
Retrenchment pruning: A technique for managing  
Veteran Trees



In this late mature 
tree you can see the 
original branch 
frame work forming 
the top two thirds of 
the crown.

But it also has a new 
lower crown that 
has developed more 
recently.



In the upper parts of the 
tree you can see dieback 
at the ends of the 
branches.

This is caused by 
limitations of crown size 
which triggers epicormic 
growth in the lower 
crown.  This crown 
reorganisation is called 
crown retrenchment.

Retrenchment is a 
natural part of the aging 
process in an old tree.



Dieback promotes the 
growth of new shoots 
below the original crown.

The mechanisms that can 
cause this include:

ÅAlterations to the 
hormone balance in 
the tree

ÅHydraulic capacity
ÅChanges in light 

intensity
ÅWounding



Close up of the 
lower part of the 
crown showing 
limbs originating as 
epicormic growth 
that is perhaps 15-
20 years old

This is a natural 
response of the 
tree.  Perhaps it 
was pruned some 
years ago by the 
farmer?



Here is an nother
example of natural 
retrenchment.

Here the dead ends of 
the branches in the 
upper crown are no 
longer present but the 
crown is obviously 
smaller than the 
maximum extent it 
once reached at 
maturity.

The tree has a clear 
lower crown.



This is the same tree as the 
previous picture, taken one 
year later.  

The entire upper crown 
has been lost in a storm, 
but the fact that the tree 
had a vigorous lower 
crown means that when 
this happened the tree was 
still able to survive.

If we can mimic natural 
retrenchment to promote 
a lower crown, then we 
can remove upper 
branches if they are 
considered likely to fail. 



Lapsed pollards can 
present particularly 
difficult problems.

Heavy branches on the  
heavily decayed and 
hollow trunks of these 
trees have the 
potential to fail, and 
when they do, they 
can pull the whole tree 
apart.



Lapsed pollards often 
only have leaves high in 
the canopy, with no 
lower crown.

Heavy pruning may be 
desirable to reduce the 
chance of major limb 
loss but is highly likely 
cause decline or death 
because of the small 
amount of foliage that 
would be retained to 
support the tree.



In contrast this 
ancient pollard has 
a crown structure 
that is unlikely to 
have structural 
problems, if 
managed

It has small vigorous 
limbs on a large 
diameter stem.  The 
prospects for 
longevity are good.



The aim of retrenchment 
pruning is to initiate or 
promote the development of 
a lower crown.

There is no reduction in tree 
height or crown extent.

Retrenchment pruning is not 
intended to manage 
immediate structural issues.

Retrenchment pruning by tip pruning



Only small cuts are 
made, removing short 
sections of peripheral 
growth using hand 
tools.

A proportion of the 
terminal buds are 
removed.

The accompanying 
thinning at the crown 
periphery allows light 
into the interior of the 
crown.

Tip pruning pruning ςhow to do it?



Ideally the response to 
this pruning will be the 
stimulation of  growth 
from dormant buds 
lower in the crown.

However, it may take 
some years before these 
shoots are initiated and 
it will be years before 
this growth can sustain 
the tree.

Ideal tree response after tip pruning


