each professional. The following framework reflects Evergreen Design Group's
recommended approach, developed across hundreds of projects in more than 40 states.

Figure 2. Recommended Tree Survey Sequencing Framework

Phase

1 — Tree Location

2 — RFP Release

3 — Tree Inventory

4 — Plan Preparation

5 — AHJ Submittal

| Who

Licensed Land Surveyor

Developer / PM

Certified Arborist (direct
contract)

Licensed Landscape
Architect

Landscape Architect / PM

Deliverable

Tagged trees, survey-
grade coordinates,
integrated base file

Issue RFPs to arborist
and landscape architect
with confirmed tree count

Species, DBH, condition
ratings for all tagged trees

Tree disposition plan:
save/remove
designations, protection
measures, mitigation

Complete, ordinance-
aligned disposition
package

Timing

Concurrent with boundary
/ topo survey

Immediately after Phase 1
fieldwork

As early as possible; do
not delay to near-permit

Immediately upon receipt
of arborist inventory

Before design is finalized;
allow time for AHJ review
cycle

3.1 Confirm Jurisdictional Requirements Before Authorizing Fieldwork

Before the surveyor mobilizes, confirm the AHJ's exact submittal requirements: DBH thresholds
that trigger regulation, protected species lists, preservation setback standards, and any specific
data attributes the disposition plan must include. Assumptions about requirements lead to
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remobilizations and add-service charges when the field crew must return to collect data not
captured in the original scope.

A pre-application inquiry to the municipality — or consultation with a landscape architect
experienced in that jurisdiction — takes hours and can eliminate a remobilization that takes
days and costs thousands.

3.2 Do Not Hold the Arborist Until Near Permit Readiness

Delayed arborist release is the most common and most avoidable source of permit schedule
impact in tree-regulated projects. The instinct to treat the tree survey as a permitting task —
something to be completed as the project approaches submittal — consistently produces
schedule pressure that could have been eliminated entirely.

By the time a late-released arborist completes the inventory and delivers it to the landscape
architect, and the landscape architect prepares the disposition plan, the permit package is
waiting on the tree work. In jurisdictions with active urban forestry review programs, that queue
can run several weeks. In some cases, it has pushed projects past a seasonal submittal
window.

The arborist should be released as soon as the surveyor has completed tree location fieldwork
— not when the civil design is nearly complete.

3.3 Phased Projects: Survey by Phase Boundaries

On projects that will be permitted in multiple phases, the tree survey scope should be structured
to match near-term phase boundaries. Surveying and inventorying trees on land that will not be
permitted for several years produces data that may be outdated by the time it is needed — and

charges fees today for work that belongs to a future phase budget. Structure each phase's tree

scope independently and authorize fieldwork as each phase approaches permitting.

3.4 Contingency: When the Surveyor Has Already Demobilized

Project teams occasionally discover mid-design that a tree disposition plan is required after the
boundary survey is complete and the field crew has left the site. In this scenario, the certified
arborist can handle both location and inventory in a single visit, using GPS equipment for tree
location. This is a workable contingency, not a preferred workflow.

When the arborist handles location, the landscape architect and civil engineer must account for
the reduced positional accuracy when integrating tree data into the site plan. If the projectis in a
jurisdiction requiring survey-grade accuracy, or if site conditions make precision particularly
critical — tight grading limits, high regulated tree density, complex utility routing — a limited
surveyor remobilization may be cost-justified. Evergreen Design Group can help clients evaluate
that tradeoff.

4. Fee Structure and Procurement Recommendations

How tree-related consultant services are bought is as important as who is hired. The following
procurement recommendations consistently reduce total fees without affecting deliverable
quality.

4.1 Issue RFPs After the Tree Survey Is Complete

When arborists and landscape architects are asked to quote before the surveyor has located
and tagged protected trees, they have no reliable basis for estimating scope. Aerial imagery —
satellite photography, county GIS, or drone data — cannot accurately reflect regulated tree
counts under canopy, species distribution, or site density variations. Professionals asked to
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price work against unreliable data do the only responsible thing: they build contingency margin
into the fee.

The solution is to issue the arborist and landscape architect RFPs after the surveyor has
completed tree location fieldwork. At that point, both consultants can quote against a definitive
tagged tree count — not an aerial estimate. Fees quoted against a known quantity are more
accurate and, in most cases, materially lower, because the contingency premium disappears
when the uncertainty that drove it is gone.

The surveyor's mobilization is the lowest-cost step in the tree disposition process. It is
also the step that makes every subsequent scope and fee more accurate. Release the
surveyor first, get the tagged count, then go to market.

4.2 Contract the Arborist Directly

Most landscape architects will include the arborist in their scope of services when asked, and for
some project teams, the consolidated contract structure is worth the cost. But there is a cost,
and it is worth understanding before defaulting to that arrangement.

When a landscape architect subcontracts the arborist, they assume two additional
responsibilities that are priced accordingly: coordination (managing the arborist's schedule,
reviewing deliverables, reconciling any data discrepancies) and financial risk (carrying the
subcontractor invoice until payment is received from the client). Both of these carry a markup.
The arborist's fee, passed through the landscape architect's contract, is higher than it would be
if quoted directly to the developer or civil engineer.

