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I n c l e m e n t w e a t h e r keeps men indoors busy with equipment maintenance. 

I m p r e s s i v e a r r a y o f m o d e r n e q u i p m e n t includes trucks, staff cars, skyworkers, stumj 

A u t h o r M i c h a b e l i e v e s in ef f ic iency and appl ies it throughout his entire operation. 
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A CLOSE LOOK at labor in 
the American tree business 

reveals deep-twisting problems. 
Problems of how to cope with 
what we have; how to improve 
what we have; and how to hold 
what we have. 

There is nothing new or out-
standing about these labor prob-
lems, for all industry has the 
same labor situations. Only ours 
seems to be a little more unique 
and difficult. 

This ar t ic le will cover five 
important segments of the tree 
business. There are innumerable 
others to discuss; but for the 
sake of clarity and brevity, we 
shall confine ourselves to: 

A. Tree Climbers 
B. Field help in general 

1. Rates 
2. Fringe Benefits 
3. Lost Time 
4. Safety 

C. Labor-saving Equipment 
D. Office Efficiency 
E. Management's Attitude To-

ward Tree Help 
A. Tree Climbers 

Let's first look at the heart of 
the tree business—the "good tree 
climber." 

This skilled person is rapidly 
becoming extinct. He is more 
difficult to find, hire, and hold. 
T h e underlying m a k e u p of a 
qualified tree climber is his indi-
viduality. Here is a person quite 
different from any other in any 
industry. He is, in fact, quite dif-

ferent from others in the same 
business. On an average, a good 
tree climber is a floater, some-
times a "prima donna," proud, 
and very individualistic. 

To cope with these idiosyncra-
sies can be a tremendous task 
for any foreman, personnel man-
ager, or owner. 

G e n e r a l l y a c l i m b e r works 
only for wages. He is not con-
cerned with fringe benefits or 
e x t r a o f f e r i n g s of t r e e com-
panies. He likes good working 
conditions and p r e f e r s " take 
downs" to routine tree trimming. 
Usually a good climber caters to 
the more difficult tree removals. 



Effective labor management in a tree 
business is crucial to success, Author 
M i c h a p o i n t s out in this pull-no-
punches article. There are phases of 
work where money can and must be 
saved, but there are other places, 
equally important, where the author 
believes more money must be spent. 
Management must take a close look 
at its attitudes toward labor. Contin-
ued success of the majority of tree 
firms hinges on decisions coming from 
self-scrutiny. Author Micha, an ex-
perienced arborist himself, presents 
some valuable money-saving tips for 
all arborists. 

Radio e q u i p m e n t increases truck ef f ic iency, especial ly in disaster work. 

Tape r e c o r d e r , electric machines, rad io , voice box prov ide ef f ic ient communicat ion. 

In this way he can best utilize 
his talents. 

Most tree companies must take 
it upon themselves to find ways 
and means to hold good climbers 
or at least "stem the tide" of 
constant m o v e m e n t f r o m one 
company to another. 

It is impossible to give a con-

crete answer on how to hold 
climbers. Possibly one is through 
the use of increased mechaniza-
tion, i.e. hydraulic lifts and sim-
ilar equipment. This will help 
make the climber more available 
to jobs he dislikes. Less foul 
weather work; more opportunity 
(through training and experi-

ence) to work up to foreman's 
levels; and improved fringe ben-
efits, i.e. bonuses and commis-
sions. 
B. Field Help 

Probably the most maligned 
work group in the whole tree 
b u s i n e s s is t h e g r o u n d m a n . 
These are the men that do the 
"bullwork" or h e a v y g r o u n d 
work. They are expected (and 
sometimes forced) to work in all 
k i n d s of f o u l w e a t h e r . S o m e 
c o m p a n i e s consider them ex-
pendable; they are not usually 
allowed to think for themselves 
and they are generally the low-
est paid. 

This is the group that needs 
the greatest amount of thought 
and consideration. Itemized im-
provements are as follows: 

1. Training. 
2. Giving s u f f i c i e n t t i m e to 

t h o r o u g h l y l e a r n good 
groundmen's techniques. 

