


When confronting a tree job, first identi-
fy —what is the job at hand? Is it pruning or
removal? Are there notes on the work
order? Some estimators are excellent eval-
uators of trees and if they sell a tough job
there will be notes on the work order. Good
companies have a system for describing
the work that has been sold and there are
many different systems that work. It may
be that you have a verbal briefing in the
morning or a bid sheet that is descriptive
including notes. With a good system you
should have no surprises when you get to
the job site. You know what type of job you
will be looking at.

There are some questions you should ask
yourself when you approach a job. Is the
tree dead or damaged? If the answer is
“yes,” it should make the hair stand up at
the back of your neck because there is
potentially a big increase in risk working
with a dead or damaged tree. What is the
species of tree? You need to know the dif-
ferences between the various species of
trees. Some trees fall apart fast and some
trees do not. Most people who work for a
long time in a certain area get to know their
trees. Dr. Alex Shigo has said that there are
10 trees that you have to know, wherever
you live. Those are the 10 trees that you
will work on 90 percent of the time. Know
your trees to increase your safety.

If the job is to prune the tree, you should
still inspect the base of the tree. This
should be common knowledge for certified
arborists, and everybody who has been to a
tree climbing competition has watched the
guys pretend to inspect the base of the tree
before they head up into the tree. After you
inspect the base, you should inspect the
crown of the tree. I use binoculars a lot in
my work as a consultant; when I have to, I
climb trees to get a close look. A look with
a cheap pair of binoculars can expose prob-
lems above, before you climb.

Other questions you might ask yourself
about a tree include:

Facing page: Scatt Baker works a grove of red cedar
trees, afl more than 6 feet in diameter and ranging from
about 130 to 170 feet in height. This property had 10
lightning strikes, three just before this work was done.

» Has the tree been topped in the past? In
our area in Seattle, we have a lot of
topped trees, which can be very tricky
when you have to get up there and
remove them.

» Do you see defects in the canopy?
Is the tree obviously dying, with loose
bark and broken branches?
If you are pruning the tree, where will
you set your rope? With a good knowl-
edge of trees and a pair of binoculars,
identify a safe place to get your rope
crotched in. It is a common accident to
tie into a poor crotch and have it break
and take a spill in the tree.

» What is underneath the tree? If some-
thing does go wrong, if there are stakes
or barbed wire beneath, you are in big
trouble. I have known several people
who have survived major falls from
trees because they landed on some-
thing soft. It seems silly, but thinking
about these things will raise your
awareness when you are up in the tree.
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There are a ton of risks when it comes to
pruning trees and I think many of these are
overlooked because the focus tends to be
on the big, bad tree removal. You can get in
big trouble with a small tree that has
defects while pruning it. If the job is to
remove the tree then all of the risks get
ramped up. Arborists get all fired up when
they approach a big tree removal. There is
a tendency for that excitement to throw
your judgment off.

Remember that it doesn’t matter what
kind of tree or job, always inspect the base
of the tree. Careful observation of the base
of the tree is important; walk around the
entire tree. I can’t stress enough how
important this is. I have looked at trees
where someone else has looked at the tree
first. They told me that the tree looked
fine. I walk around, look at the other side,
and find the tree has a defect. I teach con-
sultants, when they are learning their
trade, to measure the tree. This way you
must walk around it. It takes a little time,
but it makes you look closer. Always clear
away ivy or other plants so that you can
see the base of the trunk.

What do you see? Do you see mush-
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The top of this maple was tied together to keep it intact
during removal. All photos courtesy of Roger Barnett,
Barnett Tree Care.

rooms, cracks or loose bark? What about
insect debris? Do you see anatomical signs
of movement? By this I mean; do you see
signs in the anatomy of the tree that it has
already partially failed. What don’t you
see? Do you see the trunk flare? Do you
see no green foliage? Is the tree weak look-
ing? Trees that have grown with little vigor
for a long time are weak and can be struc-
turally weak as well.

Fruiting bodies of fungi are often a sign
of severe decay in the roots of the tree
and the trunk as well. When you have
mushrooms or conks visible, you may
have a serious problem. The fungi con-
sume the wood of the tree. The wood
loses strength. Every arborist should
know to look out for trees with fungi
growing out of the base of the tree.



This very dead maple was in tght spot, making removal
delicate even with a crane.

Observation is the way to be safer in the
world of trees. When trees grow, the outer
bark has to give way for the ring of wood
behind. You can learn to observe tree bark
anatomy and understand what it reveals
about a tree’s internal condition. The reac-
tion wood that grows around tree defects
can be very strong. Again, you have to know
your species. It is a fact that the wood that
grows around an injury can be many times
stronger than wood that is produced in a part
of the trunk where no defect is present.

Trees in poor condition can be easy to
spot. Look closely at the bark. The bark
anatomy of trees is very expressive of
movement. When you see bark plates that
are coming apart, overlapping, loose and
falling off, it is often a sign that the tree has
decay or defect. The bark surrounds a thin
layer of what is essentially lubricant. The
phloem and cambium allow the bark to
slide. If a tree moves more than it should,
very often the bark will move, too.
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Movement of this kind is a critical sign that |
a tree is already in the process of failing.
Many of the dangerous trees that you will
work on are already falling down bit by bit
when you approach them.

I commonly find that people forget that
decay moves in trees following the CODIT
model. CODIT is an acronym for compart-
mentalization of decay in trees. There are
four walls in the CODIT model. The first
wall is up and down the trunk. Joe the bull-
dozer driver breaks the trunk of the tree,
the fungi come and the decay’s easiest
attack is up and down the trunk. Wall two
is inward toward the center of the tree.
Remember, species by species this is a lit-
tle bit different, but as far as we know
today every species follows CODIT. Wall
three is decay moving around the tree
around the trunk and around the rings. Wall
four is the outside, the new tree that grows
around the wound. It is the wood rings that
have formed since the injury occurred. It is









