
TREE SERVICE CHECKLIST:
MANAGE RISK BEFORE THE JOB



Workers’ Compensation 
Insurance For Tree Service 
Workers

The tree service industry faces 
a lot of perils while on the 
job. Managing those risks and 
completing each job successfully 
begins before the job even begins. 
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This tree service checklist should help you 
identify potential safety hazards before they 
occur so you can avoid them altogether. 

Our checklist is also great to use as a tool 
when training new tree care workers for your 
company.



TREE SERVICE CHECKLIST
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As each tree service company is unique 
and performs its own set of tasks, you can 
easily customize the checklist to meet OSHA 
standards as well as your tree business’s 
job specifications. As a tree service business 
owner, you’re responsible for the safety of 
every worker you employ. Otherwise, you 
could be held liable if they’re injured or killed 
on the job. Each tree service worker should be 
required to wear proper personal protection 
equipment (PPE) to protect them when 
trimming trees. At a minimum, each worker 
should have the following before each job 
begins:

• Hard hat. Hard hats are necessary to 
protect the heads of tree service workers 
from falling limbs.

• Non-slip boots. Tree care workers often 
work in slippery environments, such as 
rain and snow. Sturdy non-slip boots are 
vital to helping them stand firm and reduce 
slipping accidents which can cause injuries.

• Gloves. Gloves are important to prevent 
cuts and puncture wounds to the hands. 
Tree workers sometimes also unexpectedly 
encounter poison ivy, spiders, or even 
snakes while on the job. Though not 100% 
in shielding against the latter, gloves 
provide an important layer of protection.

PPE Checklist
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TREE SERVICE CHECKLIST

PPE Checklist

• Climbing equipment. Tree service workers 
should be provided with the necessary 
safety harnesses, ropes, lanyards, belts, 
and carabiner clips, as well as any other 
tool or equipment that’s necessary to 
safely carry out climbing tasks on the job. 
Tree climbers should be safely secured at 
all times. Harnesses and belts should be 
free of cracks, and all stitching should be 
intact. Lanyards and ropes should have 
no fraying or signs of significant damage, 
including sun damage. Ropes and lanyards 
should also be dry but not sun-damaged. 
All carabiners should securely close and be 
the right size for the D-rings used.

• Goggles and safety glasses. These should 
be worn before any tree trimming job 
begins to protect eyes from flying debris. 
This is especially important for tree 
workers who use chainsaws or work near 
chainsaws.

• Leg protectors. Leg protection is also 
crucial for chainsaw workers or when 
working on the ground. Any type of leg 
protection should be resistant to tearing 
and cuts and cover the leg from the top of 
the boot to the top of the thigh.

• Face shields. Any tree worker using a 
chainsaw should wear a face shield to 
protect their face from flying debris or in 
the event the chainsaw kicks back.

• Hearing protectors. Tree service workers 
are often exposed to loud, grinding 
noises. The potential hearing damage is 
often cumulative; that is, it adds up over 
time. Earmuffs and earplugs are essential 
to silence some of the loud noises that 
occur with chainsaw use, stump removal 
equipment, and other loud sounds. Proper 
care should also be taken to prevent 
infection. Reusable earplugs should be 
washed in warm soapy water after each 
use, while disposable earplugs should be 
discarded after every use.

Train employees on the proper use of all PPE. 
Have them follow instructions included with 
their PPE, paying particular attention to all 
safety instructions and warning labels.

All tree climbing gear and PPE should be 
inspected before using to ensure that it’s free 
of damage that could affect its ability to offer 
full protection. This includes examining PPE for 
noticeable wear, discoloration, heat damage, 
chemical contamination, areas of fraying or 
stiffness, worn stitching, or any of the issues 
listed above.

If any defective equipment is found, it should 
be thrown out, and new PPE issued to prevent 
equipment failure that could increase the 
chance of an accident or injury.



5

Pre-Work Tree 
Inspection

Often, tree service companies are asked to 
advise which trees they believe should be 
removed from a property. It’s important to 
thoroughly assess each tree for damage to 
avoid liability claims later on if a tree falls later 
on. Check each tree for signs of:

• Cracks or holes
• Cankers, i.e., dead areas on stems, bark, or 

rotting branches
• Discoloration
• Fungus
• Holes and indentations
• Splits
• Poison ivy or oak
• Nests, hives, animal life, infestation of 

termites, or other insects
• Lightning damage
• Root damage
• Drought damage
• Structural damage or weakening

Once you’ve evaluated all of the trees on 
the land, walk around the property with the 
client. Advise them on which trees you believe 
are potentially dangerous or a liability to the 
property and people.

Once you both agree on which trees should 
be removed, mark each tree with a number or 
symbol. Reference each tree the client agrees 
to cut in the contract, and take a picture for 
your record. 

Have this done before the client signs the 
contract so that they’re in full agreement on 
which trees will be removed.

“Have the client sign a waiver 

for any tree you recommend 

for removal, but they choose 

not to have removed.
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Site Checklist

When you’re tree removal equipment and/or 
trucks must block part of a roadway, it’s vital 
to divert traffic around your work vehicles or 
even away from the area that the work is being 
done.

