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 To Prune or Not to Prune?: 
That is the Question
By Jerry A. Chenault, Urban Regional Extension Agent
Each cut we make on a tree has the potential to forever change the way a tree grows. That’s why it’s important to have a real purpose in mind before you cut a tree. You see, trees don’t “heal” the way we do. Once we wound a tree it must grow over and “compartmentalize” that permanent injury. As a rule of thumb, it is better to make small cuts to a tree in the right place. 
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Pruning cuts should be made just outside the branch collar. That’s the place where a branch joins the main trunk, and the cut should be made where the collar has tapered down to the approximate diameter of the limb. This leaves an area that can heal over and make a smaller wound. A large cut can cause permanent internal decay. If a permanent branch is to be shortened, cut it back to a lateral branch or bud. Cuts made between buds or branches may lead to decay, sprouts, or misdirected growth. Try to avoid those options. 

At this point you may be wondering why we ever make cuts to a tree at all since they can damage a tree. Making good, clean cuts with a pair of sharp hand pruners when the tree is young, however, is a smart thing to do. This helps a tree to start out with a good structure of primary scaffold branches. These branches form the main frame of the tree, and should be sturdy and well-spaced apart. You can help with this and maintain the natural shape of the tree, which is important.

Different types of trees have different branch structures. Most trees, however, have a single dominant trunk or “central leader.” Do not prune back a leader and don’t allow any secondary branches to overtake it either. It must remain a boss. The lateral branches help a boss to develop into a sturdy and well-tapered trunk. It’s important to leave some of these lateral branches in place even though they may be pruned later. They should be kept short enough to prevent interference with the permanent branches.

Permanent branches are the ones you select to remain as the tree’s main structure for a lifetime. The height of the lowest permanent branch is determined by the tree’s intended function and location in your landscape. Trees that come from the nursery usually have low branches that make them look good at that time; but usually these will need to be removed as the tree matures and takes its place in your landscape. For example, street trees must be pruned to allow at least 16 feet of clearance for traffic. Most shade trees need a clearance of about 8 feet so we don’t bump our heads on low hanging limbs.

The spacing of branches around the tree called “radially” is important. You don’t want two scaffold branches to arise one above the other on the same side of the tree. Maintain balance in all directions, but don’t do it all at once. Removal of too many leaves can “starve” the tree, reduce its growth, and maybe even kill it. Pruning newly-planted trees should be limited to corrective pruning such as taking out dead or broken branches. Save the rest of the pruning until the second or third year of growth. 

One last word on pruning young trees: Wound dressings do not help the tree. They only help people feel better about pruning. So, save your money and let your trees heal on their own. 









