
Best Time to Prune Trees and Shrubs 
https://www.chicagobotanic.org/plantinfo/faq/best_time_prune_trees_and_shrubs 
 
Q. When is the best time of year to prune my trees and shrubs? 
A. Pruning requirements of trees and shrubs will not only vary according to species, it will also 
depend on the purpose of pruning. If pruning is necessary because branches are dead and the 
tree or shrub causes a safety hazard, pruning can be performed at any time. However, the 
overall health of the plant should always be taken into consideration before addressing pruning 
issues. It is important to know that detrimental diseases can easily be spread if trees and shrubs 
are pruned at the wrong time of the year. For example, oak trees (Quercus spp.) should only be 
pruned in the winter months when the trees are dormant to prevent the spread of a common 
fungal disease called oak wilt. 
 
As a general rule, a light summer pruning can be performed on most deciduous trees and 
shrubs. Heavier pruning should be performed when the tree is dormant, preferably in late 
winter before active growth begins. Trees such as maple (Acer) trees bleed sap heavily and 
should be pruned in winter while the trees are dormant. Spring flowering shrubs such as lilac 
and forsythia bloom on the previous season's growth and should be pruned within two weeks 
after flowering. Pruning at any other time will reduce or eliminate the flower display. 
Most conifers require minimal pruning that will also vary with species. Needled evergreens such 
as spruce (Picea) and fir (Abies) are best pruned in late winter before growth begins. Arborvitae 
(Thuja) and yew (Taxus) can be pruned during spring and early summer. Pruning of any kind can 
encourage new growth; therefore, pruning should not be performed late in the season to avoid 
the risk of cold temperatures damaging tender new growth. 

 
When to Prune 
https://www.thisoldhouse.com/how-to/how-to-prune-small-trees-and-shrubs 

There is important pruning that can be done anytime — namely, the removal of dead, weak, 
damaged, or crossing branches. But poorly timed pruning, like that done in the fall or early 
winter, can injure a plant and stunt or even eliminate its foliage and flower production. What 
follows are the three recommended pruning "seasons" for various common trees and shrubs 
across the country. Stick to this schedule to keep plants healthy and maximize blossoms. When 
in doubt, Roger Cook suggests, postpone pruning until right after the plant flowers. 

Late Winter/Early Spring 
Prune summer-flowering plants, which will flower on the coming season's new growth, while 
they are still dormant. Their bare limbs make it easy to see the plant's structure, and the flush 
of spring growth will quickly heal wounds. Prune random-branching conifers once new growth 
is visible. 

Shrubs 
Beautyberry (Callicarpa species) 
Bumald spiraea (Spiraea bumalda) 



Butterfly bush (Buddleia davidii) 
Gardenia (Gardenia jasminoides) 
Japanese barberry (Berberis thunbergii) 
Japanese spiraea (Spiraea japonica) 
Nandina (Nandina domestica) 
Privet (Ligistrum species) 
Repeat-flowering roses (Rosa species) 
Rose-of-Sharon (Hibiscus syriacus) 
Summersweet (Clethra species) 
Sweetshrub (Calycanthus floridus) 
 

Trees 
Chaste tree (Vitex agnus-castus) 
Crape myrtle (Lagerstroemia species) 
Sweet olive (Osmanthus fragrans) 
Golden-rain tree (Koelreuteria paniculata) 
Sweet bay (Magnolia virginiana) 
Maple (Acer species) 
Random-branching conifers 
Arborvitae (Thuja species) 
Cypress (Cupressus species) 
Hemlock (Tsuga species) 
Juniper (Juniperus species) 
Southern yew (Podocarpus macrophyllus) 
True cedar (Cedrus species) 
Yew (Cephalotaxus and Taxus species) 

Late Spring/Early Summer 
Prune spring-flowering plants immediately after their blossoms fade. Because they produce 
flowers only on old growth from the previous season, pruning soon after bloom will maximize 
flower production the next year. Pinch the candles on whorled-branching conifers when you 
see new growth. 

Shrubs 
Azalea (Rhododendron species) 
Beautybush (Kolkwitzia amabilis) 
Bigleaf hydrangea (Hydrangea macrophylla) 
Bridal wreath spiraea (Spiraea prunifolia) 
Common lilac (Syringa vulgaris) 
Deutzia (Deutzia species) 
Flowering quince (Chaenomeles species) 
Forsythia (Forsythia species) 
Japanese kerria (Kerria japonica) 
Japanese pieris (Pieris japonica) 



Mock orange (Philadelphus species) 
Rhododendron (Rhododendron species) 
Weigela (Weigela florida) 
  

Trees 
Flowering almond (Prunus species) 
Flowering cherry (Prunus serrulata) 
Fringe tree (Chionanthus virginicus) 
Ornamental pear (Pyrus calleryana) 
Redbud (Cercis species) 
Saucer magnolia (Magnolia soulangiana) 
Serviceberry (Amelanchier species) 
Star magnolia (Magnolia stellata) 
Witch hazel (Hamamelis species) 
Whorled-branching Conifers Fir (Abies species) 
Norfolk Island Pine (Araucaria heterophylla) 
Pine (Pinus species) 
Spruce (Picea species) 

Midsummer 
Prune "bleeding" trees — those with exceptionally heavy spring sap flow — after their leaves 
have fully developed. 

