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Pruning Summary for Trees and Shrubs

According to horticulturalist Dr. Laura Jull, University of Wisconsin-Madison/Extension, late winter and early spring is the best time to prune trees and shrubs.

Timing is particularly important for oak trees. Oak wilt is a devastating fungal disease infecting native North American oaks. The pathogen that causes oak wilt and the insect that spreads the fungus becomes active starting in early to mid April, depending on temperature.

The oak wilt fungus is spread by natural root grafts between adjacent oaks and by picnic beetles that are attracted to mats of the oak wilt fungus in infected trees. These insects pick up spores of the fungus on their bodies and carry the spores to healthy trees that have fresh wounds caused by either storm damage or by pruning. The pathogen can be spread by pruning infected trees and not disinfecting pruning tools before pruning healthy trees.

Pruning oaks and many other tree and shrub species before mid April can help prevent the spread of other diseases as well. If pruning or storms damage oaks during the growing season, immediately cover the wounds with pruning paint or wound dressing. This treatment is only required on oaks pruned during the growing season, which can start in early to mid-April and end in mid-to late fall. Otherwise, do not use wound dressing or pruning paint on plants following pruning as these compounds can actually impede wound closure.

Don't prune newly planted trees unless a branch is broken, diseased or dead. After the tree is established, prune it every two to three years to encourage a desirable shape and promote strong structural branches. After these branches have been established, prune the trees less often to remove broken, dead or diseased wood or maintain the overall structure of the tree. Be careful not to remove more than a third of the crown at one time. 

You can prune flowering shrubs in late winter or early spring, before budbreak, especially if they bloom in the summer (Japanese spirea, potentilla, Annabelle hydrangea, shrub roses). These shrubs produce flower buds on new growth in the spring, so if you postpone pruning until late spring or early summer, you will remove many flower buds.

Plants such as lilac, forsythia, viburnum, and mockorange produce flower buds the preceding summer and flower in spring. These plants can be pruned in the dormant season, but pruning will remove some flower buds and reduce the floral display in spring. If you don't want to reduce the flower show, prune right after flowering but before summer.

Do not prune any tree or shrub during leaf expansion in spring. Developing leaves rely on stored carbohydrates in plant tissues. Removing branches during leaf expansion can significantly hinder further shoot growth.

For more information on pruning trees and shrubs, see the UW-Extension Garden Fact Sheets website (http://www.uwex.edu/ces/wihort/GardenFacts.html), in particular, look for XHT1075 (Oak Wilt), XHT1013 (How to properly prune evergreens), XHT1014 (How to properly prune deciduous trees), and XHT1015 (How to properly prune deciduous shrubs).
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