Contracting the arborist directly eliminates that markup entirely. The landscape architect's scope
covers plan preparation and mitigation strategy. The arborist's scope covers field inventory.
Coordination between the two occurs in the normal course of plan production. The disposition
plan deliverable is identical. For developers and civil engineers already managing multiple
consultant agreements, the additional contract relationship is a minor administrative
consideration relative to the fee savings.

4.3 Negotiate Unit Rates for Repeat and Multi-Site Work

Developers and civil engineers managing multiple projects — whether concurrently or across a
pipeline — have an additional lever available: negotiating unit-rate or per-tree fee structures with
arborist and landscape architect consultants rather than accepting one-off proposals on every
project.

Once a consultant is familiar with a client's project type, standard scope, and typical
jurisdictional context, they can quote on a per-tree or per-acre basis with confidence. That
structure eliminates the mobilization and proposal premium built into every new one-off
engagement, reduces the administrative overhead of repeated RFP cycles, and gives project
managers a predictable cost model for budgeting tree-related soft costs across a portfolio.

5. Using Tree Data to Reduce Total Mitigation Costs

Mitigation costs — replacement caliper-inch planting, municipal tree fund payments, or off-site
planting obligations — are a direct function of how many regulated trees are removed. The
fewer trees that fall within grading limits, building footprints, and utility corridors, the lower the
mitigation obligation. That equation is shaped by design decisions, and design decisions are
most flexible early.

When tree location data is available at the front end of the project, the civil engineer and
architect can design around protected trees rather than working backward from a constraint
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map delivered after design is advanced. The following design-phase opportunities are most
valuable when tree data arrives early.

5.1 Configure Grading and Building Pads Around Critical Root Zones

Heavy cut and fill within the critical root zone (CRZ) of a regulated tree almost always triggers
removal and mitigation. When grading plans are designed with tree location data in hand, civil
engineers can orient pads, retaining systems, and grading limits to protect the CRZs of high-
value specimens. A modest adjustment at the design stage can be the difference between a
tree that is preservable and a mitigation obligation worth thousands of dollars in replacement
caliper or fund payment.

5.2 Preserve Strategic Mature Canopy to Offset Future Landscape Costs

Every significant tree preserved on-site is landscape value that does not need to be purchased
and installed. Mature shade trees near leasing offices, entry features, and amenity areas
provide immediate canopy and curb appeal that new plantings cannot replicate for years. When
the tree disposition plan is designed with this in mind — preserving the right trees in the right
locations, not simply those that fall outside grading limits — it can meaningfully reduce the
large-caliper planting quantities required in the landscape plan and accelerate project curb
appeal at certificate of occupancy.

5.3 Request a Pre-Application Meeting With the AHJ

Many municipalities will meet with a project team prior to formal submittal to discuss the
proposed preservation and mitigation strategy. This is among the highest-value conversations
available in the tree disposition planning process. Confirming that the jurisdiction's urban
forestry staff agrees with the proposed approach before plans are completed — rather than
encountering a fundamental objection at first review — prevents the most expensive category of
rework: revising a disposition plan, a grading plan, and potentially a site layout because the
AHJ's expectations were not understood upfront.

Evergreen Design Group routinely participates in pre-application meetings on behalf of clients.
Familiarity with a jurisdiction's staff and review culture is a meaningful advantage at those
meetings.

6. AHJ Review: What to Expect and How to Prepare

Some jurisdictions — particularly those with active urban forestry programs — will dispatch their
own arborist or urban forestry representative to independently field-verify the tree inventory
submitted with the disposition plan. This is standard practice in those jurisdictions and should be
anticipated, not treated as an exception.

The practical reality is that jurisdictional arborists reviewing multiple projects under time
constraints do not always apply the same methodological rigor as a certified arborist engaged
specifically for the site. Species identifications may be made quickly. DBH measurements may
not account for all the variables a thorough arborist would apply. Discrepancies between the
submitted inventory and the AHJ's field review are not uncommon — and they can move in
either direction.

The most effective defense against a problematic jurisdictional review is a well-documented,
methodologically sound original inventory. When the certifying arborist's data is backed by field
notes, photography, and a credentialed professional who can defend the findings in a review
meeting, discrepancies are resolvable from a position of professional confidence. Thin
inventories — minimal documentation, ambiguous methodology — invite challenge and revision.
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A complete, defensible tree inventory on first submittal is not just a quality standard. It is
a schedule and cost management tool. Every round of AHJ review that could have been
avoided adds weeks and consultant hours to the project.

7. The Tree Disposition Plan: Scope and Deliverables

Once the arborist has completed the field inventory and delivered a tagged tree inventory with
species, DBH, health ratings, and location data, that information moves to the licensed
landscape architect for plan preparation. The tree disposition plan formalizes all of that data into
a coordinated, permitted deliverable.

