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Purpose 
This document was written to provide guidance to the California tree care and landscape industry about 

how to minimize impacts to wildlife during the course of tree work and manage wildlife habitat. While 

many tree care workers and managers wish to act responsibly around wildlife, little information has 

been available about how work can best be accomplished while minimizing impacts to wildlife. In 

addition, Federal and California wildlife regulations are not widely known within the tree care industry, 

thereby putting uninformed workers at risk of significant fines and public criticism.  

This guidance document is meant to be voluntary. These Best Management Practices (BMPs) are not 

meant to impose new regulations on the tree care industry but rather aim to help those in the industry 

follow current laws and regulations. 

Introduction 
The tree care industry is different from conventional forestry in that it focuses on the selection, planting, 

and care of trees of all ages located in city centers, suburban neighborhoods, rural areas and some 

relatively wild areas with human influences such as roads and utility lines. Tree care activities vary in 

their level of labor intensity, equipment, frequency, noise, and expense. Managing trees is critical to 

their success and can maximize their potential environmental benefits. At their most basic, tree care 

activities include planting, pruning, removal, plant health care, ground maintenance activities, utility 

clearing, planning, and management (Appendix I - Tree Care Industry Overview, page 23).  

One of the important values of trees in urban areas is providing habitat for wildlife. Because of habitat 

loss due to development, urban landscapes are more vital than ever to wildlife. Wildlife (including birds, 

mammals, reptiles and amphibians) rely on trees and landscapes for food and shelter as they feed, 

roost, and reproduce. In turn, wildlife control insects, provide food for other wildlife, pollinate plants, 

distribute seeds, and are good indicators of environmental health. When trees are managed to support 

wildlife, landscapes can be more diverse and ecologically rich. Knowledge of breeding, nesting, and 

foraging habits of wildlife can empower tree care workers to positively manage habitat and encourage 

the enjoyment of wildlife (Appendix II - Wildlife in California page 26).  

The project team determined there is a gap in the resources available to aid the tree care industry in the 

management of work performed in proximity to wildlife. Unlike most Best Management Practices in the 

tree care industry, this project: 

¶ is a grassroots project with no large supporting organization, 

¶ has no ANSI A300 Standard on which to base the Best Management Practices, 

¶ is intended for an audience wider than the tree care industry, and 

¶ is focused only on California because of ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ unique environment and regulations. 

Extensive expert knowledge of tree care and wildlife biology ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀƳΩǎ ǊƻǎǘŜǊ ƻŦ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ 

provided diverse backgrounds to apply to the writing of this document. The project team also reviewed 

the limited scientific literature on impacts from tree care practices on wildlife populations and habitats. 

The scientific literature that exists is primarily conducted in natural areas which may not pertain to most 
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tree care situations. 

There are many federal and state laws and regulations about wildlife pertinent to the tree care and 

landscape industry in California. Local regulations and policies may also exist and should be researched 

for individual areas. These laws and regulations are broad and results based. They tend to focus on 

whether or not wildlife were disturbed, injured, or killed. The agencies provide little information about 

what type of activities may be in violation of the laws. A list and brief explanation of the relevant laws 

and regulations can be found in Appendix III - Laws and Regulations (Page 34). Of particular note are the 

Migratory Bird Treaty Act and California Fish and Game Codes 3503 and 3503.5 which apply to the 

majority of birds.  

The section Minimizing Direct Impacts to Wildlife (Page X) outlines procedures to help keep tree care 

industry workers from violating these laws and regulations. Many factors go into whether tree care near 

nesting wildlife is lawful, including: wildlife biology, intensity and duration of work, and proximity of 

work to nests. These Best Management Practices are recommendations that can help minimize the 

chance of violating the law but cannot eliminate the possibility. Most importantly, nests with eggs or 

young should not be removed, moved or worked near. Similarly, these Best Management Practices are 

only recommendations and should not be viewed as regulations or the only way to minimize impacts to 

wildlife. 

