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Keeping Pruning Simple and Effective
Don’t over-complicate or under-appreciate the practice of pruning

Mark Greenspan

I T  M A Y  S E E M  L I K E  a mundane topic to write about, but this is the time 

of year you are out pruning, so why not write about it? It’s the first viticul-

tural practice performed for the growing season. Well, arguably, post-harvest 

irrigation and fertilization are the first practice, but let’s not be nit-picky. It’s 

also one of the costliest operations performed all year, which is why more 

and more acreage is being machine-pruned, something that has been written 

about recently1. Mechanical pruning’s adoption by premium winegrowers 

has been slow; and though I suspect it will continue to infuse all tiers of 

winegrowing, machine pruning is still a long way away from being accepted 

by high-end producers.

This brings me to good old-fashioned hand-pruning. 

Besides being out in the brisk chill of winter, slogging 

around in mud in rubber boots, the practice of pruning 

can be mesmerizing, even hypnotically soothing, to the 

person holding the shears. But it’s a tough job, and it 

requires considerable skill and practice. I have found 

that pruning can be taken too lightly: sending out a 

crew of lightly-trained individuals, who robotically 

prune each vine the same way. On the other hand, I’ve 

seen growers who over-complicate the practice by using 

pruning formulae, almost paralyzing them from getting 

the job done in a cost-efficient manner.

Geeking Out With  
Pruning Formulae
Too often is the observation of vines pruned by workers 

who are either insufficiently instructed, trained, 

talented or supervised. Those vines are pruned almost 

as if they were done by robots, with no consideration as 

to the size, health and potential productivity of the vine. 

Here, I want to say something about “vine balance,” a 

phrase that I don’t like to use often, but it does apply 

here. Weaker vines need to be severely pruned, and 

stronger ones can be left with more buds. 

But vine balance is something that, I feel, gets exces-

sively “geeked out.” Some growers take pruning weights 

every year from each and every block or sub-block of 

vineyard, and develop pruning formulae based on those 

weights. I think pruning formulae, outside of research, 

are excessively academic, impractical and unnecessary. 

The pruning formulae are usually linear equations, with 

a baseline bud count and additional buds added to that 
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baseline as a function of the pruning weight for that block or section. Great, 

but are you really going to have the guys count buds on each vine based on 

that formula? I’m not against bud counts, but I feel that pruning formulae  

over-think the situation. Plus, they fail to treat variability within that block 

of vines, which can be considerable and needs to be addressed at a finer scale 

than can be achieved by a block-level pruning formula.

It’s not necessary to use pruning formulae to achieve balanced pruning if 

you have a good trainer to instruct the crew and good supervision to keep 

reminding the pruners about the guidelines. It is even better to have a crew 

of people who “get the concept” and don’t have to be reminded, after each 

dozen vines, about how to make pruning decisions. 

Ignoring Vine Balance in Pruning
Not that I’m against balanced pruning, mind you. I think it is essential. 

It’s quite frustrating to walk through vineyards that have been pruned and 

see vines that are too weak being pruned to skinny spurs or skinny canes 

retained that don’t even give the vines a fighting chance to improve their 

lot in life during the next growing season. This, to me, is the greater sin of 

pruning, much more than the over-thinking, pruning-formula-generating 

folks. Though even those formula-driven guys can, and do, commit the 

error of unbalanced pruning on a vine-to-vine scale.

Vines pruned to tiny wood, either canes or spurs, will see uneven bud push, 

weak initial growth and usually stunted shoots that remain short throughout 

the season. The real failure here is that the problem is perpetuated or even 

made more severe from year-to-year because pruning to weak wood begets 

weaker wood. Over time, this can cause a vine to lose the ability to even 

recover. But severe pruning, when necessary, combined with ample vine 

nutrition and soil health, can allow a weak vine to join the minions of healthy 

vines surrounding it. 

A Simple, Balanced Pruning Approach
It’s really simple. Maybe too simple, but it works. Look at the last year’s 

growth on each vine. At least, look at the girth of the canes being pruned 

back to spurs or canes. If they are too skinny, do not retain them. Skinny 

wood contains less carbohydrate than thicker wood, and stored carbohy-

drates in the dormant wood are needed for the initial shoot growth. Weak 

initial shoot growth most often leads to weak, short and skinny shoots. 

Don’t think that they will swell up and balance themselves out next year. 

They won’t. As a rule of thumb, I like to use 3/8” (9mm) diameter as the 

threshold for wood retention. I don’t want to see any one-year-old wood 

retained that is less than this diameter. I wish that dimension was some-

thing more convenient to reference, but one-quarter inch is too generous a 
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guideline (i.e., it would leave too much weak wood), and a half-inch is too 

restrictive (it would cause us to prune off too much good wood). A wooden 

dowel on a string can be given to each pruner to get them calibrated to what 

the requirement is. Or a notch can be cut in a piece of aluminum or plastic. 

I’ve seen plastic templates used by nurseries to gauge the girth of cuttings 

used to grade planting material. These are great tools for this purpose.

This guideline is something that each and every pruner can apply to each 

and every vine, even if he/she is pruning as fast as possible. It can get ingrained 

in their mentality. It’s just a matter of training. Once they get the concept, they 

will look at each pruning cut and, within milliseconds, know how severely to 

prune that retained wood. And the 

template tool they have hanging from 

their belt will help them re-calibrate 

as often as is necessary.

