
N THE SPRING OF 2016 I 
registered for the first Women’s 
Climbing Workshop, organized 
by the Women in Arboriculture 
(WIA) Committee. I’d always 

loved climbing trees, but had never 
done so with safety devices and cer-
tainly not as a part of my daily work. 
I signed up to meet other women in 
my field and maybe find a safer way 
to be in a tree. I assumed I would be 
out of my element, surrounded by 
experienced climbers, so I was ner-
vous. But I was also excited; I knew I 
would at least have a good time.

But it was so much more than 
that. During that first workshop I 
had no way of knowing that over 
the next three years I would use each 
consecutive event to transform my 

vision for myself and our industry 
and take my career to new heights. 
At last year’s fourth annual work-
shop, I arrived as the founder and 
owner of my own tree care busi-
ness. As evidenced by my own story, 
these WIA workshops do so much 
to improve our industry culture and 
spread expert knowledge.

I am not the only one who has 
gained critical experience at these 
workshops. They have had a tre-
mendous impact for women from a 
diversity of backgrounds, experienc-
es, and career goals. Women who are 
primarily groundworkers see tree 
work from a completely different 
vantage point. Consulting arborists 
improve their climbing skills to ex-
pand the services they can offer to 
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Participants stretch before spending time in the trees at the 4th Annual Women in Arboriculture Committee Tree Climbing 
Workshop. Applegate, CA.

Former WCISA President Rhonda Wood 
explains wood mechanics and how 
to identify branch defects before we 
choose tie-in points.
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their clients. Managers and business 
owners gain a healthy respect for the 
work they send their crews to do. 
Even women from outside the in-
dustry benefit. For example, an ER 
doctor with an insatiable sense of ad-
venture left with safer guidelines for 
scaling trees than when she arrived. 
Despite the mix of styles and back-
grounds, we share one commonality; 
we emerge stronger, more skillful, 
and definitely a bit sore.

The setting at these workshops 
is conducive to learning and growth 
in a way that other spaces are lack-
ing within the industry. One of the 
advantages of creating this space 
specifically for women is that we 
can draw on our shared experienc-
es to improve the effectiveness of 
the workshop. Whether we like it or 
not, we have all been socialized as 
“women” for most of our lives and, 
consciously or subconsciously, ad-
opted what are considered feminine 
attitudes and values to an extent. 
We are expected to be understand-
ing, caring, and helpful — traits that 
turn out to be extremely valuable for 
training climbing arborists. The WIA 

workshops lean on these virtues in 
their instruction, making it a point to 
be intentional, cooperative, and pro-
fessional.

Unfortunately, many arborists 
were not trained in positive, con-
structive environments like this. 
Our industry has a dominant “mas-
culine” streak that has downsides: 
disregard for safety and expertise, 
competitiveness, and aversion to 
criticism. For the purposes of this 
article I will refer to these behav-
iors as hegemonic masculinity1 (see 
sidebar). Although it’s not only men 
who embody these values, and not 
all do, defining a space as for women 
establishes an alternative experience 
that is cooperative, respectful, and 
supportive. Regardless of the valid-
ity of sexist stereotypes, the work-
shop makes a space for us to use our 
identity as women in a positive way.

I’ll illustrate the contrast with 
an example. At a different indus-
try-wide climbing workshop I at-
tended, I saw a number of men 
talking amongst themselves or in-
terrupting their instructors to share 
their own favorite techniques. The 
interjections were at best unclear and 
at worst unsafe. By comparison, at-
tendees at the WIA Workshop were 

attentive, respectful of their instruc-
tors, and eager to learn. This was 
natural for the attendees because as 
women we are often interrupted, or 
ignored when we offer our expertise. 
We were able to offer the respect we 
are so rarely afforded because we 
know what it’s like to be on the oth-
er end. When given a space free from 
those sorts of interjections we are able 
to learn and grow more efficiently.

Don’t get me wrong—I think 
most women who have attended 
the WIA workshops are comfortable 
alongside and enjoy working with 
men. We wouldn’t have gotten this 
far in our industry if that weren’t the 
case. But these workshops let us in-
habit a parallel universe where we 
can practice new ways of looking at 
the work we do. We get to practice 
existing without the constant pres-

Hegemonic masculinity refers to 
a set of behaviors stereotypically 
associated with men. It is a term 
that is used to distinguish from 
more positive masculine behaviors 
in our society and refers to those 
which are used to acquire and 
retain power. Example behaviors 
include “the denial of weakness 
or vulnerability, the appearance of 
being strong and robust, dismissal 
of any need for help, a ceaseless 
interest in sex, the display of 
aggressive behavior and physical 
dominance.1” Many may see this 
mindset as necessary to do the 
hard and dangerous work we face 
daily, but these behaviors can also 
contribute to the relatively high in-
jury and fatality rates in our line of 
work and early death rates of men 
in general. These attitudes can 
make arborists, male and female 
alike, unwilling to ask questions 
or learn from their mistakes for 
fear of seeming less self-reliant 
and thus less worthy of respect and 
power in our current system.