The ǘǊŜŜ ŎŀǊŜ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΩǎ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǿƛƭŘƭƛŦŜ ƎƻŜǎ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ŘƛǎǘǳǊōƛƴƎ ƴŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǿƛƭŘƭƛŦŜ. Habitat structure is 

altered by pruning and planting trees. The 2017 update to the ANSI A300 Pruning Standard includes 

άManage wildlife habitatέ as a pruning objective. The section of these Best Management Practices titled 

Managing Wildlife Habitat (Page 14) introduces new and old ideas for tree care industry workers to think 

about while working in landscapes. 

Lastly, it was necessary in writing these BMPs to create a hierarchy of various activities and mitigation 

strategies appropriate for professionals with different levels and types of training in both tree care and 

wildlife biology. The roles and titles used, like Wildlife Trained Arborist and Wildlife Biologist, are 

defined in the text and the Glossary (Page 18) but do not refer to specific certifications that existed at 

the time of writing. Rather, the project team hoped to provide recommendations on the type of training 

and expertise necessary to minimize impacts to wildlife in different situations and to set the stage for 

the development of certification programs. Educational resources and training information will be 

available at www.treecareforbirds.com. 

  

http://www.treecareforbirds.com/
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Minimizing Impacts to Wildlife 
This section provides guidance to help tree care workers organize their work to comply with California 

state and U.S. federal laws and regulations. The step-by-step process guides what level of training and 

expertise may be most appropriate for different situations. Tree care workers should plan projects 

appropriately. In the field, tree care workers should be aware of wildlife and respond to their presence 

by involving people with adequate training. 

Some companies may choose to develop a programmatic approach to minimizing impacts to wildlife. 

For example, rather than evaluating BMP recommendations as they apply to each individual work site, a 

company program could assess their area as a whole for potential conflicts and develop a program 

specific to their activities and impacts. A company with a program in place may not need the aid of these 

BMPs, but for a company just starting to develop a program these BMPs may provide a starting point. 

Providing training and materials for workers prior to work can aid in the ability to recognize and respond 

to situations with the potential to harm wildlife. Training materials, an Awareness Training video, and 

other resources can be found at www.treecareforbirds.com. 

¶ Tree care worker with minimal training: Awareness Training can be provided by a Wildlife 

Trained Arborist at the project site during the daily job briefing. Awareness Training is a brief 

crew training provided by a Wildlife Biologist or Wildlife Trained Arborist that covers general 

information about looking for signs of nesting wildlife or may be specific to a location.  

¶ A Wildlife Trained Arborist is a tree care worker with training and/or experience in: determining 

habitat value, conducting pre-work nesting inspections, identifying signs of nesting wildlife, 

determining if nests are active, responding to wildlife emergencies, and contacting Wildlife 

Biologists when needed.  

¶ A Wildlife Biologist is a person with knowledge and experience in identifying wildlife species 

that may occur in an area, and is familiar with wildlife behavior, nesting requirements, tolerance 

to impacts, and suitable survey methods. 

If the project is covered by a California Environmental Quality Assessment (CEQA) determination, the 

mitigations identified in the final decision must be followed. If the project is covered by US Fish and 

Wildlife Service or other agency consultation, the conditions of that consultation must be followed. If 

the project has permit requirements, the requirements must be followed. These BMPs do not attempt 

to replace those processes in any way. 

This section is divided into two phases of work: Project Preparation and Fieldwork. Each phase of work 

has a narrative. Project Preparation is represented by Table 1 (Page 6), and Fieldwork has a flowchart 

(Figure 5, Page 10) to guide tree care in ways that minimize impacts to wildlife. 

Project Preparation 
The goals of the Project Preparation phase are to establish the breeding season and habitat value of a 

work site and use this information to select a Category for the Fieldwork phase (Table 1, Page 6). Adult 

mammals and birds will likely flee when tree care workers arrive to a work area so work can proceed. 