• Ensure that all warning signs and rumble 
strips are in place before beginning the 
work. These are important in alerting 
oncoming traffic that your crews are in the 
area and that they should watch out for 
your tree workers.

• Place flaggers and cones in strategic 
positions around the worksite. Make sure 
that flaggers wear reflective vests so that 
they’re easily seen.

• Walk around the property and inspect it 
for potential hazards, including electrical 
hazards. Bring the electric company on 
board if you need assistance around 
power lines. Also, be sure there are no 
underground structures like water pipes, 
gas lines, or electrical wires that could 
dislodge when removing the trees. You 
don’t want your tree service company to be 
held liable for damages or injuries/deaths 
resulting from a gas line exploding or a 
water line spewing thousands of gallons of 
water out.

• Non-tree workers should be kept away 
from the worksite to prevent injuries from 
occurring to a third-party.

• Determine that the tree can be safely 
removed without harming nearby 
structures, such as your client’s home 
or a neighbor’s house. If the tree is in a 
location that you determine is too risky, put 
a disclaimer in the contract to prevent you 
from being held liable.

Breakdown of Fatal Jobsite 
Risks to Tree Care Workers* 

35%
Contact with objects 
or equipment

14%
Contact with electric 
current

44%
Falls from heights

*Statistical data acquired via TCIA



• Employ as many tree workers as you 
possibly can afford with certifications 
relevant to the job. The better trained your 
workers are, the least likely they are to have 
an accident. Always remember that on-the-
job training and safety awareness training 
can make a positive impact and reduce 
costly errors.

• Brief all employees before each job to make 
sure each person understands their duties. 
Determine a plan of action and which 
equipment will be needed to carry out the 
job safely. Convey rules of distance for each 
worker to promote safety. Only choose 
qualified workers for each task at hand. For 
instance, don’t allow an apprentice who 
has been working traffic to use a chainsaw 
without proper training and experience.

• Promote a work culture that is professional, 
attentive to detail, safety conscious, and 
courteous to others.

• Make sure you have adequate workers’ 
compensation insurance on each employee 
before allowing them to perform any 
hazardous work.

Your primary focus is to ensure maximum 
safety for your workers, clients, and third-
parties, while also making sure that your 
company’s tree operations are carried out 
efficiently, safely, and with success.
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Employee Checklist

Your tree employees are working under your 
instruction and supervision. Therefore any 
misstep they make could potentially be held 
against you and place your business at risk.

• Properly train each employee according to 
their duties. Make sure they understand 
the risks involved and take the necessary 
precautions.

• Consider drug testing your employees 
to ensure that they’re not operating 
dangerous machinery under the influence. 
Have a zero-policy for drugs and 
alcohol while on the job. Make sure they 
understand that if they’re on prescription 
medication that can affect their ability to 
stay alert, they should take a sick day until 
off the drug.

•  Have your tree workers participate in 
safety courses relating to the tree removal 
business. Train them to do jobs right rather 
than take shortcuts or unnecessary risks 
that could affect their safety or the safety 
of others.

• Only allow qualified personnel near power 
lines. OSHA and The Department of Labor 
have specific standards that tree workers 
must follow. Only arborists and tree 
trimmers with Line Clearance certification 
are allowed within 10 feet of electric power 
lines and electrical equipment. All other 
tree workers must maintain a safe distance 
of more than 10 feet away from overhead 
lines. 



For example, if you recommend removing 
five trees and the client only wants to remove 
three, a phrase that the client holds you 
harmless if the trees left standing fall down 
is warranted. Conversely, if the client wants 
you to remove a tree that’s in a risky location, 
stipulate in the contract that they can’t hold 
you liable if something goes wrong.

• Ensure that you carry relevant business 
insurance at all times, allowing no lapses 
in coverage. This is highly important as 
the tree removal business is high risk. 
Maintaining insurance, such as general 
liability insurance, commercial auto 
insurance, and workers’ comp, helps 
mitigate your risks if something goes 
wrong. There could be other types of tree 
service insurance that would benefit your 
business. 

An experienced specialty insurer can help you 
decide what’s best for you.

As a business owner, you want to make sure 
your business is operating from the standpoint 
of preventing mishaps while also having the 
protection you need if something unforeseen 
happens. By following this checklist of things 
you should do before you even begin a job, 
you’re well on your way to doing just that.
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Administrative Checklist/
Legalities

Ideally, the day you began operations of your 
tree service business, you made sure all your 
ducks were in a row. But, it never hurts to 
review best practices to ensure you’re covered 
in any eventuality.

• Make sure all business licenses, specialty 
licenses, and permits are in order before 
any work order. While some of this is to 
meet the legal requirements, clients also 
want to make sure they’re hiring someone 
reputable and above-board.

• Have a standard contract that is 
customizable for each job you do. Include 
the following in the agreement or work 
order:

• Precisely outline the scope of the work, 
detailing what your tree company will 
be doing

• The cost of each job to be done

• Outline which trees will be removed

• A clause about insurance coverage

• Cite whether or not you are responsible 
for removing tree debris related to the 
work

• Terms of payment

Simpler contracts are okay for easier jobs, 
but tree removal is rarely anything but. The 
more complexities surrounding the job you’re 
contracted to do, the more stipulations you 
should include in the contract. 
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