Women listen attentively while Rhonda Wood goes over our safety tailboard for 
the day.
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sure exerted by an industry dominat-
ed by hegemonic masculine norms. 
I’ve thought about this a lot since I 
started going to these workshops 
and I honestly think a space like this 
would be just as useful to men in ar-
boriculture.

The workshops also combat the 
workplace issues that impede learn-
ing back on the jobsite by allowing us 
to develop strategies for coping with 
being an out-group within the indus-
try. Hegemonic masculinity can be 
unsafe, but it can also be exclusive. 
For example, one of the attendees at 
the WIA workshop confided she was 
having chronic sexual harassment 
issues with her crew. She was tired 

of working only with men who did 
not respect her professionally and 
had considered leaving the industry. 
The group offered support and con-
structive advice based on their own 
experiences and outlined the steps 
they took to alleviate similar situa-
tions. These sorts of spaces provide 
a place for women to communicate 
frankly without fear of being judged. 
We are able to build strength that we 
can bring back to our workplaces.

It’s easier to develop skills when 
we don't have to perform as wom-
en on top of trying to establish our-
selves as tree climbers and profes-
sionals in our field. It’s easier to learn 
at the WIA workshops as compared 

to other industry forums because we 
are given a break from presenting as 
women from the moment we arrive. 
Since everyone at the event identi-
fies as a woman, it is the norm, it is 
baseline, it is unremarkable, and that 
means that it doesn’t sit at the back 
of our mind while we are trying to 
focus on achieving our goals.

Here’s another example. After 
that first WIA Workshop, I went to a 
WCISA general climbing workshop 
in Santa Rosa. For the first half of the 
day I was the only woman there. The 
fact wasn’t lost on me, or the other 
participants. One of the first people 
to approach me introduced himself 
by asking, “how does it feel being 
the only woman here?” I wasn’t up-
set by the question since I knew he 
was only trying to be supportive, 
but interactions like that, regardless 
of intention, often trigger stereotype 
threat.2,3 So now, on top of trying to 
recall all of the knots I had learned, 
I also had this nagging thought that 
I might mess something up and that 

One of the first people to approach 
me introduced himself by asking, 
“how does it feel being the only 
woman here?” 

Participants practice limb-walking and 
work their way to the top of this valley 
oak.

This climber practices the body thrust 
technique to more effectively make her 
way up the tree.

Esmeralda practices her climbing skills, 
she is a ground crew looking to spend 
more time aloft.
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would reflect poorly on my entire 
gender.

I probably wouldn’t have gotten 
as much out of the Santa Rosa work-
shop had I not recently had such 
a positive experience at the WIA 
Workshop. Rather than worrying 
about how my performance would 
reflect on other women, I focused on 
my experience and the skills I had 
developed. I drew on the fact that 
just a few months earlier I had gotten 
kudos for my fearlessness, my fast 
learning, and natural comfort aloft, 
and that made me less susceptible to 
stereotype threat.4 At the Santa Rosa 
workshop I felt secure that I could 
represent my gender in a positive 
way and I gained new knowledge 
and confidence there. I know that I’m 
not alone in feeling this way. Feed-
back following the WIA Workshops 
indicates that many of the attendees 
feel more comfortable buying climb-
ing gear and practicing with their 
male co-workers in a way they had 
not felt comfortable doing so before. 

The success of this workshop can 
solve another industry issue: lack of 
qualified workers. Proper support 
for all arborists improves the skills 
of workers already within the indus-
try which improves retention and 
attracts new workers. Arboriculture 
has historically stifled the interest 
and success of various minorities. 
Unfortunately, it’s not just women 
who feel like “others” in arboricul-
ture. Our industry, intentionally or 
not, also excludes other minorities 
including gender non-conforming 
folk as well as men of color and other 
ethnic minorities.

I’ve seen this firsthand on many 
occasions. In 2018 I sent three of the 
crew members I managed, all Black 
men, to participate in a climbing 
demo. The demo was meant to re-
cruit new climbers, but one of the 
members of my crew was imme-
diately turned off after one of the 
organizers of the event made some 
unintentionally racist comments. 
Hispanic workers face racism too. 

Although there are many Hispanic 
arborists (like myself), I regularly 
hear disparaging comments about 
“Mexican” crews and have yet to 
see the same level of diversity in 
higher levels of management as I 
do in ground crews. This “other-
ing” leads to poor morale and can 
contribute to lack of advancement 
among minorities.

