The Art of Tree Trimming and Pruning: Why Timing
and Technique Matter

Understanding the Difference Between Trimming and Pruning

When most people think about keeping their trees healthy, they use the words "trimming" and
"pruning" as if they mean the same thing. In practice, these are different tasks with different
goals. Trimming usually focuses on shaping the tree or keeping it away from structures and
power lines. Pruning is more about the long-term health of the tree, removing dead wood,
diseased branches, or growth that rubs against each other. Both are important, and the best
tree care programs combine them into a regular routine. That is what we call tree trimming and
pruning done right.

| have been working with trees for over a decade, and | still see homeowners make the same
mistakes. They grab a pole saw and start cutting branches that are too large, or they trim at the
wrong time of year. A little knowledge goes a long way. Trees are living organisms, and every
cut sends a signal. If you cut in the wrong place, you invite decay. If you cut at the wrong time,
you stress the tree during a critical growth period. The goal is to work with the tree's natural
biology, not against it.

Why Timing Is Everything

One of the most common questions | hear is, "When should | trim my trees?" The short answer
is that it depends on the species and the reason for trimming. For most deciduous trees, late
winter or early spring, while the tree is still dormant, is the best time. The tree has not yet
pushed out new leaves, so you can see the branch structure clearly. Also, the sap has not
started flowing heavily, so cuts heal faster and with less risk of disease.

For flowering trees, the rule changes. If you prune a spring-blooming tree like a dogwood or
redbud in late winter, you will cut off the flower buds that are already set. Wait until after the
tree finishes blooming. Then you can shape it without losing the display. For summer-flowering
trees like crape myrtles, late winter works fine because they bloom on new wood.
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There is also the question of storm season. In Florida, where we get heavy rain and tropical
storms, you want to remove dead or weak limbs before the wind arrives. That means doing a
thorough inspection in early spring and again in late fall. Do not wait until a storm is bearing
down. Emergency tree work is expensive and dangerous, and it often means you lose trees that
could have been saved with a little preventive tree trimming_and pruning.
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Tools of the Trade

Using the right tool for the job is not just about efficiency, it is about safety and tree health. A
dull blade tears the bark instead of cutting cleanly. That torn bark is an open door for insects
and fungi. Here is what | keep in my truck for most jobs:

¢ Hand pruners for small branches up to three-quarters of an inch thick

e Loppers for branches up to two inches thick
e A pruning saw for anything between two and five inches
e A pole saw for high branches that are out of reach from the ground

e A chainsaw for larger limbs, but only when | have proper training and safety gear

Each tool has a specific use. Using a chainsaw for a branch you could reach with loppers adds
unnecessary risk. And never use a chainsaw while standing on a ladder if you can avoid it. The
combination of a moving chain and an unstable platform is a recipe for a bad day.
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The Three-Cut Method for Large Branches

One of the most common causes of tree damage is improper removal of large branches. If you
cut a heavy limb with a single cut from above, the weight of the branch will often cause the
bark to peel down the trunk as it falls. That strip of bark is called a "rip" or "tear," and it can
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leave a wound that takes years to heal. The solution is a simple technique called the three-cut
method.

First, make a small cut on the underside of the branch, about a foot away from the trunk. Cut
upward, no more than a third of the way through. Second, move a few inches further out on the
branch and cut all the way through from the top. The branch will break at the first cut, but the
bark will stay intact. Third, remove the stub by cutting just outside the branch collar, that
swollen area where the branch meets the trunk. Do not cut flush with the trunk. That collar
contains natural chemicals that help the tree compartmentalize the wound.

| have seen homeowners cut stubs flush because they think it looks neater. In reality, that flush
cut removes the tree's natural defense zone and forces it to heal a much larger wound. A
proper cut leaves a small nub, about half an inch, which the tree will eventually seal over.

Common Mistakes and How to Avoid Them

Over the years, | have seen the same patterns repeat. People mean well, but they often do more
harm than good. Here are the mistakes | see most often:

e Topping a tree, cutting the main trunk down to a stub, is one of the worst things you
can do. It destroys the tree's structure, forces weak regrowth, and often leads to
decay. If a tree is too tall for your property, remove it and plant something smaller.

¢ Removing too many branches at once. A good rule of thumb is to take no more than
25 percent of a tree's canopy in a single year. More than that stresses the tree and can
cause it to produce a flush of weak, upright shoots.

¢ Ignoring the branch collar. As | mentioned, cutting too close to the trunk removes the
tree's natural protection. Always leave the collar intact.

e Pruning in wet weather. Cuts made during rain or high humidity take longer to dry,
which increases the chance of fungal infection. Wait for a dry day if you can.

e Using wound paint or sealant. Old advice said to paint cuts to prevent disease.
Research has shown that these paints can actually trap moisture and slow the healing
process. Let the tree seal itself.

When to Call a Professional

Not every tree job is a DIY project. If the branch is near a power line, do not touch it. Call the
utility company or a licensed arborist. If the tree is large and the branch is high, the risk of
falling or dropping a limb on something valuable is real. And if you are not sure about the
health of the tree, if you see cracks in the trunk, fungal growth at the base, or large dead limbs,



it is worth paying for an inspection. A professional can spot problems that an untrained eye will
miss.

There is also the question of liability. If a branch falls on your neighbor's house or a passerby,
you could be held responsible. Most homeowner insurance policies cover tree damage, but



they may not cover damage caused by neglect. Regular maintenance shows that you took
reasonable care. That matters if something goes wrong.

| remember a job where a homeowner had been trimming his own oak tree for years. He had
removed all the lower branches and kept cutting back the top. The tree looked fine from a
distance, but up close, it was a mess, multiple weak crotches, decay pockets, and a trunk that
was hollow in places. We had to take it down before it fell on his garage. A few hundred dollars
in professional care over the years would have saved him thousands and kept the tree
standing.

Tree Trimming and Pruning as Part of a Long-Term Plan

Good tree care is not a one-time event. It is a cycle. You inspect, you prune, you wait, and you
inspect again. For young trees, the focus should be on developing a strong structure, removing
branches that form narrow angles, thinning crowded growth, and establishing a central leader.
For mature trees, the focus shifts to maintenance, removing dead wood, reducing wind
resistance, and keeping the canopy open for light and air movement.

| tell my clients to think of it like a regular health checkup. You do not wait until you are sick to
see a doctor. Similarly, you should not wait until a tree drops a limb to start taking care of it. A
little work each year keeps the tree strong and reduces the chance of a major failure.

If you live in an area with heavy soils, like much of central Florida, you also need to watch for
root issues. Trees that are planted too deep or that have girdling roots, roots that wrap around
the trunk, often decline slowly. You may not notice until the tree starts dropping branches. A
professional can often correct these problems if caught early.

Final Thoughts

Tree trimming and pruning is both a science and a craft. The science tells you when to cut and
how the tree will respond. The craft comes from experience, learning to read the tree, to see
which branches need to go and which ones should stay. It takes time to develop that eye, but
the basics are not hard to learn. Start with small trees, use sharp tools, and always cut with a
purpose. Every cut should have a reason.



For those who want a deeper understanding, | recommend the books by Dr. Alex Shigo, the
father of modern arboriculture. His work on how trees compartmentalize decay changed the
way arborists think about pruning. A good library or online search will turn up several of his
titles. They are worth the read if you care about trees.



Volusia Bobcat & Tree Service, located at 210 Valencia Rd, DeBary, FL 32713, USA, offers
professional tree removal, trimming, stump grinding, emergency services, and firewood sales,
and can be reached at +1 386-675-7898 for any tree care needs in the area.



