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trees are protected and may not be removed unless 
specific requirements are met. 

To determine the tree protection requirements for a 
specific tree or property, you need to have the following 
information: 

 � What is the species and size of the tree?

 � Is the tree “exceptional”?

 � Is the tree hazardous?

 � Is the tree on undeveloped land, developed property, 
or developing property?

 � Is the property within an environmentally critical area 
(ECA)?

 � Is the property within the Shoreline District?

 � Is the work major pruning?

The information below can help you answer these ques-
tions and explains when and where the Tree Protection 
Code applies. 

Tree Size
Tree size is stated as either DBH (diameter at breast 
height) or DSH (diameter at standard height), both of 
which are a trunk diameter measurement taken at 4.5 
feet above ground. Director’s Rule 16-2008, Designa-
tion for Exceptional Trees, provides guidance on how to 
measure the tree diameter.

Exceptional Trees  
Exceptional trees are large for their species and there-
fore have particular historical, ecological, or aesthetic 
value. SDCI Director’s Rule 16-2008 explains how we 
evaluate a tree for exceptional status based on size 
and condition. Any tree 30 inches DSH or greater, 
measured approximately 4.5 feet from the ground, is 
almost certainly exceptional. However, some species 
are exceptional at only 6, 12, 18, or 24 inches DSH. We 
recommend that you consult a professional to determine 
if your tree is exceptional. 

Tree Code Overview   
December 29, 2022

This Tip is an overview of a series of Tips that focus 
on Seattle’s tree regulations. It outlines when activities 
that may impact trees are allowed and how to obtain 
the appropriate approvals from the Seattle Department 
of Construction and Inspections (SDCI). Seattle’s Tree 
Protection Code, Seattle Municipal Code (SMC) 25.11, 
limits the number, size, and type of trees that may be 
removed from private property. These regulations help 
protect our urban forest.

The City of Seattle is committed to protecting our valu-
able urban canopy. Canopy cover is one important 
measure of the health of the urban forest. Urban trees 
provide numerous ecological, economic, and social 
benefits, including wildlife habitat, neighborhood livabil-
ity, and improved public health outcomes. Maintaining 
our urban forest is a cooperative effort between property 
owners, developers, neighbors, and the City.

Other Tips in this series provide more detailed informa-
tion and guidance about specific regulations for property 
owners and tree service providers.

 � Tip 242A: Tree Requirements Associated with Devel-
opment

 � Tip 242B: Hazard Tree Removal on Private Property 

 � Tip 242C: SDCI Tree Service Provider Registry

 � Tip 242D: Tree Public Notice

In addition to this Tip series, the SDCI’s website has 
additional information about Seattle’s tree regulations 
and provides resources and contact information related 
to trees, tree protection, and tree maintenance. 

Tree Protection on Private Property
Our tree protection requirements vary based on the size, 
species, and location of the tree and the current condi-
tion of the property where the tree is located. Certain 
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Exceptional trees are protected by code and in most 
cases may not be removed. If you unlawfully remove an 
exceptional tree, the penalties can be expensive. If you 
are planning a construction project and your site con-
tains large trees, contact SDCI early to understand the 
protection requirements or opportunities for removal if 
certain conditions exist on your lot. 

Hazardous Trees
With prior SDCI approval, the Tree Protection Code 
may allow for removal of hazardous trees, including 
hazardous exceptional trees. In most cases, we will only 
approve removing “high-risk” hazard trees. To determine 
if the tree or trees are a high-risk hazard, you must get 
an arborist report and an International Society of Arbori-
culture (ISA) basic tree risk assessment form in addition 
to items outlined in the online hazard tree application. 
The documents submitted for review by SDCI must be 
prepared by a registered tree service provider with the 
ISA tree risk assessment qualification. For more informa-
tion on applying for a hazard tree removal, read How to 
Apply for SDCI Approval for Hazard Tree Removal and 
Vegetation Restoration. Tip 242B, Hazard Tree Removal 
on Private Property, provides guidance for removing a 
hazard tree on private property that is not located in a 
mapped ECA. Tip 331B, Hazard Trees, provides guid-
ance for removing a hazard tree on private property that 
is in a mapped Environmentally Critical Area (ECA). 

