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• The following pruning information and 
instructions are designed for small to 
medium sized pruning jobs  

• This information is not intended for large 
trees where climbing is involved.

Caution



Pruning Objectives 
for Shade and Ornamental Trees

•Why are you pruning

•What are the types of pruning 

•How to prune correctly

•When is the best time of year

•Where do you start



Timing
• Best time to prune shade 

and ornamental trees 
during the Dormant season

• Late winter to early spring

• Late fall and early winter 
pruning can stimulate new 
growth. Tree should be 
shutting down for the cold 
season.

• Do Not prune when trees 
are emerging from 
dormancy (budbreak) or 
entering dormancy (leaves 
turning color)

Image source: robbleetreeservice.com



Timing
• Bleeding – sap running 

down trunk from pruning 
cut

• Specific to species
• Maples / Boxelder
• Honeylocust
• Birch
• Elm
• Black walnut

• Not a concern – no harm 
to plant

• To avoid – prune in 
summer

• This is how maple syrup 
is collected

Image source: livinginaurora.ca



Timing
• Fireblight – plant disease

• Found on: 
• Apples
• Crabapples
• Pears
• Mountain ash
• Hawthorns

• Spread by pruning tools
• Disinfect tool between each 

cut if pruning diseased tree
• Lysol / alcohol

• Prune on dry days in 
winter to reduce spread



Winter verses Spring

Spring snow crabapple



Winter verses Summer

Skyline honeylocust



Pruning Objectives 
for Shade and Ornamental Trees

•Why are you pruning

•What are the types of pruning 

•How to prune correctly

•When is the best time of year

•Where do you start
• Newly planted trees vs. established trees



Pruning Newly Planted Trees
- Container

• Container plants 
have 100% of their 
root system 

• They establish 
quickly

• The annual growth 
should be 6-10 
inches before 
intensive pruning 
is done



Pruning Newly Planted Trees 
- Ball & Burlap
• Usually 10-15% of their 
root system in the root 
ball – rest is in the field

• It takes one year for 
every inch of caliper to 
restore the roots lost 
due to machine digging

• 2 inch caliper tree = at least 2 
years before it is established

• The annual growth 
should be 6-10 inches
before intensive pruning 
is done



Pruning Newly Planted Trees
- In General

Always remove dead/broken branches or stubs at planting       
Bring back to normal growing pattern.



Pruning Newly Planted Trees
- In General

Trees should be pruned at planting if there are easily correctable defects present

Image source: Ed Gilman



The Objective: To promote strong structure

1. Develop or maintain a dominant leader (if appropriate)

2. Identify lowest branch in the permanent canopy

3. Prevent branches below the permanent canopy from 
growing too large

4. Space main branches along dominant trunk

5. Keep all branches less than ½ the trunk diameter

6. Suppress growth on branches with included 
bark

Trees require at least 25 years of training to 
develop strong structure.

Pruning Strategies for Established 
Trees



Poor structure Good structure

Principles of strong structure:
• One dominant trunk
• Strong branch unions
• Balanced canopy

Image source: Ed Gilman



Ginnala maple = 
Multiple leaders

Cottonwood = 
One leader

Develop or Maintain a 
Dominant Leader – if appropriate



Depends on vigor of tree! If growing well, can remove more branches. If struggling, remove 
problems and promote health.

How Much To Prune?

Image source: Ed Gilman



Pruning To Establish the 
Lowest Branches 

Do not remove lower branches too soon. These help 
develop trunk taper/diameter, which is very important.



Establish Structure –
Lift Up Branches



August 2002 October 2003Pruned in July 2001

Small and Appropriate Cuts
Remove branches while they are small



Large and Inappropriate Cuts
• Large pruning cuts can 
result in decay and 
cracks

• Reduce the length of 
large branches instead of 
removing them

• This can be done using 
reduction pruning

• Do not allow low 
branches that will be 
removed in the future for 
clearance to grow larger 
than half the trunk’s 
diameter 

Image source: Ed Gilman



Scaffold Development
-established trees
Scaffold are the permanent or structural branches.  They are needed for overall tree form 
and trunk taper. Spacing should be 12-18 inches apart

Image source: ISA website



Branch Spacing – Ornamentals
-established trees

Aim for 10 inches ± between branches



Keep Side Branches from Competing 
for Lead

Side branches that are greater than 50% of the leader 
must be subordinated to remove competition
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