3. Plan work loads to allow 
these men to work inside 
during foul weather. 

4. If work must be done dur-
ing inclement weather, have 
sufficient foul weather gear 
available to them. 

5. As the good g roundman 
progresses, prepare a clear 
path for him to follow onto 
the next level. 

6. Give h i m t r e e - c l i m b i n g 
training, e s p e c i a l l y if he 

grinding machines, brush chippers, chipper body dump trucks, and other ro l l ing stock. 



shows a desire to do this 
type of work. 

7. Pay adequate wages, com-
mensurate with jobs of a 
similar n a t u r e . C o n s i d e r 
what other companies in the 
tree industry are paying and 
pay accordingly. 

Since we have r e a c h e d t h e 
heart of the tree labor problem, 
let's discuss this more thorough-
iy. 

The following excerpt is taken 
from a talk given by Dr. Paul 
Tilford, Executive Secretary of 
the National Arborist Associa-
tion. 

Example of Average 
Hour ly Rates Paid 

Midwest and Western Areas 
Year Foreman Cl imber Groundmen 
1950 $1.50 $1.30 $1.12 
1952 1.76 1.46 1.20 
1954 1.91 1.62 1.37 
1956 2.10 1.75 1.46 
1958 2.20 1.87 1.52 
1960 2.22 1.93 1.52 
1962 2.25 1.98 1.61 
1964 2.40 2.07 1.67 
1966* 2.65 2.25 1.85 • (Author's projected rates) 

Now let us compare our tree 
industry w i t h t h e a v e r a g e of 
other occupations. This compila-
tion is taken from the Depart-
ment of L a b o r O c c u p a t i o n a l 
Wage Survey for 1963. (Plus my 
own 1966 projected wage scale) 
Occupat ion Carpenters Electricians Mechanics Painters Pipe Fitters Janitors Truck Drivers 

Akron, Oh io 
$3.21 
3.24 
3.26 
3.06 
3.24 
2.71 
2.93 

Projected 
Midwest I960 

$3.36 
3.39 
3.41 
3.21 
3.39 
2.76 
3.01 

A w e l l - f i l l e d , o r d e r l y stockroom prepares a tree business for any need. Here Mike Milazzo 
(left) and Harold Seaver take inventory. Note peg board on far wal l which makes valuable 
wal l space useful. 

R e v i e w i n g t h e p r e c e d i n g 
charts, it would appear field men 
for our industry are drastically 
underpaid. 
Fringe Benefits Va luab le? 

During a recent meeting of the 
New York State Arborists Asso-
ciation, the subject of fringe ben-
efits was discussed. 

Needless to say, it was a very 
interesting topic of discussion. 
Fringe benefits offered to field 
personnel ranged from practical-
ly nothing, to adequate pension 
plans plus bonus. The greatest 
majority of smaller tree com-
panies paid a Christmas Bonus to 
their men. Even this offering 

A p r i v a t e , f u l l y e q u i p p e d payrol l o f f i ce increases accounting ef f ic iency. Payroll clerk Don 
Lopa (seated) prepares draf t for Foreman Carman De Nardo. W i n d o w adds to the of f ice privacy. 

had its p r o b l e m s , especially 
when the company failed to give 
a bonus due to a poor year. This 
raised havoc with the men be-
cause they came to expect it 
every year. Employees admitted 
they were not overly fond of this 
type of compensation. 

Other tree companies offered 
well thought-out pension plans 
with the company contributing 
from half to the total amount of 
pension payments. Most of these 
companies indicated their pen-
sion plan was working quite 
well. Others stated their pension 
plans did not work as planned, 
for it did not "stem the tide" of 
constant labor turn-over. They 
felt the tree man in general is 
not interested in the future, but 
in immediate cash in hand. All 
in all, though, pension plans 
have merit as fitted in each indi-
vidual company's needs. More 
exploration of this avenue of ap-
proach should be carried out by 
tree companies in America. 

The greatest fringe benefit 
that the tree men respected and 
admired was a guaranteed 32- to 
40-hour week for the entire year. 
Those offering this inducement 
seemed to be having a steadier 
day-to-day work force. 

Lost time was also discussed at 
the meeting. This likewise did 
not end with any conclusive re-
sult. 



fee break was here to stay and 
no force on earth could curb it 
for any length of time. All com-
panies participating in the panel 
felt holding the coffee break to 
a minimum was the most ade-
quate step they could take. Su-
pervision and qualified foremen 
were necessary to curb excessive 
coffee break time. 

