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By Rick Howland

Imagine being able to sit in your lawn 
chair safely away from your knuckle-
boom truck as you use your radio re-

mote to completely dismantle a tree and 
feed its remains into a chipper and onto the 
truck’s log body, never touching a piece of 
the tree. 

Would that be a game-changer for this 
industry? Altec and the arborist who 
helped develop this concept are betting on 
it.

Altec’s new boom-mounted grapple 
saw, the EC175-5S-FG, was introduced 
at TCI EXPO 2016 in Baltimore in No-
vember. According to Andy Price, Tree 
Care Market manager for Altec Inc., “The 
equipment was offi cially launched in De-
cember and will go into production start-
ing in January.

“Regarding this machine, there are two 
important things to keep in mind,” Price 
says. “First is the safety aspect of taking 
down a tree without ever having any crew 
member leave the ground or touch a piece 
of wood. Second is that this is a complete, 
engineered unit dedicated to limb and tree 
removal, with all pieces and parts working 
together toward that dedicated function.” 

While the “business end” of this unit 
is a grapple-and-saw device, this is not a 
case in which a new head or tool is simply 
swapped out; this is a dedicated unit with 
a mission – limb removal and takedowns.

Price claims, “We believe we are mar-
keting an engineered unit that is a safer 
method to remove a tree, or limbs over-
hanging structures.” As long as you can 
get the truck to most trees, “you won’t 
have to put on climbing gear.”

The Altec EC175-5S-FG consists of 
a 33,000-gvwr Freightliner chassis with 
a log body, an Effer articulated-and-
telescoping boom crane, a 360-degree, 
continuous-rotation grapple saw (33-
inch jaw opening, 14-inch cutting depth, 
3,300-pound maximum lift capacity) and 
radio remote controls.

But with this tool, it seems to be a case 
of the machine being far greater than the 
sum of its parts – most of which already 

are quite familiar to the tree care pro. 
“We engineered a hydraulic storage 

system for the grapple that allows you to 
hook and unhook it from the tip of the 
crane while standing on the ground. One 
person can do it in fi ve minutes. Why is 
this important? Now, one person can fully 
operate the truck. 

“As an operator, you can simply start 
by pulling up beside the tree being tak-
en down, for example, and park with the 
driver door next to the tree. Park a chip-
per (towed by the truck) in front. Working 
remotely, the grapple saw can cut and re-
move a branch or limb and put it direct-
ly into the chipper, if that is the mission. 
When you’re down to the trunk and do not 
want to chip it, the grapple saw will grab it 
and cut diameters within its capacity into 
sections and lay them in the truck’s log 
body.

“Not only do you not have to leave the 
ground or even handle wood, you often 
don’t have to lay wood on the ground,” 
Price notes. “That minimizes or elimi-
nates turf damage and cleanup. Previous-
ly, other methods required some kind of 
crew cleanup time and unavoidable turf 
damage; just the weight of the trunk and 
limbs can break up the turf, and leaves and 
sticks are everywhere. If the material nev-
er touches the ground, you do not have this 
situation.

“Ultimately,” Price says, “safety is the 
most important concern. The mission at 
Altec is to help get workers out of climb-
ing trees as much as possible.”

Anecdotally, he reports that the day 
before an interview for this article, he 
watched a crew take down a tall oak tree. 
“Typically, a four-man crew would take 
about a day and a half to complete this job. 
Part of this tree was hanging over a house, 
and power lines were only 20 feet away 
on the other side. This tree came down 
with one man at the controls in two hours. 
That’s the kind of productivity we get with 
this machine,” he maintains.

There are a lot of hidden benefi ts, 
according to Price. “Our worker was not 
tired at the end of the job, spending the 
time sitting in a lawn chair working the 
radio remotes. Granted, not every take-
down is that dramatic, but sometimes 
they’ll be in that ballpark.” 

That claim is backed up by Dan Voss, 
a Certifi ed Arborist and owner of Voss 
Treemendous Tree Service, a TCIA mem-
ber company based in Hartland, Wiscon-
sin, and its companion business, Cut N Go 
Tree Service. Price says Voss has reduced 
the size of its takedown crews on each job 
and doubled the work done in a day. 

“So the possibilities for this machine 
open up dramatically, especially for the 
many companies stating they cannot fi nd 

Dan Voss, in green shirt, explains features of the EC175-5S-FG’s grapple saw to attendees at TCI EXPO in 
Baltimore in November, where Altec’s new tool debuted. TCIA staff photo.

