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Confessions of the Editor
fun and it brought more complaints. No one seemed sure 
what a good pruning job should look like, and our deci-
sions were based largely on where we could climb with 
our spikes and belt without killing ourselves. Years later 
I was to learn there are actually guidelines and reasons 
behind pruning shade trees, but that wasn’t part of our for-
estry education and it really wasn’t of much interest to me.
  Disposal of limbs was another challenge. Our mode of 
operation called for finding an empty lot somewhere, or a 
stretch of road with a pullout and no houses. Sometimes 
this part of the job took place after dark.
  We even planted some trees, as long as the people were 
happy with native species. Whatever the customer wanted, 
we would find somewhere in the nearest woods or grown-
over fields. Our eyes were sharper than our scruples about 
who owned the land. Most of the time the tree would live 
and we even replaced some that died if we were still do-
ing jobs in the neighborhood.
  Looking back, I confess two things. First, that we made 
a lot of money! Second, that our clients were not well 
served. Not that many were unhappy. After all, they paid 
us far less than they would have paid a legitimate tree care 
company. But few knew the risk they took, and I doubt 
that our pruning or planting jobs stood against the tests 
of time. We also did the pruned trees no good with our 
climbing spikes, and I know that some elderly folks, espe-
cially, were frightened into having trees taken out that, in 
fact, were not the danger to life or property that we made 
them out to be. So, I’m not proud of those early days in 
my career, but I do know that if the best game wardens 
are former poachers, then I am in a good position to pres-
ent some useful insights about hiring an arborist. Perhaps 
this issue of the Bulletin will help repay a debt to society.

  It happened in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, usually in the 
early morning hours while most people slept and traffic 
was light. It was always in the better sections of town, at 
least by my standards as a college student. Slowly I would 
cruise the tree-lined streets, eyes scanning the trees of the 
houses I passed. Occasionally I would pull over and jot 
down a house number.
  Later that day I knocked on the doors, introducing 
myself as a forestry student who needed to earn money. It 
was a good opener. At the same time I would hand them 
a business card I had printed down on Main Street in 
Morgantown. While they studied the card, I would say that 
one of their trees looked like it should be taken down. My 
friends and I would do the job — and a sum was sug-
gested.
  Boy, did it work. We never lacked for jobs. Maybe it 
was my honest looks, or perhaps it was our clever cards 
with the words Fully Insured right in the corner. I’m still 
not sure what that meant, but my partner, who owned our 
little “company” by virtue of owning the pickup and our 
only chainsaw, said we were covered. No one asked for 
details.
  We were conscientious lads and worked hard. I got ten 
percent for landing the job, plus wages for working on it. 
I worked fast so I could locate more jobs and collect more 
bonuses. Nice system. If someone paid in advance, we’d 
work even faster and be gone before we hardly began.
  Removals were our favorite jobs. There were plenty of 
tense moments as limbs were lowered gingerly between 
power lines. There was excitement, too, as we’d hang on 
and sway back and forth after topping a big one, or as 
trunks came crashing down between houses. Just the sort 
of adventure made for a forestry student. Pruning was less 
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  In municipalities not having their own tree care staff, con-
tracting with local arborists is usually a better alternative than 
giving untrained employees from other departments the respon-
sibility for care of the street and park trees. When contracting is 
used, each municipality has its standard forms and procedures. 
However, due to the unique nature and needs of tree care, 
there are special considerations worth noting. Most of the tips 
on pages 4 and 5 are just as applicable for a local government 
as they are for individual property owners. In addition, the fol-
lowing suggestions are offered:

■	 Since most contracts must be awarded to the lowest bid-
der, be sure to place adequate screening criteria in the 
work specifications. Examples include a minimum amount 
of insurance coverage and years of experience, evidence 

	 of equal opportunity hiring practices, etc.
■	 Be specific in how the tree care work is to be performed. 

Standards established by the American National Standards 
Institute (ANSI) are available on pruning. This document 
and a companion ‘how-to’ book, Best Management 

	 Practices - Pruning, are available from the International 
Society of Arboriculture (refer to arborday.org/bulletins).

