
Ask Dr. Fill 

Dear Dr. Fill 

I’m always nervous to prune my shrubs and when I look on the internet it seems like every site 
offers a different way to do it or a different time to do it.  One says to prune in spring and another says 
never prune in spring. It is so confusing!   I don’t even know if this is possible, but is there a general 
rule of thumb that says when to prune and when not to prune for plants where it really matters.  As I 
get older, I find that I’m planting more and more shrubs instead of perennials as everyone says they 
are easier to care for – but they are also more expensive, so I don’t want to kill them by pruning them 
incorrectly or at the wrong time! And it seems that every year lately we have more ice storms, and as a 
result, I have some damage to shrubs and trees in my yard every spring. It seems to be the same trees 
that are getting broken branches each winter.  Is there anything I could be doing to prevent that 
damage, and are there any special things I should know before I start pruning off the broken limbs? 

Sincerely ,                          
Scared to Cut 

 

Dear Scared to Cut 

I certainly understand why so many gardeners are confused by this.  The good news is that in most 
cases, pruning at the wrong time won’t kill a shrub or tree – it will usually just delay blooming or cause 
no blooming at all for the upcoming year.   Some trees like birch or maple are said to “bleed sap” if 
pruned in the spring when sap is flowing, but this usually doesn’t do any significant harm, and if one’s 
been damaged by ice, I would remove the damaged branch even if it’s at a time when it’s almost 
certain to bleed some sap.  Some plants may also suffer more winter damage if they are pruned later in 
the summer, because the new growth caused by the pruning won’t have time to harden off. But few 
plants will die if pruned at the wrong time.  The not-so-good news is that when we’re afraid to prune 
because we’re not sure of the “best” time to do it, we sometimes choose to not prune at all, and that 
can cause worse problems than pruning at the wrong time. 

There are four pruning rules that should always trump the rest:   Rule 1: Avoid pruning when 
possible!  Choose trees and shrubs that “fit” their location.   Trying to constantly prune a fast growing 
shrub to keep it small is never the best idea.  Those cute little pyramid cedars can grow to be 12 feet 
tall. That little tiny potted lilac can soon be growing up into your power lines! Cutting off the top is not 
the solution!   ALWAYS read the mature height AND width of any tree or shrub before you buy it. And 
always leave trees and shrubs in the nursery if you can’t provide what they need when it comes to 
hours of sun, amount of soil moisture, type of soil, etc.    Otherwise you’ll be pruning out dead branches 
each spring when the shrub tries to signal that it’s not happy where you’ve planted it. Or worse… you’ll 
be permanently pruning – also known as cutting it down.  Choosing the best location is more critical for 
some shrubs than others, but it’s always important.  Cedars are particularly fussy.  If they are planted 
where they will get strong sun and/or wind while the ground is still frozen in the spring and they are 
unable to drink, you’re going to find them covered with brown crunchy dead bits in the spring from 
winter burn.  Varieties of evergreens also can be quite different from one another and have different 
growth patterns.   For example, if you see a small mugo pine in someone’s garden and think you’d like 
one in your own garden, be sure that you choose a miniature variety.  Some mugo pines get huge, and 
you cannot prune them to keep them small!  Even those labelled “dwarf” can get quite large!  Look for 
ones that promise not to grow more than a meter tall if that’s your goal.  

The second crucial rule is whatever and whenever you prune, be sure your pruning tools are 
absolutely sharp and sterile. You can do a LOT of damage with dull pruners –whether they are saws or 
hand pruners.  And always use bypass pruners to cut off any branch that joins living wood tissue – 
NEVER use anvil pruners, which will crush the branch and cause more die-back.   



 

Rule # 3:  If the tree or shrub has been damaged, then waiting for the “right” time to prune is not the 
best option.  If a branch has been partially torn off during a wind or ice storm, or has been attacked by 
insects or disease, it’s ALWAYS best to make a clean cut and remove the damage as soon as it’s 
possible to do it safely.  Leaving it dangling often leads to further tearing, and if it begins to rip away 
some of the crucial bark from the main stem, you’re creating a problem that’s far worse than pruning at 
the wrong time. 

Rule # 4:   DO NOT use wound dressing or paint on pruning cuts. These materials do not prevent 
decay or help the plant to heal – no matter what it says on the product’s label.  Trees and shrubs can 
produce their own scabs naturally and we should always let them do that. 

