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Pruning Ornamental Trees—frequently asked questions
Why have trees in the garden? 
They look good; provide shade which reduces water loss from soil and lowers air temperature, thus reducing home energy costs; cool air with moisture lost from leaves; filter air; reduce road noise; increase wildlife habitat; increase property value.
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What are good reasons to prune?

To manage the shape of young trees as they grow. For health and safety in older trees: to remove dead or diseased wood, allow wind to move more freely through branches, allow more light underneath canopy, to lift branches from power or telephone lines, to address excessively long or heavy branches which may break, etc.
What should a tree look like after pruning?
No one should notice it was pruned; it should look natural. Every tree species has a characteristic shape, from broad, spreading oaks to tall, narrow pines, and this shape should be maintained.  In nature, the size of branches decreases very gradually towards the outside of the canopy; there are no stumps. The trees at right are pruned well. 
Do trees need frequent pruning? 
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Most trees only need pruning if health or safety issues arise and otherwise can go for years without pruning (and they should never be topped or made into a “lollipop”).
When to prune? 
Soon if there is a safety issue; otherwise, usually fall/winter when the tree is not in active growth. Tree care companies want to work year round but losing leaves in spring and summer can unduly stress a tree.
What happens if a tree is severely pruned?

 It looks ugly, you lose its economic value and benefits, and it may die. Its life will be shorter and it will be more subject to dieback and rot.
Can you fix a bad pruning job? 

In some cases, yes, but it can take years of expensive work to get a tree back to a semi-natural form.  This is much harder to do with deciduous trees where pruning mistakes are obvious for the months when the tree is bare as in the photo at right. 
How do trees respond to hard pruning? 
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As trees grow, the size of the root system keeps pace with the size of the canopy.  If too many branches are removed, the food supply for the roots suddenly decreases. The tree compensates by putting out new branches as fast as it can.  These “water sprouts” occur in clusters and are usually long, thin, upright, and poorly attached to the tree. They destroy the natural shape and create a safety hazard.  If too much has been removed, the tree may not be able to recover and will die. You can see an example of the ugly stubs and ‘witch’s fingers’ created by bad pruning at right. 
How much of the canopy should you remove? 
As little as possible for your purpose, but the maximum that won’t overly stress the tree and trigger lots of unsightly growth in most trees is about 15%. Some tolerate more but others, such as Jacarandas, are more sensitive and pruning needs to be done very lightly to avoid a forest of water sprouts.  Err on the side of less! Remember, you don’t notice good pruning!
Will pruning help if the tree is too large or its roots are causing a problem?
Careful crown reduction that maintains the tree’s shape can help. Cutting back a large tree too much creates a situation where frequent pruning is needed.  Pruning the canopy is unlikely to reduce the root system unless the tree is so traumatized that the root system begins to die. Get advice from an arborist about how to reduce a root system without destabilizing the tree. Consider replacing the tree with one whose maximum height, width, and roots suit the area.
Does heavy pruning save money? No. It stimulates massive growth that will look unsightly and then need to be pruned again soon. It may even compromise the health of the tree.  Infrequent pruning by a certified arborist is the money-wise choice!
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