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The Grapevine 
 

Under the Shade 

Over the last few months working for K-STATE Extension I have looked out the window in my office and watched 

the seasons change on the oak trees across the parking lot. Last fall I watched the leaves slowly turn colors and then drop, 

this winter I saw the trees covered in snow and during the windstorm we had I watched the branches break and fall from the 

unhealthy one on the end. A week ago, I saw that the tree trimmers were out pruning the trees before the start of the 

growing season which leads me to this week’s Grapevine on the importance of proper care and pruning of your shade trees.  

Care and pruning of shade trees is a bit different than pruning fruit trees. Once a shade tree is established and has 

been in the ground for several years they typically require very little pruning especially if 

you took the time to establish a good structure while the tree is young. Here are a few 

guidelines for pruning shade trees: 

• Remove branches that are rubbing to prevent injury and future disease issues. 

• Remove competing “leaders” to allow for one central leader at the top of the tree 

(some species naturally have multiple leaders so this may not apply for all trees) 

• Develop the “scaffold” branches. The scaffold branches will form the base 

structure of the tree and eventually develop into the crown as the tree gets bigger. 

These branches should be spaced fairly evenly around the trunk, be slightly 

smaller in diameter of the trunk and have a strong attachment to the tree. 

Developing this structure can help alleviate issues down the road. Leave lower 

branches on for several years, even if eventually they will get in the way of 

mowing or sidewalks to help with trunk development. (See photo on right) 

• Remove dead, broken or diseased branches on a regular basis to prevent the 

spread of disease and allow the tree to heal. Also remove any potentially 

hazardous limbs that are low hanging and could block traffic or walking paths. 

• Remove branches with narrow crotches (See second photo on right). Branches 

such as the one on the left in the photo that have a narrow crotch angle tend to 

have bark inside the attachment which ultimately weakens that area. Branches 

with tight angles are less flexible during ice or wind storms and more likely to 

break. You can change the angle using spreaders on young branches but not older 

ones. 

• Never remove more than 20-30% of the tree’s canopy at one time. This reduces the tree’s ability to photosynthesize 

and grow properly. 

• Topping a tree is not recommended and should only be done in a few cases. Topping can result in fast, weak growth 

and the large wounds never heal properly leading to disease and insect issues. If you must drastically shrink the size 

of a tree prune the branch back to where it meets another branch or remove the 

tree altogether and plant something that won’t get as big. 

The best time to prune most trees is in the spring before they leaf out for the year. 

The exceptions to that are Maple and Birch trees which can “bleed” excessively if 

pruned early in the year. Those trees can be pruned after they have leafed out or before 

depending on the homeowner’s preference. It’s best to avoid pruning in the late summer 

or early fall since this can take away nutrients from the tree as they prepare to 

overwinter or can cause growth late in the fall which could freeze. Try to prune 

branches close to the trunk, at the collar, as this helps the tree heal faster. If you are 

cutting a bigger branch use the three cut method to avoid tearing the bark. To avoid 

tearing the bark, prune large branches in three cuts. Make the first and second cuts about 12 inches from the trunk. Make 

the third cut near the branch collar at 45 degrees to the trunk.  

There aren’t any hard and fast rules when pruning shade trees but there are some tricks and tips that can help make the 

process faster. Remember, with any pruning activity, safety first anytime you are pruning or trimming trees. 



Reminders- 

• Once temperatures are consistently over 50 degrees or when plants start growing clean up the perennial bed by 

cutting back foliage and removing the winter mulch layer. Divide any perennials and plant back in the garden. 

• If you haven’t, start your tomato, pepper and other warm season vegetable seeds. 

• Remove the tree wrap from young trees before they start growing. 

• Sharpen and repair your garden tools. Now is the time to have your lawn mower and other equipment serviced 

before the gardening season begins. 

• Spray peach trees for Peach Leaf Curl and plum trees for control of Black Knot. 

• Apply Dormant Oil on fruit trees to control scale and mites. 

 

Upcoming Events 

• March 10, 2022- Vegetable Gardening in Small Spaces  

Are you interested in growing your own vegetables but live in an apartment, have a shady back yard or have a 

physical limitation that prevents you from gardening in the ground? Container vegetable gardening is a great 

way to grow your own vegetables on your window sill, patio, porch or even your front step. Join us to learn 

how to grow your own tomatoes, corn, beans and potatoes in containers or raised beds! Please call our office at 

316-9660 to register or click here so we have enough handouts and space for everyone!  

• April 6, 2022: Pollinator Plants for Continuous Food Sources 

Include plants for pollinators in your spring planting plan! Providing season-long pollen and nectar sources in 

the garden is critical for our pollinators to forage on, and an important way to help increase local pollinator 

numbers. Join Jason Graves, Central Kansas District Horticulture Extension Agent, to learn about the planting 

strategies and pollinator garden plants that will help you supply pollinators with the critical foraging habitat 

they need. For more information on KSRE Garden Hour click here. 

 

https://kstate.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_3meqLHjYd0Q513g
https://hnr.k-state.edu/extension/info-center/k-state-garden-hour-webinar-series/k_state_garden_hour.html

