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IACA Significance of a Tree, Assessment Rating System (STARS)© 
 (IACA 2010)© 

 
In the development of this document IACA acknowledges the contribution and original concept of the Footprint Green Tree 

Significance & Retention Value Matrix, developed by Footprint Green Pty Ltd in June 2001.   
 
The landscape significance of a tree is an essential criterion to establish the importance that a particular tree may have on a 
site. However, rating the significance of a tree becomes subjective and difficult to ascertain in a consistent and repetitive 
fashion due to assessor bias. It is therefore necessary to have a rating system utilising structured qualitative criteria to assist 
in determining the retention value for a tree. To assist this process all definitions for terms used in the Tree Significance - 
Assessment Criteria and Tree Retention Value - Priority Matrix, are taken from the IACA Dictionary for Managing Trees in 
Urban Environments 2009.   
 
This rating system will assist in the planning processes for proposed works, above and below ground where trees are to be 
retained on or adjacent a development site. The system uses a scale of High, Medium and Low significance in the 
landscape. Once the landscape significance of an individual tree has been defined, the retention value can be determined. 
An example of its use in an Arboricultural report is shown as Appendix A.   
 
Tree Significance - Assessment Criteria 
 

1. High Significance in landscape  
 
- The tree is in good condition and good vigour; 
- The tree  has a form typical for the species; 
- The tree is a remnant or is a planted locally indigenous specimen and/or is rare or uncommon in the local area or of botanical 

interest or of substantial age;  
- The tree is listed as a Heritage Item, Threatened Species or part of an Endangered ecological community or listed on Councils 

significant Tree Register; 
- The tree is visually prominent and visible from a considerable distance when viewed from most directions within the landscape 

due to its size and scale and makes a positive contribution to the local amenity;  
- The tree supports social and cultural sentiments or spiritual associations, reflected by the broader population or community 

group or has commemorative values;   
- The tree’s growth is unrestricted by above and below ground influences, supporting its ability to reach dimensions typical for the 

taxa in situ - tree is appropriate to the site conditions.   
  
2. Medium Significance in landscape  
 
- The tree is in fair-good condition and good or low vigour; 
- The tree has form typical or atypical of the species; 
- The tree is a planted locally indigenous or a common species with its taxa commonly planted in the local area  
- The tree is visible from surrounding properties, although not visually prominent as partially obstructed by other vegetation or 

buildings when viewed from the street,   
- The tree provides a fair contribution to the visual character and amenity of the local area, 
- The tree’s growth is moderately restricted by above or below ground influences, reducing its ability to reach dimensions typical 

for the taxa in situ.     
3. Low Significance in landscape  
 
- The tree is in fair-poor condition and good or low vigour; 
- The tree has form atypical of the species; 
- The tree is not visible or is partly visible from surrounding properties as obstructed by other vegetation or buildings,   
- The tree provides a minor contribution or has a negative impact on the visual character and amenity of the local area, 
- The tree is a young specimen which may or may not have reached dimension to be protected by local Tree Preservation orders 

or similar  protection mechanisms and can easily be replaced with a suitable specimen,  
- The tree’s growth is severely restricted by above or below ground influences, unlikely to reach dimensions typical for the taxa in 

situ - tree is inappropriate to the site conditions, 
- The tree is listed as exempt under the provisions of the local Council Tree Preservation Order or similar protection mechanisms,  
- The tree has a wound or defect that has potential to become structurally unsound.    
 Environmental Pest / Noxious Weed Species 
- The tree is an Environmental Pest Species due to its invasiveness or poisonous/ allergenic properties, 
- The tree is a declared noxious weed by legislation.  
 Hazardous/Irreversible Decline 
- The tree is structurally unsound and/or unstable and is considered potentially dangerous,  
- The tree is dead, or is in irreversible decline, or has the potential to fail or collapse in full or part in the immediate to short term. 
 

The tree is to have a minimum of three (3) criteria in a category to be classified in that group.  
 

Note: The assessment criteria are for individual trees only, however, can be applied to a monocultural stand in its entirety e.g. 
hedge.     
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Table 1.0 Tree Retention Value - Priority Matrix.  
 