Undeveloped Land
Undeveloped land is a parcel or lot that has no structures.   

You cannot remove any tree (exceptional or non-excep-
tional) 6 inches DSH or greater unless the tree is desig-
nated as a high-risk hazard. SDCI must approve a hazard 
tree removal application before trees can be removed. 

Developed Property 
Developed property is a parcel or lot that has legally 
permitted structures or uses. 

 � You cannot remove any exceptional trees unless they 
are determined to be a high-risk hazard. SDCI must 
approve a hazard tree removal application before 
trees can be removed.  

 � You cannot remove more than 3 non-exceptional trees 
6 inches DSH or greater within a one-year period un-
less the tree(s) are designated a high-risk hazard. 

Developing property 
If you are developing your property, it’s best to consider 
trees early in the design process. To protect trees during 

construction, the Tree Protection Code and Director’s 
Rule 16-2008 outline which trees are to be protected and 
establish requirements for departures, modifications, tree 
protection, and tree replacement on properties zoned 
neighborhood residential, lowrise, midrise, or commercial. 

You may remove trees if retaining them prevents you 
from achieving the allowed lot coverage or floor area of 
the site's land use zone. For exceptional trees and  for 
trees 24 inches DSH or greater, you must show that 
it is not possible to retain the trees by using various 
"departures" and “modifications” from the zone's land 
use code development standards (see SMC 25.11.060, 
25.11.070, and 25.11.080). We will review your tree and 
vegetation plans as part of your permit application. 

Tip 242A, Tree Requirements Associated with Develop-
ment, provides guidance for tree requirements associ-
ated with development.

Environmentally Critical Areas 
If your property is in an environmentally critical area 
(ECA), the tree removal regulations are more restrictive. 
ECAs include:

 � Landslide-prone/Potential slide critical areas (ECA 2) 

 � Steep slope erosion hazard areas (ECA1) and their 
buffers 

 � Fish and wildlife habitat conservation areas (ECA 9)

 � Riparian corridors (ECA 3)

 � Wetlands (ECA 4) and their buffers 

You can find out whether your property contains an envi-
ronmentally critical area on SDCI’s online map tool. The 
layer list references the ECA related identifier numbers 
(ECA1, ECA2, etc., noted above). 

You cannot remove any trees or otherwise modify 
vegetation from environmentally critical areas without 
an approved, stand-alone ECA tree and vegetation plan 
or an ECA tree and vegetation plan approved with an 
issued building permit.

An ECA tree and vegetation plan is commonly called a 
revegetation or restoration plan. You can find information 
about applying for a stand-alone ECA tree and vegeta-
tion plan by reading How to Apply for SDCI Approval for 
Hazard Tree Removal and Vegetation Restoration. Tip 
331, Environmentally Critical Areas—Tree and Vegeta-
tion Overview, provides a tree and vegetation overview 
in ECAs and Tip 331A, Environmentally Critical Areas: 
Vegetation Restoration, provides useful information 
related to tree and vegetation restoration in ECAs. 
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routine pruning operations that do not meet the defini-
tion of major pruning are not commercial tree work. 

To see the list of approved Tree Service Providers, view 
the SDCI Tree Service Provider Directory. To learn more 
read Tip 242C, SDCI Tree Service Provider Registry.

Public Notice for Tree Removal and Major 
Pruning
Property owners must post a public notice for major 
pruning or removal of trees 6 inches DSH or greater by 
a commercial tree service provider on their property at 
least three days before a tree service provider starts the 
work, whether or not a permit is required. This notice is 
not required for:

 � Trees removed as part of a tree and vegetation plan 
required inside of environmentally critical areas

 � Removal of hazardous trees or tree parts

 � Trees removed by the owner of a property

Follow guidance in Tip 242D, Tree Public Notice, for 
more information on tree public noticing. 