Other lost time elements were 
touched upon: t r ave l t ime, 
inclement weather, dump time, 
breakdown time, and tool time. 
Most tree company owners gave 
close supervision as the strongest 
answer to correct lost time situa-
tions. One i t e m — i n c l e m e n t 
weather — brought much re-
sponse from the participating 
audience. 

Some companies just sent their 
men home if poor weather per-
sisted beyond an hour after dis-
patch time. Others paid an hour 
or two for show-up time. Finally, 
the more progressive companies 
used inclement weather for tool 
and equipment repair and safety 
meetings. 

It would appear that those 
companies s e n d i n g m e n h o m e 
without pay were in the minor-
ity because of the unfairness to 
the men that took the time to 
come to work. There is an area 
here for improvement in the tree 
industry. 
Safety Still Paramount 

Safety, a far reaching topic, 
was insufficiently discussed dur-
ing the New York State Arbor-
ists meeting. It was impossible 
to adequately cover all of its 
many ramifications. One of the 
most i m p o r t a n t s e g m e n t s of 
safety is lessening the incidence 
of accidents. 

H u n d r e d s of t r a i n i n g p r o -
grams, devices, and m e e t i n g s 
have been used to keep accidents 
to a minimum. Minimization is 
still the biggest " b u g - a - b o o . " 
Only the tried and true method 
of constant day-to-day hammer-
ing, plus close field supervision 
seems to work. 

One company used a unique 
program of o f f e r i n g a s a f e t y 
bonus cash award for good acci-
dent records. It went something 
like this: For every accident-free 
month, the foreman received $20 
and the climber received $5. In 

addition to this monthly award, 
a year-end i n i t i a l j a c k p o t of 
$3,000 was to be split up among 
all the men working a full year. 

For each accident recorded, 
$20 was deducted from the total 
pot. After 12 months, the re-
maining money was divided. The 
best-record men received more, 
and so on down to the last man. 

It was reported after three 
years in operation the total num-
ber of accidents was not suffi-
ciently reduced and the program 
w a s s c r a p p e d f o r a y e a r e n d 
Christmas Bonus to deserving 
men. 

N u m e r o u s o t h e r p r o g r a m s 
have been devised and tried. It 
seems to remain that "on the 

job" safety lectures, constant ex-
posure to safety thoughts and 
methods, plus close supervision 
are still the only real ways to 
eliminate constant accidents. 
C. Labor -sav ing Equipment 

Equipment in today's tree busi-
ness is changing to meet the de-
mands for speed and efficiency. 
The use of tools, equipment and 
other devices to save time is now 
an important part of a well-oper-
ated tree company. The aerial 
lift is one of the best of the latest 
labor-saving devices. 

When 10 years ago it took a 
five- or six-man crew to do re-
movals and trimming, today two 
or three men do the same work 
with a "Bucket." 

Let's use an example to point 
out some of the newer methods 
of labor utilization using modern 
techniques. 

For removal of 20 to 30 mu-
nicipal trees (in wires) and their 

stumps, the topping operation 
will be handled with a two-man 
crew and aerial lift or tree crane. 
Follow up simultaneously with a 
two- or three-man cleanup crew 
using a brush chipper, a large 
enclosed dump c h i p p e r t r u c k , 
and a heavy-duty winch truck 
for the large butts. Finally fol-
low up the same day, or a day 
later, with a stump grinder and 
operator. If the contract calls for 
soil and seeding the stump holes, 
then some companies will sub-
contract this more-or-less land-
scape detail. Other companies 
may use the new heavy duty 4-
in-1 bucket waders on rubber to 
load most of the heavy wood and 
brush. 

Average costs for these remov-
als can and do range from $70 
to $95 per tree, sometimes lower. 

Our industry needs more effi-
cient equipment such as: 

A. Large equipment on rubber 
to grind the entire tree with 
the exception of the large 
butt. 

B. More efficient heavy-duty 
h y d r a u l i c loading equip-
ment. 

C. Greater velocity mist spray 
machines. 

D. New s y s t e m i c f u n g i c i d e 
and insecticide m a t e r i a l s 
and devices so one man can 
treat trees in all kinds of 
weather. 

