
CLIENTELE INSULATES ARBORISTS 
FROM ECONOMIC SLOW-DOWN 
By John Kerr, Assistant Editor 

Arborists throughout the country are wonder ing 
why all the talk about a b leak economic c l imate . 
It's no joke that spending has b e e n cut for i tems 
like tree care , which some consider luxuries . But 
arborists are finding that those who request such 
serv ices value them more than ever . People are 
scrutinizing their landscape with acute vision s ince 
they are traveling less and spending more t ime 
around the house. 

Not only are res ident ia l customers steady. T h e 
inf lux of work from the c o m m e r c i a l sector , and to 
an extent , for utility l ine c l e a r a n c e , has kept p a c e 
or surpassed last year . Arborists who c lear utility 
l ines risk the loss of business from power com-
panies , whose annual budgets are not as strictly 
de termined as factor ies or institutions and may cut 
spending any time of the year . This factor has 
prompted those who mainly worked on utility l ines 
to diversi fy their operat ion. 

Other reasons exist for the genera l optimism 
among arborists . Environmenta l a w a r e n e s s and 
promotion of events such as Arbor Day have 
boosted the publ ic 's apprec iat ion of trees. Bob 
Fel ix , execut ive director of the National Arborist 
Associat ion, says that A m e r i c a n people are j e a l o u s 
of their le isure time and won't begin to do the work 
themselves . " P e o p l e wish to take c a r e of their 
property and will spend money to do that , " he says. 

M a n y arborists agree that the soc io -economic 
level of their customers makes them near ly the last 
to be a f fec ted by a recess ion. " S o m e fee l that by 
the time the r ipple af fect of a recess ion r e a c h e s the 
level of tree care c l ients that you customari ly deal 
with, the economy will be c l imbing out of the reces -
sion and it will not be felt at a l l , " says Fel ix . For the 
present , when arborists h e a r talk of a " so -ca l led 
r e c e s s i o n , " they don't l isten. 

Neil Engledow, who runs Midwestern T r e e Ex-
perts Inc., was c o n c e r n e d about the slow request 
for work a f ew months ago. Now it appears that 
people staying home more , damage from winter , 
and high sa les of shade trees could make this one of 
his best years . Tornados have caused extra work 
and the e p i d e m i c of pests forced Engledow to add a 
new rig for spraying. 

Five di f ferent types of sca le and 16 var ie t ies of 
ca terpi l lars have infested trees in Engledow's In-
dianapol is area . Last winter ' s mild tempera tures 
didn't kill the scales ; the winters of two and three 
years ago w e r e so harsh that they kil led the f ibrous 
feeding roots, a condition which is just manifest ing 
itself this s u m m e r in the form of weak foliage on 
some trees. Engledow is worrying that c h e m i c a l s 
he uses that no longer have a strong residual e f fec t 
will not solve the problem. His customers don't l ike 
spraying done over and over so he is looking at 
super ior oil sprays, which have to be diluted and 
used at the right humidity and temperature . 

B e c a u s e many factory workers with qual i f i ed 
skills for tree care are laid off, Engledow can be 
very se lec t ive in who he hires . He thinks his em-

ployees are also starting to apprec ia te their jobs 
more . An incent ive program learned from a fe l low 
arboris t he lps production. 

Engledow has improved business by going to 
more contract work instead of an hourly rate . 
W h e n his c r e w is on a job, they inspect the prop-
erty to ant ic ipate future needs . To reduce fuel costs 
he has cut back to a 15-mile p e r i m e t e r around 
h e a d q u a r t e r s . That ' s also b e c a u s e business is so 
good. " I ' m in a very fortunate posi t ion, " he says. " I 
can hardly get out of my own r e a l m . " 

Er ic Haupt, owner of T h e Haupt T r e e Co. in 
Shef f i e ld , MA, hasn't seen any direct ev idence of 
recess ion . He attr ibutes some cance l la t ions and a 
volume up-net down.situation to inflat ion rather 
than recess ion. What ' s hurt is the high cost of pesti-
c ides and overhead on of f ice space and garages, 
which make it diff icult to compete with those who 
leave their equipment outside and charge less per 
hour. 