During nesting, however, eggs and young wildlife cannot move from nests. Because they are vulnerable 

and stationary during this time period, nesting wildlife are those most likely to be impacted by tree and 

http://www.treecareforbirds.com/
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shrub care. To minimize impacts, it is critical to identify, avoid, and protect wildlife nests. Nesting 

wildlife can be found in any type of habitat at any time of year. However, certain types of habitats are 

more likely to contain nesting wildlife. Most wildlife nest during the spring and summer.  

Tree care projects can be divided into three categories based on two criteria: the time of year of the 

work (breeding season or non-breeding season) and the habitat value of the work area. See Appendix IV 

- Bird Group Breeding Information Table (Page 38) for general breeding season periods for various 

groups of birds. It is important to note that breeding seasons vary by factors such as location and 

species, and that climate change will also likely impact the breeding season timing in the future. 

Different types of landscapes have different habitat values. Habitat value is defined by the likelihood of 

finding wildlife using an area throughout the year. Appendix V - Pre-work Inspection Form (Page 40) is a 

pre-work inspection form to help decide the habitat value. The habitat values listed in this document 

are: riparian habitat (Figure 1), high value habitat (Figure 2, Page 5), and low value habitat (Figure 3, 

Page 5). 

  

Figure 1. Riparian habitat is the interface between land and constant or intermittent rivers or 

streams and generally provide the highest value habitat for wildlife. Riparian areas can be identified 

by their distinctive soils and vegetation, particularly willows (Salix spp.), mulefat (Baccharis 

salicifolia), sycamore (Platanus spp.), and cottonwood (Populus spp). This may include concrete 

channels when the associated riparian vegetation and soils are present. Illustrator - Brian French 
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Figure 2. High value habitat generally has low human use, low impervious surfaces, high plant 

species diversity, high plant structural diversity, close to water bodies, many mature trees, many 

dead or dying trees, and abundant wildlife. Illustrator ς Monica Edwards 

Figure 3. Low value habitat generally has high human use, high impervious surfaces, low plant 

species diversity, far from water bodies, few mature trees, few dead and dying trees, and few/no 

wildlife present. Illustrator - Brian French 
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Conducting a desktop review of the biological resources potentially present at a project location can 

help identify the appropriate category choice prior to beginning tree care activities. Sources of 

information include USFWS Critical Habitat designations and Wetland Mapper, CNDDB, public lands 

(USFS, BLM, State Parks, etc.), and local Audubon chapters. Should a desktop review reveal the project 

location is in or near USFWS designated critical habitat, sensitive species locations, or wetlands/riparian 

areas, the project activities may require more caution. 

Tree care work can be broken into three categories based on the value of the habitat and whether or 

not the work is scheduled during the breeding season (Table 1). The level of expertise required for these 

projects may be dictated by other factors. Many construction projects, permit requirements, and CEQA 

documentation will require Wildlife Biologists to be involved in the project. In those cases, a Wildlife 

Biologist should be contacted rather than using the below categories. 

Table 1. Determining Category 

 Low value habitat High value habitat Riparian habitat  

Non-breeding season Category 1 Category 2 Category 3 

Breeding season Category 2 Category 3 Category 3 

 

Category 1 is low value habitat during the non-breeding season where nesting wildlife are least likely to 

be encountered. A pre-work inspection by a tree care worker with Awareness Training is recommended. 

This inspection should be completed before equipment has been turned on at the site, preferably within 

a week of the start date as many birds can build nests quickly.  

Category 2 covers two situations. The first is low value habitat during the breeding season where 

nesting wildlife are more likely to be encountered. The second is high value habitat during the non-

breeding season where sensitive habitats are more likely to be encountered. Sensitive habitats are 

habitats which are home to special status species or are themselves rare. A pre-work inspection by a 

Wildlife Trained Arborist is recommended.  

