
 

 

 

 

 

17 December 2019 
 

ARBORIST REPORT 
 

1. Background. 
 

This report was commissioned by Charles Darwin University. 
 

A Northern Milkwood tree (Alstonia actinophylla) was removed from the site of the Cavenagh St Car Park on 
Sunday 15th December 2019. 

 
This location is the site for the construction of the new Charles Darwin University Campus. This report does 
not take into account any plans or designs of the new buildings or whether the building could have been 
designed (or re-designed) to accommodate retaining the tree. 

 

Information which is publicly available is that the tree had been nominated for Heritage listing but at the 
date of removal the Heritage listing had not been approved. The tree was listed as a Significant Tree by 
Greening Australia but which does not provide any legal protection. This information is noted but is not 
relevant to the report. 

 
This report will focus on the health and physical condition of the tree and the possibility of tree failure (Tree 
Risk Assessment) 

 
2. Tree Characteristics. 

Genus: Apocynaceae 
Genus: Alstonia 
Species: actinophylla 
Common Name: Milkwood or Northern Milkwood 
This species is native to Northern Australia and is common in the Darwin Region and adapts reasonably well 
to the built environment of cities or surburbia. The age of the subject tree is not known but would be 
classed as a Veteran Tree, with anecdotal evidence suggesting in excess of 100 years. 

 
3. Tree Health. 

 
For the preparation of this report the tree was inspected on Monday 16/12/19, after it was cut down and 
whereas I had previously inspected the on 26/11/17 that inspection has little or no bearing on the findings 
from the current inspection. 

 
The diameter of the trunk at the point of where it was cut off is 1.4 metres. See Photo # 1 
The inspection showed that the trunk is heavily infected with a fungal disease commonly known as Heart 
Rot. 
This rot comprises approximately 65% of the volume of the trunk. Trunk diameter 1400mm x diameter of 
rot 910mm = 65%. 

 

This disease extends upwards throughout the trunk and into the main scaffold limbs as evident in Photo #2. 
The rot in the main scaffold limb is approximately 45% of the limb volume. 



 

 

 

 

Heart Rot, (sometimes call Brown Rot) is a fungal disease that causes the decay of wood at the center (heart) 
of the trunk and branches. 

 
Heart Rot is caused by fungi entering the trunk of the tree through wounds in the bark. These wounds are 
areas of the trees where bare wood is exposed as a result of improper pruning, fire damage, dead branches, 
vehicle or animal damage or insect attack. There are two sites on the trunk of the subject tree where this 
may have occurred. See Photo #3. Both of these were probably caused by machinery or vehicles. 
The fungal spores enter the exposed wounds, germinate within the wood tissues and slowly ingest the 
heartwood. The fungi only target the non living wood tissue of the heartwood and do not affect living 
sapwood thus allowing the tree to continue to live and grow whilst being slowly killed from within. 

 
Initially, the infected heartwood is discoloured but not structurally compromised. As the fungi grow they 
decay more wood and the tissue becomes increasingly weak and soft and more discoloured. 

 
As the fungi advances and the amount of heartwood is decreased so to is the structural integrity of the tree 
and it becomes more susceptible to tree failure including branch failure and often whole tree failure as the 
heartwood of the roots is also affected. 

 

There is no known cure for Heart Rot once it is established. It is eventually terminal resulting in the death of 
the tree. 

 
A healthy tree normally naturally combats Heart Rot through a process called Compartmentalization 
whereby the tree grows healthy tissue around the decayed wood tissue and prevents the fungi from 
spreading. There are certain circumstances, particularly human intervention, that affects the health of the 
tree and actually assists the spread of Heart Rot and other diseases; these include 

• Soil compaction around the tree from vehicles preventing water and nutrients reaching the feeder 
roots 

• Cutting roots by excavating for sub-grade to lay bitumen 

• Vehicle damage 

• Excessive heat reflected from bitumen 
This tree was affected by all of the above. Local government in the Northern Territory has a poor record of 
Amenity Tree Management. 

 

4. Tree Risk Assessment. 
 
Tree Risk Assessment is determined by a number of factors but principally by a simple Matrix. 

Failure Potential x Risk Target Rating 

Tree Risk Assessment requires 3 components; 
• A tree with the potential to fail 
• An environment that may contribute to that failure 

• Persons or objects that may be injured or damaged by that failure (the Risk Target) 
Danger is defined as exposure to harm; Risk is defined as the statistical odds of danger; if a tree is assessed 
as dangerous it is the degree of risk that increases, depending on the potential number of Risk Targets. 



 

 

 

 

If there is no Risk Target then there is no risk and a dangerous situation cannot exist. However, where there 
is an increase in the number of Risk Targets then the level of Risk increases accordingly. 

 
This is exactly the situation in this case where the construction of the CDU Campus would dramatically 
increase the number of Risk Targets compared to the existing car park and correspondingly increase the Risk. 

 
 

5. Conclusion. 
From the extensive amount of Heart Rot affecting the tree, it can be concluded that the failure of some 
portion of the tree would occur within the next few years. Placing more stress on the tree by surrounding it 
with a major construction project would in my opinion accelerate the decline of the tree leading to its death. 

 
The most likely components of the tree subject to failure would in my opinion be; 

• The whole tree due to serious root rot 

• Failure of a major limb due to significant visible Heart Rot 
 

It should be noted by CDU that during construction, other trees on site (Boab) should be protected and that 
an Arborist should be engaged to develop a Tree Protection Plan under Australian Standard 4970-2009 
(Protection of Trees on Development Sites) and this should be done prior to the start of construction and the 
TPP should be part of the construction contract. 

 

Bill Sullivan 

Adv.Dip. Arboriculture 

Consulting Arborist 



 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Photo # 1. Extensive Heart Rot extending over 65% of the volume of the trunk. 



 

 

 

 
Photo #3. Probable entry sites of Heart Rot Fungi from machinery or vehicle wounds 



 

 

 

 
 
 

Photo #2. Significant Heart Rot in a major scaffold limb. 