"Overregula t ion is a bigger problem than reces-
s i o n , " says Haupt. Over lapping regulat ions from 
the EPA for pest ic ides, O S H A for safety, and the 
Dept. of Transportat ion for hazardous mater ia l s 
cost much to comply with. T h e y force gypsy tree 
companies to ra ise their standards, which gives the 
profession a bet ter image, but the good operat ions 
still suffer . For example , Haupt says the decal on 
his spray rigs which ident i f ies a registered ap-
plicator expired this March . T h e EPA, beh ind on its 
paperwork, has OK'd Haupt for cont inued spray-
ing. T h e agency must OK every operat ion then, 
even those spraying indiscr iminately . 

C o n c e r n e d with keeping his good reputat ion with 
cl ients , Haupt makes a point to contact them. " T h e 
publ ic and c l ients are f i c k l e , " he says, " W e sell 
them on skil led service , but if they find out later 
about another company with a lower price , we run 
the risk of losing t h e m . " 

O n e lesson Haupt has l earned is not to put all his 
eggs in one basket . He-has seen the power company 
running T h r e e Mi le Island lose everything. He is 
d e t e r m i n e d to prevent this and will not make his 
utility l ine operat ion more than 50 percent of his 
business . Extra emphas is has also b e e n put on 
m a i n t e n a n c e for safety, a p p e a r a n c e , and bet ter 
fuel consumption. 

Haupt b e l i e v e s from a nursery standpoint, the 
recess ion will probably help. He now has more em-
ployees than ever . With bet ter coordination of his 
expanding family-run business , there will be 
plenty more work to do. 

On the other s ide of the country in Clackamas , 
OR, volume of work is holding well for Wil l iam 
Owen, owner of G e n e r a l T r e e S e r v i c e ( formerly 
G e n e r a l Spray) . O w e n has e x p e r i e n c e d no part icu-
lar impact from the " so-ca l led r e c e s s i o n " in 
genera l , but has had two s izable commerc ia l ac-
c o u n t s m a k e s u b s t a n t i a l c u t b a c k s in s e r v i c e . 
Business has i n c r e a s e d from last year . 

O w e n recognizes the e c o n o m i c situation but 



shucks the negative talk which feeds the f i re . " I 
quest ioned a n u m b e r of big associat ions and found 
there was almost no significant impact b e c a u s e of 
the so-cal led r e c e s s i o n , " he says. " T h e biggest 
de fense against it is to do things on a positive note, 
take a move to c r e a t e new business unless the crip-
pling cost of cash flow makes it i m p o s s i b l e . " 

B e c a u s e of t h e h igh f u e l e x p e n s e , O w e n 
methodical ly routes his c rews to reduce driving 
and reminds them to idle trucks less. When work-
ing in a neighborhood, someone will canvas the 
area to descr ibe serv ices and spread the n a m e of 
G e n e r a l T r e e Serv ice . 

T h e company advert ises no more than it a lways 
has, but sends a specia l printing of its b r o c h u r e to 
certain accounts—off ices , commerc ia l instal la-
tions, or factor ies which need landscape . " T h i s 
market considers tree care a necess i ty , " says 
Owens . 

Reaching the level of c l ients who can af ford the 
arborist ' s serv ice through advertising and other ef-
forts will b e c o m e increasingly important in the 
future, O w e n thinks. Other pursuits he considers 
vital to survival are to be a top-line profess ional in 
a divers i f ied manner , and to rea l ize this profes-
s ional ism part icular ly in the a r e a of integrated pest 
management . 

Down in San Antonio, TX, the Hort i -Care Corp., 
owned by Alan Brook, has ra ised its volume 10 per-
cent with considerat ion for inflat ion. Smal l ac-
counts on f ixed re t i rement incomes have dropped 
off, but otherwise business has b e e n strong. " I 've 
a lways had people say 'it's too much, I can' t af ford 
i t ' , " says Brook. " I take the approach that if they 're 
going to take care of their trees, they can' t wait un-
til next y e a r . " 

Brook is trying to get bet ter people and equip-
Continues on page 75 

TREE CARE SAFETY 
PROGRAMS—FACT 
OR FICTION 

By Robert Felix, 
Executive Vice President, 
National Arborist Association 

In 1979, acc ident f r e q u e n c y in the tree c a r e in-
dustry increased by 3 0 % over 1978. 

Workers compensat ion rates cont inue to i n c r e a s e 
at an alarming rate. 

T h e s e are statistical facts that cannot be dis-
puted. Everybody talks about safety. M a n y claim to 
have safety programs, but how many of these 
programs are e f fec t ive? 

Paying lip service to safety, passing out safety 
bul let ins without explanat ions , and assuming that 
tree workers understand is a presumption that the 
tree care industry cannot afford. 