We Are Here to Help
We encourage all applicants, property owners, contrac-
tors, architects, developers, and arborists to reach out 
to us with any tree questions as early as possible when 
planning a project. We are here to answer questions 
early in the design process to determine which trees are 
protected by code and how to accommodate them. We 
can also answer questions about trees outside of the 
development process. Our on-staff certified arborists 
can answer questions about tree protection require-
ments, be a resource for tree-related information, and 
improve customer experience when trees are involved in 
any permit process.

Contact Us
The best way to contact our staff is via email at SDCI-
trees@seattle.gov or through SDCI’s Submit a Request 
form. To help route your request, indicate that you 
need help with “Permits, codes, zones, plans,” then 
select “Land Use” as the type of help you need, and 
then select “Trees” in the description field. If necessary, 
we can set up a virtual meeting to discuss potential or 
actual projects.

Shoreline District
Tree removal in the Shoreline District must comply with 
the Tree Protection Code. In most cases you can-
not remove any trees or vegetation from the Shoreline 
District without an issued shoreline exemption or issued 
building permit. The regulations on Shoreline District 
vegetation are found in SMC 23.60A.190. The Shoreline 
District is generally the land within 200 feet of a shore-
line. You can find out whether your property is within the 
Shoreline District on SDCI's online map tool.

Zoning Standards and Trees
Depending on your project and its zoning, you may be 
required to comply with tree requirements in the Zon-
ing Code. These requirements may include preserving 
or planting trees to comply with Seattle Green Factor, 
or incentives to protect trees during your construction 
project such as decreased yards and setbacks. 

Major Pruning
Major pruning is removing any branch or root 2 inches in 
diameter or greater, or the removal of more than 15% of 
the tree canopy. If you hire someone to complete major 
pruning on your property, they must be a registered tree 
service provider. You must also post a public notice for 
all major pruning completed by the registered provider. 
You do not need to be registered to complete other rou-
tine pruning and maintenance of trees. Property owners 
completing routine pruning and tree maintenance on their 
property are not required to register or post a notice.

Tree Service Provider Registry
The Tree Service Provider Registry is an online database 
of registered tree service providers that meet the City’s 
criteria to conduct commercial tree work on private 
property in Seattle and are committed to understand-
ing and following Seattle’s tree regulations. This registry 
is accessible to the public so that owners, residents, 
and neighbors can be assured a registered company 
knowledgeable with tree regulations and best practices 
is completing work in their neighborhood. 

Property owners must use registered tree service provid-
ers from this registry and post a notice three days before 
the commercial tree work is conducted. Commercial 
tree work is defined in SMC 25.11.020 as any of the 
following actions conducted within the City of Seattle in 
exchange for financial compensation: major pruning as 
defined in SMC 15.02.046; removal of trees 6 inches 
DSH or greater; and the assessment of the health or 
hazard risk of trees 6 inches DSH or greater. Normal and 

https://www.seattle.gov/sdci/codes/codes-we-enforce-(a-z)/trees-and-codes/tree-service-provider-directory
https://www.seattle.gov/DPD/Publications/CAM/Tip242C.pdf
https://www.seattle.gov/DPD/Publications/CAM/Tip242D.pdf
mailto:SDCI-trees@seattle.gov
mailto:SDCI-trees@seattle.gov
https://sdci.zendesk.com/hc/en-us/requests/new?ticket_form_id=1500003356822
https://www.seattle.gov/sdci/permits/exemptions-from-code-requirements/shoreline-exemptions
https://library.municode.com/wa/seattle/codes/municipal_code?nodeId=TIT23LAUSCO_SUBTITLE_IIILAUSRE_CH23.60ASESHMAPRRE_PT4STAPSHMO_23.60A.190STVEIMSUMA&showChanges=true
https://seattlecitygis.maps.arcgis.com/apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=f822b2c6498c4163b0cf908e2241e9c2
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https://www.seattle.gov/sdci/codes/codes-we-enforce-(a-z)/seattle-green-factor
https://www.seattle.gov/sdci/codes/codes-we-enforce-(a-z)/trees-and-codes/tree-service-provider-directory
https://library.municode.com/wa/seattle/codes/municipal_code?nodeId=TIT25ENPRHIPR_CH25.11TRPR_25.11.020DE
https://library.municode.com/wa/seattle/codes/municipal_code?nodeId=TIT15STSIUS_SUBTITLE_ISTUSOR_CH15.02GEPR_15.02.046DENTHZ
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 � Tip 331A, Environmentally Critical Areas – Vegetation 
Restoration  
www.seattle.gov/DPD/Publications/CAM/cam331a.pdf 