Once we accept those 4 rules, there are a few “general” rules for our local area that you might find 
helpful. However I would suggest that if you know the name of the exact variety of the shrub that you 
are growing that you consult a local department of agriculture site, or a local gardener who grows that 
variety, for more specific help.  Posting a question on our WHS website will likely get you some of the 
best information you could ever hope to have, as one of our members is sure to be growing that very 
same plant! When it comes to pruning shrubs like roses, for example, the time and the technique is 
VERY dependent on the specific rose you are growing. But there are some “general” rules worth 
following. 

One of the easiest and most effective forms of pruning is renewal pruning, and it works great on 
most flowering shrubs. You simply snip off a few of the oldest, tallest branches at or just above 
ground level in the spring.  It will be easy to figure out which ones they are as the wood will be darker, 
thicker, and literally look “older”.  Old wood (which will eventually begin to bloom less) will then be 
replaced with young healthy branches that will produce more blooms. If you do this on a 3 to 4 year 
cycle, snipping off no more than 1/3 of the branches at ground level, you will literally never have a 
shrub more than 4 years old AND it will keep its intended shape and form.  This is MUCH safer than 
snipping off the top of the plant to keep it at the height you want.  When you cut off the tips of 
branches, you are often encouraging new growth which gets long and leggy, so your shrub actually gets 
taller and loses its natural shape, which is NOT what you want! Cutting near ground level is much 
safer!  It opens up the top of the plant to permit light and air to reach the interior. Renewal pruning 
works great for flowering almond, potentilla, cotoneaster, snowball bush, red-stemmed dogwoods, lilac, 
forsythia, flowering quince, mock orange, smokebush, spiraea and weigela. 

Some gardeners choose to prune ALL the stems of some shrubs six inches from the ground in the early 
spring before growth starts – especially if it’s an older shrub that has begun to bloom quite sparsely.  
This is called rejuvenation pruning. Rejuvenation is typically done no more than every three to five 
years. It works well on fast growing multi-stemmed, twiggy shrubs such as mock orange, red-twig 
dogwood, forsythia, potentilla, spirea and weigela.  It’s another way to keep these “twiggy” shrubs 
flowering well and to always have a “young” shrub which will flower more abundantly.  It’s one of the 
easiest forms of pruning but for newer gardeners, one of the scariest.  If you’re at all in doubt, cut a 
few branches at the ground in the first year and watch how quickly new growth sprouts up from those 
cuts.  That should make you feel safer next year to cut it back hard.  However, do keep in mind that 
while you’ll eventually end up with a good healthy shrub, you may have to wait 2- 3 years to see any 
bloom at all. But once it starts, it should bloom profusely! 

As for when to prune, with deciduous shrubs (those that drop their leaves in the fall) it depends on 
when they bloom (and when they form their buds).  Flowering shrubs come in two types when it comes 
to pruning - ones that flower from early spring to early summer and shrubs that flower in later summer. 
The largest group in our Zone is the early flowering shrubs which include forsythia, flowering almond, 
daphne, mock orange, viburnum, bridal wreath spirea, bridal veil spirea, etc. These shrubs flower on 
the previous year's wood and therefore should be pruned or thinned AFTER flowering.  Otherwise, you’ll 
be cutting off all the buds that formed last season if you prune before they bloom.   Once they’ve 
bloomed, the flowers should be cut off just above the first pair of leaves behind the flowers, and it 
should be done before they produce seeds so the plant's energy is directed into new leafy growth. If 
you don’t remove the flowers and allow them to go to seed, you won’t be doing real harm to the shrub 



– just potentially causing less bloom next spring.  And who wants that!!! The only real exception is if 
the shrub produces colourful fruit that you want to see later in the season – in that case, do not remove 
the flowers after bloom (shrub roses are one example if you want those gorgeous large rose hips). 

Shrubs that flower later in the summer bloom on current year's wood and they CAN be pruned hard in 
early spring before new growth starts.  They’ll still have time to produce flower buds and bloom this 
year.  Just try to prune selectively to maintain the characteristic form of the shrub. Shrubs in this 
category include hydrangea, buddleia, St. John’s wort, potentilla, smoke bush, flowering currant, etc. 