Birch (Betula species) 
Dogwood (Cornus species) 
Elm (Ulmus species) 
Yellowwood (Cladrastis lutea) 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 



Prune oaks in winter to avoid oak wilt. 
http://msue.anr.msu.edu/news/prune_oaks_in_winter_to_avoid_oak_wilt 

Oak wilt, Ceratocystis fagacearum, is a deadly disease in oak trees with the red oak group being 
more susceptible than white oaks. The disease is thought to be native to the United States and 
was first identified in the 1940s. Trees die from the disease as the fungus invades the vascular 
tissue that transports water throughout the tree. The growth of the fungus within the vascular 
tissue physically limits movement of water. Oak trees block their own vessels in an attempt to 
stop the spread of the disease, cutting off the flow of water and causing the tree to wilt and 
eventually die. 

Oak wilt can be carried to the tree by sap-feeding insects such as picnic beetles. These sap 
feeding beetles are attracted to oaks with fresh wounds. Picnic beetles feeding on the sap of 
oaks can transmit this fungal disease. 

Often the first symptom of oak wilt is browning leaves at the top of the tree which then spreads 
to lateral branches. With red oaks, this can happen in late spring to early summer. Inspection of 
leaves shows browning opposite the stem of the leaves and along the outer margins. As it 
progresses, the leaf continues to brown down towards its base. 

Infected red oaks can wilt within several weeks. Branches that are wilting may show brown to 
black streaking in their vascular tissue, which can be seen when the bark is pulled away from the 
wood. Though symptoms are similar in white oaks, the wilting process is slowed by the presence 
of tyloses, which blocks vessels and reduces susceptibility of the disease. 

As the trees begin to die, a mass of fungal growth may be found under the bark of the tree. 
These fungal mats cause the bark to crack and a fruity odor produced by the fungus attracts the 
sap-feeding insects back to the tree where they pick up the fungus, starting the cycle all over. 

 

Oak wilt fruiting bodies. Photo: John N. Gibbs, Forestry Commission, Bugwood.org 



Oak wilt is not easy to diagnose just by visual inspection. Wilting and scorched leaves can be the 
result of other problems. During the summer it is common to see browning leaves on an oak 
due to scorch or another fungal disease. Because it is confused with other disorders, it is best to 
have the trees inspected by a certified arborist and it may be necessary to send samples to a 
diagnostic laboratory. Getting a diagnosis early is critical to reducing the spread of the disease. 
Michigan State University’s Diagnostic Services recommends taking a sample from a partially 
wilted branch that is an inch in diameter. Cut the branch into 6-to 8-inch lengths and place in 
plastic bags to be delivered or overnight shipped to the lab. Fresh samples are critical in testing 
for the oak wilt fungus. 

Oak wilt can also spread from one infected tree to another through root grafts with 
surrounding oaks. The roots from one tree grow into another, creating a connection. Once 
diagnosed, the spread of the disease by graft can be stopped through the use of trenching 
equipment that cuts the root grafts. Once oak wilt has infected a red oak tree, there is little 
chance of saving it. Injections are a management option, but these should be directed to 
healthy trees that are not showing symptoms of the disease. For an in-depth explanation of 
management options from fungicides to trenching, read the Michigan State University 
Extensionbulletin E-3169, “Oak Wilt in Michigan’s Forest Resource.” 

The most important management strategy is to avoid pruning of oaks during the growing 
season. Plant pathologist David Roberts recommends that if pruning on oaks is necessary, it 
should be restricted to the winter when sap feeding beetles are not active. Whether a 
commercial pruner or a homeowner, this recommendation is critical in preventing the spread of 
the fungus. Many of our oak trees are over 100 years old and cannot be replaced. Keep this in 
mind as winter draws to a close in Michigan. Do not make your oaks a target for the main 
vector of the oak wilt fungus by pruning these trees during the growing season. 

http://www.pestid.msu.edu/
http://www.pestid.msu.edu/submit-samples/
http://msue.anr.msu.edu/
http://msue.anr.msu.edu/
http://msue.anr.msu.edu/resources/oak_wilt_in_michigans_forests


 
 

 


