Ask a Lyon County Master Gardener

John Tapp, Master Gardener

Q: I have some trees in my yard that need to be pruned, when is the best time to do pruning?  Also, can you give me some ideas as to the correct pruning procedures?

A: Some would say that the best time to do pruning is when you have the pruning shears in your hand. However, February is generally recognized as the best time to prune many of the deciduous trees in Western Kentucky like the oaks, maples, and gums, because they are generally dormant during this month. However, deciduous trees that bloom in the spring generally should not be pruned until after they flower. As a rule of thumb, if it flowers before June 1st, prune it after flowering. If it flowers after June 1st, prune it before flower buds are visible. Some examples of spring and summer flowering trees are listed below.

Spring Flowering: horse chestnut, buckeye, serviceberry, sarvistree, shadbush, hornbeam, pecan, hickory, chestnut, redbud, fringetree, yellowwood, dogwood, filbert, hawthorn, silverbell, witchhazel, holly, magnolia, crabapple, apple, cherry, plum,  pear, peach
Summer Flowering: mimosa, smoke tree, goldenrain tree, Japanese pagodatree, sourwood

Before doing any pruning, you should make sure that the tools you are using are clean and sharp. Trying to prune with dull tools not only makes the job harder, but also may damage the tree being pruned. Some tools that are commonly used are saws, loppers, and pruning shears. For tall hard to reach areas, extension poles containing both a saw and a set of loppers are available at your local home store or garden center.

Pruning young trees is generally done to establish structure and form.  Based on the University of Kentucky recommended procedure, you want to first begin by removing broken, diseased, dying, or dead branches. You are generally looking to establish a central leader and to shape the tree based on this central leader. If the tree has several leaders that are roughly the same in terms of length and thickness, you should select the one that you think looks the best (strongest and most vertical stem).  Cut the remaining competing leaders about a half inch from the trunk at an angle that roughly parallels the trunk.  Select the lowest permanent branch – usually determined by the location and use of the tree: 8 feet over sidewalk or 14 feet over driveway. Look for a vigorous branch that is ½ or less of the trunk diameter. 
Large temporary branches should be pruned back to 1 to 2 buds.  Select scaffold branches and cut back or remove competing branches – look for strong attachments; vertical spacing depends on the selected size at maturity – 18” for trees expected to have trunk diameters of at least 12”, 12” for trees less than 12” diameter. Remove branches that are within 4” and subordinate others, removing larger branches. Select temporary branches below the lowest permanent branch – remove branches with a diameter greater than 1/3 of the trunk diameter, shorten temporary branches to 2-4 buds.
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The procedure for pruning specific fruit trees may be somewhat different than that described above. You can contact the Lyon County Extension Office for more specific instructions for pruning fruit trees.

With a little work and a lot of patience, pruning can work wonders for you.  Remember, when shaping a plant that is in bad shape, it may take more than one pruning, i.e. more than one growing season, to get the desired shape.  This is especially true when trying to reduce a severely overgrown dwarf tree to one of a much smaller desired size.

A good publication from the University of Kentucky Horticulture Department on pruning trees can be found at http://www.uky.edu/Ag/Horticulture/homewoodies.html, then select “Pruning Landscape Trees (HO-45)” or go directly to the publication using the following link, http://www.ca.uky.edu/agc/PUBS/ho/ho45/ho45.pdf . Additional information on tree pruning is available at http://www.uky.edu/ag/horticulture/PLS451-2007/Lecture9-Pruning.pdf .
If you have gardening questions you would like to have answered by a local Master Gardener, e-mail your question to lyoncomg@bellsouth.net.  You may also call, mail or fax them to Susan Fox, Lyon County Extension Agent for Agriculture/Natural Resources, 231 Main St., PO Box 36, Eddyville, KY 42038, Phone: 270-388-2341, Fax: 270-388-4627.  
