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Struck-by is a term that describes a broad class of 
injury in which the victim comes into forcible contact 
with some object, or vice versa. Perhaps because it 
describes such a broad range of accident causes, it 
is a leading cause of serious injury among arborists. 
Most struck-by accidents involve three types of ob-
jects: motor vehicles, falling tree limbs or sections, 
and falling trees. This article will address incidents 
involving falling tree limbs or sections.

Inspect the site
When you arrive at a job site, inspect the site in order 
to create a work plan and set up the job properly. 
Carefully look at the layout of the property. Look 
for areas to avoid and areas where work can be  
performed. Make a list of job site hazards such as 
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Preventing Struck-By Accidents

The Gift of Gold: Learning 
from Close Calls  
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This article is the first part of a two-part series 
discussing the value of learning from events that 
could have been harmful or damaging but weren’t. 
The original article was published in the Utility Ar-
borist Association (UAA) publication, The Newsline, 
and was written as a summary of the discussion 
topic on the same theme from the UAA Florida 
Safety Summit.

Definitions:
As any student of Dr. Shigo knows, we have to start 
by defining our terms. Let’s take a look at a few key 

– Tim Walsh, CTSP
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This is NOT a near miss! Just because something could have been 
worse, somehow, it isn’t a near miss if energy has been transferred 
to where you didn’t want it to go.
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In an Emergency
Consider how emergencies and aerial 
rescues will be handled at the site. 
Minimize hazards with planning. 

Here are more tips on how to reduce 
struck-by’s:

	 q	 establish the landing zone at 
the job briefing

	 q	 clean the landing zone of un-
derbrush when possible

	 q	 always wear personal protective 
equipment (PPE)

	 q	 be aware of the climber’s ac-
tivities

	 q	 consider that a climber may 
drop a limb, branch, hanger, 
or hand tool at any time

	 q	 limbs that cannot be safely con-
trolled by hand or free-dropped 
should have a separate rigging 
line attached to them to help 
control their fall

	 q	 coordinate ground operations 
with climbing operations by 
communicating your presence 
to climbers whenever you 
enter the “landing zone” with 
a command/response system

	 q	 use zip lines to relocate limbs 
out of the drop zone or wait 
until aerial operations have 
stopped before entering the 
drop zone

	 q	 Expect the unexpected. Limbs 
can be poorly cut or break and 
fall in unintended directions
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electrical conductors, tree hazards, uneven 
terrain, etc. After you finish inspecting 
the site, identify the work-site hazards 
that might affect your work plan.

Typical “struck-by” work-site 
hazards include:
	 q	 restricted work areas/landing 

zones for dropping limbs and 
cutting brush

	 q	 restricted areas for dragging and 
chipping brush

	 q	 slopes in the bucking area that 
might allow a log to roll

	 q	 heavy undergrowth in the landing 
zone that could create spring poles

Create a work plan
The work plan needs to be explained 
to everyone on the crew during a job 
briefing so all employees understand 
what they need to do. Before beginning 
any tree work, read and understand the 
work order. Be certain you understand 
exactly what is to be done to every 
tree. If you don’t understand the work 
specifications, stop and contact your 
supervisor. 

The work plan:
	 q	 addresses what work is to be done

	 q	 addresses how hazards will be 
minimized

	 q	 assigns personnel to perform the 
tasks

	 q	 often assigns responsibility to a 
leader to see that the work tasks 
are completed

Preventing Struck-By Accidents continued from page 1

The Drop zone is the 
area under the tree 
where objects could 
fall, intentionally or 

otherwise.

Do not assume that 
objects will fall 

directly under the 
climber. They could 
strike limbs on the 

way down and bounce 
outside of the 

intended drop zone.

Do not enter the drop 
zone unannounced. 

Use a system of Call-
and-Response to 

communicate with 
the climber.

Utilize hands-free 
radio headsets during 
loud tree care opera- 
tions to increase the 
effectiveness of the 

Call-and-Response 
protocol.
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 • Near miss

 •  Near hit (actually a better description than 
near miss)

 • Good catch (try to focus on positive aspect)

 • Close shave

A little more formal definition can be found on 
a website devoted to the sharing of this kind of 
information for police and fire professionals:

“A near miss is an unintentional, unsafe occurrence 
that could have resulted in an injury, fatality, or 
property damage if not for a fortunate break in 
the chain of events.” – www.nationalnearmiss.org

So, as long as we are comfortable with the  
definitions, let’s take a look at some examples in 
tree care.

