The first time | reviewed a tree service contract on behalf of a property owner, it was a three-page riddle.
Plenty of polite language, not much substance. The proposal looked fair until we walked through the site and
realized the "site cleanup” clause meant raking chips into the mulch ring, not removing the debris. That
misunderstanding would have cost the client a Saturday with a rented dump trailer. Since then, I've read and
written hundreds of agreements for residential tree service and commercial tree service work. The good

ones are clear, specific, and boring in the best way. The bad ones leave room for disputes.

Reading a tree care service contract like a pro means understanding the anatomy of the document, knowing
which terms protect you and which simply shift risk onto you, and catching vague language before it costs
money, time, or the health of your trees. Whether you are hiring a single certified arborist for a pruning job or
a crew of tree experts for storm cleanup across a campus, the principles are the same.

Start with scope, then price

Every contract lives or dies on scope. Before you think about price, confirm the contract describes exactly
what work the tree experts will perform. A thorough scope reads like a well-structured site walkthrough, not
a marketing brochure. For pruning, it should list each tree by species and location, and specify objectives:
clearance from structures, crown cleaning, deadwood removal above a certain diameter, structural pruning
on young trees, or risk reduction for a target area. For removals, it should include the stump plan, the
method of access, and what happens to the wood and chips.

| see too many scopes that say “prune as needed” or “remove tree and clean up.” That might work for a
simple residential tree service call on a small lot, but it can still breed disagreements. A better line item: “Red
maple near driveway, reduce to achieve 8 to 10 feet of vertical clearance above driveway and 6 feet from the
roof, remove deadwood 1 inch and larger, thin no more than 15 percent of live foliage.” If the arborist uses
industry standards like ANSI A300 pruning specifications, ask that the exact section be referenced. ANSI
A300 isn't a brand name, it is the accepted standard for arborist services in North America. Referencing it

anchors the work to best practices rather than the crew’s habits.

For pruning on mature trees, pay attention to percentages and cuts. Too much live foliage removed at once
can stress a tree for years. I've seen contracts specify “crown thinning 30 to 40 percent,” which is excessive
for most species and climates. Good practice often caps thinning around 10 to 20 percent, sometimes less,
and focuses on selective cuts for structure and clearance, not wholesale lifting or lion-tailing. If a contract
promises dramatic pruning to “open up the canopy,” push for precise language about which branches and

why. Good tree care is more surgery than mowing.

Removals should name the stump action. A stump cut at grade is not the same as stump grinding. Grinding
depth matters too. On residential sod, 6 to 8 inches may be enough to replant grass. In a planting bed, you
might want 12 inches to reduce the chance of sprouting and make room for a shrub. If the contractor is
responsible for utility mark-outs, that should be spelled out, especially for shallow services like landscape
lighting, irrigation, and invisible dog fences.

Finally, watch for exclusions hidden inside scope language. “Access available"” in a proposal sounds
innocuous until you realize it means no removal of fence panels, no mats for lawn protection, and no
mitigation for a soft yard. If the crew chips brush on site, confirm whether that entails a chipper parked at
curbside or machine access across your lawn. The equipment path should be described. The best
companies include a simple drawing or describe the route by reference points. If you care about turf,
irrigation heads, or paver edges, insist on a turf protection plan.



Who owns risk, and who pays for surprises

Tree work has more unknowns than most property services. Hidden metal in trunks, decayed wood that
collapses under a climber, a nest of yellowjackets in August. Contracts handle unknowns one of two ways:
they either price in contingency and accept risk, or they pass risk to the client with language like "extra
charges may apply for unforeseen conditions.” Neither approach is wrong, but it should be clear and

reasonable.

Look for clauses about change orders. A fair change order clause says that if the arborist encounters a
condition that materially changes the scope or safety considerations, they will stop, document with photos,
and present a written change order with pricing before proceeding. Verbal agreements lead to "he said, she
said.” If the job is urgent, the contract can allow an email or text confirmation to count as written approval.
Ask for that flexibility.