Events like the WIA workshops 
strengthen our workplaces by nor-
malizing minorities as both experts 
and mentees worthy of investment. 
I was amazed by the tenacity of the 
beginners at our workshop last year. 
All they needed was the proper envi-
ronment in order to take advantage 
of the skills offered. As an assistant, 
I knew these women wanted to be 
tree climbers, and for them, that 
made all the difference. There was 
no question in my mind that they be-
longed in the tree and could excel at 
their craft. The enthusiasm and sup-
port I offered them at the last WIA 
workshop was a way for me to pay 

Allegra Mautner teaching a participant 
how to tie a running clove hitch.

Participants follow along as instructor 
Christina Cloer isolates her line in an 
oak.

A typical scene at the annual WIA Wom-
en’s Tree Climbing Workshop.
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forward the support and guidance I 
received as a participant in the pro-
gram over the last three years. It 
didn’t hurt that I was supported by 
a team of skilled and accomplished 
leaders in our field. 

The tree care industry is expand-
ing rapidly to deal with urbanization 
and climate change, yet it has diffi-
culty attracting qualified applicants. 
Even in the age of COVID-19 and 
high unemployment, you can find 
new job postings for climbers and 
technicians that sit unfilled. It’s in 
everyone’s interest for the industry 
to become more supportive of wom-
en and other minorities in the same 
way that we have uplifted so many 
of the current leaders of our indus-
try. These workshops and others like 
them are essential in our movement 
towards equity for non-dominant 
members of the industry.

I came into the first WIA work-
shop with nearly seven years of ex-

perience in forestry, but despite my 
love for climbing, I didn’t feel like 
I would ever consider becoming a 
climbing arborist. I never saw my-
self as being able to make a living 
pruning trees, and honestly, I didn’t 
even have a vision for what I want-
ed to do with my career. After con-
necting with dozens of women who 
make their living caring for trees and 
landscapes, I made the jump to start 
my own business last year. If it were 
not for the WCISA Women in Arbori-
culture Climbing Workshop I would 
not have had the confidence to do so. 
The instructors at these workshops 
are all accomplished climbers, who 
are confident in their abilities, and 
who are willing to help other women 
learn to climb and achieve their own 
goals. Research shows that a single 
role model that challenges classic 
stereotypes will buffer against the 
negative effects of stereotype threat.5 
This workshop ensures that I and 

The fantastic group of women who participated at the 2019 4th Annual Workshop!

A group of climbers hanging out in a 
native oak.

28Summer 2020

WESTERN 



Annual Report:  
Regional Conferences Committee

THE REGIONAL CONFERENCE COMMITTEE MEETS EACH QUARTER the 
month before every board of directors meeting. Current members 

are: James Downer (Chairman, California/Arizona); James Scheid 
(Vice President - California), Molly Sinnott (President, Nevada); Igor 
Lacan (Cooperative Extension - California); Ty MacDonald (Hawaii), 
and Juan Barba (Past President from Arizona). Lisa Ortega (Nevada) 
left the committee in 2019. Preston Goodman from City of Henderson, 
joined the committee in Lisa’s place.  The committee is supported 
by Ryan Pendleton from the Chapter Admin team. 

2019 was a banner year for regional conferences as we had more 
than $90k in net revenue from our conferences. This is important as 
the income is useful in funding other member benefits that typically 
require funding such as the magazine. Conference attendance was typ-
ical from recent years with about 1800+ members attending regional 
conferences. A theme throughout recent committee discussions was 
the subject of remote instruction. Director Scheid has championed 
this discussion and we have tried to conceive an all-day event that 
we could live stream. Equipment limitations have prevented this 
from occurring. 

With the closure of businesses due to the COVID-19 pandemic we had 
to cancel/postpone many of our regional events after March of 2020. 
Closures are still in place as of mid-May and could extend through 
the rest of the year. We have not figured out how to hold in person 
meetings while practicing social distancing. So, the outlook for con-
tinuation of regional conferences as in person meetings is uncertain. 

Fortunately, WCISA has fast 
tracked webinar offerings, start-
ing with Matt Ritter’s Botany of 
Trees series, and future “First 
Wednesdays” webinars provided 
monthly. CEUs are available for 
each presentation at a cost less 
than or equal to that obtained at 
in-person meetings. We are devel-
oping plans for ½ day or full day 
meetings with multiple presenters in a webinar format. As we have 
all seen in our profession, COVID-19 has changed the world and it may 
be some time before we assemble in a typical regional conference 
again. In the meantime, we will endeavor to provide opportunities 
for continued education remotely.

James Downer, Regional Conference Committee Chair  
(ajdowner@ucanr.edu)

every woman in the industry have a 
community of amazing mentors and 
peers who dispel those archaic ste-
reotypes. Creating more spaces like 
these which celebrate the diversity 
in our industry attracts new workers 
and retains the valuable arborists we 
already have.

Allegra Mautner, Prune Buggy, 
Owner, San Francisco, CA 
(prunebuggy@gmail.com)

Sara Toney Photography:  
www.saratoneyphoto.com
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Meeting by the numbers

2656 Meeting attendees

688 Course Codes Assigned

34734 Credential Holders 

34314 Arborist Hours 
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