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Tree Pruning

By Marilyn Vaughan, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners


Before discussing basics of why, when and how to prune trees, I must put forth a VERY IMPORTANT rule: If your tree-pruning project requires use of a ladder, call a professional arborist! When you call a professional, your first question is, “Are you insured?” This two-part rule could save you much grief and/or injury.


The main reasons for pruning trees are to remove hazards, to improve tree health and to shape the tree. The needs of the tree must dictate your pruning choices: timing, method, tools.

For any living organism, a tear or cut in the outer protective covering (skin, epidermis) is a wound, through which the organism becomes vulnerable. A tear (injury) renders greater vulnerability than a cut (surgery), which is basically what pruning is; tree surgery. Seen in this light, considerations such as cleanliness and sharpness of tools or when and how to operate, make good sense 

With the exceptions of damaged trees and flowering trees, it is generally best to prune trees in the winter, when both the tree and its predators (pests and disease) are dormant. This is particularly true of live oaks, which are more susceptible to oak wilt disease at other times of the year. Tears on damaged trees, following a storm, say, should be clean cut immediately for better healing of the wound. Spring flowering trees should be pruned after blossoming. Summer and fall flowering trees should be pruned in the winter.  

It is best to abstain from major pruning during the first year following the planting of a tree, to allow it to adapt to its environment. When established, the tree should be examined to determine if early shaping is required. You will want to remove competing main stems to develop a single trunk. Crossing branches should be pruned to avoid rubbing. 

There are four basic pruning techniques in tree maintenance:

· Cleaning
Removal of defective – dead, dying, diseased, rubbing or unsound – limbs to reduce hazard and improve health.

· Thinning
Removal of live, healthy branches in a dense crown to allow more light and air and less wind resistance.

· Reduction
Cutting back the crown where proximity to buildings, utilities or other trees is a problem.

· Raising
Removal of lower limbs which interfere with traffic, utilities, people or mowing.

Before you start cutting, you need to know about an important part of a tree whose role was not always well understood - the branch collar. This is the slightly swollen area where the branch comes off of the trunk. It is now known that the branch collar incorporates defense systems against predators and produces new tissue to encase the wound when the branch is cut or torn. When removing a branch, it is important to cut up to, but not into the branch collar.

As mentioned, your tools should be kept sharp and clean. To avoid spread of disease, clean your tools with a 10% alcohol or bleach solution. For branches up to ½ inch in diameter, use pruners – bypass pruners are best. Loppers are good for branches ½ inch to 1½ inches thick. Over 1½ inches, use a saw. When cutting, always support the branch you are removing to prevent tears. You are going for a clean cut.


When a branch is too big for you to get both your hands around it, you will need to employ the three-cut method. The first cut is an undercut approximately 6 to 12 inches from the branch collar about one-third through the branch. The second cut is an upper cut 6 inches further away from the trunk than the first cut. This cut goes through the branch until it falls. The third cut follows the line just past the branch collar. It is important in the third cut to support the stub to prevent tearing the bark.


When pruning smaller branches, cut back to an intersecting branch or viable bud that is pointing in the direction you want new growth to take. Avoid leaving stubs.


When thinning a tree, the question arises of what to do about watersprouts. Since sprouts are a defense mechanism of a distressed tree, stripping them is rarely beneficial.  These are rules of thumb that can help guide you in deciding which limbs and which sprouts to thin:

· One-half of the foliage should be evenly distributed in the lower two-thirds of the crown and individual limbs.

· Not more than one quarter of the leaf surface should be removed during a single pruning operation.

· You should never “top” a tree.  Topping removes most leaves and large branches, leaving short stubs off the main trunk.

The general rule is to look to the tree to determine its pruning needs. Does it have deadwood? Is it too thick? Is it threatening power lines? The tree will tell you.

For more information or questions about local gardening, contact an Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener at the Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office, by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu, by phone 790-0103, or Mondays through Fridays from 8 a.m. until 5 p.m., at 611 East Mimosa, Rockport. Visit the Extension web page and Master Gardener Newsletter at http://aransas-tx.tamu.edu. Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

Green Acres Demonstration Garden is located at the Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office. Because of generous community support and the work of volunteer Master Gardeners, the gardens are free. Visit the gardens during daylight hours, seven days a week.