D. Of f ice Eff iciency 

Another area of improvement 
to the tree business is office ef-
ficiency. Here again is a topic of 
far-reaching proportions. Today, 

A D o d g e P o w e r W a g o n wi th tank, pump, hose, and a guardra i led rear p la t form is heavy-duty 
equipment for roadside spraying. In the background is a hydraul ic Skyworker for ut i l i ty l ine 
maintenance. 



Labor M a n a g e m e n t 
In the Tree Business 

(jrom page 15) 
on an average, small- to medium-
size tree companies have a book-
keeper-combined-payroll clerk 
and one or two secretaries. 

M a n y b u s i n e s s e s a r e o v e r -
staffed with office personnel. I 
cite an example of a medium- to 
l a r g e - s i z e t r e e and landscape 
company. At one time, between 
the tree and landscape business, 

it had a comptroller, two book-
keepers, two secretaries, and a 
receptionist. By hiring a more 
efficient secretary, leasing out 
payroll to I.B.M., radio-equipping 
trucks, and hiring an indepen-
dent accounting firm, this busi-
ness was able to pare down the 
office staff to two people. 

As you can see from the photo-
graph, this secretary uses many 
laborsavingdevices: radiophone, 
t e l ephone - swi t chboa rd , sound 
box to garage, and field tape re-
corder (from which to type let-

OUTSTANDING 
broad spectrum 
turf grass 
fungicide 

Economical and efficient control for such turf disease organisms as 
Helminthosporium — Curvularia complex; Snow Mold; Dollar Spot; 
Brown Patch; Copper Spot. 
MERCURAM is a broad spectrum turf grass fungicide. This latest formula 
replaces mixture of PMA plus Thiram. Will not burn operators. Contains a 
green dye to color off-shade turf and provide a tracer to guide application. 
MERCURAM, applied at 7 day intervals dur ing the disease season, and 
at the rate of 3 ounces per 1000 square feet wil l control a mult i tude of 
turf diseases. There is no need to stock a variety of fungicides. 

Available in 3 lb. canisters; 50 and 100 lb. f ibre drums. 

Write for name of distributor in your area 

<0£p> VINELAND CHEMICAL SALES CORPORATION, 
VINELAND, NEW JERSEY 

Manufactured by Vmeland Chemical Company, 
Vineland. N. J. 

ters and verbal orders). All these 
devices, and more, can go into 
making a more efficient organi-
zation, thus reducing overhead. 

One of the greatest assets to 
tree companies is to radio-equip 
their trucks. Hundreds of times 
a week the savings go on as 
problems are answered, road lo-
cations given, and new work as-
signments made. W i t h radio 
equipment companies can check 
crews' progress, report emergen-
cies, and handle assignments al-
most immediately by giving de-
tailed information to foremen on 
the scene. 
E. Managemen t ' s At t i tude 

In conclusion, management's 
attitude and its attitude towards 
employees is, and must be, the 
prime consideration to improve 
our industry. Gone are the days 
of a huge labor pool from which 
to draw men. Today, the overall 
industry in America dictates the 
patterns we must follow. I do 
not advocate unionization. I feel 
the tree business as a whole must 
improve its wage structure along 
with better working conditions, 
fringe benefits, and create a 
more stable lifetime job status. 

Tree companies do not have to 
constantly raise their prices to 
meet the above needs. They can 
do this by giving every phase of 
their operation close scrutiny; 
look for efficiency, hire more 
efficient personnel, improve rec-
ords and inventory mate r i a l s , 
lease time-consuming tasks to 
o t h e r s , s u b - c o n t r a c t work in 
which they are inefficient, attend 
management schools, hire out-
side organizations to aid in ef-
ficiency studies, and finally be 
broad minded enough to try new 
techniques, devices, equipment, 
and advice to help them become 
more efficient. 

Today most small tree com-
panies cannot afford to work for 
30 or 40 good tree customers. 
These customers are fast becom-
ing extinct. Estates are splitting 
and tree f i rms must multiply 
their customers 10 or 20 times 
in order to stay solvent and 
maintain rates. 

Therefore management's atti-
tude toward labor will be dic-
tated by its own forward think-
ing attitude to improve itself and 
its business. 