T h e only way to reduce the f r e q u e n c y of lost 
t ime acc idents and reduce your cost of workers 
compensat ion insurance is to make a s i n c e r e effort 
to properly train your employees . This r e q u i r e s 
t ime and costs money but it pays dividends. 
Anything less is a f igment of your imagination. 
Anything less is a f ictit ious safety program! 

S o m e say that " I t ' s sa fe if you know how to do i t ! " 
That is a half truth. It is only safe if you know how 
to do it, safe ly . 

T h e tree care industry is a high risk industry. T h e 
heights that we work at, the e lec t r ica l hazards in-
volved, the equipment that we work with, and the 
pest ic ides that we use each pose a threat to the 
safety of the untrained. It is easy to m e a s u r e an in-
c r e a s e d cost for insurance , but not so easy to 
m e a s u r e the pain and suffer ing resulting from an 

in jury, much less production and ine f f i c iency . 
M u c h of this can be avoided with an ongoing 

safety program. Such programs exist in the form of 
s l ide/cassette programs from the National Arborist 
Associat ion, as well as a Tai l Gate Sa fe ty program. 
Both are based on the Z-133.1 S tandard of the 
A m e r i c a n National S tandards Institute, " S a f e t y 
R e q u i r e m e n t s for Pruning, Trimming, Reparing, 
Mainta ining and Removing Trees , and for Cutting 
B r u s h . " 

T h e economics of a safety program without even 
giving any considerat ion to the pain or suffer ing of 
an in jured worker are very s imple . For e x a m p l e : If 
a three-man crew, which ordinari ly produces $60 
per hour, devoted one hour per week to safety, lost 
production for the year would be about $3,000. At 
an average of $6 per hour per worker , plus payroll 
taxes and benef i ts , the payroll cost per year would 
be $1,125 resulting in a loss of revenue of only 
$1,875 per year . 

T h r e e men earning an average of $6 per hour 
would earn $37,440 per year . If your manual rate 
for workers compensat ion was 2 0 % , your cost 
would be $7,488 per year . A 25%) e x p e r i e n c e credit 
would equal $1,872, as much as was sacr i f i ced in 
revenue for the one hour per week safety training 
program, plus f e w e r lost-time acc idents and more 
production. 

T h e National Arborist Association safety training 
programs are tailor made for the tree care industry. 
T h e s l i d e / c a s s e t t e p r o g r a m p r o v i d e s a n 
audio/visual exposure to safe pract ices presented 
in an informal a tmosphere . T h e Tai l Gate Sa fe ty 
Program is highly s tructured yet designed to be 
presented in the f ield. It inc ludes a t tendance 
records and provides all of the n e c e s s a r y in-
gredients required by O S H A . 

T r e e care safety is an essent ia l ingredient in 
good arbor icul tural pract ice . We must do a bet ter 
job of putting it into pract ice . 

For m o r e information on the slide/cassette and 
Tail Gate Safety programs, contact the National Ar-
borist Associat ion, Inc., 3537 Stratford Road, Wan-
tagh, NY 11793, 516/221-3082. 
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ment to overcome a production lag. Although ex-
perienced personnel have become more available 
in many parts of the country, not in Texas. His 
turnover of trainees is too high, about two out of 50. 
Texas A&M has begun teaching forestry. "They 
come from there and think they'll sit behind a desk 
and cut trees ," he says. "Most college students 
don't like to sweat . " 

A search for an exper ienced supervisor has been 
unsuccessful. The right man could help double 
business, Brook thinks. Getting a person with the 
right attitude is the most difficult task. 

To cut fuel costs, Brook leaves his equipment at 
the site of a fairly large job instead of driving it 
back and forth. He thinks that because money is a 
little tighter, people are taking advantage of pay 
delays, paying in 45 instead of 10 days. 

Brook built his business from scratch and has 
seen people become much more conscious of tak-
ing care of trees over the last 18 years. " T h e en-
vironmental groups are a thorn in the side, but are 
making people more a w a r e , " he says. He worries 
that the arborist societies may be their own worse 
enemies. 

" I don't bel ieve the National Arborist Associa-
tion, the International Society of Arboriculture, 
and the American Society of Consulting Arborists 
are doing enough to sell our expertise and the 
value of tree care. Eighty to ninety percent of the 
people who claim they are arborists are line 
clearers . Many are installing cables. They don't 
want the public to know of good standards for tree 
care. The premise they're working on is build the 
volume of business. The push is c lear the lines, hell 
with the trees. If the public knew what damage 
they were causing, they'd have to revise their 
whole approach." 

