
 

 

BASIC PRUNING PRINCIPLES 
 

 Good pruning is not obvious - a well-pruned tree or shrub retains its natural form.  Cuts 
should be made with the least injury to the plant as possible.  Do not prune for the sake of 
pruning. 

 
Tools 

 Hand pruners, or secateurs, are used for small pruning cuts.  There are two types - the 
scissor and the anvil. The scissor types are preferred as they can cut close with little or no 
damage to the bark.  The anvil type can crush the twigs, especially after they have been 
used a few times.. 
 Loppers are used on stems that are between about 2 cm (1 inch) and 5 cm (2 inches) 
thick and have long handles for better leverage.  Again those with the scissor type action 
are best.  Those with solid metal handles are less likely to bend or break. 
 Pruning saws are used on branches over 5 cm (2 inches) in diameter.  They have coarse 
teeth with a wide set so that they do not become clogged with the wet sawdust.  Pruning 
saws usually cut on the pull stroke with some having curved blades and some have blades 
that can be replaced.  

 Hedge shears should only be used on formal hedges or topiary. 
 

 All tools should be kept clean and sharp.  Resin can be cleaned off the blades with varsol 
- out of doors 

 
Basic Principles 

* Remove dead, diseased and damaged wood, crossing branches, suckers, water sprouts 
and if needed branches that have weak or narrow crotches where the bark gets trapped 
between the branch and trunk. 

* If the plant has been neglected it may be necessary to thin out the crown to allow for 
better air movement and light penetration. 

* Do not pollard trees or leave stubs, these cannot seal properly, and can decay back into 
the trunk.  Any growth that forms is weak and unnatural. Don’t make flush cuts - a cut 
the edge of the swelling where he branch attaches to the stem heals the fastest. 

* Do not remove more than one third of the branches in any one year, as this will cause too 
much soft growth to develop. 

 
Techniques 

 Heading back - cutting back a portion of a branch or stem to a side branch or to a bud.  
This technique promotes the development of a more compact plant. 
 Thinning - removing a branch or stem at its point of origin to open up the plant to allow 
for better light penetration and air movement. 
 Pinching - removes the growing tip to allow side branches to develop to thicken the 
growth, or to remove fading or dead blooms. 
 Shearing – Clipping new growth to thicken the canopy, used on Christmas trees, hedges 
and topiary. 

 
When to Prune 

The best time to prune most trees and shrubs is in late March and April, before growth 
starts.  Birches and maples should be pruned just after the leaves start to emerge, this 
helps to prevent the loss of sap which occurs from wounds on these trees.  Pruning from 
late June through the summer can cause late growth to develop which is more liable to be 



 

 

killed during the winter. Elms must only be pruned in the winter – between October 1st 
and March 301st , this is to reduce the possibility of spreading of Dutch elm disease. 

 
Pruning Trees 

 Young trees should be trained to develop a good structure with branches properly spaced 
evenly around the tree.  The main scaffold branches should have a wide angle of 
attachment to the main trunk for strength, but this angle will vary with the different types 
of trees.  Trees on streets and boulevards may require that the lowest branches be at least 
2 meters (6 feet) from the ground.  As the tree matures it should only need corrective 
pruning - the removal of dead, diseased, broken or crossing branches.  Branches larger 
than about 5 cm (2 inches) in diameter should be removed with the three cut method.  
The first cut should be made about 20 to 30 cm (8 to12 inches) out from the trunk on the 
under side of the branch - about ½ way through.  The second cut is made on the upper 
side about 5 cm (2 inches) further out from the trunk.  This allows the branch to fall away 
without tearing the wood or bark.  The third cut is made at the edge of the branch collar - 
the swelling where it joins the trunk.  This gives the smallest cut in an area, which seals 
off the wound quickly.  The use of paint or other material to cover the wounds is not 
recommended as it slows down the sealing process. 

 
Training Young Apple Trees 

Young apple trees should be trained so that the branches are at least 15 cm (6 inches) 
apart and evenly spaced around the stem, with the first branch pointing to the southwest 
about 45 cm (18 inches) from the ground, to help reduce sun-scald. Cut back the leader so 
that only five branches are allowed to develop to become scaffolds  Head back about a 
third of the growth from the previous year each year to strengthen the branches.  Do not 
cut or break off the short branches, spurs, as these produce the flowers and fruit.  Water 
sprouts usually develop on branches after heavy pruning, these can be removed when 
they form, as they use the nutrients needed by developing fruit. 

 
 
Pruning Evergreens 

 This is usually confined on trees to the replacement of a broken leader or the keeping of 
one leader when more than one develop.  Evergreen shrubs can be reduced in size by 
cutting back the branches to a side branch so that the cuts are hidden under the foliage.  
Evergreens do not normally produce new growth on old wood as they do not develop 
adventitious buds. 

 
Pruning Shrubs 

 Shrubs should be pruned to keep them vigorous and productive.  Older stems should be 
removed at ground level in early spring.  Some of the remaining branches may be headed 
back or thinned to allow better light penetration and air movement.  The removal of some 
branches will reduce the number of flower buds slightly, but the remaining flowers will 
be larger.  The late flowering shrubs, such as some of the spireas and roses, may be cut 
back quite severely in early spring without reducing the amount of bloom.  Fruiting 
shrubs, and those with colourful bark, should be pruned so that there are three or four 
stems left from each of the previous three years.  These young stems give the best colour 
and the two and three year old stems on the fruit bearing shrubs give the largest and 
sweetest fruit. 
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