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Pruning Roses

          One of the most common questions we get at the Danville Extension office at this time of year is, “When should I prune my roses?”

          Since the majority of roses planted in this area are either Hybrid Tea, Grandiflora, or, Floribunda roses the best time to prune is in the spring. Pruning too early will expose the cut surfaces to too much cold air and the damage from that may require a second pruning. A really good rule of thumb to follow is to prune when the forsythia shrubs are in bloom (that is a good time to apply crab grass preventer to the lawn as well). Old fashioned rambler roses flower best on year-old canes so it is best to prune them immediately after flowering. Large flowering climbing roses should be pruned in the early fall, before cold weather sets in. 

          The next question we hear a lot is, “How do I prune my roses?” 

          Roses are woody perennial shrubs so most of the same rules for pruning other woody plant apply to roses as well. It is important to make the pruning cuts just above a side branch or bud on the stem. This area is called a plant node. There is a heavy concentration of specialized plant cells called meristems around the nodes. These cells respond fairly quickly to pruning cuts or other damage by developing a layer of callus tissue to cover and seal the wound. Do not use paint or other similar wound dressings on these cuts.  The chemicals in the material will prevent the callus tissue from forming. Plants have a remarkable self-defense system so take advantage of it. If it is felt that the pruning wounds should be covered, use a little paraffin or grafting wax. If at all possible, try not to remove more than 1/3 of the live branches in any one year, the leaves attached to the branches produce the food for the plant and removing too much can seriously impact the plant’s health.

          I like to use a system whenever I prune any plants. It gets the job done right and makes sure I don’t miss anything important. 

          First, I prune the plant with my hand in my pockets. No, I am not a nut. I look the plant over and make as many pruning decisions as I can before I start. I try to visualize what each step of the project will do and what the shrub will look like when I am done.

          Next, I do what obviously needs to be done. This is a very simple and straightforward part of the pruning process. Dead branches/canes come out first. Look for and remove canes that appear to be diseases, too small, or simply do not look right. For older roses there may be some ancient canes that do not add much to the plant, these should be removed.

          The third step is to improve the structure of the shrub. Look for canes that are too long to support the weight of the flowers and shorten them, a one inch cane that is 18 inches long will not bend as much as one that is 36 inches long. Look for branches that are rubbing against each other or that will grow into each other in the coming year and remove one or the other. Look for any other branches that may need attention to improve the ability of the plant to support the rose bud laden canes and decide what should be done to improve them. Open the rose bush up to get better air circulation through the branches and better sunlight penetration to the interior leaves. 

          Finally, prune for effect. This is where the person doing the work finally gets to do what they set out to do in the first place. Prune to shape the plant and to improve its overall appearance. Balance the weight of the crown over the base to provide symmetry. Prune the whole shrub back to the desired size (depends on the variety of the rose and the whims of the owner). 

          Older roses that have not been pruned for several years will probably have a number of old canes the need to be removed. Remember to take no more than 1/3 of the live canes or branches. In many cases, it is best to remove a few of these old canes each year until the appearance of the plant is as it should be. This is called a renovation and can take 2 to 5 years to complete. 

          There, isn’t that simple? By breaking down this job into a few basic components the work was made easier than trying to do everything at once. This allows the pruning decisions to be made one at a time and allows time to evaluate the effect of each cut before it is made.

          Enjoy your roses.
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