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Ever wondered if there is life beyond being an arborist or where worn out tree 
surgeons go to die?  Climbing is for the young and the transition towards a less 
physically demanding retirement can be a bumpy ride.  Jeremy Barrell reflects on 
how he did just that and provides some pointers for those who have the same 
aspirations. 
 
 
A cornerstone of best practice is to be a 
professional and to work in a professional way but 
does that mean you belong to a Profession?  The 
answer is simply “No”;  like it or not, working on a 
craft level in the Industry and working on a 
management level in the Profession are a mile apart 
and often confused.  The Arboricultural Industry is 
the physical doing bit;  cutting trees down, pruning 
them and planting new ones – the same as brickies 
and chippies in the building industry.  That is a lot 
different from the Arboricultural Profession, which is 
concerned with providing advice and making 
management decisions;  using the building analogy, 
the same as architects who design the buildings and 
advise on their use rather than physically construct 
them. 
 
So, does this mean that those within the Industry 
cannot work in a professional way and strive for 
professional standards?  Of course not;  being 
professional is about attitude to work and 
performing to high standards, a worthy objective for 
all proud people wherever they fit in the overall work 
structure.  And does it mean that those within the 
Industry cannot work within the Profession as well?  
Again, of course not;  it is quite possible to be an 
arborist within the Industry and a consultant within 
the Profession at the same time as long as the two 
roles are not mixed up.  But there is a conflict of 
interest between providing the advice and then 
carrying out the work so understanding the differing 
requirements is essential to avoid this dilemma.  In 
principle, keeping the two completely separate is the 
only way;  not quite so easy to achieve in practice 
for those in that grey area between contracting and 
consultancy. 
 
On a practical level, Arboriculture is a fabulous 
industry to be in if you are fit, strong and love being 
outdoors.  There is nothing quite like climbing 
around in what are wonders of the natural world.  
The sense of security being surrounded by rock 
solid branches, of being above and almost beyond 
the bustle of the busy life below, is a feeling to be 
envied by an arborist’s ground based colleagues.  
Fine when you are 20 or 30 but when you get to 40, 
the edges become a bit frayed and the practicalities 

of aching joints and slower recovery times seem to 
become a higher priority.  For some, this will always 
be the life and they will be buried in their harnesses, 
but for those suffering from a mid-life career crisis, 
is there another way? 
 

 
For some, being an arborist is a job for life:  Jim 
Crawford (72) still works in the woods five days a 
week and goes poleclimbing at weekends! 
 
Of course, there are many solutions but one that I 
believe should be high up the list is to consider 
making the transition from Industry to Profession.  It 
is not easy, it is not for everyone and it requires a 
high level of resolve;  but it is possible and the 
rewards can be substantial if you succeed.  
Daunting as it may be, the principles of being 
professional are the same for whatever level you 
work at.  If you already practise being neat and tidy, 
well organised, thorough and well presented as a 
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contractor, then to apply those fundamentals to 
consultancy is just a matter of belief.  And the 
benefit of actually having done what you are 
advising about is a quality that cannot be learnt from 
a correspondence course or bought from a college.  
In practice, working arborists are the ideal 
candidates to become the best consultants for this 
reason.  The plague of all professions is the so-
called expert that does not have a clue about 
practicalities - and Arboriculture is no exception. 
 

 
Jim Crawford in action 
 
So, with a heap of practical experience under your 
belt, how do you set about making the progression?  
Well obviously, qualifications are a key factor and 
should be part of every motivated arborists game 
plan.  But there is a more subtle skill that you must 
learn to have any hope of success.  Being able to 
communicate concepts, ideas and solutions is a 
fundamental requirement of effective consultancy 
and writing reports is how that is achieved in the 
professional arena.  The problem is that arborists 
are generally practically inclined;  physically doing 
things outside is what comes naturally rather than 
sitting in an office where academic priorities are the 
norm.  Against this background, it is not surprising 
that the common reaction is to shy away from 
writing anything other than the absolute necessities.  
Writing actual reports is the stuff of nightmares and 

only the most dedicated ever enter, let alone remain 
in, that domain. 
 
But written reports are an essential part of a 
professional life and this understandable aversion to 
writing has serious implications.  If a working 
arborist is to progress professionally, this demon 
has to be faced.  Horrifying as it may sound, the 
good news is writing effective reports is not just a 
matter of natural ability, it is a skill that can be learnt 
and developed by anyone with the motivation to do 
so.  Knowing a few simple rules and understanding 
the basic principles can help us all improve the way 
we write.  More specifically, the number one issue in 
modern report writing is visual appeal;  how a report 
is structured and looks is often the difference 
between success and failure.  Writing effective 
reports is all about good communication and 
professional presentation, exactly the same 
principles that every successful arborist applies to 
their daily practical work.  Instead of turning up in a 
tidy truck and cutting stumps level you are 
presenting crisp and well laid out reports;  instead of 
communicating directly to the client, you are writing 
it down – a conversation on paper.  Identical 
principles, different workplace. 
 