Category 3 covers high value habitat during the breeding season or riparian habitat at any time of the 

year, nesting wildlife and sensitive habitats are more likely to be encountered. It is recommended a 

Wildlife Biologist be contacted for direction. However, companies who have taken a programmatic 

approach to protecting wildlife may be able to use a well-trained arborist to minimize impacts in these 

locations. Ideally the Wildlife Biologist provides advice on how the project can proceed. The biologist 

will collect information about the job, timing, and location to provide recommendations. They may be 

able to approve the work as planned, but more likely will need to visit the site and may recommend 

timing or methodological changes to the project. For projects in riparian areas, permits from regulatory 

agencies may be required for tree and vegetation pruning and removal (Appendix III, Page 34). 

Because wildlife can nest year round in any type of habitat, the Category level assessed at the time of 

planning may change during the fieldwork. Encountering signs of wildlife during fieldwork may require 

further expertise to handle the situation. 

After scheduling the work with assistance from someone with the appropriate level of training based on 
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the Category, the final step of project preparation is to gather contact information for a Wildlife 

Biologist and local wildlife rehabilitator. Contact information for both of these resources will be 

important if a wildlife emergency or situation that needs expertise arises during fieldwork. A wildlife 

emergency is a situation where wildlife are injured, orphaned, or in danger or where nests are 

abandoned or disturbed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fieldwork 
After following the Project Preparation phase (Page 3) the appropriate Category of BMP determines how 

to proceed in the Fieldwork phase. For a Category 1 job, a person with Awareness Training should 

perform a pre-work inspection. For a Category 2 job, a Wildlife Trained Arborist should perform a pre-

work inspection. For a Category 3 job, a Wildlife Biologist is recommended to advise workers when and 

how to safely work in the area. For any job, contact information for a Wildlife Biologist and wildlife 

rehabilitator should be on-hand in the field. Figure 5 (Page 10) is a graphical depiction of this text. 

Figure 4. A tree care worker conducting a pre-work inspection is looking for signs of wildlife 

including wildlife breeding behavior such as carrying sticks or food, acting agitated, distress calls, as 

well as concentrations of bird droppings, nests that may be active, eggs, young, or wildlife reliant 

on nest. See Appendix V (Page 40) for a sample pre-work inspection form. Illustrator ς Monica 

Edwards 
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Category 1 

¶ Low value habitat during the non-breeding season, 

¶ Nesting wildlife are unlikely to be encountered, and  

¶ Awareness Training is recommended.  

A pre-work inspection performed by someone with Awareness Training is recommended. This 

inspection can occur prior to starting work, or in the days before the work is scheduled, but not more 

than a week before the work is planned to begin. The pre-work inspection can be part of the site walk to 

discuss the work for the day, safety precautions, etc. but is best done at a quiet time when wildlife 

activity can be observed. Wildlife being present on a site does not mean that they will be negatively 

impacted by the work. It is important to look for nests that may be active and signs of wildlife. Signs of 

wildlife include: wildlife breeding behavior such as carrying sticks or food, acting agitated, distress calls, 

as well as observing concentrations of bird droppings, nests that may be active, eggs, young, or wildlife 

reliant on nests. If any of these signs of wildlife are observed during the site walk or during the work, a 

Wildlife Trained Arborist or a Wildlife Biologist should be contacted.  

If there are no signs of nesting wildlife during the pre-work inspection, the work can proceed as normal. 

While working, be aware of wildlife, cavities, and nests.  

Category 2 

¶ Low value habitat during the breeding season, or  

¶ High value habitat during the non-breeding season where 

¶ Nesting wildlife are more likely to be encountered, and 

¶ A pre-work inspection by a Wildlife Trained Arborist is recommended.  

 

A pre-work inspection by a Wildlife Trained Arborist should be completed before the work is started. 

This inspection can occur the morning of the work or in the days before the work is scheduled but not 

more than a week before the work is planned to begin.  

If no active nests are found that may be impacted by the tree work, the crew can proceed with the 

work. If active nests are found that may be impacted by the tree work, the best option is for the Wildlife 

Trained Arborist to delay the work until the young have fledged from the nest and work can safely 

proceed. Most Wildlife Trained Arborists will not be able to identify the species of wildlife and predict 

when the nest is likely to become inactive, but Appendix IV (Page 38) provides some typical time frames. 

