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Editor’s note:  PASS ON EACH ISSUE OF THIS NEWSLETTER TO EVERYONE WITH  
SAFETY RESPONSIBILITIES AT YOUR COMPANY. 

 

Tree Climbing Safety 
 
Note: This is the first in a series of newsletters about tree care safety. Upcoming editions will cover tree 
trimming safety and arborist equipment. 
 

Key Points 
 Sometimes, climbing a tree is the best way to access areas that need to be pruned or to perform other 

arborist work. The wide, sweeping branches of many trees prevent effective access to the crown with a 
bucket truck or aerial lift. Working from the ground has height limitations and often results in poor cuts 
because the angle of the saw is incorrect.  

 Trimming or removing trees is one of the most common activities resulting in fatalities among workers in the 
landscape services industry (National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health). Fatalities typically result 
from falls, workers being struck by falling objects (tree sections or branches) and electrocution. Climbing a 
tree is more dangerous than other tree-care methods because the risk for falls is greater.  

 Most accidents can be prevented when proper training takes place and crew members, crew leaders and 
supervisors evaluate hazards and take precautions accordingly. 

 Ask your insurance agent whether you are covered for “tree-pruning” or “arborist” work and get “yes” 
answers in writing. 

 

Checklist for Employers, Supervisors and Crew Leaders 
 Know that accidents are often the result of tree-care work being attempted by people who are not properly 

trained. Landscape companies that do not employ trained tree care professionals and are not able to devote 
significant resources toward tree care safety training should subcontract most of this work. Consider hiring 
an arborist to do tree jobs that require employees to leave the ground, as insurance rates increase 
dramatically when this happens.  

 Per federal OSHA, have a qualified arborist (as defined in the American National Standard Institute's Z133 
standard) survey each worksite to identify the types of trees involved in tree care work and possible hazards 
related to tree structure.  

 Thoroughly train all employees who will be involved in tree care work and ensure this training is understood 
and documented. According to a federal OSHA Hazard Bulletin, workers who climb trees should be trained 
in climbing techniques, using climbing spurs with gaffs compatible with the tree they will climb, using an 
arborist climbing line and a second means of fall protection such as a work-positioning lanyard or a second 
climbing line, lifting and lowering hand tools and equipment, and carrying only hand tools and equipment 
necessary for climbing. 

 Have each crew led by a supervisor or crew leader, conduct an initial and daily jobsite safety reviews to 
identify hazards and risks. The leader should ask himself and the crew, “What could get someone killed or 
seriously injured on this project today?” Hazards and solutions should be addressed in a jobsite safety 
briefing before work begins. 

 Ensure employees maintain OSHA-established minimum working distances from energized electric lines 
and conductors.  Generally, this is 10 feet. See complete information at www.cdc.gov/niosh/docs/92-106/. 

https://www.osha.gov/Publications/OSHAHB3731.html
http://www.cdc.gov/niosh/docs/92-106/
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 When work must be performed within the electric-line minimum distances set by OSHA, notify the utility 
company. The company will work with you to determine the best option for protecting workers.  

 Use ANSI Z133 standards as a fall-protection guide. Any time a climber is off the ground, he or she should 
be using personal fall-protection gear. When using a chain saw aloft, the climber must be secured with two 
forms of fall protection.  

 Supply appropriate fall-protection equipment that is manufacturer-approved for tree care work and ensure 
workers use it.  

 Make sure fall-protection equipment is inspected before each use and replaced as necessary.  
 

Employee Dos and Don’ts 
 

Do: 
 Closely inspect fall-protection equipment for damage or excessive wear before climbing. Alert your crew 

leader or supervisor to problems. 

 Wear fall-protection equipment and other necessary PPE any time you are off the ground.  

 Inspect trees and tree limbs for structural weakness prior to climbing or cutting.  

 Establish a “drop zone” beneath any tree being pruned or trimmed to reduce the risk of people being struck 
by falling objects.  

 Use “command and response.” The climber should not cut or drop anything from the tree until he hears “all 
clear” from the ground in response his command of “all clear?”  

 

Don’t: 
 Use damaged defective or worn fall-protection devices. Bring such equipment to the attention of your 

supervisor.  

 Climb a tree or put weight on a branch that might not be structurally sound enough to hold you safely.  

 Go into a drop zone (unless you are the climber) or allow anyone else to enter. 

 Place your body or any tool/equipment within 10 feet of an electrical line or conductor.  
 
Scott Jamieson, Landscape Industry Certified, vice president of Bartlett Tree Experts and a member of the 
National Association of Landscape Professionals Safety and Risk Management Committee, contributed to 
this issue of Safety $ense. 
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