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Pruning Trees

Alicia Moulton
USU Extension Agent Ag/4-H
Wasatch County

Pruning definedPruning defined

• Pruning is “the removal or reduction of 
certain plant parts that are not required, 
that are no longer effective, or that are of 
no use to the plant.”

• Pruning can be reduced/eliminated by 
selecting the proper plant for the location
– Don’t plant a 6 ft. shrub if you want it to be 3 ft.
– Watch out for plants that get ugly with age

Reasons for Pruning Reasons for Pruning 
Landscape TreesLandscape Trees
• Bad Reasons
• To “open things up”

– To let air or light in 
– Generally not needed

• Because you have time
• There is a spring cleanup 

project
• My neighbor just pruned 

his trees

• Good Reasons
• Health

– Insect/disease-infested 
branches

• Hazard
– Dead/decaying branches 
– Interfere with driving sight 
– Rub against structures 
– Thorns/spines in walkway 
– Utility line clearance

• Form
– Direct growth toward/away 

from certain areas

When to Prune

• Anytime but . . .
• Winter or early spring best

– Early spring = Before bud swell = March
– Note: birches, maples, walnuts may “bleed”

when pruned in this weather.  This is not a 
problem and usually stops within a few days.

• Late spring = Active growth period 
– Worst time
– Bark is tender and easily damaged
– Stored nutrients replaced by leaves

When to Prune

• Fall: pruning wounds more easily infected 
with decay organisms

• Summer: 
– Pruning may stimulate new growth
– Growth may not have sufficient time to harden 

off before cold weather causing winter kill
– Tissue around pruning wounds may die back

Time of life to PruneTime of life to Prune

• At planting: only prune dead and broken 
branches

• Otherwise prune early in tree/branch’s life
– Avoid pruning large branches or letting 

serious problems develop
– Before branches exceed 2 in. diameter

• Soon as possible after damage/death
– Storms, vandalism, etc.
– Avoid insect/disease problems
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Pruning SeverityPruning Severity

• Only take 20-25% of leaves/year
– One third of live tree/year

• Pruning = Tree surgery

Pruning Tools

• Fingers (pinching)
• Pruning Shears
• Loping Shears
• Pruning Saw 
• Chain Saw (minimize)
• Select tools that will do 

the job, keep a sharp 
edge, and are 
relatively easy to 
sharpen and handle.

Diseased Trees

• Disinfect tools after each cut 
– Prevent disease spread
– Use alcohol or bleach (1 part bleach:9 

parts water) 
– Oil pruning equipment after to avoid 

rusting

• Example: fire blight in apples/pears
– Prune 8-12 inches below diseased 

tissue
– Best timing is winter, but remove as 

soon as possible

Fire Blight

http://extension.usu.edu/files/
publications/factsheet/fire-
blight00.pdf

• Be careful climbing trees and ladders
• Do not prune around power lines

– Call electric company

Safety!

Where to Cut

• Nodes vs. Internodes

Node

Where to Cut

• Remove as much of the branch as possible
– Do not leave a stub
– Do not “flush cut”

• Make “natural target cuts”
– A. Branch Bark Ridge
– B. Branch Collar

• Natural Target Cuts
– Leave bump but not stub
– Slant out and down
– Seal over quickly
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Where to Cut
• Use Three Cut Method for large branches 

and narrow angles
– Large Branches > 1.5 inch diameter
– Angle too narrow for tools

• Benefits
– Prevents tree bark tearing
– Promotes faster healing
– Safer for person pruning

Three Cut Method

1. Cut 1/3 of branch from underneath the 
branch 6-24 in. from trunk 
– Larger branches need more distance

2. Cut 1/3 of branch from on top
– Most of branch will fall off, leaving stub
– If branch is large and could hit something, 

use a rope to secure and lower it to the 
ground

3. Cut stub from ridge to collar

Wound Closure

• Natural Target Cut: 
Callus forms over                               
wound edges, 
becomes “woundwood.”

• Gaps indicate flush cuts
– Too close to the stem
– Will eventually seal
– Dieback, decay, cracks more likely

Wound Care
• Leave to open air
• Wound dressings (paints, shellacs, tar, etc.) are 

not recommended or necessary
– Strictly cosmetic 
– Have little to do with preventing insect or disease 

damage to the wound area 
– Keep wounds moist, which promotes decay

• Exception: wrap summer wounds in 
polyethylene sheeting in hot/dry conditions 
Remove in 2-3 weeks

Topping

• Which is healthier for the tree?

A B

ohric.ucdavis.eduhttp://www.murraystreeservice.co
m/tree-care-service-tips.htm

Topping

• Answer: B
• In a recent survey, researchers found that 

over 80% of people thought topping was 
healthier and more eye-appealing.  

A B
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Topping

Before Topping After Topping

www.kem.org.nz/gallery.html

Topping

• Topping is “removal of branches without 
regard to where other branches attach, 
usually leaving stubs.”

• Causes
– Quick re-growth
– Decay in stubs
– Poor tree health
– Potential hazards

• No long-term way to keep a tree small and 
healthy if it is naturally large

http://www.coopext.colostate.edu/TRA/PLA
NTS/images/top2.jpeg

Directional PruningDirectional Pruning

• “Removal of branches with natural target 
cuts to guide growth away from certain 
locations.”

