
All fruit trees need annual pruning to ensure their 
proper shape and optimum harvest. Young trees 
benefit from shaping of their developing structures. 
Keep in mind the main goal when pruning any fruit 
tree: to let light into the canopy. Also let standard 
pruning rules guide you to remove any dead, 
damaged, or diseased wood.

 Prune fruit trees in late winter when their 
branches are bare and you can see a tree’s 
structure. Several pruning strategies produce strong 
branches capable of supporting loads of fruit, yet 
leave the tree open enough to allow light and air to 
reach all of the branches. 

 The example shows a free-standing apple tree 
pruned with a central leader (trunk). The overall 
shape resembles a Christmas tree, with a narrow 
top and broad-reaching lower branches. This 
technique suits pear, cherry, and plum trees too.

Thinning Fruit
Fruit trees naturally produce excess fruit. Remove 
(thin out) overcrowded, small, diseased, or 
damaged fruit before it reaches 1 inch in diameter. 
Thinning helps produce larger fruit for harvest.

PRUNING FRUIT TREES
Follow basic pruning steps to encourage healthy branches and loads of fruits.

ESPALIER This technique  
trains a tree or shrub to grow  
in a two-dimensional form on  
a trellis, wall, or fence.

APPLE TREE Before (left side) 
and after (right side) pruning, a 
20-year-old semi-dwarf apple tree 
has a central leader shape.
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NEGLECTED TREES If you have an established fruit tree that has 
been pruned little if any, just trim it a little at a time as part of 
a pruning plan. Cut 25 percent a year over the course of four 
years to help the tree reach its optimal form.

RIGHT CUT Cut just outside of the branch 
collar (swelling where a branch begins) at a 
slight angle outward, without leaving a stub.

BEST ANGLE Maintain branches growing at a 45-degree 
angle. Branches growing horizontally or downward are 
less productive and best removed.

REMOVE CONFLICTS Prune out crossing branches. 
Also remove a branch growing directly above 
another and shading it.

CUT VERTICALS If a branch grows straight 
up or down, remove it.

REMOVE PROBLEMS Damaged and dead branches, and 
those growing nearly straight down, should be pruned.

MINIMIZE CUTS Remove no more than 25 percent 
of a tree in any one year. Make the fewest cuts to 
accomplish the same effect.

TEST 
GARDEN 
TIP
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