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FRUIT TREE PRUNING 

A. BASIC PRUNING TOOLS 

-Bypass Pruner  -Pruning Seal   -Pruning Handbook  -Lopper  

-Aluminum Labels -Pruning Saw  -Tank Sprayer 
 

B. BASIC PRUNING PRINCIPLES 
1. Remove dead growth. 
2. Remove old fruitwood where it applies. 
3. Remove crossing and rubbing branches.  
4. Remove diseased wood. 
5. Develop the correct shape for the type of tree.  
6. Remove sucker growth. 
7. Bring tree height down to desired picking height.  
8. Fire blight damage removal. 

C. PRUNING & TRAINING A YOUNG TREE 
1. Purchase a bareroot tree from Morris Nursery.  
2. Top the tree at 24” above the bud union or knee height when your foot is at the bud union.  
3. Pruning out all but 3 to 4 evenly spaced branches 4”-6” apart from each other and cut them back half their 

total length.  
I. These three branches will be the framework for your future tree & by spacing them properly the tree 

will develop a structure that is less likely to cause split branches in the future.  
II. If no good branches are available, cut them all off & the tree will sprout many new ones from which 

to choose.  
III. As the tree grows allow only two buds to grow on each of the framework branches. One at the end 

and one halfway between the end & the base. Let them grow through the summer, rubbing off any 
additional buds that try to grow.  

IV. There should be six well-developed branches on the young tree.  
V. Cut these branches back about 2/3 their length. Cut just above a strong bud or lateral branch. The 

tree is now ready to produce fruit & the system of pruning for that particular variety of fruit is ready 
to be carried out. 

D. PLANTING A NEW TREE 
1. The hole should be twice as wide and 6” deeper than the root structure.  
2. Add ¼ of a bag of Harvest Supreme Compost or Dr. Earth Fruit Tree Mix to the planting hole.  
3. Add one cup of Down To Earth organic starter fertilizer to the hole.  
4. Add the original soil from the planting hole back into the hole.  
5. Mix ingredients thoroughly.  
6. Remove enough of the mixture from the hole to allow for planting.  
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7. Set the roots of the tree in the hole so that they crown over the soil mixture while keeping the bud union 
above the native soil level.  

8. Backfill with he mixture previously removed from the hole & with a hose, mend in the soil to remove any air 
pockets.  

9. Use any remaining soil to build a levee around the planting hole.  
10. Fill basin to water in thoroughly, removing all air pockets.  

E. TRAINING FOR SPECIFIC FRUIT TREES 
APPLES  
For narrow, erect growing types, make pruning cuts just above outward facing buds. For spreading types, make 
pruning cuts just above inward facing buds. All apples produce their fruit on spurs which are formed on branches 
that are one year old or more. 

I. First, prune out all dead branches, making pruning cuts that avoid leaving a stub.  
II. Cut away interfering wood, branches rubbing on one another, or those too close to the ground.  

III. Cut out a sufficient amount of last year’s growth to evenly space all branches for even sunlight penetration.  
IV. With a fast-growing tree, branches should be cut down to just above the fruiting spurs, or about 2/3 their 

length.  
V. Sealing the cuts on the larger limbs will help prevent rot.  

VI. Cut out any sucker growth.  
VII. As the apple tree grows, less and less pruning will be required.  

 
APRICOTS 
Fruit is born on the one-year-old wood either on the tip, central section, or lower section. Look for the fattest buds 
on the one-year-old shoots to determine where the flower buds are.  Slender buds will produce leaves & branches 
only. 
 
In varieties where fruit is born on the tip, do not head back one-year-old branches. This will apply in most cases.  
 
In the case of the variety where fruit is born on the central section, head ack one-year branches by 1/3.  
 
In the case of the varieties where fruit is on the lower section, prune back ½ to 2/3 of one-year-old branch length.  
 

I. Prune out enough branches to evenly shape the top, selecting old wood where possible. 
II. Cut out only what is needed to evenly space branches for good sunlight penetration. 

III. Because apricot wood is brittle by nature, care should be taken to not allow branches to spread too far 
horizontally. Prune for erect growth wherever possible, forcing the tree more upright than spreading by 
pruning or favoring inside and upper branches.  

IV. Prune only in late summer to prevent disease problems.  
 
CHERRIES 
The most important pruning is done within the first four to five years. A mature tree will require little attention from 
then on in the way of pruning, other than to remove excess upright growth to maintain tree height.  
Cherries tend to be tall, erect growers with narrow crotches. Pruning should be done to encourage outward growth 
in a more open vase shape.  
Cherries produce their fruit on fruiting spurs that will produce year after year. They may take three to four years to 
form.  
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I. Cut back whip-like growth to height of fruiting spurs. 
II. Prune the outside buds to encourage a wider tree and to bring fruiting branches down to a more desirable 

picking height.  
III. Remove any diseased, crossing, rubbing, or interfering branches.  

 
FIGS 
 White & Brown Figs: These produce fruit on this year’s growth. Branches that produced last summer must be cut 
back heavily. These branches should be cut back to two buds or cut back 1/2'” above 2nd bud from the base of the 
branch. Each one of these will put out new growth in the spring & figs in the summer.  
This system of pruning is done yearly. If not, the fruit will be of inferior size & quality. A branch can grow up to 8’ long 
in one summer, producing a fig at each leaf.  

Black Figs: These produce their fruit on one year or older branches. When planting a new tree, cut back the trunk to 
2’ tall and allow only three branches to grow out from the trunk to start your framework. Do not expect figs until the 
second year.  
 
PEACHES 
Peaches will stand a heavier removal of old wood than any other fruit tree. Frequently it will be necessary to prune 
out as much as 70% of the previous season’s growth. They produce their fruit on branches that grew last summer. 
They produce their fruit on the central 1/3 of these branches.  