 A few spring blooming shrubs are a bit different.  Rhododendrons are in the group of “broadleaf 
evergreens” as they keep their leaves all winter.  Major pruning (IF any is needed and it often is NOT) 
should be done in early spring before any new growth starts. Usually all that’s needed is proper dead-
heading of the old flowers – before they are allowed to make seed – by cutting back to the first set of 
buds. Both azaleas and rhododendrons flower from buds produced at the end of the shoot rather than 
along the stem. The shoot and the flower bud start to form and then develop in early summer – soon 
after the current flowers have withered. The flower buds will only form on the end of a maturing shoot – 
normally from June-July and it’s important to not accidentally snap them off when you’re deadheading 
the old blooms. But don’t let that stop you from deadheading!  New shoots are encouraged when you 
deadhead the old flowers and you want that new green growth.   Taking off the flower bud will ensure 
that all the growth resources on that shoot, will go towards growing the new shoots – and the new 
flower buds – rather than setting seed.  Rhododendrons, as with any other plant, use up a lot of energy 
making seeds, and that can really impact next year’s bloom cycle. If you prune too late, the resulting 
new shoots will not have enough time in the year’s growth cycle to produce flower buds – but they will 
form new leaf buds for next year. With Rhododendrons, you can usually just snap off the old flower 
head with your thumb and finger, so it’s quite easy.  If you have a rhodo that is hopelessly overgrown, 
don’t be afraid to try rejuvenation pruning on it.  Cut it back quite hard in really early spring – you’ll 
miss out on this year’s blooms, and likely next year’s blooms, but once it starts to grow back, you’ll 
have a better shaped shrub that should bloom much better.   

Another special spring bloomer is the daphne shrub.  Most forms of daphne would prefer to not be 
pruned at all – just one of the reasons they are my absolute favourite spring bloomer.  They grow 
slowly and keep a nice, formal shape.  If you MUST prune a daphne, do it just after it has flowered, but 
avoid pruning if possible. 

The last “special” group are a few deciduous shrubs that don't produce attractive flowers.  We grow 
them for colourful bark, fruit or their attractive foliage.  The best time to prune these shrubs is in early 
spring before growth begins.  

Do not prune ANY deciduous shrubs in late summer.  Pruning shrubs in August or early September may 
encourage a late flush of growth.  This new growth may not harden sufficiently before the arrival of cold 
weather and it will be susceptible to winter injury.  If it’s severe, that injury could spread back into the 
rest of the shrub, forcing you to remove it from your garden. 

When it comes to pruning larger deciduous trees, late winter or very early spring is the best time for 
this job.  With no leaves on the branches, it is easy to see the basic shape and which way the limbs are 
growing and which ones need to be pruned off.  Also, this is the best time for them to produce the 
chemicals they need to heal the pruning cuts.  This is also the best time to prune fruit trees.  Late 
winter is also the best time to remove any unwanted lower branches on evergreens (pines, spruce, fir, 
etc.) if you want to be able to walk under them.    

I’ve saved evergreens for the last – they are where a bit of extra caution is warranted, and most of us 
grow a few of these as they can really form the backbone structure of a garden. It is important when 
pruning any shrub to consider the natural growth habit before any cutting is done, but this is 
particularly true with evergreens. Evergreen shrubs do not develop new growth from old wood so heavy 
pruning is not effective to rejuvenate these plants. They cannot and will not grow back from cuts made 
at the wrong place.  And to make things more confusing, different evergreens need different pruning 
techniques. 



Cedar and yew are shrubs that have an irregular branching habit. Fast growing branches can be 
pruned back to a healthy lateral (a side bud) where new growth can occur. Most varieties of these trees 
respond well to shearing - an overall trimming.  It will cause dense growth and create a specific shape.   
That’s why they are great in formal hedges.  Cedars will produce new green growth after you’ve 
sheared them, but they won’t produce that growth if you cut back too deep inside the shrub, where the 
branch has already become brown and lost its needles.  Cedars are typically green and beautiful 
outside, but brown and sparse closer to the trunk.  You DO NOT want to be cutting off any branches in 
that area as they can’t regrow and you’ll be left with a big gap in the shrub. Remove only the outer 2 to 
3 inches of each branch and leave plenty of green on the tree behind your pruning cuts, and you’ll be 
fine.   If you have an overgrown cedar, remember that if too much green is cut away, it will not grow 
back and the tree may die. So prune sparingly to shape the tree in the spring, before new growth 
appears, and then shear the tree later in the summer to force that nice new green growth at the branch 
tips.  You’ll need to reduce the size of the tree gradually, over several years. 

Avoid topping a cedar tree, if possible. But if, like many gardeners, you have a pyramidal cedar that 
grew taller than you’d anticipated, and it’s now touching a roof overhang, topping will be needed to 
reduce the height significantly. The only other alternative is removing the tree and planting something 
that will not grow that tall.  If you are going to top it, remove less than one-fourth of the tree height. A 
cedar tree will regrow slowly at the top, so cut in a place that allows the cut top to be hidden by 
surrounding branches, and you will probably be quite pleased with the result. 

