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Glossary of Tree Maintenance 
 
*Crown thinning of conifers (needle leaf trees: fir, cedar, pine, larch, chamaecyparis, etc.). 
 
*“Wind sail”:  The amount of tree canopy that resists the force of the wind.  A dense canopy catches 
more wind than a thin or more porous canopy.  Crown or canopy thinning on any type of tree can 
reduce the resistance to wind forces – there is less surface area. 
  
*“Selective limb/branch removal”:  Thinning by removing branches and/or limbs to the stem in a way 
to enhance air and light circulation, and reduction in wind sail while maintaining balance and symmetry 
without impacting the health of the tree.  Generally, this is done by removing every third or fourth 
branch/limb, depending on the tree. 
 
*“Windowing”:  Removing foliage to open up or frame a particular view.  This may upset the symmetry 
of a tree or trees but can be worth it to the homeowner without more drastic measures such as topping 
or complete removal. 
 
*“Raking” is a term used to describe the removal of small interior branchlets and twigs, generally on fir 
trees, to thin the crown.  Shortening limbs to acceptable laterals is another means of crown reduction.  
Both cause reactive growth:  raking causes limbs to grow longer, while shortening stimulates interior 
growth. 
 
*Crown reduction of deciduous trees (broadleaf species) 
Reducing the size of a deciduous tree involves “drop crotch pruning”, a term to describe the removal of 
branch ends back to a lateral branch large enough to accept the growth energy being diverted to it.  
When used with crown cleaning and interior thinning, this process will reduce the overall size of a tree 
crown. 
 
The most important rule for successful drop crotch pruning (as well as heading cuts in general) is the 
“1/3 to ½ rule”.  That is, when deciding on a lateral to cut back to make sure it is at least 1/3 the 
diameter of the stem you are removing, preferably ½! 
 
**Pollarding: the annual removal of all of the previous year's growth, resulting in a flush of slender 
shoots and branches each spring. 
 
**Topping: a poor maintenance practice often used to control the size of trees; involves the 
indiscriminate cutting of branches and stems at right angles leaving long stubs. Synonyms include 
rounding-over, heading-back, dehorning, capping and hat-racking. Topping is often improperly referred 
to as pollarding. 
 
**Crown Reduction Pruning: a method of pruning used to reduce the height of a tree. Branches are cut 
back to laterals that are at least one-third the diameter of the limb being removed. Stumps left on 
branches are not appropriate pruning practices. Cuts shall be made at an appropriate junction, leaving a 
viable branch. 
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**Crown Raising: a method of pruning to provide clearance for pedestrians, vehicles, buildings, lines of 
sight, and vistas by removing lower branches. 
 
**Crown Thinning: a method of pruning to increase light penetration and air movement through the 
crown of a tree by selective removal of branches. 
 
 

 
*John Hymas, Moonlight Tree Service 2010 
**Courtesy of the US Dept. of Agriculture. 
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