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CLIMBING TREES WITH
MARK WILLCOCKS

For most of us, the world of climbing trees is relegated firmly
to childhood - along with a view from the top branches. Not

so for Mark Willcocks, executive chairman and founder of

the hugely successful Active Tree Services (ATS) - Australia’s
largest vegetation management company. Through hard work,
commitment and a lot of thought, he’s been climbing his tree
for 36 years. This month we took time to speak with Mark and
got to know the man, and the story, behind the home-grown
company that now supports more than 600 staff

and their families.

With a doctor for a father and a physiotherapist
for a mother, Mark’s parents could not have
imagined their son would make a living out
of climbing trees. His exceptional academic
record led them to believe he would pursue a
more formal occupation however the pull of
the outdoors was too strong. Growing up in
Sydney, Mark would spend a significant part of
his summer holidays building stone walls with his
father at their beach house - his father’s idea of
relaxation. He would then escape to his uncle’s
farm in Scone to run around and do what boys
do. Showing a keen head for business even then,
he would trap rabbits and turn a small income.

As they say, the apple never falls far from the tree
and perhaps some of Mark’s business acumen
comes from his great grandfather who worked
as a contractor in Queensland and South Africa
during the 1900s, building many of the railroads
north from Brisbane at a time when this was
essentially a manual process.

Post high-school Mark went on to study at
university and it was here he showed his head
for businesses by running a successful rubbish
removal business whilst studying a chemical
engineering degree.

Once he had his degree, Mark made his way
to Whale Beach in the far northern beaches of
Sydney - where the first Australian surfing movie
was made - to work as an engineer for a year
and indulge in his love of surfing. It was here, in
1975, that Mark decided - in light of his surfing
obsession and his desire to combine both work
and play - to fly solo.

So, at the age of 23 Mark opened his first full-time
business - Land Clearing Specialists. With the
purchase of Australia’s second ever brushcutter,
he focused on reducing fire hazards, and clearing
and burning lantana. Unfortunately, it turned out
to be a minor disaster. Whilst clearing land along
an inclinator (which was running people up and
down a hill) he cut the electrical cable in three N
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places and burnt what remained without realising
what it was. The cost of the repairs was more
than the job itself.

Mark was ahead of the game
- his woodchipper was one of the
first privately owned in NSW.

But, like all successful entrepreneurs, he
persisted. The business grew to include
urban fencing and in 1978 Mark purchased a

woodchipper. Like the brushcutter purchase
before it, Mark was ahead of the game - his
woodchipper was one of the first privately owned
in NSW. Then, Mark learnt how to climb trees.

ATS IS SEEDED

That was when Active Tree Services grew roots
and Mark began to climb both literally and
metaphorically. He would perform all aspects
of the tree work: as well as continuing with his
earlier clearing land by hand and fencing both
timber and brush.

“l had a number of experiences when by skill or
luck | was not injured,” Mark says about being
at the top of tall trees that were whipping around
like an arrow when the top was felled. There
were risks, however, “| remember the biggest
tree | ever climbed” he says. “By that stage the
business had grown and | had been climbing for
a number of years. The tree was in a very remote
part of Warragamba Dam, west of Sydney, and
we identified it from the air by dropping four
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litre cans of paint on it from a helicopter.” Mark
explains; “I had gone in the helicopter for the
ride without realising | would have to climb the
tree. But, only | knew how to find it. From the
ground | realised it was about 40metres high with
a diameter of four metres at the first branches,
it took me an hour to get up as in those days we
were on spikes and throwing the belt around felt
like it took forever.”

The growth of ATS was due to the fact
he was prepared to employ and train
people - not just do it all himself.

It seems Mark was destined to keep finding
himself at the top. He explains the growth of ATS
was due to the fact he was prepared to employ

and train people - not just do it all himself.
Any growth was incremental.

“Credit was not available in any form so to buy
equipment it had to come out of savings, as
did wages before | was paid by the client. As
a consequence, any expansion was incremental
- you made a profit, saved, then expanded,”
Mark says.

Even though ATS is now a $100million company,
Mark’s approach to expansion has not changed.

“Incremental growth is still how ATS moves. For
10 years | was a tree climber and have worked
at every level in ATS and can still rely on that
experience. | believe we are by far the biggest
trainer in the Australian tree industry.”

GROWING TALL

In 1979 Mark signed the company’s first contract
with the NSW transmission corporation, Pacific
Power (now TransGrid), to control vegetation
under powerlines. Always one to think ahead, ATS
was the only company employing tree climbers
at the time (all the other operators were sole
traders). It was also an opportunity to expand
further.

“The continuity of longterm work allowed us to
train more staff and as an hourly rate contract it
was a useful opportunity to understand what it
was like working for a government organisation,”
Mark says.

It would also sustain them through the difficult

times of the 1980s when interest rates were
soaring and people were out of work.

“We were able to lease some new vehicles
because credit for plant had become available,”
Mark says. “To be able to do this at such a
difficult time in the Australian economy was a
major foundation of ATS.”

Eventually Mark would expand into Victoria. At
the time ATS were the importer of Versalift EWPs,
which were far more productive and allowed
work to be done safer than those manufactured
in Australia at the time. The Ash Wednesday
bushfires had devastated Victoria and so a
large amount of contract work was available
as a result. ATS was able to demonstrate the
advantages of the EWPs as the industry moved
from hourly rates to unit rates - for example, per
span or per tree. N



