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Pruning Ornamental Shrubs

Why prune?

1. To keep plants at desired size. 

2. To remove all dead, diseased, broken and injured parts. 

3. To develop certain forms or shapes--formal, informal, espalier, etc. 

4. To encourage best growth for flowers and fruits. 

5. To rejuvenate declining plants. 

Tools for pruning

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 (Figure 1, left) is satisfactory for general pruning. The scissors or draw-cut type (Figure 1, right) is preferred for close-cut precision pruning. 

Lopping shears (Figure 2) are designed to cut branches 3/4 to 1 1/2 inches in diameter. 

Pruning saws (Figure 3) 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 pull stroke. 

Hedge shears (Figure 4) are used for shearing hedges or formally shaped plants. Hedge shears are not satisfactory for other pruning purposes. 
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Figure 1. Hand shears. (left) anvil type, (right) scissors type. 
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Figure 2. Lopping shears. 
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Figure 3. Pruning saw. 
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Figure 4. Hedge shears. 

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. Spring flowering shrubs may be pruned at that time, but flowers for that season will be lost. For that reason, spring flowering shrubs are usually pruned as soon as flowering has been completed. 

Shrubs that flower in late spring and summer are best pruned in early spring. Avoid major pruning in late summer and early fall, as this may force late growth that will be damaged by freezing. 

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 (see Figure 5). This leaves a cut close to a bud from which new growth develops. 
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Figure 5. Heading 

Thinning. By this process, a shoot or branch is completely removed either back to ground level (see Figure 6) or back to another main branch or trunk (see Figure 7). No prominent stub remains. 
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 Figure 6. Thinning to ground level.
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 Figure 7. Thinning back to main branch or trunk. 

Some plants require more of one method than another, but good pruning is usually a combination of both procedures. 

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 (Figure 8). The top bud should be located on the side of the branch that 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. 
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Figure 8. When heading, cut above a healthy bud. 
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