• Process
– Start at the tip of the branch to be removed 
– Follow it back to where it meets another 

healthy branch that can remain
– Use natural target cut to remove

Fruit TreesFruit Trees

• Usually need pruning every year
• Reasons to Prune

– Promote fruit growth
– Get fruit production every year instead 

of every other year
– To let light and air in

• Fruit trees pruned differently
– Fit into categories

Remove
• Crossing/rubbing 

branches
• Water sprouts
• Some small 

branches from tree 
interior 

• Branches growing in 
undesired directions

• Dead, diseased, or 
damaged branches

Fruit TreesFruit Trees
Pruning SystemsPruning Systems

• Central Leader
– Full-Dwarf Apple
– Semi-Dwarf Apple

• Open Center or Vase
– Peach and Nectarine
– Tart Cherry
– Japanese-type Plums
– Apricot

• Modified Leader
– Semi-Dwarf Apple
– Pear
– Sweet Cherry
– Tart Cherry
– European Plums
– Apricot
– Walnut and Pecan
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Central Leader

• Full-dwarf apple trees grown 
on wires 2-3 feet apart 
horizontally

• At planting cut tree back to 
30-36 inches

• Check every 4-6 weeks and 
remove narrow angled lateral 
branches

Central Leader

• First dormant pruning:
– Remove all but 3-5 lateral branches
– Spaced evenly and 3-4 in. apart
– Spread to 60° from vertical

• Wood or metal spreaders

• Leave 2-3 growing seasons

– Head central leader just above where new 
set of lateral branches is desired

• Wire

• Keep pruning this way until fruit bearing

http://www.starkbros.com

Central LeaderCentral Leader
•• When tree is desired height, When tree is desired height, 

prune leader at a node at this prune leader at a node at this 
heightheight

•• When desired spread is reached, When desired spread is reached, 
prune to curtail extension growthprune to curtail extension growth

•• Fruit usually grows on Fruit usually grows on 
2 year2 year--old wood spursold wood spurs

•• Remove any fruit that will Remove any fruit that will 
interfere with central leader interfere with central leader 
growthgrowth

http://landscaping.about.com/cs/fruittreesbushes/
a/apple_trees.htm

Central Leader

• Maintain pyramidal tree shape 
throughout life of tree
– Thin spurs so center receives 

good light exposure
– Head back upper lateral 

branches to maintain growth 
shorter than on lower branches

http://www.midfex.org/yale/tr
ain.html

Modified Leader

• Semi-Dwarf Apple, Pear, Sweet Cherry, 
Tart Cherry, European Plums, Apricot, 
Walnut and Pecan

• Apple At Planting: 
– Plant 1 year old tree with no lateral branches
– Trim to 36-40 inches.

Modified Leader

• Apple 1st Dormant 
Pruning: 

• Choose 4-5 lateral 
branches
– Leave leader twice as long 

as longest side lateral

• When reach desired 
number of lateral 
branches, prune leader 
back to a node

Want angle > 45°Spaced 8-10 in. 
apart

Lowest branch 24 
in. above ground

Will not cross/rub 
with time
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• Takes 36 leaves to produce one apple
– May need to thin apple starts

• “Cat rule”

Pears

• Similar to apples
• Susceptible to fire blight

– Practice very light pruning 
– Avoid rapid re-growth

• Limit pruning to rubbing branches, water 
sprouts, dead branches

• Head only when tree becomes too high

Sweet Cherry

• Difficult to grow in Utah
• Similar to apple 

• Want 3-5 primary scaffold branches
– 8 in. or more vertical distance (same)
– Even spacing around tree
– Sometimes will grow 6-8 ft. without branching; 

prune head to promote branching

Tart Cherries

• Wood is brittle
• Tends to produce narrow 

crotches
– Select branches with wide-angled   

crotches when tree is young
– Use spreaders: strengthen branches
– Tend to open up while bearing fruit

• Mature trees perform best under light, annual 
pruning
– Some thinning necessary to maintain production and 

make harvesting easier
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European Plums

• Similar to apples
• 6 in. vertical spacing between scaffold 

branches (smaller)

Open Center or Vase

• Peach, Nectarine, Tart Cherry, Japanese-
type Plums, Apricot

• Resistant to winter injury and breakage by 
fruit weight

• Produce fruit on last year’s wood
• Tree shape established after 2-3 years

Open Center or Vase

Arise near each other on trunk

18-24 in. from groundEqual Size and spacing

2-4 scaffold branches

Open Center or Vase

• Peach or Nectarine At 
planting:

• Head 28-30 in.
• If already has branches 

that could be used for 
primary, leave them
– 2-3 buds left on each 

branch

• If not, wait until late June 
to choose primary 
shoots

Open Center or Vase

• Remove 
– Same as list above
– 1st year:

• Branches in center above scaffold branches
• Any branches on scaffold within 6 inches of trunk
• Trim all scaffold branches to approx. same length 

for well-balanced tree

– After 1st year:
• Branches in center of tree within 1 ft. of trunk
• Prune branches to go outward instead of upward

• Left: Bushy
– Will produce lots of small, poor-quality fruit

• Right: Numerous limbs thinned
– Causes fruiting wood to develop for next year

• Too many scaffolding limbs left at training
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Japanese-type Plums

• Open Center
• Beauty, Methley, Santa Rosa, etc.

• Prune lightly first 5 yrs.
– Remove excess scaffold limbs

• Thin to maintain desirable growth and fruit 
size

Apricot

• Modified leader 
or open center

• Fruit borne on 
short-lived fruit spurs

• Thin considerably to induce forming fruit-
bearing wood

• Apricots flower early—susceptible to frost
– Delay pruning until after bloom
– Prune less heavily if there is light or no crop

Any Questions?
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Topping vs Directional Pruning
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http://dnr.state.il.us/conservation/forestry/urban/treeto
pping.htm