 

  Significance 
  1. High    2. Medium 3. Low 
  Significance in 

Landscape  
 Significance in 

Landscape 
Significance in 

Landscape 
Environmental 
Pest / Noxious 
Weed Species 

Hazardous /  
Irreversible 

Decline 

Es
tim

at
ed

 L
ife

 E
xp

ec
ta

nc
y 

1. Long   
>40 years 

 
    

     

2. Medium  
 15-40 
Years  

  

   

 

3. Short  
<1-15 
Years 

  

   

 
Dead 

     

    

 
Legend for Matrix Assessment    
                                                      
    

    Priority for Retention (High) - These trees are considered important for retention and should be retained and 
protected. Design modification or re-location of building/s should be considered to accommodate the setbacks as 
prescribed by the Australian Standard AS4970 Protection of trees on development sites. Tree sensitive construction 
measures must be implemented e.g. pier and beam etc if works are to proceed within the Tree Protection Zone.  

      Consider for Retention (Medium) - These trees may be retained and protected. These are considered less 
critical; however their retention should remain priority with removal considered only if adversely affecting the proposed 
building/works and all other alternatives have been considered and exhausted. 
   

   Consider for Removal (Low) - These trees are not considered important for retention, nor require special works 
or design modification to be implemented for their retention.  
   

    Priority for Removal - These trees are considered hazardous, or in irreversible decline, or weeds and should be 
removed irrespective of development.  
   

 
USE OF THIS DOCUMENT AND REFERENCING 
 
The IACA Significance of a Tree, Assessment Rating System (STARS) is free to use, but only in its entirety and must 
be cited as follows: 
 
IACA, 2010, IACA Significance of a Tree, Assessment Rating System (STARS), Institute of Australian Consulting 
Arboriculturists, Australia, www.iaca.org.au   
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Appendix A 
 
The following example shows the IACA Significance of a Tree, 
Assessment Rating System (STARS) used in an Arboricultural report.  
 
Tree Significance  
  
Determined by using the Tree Significance - Assessment Criteria of the IACA 
Significance of a Tree, Assessment Rating System (STARS)© (IACA, 2010), Appendix 
B.  
 
Trees 14, 16, 17/3, 19 and 20/4 are of high significance with the remaining majority of 
medium significance and a few of low significance. Tree 14 is significant as a prominent 
specimen and a food source for indigenous avian fauna. Tree 16 as a non-locally 
indigenous planting is of good from and prominent in situ; Tree 17/3 as a stand of 6 
street trees along the Davey Street frontage screening views to and from the site and 
contiguous with trees in Victoria Park extending the aesthetic influence of the urban 
canopy to the site. Similarly for Trees 20/4 as street trees in Long Road and Tree 19 as 
an extant exotic planting as a senescent component of the original landscaping. The 
trees of low significance are recent plantings as fruit trees – Avocados, and 1 
Cootamundra Wattle as a non-locally indigenous tree in irreversible decline and 
potentially structurally unsound.  
 
Significance Scale   

1 – High 
2 – Medium 
3 – Low  
  
Tree Retention Value  
 
Determined by using the Retention Value - Priority Matrix of the IACA Significance of a 
Tree, Assessment Rating System (STARS)© (IACA, 2010), Appendix B.    
 
Retention Value  

High – Priority for Retention 
Medium – Consider for Retention 
Low – Consider for Removal  
Remove - Priority for Removal    
                                                                                          

 

* Trees located within the neighbouring property and should be retained and protected.   

 

 

Significance 
Scale 1 2 3 

Tree No. / 
Stand No. 

14, 16, 17/3, 19, 
20/4 

1/1, 2, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 
9, 10, 11, 12/2, 15, 
18, 21/5 

3, 13, 22 

Retention 
Value .High.  

.Priority for. 
.Retention. 

.Medium.  
.Consider for. 

.Retention. 

.Low. 
.Consider for. 

.Removal. 

.Remove. 
.Priority for. 
.Removal. 

 
Tree No. / 
Stand No. 

1/1, 5, 
17/3*, 19 

2, 4, 6, 7, 8, 
9, 10, 11, 
14, 15, 16, 
18, 20/4*, 
21/5 

3, 12/2, 13,  22 
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