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Surprisingly Well Cared For Cottonwood 
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Never Trained or Cared For Cottonwood 
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Mixed Review – Canopies Too Dense 
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• Residential clients 

 

• Master gardeners 

 

• Non Commercial orchardists 

This presentation is aimed at 

We’ll leave most of the “graduate” level pruning  

  to the professionals for now 
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A Good Tree Structure 
That’s the Goal of All Pruning 

• The “why” of pruning (briefly) 

• The “how/when/where” of pruning  

  (pretty straight-forward easy stuff) 

• Establishing good structure on a young tree (really easy) 

• Remediating an old and/or neglected tree (the really hard) 

• The tools, the pitfalls, the watch-out-for’s 

Today we’ll talk about … 



7 

Why Prune in the First Place … 

• Most of our trees are in a “built environment”; pruning 

  –  Prolongs the life of the tree 

  –  Reduces the risk of tree failure 

• A good structure increases both the health and  

  the safety of a tree 

 –  Actually reduces the cost of maintenance over its life 

  –  Confers many benefits to its owner and the community 



8 

Let’s start with some simple guidelines 

 

They apply to trees at all stages of life. 
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The Best Times to Prune Trees 

• Landscape trees – Jan. ‘til leaf out 

• Fruit trees – just before they bloom 

• Deadwood, suckers, water sprouts – 

  anytime 

• One or two small twigs or branches – 

   spring or summer okay 

• A bad time to prune –  

  late summer or fall  



10 

First Simple Pruning Rule 

1.  Never remove more than 20% of the canopy (leaves) 

   in any given year. 

    (25% on a young tree) 

• Energy (carbohydrates) is created  

        via photosynthesis in the leaves 

• Tree uses up energy trying to replace leaves 

• Heavy pruning risks leaving less - or no - energy left 

for other tree functions 
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Second Simple Rule 

2. Prune only 2nd year wood or older 

• Buds on 1st year wood are immature 

• Pruning 1st year wood will result in poor growth 

• An exception – if newly planted tree is a “whip” (no side branches), 

head it back by ~ ⅓. 
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Third Simple Rule 

3. Prune to a lateral at least ¼ - ⅓ the diameter of the 

“mother” branch 

• “Reduction cut” 

• Sustains the existing tissue 

• Re-directs growth in a positive way 



13 



14 

Rule #3 

Violated 

___ 

 

This branch 

died in one 

season after 

bad pruning 

cut 
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This is not pruning, it’s topping 
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Other Pruning Guidelines 

• Pruning is wounding (for a noble purpose) 

• Tree walls off the wound in an attempt to limit decay 

(compartmentalization) 

• Tree also creates wound wood at the site, adding strength to 

the tree, if you prune in the right place. 

Small cuts heal much better than large cuts 
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If you leave the branch collar,  

the tree will compartmentalize the wound and heal up 
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Cutting Just Outside the Branch Collar 

Is the Right Place  
Branch collars are swollen areas at the base of the area 

where branch meets trunk. 

•  “Flush” cuts through the branch collar 

    can significantly impair the tree. 

•  Branch collars have unique chemical and 

    physical properties which protect the tree. 
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Establishing a Structure in a Young Tree 
Let’s Start Here 

• Also known as “training” 

• This is easy to do; the benefits last a lifetime 

• Along the way we’ll learn about desired structural components 

• Pruning is principally performed on angiosperms  

  (deciduous trees) 
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Two Forms of Trees 

• All trees start out excurrent 

Strong apical control 

Strong central leader 

Upright 

Most conifers 

Weak apical control 

Round headed form 

Require training/pruning 

Most broadleafs 
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We Want to Maintain a Central Leader  

for a Long While 

At maturity, the trunk should comprise 40-60% of the full tree height 
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One Way to Maintain Central Leader; 

Remove Competing Stems 
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A Real Life View of Maintaining a Central Leader 

– By “Subordination” of Competing Leaders 

Before After 
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Leave Temporary Branches – They Are Critical  

for Trunk Development, Strength, Girth, and Taper 

Temporary branches should be left along the lower trunk. 

Good                                                                          Not Good 

Slowly remove temporary branches (1 or 3 a year) as tree gains height 



25 

I Digress … A Tree without Trunk Taper 

Is a Tree in Trouble 
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Good Scaffold Branch Development 
As the Tree Starts to Get Tall 

• Scaffold Branches –  

  The eventual major limbs attached to the trunk 

• For health and strength, scaffold branches should: 

 –  Have 12-18” spacing between them on large trees 

   (proportionally smaller on small trees) 

  –  AND occur radially around the trunk 

 –  Starting at the “lowest permanent branch” 
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Scaffold Branches Should Be Well Spaced 
Radially and Vertically 
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Some Trees Are Notorious  

for Poor Branch Structure - If Left Untrained 

• Callery Pear “Bradford” is 

another  

• (Callery Pear, “Aristocrat”, 

however, has been bred for 

a much better structure) 

Purple Leaf Plum 
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Branch Size Ratio to Trunk 
(a.k.a. Aspect Ratio) 

• Where the 

branch meets 

the trunk, branch 

diameter should 

be < 50% of 

trunk diameter 
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Branch Diameter Examples 

Should be no greater than 2/3 (two thirds) the diameter of the trunk. 