In some cases, the Wildlife Trained Arborist may be able to suggest that work starts on a portion of the 

site, but that some areas are left until after the young have left the nest. 

When a nest is discovered during the pre-work inspection or during work, a Wildlife Trained Arborist 

should perform an evaluation to determine whether the nest is active. If it cannot be determined 

whether the nest is active or whether the nest is a raptor nest (typically a platform nest or cavity nest), a 

Wildlife Biologist should make this determination. Raptors may reuse their nests and should not be 

removed without consulting a Wildlife Biologist. If necessary due to tree removal, inactive non-raptor 

nests can be destroyed provided no possession of the nest occurs. U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service details 

guidance for nest destruction in their 2003 Migratory Bird Permit Memorandum.  

https://www.fws.gov/policy/m0208.pdf


 

Tree Care for Wildlife Best Management Practices in California - July 18, 2017 
 9 

Category 3 

¶ Riparian habitat anytime, 

¶ High value habitat during the breeding season, 

¶ Nesting and/or sensitive wildlife are likely to be encountered, and 

¶ A pre-work inspection by a Wildlife Biologist is recommended. 

For high value habitat during the breeding season or when working in or adjacent to riparian habitats, 

there is a higher chance of disturbing nesting wildlife or impacting special status species or their habitat. 

The direction provided by the Wildlife Biologist should be followed. This may mean work may proceed 

as planned similar to Category 2, but more likely the Wildlife Biologist will recommend an inspection 

and periodic monitoring until the work is complete. 

If no active nests are found that may be impacted by the tree work, the Wildlife Biologist will instruct 

the crew to proceed with work while maintaining awareness of any wildlife in the area. If active nests 

are found that may be impacted by the tree work, the best option is for the Wildlife Biologist to delay 

the work until the young have fledged from the nest and work can safely proceed. In some cases the 

Wildlife Biologist may be able to suggest alternative methods to use near the nest (Considerations for 

Work Performed Near Active Nests, Page 11) or suggest that work starts on a portion of the site, but 

that some areas are left until after the young have left the nest. 

Emergencies 

Wildlife emergencies occasionally occur during tree work. While the first priority is to try to avoid these 

emergencies, the second priority is to respond appropriately. If wildlife are injured or young wildlife and 

eggs are abandoned by their parents as a result of the tree work, a local wildlife rehabilitator should be 

contacted. Explain the situation to these experts in wildlife emergencies. The wildlife rehabilitator likely 

can provide guidance on how to proceed. In some situations, they may advise doing nothing and 

allowing the parents to return and care for the wildlife. In other situations, they may advise bringing the 

injured wildlife immediately to a care facility. To continue working after a wildlife emergency, a Wildlife 

Biologist should be contacted. 

If no wildlife emergencies occur and no signs of nesting wildlife are observed, continue working while 

being aware of wildlife, cavities and nests. If at any time the crew feels uncomfortable or unsure of how 

to work in the area, a Wildlife Trained Arborist or a Wildlife Biologist should be contacted. 

In the case of a human health and safety emergency, a Wildlife Biologist can help coordinate permission 

to remove an active nest with the US Fish and Wildlife Service and the CA Department of Fish and 

Wildlife. Human health and safety emergencies pose immediate risk to human health and/or safety and 

require action to alleviate imminent danger circumstances. These agencies can grant permission for 

removal of an active nest when deemed appropriate. If a tree with an active nest needs to be removed 

for human health and safety, a Tree Risk Assessment Qualified (TRAQ) arborist should perform a Level 2 

inspection and show that tree risk exceeds risk tolerance of the property owner and seek USFWS and 

CDFW approval. In a time-sensitive situation, action may need to be taken before permission can be 

received, but this should only be done in the most extreme situations. 
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Figure 5: Project Preparation and Fieldwork phase decisions flowchart 
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Considerations for Work Performed Near Active Nests 
When an active nest is discovered in a work area, it is best to delay work until the nest becomes 

inactive. In the absence of direction from a Wildlife Biologist, setting larger, conservative buffers may 

help reduce the likelihood of impacts. However, there are circumstances when it may be possible to 

continue work in the vicinity of an active nest without resulting in the abandonment of a nest. In 

particular, when circumstances are such that imminent danger exists that may result in an emergency or 

there is a public safety concern, it may be necessary to complete a minimal amount of work until the 

nest becomes inactive. 