If you have juniper, you need to be aware of how they grow. Like cedars, junipers have dead zones in 
their centers, and branches cut back too far cannot initiate new growth.  You can see when you look 
deep inside the shrub that the branches have no green on them.  If you make any cuts there, they’ll 
never grow back.  Other evergreen shrubs, such as holly, have plenty of dormant buds beneath their 
bark. That means that you can renew an overgrown holly by cutting the canopy way back. Over time, 
new branches will grow in the area and make your shrub look good again. But junipers don't develop 
dormant buds on old wood. The old wood near the truck is literally a dead zone without any buds that 
can start new green growth.  When you cut back a juniper into those zones, it will remain in the shape 
you cut it, brown and ugly, indefinitely. In other trees, pruning branches stimulates new growth. But in 
a juniper, only buds close to the cut will produce new growth. There are dozens of different types of 
junipers, from spreading, to creeping to upright, and each one has a “best” way to prune. But in 
general, prune lightly and regularly, just before new growth begins in spring. The key to pruning juniper 
is to leave areas with dormant buds on each branch you trim, so don’t cut back deep inside the shrub.  
The horizontal forms of juniper can be easily cut back to a side branch in the spring, as long as you 
make the cuts where there is still green growth on the stems you are leaving behind.   This will force 
some new growth of lateral buds to keep the shape you’d bargained for.  If you have a dead or broken 
branch, never cut it back so that you’re leaving a partial branch – even though you think it’s hidden 
under the longer branches above it that will hide it.   You need to have someone hold up the branches 
above so that you can reach in and cut the dead branch right back to the main trunk.  If you don’t, the 
shrub is wasting energy on the “half branches” you left behind, that could be better used to promote 
new growth and keep the remaining branches healthy. And avoid cutting your bottom branches shorter 
than those above them, as tapering in towards the bottom creates too much shade and this will kill off 
the bottom. Always make sure the base of a juniper is wider than the top. 

In the Moncton area, we can be prone to heavy snow loads in the winter, so evergreen trees and shrubs 
always need to be pruned so that they are shaped with a narrower top than base. This also allows light 
penetration to the lower branches which is necessary to keep these branches healthy. 

As I mentioned earlier, another big problem in the Moncton area is winter burn on cedars and other 
evergreens which has a lot of people reaching for their pruning shears each spring.  When and how we 
try to prune out those brown crunchy bits can be tricky.  The best solution is to keep it from happening 
as much as possible.  Evergreens do slow down their metabolism in the winter, but they keep on giving 
off moisture which can lead to what we call winter burn. Newly planted trees can be really susceptible 
as they have shallow roots that can’t find water to replace what is lost.   Winter burning is usually most 
conspicuous when we have a late spring.  The sun gets stronger but the ground hasn’t thawed and the 
tree can’t get water. If you have cedars, especially new plantings, keep their roots well mulched and 
continue to water them up until the ground freezes.  Never plant cedars in unsheltered locations or 



where they are exposed to southern sun exposure.   The buds of young cedars are very sensitive and 
are easily damaged.  But if you see damage, don’t be too quick to grab the pruners!  In spring, brown 
needles will drop off the tree, but the buds may still be viable. The tree may produce new foliage as the 
season progresses and literally “push off” the brown bits. Wait until early July to determine if the brown 
branches are dead.  If there’s a small dead branch at that point, you might prune it out, right at the 
trunk.  If one side of the tree is still looking brown, you will be better off removing it and planting 
something new there – NOT another cedar!  If you know you have had small amounts of winter burn on 
your cedars (or other evergreens)  in the past, take preventative measures this fall and  install  a 
burlap fence on the windward side of the tree; (DON’T wrap you tree up like a swaddled baby – the 
burlap will only wick away what moisture is there.) 

Lastly, it’s important to understand the directions you might see when you go to Google for information 
on pruning shrubs. So as they say, a picture is worth a thousand words, and I’ll include a diagram I 
stole from a website.   When pruning off a branch, there is a right way and a wrong way to make the 
cut. You always want to look for a bud on the branch and make a slanted cut JUST above it.  You’ll 
often read in books that you make the cut above an “outward facing bud”, but that’s not always true. 
Just remember that the new growth will head in the direction of that bud, so if you want a tall narrow 
shrub, or if you have a shrub with a sparse area, you’d actually want to prune just above a bud that is 
facing inward, to force growth in that direction.   There are hormones in the buds that affect the new 
growth, so you want to cut as close to a bud as you can.   In the diagram below, A is not a good cut 
because they made the cut too far away from the bud.  If that stub they left begins to die back, it could 
take out that bud and die even farther back.   B is not good because it has an angle that’s too oblique – 
too much inner wood is exposed and if it dries out, that branch can again die back.  C was cut at a 
better angle, but much too close to the bud.  That cut will likely result in die back all the way to the 
next bud down that stem.  D is the perfect cut.  While I couldn’t find a diagram of this, it’s worth 
mentioning that on some shrubs, the branches don’t alternate up the stem - you’ll find that there are 
two buds that are exactly across from each other on the stem. When you see this, you’ll need to cut 
“just above” them.  But don’t let diagrams like this cause panic.   For most of your flowering, twiggy 
shrubs, you’re NOT going to be cutting individual twigs this precisely– it would take you months! You’ll 
be cutting those shrubs at the ground during your renewal pruning in the spring.   Making these very 
careful cuts is really only going to be done on trees, where it IS important,  or on shrubs like roses with 
large canes, where you can clearly see the buds as you make your pruning cuts. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

