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From a forestry point of view, the 
aim of growing trees is usually to 
produce timber; when growing 

broadleaved trees the aim is usually 
to maximise the quality of the timber. 
This requires pruning, to encourage 
a straight bole without any branches, 
and with a minimum six-metre 
length. Branches create knots, thereby 
reducing the quality of the timber.

Pruning is very rewarding work; to 
prune a wood and then walk back 
through it is a joy to many. From an 
arboricultural perspective pruning is 
very important to encourage good tree 
form and, in particular, to promote 
one leading shoot. Many trees are 
inclined to fork and create two (or 
more) leading shoots which, over 
time, tend to burst apart. A woodland 
containing pruned trees looks so 
much more inspiring compared to 
an unpruned wood; pruning keeps 
woods open and makes them more 
enticing for visitors. However, 
when creating tree belts to hide, 
say, industrial buildings we refrain 
from pruning and allow the greater 
concentration of branches to enhance 
the screening benefits.

Once you have got all your trees 
growing with single stems, the next 
aim is to start removing the side 
branches. It is important to remove 
the side branches when they are still 
alive as this allows the tree to cover 
over the pruning wound with bark as 
soon as possible, whilst minimising 
the impact of the branch knot in the 
timber of the tree. If the branches 
being pruned are dead, then the knot 
within the timber will also be dead 
and may downgrade the value of the 
timber. It will also compromise the 
tree’s ability to bark over (or occlude) 
the pruning wound. Smaller pruning 
wounds also heal much quicker, 
reducing the possibility of decay 
or entry of unwanted tree pests or 
diseases.

We usually start pruning in year three 
or four and then again in years five 
or six, and seven and eight. It really 
depends on how well the trees are 
growing and the species planted. Over 
time, the amount of pruning required 
by the crop reduces. In the early years, 
we refer to the pruning as ‘formative 
pruning’ and once the pruning is 
higher up the bole, only removing 
side branches, we refer to this as ‘high 
pruning’.

How to prune? 
It is certainly easier and quicker to 
prune smaller branches than larger 
ones, so it is best to start early. 
Formative pruning is best carried out 
using loppers, which is a fast and easy 
way to single out leading shoots and 
remove small side branches. However, 
if the pruning has been delayed, some 
branches may be too large for the 
loppers and a small pruning saw may 
be required. A foldable pruning saw is 
ideal for this work.

There are many variations of loppers 
available, some with telescopic arms. 
Weight is important if you are going 
to be pruning for several hours. There 
are two types of blades: ‘side by side’, 
where one blade passes by the other, 
and the type we prefer, the ‘anvil’ 
where one blade meets the other. The 
advantage of the anvil arrangement is 
that you do not get carried away trying 
to cut through branches that are too 
large, which easily happens with side 
by side blades, causing the blades to 
get stuck or bent by a branch.

As the trees become larger, the 
branches to be removed obviously 
become larger too and a point comes 
when the lopper is being used less 

Woodland consultant, Eamonn Wall, has been planting and 
pruning broadleaved trees for over 25 years. Here he summarises 
how best to prune.
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Above: Despite pruning, there has been a rupture 
of this forked stem. Photo: Eamonn Wall
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and the pruning saw more. When 
this happens, it is best to switch to a 
pruning saw with a larger blade (for 
example, 350mm) than the folding 
saw (usually around 150mm). A 
longer blade is much quicker to 
use and can be kept in a sheath or 
protective pouch attached to your 
waist belt. As the pruning proceeds, 
the branches to be pruned are higher 
up the tree and a high or long-
handled pruner will then be required, 
perhaps with an extendable handle. 
Pruning with loppers and hand saws 
will reach about 2.5 metres up the 
tree, whilst a high pruner will add 
another 2.5 metres. 

For all pruning it is important to cut 
the branch off as close as you can get 
to the bole of the tree without cutting 
through the ridge or raised bark that 
often exists at the joint of branch and 
trunk. This is known as the branch 
bark ridge and is more obvious in 
some species than others. It is also 
important not to leave ‘stubs’ (small 
lengths of branch) as these will decay 
back into the main bole, downgrading 
the quality of the timber. Pruning 
close to the main bole allows the tree 
to occlude the pruning wound as 
soon as possible.

As the leaves produce food for the 
tree from the sun’s energy, pruning 

too many branches at once will slow 
tree growth, which is not a good 
idea. Always ensure that the crown 
diameter is at least one third of the 
height of the tree. 

Which species? 
In a mixed stand of trees we usually 
prune the oak, beech, cherry, 
sycamore and (until recently) the 
ash. Birch is almost self pruning, as 
its side branches die off very quickly. 
Alder can be pruned but takes a lot 
of work to do so. Lime has a more 
heavily branching habit and requires 
much pruning to keep it growing as 
a single bole. We rarely prune rowan 
or willow, and the pruning of conifers 
is not so common, apart from the 
singling of double leaders.

Ash dieback is a sad affair and it 
now seems pointless to put effort 
into pruning ash if they are going to 
succumb and die. It is such a shame 
as ash was always one of the faster and 
straighter growing trees in a mixed 
stand, and one of the easiest to prune 
too. Ash trees usually required just 
one or two prunes to single out twin 
leaders, where the central bud had 
been damaged or broken causing 
the two side buds to form into two 
leading shoots. 

Intensity 
Over the life of a woodland crop, 
many trees will be removed by 
thinning. So in many ways it does 

not seem sensible to prune all 
the trees. However, when the 
trees are very young it is hard to 
know which ones will make it 
to the final crop. So in order to 
provide the best crop from which 
to promote the best individual 
trees, it is important to carry out 
formative pruning of all timber 
trees. Though not all trees will 
require formative pruning, all 
trees will require side branch 
pruning, and once this carries on 
up the tree as high pruning, you 
are starting to invest a lot of time. 
For this reason, we restrict high 
pruning to the better trees. 

Sometimes good stems will 
be thinned out to allow space 
for other good stems. This, of 
course, reduces the number 
of trees requiring pruning. A 
well-growing mixed broadleaved 
woodland could be thinned 

three times and pruned four or five 
times by age 20. High pruning is 
usually carried out in lifts, perhaps 
removing one to two metres’ worth 
of side branches from the bole in one 
go. It is vital to keep tools sharp, to 
wear gloves and a hard hat when high 
pruning. Also disinfect tools to reduce 
the risk of spreading any tree diseases.

Time of year 
It is generally considered that, apart 
from just before coming into leaf 
and just before leaf fall, trees can be 
pruned all year round. That said, 
cherry should only be pruned in 
July to reduce risk of infection from 
silver leaf disease. Winter is usually 
considered the best time to prune as 
the trees are leafless and it is easier to 
spot which branches need removal. 
Additionally, the ground vegetation is 
down so it is easier to move about the 
wood, and winter is often a generally 
nicer time in the woods with few 
insects to annoy you.

My top tip for formative pruning is 
to always look up into the crown, 
as the best thing you can do for a 
tree is to single twin leading shoots. 
It is easy for the pruner to remove 
side branches and forget to look up! 
Happy pruning.

Eamonn Wall is Tree and Woodland 
Consultant with the firm Eamonn 
Wall & Co, Woodland Design and 
Management (see advert on back cover).
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Above, left to right: Oak in need of formative 
pruning; Correct pruning cut location. Photos: 
Eamonn Wall. 