The other common surprise is underground. Grinding a stump can hit unmarked utilities, especially old
irrigation. Some contracts push all liability for subsurface damage onto the owner. That is common for
private utilities, but it should not include public utilities that are subject to 811 mark-out requirements. Your
contract should state who will call utility locators and how long marks remain valid. Where private lines are
likely, agree on a plan: the owner marks, the contractor probes, or the contractor grinds shallow around

suspected routes. Good communication saves more broken pipes than any legal clause.

Weather clauses matter too. Storm delays are normal, but the contract should define how long a delay
triggers a reschedule and whether pricing holds if the season changes. In my region, winter rates for
commercial tree service differ from peak spring rates by 5 to 15 percent. If your job bridges seasons, freeze

the price for a specific time window.

Credentials that actually mean something

"Licensed and insured” can be a checkbox phrase. Make it a fact. Depending on the state, licensing could
mean anything from a business registration to a trade license with exams. Ask for the license number and
verify it with the issuing agency. For the arborist, look for ISA Certified Arborist credentials or local

equivalents. That doesn’t guarantee excellence, but it does prove a baseline of knowledge.

Insurance is where contracts often gloss over details. At minimum, the contractor should carry general
liability and workers' compensation. For tree services, rigging heavy wood near homes and lines, the liability
limit should be meaningful. | prefer to see at least 1 million per occurrence and 2 million aggregate for
residential work, and higher for commercial sites. Some companies add a rider for care, custody, and
control, which covers damage to property under their handling, such as a statue they move to access a tree.

If your property includes fragile or high-value items, ask whether that coverage is included.

Certificates of insurance should name you as the certificate holder and list the policy limits and effective
dates. For larger projects, you can ask to be added as an additional insured for the period of work. That step
is common in facilities and HOA management. If the contractor resists, ask why. Additional insured status is
a standard request for professional tree service companies that work on commercial sites.

Finally, ask about line clearance qualifications if the work is near energized lines. Some areas require
specialized training or a separate contractor classification. If the quote includes work within ten feet of
power lines, it is fair to ask how they handle it. Sometimes the utility performs those cuts at no charge,
sometimes the tree experts coordinate at your expense. A contract that pretends every limb over a line is

business as usual is a red flag.



Pricing that matches the work

Tree service pricing varies widely by region, tree size, and access. A company that quotes by the tree rather
than by equipment hour is not hiding anything, they are simply packaging complex variables into a single
number. What matters is how that number connects to the scope. Line-item pricing helps. If the contract
groups multiple trees into one lump sum, ask for at least a breakout of removals, pruning, and stump

grinding. That helps if you need to phase the work or if part of the job becomes unnecessary.

Beware of "price per man-hour"” clauses with no cap. Hourly rates can be fair when the scope is genuinely
open-ended, like storm cleanup where every yard hides surprises. For normal maintenance, fixed pricing
gives you cost certainty. If the contractor proposes hourly work, ask for a not to exceed amount tied to an
estimated crew size and hours. For example, “three-person crew, one day, not to exceed 2,400 dollars plus

disposal.”

Disposal fees are often buried. A contract that says “all debris removed” should specify whether dump fees
are included. In some municipalities, wood disposal fees change seasonally. If you are removing large
residential tree service Smith Mountain Lake softwood or cottonwood, which some mills dislike, your
contractor may face higher tipping fees. If they plan to leave larger rounds for your firewood, the contract
should say how large those rounds will be, and where they will be stacked. | once mediated a dispute where

"leave firewood" meant 30-inch rounds scattered across a slope. Nobody won.

Payment terms should fit the job size and risk. For a one-day residential prune, many companies accept
payment upon completion. For larger or multi-day projects, a deposit of 10 to 30 percent is common, with
balance upon substantial completion. If a contractor demands full payment up front for a routine service
with no unique materials, ask for an explanation. Conversely, if the job requires cranes, road closures, or
subcontracted traffic control, deposits make sense.