The selection method is applied 

differently to spurs and canes, of 

course, but the girth threshold is the 

same. For spurs, if the basal wood is 

less than the threshold, prune back to 

a one-bud or even a basal-bud spur. 

That may be hard to do, knowing 

that that single-bud will produce 

only one shoot and the basal buds 

are often less fruitful than the more 

apical buds. If this bothers you, then 

you should get your head out of this 

year and think long-term. The severe 

spur-pruning may very well lead to 

a strong shoot that will produce a 

cane that can be pruned to two buds 

the following year as is the standard 

practice. But leave a skinny little spur 

in year one and you are assured a 

skinny little spur in year two, with 

fruit that will probably be either 

small and underweight, be thinned 

off or be unripe by harvest time. No 

skinny wood!

And I’m not even talking yet 

about cordons. If the cordons are 

producing a bunch of weak spurs, 

they often are skinny themselves 

and are often brittle, indicative of a 

low density wood with poor carbo-

hydrate content. Chop them off in 

many cases. Sometimes you just have 

to bite the bullet and cut the cordon 

off to as little as one position on each 

side of a bilateral so that the vine can 

push out some strong shoots and 

the cordon can be rejuvenated. Same 

mantra: no skinny wood!

As for canes, severe pruning 

applies to them just as much, if not 

more. Leaving a little skinny straw of 

a cane on the wire is one of the most 

common pruning mistakes I see, 

especially for younger vineyards that may have some vines lagging in their 

development relative to the others. If the wood is too skinny, don’t leave a 

full-length cane. Cut it shorter to where the end cut is 3/8” in diameter. Or 

maybe you just have to go back to a spur that year to grow out a shoot worthy 

enough of forming a cane of proper girth for the year to follow. If you’re not 

thinking a year ahead of time while you are pruning, you are missing the 

point. No skinny wood!

This is actually a very simple concept and does not require pruning 

formulae but one that assesses the capabilities of each vine (actually, each 

pruning cut) individually and creates a vine-specific approach to pruning. 

MORE THAN JUST A VINEYARD POST: developed in Germany, the posts have 
outside hooks making wine growers’ work easier, quicker, with more versatility and 
savings. With 50 years’ experience and a high level of technical expertise, we are a 
reliable partner in the winegrowing sector.
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vine, get in the way and often require a second step of removing them later 

in the season. Growers of lower-quality wines may retain them and harvest 

fruit coming from the kicker canes, but almost invariably, that fruit will 

ripen differently than the fruit from the spurs and will reduce wine quality 

if harvested.

Another technique is to leave more wood on spurs. I like this approach 

better than kicker canes, though it is not foolproof. One can prune a spur to 

three buds instead of two, but sometimes only the upper two buds will push, 

forcing the spur position to be undesirably lengthened the following year. I 

like a 2+1 approach better: leaving a second one-bud spur at each position, 

in addition to the two-bud spur. This more often results in push from each 

of the buds, reducing the likelihood of creating an excessively long position. 

But, as I said, try and reduce vigor 

other ways and you can go back to 

your normal two-bud spur-pruning.

For canes, pruning vigorous vines is 

less straightforward. Retaining more 

buds usually means adding another 

cane or two. This means that canes 

will either need to be overlapped 

or a second fruiting wire added so 

they can be separated. Overlapped 

canes are obviously going to create 

crowding of shoots and clusters, 

so that is not an ideal way to go for 

premium wine production. And 

adding another fruiting wire is a 

costly and, unless you planned on 

it from the outset, an admission 

that maybe your vineyard is just too 

vigorous because of rootstock choice, 

over irrigation, over fertilization, 

vines too closely spaced, etc.

In summary, vine-by-vine pruning 

is possible, and with a very simple 

rule of thumb, can be performed 

with little, if any, detriment to 

pruning performance. Over the 

long-term, this approach should 

balance the vines, thereby improving 

productivity, uniformity and wine 

quality. Just remember: no skinny 

wood! WBM

1 Rieger, T. New Developments in 
Vineyard Mechanization and Precision 
Management. Wine Business Monthly. 
August 2016.

Rally® Fungicide. 
Rainy, foggy weather during pruning season can spell trouble.   
Wood disease spores land on fresh cuts and invade grapevines.  
As diseases spread, plant vigor and yields slowly decrease.  
Eventually, vines are killed.

But ongoing research by UC Davis has shown that double pruning 
followed by an application of Rally fungicide can help prevent infection 
by fungi that cause these wood canker diseases. Rally can be tractor-  
and backpack-applied as a directed spray to pruning wounds.

OPEN SEASON FOR
WOOD DISEASES

®Trademark of The Dow Chemical Company (“Dow”) or an affiliated company of Dow  
Always read and follow label directions. www.dowagro.com

Pruning Vigorous Vines
But what about the other side of the spectrum? When the vines are excessively 

vigorous? Well, pruning a vine stimulates growth by reducing the number 

of growing points. So, clearly, leaving more buds and wood is needed. But 

one first needs to look at their irrigation and fertilization practices, which 

may be excessive on one or both counts and, over the short and long-term, 

need to be adjusted to reduce vine vigor.

To get vigorous vines into balance by pruning is not easy. For spur-pruned 

vines, many growers leave “kicker canes”—retaining a cane on a part of the 

vine (usually at the head) that will leave many more buds, thus creating 

more growing points. I don’t like kicker canes myself. They unbalance the 

http://www.dowagro.com/en-US