7.1 Trees Designated to Remain

For each tree designated for preservation, the disposition plan establishes the tree save area,
specifies tree protection fencing (TPF) layout and installation standards, defines approved
construction methods within the critical root zone, and notes any monitoring requirements during
active grading and construction phases. Protection measures are coordinated with the civil
engineer's grading and utility plans.

7.2 Trees Designated for Removal

Each tree designated for removal is identified with species, DBH, and the disposition rationale
— grading conflict, utility conflict, condition, proximity to proposed structure — along with
applicable data for mitigation calculation. The inventory serves as the basis for the mitigation
obligation calculation and must be defensible at AHJ review.

7.3 Mitigation Strategy

Mitigation obligations are calculated in accordance with the applicable local ordinance. Common
mitigation mechanisms include on-site replacement planting at a specified caliper-inch ratio,
payment into a municipal or jurisdictional tree fund, off-site planting, or a hybrid of these
approaches. The landscape architect calculates the obligation, identifies compliant replacement
species, sizes, and quantities, and prepares the full documentation the AHJ requires to verify
compliance.

The plan is drawn to scale, formatted to the jurisdiction's specific submittal requirements, and
delivered as a coordinated document set that integrates with the civil engineer's site plan and
grading drawings. Evergreen Design Group provides a single point of accountability for this
entire scope — from survey and arborist coordination through final submittal and permit support.
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8. Frequently Asked Questions

Who should locate and tag trees for a land development tree survey?

The land surveyor is the most accurate and cost-efficient choice when they are already
mobilized on-site. Survey-grade equipment achieves sub-centimeter positional accuracy —
significantly more precise than the handheld GPS units used by arborists — and adding tree
location to an active survey mobilization is incremental in cost.

Why shouldn't the surveyor also identify species and measure DBH?

Species identification and DBH measurement require arboricultural training outside the land
surveyor's professional scope. Tree ordinances establish mitigation thresholds based on
species and size. Data errors at this stage produce inventories that do not survive AHJ review.
Keeping each deliverable within the responsible professional's area of expertise produces more
accurate, more defensible results.

When should the arborist be released on a development project?

Immediately after the surveyor completes tree location fieldwork — not when the project
approaches permit readiness. Delayed arborist release is among the most common and most
avoidable causes of permit schedule impact on tree-regulated projects.

What happens if the AHJ sends its own arborist to review the submitted inventory?

Some jurisdictions field-verify submitted tree inventories. Discrepancies between the submitted
data and the AHJ's review are not uncommon. A well-documented, methodologically sound
inventory prepared by a credentialed arborist is the most effective defense against problematic
review outcomes.

Can an arborist locate trees if the surveyor has already demobilized?

Yes. GPS-based tree location by a certified arborist is a workable contingency for many
jurisdictions. The reduced positional accuracy relative to survey-grade equipment should be
understood and accounted for when the landscape architect integrates tree data into the site
plan. In precision-critical situations, a limited surveyor remobilization may be worth evaluating.

Should RFPs for arborist and landscape architect services be issued before or after the
tree survey?

After. Fees quoted before the surveyor has located and tagged trees are based on aerial
imagery that cannot accurately reflect actual tree counts or conditions. Consultants price
contingency into those quotes. Fees quoted after the survey — against a definitive tagged tree
count — are more accurate and typically lower.

Is it less expensive to contract the arborist directly rather than through the landscape
architect?

Generally, yes. When a landscape architect subcontracts the arborist, the fee carries a markup
reflecting coordination time and financial risk. Contracting the arborist directly eliminates that
markup. For project teams already managing multiple consultant agreements, the additional
contract relationship is a minor administrative consideration relative to the fee savings.

How does tree survey data affect the design process?

Significantly. Protected trees impose real constraints on grading limits, building setbacks, and
utility routing. When tree location data is available at the beginning of site design, civil engineers
and architects can configure the project around those constraints before design decisions are
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locked. When it arrives late, the team redesigns around constraints that were always present
but not visible in the drawings.

What does a tree disposition plan include?

The plan designates trees to remain — with associated protection measures, TPF layout, CRZ
construction protocols, and monitoring requirements — and trees to be removed, with mitigation
calculations. Mitigation may include on-site replacement planting, tree fund payment, off-site
planting, or a combination. The plan is coordinated with the civil engineer's grading and site
plans and formatted to the AHJ's submittal requirements.
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ABOUT EVERGREEN DESIGN GROUP

Evergreen Design Group is a landscape architecture and land planning firm founded in 2005.
The firm provides land planning, landscape architecture, and irrigation design services
exclusively to B2B clients — land developers, civil engineers, architects, and design-build
contractors — on projects across more than 40 states.

The firm's licensed landscape architects coordinate tree survey and arborist scopes, prepare
tree disposition plans, and provide permit support across a wide range of jurisdictions and tree
ordinance frameworks. Evergreen Design Group offers a single point of accountability for the
complete tree disposition planning process, from initial survey coordination through final AHJ
submittal.

Service Lines

* Land Planning

* Landscape Architecture
» Irrigation Design

* Tree Disposition Plans

To discuss your project or request a proposal:

evergreendesigngroup.com
Land Planning - Landscape Architecture - Irrigation Design
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