Safety practices that protect you and the crew

Safety language is not fluff. It tells you whether the company runs a disciplined operation or just rents a
chipper on weekends. Contracts should commit to following ANSI Z133 safety standards for arboricultural
operations. That standard covers climbing systems, rigging, chainsaw handling, electrical hazards, and
communication. If the company follows it, they are more likely to stop work when conditions deteriorate

rather than “push through.”

Ask who supervises the crew. A certified arborist does not need to be on site all day, but someone with
authority should oversee the technical parts of the work. Contracts can name the role if not the person. If
the job involves cranes or large removals, it is reasonable to require a pre-job briefing and a point of contact

with a phone number.

Personal protective equipment should be mentioned at least in outline: helmets, eye protection, hearing
protection, chainsaw protective chaps or pants for ground sawyers, and appropriate footwear. This may

sound like minutiae. It isn’t. A crew that treats PPE seriously is a crew that treats your property seriously.

For properties with special constraints, such as hospitals, schools, or data centers, the contract should
include site rules: work hours, noise restrictions, barricades, and escort requirements. Professional tree
service providers know how to weave safety into operations without turning your campus into a hardhat

theater.

Access, protection, and restoration
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Most disputes that cross my desk come from damaged lawns, cracked walkways, or scuffed siding. None
involve malice. Tons of wood moved across a landscape will leave traces unless planned carefully. Good

contracts address access in three ways: route, protection, and restoration.

Route means how the crew and equipment will get to the work. If they plan to enter through a neighbor’s
property, you need written permission. If they will remove fence panels, the contract should list who handles
removal and reinstallation and what happens if the fence breaks. If the only access is across a septic field or
a paver patio, the plan should specify mats, plywood, or alternate rigging to keep weight off vulnerable

surfaces.

Protection means what measures minimize damage. For lawns, ground protection mats spread load and
prevent rutting. For beds, plywood can bridge soft spots. For foundations and siding, padded lowering near
walls matters. If you own sprinkler systems, document head locations or ask the contractor to flag and
protect them. A brief site walk to mark hazards is part of a professional process. The contract can require

that walk before work starts.

Restoration is the “then what.” | respect a contract that doesn’t pretend zero impact. It should commit to
rolling turf, raking and leveling disturbed soil, and reseeding if damage is beyond minor scuffing. If reseeding
is included, ask about seed mix and timing. Fall reseeding takes better than midsummer. For hardscape
cracks, the contractor should notify you immediately and document the issue. Most of the time, a hairline

crack in a sunbaked step predated the job. Photographs before and after keep the conversation honest.

Permits, neighbors, and the city arborist

Depending on your location, you may need a tree removal permit or a notice to neighbors. Many cities
regulate removals over a certain trunk diameter or for certain species. Some require heritage tree permits,
others mandate planting replacements. If you are part of an HOA, there might be architectural review steps

even for pruning.

Your contract should say who obtains permits and who pays the fees. On residential projects, the
homeowner often submits the application if it is simple. For commercial sites or protected trees, the
company'’s arborist can prepare documentation, including risk assessments or condition reports. If the city
arborist requests a change in scope, the contract should explain how that affects schedule and price. Build a
few weeks of lead time into the plan if you suspect permits are involved. The last-minute scramble is what

leads to cutting before approval and the fines that follow.

Neighbors complicate staging and debris removal. If your only chipper spot is a shared driveway, write down
the plan to coordinate parking. If the crew needs to occupy part of a public street, a temporary lane closure
may require a traffic control plan. None of this is rocket science, but you want the contractor to think it

through before the crew arrives at 7 a.m. with cones and hopes.

Warranty, aftercare, and what is realistic

Contracts sometimes promise “"workmanship warranty” on pruning. That phrase means little unless defined.
You can't warranty biology in the same way you would a roof. A fair approach is to guarantee that cuts will
follow industry standards and will not create avoidable defects like topping or flush cuts. If the company
removes a tree, they can warranty that the stump will be ground to the specified depth and that unground

surface roots will be handled per the scope.



