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Pruning Shade Trees in the Landscape

Introduction

In general, prune shadetreesin the spring prior to
budbreak. Specimen trees do not need pruning each
year, with crabapples being the exception.

Extensive pruning during shoot growth and | eaf expan-
soninlatespring/early summer can placeatreeunder
stress. Summer pruning may stimulate succulent growth
and delay the hardening-off process, resulting in greater
susceptibility towinter injury.

Dead or broken branches can beremoved anytime and
removing anoccasond limb during fal or winter will
havelittleimpact onthe growth of atree. Avoid normal
pruninginlatefal or winter when the healing processis
inactive. Pruning at thistimemay causetissuetodieat
wound Sites.

Although sometimesunsightly, bleeding from pruning
woundsisnormal andisnot anindication of harmto
thetree.

Pruning Tools
Pruning toolsfor treesare sel ected according to branch
size. Kegp al toolsassharp aspossible.

Pruning shearshavelimited usein pruning small trees
becausethey will only cut branchesupto¥zinchin
diameter. Therearetwo stylesof hand shears: bypass
(scissor action) and anvil (one blunt blade). The scissor
styleusually costs more but makescleaner, closer cuts.
Theanvil typeisfaster, whichisonly important when
pruning evergreens.

Lopping shearshavelong handlesand are operated
with both hands. They areused in cutting up to 2-inch
diameter branches on crabapples, hawthorn, and other
small trees.

Pole prunersareimportant for thinning topsof trees.
Thecutterison apoleand isoperated by pulling a
handleor rope. Polesare either telescoping or joined
together in sections. Fiberglassor plastic polesare best
becausethey arelightweight and safer around electric
wires. Poles can befitted with sawsbut these are often
cumbersome.

Pruning sawscomein many different styles. Thecutting
edge of asaw ismeasured in points (teeth per inch). An
8-point saw, such asan apple saw, ismost desirablefor
delicate, closework. Most saws have 6 points, while
4%/>-point sawsare commonly used for heavy limbs.

A fixed-blade saw with aleather holder issafer and
easer to usethan afolding saw. Folding sawsusualy
require adjustment with ascrewdriver. Sawswitha
protruding wing nut can scar thetrunk during pruning. A
folding saw may a so collapse, injuring the operator’s
fingers.

Hand sawshave either straight or curved blades, many
prunersprefer acurved bladethat cutson thedraw
stroke.

A double-edged saw hasfineteeth on oneside, coarse
ontheother. Thisisdifficult to usein densely-branched
plants. Bow sawsare effectivewhenthereareno
brancheswithin onefoot abovethebranch to becut.
Chain sawsare best suited for treeremoval. Only
experienced operators should use chain saws for
tree work.

TreesNeed Training

Nursery customersdemand treeswith afull crownand
many branches, so nurseriesand garden centerspractice
minima pruning. Therefore, respongbility for developing
atreewith proper branch structurefallsto the educated
home landscaper.



Select treesfrom the nursery that will not require
severe pruning. Unlesstreesare selected for their
unusual growth habit or specid effects, they should
have astraight trunk with evenly spaced branchesthat
grow indifferent directions. (SeeFigures1and2.)
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Figure 1. \ertical Branch Spacing - Scaffold branches
spaced greater than 12 inches apart will promote domi-
nance by the central leader.

Central Leader
(maintrunk)

Do not prunetreesat planting or during thefirst year of
growth because growth regulatorsfoundin growing
shoot tipsare needed for root devel opment and early
establishment. Oneyear after planting, begintrainingto
achieve good vertica branch spacing andradia branch
digtribution.

Closely spaced scaffoldsmay restrict growth of the
central leader, whilesmultaneoudy encouraging a
branch to becomethe new leader. Space scaffold
branches on mature shadetreesfrom 12 to 20 inches
apart vertically, depending onthetree species.
Distributeradial branchestoalow 5to 7 scaffoldsto

Figure 2. Radial branch distribution - This ideal configura-
tion will increase sunlight penetration.

fill thecircle of spacearound atrunk. (SeeFigure?2.)
Radia spacing preventsonelimb from competingwith
another for light and nutrients.

Limbsareoften removed toimprovetheoveral tree
shape (feathered |ook) or to alow morefiltered sunlight
toreach thelawn below. Certain trees, such as shagbark
hickory or whitebirch, haveinteresting bark whichis
exposed by limbremoval.

When deciding which branchesto remove, select those
with lessthan a30-degree angle of attachment to the
trunk. Brancheswith thegreatest strength with theleast
potentia for storm damagewill grow at anglesbetween
60 and 70 degreesfromthetrunk (SeeFig. 3.)

30° Figure 3. Narrow
crotches are weak and
prone to splitting when
branches have less than
60° a 30° angle of trunk

/ attachment.

