Limbing Up

Instead of cutting down or topping off

Basics:

As long as a buffer is healthy (is
minimally developed, manages
development to avoid runoff, is free of
invasive species, and contains all
vegetative tiers), it should generally be
left alone. The forest has an incredible
capacity to heal and maintain itself. This
means that trees and forests do best
when trees are not pruned or are
pruned only minimally. Sometimes,
however, the limbing of trees is
desirable either to preserve the health
of the tree, to ensure the safety of
surrounding buildings and living spaces,
or to make a landscape more
aesthetically pleasing. No matter what
your reason for limbing your trees, it is
important to ensure you follow
sustainable pruning practices.

Cut
branches
above the

branch collar

or branch
bark ridge
(right).
Cutting
below these
parts can
harm the
tree (left).
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Best Practices:

When to cut: Trees should not be cut when they are
freshly planted, and pruning should be limited to only
what is necessary until trees are well established, at
least 2-3 years after planting. It is best to prune most
trees in their late dormant season, during February
and March. Cutting limbs just before the initial
growing season will encourage wounds to heal
quickly as the tree puts a lot of energy into new
growth at this time. Additionally, the wounds are less
susceptible to disease and harmful insects
throughout the dormant season. Avoid pruning
during spring and fall, as trees require a lot of energy
during these times and are less adept at coping with
fresh wounds.

Where to cut: It is good to encourage most trees to
maintain one main growing trunk. Alternative
sprouts, especially those that have the potential to
grow larger than the main trunk, can be limbed
quickly after they are spotted. Be careful not to
confuse trunks for additional trees in species which
naturally grow in clumps, like some birch species.
Limbs that appear to overgrow laterally and risk
breaking off can also be cut down. Branches should
be cut above the branch collar or branch bark ridge
to allow the wound to seal off and avoid decay in the
rest of the tree.



See Site Assessment Summary and Site Map for how this applies to you.

Limbing Up
Instead of cutting down or topping off

Best Practices:

What to cut: Most deciduous trees respond best to "thinning,” which involves intermittently cutting
branches at their origins on parental branches or lateral side stems. This is also true for
arborvitaes (cedars), yews, and junipers. Prioritize the limbing of dead, bent, or otherwise
damaged branches that are most prone to disease and weakening. You can limb the bottommost
branches of pines and other conifers, but make sure not to cut too high and create a raised
canopy. “Heading,” or the complete removal of the top portion of a tree, is rarely recommended as
it is not beneficial to the tree and encourages denser, bushier growth. You should never cut more
than 15-20% of a tree’s total volume, and it is best to limit cutting to 5-10% of a tree’s total
volume.

What to do: If you are only pruning a few limbs, it is best to let them decompose on site.

However, if there are several large limbs downed, you do not want to overwhelm the forest and
suppress lower level growth. Never transport the wood, as you could unintentionally be moving
invasive species. The debris can be burned on site or mulched and used for on-site gardening.

We recommend using the thinning method when limbing trees (left). This frees
up space for views without harming the trees. Heading sacrifices the health of
trees and does not improve aesthetics in the short or long term (right).
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