The more useful part is aftercare. After structural pruning on young trees, you may need a follow-up in 18 to
36 months to continue training. After a reduction to clear a building, expect that regrowth will need touch-
ups every 2 to 5 years depending on species. Contracts that offer maintenance schedules are not upselling,
they are acknowledging growth. For newly planted trees, aftercare requirements should be explicit: watering
volume and frequency, staking removal, mulch depth. If a commercial tree service installs dozens of trees as
part of a landscape contract, they often include a one-year warranty contingent on documented watering. If

you skip watering during an August heat wave, that warranty won't save the trees.

If a contractor promises to “save a declining oak" with a prune-and-fertilize package, ask for a candid
prognosis. Soil amendment and structural pruning help, but root loss, grade changes, and fungal pathogens
may set the timeline. A mature oak that lost 40 percent of its canopy to wilt will not be “restored” by fall.

Tree care services that earn trust will tell you what they can influence and what they can’t.

Red flags that should slow you down

Most companies in this field are hardworking and honest. Still, a few warning signs show up repeatedly.

¢ Vague scope language like “prune as needed” without objectives, diameter thresholds, or standards.
e Insurance proof that is generic, expired, or refuses to list you as certificate holder.

e Full payment required before scheduling for routine work with no special materials.

e Refusal to discuss utility mark-outs or work near power lines with proper qualifications.

e Promises of deep pruning to “fix” a large tree's size without acknowledging long-term stress or
regrowth.

If you see one of these, ask questions. If you see three, keep looking.

How to verify what you read

A contract is words. The work happens outside, often forty feet up. Before you sign, do three simple checks.
First, walk the site with the arborist. Ask them to point at the cuts they plan, the rigging points they will use,
and the exit path for debris. That five-minute pantomime reveals more than a page of prose. Second,
request references for similar work, not just general reviews. If you are having a large cottonwood removed
near a pool, ask for a reference from someone who had the same. Third, confirm crew size and schedule. A
two-person crew may do fine on small pruning, but a multi-tree removal that requires rigging over a roof will

run long and risky without the right crew.

On larger commercial sites, | like to see a simple work plan included as an attachment. It might note daily
start times, staging areas, and communication protocols if the crew must move between buildings. It also
helps security and maintenance teams love you instead of chasing chip trucks around campus.

Residential and commercial nuances

Residential tree service contracts tend to be shorter and friendlier. That does not mean they should be
looser. Homeowners benefit from the same clarity on scope, access, and cleanup. If you are hiring a
company for the first time, ask about how they handle pets, kids, and early-morning noise. In dense

neighborhoods, confirm they will place cones and signage around the chipper and keep sidewalks passable.

Commercial tree service adds layers. Facilities managers care about vendor onboarding, certificates of

insurance that align with master service agreements, and background checks where required. A good



arborist services provider will adapt. They will include W-9s, certificate requests, and safety data sheets for
products like herbicides if they are part of the scope. They will also understand that in commercial settings,
surprise outages or VIP events can bump schedules. The contract should include an escalation point and a

process to pause and reschedule without penalty if the owner calls a halt for safety or tenant reasons.

On campuses and business parks, long-term tree care plans help avoid feast and famine cycles. Instead of a
giant prune every five years, a multi-year program can cycle through zones, maintain structure, and spread
costs. Contracts for these programs should include annual assessments by a certified arborist, updates to

the inventory, and budget targets. That way, pruning and removals are purposeful rather than reactive.

A brief checklist for clarity before you sign

e Does the scope list each tree, objective, and standard, including ANSI A300 where applicable?
e Are stump actions, disposal, and debris handling explicit, with any on-site chip placement defined?
e Do insurance certificates list you as holder, with adequate limits and active dates?

e Are access routes, turf protection, and restoration measures described, including responsibility for

fence or hardscape work?

¢ [s there a clear change order process for surprises, with written approval before added charges?

