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NOW IT’S TIME TO PRUNE
By Ginger Easton Smith
County Extension Agent
The threat of a freeze is behind us, plants are budding out, new leaves are starting to grow – it’s a good time to prune. Just after the freeze, I advised waiting to prune (except for anything turning mushy like plumeria) for two reasons. One is that pruning stimulates new growth, which would be more susceptible to damage, and the weather forecasters had been saying we might get another freeze; and the other is to allow time to see what would grow; sometimes it is surprising when an apparently dead branch suddenly has little green buds on it!

So, where to begin?  Remove diseased, dead or damaged branches first, then any that are rubbing against each other, and next those branches growing from one side of the plant through the middle, to the other side.  Also remove any branch growing in the same space or direction as branch next to it (keep the one which has more space to grow or the one that is stronger).  Branches that are growing downward, and suckers (shoots growing from roots) and watersprouts (shoots growing straight up from branches) should be removed.

Although they look ugly, plants with dead or no leaves can be easier to prune because the structure of the plant is visible.  If you want to control the size of a shrub or tree, try to cut branches back to the point where they originate, such as the trunk (or stem) or a main branch.  

It is important to make pruning cuts in the right place, and it becomes more important the bigger the branch is. Make your cuts (especially on branches larger than ½” diameter), beyond the branch collar (the area of slight swelling where the branch attaches to the trunk or to another branch).  Do not make the cuts flush with the trunk because the tree will not be able to “grow over” the cut. 

Right now, while plants are dormant or semi-dormant, is a good time to do major pruning (if it is really necessary).  Light pruning can be done any time of year.  The exception to this is oak trees; due to the threat of Oak Wilt Disease, do not prune oaks between February 1 and July 1.  The best time to prune them is in the cold of winter or the very hottest part of summer because the beetles that spread this deadly disease are less active during these times. 

Please be aware that Oak Wilt Disease has not been found in Aransas County so far, but is as close now as Goliad County.  If you do prune an oak tree, paint the cut immediately (within 30 minutes) and clean your tools with rubbing alcohol or a disinfectant spray (such as Lysol) between cuts.  Use pruning paint only on oaks.  

Do not prune plants now that bloom in early spring because many of the flower buds would be cut off.  Examples of these shrubs and trees include Anacacho Orchid Tree (Bauhinia), Redbud (Cercis), Wax myrtle (Morella), Texas Mountain Laurel (Sophora), Indian Hawthorn (Raphiolepis), Elbowbush (Forestiera), Azaleas and Rhododendrons (Rhododendron spp.) and some climbing and rambling rose species (Rosa spp.).  Prune these after flowering to stimulate vigorous summertime growth and encourage plenty of flower buds for next year.  

Plants that bloom in the summer should be pruned this month to stimulate growth now so they will have a profusion of flowers in the late spring and summer. Flame acanthus or hummingbird plant (Anisacanthus quadrifidis), Texas lantana (Lantana urticoides), Crape Myrtle (Lagerstroemia indica), Kidneywood (Eysenhardtia texana), Shrub Althea (Hibiscus syriacus), Chaste Tree (Vitex agnus-castus), and most shrub rose species and varieties (Rosa spp.) are in this group.  

It gets a little more confusing when to prune plants grown for their berries or fruit.  Shrubs with ornamental berries, like Beautyberry and Yaupon Holly, bloom in spring and produce berries in summer or fall.  They can be pruned lightly before spring growth begins or after berries shrivel.  

Citrus is similar - except many species of it have fruit now.  Citrus doesn’t generally need heavy pruning - just some thinning out when the branches get too thick in the center and maybe some cuts to control the size.  You just have to choose a time when most of the fruit has been picked and do the needed pruning.  There’s no getting around the fact that some future flowers, and therefore fruit, will be removed.  That is usually a good thing though as it often results in larger fruit at the next harvest.  

If a ladder is required, please remember, “safety first” and contact a professional.  

When deciding where to cut, keep the plant’s natural shape and beauty, and the direction you want the growth to go in mind.  Remember that pruning doesn’t have to be done all in one day.  If you’re not sure where to stop, do some pruning then leave it all for another day.  When you look at it again, you may see what else you want to remove, or that you are happy with it as it is.  
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