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Question 

Why do you top-prune pines 

and hardwoods? 

 



Reasons to top-prune 

 It reduces the shoot/root ratio 

 It reduces the number of culls 

 It increases seedling uniformity 

 It can increase freeze tolerance   

 (it changes seedling biochemistry) 

 It can reduce shipping and handling costs 

 IT CAN INCREASE FIELD SURVIVAL 



“Reasons” not to top-prune 

 It is not “natural” 

 It makes trees look funny (forked) 

 It takes time to top-prune  (cost) 

 It wounds the seedling 

 It changes seedling biochemistry 

 Late pruning removes the terminal bud 

 It might increase disease 

 It increases seedling uniformity 



TOP-PRUNING papers 

Top pruning 

studies with 

survival or 

growth data

  

 favor top-pruning 

Top pruning 

studies without 

survival or 

growth data 

   

 against               

top-pruning 



HISTORY 

 All kinds of forest trees may be, and nearly 

all should be pruned at time of 

transplanting.  As it is almost if not quite 

impossible to take up a tree without 

destroying a portion of the roots, or at least 

disturbing them, it is well to reduce the 

number or length of the branches to fully 

compensate for any loss sustained by the 

roots.                     Fuller (1884) 



HISTORY 

 I am well aware that there are men who object to 

pruning transplanted trees, because they imagine 

in their ignorance of the general principles of 

vegetable physiology, that the larger the number 

of buds and leaves, the greater the capacity of the 

tree to assimilate sap, which in a measure be true, 

provided the roots were in a condition to supply 

the crude article in unlimited quantities……   

      (Fuller 1884) 



HISTORY 

 .. but as they are not at such time, it 

is absurd to think that the leaves 

are to be sustained by what they 

cannot possibly obtain.   

    (Fuller 1884) 



Increase in Survival 
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18%                11% 







Reduction in Culls 

 With slash pine, Mary 

Duryea (1990) reported a 

5% reduction in culls. 

 This increase can amount 

to 85 thousand tress/ha. 

 About $2,500/ha   
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FREEZE INJURY 
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SUMMARY 

 Top-pruning tends to improve survival on 
sites were survival is not “optimum.” 

 Top-pruning of loblolly pine tends to make 
the seedlings more freeze tolerant. 

 Top-pruning can increase the production of 
plantable seedlings. 

 Top-pruning can reduce lifting and shipping 
costs. 

 





3 clipping treatments 

NO CLIP 

6 inch 

2 inch 



Treatment 0-Clip 6-Clip 2-Clip 

Needle length (in) 11 6 2 

Needle mass removed (g) 0 819 mg 1746 mg 

Top dry weight (g) 2.76 1.94 1.01 

Top mass removed (%) 0 30% 63% 

Root + media (g)  11.4 -- -- 



STEP 1 – CONDUCT AN RGP TEST 
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STEP 2 – CONDUCT A “TRANSPIRATION” TEST 



Clipping reduces transpiration 

2 inch 

6 inch 



6-Clip treatment reduced the onset of stress by an estimated 2.3 days  

2.3 days 



Clipping reduces transpiration 



  We no longer have to presume that clipping 

reduces transpiration. 



STEP 3 – CONDUCT A  “SURVIVAL” TEST 

Trees not watered 

for 4 weeks 

 

 

Then they were irrigated 

to determine which ones  

were still alive. 



STEP 3 – “SURVIVAL” TEST 

11 inch seedlings 

 

8% survival 

 

 

 



STEP 3 –  “SURVIVAL” TEST 

6 inch seedlings 

 

19% survival 

 

 

 



STEP 3 – “SURVIVAL” TEST 

2 inch seedlings 

 

42% survival 
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SUMMARY 

 Removing foliage reduces early RGP of pine  

 (RGP of pines depends on current photosynthate) 

 Top-clipping reduces the amount of water loss by 

seedlings. 

 Top-clipping can increase survival which affects future 

root growth. 

 

 (Live for another two days and then grow more roots) 

 

 