So you think you can be an expert;  but what are 
essential qualities, what are the worst pitfalls and 
where is the greatest care needed?  Perhaps one of 
the most difficult concepts to get a grip on is the 
difference between facts and opinions, and 
importance of keeping them separate.  Facts are 
items that are agreed as being correct;  the species 
of tree, the length of a bit of rope, a compass 
bearing, the weather at a particular time, the weight 
of a bit of wood, etc.  Opinions are the experts’ 
assessment/interpretation/  appraisal of information 
based on the facts they have in the light their 
experience.  In an adversarial scenario, there are 
often several opinions and the role of the 
judge/inspector/adjudicator is to decide how much 
weight should be assigned to each opinion, not 
whether one expert is right and the other is wrong.  
The point is that opinions cannot be right or wrong;  
the issue is how much weight should be given to 
each.  The experts’ experience is a critical factor in 
assigning weight to an opinion.  For example, if an 
opinion were needed on a tree climbing accident, it 
would be natural to assign more weight to the 
opinion of an expert who had actually climbed trees 
for 20 years than to that of an expert who had 
watched other people climb trees for the same 
length of time. 
 
More obvious but most difficult to resolve are the 
conflicts of interest that arise in both the Industry 
and the Profession.  Reputation is a cornerstone of 
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business success but so is making a profit;  where 
do you draw the line to decide what is acceptable 
where these two priorities come into direct conflict.  
A typical contracting scenario would be a tree owner 
who demands their tree be topped and is willing to 
pay a huge fee for it even though it goes against 
every principle of good tree management.  An easy 
decision to make when money is not short but when 
that job becomes the difference between survival 
and bankruptcy, the boundaries become a bit 
blurred.  In the same way, consultants can be asked 
to come up with an opinion contrary to all available 
wisdom.  The inducements can be substantial and 
when it all boils down to personal opinion, just 
exactly where do you draw the line on how far is 
reasonable.  There is no simple answer and I am 
sure we can all come up with examples where 
individuals have gone over that line.  For my part, I 
have always found a useful rule of thumb is 
whenever an opinion is asked for, imagine that you 
are in court with the field’s leading consultant as the 
judge and you have to justify what you are saying.  
If you can feel morally comfortable to do that then 
you have not crossed the line. 
 
In his recent overhaul of the Civil Justice System, 
Lord Woolfe highlighted the role of the expert 
witness and appropriate expectations of those 
taking on that role.  They are of interest and relevant 
because a number of the principles are contrary to 
the assumed protocols of business life.  When you 
are being paid by a client to do a specific job, the 
expectation of the client is naturally that you will do 
your best to represent their best interests.  But this 
is no longer the case for expert witnesses whose 
responsibility is now clearly identified as to the court 
and not to who is paying for their services.  It flows 
from this that the underlying principle of impartiality 
should apply to all consultancy work;  easier said 
than done unless you know your stuff and have the 
strength of character to resist the inevitable 
pressures.  The ultimate consultant is the Single 
Joint Expert, an expert who is jointly appointed by 
both sides of a dispute.  An invaluable asset in 
properly dispensing the immense responsibility of 
the task is a thorough practical background on the 
subject, one good reason why ex-arborists are often 
perfect candidates for this role. 
 
As for essential qualities, not much can come higher 
up the list than a meticulous and accurate approach 
to data collection.  From the complexities of 
preparing for a court case or to the simplicities of 
telling a home owner what to do with their trees, the 

final advice that comes out can only be as good as 
the information that goes in.  Accurate and 
appropriate data collection is a fundamental 
requirement of effective management and yet it is 
probably the aspect paid least attention to in the real 
world.  It is alarming that something as basic as tree 
measurements can be frequently wrong but my 
experience is that it happens routinely across the 
whole consultancy spectrum. 
 

 
Inaccurate data collection is common place:  a top UK 
arboricultural consultancy estimated the height of this 
tree at 20m;  I measured it to be 37m! 
 
So, contrary to the common perception that 
consultancy is the realm of academics, I believe the 
reality is that a practical foundation is essential and 
being an arborist is where that starts.  There can be 
no doubt that it is a daunting transition and special 
qualities are required.  But it is not beyond doing if 
you have the will and you can see the way.  I know 
there is a way and that tomorrow’s top consultants 
are out there climbing around in trees today. 
 

 