If you can check those boxes, you are most of the way to a smooth job.

When the lowest price is not the best value

| have seen three bids for the same removal differ by 40 percent. The cheapest had no crane in the plan and
would have rigged 2,000 pounds of wood over a glass sunroom using a tired oak on the neighbor’s side as a
tie-in. The middle bid included a small crane and a weekend street closure. The highest included a large
crane, mats wall to wall, and a half-day schedule. The homeowner chose the middle bid. The job ran exactly

as described, cost exactly as quoted, and left the lawn with faint tire marks that disappeared in a week.

Price reflects method and risk. A professional tree service with modern equipment, trained climbers, and
insurance costs more than a pickup-and-chainsaw operation. Sometimes a small outfit with excellent
climbers is the right fit for a tight site where equipment won’t reach. Other times, bringing in a 90-ton crane

saves a day of risky rigging and reduces impact. The contract should reveal the approach. If it doesn't, ask.

Value also includes the quiet details. A company that answers the phone, shows up on time, and leaves the
site clean is worth a premium. Contracts that specify communication standards are not fussy. They are a

sign of respect.

The small print that isn’t so small

Two clauses rarely get attention but matter when things go sideways: indemnification and limitation of
liability. Indemnification describes who defends whom if a third party sues. Many contractors include broad
indemnity in their favor. Reasonable contracts keep it mutual or limit it to negligence. This is negotiable on
larger jobs. Limitation of liability caps damages to the contract value or insurance limits. That can be
acceptable if the scope and risk are moderate. If your job could, in a worst-case scenario, damage a

structure worth far more than the contract price, make sure the insurance limits fit that exposure.

Dispute resolution clauses can also steer outcomes. Mandatory arbitration may speed resolution, but small

claims court works fine for modest disputes. Choose what fits the scale of work.



Finally, watch the termination clause. If you need to cancel or reschedule, what fees apply? A fair clause
distinguishes between cancelling the day before mobilization versus cancelling after the company has
staged a crane and traffic control. When both sides understand the cost of mobilization, the schedule tends

to stick.

Bringing it all together on areal job

Let me walk through a typical scenario: a homeowner with three mature trees near a house, one removal and
two prunes, and visible surface roots he wants “gone.” The quote reads: “"Remove one maple in rear, grind

stump, prune two oaks, clean up.” That is a lawsuit waiting to happen. A better contract would read:

Remove Norway maple by sectional dismantling, using rigging to protect fence and patio. Stump grind to 8
inches below grade in turf areas. Remove surface roots in turf within 6 feet of stump by grinding only, not
closer than 3 feet to oak dripline. Prune white oaks to provide 8 feet vertical clearance over roof and 6 feet
radial clearance from siding. Remove deadwood 1.5 inches and larger and reduce end weight on lower
laterals over patio by up to 2 feet per limb, not exceeding 10 percent live foliage. All pruning to ANSI A300
Part 1. Debris chipped and removed. Wood from oak pruning removed. Utility mark-outs by contractor 3
business days prior. Turf protection mats used along access path as marked. Restore disturbed turf by

rolling and reseeding with turf-type tall fescue mix.

Insurance certificates attached, owner named as certificate holder. Price fixed for 45 days. Work scheduled
within 21 days of permit receipt. Change orders require written owner approval. Payment 30 percent deposit

upon scheduling, balance upon substantial completion.

That level of clarity makes the job predictable. The homeowner knows surface roots on the oaks will not be
shaved off indiscriminately, which would damage the trees. The arborist knows the target reductions and the

acceptable limits. Everyone knows who calls for mark-outs and how the lawn will be protected.

From the outside, a tree service contract can look like boilerplate. Read it with a practiced eye and it
becomes a map for real work, with real machines, on living organisms. Demand specifics. Respect the
biology. Stay alert to the small print that moves risk around. When the language matches the reality, you get
exactly what you paid for: skilled arborist services that solve problems and leave your property better than

before.






