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Pruning Deciduous Fruit Trees

North central Arizona is a great place to grow deciduous fruit trees including apples, pears, quince, cherries, peaches,
plums, and apricots. Deciduous fruit trees can benefit from yearly pruning throughout their productive lifespan. There
are multiple approaches, most of which are valid and are dependent on individual preferences and available space.
Each tree has also has individual characteristics that make it difficult to generalize.

Pruning can help maintain deciduous fruit tree health and productivity. Pruning also creates a desirable structure for
supporting the fruit crop and can keep the tree a more manageable size. Winter pruning often causes a tree to respond
vigorously when large limbs are removed. Conversely, summer pruning does not cause as drastic a growth response
and is often used to remove selected branches without initiating as much regrowth.

Central Leader vs Open Center

Larger scale fruit growers prefer trees apple and pear trees trained to a “central leader”. This strategy requires removal
of selected branches from the trunk while leaving behind strategically spaced side branches (called scaffold branches).
Conversely, “open-center” (also called “vase-shaped”) pruning removes the central leader at a very young age
(preferably right after planting) to develop a tree that spreads outward from the trunk allowing light to penetrate and air
to circulate in the center of the tree. Open-center pruning is often used for stone fruits (peaches, nectarines, plums, and
apricots). A homeowner may prefer pruning apple trees to open centers which keeps them shorter and easier to thin
excessive fruit and harvest. Pears often have an upright growth habit that precludes open center pruning.

What to Remove

All trees, whether fruit or ornamental, should be pruned to remove crossing and inwardly growing branches. Dead and

diseased wood should also be removed. Sometimes fruit trees have been neglected and require extensive pruning. In

these cases, address the most crucial problems first and leave the less important issues for summer or next year. As a
general rule, you should not remove more than one-third of the live canopy in any given year.
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pruning tools. Soak the loppers and hand pruners in an antibacterial/antiviral
disinfectant solution for 5 to 10 minutes between trees and especially after
pruning diseased material.
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It is difficult to reduce the height and spread size of a mature fruit tree. Resist the urge to shorten your tree by giving it a
“haircut” across the top of the canopy. This results in all the newly cut branches vigorously regrowing and creating a
more tangled canopy which will likely grow taller than it was prior to pruning. You may try to reduce tree height by selec-
tively removing the tallest limbs to the point where they originate and to limit pruning to 1/3 (or less) of entire canopy
each year.

Additional Resources:

University of Arizona Cooperative Extension
Backyard Fruit Tree Production at Elevations 3500 to 6000 Feet

Training and Pruning Newly Planted Deciduous Fruit Trees

Sanitizing Pruning Tools

Deciduous Fruit Tree Pruning Videos

Oregon State University Extension Service
Tree Pruning Basics

Washington State University Extension
Pruning Tree Fruit — The Basics
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https://extension.arizona.edu/sites/extension.arizona.edu/files/pubs/az1162-2015.pdf
https://extension.arizona.edu/sites/extension.arizona.edu/files/pubs/az1668-2015.pdf
https://extension.arizona.edu/sites/extension.arizona.edu/files/attachment/SanitizingTools.pdf
https://cales.arizona.edu/yavapai/pruning/videos.html
https://extension.oregonstate.edu/crop-production/fruit-trees/tree-pruning-basics
https://extension.wsu.edu/maritimefruit/pruning-tree-fruit-the-basics/

