
Pruning Ornamental Shrubs and Plants
Pruning is often misunderstood and improperly practiced. Proper pruning is not difficult if a regular maintenance
schedule is followed. A plant that has been neglected is difficult or impossible to prune. Therefore, pruning
should begin before a plant has reached maximum size for the space occupied. Using dwarf plants in limited
spaces reduces pruning needs.

Why Prune?
1. To improve survival chances at planting time.
2. To control size and shape.
3. To remove dead, diseased, weak or broken branches.
4. To maintain natural beauty.
5. To control flowering, fruiting or colored twig effect in certain plants.

Tools for Pruning
Pruning or hand shears are probably the single most important tool for pruning. They are used to cut out
branches up to 3/4 inch in diameter.

Twisting shears to cut larger branches will strain and weaken them. The anvil-type is satisfactory for general
pruning. The scissors or draw-cut type is preferred for close-cut precision pruning.
Lopping shears are designed to cut branches 3/4 to 1 1/2 inches in diameter.

Pruning saws are used for branches larger than 1 1/2 inches in diameter. Pruning saws have narrower blades
with coarse teeth that are designed to cut on the full stroke.

Hedge shears are used for shearing hedges or formally shaped plants. Hedge shears are not satisfactory for
other pruning purposes.

Care of Tools
Keep pruning tools sharp so they make smooth, clean cuts. To help prevent spread of disease and decay,
disinfect all tools with denatured alcohol after pruning diseased parts of plants.

Time of Pruning
The best time for pruning most plants is in the early Spring while the plants are still dormant. Early-Spring
flowering shrubs (such as Forsythia, Lilac, Azalea, Rhododendron, and Quince) may be pruned at that time, but
flowers for that season will be lost. For that reason early-Spring flowering shrubs are usually pruned as soon as
flowering has finished.
Shrubs that flower in late Spring and Summer are best pruned in early Spring.

Pruning Techniques
Two techniques are used for pruning shrubs. These are
called heading and thinning.
Heading: By this method branches are cut back to healthy
buds . This leaves a cut close to a bud from which new
growth develops.
Thinning: By this process a shoot or branch is completely
removed either back to ground level or back to another
main branch or trunk . No prominent stub remains.
Some plants require more of one method than another,
but good pruning is usually a combination of both
procedures. Heading Thinning
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Making the Cut
When heading back, always make the cut above a healthy bud. A cut on a slight slant, 1/4 inch above the bud is
the correct method . The top bud should be located on the side of the branch which faces the direction
preferred for the new growth. Some plants will have two buds opposite each other on the stem. When such
stems are cut, it is often desirable to remove one of the buds. If both are allowed to grow, a forked and often
weak stem may develop.

A Proper Cut
Support the branch below where the cut is to be made. Cut at a slant in the direction
you want the new branch to grow.

Cut Close
Cut an unwanted branch in such a way as to leave the shortest possible stub, and
preferably flush with the remaining branch.

Choosing the Correct Bud
Prune near a lateral (side) bud that is pointing in the direction you want the branch
to grow. Cutting of a terminal (end) bud will cause the nearest lateral bud to inherit
its strength and direction

The Cut in Relation to Buds
Too slanted - Exposes too much surface area to damage.
Too long - Can cause dieback of the stub.
Too short - Will interfere with bud growth.
Ideal - Cut from opposite the base of the bud slanting upward to the top.
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Narrow-Leaved (Coniferous) Evergreens
Evergreen Shrubs: Junipers and Yews are the most commonly planted evergreens of this group. More compact
plants result when long branches are pruned back to their junction at a lateral branch during early Spring. Cuts
should be made “back in” so that new growth will soon cover exposed stubs.

For many years shearing evergreen shrubs has been quite popular. Sheared plants produce a formality not
suitable for modern, natural landscapes. The shearing process often aids in spreading disease and other plant
problems. Once a plant has been sheared, it is almost impossible to restore its natural form. It is, therefore, best
to reserve shearing for hedge plants.

Next, use the loppers or pruning saw to remove as many of the oldest canes as necessary at ground level. The
previous pruning was necessary to determine which branches could be removed without appreciably changing
the overall form or shape of the shrub. One-third to one-fourth of the stems should be removed annually so that
the shrub is completely renewed every three to four years. Do not prune late in the growing season.

Pruning Techniques for Specific Plant Types

Deciduous Shrubs
Deciduous plants, those that lose their leaves in the Fall, make up the largest portion of our landscapes. These
shrubs are generally divided into two groups. Species that produce their flowers early in the Spring make up the
first group. They need to be handled differently than the other group, made up of plants that bloom in Summer
or Fall.

Spring flowering shrubs include such popular plants as Forsythia, Deutzia, Lilac, Viburnum, and Mock-orange.
Flowers are produced on these shrubs from buds formed the previous Summer or Fall. If these shrubs are
pruned before they bloom, many of the flower buds will be removed, and the quantity of flowers reduced for that
season. To ensure maximum flowering, these shrubs should be pruned as soon as possible after blooming is
completed. Wounds heal quickly at that time, and dead wood can be easily seen.

For easiest pruning, first, with pruning shears remove all weak growth and dead, diseased, split or crossed
branches. The form and shape of the shrub can be most easily maintained by starting at the top of the shrub and
working down.

Summer and Fall blooming shrubs include such plants as Butterfly Bush and Rose of Sharon. Most of these
plants flower on wood that is produced during the current growing season. These plants should be pruned at
any time before new growth begins in Spring. The method of pruning is similar to that described for Spring
flowering shrubs. A few such as Butterfly Bush, and Beautyberry are often cut back completely to the ground
level in Spring.
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