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To my way of thinking knowledge is one of the most important tools to have. You will need to 
correctly identify the plant, know their natural growth habit, if and when they set buds (flower), 
and the safest way to handle the job, and then you can start to make good decisions about 
pruning needs.  
 
Timing is also very important to successful pruning because we don’t want to go out and prune 
off all the blooms of a flowering plant just before it should bloom, plus some plants are very 
unforgiving of untimely pruning and will not survive. There is something called the May Rule 
but remember there are exceptions to every rule so knowing your plant and its habits is crucial.   
The May Rule is: 

 If it blooms BEFORE May 1….Prune AFTER flowering - blooms on old wood (no later 
than July 4). 

 If it blooms AFTER May 1….Prune BEFORE new growth begins in the spring – blooms 
on new wood. 

 The main question of importance is when does the plant form flower buds?  These are 
what we don’t want to prune off before flowering.  ***And remember there are 
exceptions!!! 
 

RECAP – If it blooms on new wood, prune in winter/spring. 
      If it blooms on old wool, prune it soon after flowering. 
 

This may take some time to figure out but with a little research on your part it will be well worth 
the time it takes and what you will save on the expense of replacement.  
 
Safety is so important. There are many more safety tips but these are my top ten: 

1. Inspect your pruning tools, repair or replace any that need it. Remember a sharp tool 
is safer than a dull tool. 

2. Inspect the area where you will be working for signs of bees, wasps, snakes, poison 
ivy (even if dormant), thorns, and any other health hazards.  

3. Wear appropriate protective equipment, including safety goggles or glasses with side 
shields, gloves, long-sleeved shirt or jacket, long pants, heavy foot wear, and a hard 
hat if necessary.  

4. Before making a cut be sure all fingers are clear including yours and your helpers. 
5. Never prune trees or branches within 10-feet of power lines. 
6. Do not cut branches bigger than the pruning tool was designed to cut (thus the many 

different types of tools). 
7. Avoid situations where the falling branches or debris might come in contact with you 

or your helper (warn others of falling debris). 
8. Be aware of the weather around you, keep hydrated and take breaks so you don’t 

become fatigued.  
9. Never work alone, plus a second opinion can be helpful. 
10. Take your time and step back and look at your work often. 

 



So be careful and remember there is a lot of great information out there to help you master the art 
of pruning. Visit our website www.aces.edu and search in publications for the individual plants 
or for care of ornamentals or landscape plants to get you started in the right direction. 
 
For more about this topic please contact Wendy Ulrich, Lab Technician, at the St. Clair County 
Extension office at (205) 338-9416 or email ulricwg@aces.edu.    
 


