
A short guide to pruning top fruit   
 
Four basic rules of pruning: 
 

1. If possible, don’t! An unnecessary or misplaced cut can be worse than none at all, so 
think carefully about where and even whether you need to be pruning your tree. 
 

2. Always prune to (i.e. just above) something, e.g. a bud or a side branch etc. You should 
be getting as close to the bud as you can without jeopardising it when you cut. The bud 
or outgrowth you prune to should be one that faces in the direction you would like that 
part of the tree to grow toward, since it will become the leading stem from then on. 

 
*In fact current thinking says the cut should be a bit flatter than shown above... 

 
3. Winter pruning stimulates vegetative growth so pruning of apple and pear trees is 

normally done early in the year before spring begins (soft fruit are done later in the 
season to avoid the pests and diseases that afflict them; some berries have specialised 
pruning regimes but mature gooseberries can be treated with normal regulatory 
pruning). 
 

4. Over-pruning can damage a tree, leaving it vulnerable to disease, reluctant to bear much 
fruit, and may even kill it in extreme cases. It’s probably unwise to prune more than a 
quarter of the tree’s branches in any one year, and a third should be an absolute limit 
not to go beyond. 
 

Reasons to prune 
 

 Diseased, damaged or dead (the three Ds) 
 Maintenance of tree shape 
 Prevent branches crossing or rubbing 
 To increase fruit production 
 To stimulate vegetative growth (in a young tree) 
 Health and safety (both yours and the trees!) 
 

*suckers are best removed by pulling them off when first noticed! 
 

 
 
 
 
 



For larger branches, a pruning saw can be used, 
or even a bow saw (secateurs or loppers suffice 
for smaller ones of course). A first cut can be 
made above the final cut if necessary, to relieve 
most of the bulk and weight of the branch. Then 
the pruning cut should be made just above the 
wrinkly section that is usually found at the 
junction of branches (the ‘branch collar’). Ideally 
make two incisions, starting from below and 
finishing off from above. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Tree shape and development 
 
Pruning should ideally be used to a plan for the tree’s future growth, not just to clear away 
clutter. It’s important to think about what you want from the tree, e.g. whether you would like to 
maximise your fruit crop this year, or go for growth to increase yields later in the tree’s life. The 
way in which you prune will have a significant effect on the tree’s development.  
 
Formative pruning is used to form the shape of a tree in the first few years of its life. 
A general guideline is to cut about half of the previous year’s growth. Pruning harder and deeper 
on a branch will stimulate growth more than gentler pruning. So to rectify uneven growth of 
branches, the longer/stronger one should be pruned LESS than the smaller, weaker one. If your 
sapling has been grafted, new shoots that grow below the graft ought to be removed. 
 
Regulatory pruning maintains the shape of a tree in later life. A well-shaped tree, apart from 
looking attractive, helps air movement and hygiene (the moving air dispels fungal infections and 
reduces dampness) and concentrates the tree’s productive capacity in the right places, such as 
the fruit themselves. 
 
Training branches down towards the horizontal is more likely to stimulate fruit production. 
Cutting vertical branches can reduce wasted energy and nutrients if they are high up with hard-
to-pick or no fruit, redirecting the tree’s resources to more productive lower areas. But over-
pruning of vertical branches can stimulate their growth to even greater heights next year! 
Remember – the tree only has a finite amount of nutrients available to it through the year; big 
growth in the size of the tree could well be at the expense of the size of your fruit yield come the 
autumn. 
 
Another way a tree may direct its energy away from its fruit is the growth of new ‘water shoots’ 
(sometimes also called ‘water sprouts’). These are new shoots that grow vertically upwards 
quite rapidly from a point where it has been previously pruned. Water shoots are best removed; 
when they are caught in their first year and are quite small it’s possible to snap them off by 
hand. 