I. Cut out any dead branches. The older the tree, the more of these there will be. 
II. Remove any crossing or rubbing branches & any that produced fruit last year.  

III. Prune tree in the shape of a funnel, leaving a more open center for better sun penetration & fruit ripening.  
IV. Thin out branches to evenly distribute them throughout the tree. Try to direct growth downward to produce 

hangers.  There should now be 60% of the tree on the ground.  Fruiting branches should be spaced about 
10”-12” apart throughout the tree.  

V. Head back all remaining fruiting wood to 1/3 their length.  

NECATINES 
This close relative is pruned quite similarly with the exception that it does not need to be pruned as heavily.  

I. Remove dead or interfering wood.  
II. Select the strongest branches with the most amount of lateral twig growth. This twig growth is the fruit 

producing wood for the coming season. Thin out to leave an evenly spaced branch work at the top of the 
tree. 

III. Cut out fruiting twigs so they are spaced out 8”-12” apart all over the tree.  
IV. Cut back all remaining fruiting twigs to 1/3 their length.  

 
PEARS  
The general habit of the pear is to send up a great deal of tall whip-like branches from the center of the tree.  

I. Remove dead wood. 
II. Cut out crossing or interfering branches.  

III. Cut out any new growth of tall whip-like branches where they have grown in an overcrowded manor.  
IV. Head back more substantial whip-like growth about 2/3 of their length. This will force the the fruit 

production into the main body of the tree, giving the most strength to the fruiting spurs which form after 2 to 
3 years and remain productive year after year.  
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V. Pears tend to produce heavy amounts of tall growth in the center of the tree which should be cut down. 
This will produce a more outward spreading tree by pruning to outward facing buds. 

VI. Prune out any fire blight damage at 6”-8” below the infection, being careful to disinfect shears between 
each cut. If disinfection does not occur, the disease will spread with each additional cut.  

 
PLUMS & PRUNES: 
All prunes are plums, but not all plums are prunes. These two fruits are the same except that prunes have a higher 
sugar content.  
 
They produce their fruit in fruiting spurs forming in any branch after it is two or more years old.  
 
Pruning should be done to produce a tree with a well-balanced framework. The tree should be a funnel or an 
inverted pyramid shape, with a center well filled with fruit producing limbs.  
Until the tree is ten years old, long whip-like branches will be cut back about 2/3 or ¾ of their length where they 
have grown in a position to benefit the tree. 
 
After the tenth year, the new growth must be cut out entirely, leaving it only to fill a space where an old limb has 
been removed.  

I. Cut out dead, diseased, crossing or interfering branches. 
II. Remove any branches that have lowered & are now in the way. 

III. Remove new growth while cutting gout the least desirable branches first. 
IV. When there is nothing left in new growth except those which are evenly spaced throughout the tree, head 

those back to ¼ to 1/3 their length. The older the tree, the more they need to be headed back. 
 
PERSIMMONS 
Pruning to form strong branching is important because they tend to be brittle. 
 
Fruit is produced on new growth, coming off last year’s branches.  
 
The only pruning is to evenly space branches or to remove low branching. They tend to grow tall, top to keep under 
control. 
 
POMEGRANATES 
For the first three to four years, try to encourage a spreading habit by removing branches developing from the inside 
bottom & by topping tall branches.  
 
Fruit is produced on wood that is at least one year old and will produce heavier if thinned out, allowing more 
sunlight to penetrate.  
 
WALNUTS 
Walnuts require little pruning. Young trees should be cut off at 8’ from the ground with no branches allowed to grow 
below 6’.  
 
Follow the same framework as for other young trees except allow 24” between top & bottom branches.  
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Walnut branches tend to sag with time due to the weight of the fruit.  These lowering branches may be cut off as 
needed in winter when the sap has stopped flowing. Do a sample cut to determine this. 
 
CITRUS 
Under average circumstances, citrus trees require little or no pruning except to trim out any rubbing or dead 
branches & sucker growth.  
 
Trim branches to keep them 2’ off the ground.  
 
With all citrus, the more foliage there is the better the fruit production will be, and the fruit is better protected from 
sunburn.  
 
Cut out any water sprouts and suckers that form. They will steal energy from the tree.  
 
Prune out any leaf minor damage which you will find mostly on the new growth.  
 
F. OTHER TREE STYLES POSSIBLE 
 

1. Espalier – Grow on a fence using limited space. 
2. Cocktail Tree – A 3-in-1 or 4-in-1, multiple fruits on a single trunk. 
3. Group Plantings – Three trees planted in one hole.  

a) Conserves valuable yard space. 
b) Triples the variety of fruit from one spot.  
c) Three different ripening times to spread out the harvest.  
d) Pollinators in close proximity for higher yields.  
e) You can decide which fruit you want in each grouping as long as the culture & spraying is 

compatible.  
f) More of the fruit is usable since you will only harvest 1/3 of a tree worth of fruit at any given time.  
g) Fruit trees are naturally forced to be more dwarf due to the root competition. 

 
G. PROPER FEEDING OF FRUIT TREES 
 
Use Master Nursery Fruit Tree & Vine Fertilizer (12-4-8) three times per year.  

1. Early February as the trees begin to emerge from dormancy.  
2. After the fruit has set.  
3. Immediately after harvest.  

Scatter around the drip line of the tree and water in.  
 
You may choose to use an organic fertilizer. We recommend you use Down to Earth Fruit Tree Fertilizer (6-2-4) every 
three months. Scatter around the drip line. The living organisms in this fertilizer do not want to be in sunlight, so 
you need to rake this fertilizer into the soil & water in well.  
 
H. DISEASE & INSECT CONTROL  
Use proper fungicide according to the type of tree.  
 


