
Helpline Hot Topic for January 2019 
Pruning Fruit Trees 

By Cynthia Zimmerman 
 

The beginning is the most important part of the work. – Plato 
 

It’s the beginning of a new year when we make, or at least think of making, resolutions for 
change, set new goals and start over.  Gardeners, particularly in California where the weather is 
milder, are often times finishing up in the garden with the chores that need to be done before 
the beginning of a new season of growth, bloom, planting and production.   
 
January is the month when the Helpline receives the most questions about the pruning of fruit 
trees, something that needs to be quickly accomplished in case we have early warm-up as in the 
past few years.  We get calls on everything from apples, apricots and avocados to peaches, pluots, 
and pomegranates.  Not all fruit trees are created equal when it comes to pruning but there are 
some general things to remember.  
 

• Mid to late winter, before buds begin to swell, is when most fruit trees are pruned for 
shaping and training.  You can most easily see the tree structure without foliage on it. Sap 
ooze is not a problem.  No need to put anything on the cuts. 

 

• During early growth in spring the cambium and bark are easily damaged by pruning, plus 
pruning at this time can stimulate the growth of undesirable water sprouts. 
 

• Midsummer is when thinning is normally done, after the spring growth.  Thinning allows 
light to penetrate the canopy and increase the circulation of air. 

 

• Avoid pruning in late summer and fall because it can stimulate new growth too late in the 
season. 

 

• Cherry, apricot, and pluot trees should be pruned in the summer because they are 
susceptible to water-borne diseases that can spread through pruning cuts during rainy 
weather.   

 

• For citrus, just prior to bloom or just after fruit set is the ideal time to prune so that the 
tree can adjust its fruit load during the June drop. Minor pruning can be done any time, 
but it’s best to avoid late-season pruning which will stimulate frost sensitive tender 
growth.   

 

• Proper pruning is important for maintaining the health and structure of your trees and 
can help in controlling and preventing some pests. 

 
For more specific information on fruit tree pruning, there are some wonderful websites to check. 



http://homeorchard.ucanr.edu/The_Big_Picture/Pruning_&_Training/   
Pruning & Training 

http://mgsantaclara.ucanr.edu/files/242762.pdf  
The Backyard Orchard-Pruning (good diagrams) 

http://homeorchard.ucdavis.edu/8057.pdf   
 Fruit Trees: Training and Pruning of Deciduous Trees 

http://homeorchard.ucdavis.edu/8058.pdf 
Fruit Trees:  Training and Pruning Overgrown Deciduous Trees 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=um2LbW-tuCE 
Winter Pruning of Apple and Pear Trees  (filmed & produced by Santa Clara County MG) 

http://cesonoma.ucdavis.edu/files/27164.pdf 
Ten Basics of When and How to Prune Fruit Trees 

 
Everything has seasons, and we have to be able to recognize when something's time has passed 
and be able to move into the next season. Everything that is alive requires pruning as well, which 
is a great metaphor for endings.  – Henry Cloud 
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