Key considerations for work near active nests include: 

¶ the duration of the work to be completed,  

¶ the tools used,  

¶ the species involved,  

¶ distance of the work to the active nest,  

¶ the status of the nest,  

¶ location specifics (e.g. urban vs. rural), and  

¶ environmental conditions (temperature and wind).  

It may be necessary to communicate with a Wildlife Biologist to determine the appropriate methods for 

work to continue. Typically, a no activity buffer should be established around the nest. A nest buffer is 

an area in which no work should occur in order to prevent the abandonment of the nest by the adults. 

For example, if an active nest is discovered in a tree near a project, a cylindrical or circular area radiating 

out from the nest should be established in which no work activities may occur large enough that the 

adult birds continuing normal activities of tending to the nest (Figure 6, Page 12). Appendix IV (Page 38) 

recommends buffers for different types of birds depending on the habitat value of the work area. These 

buffers should be large for most situations, Wildlife Biologists may be able to recommend smaller 

buffers depending on specific situations. 

Work Duration and Temperature 
An active nest is less likely to fail if the work duration nearby is kept to a minimum. Adults kept away 

from an active nest during moderate weather conditions for 30 minutes or less are unlikely to abandon 

the nest or have mortality to the eggs or young occur. However, if work duration is several hours or if 

weather conditions are extreme, the adults are likely to abandon their nest and/or mortality may result 

due to starvation, predation, or the eggs or hatchlings being too hot or cold. Bird embryos are more 

sensitive to overheating than to cold. 

Tools 
Often disturbance level can be minimized by tool selection. Hand tools may be recommended over 

gasoline powered tools to reduce noise. It should be taken into consideration that if hand tools 

significantly increase the duration of work at a location, the benefit from reduction of noise may be 

canceled out by the longer duration of work. 
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Figure 6: Three dimensional no activity buffer around a nest 

Species, Species Behavior, and Distance Considerations 
Buffers for active nests should consider species-specific tolerances for disturbance, if known. Typically, 

larger buffers are used for large bird species and for species that are not tolerant of disturbance. Smaller 

buffers are generally used for smaller avian species and also species that have a high tolerance for 

disturbance, such as those that are commonly found nesting close to development. 

Some species differ in tolerance based on location and therefore the appropriate buffer may vary. A 

blue-gray gnatcatcher (Polioptila caerulea), for example, nesting in a thicket or understory is less likely 

to be disturbed than one nesting in a more exposed location in a shrub or small tree even though both 

nests are the same distance from the activity. Likewise, a red-tailed hawk (Buteo jamaicensis) that has 

acclimated to human activities is less likely to be disturbed at its nest than one that is not accustomed to 

human activity. 

For ground-based activities, vertical separation of the nest from the construction area may be 

considered when selecting the appropriate buffer. Some species build their nests very high in trees and 

structures. For example, a nest 50 feet off the ground is less likely to be affected by ground work 

occurring directly below than a nest 10 feet off the ground. Nests close to the ground may be better 

suited to a cylinder shaped no work buffer area while spherical no work buffer areas may be suitable for 

nests farther from the ground (Figure 6).  

The observed behavior of an individual bird during the nest search process and consequent nest 

monitoring will help determine the appropriate buffer distance. For example, an incubating adult that 

appears more skittish and is readily disturbed could receive a larger buffer than an incubating adult that 

sits tight and appears more acclimated to disturbance. 
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