
Tools: 
Long Handle Loppers
Pruning Saw (handheld or electric with pruning blade)
Bypass pruners
Rubbing Alcohol and Rag (Sterilize all of your pruning tools before any tree is pruned to avoid spreading diseases)
Ladder
Pole Pruners
Tool sharpener

Timing:
Scaffold pruning, or ‘severe pruning’, should be performed after main fruit production and prior to the new spring growth 
spurt - which in our mild climate, is mid-late winter. A tree can be tidied during summer, especially the overly vigorous 
water-sprouts and suckers, but avoid rigorous pruning during the summer! (Please see ‘A Case for Summer Pruning’ 
below for details)

Observe the tree and make a plan: As with any pruning, begin with a general assessment of the tree to identify dead, 
diseased, dying, damaged and crossing branches.  As an apple tree ages, there will be less pruning required as long as 
it’s had the proper training and pruning in its younger years.

Cutting: Start by removing the dead and diseased branches then take a step back and re-assess tree.  With every set of 
cuts and decisions, make sure to re-assess the scaffold of the tree and the direction you want to take the tree in (i.e. size 
control, thinning, etc). Next, cut out any crossing branches that might be rubbing against another and prune out branches 
that have bent into a weak angle or have come too close to the ground. The crotch angle, or angle where the branches 
meet, is strongest at 45 degrees so keep or train with spreaders the healthy scaffold branches to as close to 45 degrees 
as possible.  

Third, prune branches to shape the tree. Pruning cuts should be a 45 degree angle that is just above a node or another 
branch (see diagram below). Cut out enough of last year’s growth to evenly space all branches, allowing even sunlight 
penetration throughout the tree.  This is very important for proper airflow, fruit ripening and disease control. While pruning, 
be careful to leave established fruit spurs and potential future spurs. If the tree is having rapid growth (as in the case with 
younger trees), cut off about 2/3rds of their length to encourage branch strength and lateral development - this leads to a 
more manageably sized tree with great fruit production!

Suckers and Water-sprouts: Water sprouts and suckers should be rubbed or cut out at anytime - the second they’re 
seen! They are energy sapping growth, weak in nature and will not develop into suitable fruiting wood; suckers because 
they’re the rootstock wood and not even the same type of tree, and water sprouts because they’re reactionary growth to 
previous cuts. Suckers are the rapid growing shoots that come from the root stock below the graft line or below ground.  If 
they’re coming from below ground, remove them by digging down to their base and cutting/rubbing them off at the source. 
Water sprouts are overly vigorous and excessive growth that is often very vertical compared the regular new growth. In 

All apples produce their fruit on ‘spurs’, which are formed on one-year-old or older branches and usually on the lower 
portions of these branches.  The spurs are ‘stubby nubbins’ of knobby-looking short laterals that range in length from 1 
to 3 inches. These amazing spurs produce flowers and fruit year after year (often up to 50 years) and should be saved 
wherever possible!

Be extra careful to make cuts as clean and as close as possible to the branch collar (without damaging it, of course) 
and without leaving any stub.  Like many fruit trees, apples are susceptible to rot, which can easily start in a stub left to 
die back rather than seal over. (See cutting diagrams below)
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some cases, water sprouts can be trained to fill in voids or vacant spaces made by the loss of other branches. If water-
sprouts are going to be used for this purpose, they need to be ‘headed back’ or pruned back by about 1/3-2/3rds to slow 
down the over-vigorous growth and encourage branching out.

A Case for Summer Pruning: Trees respond very differently to dormant and summer pruning. Dormant pruning, as 
discussed in this workshop is an much more rigorous and ultimately invigorating process for the tree. It is great for tree 
renovation and scaffold training. However during the fall, energy is stored in the trunk and root system to support the 
canopy and if a large portion of the tree is removed while it is dormant, this energy reserve is unchanged. Therefore, in 
the spring, the tree responds by producing many new vigorous, upright shoots, know as water sprouts, that can sap the 
tree's energy and leave little for fruit growth and development. Summer pruning eliminates and controls excessive 
vegetative growth which results in smaller, more manageable and productive fruit trees! Summer pruning is best after new 
growth is several inches long and is ideally limited to removing or heading the upright and vigorous current season's 
growth. Finally, to minimize the potential for winter injury, summer pruning should not be done after the end of July.

      

Fruit Management: Thinning the crop of fruit is frequently necessary with apples and it should take place after the 
‘June drop’.  The June drop is a natural process with all fruit trees, in an effort by nature to adjust the crop to what the 
tree can bear. The June drop can start as early as May and run as late as July - if however, there’s still too much fruit 
on the tree for optimal ripening and size, they can be hand thinned.  Leave the remaining fruit spaced evenly along and 
throughout the tree’s branches.  The larger and sturdier the branch, the better it can hold heavy fruit loads.
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