Facing page: Dan Voss operates Altec’s new 
boom-mounted grapple saw, the EC175-5S-FG, with 
the unit’s remote controls. Photo courtesy of Altec.
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enough workers,” Price says. “Not only 
can this machine extend the careers of ex-
perienced tree care professionals, it also 
opens up new labor sources, such as dis-
abled veterans.”

Training on this equipment can take 
about two days, Price adds.

The genesis for the EC175-5S-FG was 
two-fold, says Price, one being “a major 
player in the tree industry who was asking 
why we use new technology in all aspects 
of our lives but still take down trees the 
same way we did 40 years ago. That got 
us thinking and moving in this direction.” 

Simultaneously, Voss, an inventive and 
longtime customer of Altec, already had 
integrated many of the components into a 
working model and was looking to share 
the concept with Altec.

Following two years of R&D, the fi nal 
iteration of the limb-and-tree-removal 
truck is comprised of the following setup.

On one side of the truck, between the 
body and cab, is a mat holder for the out-
rigger pads. Directly opposite is the hy-
draulic grapple saw carrier. The grapple 
saw (unless traveling short distances off 
road) is removed from the boom crane and 

stored behind the cab, and the hydraulic 
carrier not only stores the grapple saw but 
also loads and unloads it several feet from 
the truck. The crane is tucked in behind 
the cab as well. 

At the end of the knuckleboom is a 
hydraulic quick-connect that allows for 
a single connection of the four hydraulic 
hoses in one operation.

“One other piece of the equipment is a 
highly engineered arm running from the 
tip of the crane to the grapple,” Price says. 
“The shape of the arm took a lot of de-
velopment time. We all knew there would 
be times we’d want to take a piece at a 
crotch but could not get to it the way we 
wanted. So we modifi ed this piece to a 
point where we’ve taken down more than 
2,000 trees and can do it virtually any way 
we want. We, not the tree, dictate how it 
comes down.

“Also with that arm and connections we 
have multiple pivot points, and these piv-
ot points articulate as the cut weight shifts 
from the tree to the machine, which helps 
protect the crane. We could have gone to 
market a year ago with a crane and grap-
ple, but it would not have been as good 

The operator, at left, can remain safe and well outside the work zone – up to 300 feet away – while disassembling the tree and feeding it into a chipper or loading 
logs onto a truck. Courtesy of Altec.

www.urban-forestry.com
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for our customers. We took the last year to 
optimize the system,” he says.

Not a completely new concept
Voss and Altec are not the fi rst ones to 

try this concept. Other companies have 
combined a saw with a grapple.

One such tool, the Grapple Saw from 
ICM Equipment NA Corp., was on dis-
play in the Timberland Truck Sales booth 
at TCI EXPO in Baltimore in November. 
The Grapple Saw is sold as a chain saw 
attachment for log grapples. 

Closer to the Altec version is the Inte-
grated Tree Trimming System from Ter-
raTech, introduced to the TCI Magazine 
audience in the Cutting Edge Products 
feature back in 2012. These are designed 
as precision cutting/trimming, material-
handling and chemical-spraying tools. 
They are radio remote-controlled and are 
intended for high-volume trimming, for 
example, in distribution and transmission 
right-of-way applications. 

According to Steven Terrell, TerraTech 
president and inventor, his patent-protected,
multi-tool, interchangeable system can be 
installed on a truck/boom, rough-terrain 
carrier assembly or other equipment such 
as an excavator, crane or backyard unit, as 
long as the equipment can carry the weight 
of the specifi ed tool confi guration and cut 
material. “They’re designed to do the work 
of two to three bucket trucks,” he says.

Company literature says the limb clamp 
is “primarily used to handle overhang 
with power lines and allows you to con-
trol where the branch falls, creating a safer 
environment for your aerial tree trimming 
operators.” The limb clamp also has been 
used for topping trees, Terrell says.

Terrell has a recently issued patent that 
covers the interchangeability of multi-
tools and includes a grapple and chain 
saw attachment for tree removal, he says, 
adding that more information on the inter-
changeability features will be introduced 
in 2017.

Designed for safety and effi ciency
The biggest difference with previous 

tools and Altec’s is that the Altec EC175-
5S-FG is a dedicated unit designed pri-
marily to assist in takedowns.

As previously mentioned, Dan Voss has 
a lot of experience with the Altec unit, 

having done a total of more than 3,000 
takedowns in about two years, fi rst with 
his original version, then with the Altec 
full-demo unit. His full-service compa-
ny has been augmented with a new profi t 
center, Cut N Go, supported solely by the 
Altec machine.