F e w e r c o m p a n i e s wi l l b e doing p u r e ar -
boriculture in the future, Brook thinks. " T h e work 
being done on public institutions is not being 
supervised by professionals. The general public 
thinks this is what good tree care is. Unless we, as a 
profession, take the bull by the horns and teach the 
public what good tree care is and get professional 
public relations in back of it, they never wil l . " 

A couple arborists in Colorado see the recession 
but haven't been much affected by it. Jerry Morris, 
who runs Rocky Mountain Tree Experts, Inc., has 
found work very strong throughout Colorado and 
adjoining states. His crew of 70 has become a solid 
force after much trouble finding experienced help. 

The best way to promote business, Morris thinks, 
is by knocking on doors and speaking to groups 
about trees, lawns, and yards and how to maintain 
them. He also solicits by mail and puts out a 
calendar each year. 

Accounts receivable is higher than Morris likes 
it, but it doesn't look threatening to him. Customers 
wait more time between billing and payment, some 
up to the full 30 days. 

What does threaten Morris is the EPA. The 
agency is especially active in Colorado because the 
state voted not to certify spray applicators and all 
are under federal jurisdiction. " T h e word is get 
Colorado and they're going to do it ," says Morris. 
"I t 's a matter of time before they get after us. There 
isn't anybody in the EPA who's got a head for the 
practical use of chemicals . People who regulate 

should have a knowledge of the business ." 
Bob Schulhoff, a neighbor in Golden, CO, owns 

Arboris t S e r v i c e Inc. , which operates in the 
western suburbs of Denver. New business is a hair 
down but old business is steady. He has steadily in-
creased business this year 18-20 percent, although 
the May wind and rain storms slowed things down. 

Although he must be more careful of spraying, 
his spraying business has actually increased. His 
attitude about the EPA action differs slightly from 
Morris's. He realizes that regulation will probably 
spell the end to ground spraying over the next 10-20 
years. But this will force the need for injections 
and systemics, which would be "fantastic — only 
the certif ied can handle it ," he says, "and it will be 
harder to get cert i f ied." He thinks work may turn to 
more consulting, which would also be more pro-
fitable. "People will call us for advice, like attor-
neys and doctors." 

Schulhoff has cut back the number of employees, 
but has more experienced help. His payroll is 
higher, paying more for the experience, but he gets 
the work done more efficiently. His best advertise-
ment is doing gift work, such as for a YMCA, 
church, or other non-profit organization. 

In Rockville, MD, close to Washington, DC, Walt 
Money and his Guardian Tree Experts are finding 
business ahead of last year and a little more than 
inflation. Money is more concerned in skyrocketing 
labor costs. Spraying and feeding customers are 
opting for these jobs over pruning. 

"It 's not a bread and butter industry," says 
Money. "When something is going to be cut out, it 
could be us. He is not eliciting a super increase in 
work, but a moderate one. 

Instead of a spring or fall letter to customers, 
Money and his six reps call and visit every one, 
every year. "During the 74-75 recession we were 
calling people to tell them their trees won't wait 
until next year . " He thinks it's important to call 
people in good times as well as bad. "They get used 
to hearing from you." 

When cash flow is slow and people take longer to 
pay bills, Money's crew calls and asks the problem. 
He thinks this helps to read the pulse of the times. 

Money echoes many arborist 's comments that 
business is recession proof. "People we are work-
ing for are in the upper income and won't feel the 
brunt of recession as much. They'll feel a slow-
down but not a stop." 

This arborist sees wider interest in technology 
and management seminars. " T h e r e seems to be a 
hunger and thirst for knowledge in the pro-
fession," Money says. 

Managing efficiently and utilizing valuable in-
formation provided by the arborists' societies and 
industry representatives is becoming very impor-
tant to the arborist in the 80's. Competition as well 
as regulation will grow, forcing the professional ar-
borist to be a standout in his field. 

As the country slows its pace a bit, people will 
notice their environment more and demand it be 
maintained. Not only will the arborist continually 
have to upgrade his technical skills, he will need to 
promote his profession to the public as well as his 
clients. Since what he does will be inspected 
closely, the professional arborist, like a doctor or 
lawyer, will often be consulted. WTT 