 � Tip 331B, Hazard Trees  
www.seattle.gov/DPD/Publications/CAM/cam331b.pdf

 � Standard Detail (SDCI): Tree and Vegetation Protec-
tion Detail  
www.seattle.gov/Documents/Departments/SDCI/
Codes/TreeDetail.pdf

 � Standard Detail (SDCI): Tree Protection Area Sign/
Placard  
www.seattle.gov/Documents/Departments/SDCI/
Codes/TreeProtectionAreaSign.pdf

Other helpful resources include:

 � Application instructions (SDCI): Hazard Tree Removal 
and Vegetation Restoration Approval on private 
property.  
https://seattlegov.zendesk.com/hc/en-us/
articles/360039043813-How-to-Apply-for-SDCI-
Approval-for-Haz    

 � Application instructions (SDOT): Right-of-Way Tree 
Pruning.  
https://seattlegov.zendesk.com/hc/en-us/
articles/360043789333-How-Do-I-Submit-an-Urban-
Forestry-Application-for-Tree-Pruning-Removal-or-
Planting-   

 � Application instructions (Parks): Revocable Use Per-
mit for tree work on Parks owned property.  
www.seattle.gov/Documents/Departments/Park-
sAndRecreation/Reserve/RUP%20Application%20
v2021.pdf  
More information about Parks and Recreation per-
mits is available here:  
www.seattle.gov/parks/reserve/park-land-special-
permits

 � Basic Tree Risk Assessment Form (ISA).  
www.isa-arbor.com/Portals/0/Assets/PDF/Certifica-
tion-Applications/ISA-Basic-Tree-Risk-Form-fillable.
pdf  
Instructions www.isa-arbor.com/Portals/0/Assets/
PDF/Certification-Applications/ISA-Basic-Tree-Risk-
Assessment-Form-Instructions.pdf

 � Heritage Tree Program, Cooperative program be-
tween City of Seattle and Plant Amnesty (ad- minis-
tered by SDOT) to celebrate Seattle’s Special Trees. 
www.seattle.gov/transportation/projects-and-pro-
grams/programs/trees-and-landscaping-program/
heritage-tree-program 

Read the Code 
The Seattle Municipal Code (SMC) and SDCI Director's 
Rules contain tree regulations in a number of sec-
tions.  The most important regulations and processes 
are found in these documents. For more information on 
existing regulations, read:

 � Tree Protection, Seattle Municipal Code (SMC 25.11)  
https://library.municode.com/wa/seattle/codes/
municipal_code?nodeId=TIT25ENPRHIPR_
CH25.11TRPR 

 � Environmentally Critical Areas, Seattle Municipal 
Code (SMC 25.09)  
https://library.municode.com/wa/seattle/codes/
municipal_code?nodeId=TIT25ENPRHIPR_
CH25.09REENCRAR 

 � Director’s Rule 17-2018, Calculating Tree Valuations 
and Civil Penalties for Tree Protection Code Violations 
www.seattle.gov/dpd/codes/dr/17-2018%20tree.pdf 