“Cut N Go is a new profi t center based 
around this remote-control truck,” Voss 
says. “We also do subcontracting with it. 
We can just cut and go and do no clean-
up. This is a benefi t for homeowners, for 
example, who need a price break on trees 
they need to get down and can’t afford it.” 
He says the company can do a takedown 
and neatly stack debris to be dealt with lat-
er. “Now, about 90 percent of our business 
is takedowns, and a lot has to do with trees 
killed by the emerald ash borer in this part 
of the country.”

Historically, Voss says, “I was having a 
truck built with a grapple saw to get ex-
treme reach. It was applied to the truck, 
but did not work well. We re-engineered 
it and got it up and going. After 400 suc-
cessful tree takedowns under a municipal 
contract, we recognized we had something 
and contacted Altec and its safety division. 

“In three weeks, three Altec engineers 
arrived, and the company eventually 
bought the rights to this idea,” says Voss, 
who characterizes himself more a pioneer 
than an inventor. 

“There are special safety mechanisms to 
note,” Voss says, such as when the head 
grasps a branch or tree section, a holding 
valve helps keep a fi rm grasp on a branch 
or log before cutting and lowering.

“With this machine, in many cases, one 
person can do an 80-foot tree very com-
fortably – much more would be on the far 
end of the capacity,” Voss adds. 

Voss says in the past he’d been asked 
many times to give a bid of $2,000 to 
$3,000 to get a tree on the ground and was 
not able to comply, “because I would al-
ways have to consider costs of a climber or 
chipper operator. Now, customers willing 
to do 100 percent of the cleanup can save 
50 to 75 percent of the cost if I do the job 
by myself with this machine. Actually, I 
have done a $1,200 tree takedown in two 
hours,” he claims. “That was a 16-inch-
diameter tree. No ropes, no rigging, no 
raking – minimal cleanup behind the chip-
per,” he reports.

“So far, I have been able to run with fi ve 
full-time employees and grossed nearly 
$1 million this year, when in years past I 
used to run seven full-time guys and strug-
gled to reach $600,000,” Voss says. He 
also says his workers’ comp rate is now 
down to 7 percent of hourly wages from 
24 percent because of the safer nature of 
the work.1

In practice, Voss says, while using the 
Altec demo unit extensively, he fi nds it 
costs about the same per week as a $15-an-
hour employee with benefi ts. With lease 
structures offered by Altec Capital, he 
would need to do one or two takedowns a 
month to break even, he says. 

Regarding leasing, according to Price, 
“Given the truck’s productivity, you can 
make your payment with one to two days 
of revenue,” he says, reiterating Voss’s ex-
perience.

Is it a game changer?
Kyle Hazelwood is one of the owners of 

Hazelwood Tree Service in Hartland, Wis-
consin. After having seen a live demon-

The hydraulic carrier not only stores the grapple 
saw but also loads and unloads it several feet from 
the truck. 

1 TCIA cautions its readers that there 
is a right way and a wrong way to classify 
workers for workers’ comp. If done incor-
rectly, it could create a huge liability for 
the company.
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stration of the prototype by Dan Voss on 
a Hazelwood jobsite and later seeing the 
Altec machine, he was convinced that his 

company, which specializes in diffi cult 
tree removals, needed one. In fact, during 
an interview for this article, he revealed 

that his company is in line to receive the 
fi rst order right after the New Year.

“Actually, I used to work for Dan,” Ha-
zelwood says. “We found out about this ma-
chine when Dan was developing his model 
and before he was working with Altec.”

When asked if he sees this as a 
game-changer for tree care, Hazelwood 
says, “Certainly, especially when having 
the machine means you can do many re-
movals with half the crew. That’s even 
more important these days when it is diffi -
cult to fi nd guys who want to do this (tree 
care) for a living and who have the skill 
set. You don’t need a bunch of workers; 
there’s no one in a bucket and no one 
needed for rigging on the ground.”

Hazelwood admits, “Sure, this is a big 
purchase, but when you can see what 
this machine is capable of, to me, it is 
obviously the future of tree work. First, 
it is safer operating the machine remote-
ly than it is being in a lift or up in a tree, 
and for us it means getting more work 
versus hiring enough people to get an-
other crew going.”

On one side of the truck, between the body and cab, is a mat holder for the outrigger pads. Directly oppo-
site is the hydraulic grapple saw carrier. The crane is tucked in behind the cab as well. Inset: The grapple 
saw in action.
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