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A DEFINITION OF THE BEST PRUNING POSITION, reviewed by D. Lonsdale 
 
 
Summary 
  
Recent work in the USA has led to the formulation of a pruning technique which appears to minimise the 
development of decay beneath pruning wounds. The technique involves the retention of the ‘branch bark 
ridge’, an external feature which is readily visible at trunk/branch junctions of most trees. An article 
illustrating the technique is appended. 
 
 
Introduction 
 

1. It is now widely acknowledged that the risk of decay developing beneath a completely flush 
pruning wound is greater than that beneath a wound which leaves part of the branch base intact. 
Equally, it has long been established that the retention of a long stub is likely to encourage decay 
in the main stem. Despite the realisation that some sort of ‘happy medium’ is desirable, the precise 
position of the correct pruning cut has been largely a matter of guesswork. Moreover, the term 
‘flush cut’ is still often used in advisory literature, including British Standard No. 3998 (1966). 

 
An Anatomical Approach 
 

2. The living sapwood cells of a tree react to injury and to microbial invasion by laying down 
chemical barriers which limit the extension of staining and decay. In the case of a severed branch, 
the barrier tends to form across the branch base, in a plane which can be anatomically defined. 
This anatomical plane is the region where cells derived from the branch cambium meet those 
derived from the main stem cambium. These cambia are at an angle to one another, and the apex 
of the angleis usually associated with an externally visible ridge, the ‘branch bark ridge’. Recent 
work by Dr Alex Shigo of the US Forest Service has led the the suggestion that this ridge should 
be used as the guide to the correct pruning position. This approach has the attraction that the 
precise position need not be left open to guesswork. 

 
3. In order to make Dr Shigo’s ideas available to those concerned with the prevention of decay in 

amenity trees in the UK, a copy of one of his recent articles is appended herewith. Although this 
article represents our current understanding of the reactions of trees to wounding, more research is 
needed in the same areas. These include the influence of season of pruning on the tree’s defence 
mechanisms and the need to define more precisely the kinds of paint (whether sold as tree paints 
or house paints) which should not be used on pruning wounds, even for cosmetic purposes.  
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The Arboricultural Advisory and Information Service provides advice and information about trees based 
on research results and experience, both national and international, to arboriculturists, landscape 
architects, the construction industry and other professionals, also to private individuals. The service is 
funded by the Department of the Environment. 
The Arboricultural Research Note series is supported by the Forestry Commission. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A Pictorial Primer for Proper Pruning 
By Alex L. Shigo 
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