Examples:
 •  Worker in drop zone without communication 

with worker aloft
 •  Distracted driving
 • No PPE
 • One-handing a chain saw
 • Angry landowner
 • Driving over the speed limit
 •  When the tree didn’t land exactly where we 

wanted it to land during tree felling
Remember, the point here is things didn’t go as 
they should have, and even though nothing bad 
happened, it could have.
So why do we need to know, or care, about these 
incidents? Let’s take a look at why they are im-
portant.

terms. Before we define a close call, or whatever 
term we use, we need to look at the other side of 
incident spectrum to make sure we are all starting 
on the same page. 

Incident and accident are often used interchange-
ably, and they have very similar definitions. The 
key shared themes of both are:

 •  Unplanned, undesired event that causes 
injury, illness or property damage (or any 
combination of these three).

 •  Something bad happened. 

The primary difference based on a very specific 
definition, and it is one that can be argued over, is 
that an “accident” could not have been prevented. I 
use the terms to describe the same types of event 
and believe that all of them could be prevented in 
some way, shape or form, but I would rather not 
get hung up on the difference between accident 
and incident.

Without getting into a full lecture on incident 
causation and classification, let’s agree on this 
aspect of it at least: the direct cause of an incident/
accident is the transfer of energy. Think about a 
branch that falls and strikes a worker on the ground 
or hits a mailbox. The energy of the falling limb is 
transferred to another object.

A close call, then, meets the above definition with 
one small, but important, difference: no energy 
is transferred. Nothing bad happened! The limb 
missed the worker or mailbox. Everything else was 
the same except the final outcome. It could have 
been as little of a difference as 1 inch, or a split 
second, but things didn’t line up to have something 
bad happen.

There are a few different names for this as well:

continued on page 7

The Gift of Gold: 
   Learning from Close Calls continued from page 1
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Stump Grinder Reminder
Stump grinders are large and expensive, and it would 
be unwise to assume that an untrained worker can 
safely operate one by intuition or “common sense.” 
A lack of training can put the operator in danger 
from misuse or poor maintenance.

There are many types and models of stump grind-
er; most work on the same principle. For all their 
similarities, the controls on each model are unique. 
The stump grinder operator must be trained to full 
competency on the controls of the machine he/she 
is operating.
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continued on page 7
This machine is designed to direct 
enormous cutting power from the 
rapidly spinning cutter wheel to the 
wood fibers of a tree stump. When 
kept in good operating condition, 
this machine provides immediate 
work value. If the machine is kept 
in poor repair, or is misused, it 
can cause excessive setbacks in 
production and be a danger to 
the operator, crew members, 
property, and pedestrians.

Stump grinder operators must 
have a thorough understanding 
of how the machine works, and 
should have received proper train-
ing under close supervision. Train 
operators on the basic general 
principles of stump removal and 
on the specific operation of the 
stump cutter they are using. Any 
stump cutter operator should read 
and understand the machine’s 
operator manual before operating 
the machine. 

Tragic accidents during stump 
grinder operations are normally 
caused by failure to observe basic 
safety rules or precautions. Stump 
grinder manufacturers provide 
shields, guards, safety decals and 
other important safety features to 
aid in using the machine properly. 

In order to ensure your safety, and the safety of 
others, you must use and maintain the machine in 
the way it is intended.

Some models of stump grinders have adjustable 
widths to allow them to enter narrow spaces, such 
as a backyard gate. With a high center of gravity, 
these variable-width machines can overturn if trav-
eling or operating across an incline greater than 
20 degrees. Overturning this machine can result 
in personal injury, property damage and/or seizing 
the engine. When traveling across a steep incline, 



PUBLISHED BY THE TREE CARE INDUSTRY ASSOCIATION   TCIA.ORG   800-733-26226

Made possible in part by our
CROWN PACT Partners

ISSN 1529-4854
Editor –  Tchukki Andersen, Staff Arborist, 

BCMA, CTSP
Contributing Writer - Tim Walsh, CTSP
Graphic Design & Layout – Kathleen Costello
©2016 All rights reserved. All materials con-

tained herein are for the information of The TreeWorker 
 subscribers.  UNAUTHORIZED REPRODUCTION  WITHOUT 
EXPRESSED WRITTEN  PERMISSION IS NOT  PERMITTED. Pic-
tures, articles and other data are in no way to be construed 
as an  endorsement of  products,  techniques or  members.

