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Master Gardener Corner:  Hiring an arborist  
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March was not nice to our trees and shrubs, between 70 mph winds 
and two feet of snow, many trees were toppled or damaged.  Trees 
are valuable assets and a long term investment in the landscape.  
They not only beautify our surroundings, but also purify our air, 
manufacture oxygen and help us save energy by providing shade in 
summer and reducing winter winds. 
 
We usually ignore our trees until there has been a storm and we have 
to deal with broken limbs or downed trees.  But trees may need to be 
pruned for tree health, for public and private safety or to maintain 
power lines.  Tree care requires experience, education and skill.  
Investing in proper tree care can add not only to the value of your 
property,  but the life of the tree. 
 
Who should you call?  Hiring an unskilled person could cost more in 
the long run if your trees are damaged.  Arborists are trained 
professionals that are knowledgeable and equipped to provide proper 
tree care such as planting, transplanting, pruning, fertilizing, pest management, disease diagnosis and 
other tree care practices.  Most arborists are also skilled in tree removal and value appraisals.  Consulting 
arborists are a bit different in that they offer advice, but usually not the actual tree services.  They 
specialize in tree appraisals, diagnosing problems, recommending treatments and suggesting where to 
obtain competent service. 
 
Just like any other professional who does work on your property, arborists should be carefully selected.  
Here are a few tips for selecting an arborist:  look for an established business.  You can still check the 
yellow pages, usually under Trees or Tree Services.  Beware of those going door-to-door, especially after a 
storm, when non-professionals see a chance to earn a quick buck.  Do not rush into a decision just because 
you are promised a big discount if you sign a contract today. 
 
Ask if they are members of a professional arborist organization such as the New York State Arborists, 
International Society of Arboriculture, or the American Society of Consulting Arborists.  While a 
membership indicates professional commitment it does not guarantee competent workmanship. 
 
Make sure you are dealing with a reputable firm.  Ask for certificates of insurance, including proof of 
liability for personal and property damage (such as your house or your neighbor’s) and workman’s 
compensation.  Phone the insurance company to make sure the policy is current. 
 
Ask for local references from family, friends or neighbors.  Visit a site where the company has done tree 
work.  Talk with former clients if possible.  Experience, education and a good reputation are signs of a good 
arborist. 



 
Get more than one estimate and understand what services will be provided.  Have them explain what they 
will be doing.  Ask questions about debris removal, stump removal, when payment is required, and when 
will the work be scheduled.  If you do not feel comfortable with their recommendations, ask if there is an 
alternative or contact another company. 
 
Good arborists will perform only accepted practices.  For example, practices such as topping a tree (usually 
only necessary after severe damage to the crown), removing an excessive amount of live wood, using 
climbing spikes on live trees and removing or disfiguring living trees without just cause are unnecessary. 
 
Tree care costs money.  Considering that trees can contribute up to 15 percent of your property value, the 
expense of proper care is one of the best investments you can make.  Reputable arborists have made large 
investments in their equipment and staff training.  Trucks, hydraulic booms, chippers, sprayers, stump 
cutters and chainsaws represent major capital investments and maintenance costs.  Labor, insurance, 
safety training and continuing education add to the overhead.  The price charged for a job reflects all these 
costs as well as a reasonable profit.  Remember that pruning is an art.  The arborist’s skill may be more 
important than a low bid. 
 
If your tree has to be sprayed, get a written statement detailing the specific insect or disease to be treated, 
the chemical to be used and how much and what you need to do (i.e., cover lawn furniture, keep pets 
inside, etc.).  If a tree needs fertilizing, it should be stated how many pounds of fertilizer per inch of trunk 
diameter will be applied and by what method. 
 
Always get it in writing and read the contract carefully.  Most companies have their own contract form and 
the conditions included vary from business to business.  Clarify the total amount you will be charged.  
Work may be charged as a single price or on an hourly basis plus materials.  With the latter, be sure to 
include the wording “...but not to exceed (specify dollar amount).”  Don’t be afraid to ask questions. 
 
Finally, make your decision carefully.  Educate yourself on some of the basics of tree care.  The lowest bid 
may not be the best for your trees.  Hiring a good arborist is a worthwhile investment.  A qualified arborist 
will do tree work properly and safely, but an unqualified person may do more harm than good. 
 
Sources for this article include:  Arbor Day Foundation, International Society of Arboriculture, US National 
Arboretum, and Ohio State University. 
 

 