■	 Require that the successful bidder possesses adequate 
equipment to do the job.

■	 Require that all work be listed that was done in the region 
and was over a certain dollar value. This enables an ad-
equate check on past work performance, and prevents the 
bidder from listing only selected references that he or she 
knows will provide endorsements.

■	 Provide the contractor with a flier or information packet to 
distribute to homeowners in advance of any work done in 
their vicinity. This eliminates the surprise element and ex-
plains what kind of tree work will be done, why the work 
is necessary, and when crews will be in the area. Also 
include the name and phone number of the contractor or 
whoever should receive questions from the residents.

■	 Use newspaper and radio to announce contract awards 
and explain what tree work will be done.

  Education as an arborist can begin with on-the-job training, 
an associates degree from a college or vocational technician’s 
program, or a baccalaureate degree in urban forestry, horticul-
ture or a related field. For anyone with an interest in the green 
industry, initial opportunities for education and entry into the 
profession present no barrier.
  For the employers of arborists, both private and governmen-
tal, the challenge is in providing continuing education oppor-
tunities. Continuing education is essential for keeping arborists 
in pace with the latest discoveries about trees, soils, chemicals, 
insects, diseases and the many techniques of arboriculture. It 
is also essential to maintain arborist certification and to keep 
employees up to date with state and local laws, or regulations 
resulting from such federal legislation as the Environmental 
Pesticide Act and the Occupational Safety and Health Act.
  Perhaps most importantly, continuing education boosts 
morale. Everyone from the worker who feeds limbs into a 
chipper to the experienced foreman has a desire for advance-
ment and the chance to learn and to grow as an individual. 
Continuing education is the key to these opportunities and 
at the same time can help build pride, contribute to safety, 
increase job satisfaction, and reduce turnover. 
  Communities providing continuing education for tree work-
ers can qualify for points toward a Tree City USA Growth 
Award. Contact your state forester’s office or the Arbor Day 
Foundation for an application form and complete list of 		
qualifying activities.
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Employers can contribute to continuing education by making a variety 
of periodicals available to arborists.
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Arborists and the Urban Forestry Program
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	 There are many opportunities for arborists to 
improve their knowledge and skills, or for others to begin 
preparing for work with trees.  A good starting place is 
to visit arborday.org.  There you will find a current listing 
of conferences and workshops scheduled at Lied Lodge 
& Conference Center at Arbor Day Farm and at other 
locations throughout the nation.  Arrangements can even 
be made to hold workshops or seminars at your location 
with local sponsorship.  For more information, phone 
888-448-7337.
	 For information about three organizations of special 
interest to professional arborists, visit arborday.org/bulletins 
and click on Bulletin No. 6.

  The Tree City USA program is sponsored 
by the Arbor Day Foundation in cooperation 
with the USDA Forest Service and National 
Association of State Foresters. To achieve 
the national recognition of being named as 
a Tree City USA, a town or city must meet 
four standards:

Standard 1: A Tree Board or Department
Standard 2: A Tree Care Ordinance
Standard 3: An Annual Community Forestry Program
Standard 4: An Arbor Day Observance and Proclamation

  Each winning community receives a Tree City USA flag, 
plaque, and community entrance signs. Towns and cities of 
every size can qualify. Tree City USA application forms are 
available from your state forester or the Arbor Day Foundation.
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arborday.orgArborists work not only in trees but in the ground beneath trees.  Here a 

campus arborist at the University of Idaho volunteers his time to work with 

tree board members in his community. The group is drilling holes with a 

soil auger in an attempt to save street trees suffering from heavily com-

pacted soil.

�*�	The job market in tree work is wide open for anyone 

in good physical condition and who loves the outdoors.  

There are two ways to enter the �eld.  One is by beginning 

as a ground crew member or tree climber with an 

established company.  Many offer excellent training and 

opportunities for advancement.  The other way is to obtain 

a college education in arboriculture, urban horticulture, or 

urban forestry.  To see a list of colleges and universities that 

offer degree programs in these �elds, visit the Web site of 

the International Society of Arboriculture at: isa-arbor.com 

and click on Careers in Arboriculture. Conferences, Workshops and More
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