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Tree Trimming – Beauty In The Eye of the Beholder?
By Jerry A. Chenault, Urban Regional Extension Agent
Ah, yes. Nothing like a well-manicured tree, is there? Those big stubs just trimmed to the point of perfection and looking so stately. They’re just so aesthetically pleasing, aren’t they? A real gift to the eye of the beholder, no less. I guess you could say they are sort of art and nature combined – and all done by an artistic craftsman and a chainsaw.
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To each, his own I suppose; but to be shamelessly truthful and honest, I suppose I’m a bit like the storybook King and his wonderful (invisible) birthday suit when it comes to seeing the real beauty in a “sculptured” tree. To tell the truth, and as frightfully un-cultured as it may sound, I cannot see the beauty in these “shaped” trees. Undoubtedly I am one of the few who cannot appreciate the wonders of these artfully crafted oaks, cherries, hackberries, and sycamores because they’re so easily found all over! They’re everywhere!


Surprisingly, there are a few others who agree with me in this. Yes, yes, I know. These must not be the most brilliant people around; but they are allowed their opinions, aren’t they? After all, if we really look hard at this we can find a couple of reasons in support of those who are against tree “tipping”. Let’s look, okay? 
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The Urban Tree Foundation says that this practice is “the most harmful pruning practice known.” What? This practice removes 50-100% of the leaf-bearing crown of the tree and greatly reduces its food production capabilities. This induces a temporary starvation of the tree and triggers some survival mechanisms in it. That’s why the tree shoots out all those sprouts (multiple shoots) below each cut. It is trying to put out a new crop of leaves as soon as possible. If the tree doesn’t have enough stored energy to do this, it may be severely weakened and may die. At the least it is tremendously much more susceptible to disease and insect infestations.


For over 25 years now the research-based institutions (such as the Alabama Cooperative Extension System) have been putting out pamphlets, brochures, news articles, letters, and seminars which were intended solely to inform people of the harmful effects of “hat-racking” or “rounding over” trees. Still, those who know best (undoubtedly) feel that the practice reduces the size of their trees and makes them also less hazardous. Groups such as the International Society of Arboriculture (ISA) say just the opposite.


Tree “heading” exposes wood tissue to decay. Multiple severe wounds caused by this “pruning” causes an open door for decay organisms to move down through the branches. And [image: image4.png]| g
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safer? Unlike normal branches that develop in a “socket” of overlapping wood tissues, the new branches that come in after the severe pruning are only weakly attached. They’re only anchored in the outermost layers of the parent branches. Besides all that, these new branches grow like wildfire (as much as 20 feet in one year in some species) and are very prone to breaking. There goes the “pruning” for safety idea, huh?


Two more things to consider. Some people, no matter how un-cultured they may be, see the natural shape of a tree to be the best shape. After “hat-racking” this shape can never be fully regained. And . . . hiring this tree trimming done is not cheap. If the tree survives it will likely need to be pruned again after a few years. There goes more green-backs. And your property value declines. Oops! Possibly from 10-20%. Another thing to consider is liability from a tree that has been improperly pruned. “Tipped” trees are not safe trees.


One last thought. If your trees are bothering you, consider consulting with a certified arborist. They know that this practice is harmful to trees and is not an accepted practice. Now, at the end, I’ll say the very word that I’ve avoided this entire article and what this article is really about. Stopping the “topping”!


Published by the Alabama Cooperative Extension System (Alabama A&M and Auburn Universities) in cooperation with the U.S. Department of Agriculture. An Equal Opportunity Educator and Employer.














