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Best Pruning Practices
Fruit Trees and Grapes



Helpful Resources

• https://extension.usu.edu/yardandgarden/index

• https://extension.usu.edu/yardandgarden/monthly-tips

• http://growingwithstarkbros.com/

• https://pestadvisories.usu.edu/

• weberbasin.com/conservation- for more info 
and resources and this slide presentation.

https://extension.usu.edu/yardandgarden/index
https://extension.usu.edu/yardandgarden/monthly-tips
http://growingwithstarkbros.com/


Why Prune…?

1- Tree Health
▪ Remove Dead/Diseased 

Wood
▪ Improve Air Movement

2- To Direct Growth
▪ Desired shape and form
▪ Renew Bloom/Vegetative 

Growth 

3- To Create Best Environment 
For Fruit Production
▪ Light
▪ Harvesting
▪ Spurs/ fruiting wood



When to Prune…?

• Winter or early spring is the 
best time to prune.

• Prune during the dormant 
season.  Any month that 
doesn’t end in “r”.

• Prune during summer to 
control excessive growth and 
water sprouts or to increase 
air circulation (minimal 
summer pruning)

• For flowering shrubs that 
bloom before June 1, prune 
after the bloom (Forsythia, 
lilac, mock orange, etc)  All 
others prune when dormant.

Dormant pruning:  easy visualization, less disease risk, will stimulate growth



Prune Anytime…D-D-D

• Dead

• Diseased

• Dumb
– hanging

– crossing /rubbing

– water-sprouts

– suckers

*Summer pruning can increase

disease risk



Pruning doesn’t stop growth… 

it only directs it



Directing Growth



Basic tree stuff…

Terminology

• Leader

• Scaffolds

• Water Sprouts

• Suckers

• Spurs –Where fruit 

is borne



Water Sprouts
Suckers



Apical Dominance

• Auxin is the growth regulator 

hormone in plants

• “Auxins” create apical dominance

-produced by terminal bud 

-suppresses lower/lateral buds



Pruning and Training

Pruning is a Science and an Art…



Questions to Ask?
1. What plant is it?

2. How big to I want it to get?

3. How does it grow?

4. How does it produce fruit?

5. What is its function

in my yard?



Pruning Tools…

Saw – 2”+ large branches

Hand Pruners – ½”- ¾” branches

Loppers –¾” -1 ½ ”branches

Chain Saw – If  you need 

this you have waited way too 

long.

Hands- pinch out water sprouts 

as they grow- remove pests

-Bypass

-Anvil

(keep them 

Clean and sharp)





What to Cut…?

Dead, Diseased & Dumb

*It Depends Rule:

-type of  fruit tree

-age of  the tree

First 3-4 years:

training & structure

After 4-5 years:

fruit & size control, proper   

direction of  growth







Decision making time



The one cut method!!

You have effectively

eliminated all your 

problems and can

now start over with 

a new tree.



Guiding Principles
Where is the Fruit Produced?

• Apples and pears
• Two-year old and older spurs

• Peach
• One year old and older wood

• Apricot/Plum
• One year old wood and older spurs

• Cherry
• Two year old wood and older 

spurs



Apples & Pears

-Fruit on spurs that are 

2-5 years old.

Buds Differentiate mid June

Thin the fruit!

What about apples every-other year?



Leaf bud

Fruit bud



Peaches/Nectarines

Fruit on 1 year old and 

older wood.

3 mixed buds

Heavy annual pruning 

up to 50%



Apricots - Cherries - Plums

Produce fruit everywhere…



Guiding Principles…
Let the Light In

• What drives fruit production?

• How does light affect fruit?

• Color

• Flavor

• Yield- 30% light needed for flower 
bud formation.

Tree shape is important to create 
light pathways or channels into the 
canopy of  the tree.



Guiding Principles…
Branch Angle

• Ideal branch angle is 30°-45°

• Wider crotch angles support 
heavier loads

Vertical growth is usually vegetative 
growth that won’t produce fruit

Horizontal growth is usually fruitful 
growth

45 degrees



Spreaders, Clothes Pins and Ties

Important in young trees to spread 

branching new growth and get 

good strong scaffold branches as 

the tree is being shaped.

When trees are young they are 

easily trained to go where you 

want them.  



Only 2 Basic Pruning Cuts
Heading cuts

• shortening a branch or 
shoot  

• encourages lateral 
growth

• Used for hedges

Thinning cuts
• remove entire branch 

or shoot back to a 
lateral branch or trunk

• directs growth









Tree Form and Shape

• Does the tree have the shape or form you want?

• Can you make a few cuts to direct growth to get that form?



Open Vase
(Peaches, Apricots, Nectarines, Japanese plums, Sour cherries)

• Select 3-4 primary scaffold branches

-About 18-24” from the ground or higher

-Evenly distributed in a whorl.

-6 to 8” apart vertically

• Remove any growth 1 foot from the trunk

• When primary scaffold  are 4 feet long, allow 2 

secondary scaffolds to form.

Training Systems or Tree Forms













Peach Tree – before pruning



Peach Tree – after pruning







Central Leader
(Apples, European plums, Sweet cherries, Pears)



Central Leader
(Apples, European plums, Sweet cherries, Pears)

• Select 4-5 primary scaffold branches
- 18-24” from the ground

- evenly distributed

- 6-8” apart vertically

• Head terminal above where the 2nd scaffold will be.
2-3 primary scaffolds

1st – 4-5 branches 24-36” from ground 

2nd – 3-4 branches 2 feet above the 1st

3rd – 2-3 branches 2 feet above the 2nd

• More horizontal branches control vigor.