The TreeWorker is published monthly by the Tree Care 
Industry Association, Inc., 136 Harvey Road, Suite 101, Lon-
donderry, NH 03053

Call 1-800-733-2622 to order and Sachin Mohan at ext. 111 
to advertise. Articles in The TreeWorker meet the American 
National Standards Institute (ANSI)  standard Z133 for safe-
ty in arboricultural  operation and the ANSI A300 series of 
 standards for the management of trees. These standards are 
industry  consensus  standards that apply only to readers in 
the United States of America.

The TreeWorker readers in countries other than the United 
States of America are cautioned that your local and/or nation-
al standards may or may not be  similar to ANSI standards. 
You are advised to research and apply your local and/or 
national  standards to all standard practices  represented in 
The TreeWorker articles.



7

Importance:
Adults learn best by their own experiences (for 
more information on adult learning, check out 
TCIA’s CTSP program). The problem is, unlike when 
we were young children and our parents warned 
us not to touch the hot stove (and most of us did 
just to be sure, and some of us touched it more 
than once), the outcomes are much worse and 
more permanent than a burned finger. So, if we 
can learn from other people, especially if no one 
has to get hurt in the process, this is the best way.
Some of the best reasons why we should report 

and share near-miss incidents are listed below.
Can you think of any more reasons?
 •   Save a life, maybe yours
 •  The “Gift of Gold” – we get to learn how to avoid 

something bad happening without something 
bad happening

 • Prevent future occurrences
 •  Spot potential trends or leading indicators of 

future incidents 
 •  Selfishly, I would like to re-list the first one, 

“save a life,” maybe even mine 

Stump Grinder Reminder continued from page 5

An inexperienced person run-
ning a heavy, expensive machine 
– usually alone – will quickly find 
there is much more to safe stump 
grinding operations than simply 
unloading it and starting it up. The 
Best Practices for Stump Grinder 
Operations in Arboriculture is the 
missing link between safe, produc-
tive stump grinding and lost time/
revenue due to property damage  
or injuries. This guidebook reveals 
essential information about stump 
grinding operations that untrained 
personnel might not consider: 
grinding operations on a slope, 

traveling or moving the grinder over snow or mud, 
the care and feeding of grinder teeth to prevent in-
juries, preventing property damage, grinding near 
underground utilities, etc.

Retail: $85  TCIA Members: $55

the best approach is to go straight up or straight 
down. Avoid traveling across steep side angles 
whenever possible.

Often, injuries occur when it’s late in the day and/
or when workers are trying to hurry through their 
tasks. Precautions need to be taken to ensure safety 
practices are followed and don’t become lax during 

these times. Operating a stump cutter requires 
concentration and focus in order to maintain safety 
practices under all conditions.

Do not use the machine if you are in a condition that 
would impair your vision, judgment or coordination. 
Crushing and cutting injuries could result.

Call 1-800-733-2622   to order today!

The Gift of Gold: Learning from Close Calls continued from page 4
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1.  The leading cause of serious accidents among arborists 
is:

 a. electrical hazards
 b. chain-saw injuries
 c. struck-by accidents
 d. slips, trips and falls

2. Which is not a typical stuck-by work site hazard?
 a.  restricted work area/landing zones for dropping limbs 

and cutting brush
 b. unstable ground for crane set up
 c. slopes in the bucking area that might allow a log to roll
 d. restricted area for dragging and chipping brush

3. The direct cause of an incident/accident:
 a. is the transfer of energy
 b.  begins at the company yard before the work day has 

begun

 c. can be traced back to the supervisor
 d. can be a close call

4.  To ensure your safety and the safety of others when 
operating a stump grinder, you must:

 a. only operate the machine in full sunlight
 b. use and maintain the machine in the way it is intended
 c. carry a good luck charm and hope for the best
 d.  enlist the help of a bystander to clear the chips as you 

grind

5.  When traveling or operating a stump grinder across an 
incline greater than 20 degrees:

 a. keep the engine in idle
	 b.		travel	across	the	slope	to	take	the	weight	off	the	up	

slope track or wheel
 c.  activate and lower the cutter wheel to the ground and 

allow it to pull the machine across the slope
 d. the high center of gravity can cause it to overturn

The answers to this month’s quiz will be published in the June 2016 issue of the TreeWorker newsletter. 

Answers for April 2016 Quiz: 1. b   2. d  3. d   4. a   5. c


