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Pruning Young Trees and Tree-like Shrubs 
 

I. Allow the new tree or shrub to establish 
A. When growth rate returns to species' norm, often 2 years post-planting. 
B. Remove dead, damaged or diseased wood any time. 
C. Late winter thaw is the best time. 
 
II. Plant health always in mind 

A. Sharp, clean tools. 
 
B. Dry weather. 
 
C. Do not depend on wounded wood. 
 
D. Always preserve the branch collar. 
 
E. DO NOT be swayed by old guides since proven wrong: 
1. Wrong to "shorten the top to match the roots at planting 
time." 
2. Wrong to paint pruning cuts. 
 
 
 
 
 

III. Simple process, plays out over years 
A. Determine desired form. 

Best, easiest maintenance if it agrees with the species' natural habit. 
 
B. Select or accept a leader.  

Central, strong, at or made to be highest point. 
 
Competing leaders are usually only trouble. 
 
If a shrub, select trunk(s). 

 
C. Determine main branches. 

Arising from above a set point on the trunk, that point chosen for desired 
clearance/headroom, and for appearance. 

 • Branches below chosen point may be shortened first, removed later. 
     Reduces % of leaf removed, to prevent excessive suckering. 

 • Shrub trunks likely to continue to sprout low branches, need pruning. 
 
Distributed radially around the trunk, each without competition above. 
 • No "shotgun" branches. 
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Be aware and do not select: 
 • Narrow crotches except if natural habit for that species or variety. 
 • Crotches with included bark: Bark folds inward where branch meets  

     trunk, rather than folding out to form the branch collar ridge. 
 • Crossing wood: Branch that originates on one side of the trunk but  

     grows through  
     the canopy to  
     space appointed  
     to another  
     branch. Ex:  
     from A to D or 
     B to E at right. 

 • Damaged wood. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

IV. Related point for 
those planting new trees. 
Watering is critical to tree establishment. 

Trees' appearance deceptive: They seem self sufficient. They are not. 
Water to reach the depth of the root ball. 
     • Create a levee encircling the root ball plus root growth room. 
     • Fill the levee with an inch or more of water to soak +4" normal soil. 
         - Water penetrates further down in sandier soil, less far into clay. 
Water on the 1-to-7 schedule then weekly for a complete growing season. 
     • Water on planting day 
     • 1 day later, water 
     • 2 days later, water 
     • Etc. until watering weekly 
 
     • Below, days since planting, watering days in bold: 

1w 2 3w 4 5 6w 7 
8 9 10w 11 12 13 14 
15w 16 17 18 19 20 21w 
22 23 24 25 26 27 28w 
29 30 31 32 33 34 35w 
36 37 38 39 40 41 42w 

 
     • Feel the soil to adjust the schedule. Soil that feels cool is moist. 
     • If watering with sprinkler, soak the root zone and surrounding soil at 

planting time then water lightly, daily to maintain that moisture. 
     • Water until the soil freezes. Resume as buds swell in late winter. 