 � Director’s Rule 16-2008, Designation of Exceptional 
Trees  
www.seattle.gov/dpd/codes/dr/DR2008-16x.pdf

 � Director’s Rule 11-2020, Standards for Landscaping, 
including Green Factor  
www.seattle.gov/dpd/codes/dr/DR2020-11.pdf

 � Director’s Rule 8-2022, Administration of the Seattle 
Department of Construction and Inspections Tree 
Service Provider Registry  
www.seattle.gov/dpd/codes/dr/DDR2022-8.pdf 

 � Tip 103, Site Plan Requirements  
www.seattle.gov/DPD/Publications/CAM/cam103.pdf

 � Tip 103A, Site Plan Guidelines, How to Prepare a 
Site Plan  
www.seattle.gov/DPD/Publications/CAM/cam103A.pdf

 � Tip 242A, Tree Requirements Associated with 
Development  
www.seattle.gov/DPD/Publications/CAM/Tip242A.pdf

 � Tip 242B, Hazard tree Removal on Private Property 
www.seattle.gov/DPD/Publications/CAM/Tip242B.pdf

 � Tip 242C, SDCI Tree Service Provider Registry  
www.seattle.gov/DPD/Publications/CAM/Tip242C.pdf

 � Tip 242D, Tree Public Notice  
www.seattle.gov/DPD/Publications/CAM/Tip242D.pdf   

 � Tip  331, Environmentally Critical Areas – Tree and 
Vegetation Overview  
www.seattle.gov/DPD/Publications/CAM/cam331.pdf
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 � Managing Hazards and Risk: Trees are Good (ISA). 
www.treesaregood.org/treeowner/treehazards 

 � Maps (City of Seattle ECA): Advisory and intended 
to help identify critical areas and do not delineate the 
exact boundaries of ECAs. Environmentally Criti-
cal Areas that are not identified on the maps are still 
subject to ECA regulations.  
https://seattlecitygis.maps.arcgis.com/apps/webap-
pviewer/index.html?id=f822b2c6498c4163b0cf908e
2241e9c2 

 � Maps (SDOT): Street Tree Inventory Map.  
www.seattle.gov/transportation/projects-and-pro-
grams/programs/trees-and-landscaping-program/
seattle-tree-inventory-map 

 � Snags (WDFW): The Wildlife Tree. Guidance from 
Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife.  
https://wdfw.wa.gov/species-habitats/living/
snags#wildlife

 � Tree Identification (Free Service): UW Hyde Herbari-
um.  
https://botanicgardens.uw.edu/center-for-urban-
horticulture/visit/otis-douglas-hyde-herbarium/plant-
identification-service-by-the-hyde-herbarium/

 � Trees in the Right-of-Way (SDOT) Seattle Department 
of Transportation (SDOT). 
www.seattle.gov/transportation/projects-and-pro-
grams/programs/trees-and-landscaping-program 

 � Trees for Seattle: Umbrella for Seattle’s Urban For-
estry efforts. Planting & Care, Restoration, Manage-
ment, Regulations, and Illegal Cutting.  
www.seattle.gov/trees/ 

 � Tree protection on Construction and Development 
Sites (DNR): A good overview of tree care and pro-
tection measures during your construction project. 
As this is the Washington Department of Natural 
Resources' guidance, some details and requirements 
are different from ours. In those few situations, you 
need to follow SDCI's tree protection rules.  
https://www.seattle.gov/documents/Departments/
SDCI/Codes/TreeProtectionConstructionDevelop-
mentSites.pdf 

 � Tree service providers: SDCI Tree Service Provider 
Directory.  
www.seattle.gov/sdci/codes/codes-we-enforce-(a-z)/
trees-and-codes/tree-service-provider-directory

 � Tree cutting: Reporting illegal tree cutting.  
www.seattle.gov/sdci/codes/make%C2%A0a-prop-
erty-or-building-complaint

Links to SDCI Tips, Director's Rules, and forms are 
available on our website at www.seattle.gov/sdci. 

Access to Information
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