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TO PRUNE OR NOT TO PRUNE?
By Ginger Easton Smith, County Extension Agent

Seeing some dieback of your plants from the seemingly endless cold weather? Although it is tempting, do not be in a hurry to whack back those bare branches until they have had a chance to resprout. They just might still be alive and waiting for spring (which is forecast to arrive this year) before they put on any new growth. Some branches, no doubt, are dead, so if you are sure, it is fine to cut them. 
On the other hand, if you want to shape or reduce the size of the plant, now is a good time to prune. With branches bare due to the cold, it is easy to see the structure of the plant. Winter is a good time to prune both shrubs and trees, in fact, in general (but not for every type of plant); winter and early spring are the best time because plants are dormant or semi-dormant.

This is the time (before the end of February) to prune oak trees if needed, because oak wilt disease is not spread as easily during winter since the bark beetle that spreads it is less active. Please note that oak wilt is not in Aransas County but unfortunately, it is likely just a matter of time until it get here. 

All pruning cuts on oak trees should be “painted” with wound dressing or any latex paint, within 30 minutes of cutting. This also is a precaution against oak wilt; the bark beetle is attracted to fresh cuts and a painted cut is much less of a draw to them. It is not necessary, or even recommended, to paint pruning cuts on any other species of tree. Heavy pruning is stressful for plants, so water them deeply a few days before making your cuts and don’t prune them unless they actually need it.

So, when do trees and shrubs need pruning?  There are several times: when they are young and need shaping to develop a strong framework rather than a jumble of trunks, when dead, damaged or diseased branches are present, and when they outgrow their desired size or shape. Pruning is also necessary to increase light and airflow to the branches, and for any safety reasons. Low branches, which will always be low since plants grow from the tips of their branches and twigs, may need to be removed to provide access under them. 

It is important to make pruning cuts in the right place, and it becomes more important the bigger the branch is. The old way was to make flush cuts, but that method removes or damages the branch collar, which contains protective chemicals. The branch collar is the slightly swollen area at the base of a branch where it attaches to a larger branch or the trunk.  It is now known that the branch collar should never be cut into, instead, cuts should be made just beyond it so the tree can grow over the cut and be protected from entry by rot organisms. 

Branches larger than two inches in diameter should be remove using the 3-cut method.  A few inches out from where the final cut will be, make an undercut about half an inch deep; if the weight of the falling branch causes the bark to tear it will be stopped at the cut.  Make the second cut, which removes the majority of the branch, a foot or so out.  The final cut, just beyond the branch collar, can now be made without concern for the weight of the branch.  

It can be difficult to figure out where to start, so begin with those things that need to come off such as diseased or damaged branches, shoots (referred to as suckers) growing straight up from a branch or from the base of the plant, and crossed branches. Next, remove branches with a tight (less than 45 degree) crotch angle between the branch and trunk because these are weak and may eventually split the trunk. An angle of about 55 to 75 degrees is ideal. You may also want to cut off branches growing toward the center of the plant rather than outward. Once these have been removed, see if any more pruning is necessary either to control the size or to shape the plant. If you are not sure, wait and let it grow a little more before doing further pruning, it does not have to all be done at once.

One last thing: leave pruning of large trees requiring a ladder or climbing to qualified professional tree trimmers. Do not risk injury!
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