While most people don’t think of this when they think of pruning, you can (and should) prune out 
suckers (found at the base of the plant) and water sprouts (growing thick and straight up through the 
plant, often straight up from a limb or from the trunk itself) as soon as you see them. Excessive 
pruning that exceeds the 1/3 rule (pruning away more than one-third of a plant's branches during a 
single year) makes water sprouts more likely.  Some trees are also much more prone to sprouting them 
if there’s been a lot of drought or winterkill and the tree is under stress, or if there’s been a wound to 
the trunk – you’ve bumped it with a car or lawnmower and damaged the bark.   Removing them luckily 
doesn’t really require any skill. You can just cut them off.  If you catch the shoots sprouting out early, 
you can even rub them off with a thumb. They are weak and easily detach from the tree when they are 
young. But if you leave them to grow, they’ll use up a lot of the water and nutrients that the tree needs 
and can eventually really harm the tree. 

 



The last thing you asked about was pruning to get rid of damage from ice storms.  We’ve been lucky 
so far this winter, but there will almost certainly be a storm or two still to come!   Unfortunately, before 
storms occur there’s not much you can do to prevent damage.  But you can avoid planting trees that 
are more often to be damaged by ice.  Trees with soft brittle wood such as Manitoba maple, Norway 
maple, poplar, birch and willow are often seriously damaged by ice and snow. Spruce and fir trees are 
not as prone to damage, however, multi-stemmed low growing evergreens such as junipers tend to 
break or spread under a load of snow. 

When you see large quantities of snow and ice on tree limbs, there are a few things you can do to 
prevent damage. It may seem hard to believe, but ice coatings may increase the weight of a branch up 
to 40 times! Any attempt to remove the ice or snow often makes the damage even worse. But branches 
that are really loaded with ice (and which you think may snap off) could be propped up with something 
if that’s an option. However, knocking ice off branches where you think breakage may occur should 
ALWAYS be avoided. It will damage the inner layer that is just under the bark which transports food 
and water up and down the tree.   Heavy snow may be gently brushed away IF it has not frozen to the 
branches. 

Once damage has occurred, trees should be examined carefully to determine how bad the injury is. If 
large branches or the entire tree is damaged severely enough to endanger human life, or come crashing 
down on a car or a roof, the pruning should be done as quickly as possible. Otherwise pruning and/or 
repair can be delayed until spring. 

When breakage has occurred but the branch has not split to any great extent, you might want to call a 
professional to come in and do some work to avoid further splitting and to avoid the entry of rain and 
ice.  An arborist can fix a split crotch in a tree with a cable and some bolts. Severely damaged branches 
should be pruned back to the next lower crotch in early spring.  

Preventative pruning of high value specimen trees is always a good idea. Branches with weak, narrow 
crotches should always be pruned off when the tree is YOUNG, leaving limbs that are closer to being 
parallel to the ground.  While it seems counter intuitive, those limbs that form about a 60-80 degree 
angle are MUCH stronger than limbs that are forming a narrow letter V with the trunk.  Once again, a 
picture is worth a thousand words… The limb on tree # 1 should be pruned off while the tree is young.  
The limb on tree # 2 is much better and would stay. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thank you for the great question, and I hope that some of the tips that I’ve included here can help a bit 
to keep your trees and shrubs healthy and blooming beautifully.   

Happy gardening, and remember… spring IS coming so sharpen those pruning saws and secateurs!                                 
Sincerely,                           
Dr. Fill 

TREE # 1  
                                 

Tree # 1 after 
pruning  

 
Tree # 2 

 

This branch will be strong 
and healthy.  When 
shopping for specimen 
trees, look for ones that 
have good strong limbs 
like this one, with no 
narrow crotches that will 
need to be removed. 