Fruit Thinning – Why? 

• Produces better quality fruit

• Promotes annual bearing

– after “June drop” in apples

• Protects tree from damage.

• Larger fruit less pests



Pruning Unruly Trees

• Decision Time… 

1 cut at ground level?

• Never prune more than 1/3 
of the tree at one time.

• Don’t fertilize the tree 
during corrective pruning 



General Rules Summary

• Never prune off more than 1/3 
of the wood in a tree at one 
time

• One person prunes, second 
opinions increase divorce rates!

• It takes time to get comfortable 
and confident, so be patient 
with yourself



Pruning Grapes
Four-cane Kniffin System

Fruit is found on shoots growing from year old canes.

One main trunk trained to a 2 wire trellis system (24-30” apart)

4 canes (year old) 
– 10-15 buds on each cane or 40-60 per plant

• Each bud will form 2-3 grape clusters

Renewal spurs
– 4 renewal spurs with 2 buds

– Next year’s fruiting wood





Pruning Tips
-Select canes that are 1/4” in diameter

– Avoid weak & “bull” canes
-Mark or tape the 4 “keepers” and tie them to wire first.
-Remove everything else!

– (Except the renewal spurs)
*Correct pruning = removing 80-90% of the grape plant







Questions?

Now go and prune your trees

☺

USU resources to help you learn more

Pruning everything:
https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1724&context=extension_histall

Pruning Apples:
https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2670&context=extension_curall

Pruning Peaches:
https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2845&context=extension_curall

https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1724&context=extension_histall
https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2670&context=extension_curall
https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2845&context=extension_curall




Pruning Raspberries

• Perennial roots

• Biennial canes
– 1st year canes – primocanes

– 2nd year canes – floricanes

• Spread by suckering

• Two types of raspberries:
• Summer-bearing

• Fall-bearing (ever-bearing)



2 types of raspberries

Summer-bearing
day-length sensitive
set flowers in fall, produce fruit next June /July
fruit on floricanes
then they die 

Fall-bearing  (ever-bearing)
not day-length sensitive
fruit on primocanes (first fall, on the tips)
fruit on floricanes (next summer, lower on cane)
then they die





*http://www.inberry.com/





Pruning Shrubs



Spring-Flowering Trees and Shrubs
• Early-spring bloomers, such as lilac, forsythia, and 

rhododendron, flower on wood formed the previous 
year. The best time to prune them is late spring --
immediately after they finish blooming. Pruning later 
in the growing season or during winter, you'll remove 
flower buds and decrease the amount of spring bloom.

• Tip: To keep spring bloomers flowering vigorously, 
remove some of the oldest shoots all the way to the 
ground. This allows younger stems to grow and bloom.



Summer-Blooming Trees and Shrubs

• Plants that bloom in summer, 
such as potentilla, butterfly 
bush, some spirea, etc, 
produce their flowers on new 
growth from the current 
season. Prune them in winter 
while they're dormant, or in 
early spring just before they 
push out their new growth. You 
can even cut them all the way 
to the ground in late winter, 
and they'll still bloom that 
same summer.



Shrubs Without Showy Blooms

• Cut back shrubs grown primarily for their 
foliage, such as barberry, burning bush, 
dogwood, etc., almost anytime except in late 
autumn. New growth that starts after late-
season pruning won't harden off properly 
before winter. If you want to do major 
pruning, it's best to cut the shrub back when it 
is dormant in winter.



Clipped Hedges
• Shrubs such as boxwood and privet are often 

sheared to form a hedge. To maintain a solid wall of 
green, shear the new growth frequently during the 
early part of the growing season. Keep the top 
narrower than the base so that the upper branches 
don't shade the lower ones. Stop shearing the hedge 
approximately six weeks before your area's average 
first frost.

• Tip: If you're growing a privacy hedge, reduce the amount of 

pruning maintenance needed by selecting shrubs that grow 
only as tall and wide as necessary to provide screening. Allow 
them to grow into their natural form, and little, if any, pruning 
will be required.



• Treat climbers and old garden roses that 
bloom only once per year the same as 
other spring-blooming shrubs: Pruning 
after they finish blooming.

• Repeat bloomers, including hybrid teas, 
floribundas, grandifloras, miniatures, and 
modern shrub roses are pruned mostly to 
shape the plant or to remove winter-
damaged canes. If they become 
overgrown, cut them back in early spring.

Roses



Broadleaf Evergreens
• Most broadleaf evergreens, including holly, 

mahonia, and some types of magnolias, need 
little pruning. The best time to prune them is 
in early spring, just before they put on their 
growth spurt. You can do minor shaping and 
pruning at other times of year, too.

• Tip: Save on holiday decorations by snipping a 
few branches for winter holiday greenery.



Needle-Leaf Evergreens
• Most trees and shrubs with needlelike or 

scalelike foliage (spruce, juniper, cypress, 
arborvitae, fir, yew, Douglas fir, and false 
cypress) are best pruned early in the growing 
season.

• Avoid cutting back into wood that has no 
green needles; it may not sprout new growth. 
As with broadleaf evergreens, you can trim a 
few branch tips in midwinter to take some 
greenery indoors.



Pines
• True pines are more particular about their 

pruning needs than other needle-leaf 
evergreens. Pines form buds only at branch 
tips before the stem becomes woody.

• For best results, prune pines only in the 
candle stage -- before the new shoots turn 
woody and before the needles have fully 
expanded. Prune only a portion of the new 
growth, removing up to half of the expanding 
candle.

http://www.bhg.com/shop/decor/candles-and-candle-holders-a2258.html




Questions?


