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Take a good look 

 

Veteran orchards can often be a challenge. 

If they are very neglected or overgrown 

they will look very different to the typical 

traditional orchards we see on postcards 

and chocolate boxes! The temptation is to 

rush in and clear everything but they need 

to be treated sensitively. 

 

The first step is to look carefully at the 

orchard as a whole and decide what needs 

doing. It's important to know what the 

owner wants to do with it – if fruit 

production is important then it will need a 

very different approach to an orchard 

largely used for leisure, grazing or nature. 

 

 
 

Abandoned plum orchard, Evesham 

 

All TCTOP orchards are surveyed for 

wildlife, fruit varieties and historical 

importance by our project experts. All this 

information helps to shape a management 

plan. Whatever our thoughts the owner's 

ideas are always respected – unless the 

orchard meets their needs it won't be 

maintained. That means we sometimes 

have to reach a compromise, between 

grazing and conservation for example. 

 

The priority is always to make the orchards 

safe to be in and to carry out work to make 

sure the trees stay on their feet. Unless 

there are sound reasons for removing dead 

trees we encourage owners to keep them 

for wildlife and to put brash and dead 

wood into piles to rot down. The aim is to 

make the orchard look 'cared for' without 

decreasing its wildlife value. 

 

Pruning methods 

 

Trees are pruned for lots of different 

reasons. Young trees need formative 

pruning to determine their shape, older 

trees need maintenance pruning to keep 

them fruiting well and , where fruit 

production is less important, trees may 

need regulated or restorative pruning to 

keep them productive and in general good 

Restoration work in traditional orchards is all about looking at the orchard as a whole 

and takes a very different approach to managing a commercial or maintained orchard. 

Understand what you are trying to achieve in the longer term – and why – and aim to 

carry out the work over several years. Pruning may be carried out in winter or summer 

(although it's always summer for stone fruit) depending on whether you want the tree to 

put on vigorous growth or to restrict growth. Look at the sward and boundaries too. 
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health. There are other pruning methods 

which orchardists use but in traditional 

orchards restorative pruning is the norm. 

 

Restorative pruning 

 

Restorative pruning is one of the oldest 

and simplest methods of pruning orchards 

because it is fairly quick and doesn't 

require the same level of skill as other 

methods allowing a whole orchard to be 

dealt with fairly swiftly. Unlike 'fine' 

pruning it considers the tree as a whole, 

removing entire branches, and can help to 

maintain a balanced shape, let in light and 

stimulate new growth to rejuvenate the 

tree. Dead wood and vertical or crossing 

branches are cut out, using a few large 

cuts rather than lots of small ones, and 

excess mistletoe is removed.  

 

If you walk around the tree as you prune 

you will be able to see what needs cutting 

out and check that the branches look 

balanced. The light and air which this lets 

in will help to keep the tree healthy and 

encourage it to fruit all over rather than 

just at the ends of the branches.  

 

 

 
 

Volunteers look a tree before working 

The golden rule is never to remove more 

than a third of the tree though, or it may 

go into shock. Piling up the pruning brash 

besides the tree helps you to judge when 

to stop.  

 

There is rarely a need to carry out fine 

pruning in these old orchards – generally 

trees provide more fruit than the owner 

can use and in bumper years the fruit can 

bring down the branches. If you are 

carrying out fine pruning determine 

whether the tree is tip or spur bearing, if 

it's an apple, since this will determine how 

you prune and how often. 

 

Summer and winter pruning 

 

The golden rule is usually that apples and 

pears are pruned in the winter and that 

stone fruit are pruned in the summer. 

Whilst we never prune stone fruit in the 

winter we do often break the rule with 

apples and pears. 

 

When pruning in winter the trees food 

store is in the lower parts of the tree and 

the wood removed does not contain food. 

In the following Spring there is less wood 

to feed and the new shoots put on 

vigorous growth. When pruning in summer 

the trees food supply is spread throughout 

the top of the tree so pruning removes the 

food supply and restricts the growth. It 

also stimulates the formation of fruit buds. 

If a tree is overgrown it may benefit from 

summer pruning; if it is looking decidedly 

short of branches and shoots then winter 

pruning will be best to encourage new 

growth. Be prepared for lots of arguments 

about the best time to prune! 
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Most of the orchards we work in can be 

pruned using hand tools, using long 

handled saws to reach the highest 

branches. We never use chainsaws to work 

on the trees – it's too easy to get carried 

away with cutting. 

 

The largest and oldest trees in an orchard 

are usually perry pears. Even with orchard 

ladders the branches of these majestic 

trees are often out of reach for volunteers. 

If that's the case then we'll call in our 

orchard experts! 

 

 
 

Perry pear orchard, Glos 

 

 

The sward and surrounding area 

 

Managing the sward beneath the tree is 

also important. Effective grazing is good 

for the sward and for the trees, but good 

protection must be in place for the grazing 

animals and for deer, rabbits and voles. If 

the sward has wildflowers you will need to 

time cutting the orchard to make sure that 

any seed has set. The odd patch of nettles 

and brambles will be good for wildlife so 

don't tidy the orchard floor too much!  It 

needs to look cared for rather then neat. 

 

Boundary hedges 

 

The boundary hedge is an important 

corridor for orchard wildlife. Generally the 

bigger the hedge the better it is for 

wildlife.  

 

 
 

Blackbird nest in orchard scrub 

 

Where possible the hedge should be cut 

,at most, every other year, to allow the 

hedge plants to fruit and flower. And 

cutting should always avoid the breeding 

season for birds – March to August – all 

wild birds and their nests are protected by 

law. 

 

 

Remember 

 

The traditional orchard is a mosaic of 

different habitats which all need to be 

considered; between them they add up to 

a wildlife haven which can support a really 

broad range of flora and fauna. That 

biodiversity keeps a natural balance 

between pests and predators and that, in 

turn, improves the overall health of the 

orchard. 


