
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
It’s Time to Prune Your Apricot and Cherry Trees 
by Dorothy Downing, UC Master Gardener 

 
Most fruit trees are pruned during their dormant phase in winter when the leaves are off the tree and its 
structure is visible. Not so with apricot and cherry trees. They are prone to Eutypa fungus infections, or 
Eutypa dieback, in the pruning wounds. This disease is also known as Cytosporina, gummosis and limb 
dieback. The fungus causes the leaves to yellow, wilt and suddenly die. Dead leaves may remain on the 
tree throughout the winter and not drop as is typically with deciduous trees. The fungus infects the wounds 
caused by pruning during wet conditions. While you are doing your summer pruning, it is also a good time 
to monitor for brown rot, to remove brown rot blighted shoots, and for determining if second-generation 
red humped caterpillars are infesting young trees. 
 
Summer pruning should be done anytime from mid-spring 
with no rain on the horizon through summer and no later than 
September 15.  This will provide at least 6 weeks for the 
wounds to heal and a long period of rain-free weather which 
will reduce susceptibility to the disease.  Summer pruning will 
also promote more blossoms the following spring by removing 
excessively vigorous shoots that shade lower fruiting branches. 
You might need to delay pruning to avoid stressing the tree if 
the temperature consistently reaches 100 degrees Fahrenheit or 
higher.  
 
Apricot and cherry trees usually receive early training to an 
open center or vase-shaped system that allows sunlight to 
reach all parts of the tree. Once it is established to that system 
as a young tree, they require yearly maintenance to maintain 
its size and shape. Heading cuts shorten branches while 
thinning cuts remove entire limbs or branches back to the place 
the branch or limb originated. Make each heading cut at a 45-
degree angle about 1/4 inches above an outward bud.  
 
Plan to prune out 20 percent of last year’s growth and remove 
dead, diseased or broken branches. Cutting old limbs keeps an 
apricot tree productive and healthy because it produces fruit on 
only 1-year-old branches. Make sure to leave enough foliage to cover the limbs to prevent sunburn. 
Otherwise, you will need to whitewash the limbs with a 50/50 mixture of interior white latex paint and 
water. 
 
When you remove excess leaves and branches, growth is slowed down and it keeps the tree smaller.  The 
tree also needs some light pruning to maintain its open center. All suckers, which are shoots that grow 
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around the tree's base, and water-sprouts, which are limbs that grow vertically, need to be removed as they 
appear. 
 
Do not apply emulsions, paint, or other materials to pruning cuts. Leave the cuts open to the air, so they 
can dry out and heal naturally. Emulsions and other materials can trap moisture and lead to disease. 
Apricot and cherry tree trimming during the second year reinforces the structure you began in the first 
year and allows for some new main branches. Remove wayward branches that are growing at odd angles 
as well as those growing straight up or down. Make sure the branches you leave on the tree are several 
inches apart. Shorten last year’s main branches to about 30 inches. 

Now that you have a strong tree with solid structure, pruning in subsequent years is easy. Remove winter 
damage and old side-shoots that are no longer producing fruit. You should also remove shoots that grow 
taller than the main trunk. Thin out the canopy so that sunlight reaches the interior and air circulates 
freely. This will keep your trees healthy, free from Eutypa dieback, and very productive.  
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