Thedistancefrom abranch to the ground never changes
asatreegrows. Theheight of thelowest branch fromthe
ground can rangefrom afew inches(for screening or
windbreaks) to 10 feet (asneeded along astreet or
patio). Lower limbsareusually removed over aperiod

of years, beginning in the nursery and continuing for
severa yearsafter transplanting, until thetreehas
reached thedesired height.

Pruning Technique

Begin by making cuts necessary for good tree health,
then consider shaping thetree. First remove broken,
dead, crossing and pest-infested branches. Remove
branchesgrowing verticaly (competing withthemain
leader) and lower branches(that will impedelawn
mowing or waking).

When the objectiveissize control and/or tree shape,
encouragesmall replacement branchesthat originate at
thetrunk. Reducelong branches by cutting back to
shorter ones. (SeeFigure4.)



Figure 4. Optionsfor reducing tree size.

(a) Shorter replacement branch.

(b) Always remove the weaker lower branch at a V crotch.
(c) Remove an entire limb if a shorter replacement branch is
nearby.

Theoverdl tree shape should alow good sunlight
penetration without shade from branchesthat duplicate
or cross. When given achoice dwaysremovethe
bottom branch, which istheweaker of thetwo. Leave
no stubs. (SeeFigure4.)

Branches should never be cut flush to thetrunk because
of greater exposureto rot organisms. Cutting thetips of
current season’sgrowth isanother poor practice
becauseit encourages* crows feet” (multiplebranches
emerging fromthecut tips, resulting in excessivegrowth
and shading).

When removing large branches, makethefirst cut on
the underside about onefoot or morefrom thetrunk.
(SeeFigure5.). Follow through with the second cut on
top of thefirst.

Now that theweight isremoved, saw 25 percent of the
way into the underside of the branch at the outside edge
of the branch collar. Makethe next cut ontop at the
outside edge of the branch collar but away fromthe
bark ridge. If thereisno distinct collar, cut branchesat
aright angleto the branch outsidethe bark ridge. (See
Figureb.)

By following proper pruning techniques, thebark will
not rip when the branch separatesfrom thetrunk and
the healing processwill bemuch quicker.

branch bark ridges

Figure 5. Branch removal

(a) Take weight off branch by cutting #1, then #2. The final
cuts at #3, then #4 will remove the branch at the branch
collar without tearing bark down the trunk.

(b) Reduce weight by cutting off the branch at least 1 foot
fromthe trunk. No branch collar is apparent; therefore, cut at
the top of the branch bark ridge and perpendicular to the
branch.

(c) Suckers are two or more years old, branched, and upright.
Water sprouts are unbranched vertical shoots.

Do not apply tree paint to pruning wounds. It may
interferewith callustissueformation or predispose
tissueto rot organisms.

Normally, oneyear old water sprouts (unbranched
vertical shoots) from crabapple, hawthorn, linden, etc.,
areremoved withasaw inthespring. Treesheavily
pruned inthe spring usualy generate an excessive
number of water sprouts. Theresultingimbaance
between roots and top growth can be corrected by
removing water sproutsasthey devel op during the
growing season. (SeeFigureb.)

Preventing Storm Damage

Largelimbswith narrow crotch anglesshould be
removed or braced with cables. They are best removed
entirely or pruned severdly to reduce weight when they
overhang ahouse or threaten humanlife.



Bracing and cablingisaviableoptionif (1) pruning
woundsand invasion by rot organismsareinevitable
and/or (2) branchremova will disfigurethetree. This
practiceinvolvesalifelong commitment. Brancheswill
continueto grow and the added weight will place
greater stressonthe“V” crotch. Occasiona pruning will
maintain desirable branch growth. (SeeFigure6.)

Figure 6. Insert arigid brace through drilled holesin a
double trunk tree to prevent storm damage. Additional cables
may be necessary in the tree top for stabilization. (a) Washers
and nuts are countersunk by removing a piece of bark down

to the wood.

Cabling often usesthemain trunk to support a
sidebranch that may break off under theweight of
heavy snow or ice. Rigid braceswill prevent swaying of
the crotches. Do not wrap thetrunk or brancheswith
wireor garden hose--girdling and tree declinewill
result.

A homeowner caningtall bracesand cablesinsmall
trees, but we recommend seeking assistancefroma
professional arborist for larger trees.

Drill aholethrough both branchesor trunksto be
braced, inserting astedl-threaded rod and bolting each
end. Countersink thewashersbel ow the bark.

Fast-growing treesare usually morebrittlethan dower
growing trees. Although everyonewantsinstant shade,
consider the advantages and disadvantages of growth
rate before planting afast-growing tree. Rapid growers
suchasChineseems, willows, silver maples, poplars
and birch usualy suffer themost storm damage. Trees
considered to haveamoderate growth ratewith less
storm damage potentia include maple, oak, linden, and
ash.

Think Safety

Wear ahard hat and goggleswhen pruning, especialy
when using apole pruner. When confronted with utility
lines, largelimbsover housesor extension ladders,
consder hiring aprofessional tree company to dothe
job.
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