
PRUNE SOME PLANTS NOW, OTHERS LATER 

By Vera Strader 

Winter and pruning go hand in hand, but the best time to prune really depends on the kind of 

plant and your desired results.  On most trees and shrubs, you can do light pruning any time.  

Regardless of the time of year, removing unwanted growth while it is small is easier and will 

have less dwarfing effect on the plant than if removed later.  Pruning out broken, dead, or weak 

or heavily-shaded branches also will have little or no dwarfing effect on the tree no matter 

when it is done. 

Evergreen trees and shrubs will be set back the least if pruned just before spring growth begins.  

Most evergreen plants make their most rapid growth after the weather warms later in the 

season. Pruning these plants just before the period of most rapid growth keeps the most leaves 

productive for the longest time.  Also, the pruning cuts will be quickly concealed by new 

growth. 

If your plants are growing in a limited space and you want to hold them back, prune when 

growth is about complete for the season. For many plants, the time to prune for maximum 

dwarfing is in late spring to midsummer.  For example, many gardeners maintain fruit trees in 

small areas with summer pruning.  Pruning during this period reduces leaf area for the longest 

period of time.  However, pruning should not be so severe nor so early as to encourage new 

shoot growth.  If you spring prune ornamental evergreen shrubs and trees, especially in highly 

visible spots, try to make the cuts so they are not easily seen. 

You can direct the growth of all kinds of young trees during the spring and summer growing 

season.  Branches growing in desirable positions can be encouraged by pinching back or 

thinning the foliage of competing branches, or by entirely removing the less desirable 

competing branches. 

To prevent fungal injury and canker diseases, prune apricot and cherry trees only during the dry 

season. Most other corrective pruning can be done at any time from winter through summer; 

some problems are best corrected during the growing season when they are more obvious.  

Dead or weak limbs are best removed in winter, but often they are easier to identify and 

remove in summer. Branches on fruit trees that are weighted down by the weight of the fruit 

can be partially or completely thinned while the fruit is present.   

The correct time to prune flowering trees depends on the flowering habit of the tree.  Plants 

that bloom on the current season’s growth, such as crape myrtle, should be pruned during 

winter before spring growth begins.  Moderate pruning will favor larger blossom clusters.  

Plants that flower in spring on buds formed on one-year old shoots, notably flowering fruit 

trees and lilac bushes, are best pruned at or near the end of the bloom period.  That way you 

can enjoy the blossoms, and then prune to encourage vigorous growth for next year’s bloom. 



Pruning wounds on trees such as maple, mulberry and oak sometimes exude plant fluids or 

“bleed” profusely.  You can minimize such bleeding by keeping the cuts less than three inches in 

diameter and pruning in fall or early winter.  The problem is more likely if pruning is done just 

before growth begins in spring.  Bleeding is usually not harmful to the tree, but if heavy and 

persistent, it may cause bark injury below the pruning cut.  Painting pruning cuts with some sort 

of sealant is no longer considered beneficial. 

You are invited to attend the pruning demonstration on February 4, 2017 at the UCCE Master 

Gardener Demonstration Garden that is located at 251 South Barretta St., Sonora (Cassina High 

School campus). We will be focusing on pruning fruit trees, roses and grapes. The garden is 

open from 10:00 a.m. - 1:00 p.m. The demonstrations will begin at 10:30 a.m. 

 

Vera Strader is a University of California Cooperative Extension Master Gardener of 

Tuolumne County. 


