
If you spend enough time on job sites, kitchen tables with worried homeowners, or council meetings with

tight budgets, you hear the same myths about tree cutting repeated with conviction. Some are half-truths

that once applied in a different climate or era. Others are flat wrong and lead to expensive damage, unsafe

work, or unhealthy trees. I have climbed, rigged, and consulted on trees in coastal storms, midwestern

summers, and mountain winters. The following myths come from that lived mix of rope, bark, and liability

waivers, and each one causes preventable problems for both property owners and managers of commercial

landscapes.

Myth 1: “Cutting more equals healthier trees”

A common call starts with a request to “open it up” or “cut it back hard so it grows better.” The impulse is

understandable. If a haircut invigorates us, why not do the same for a tree? The trouble is that trees are not

people. They store energy in wood and roots, and their leaves are their food factories. Remove too much

canopy, and you starve the organism, force panic regrowth, and increase susceptibility to pests and decay.

An arborist trained in arboriculture thinks in percentages and timing, not just inches. As a general practice,

removing more than about a quarter of live foliage in a season stresses most species. Some tolerate less.

Mature oaks dislike heavy thinning. Birches resent summer cuts. Over-thinning increases sunscald risk on

previously shaded branches and trunk sections. The quick flush of sprouts that follows severe tree trimming

is not a sign of health. Those epicormic shoots are emergency growth with weak attachment and high

maintenance needs.

What a professional tree service does instead is targeted reduction and structural pruning. We shorten

selected leaders to stable laterals, reduce load at weak unions, and preserve the leaf mass that keeps tree

health steady. On a 45-foot red maple crowding a roofline, I might cut three specific leaders by 2 to 4 feet

each, rather than strip interior growth. The result looks modest on day one, but the structure is safer, and

the tree retains vigor.

Myth 2: “Topping solves height and risk”

Topping means cutting the main leaders to stubs. Decades ago, it was a common tree cutting request to

“cap” a tree at a certain height. The problems show up over the next two to five years. Topping leaves large

wounds that decay from the top down. It triggers clusters of weakly attached shoots that grow fast, regain

height, and break in storms. Topped trees cost more over time because they require repeated tree trimming

service to manage that chaotic regrowth, and they suffer reduced lifespan.

There are legitimate reasons to reduce a canopy, but the correct technique is crown reduction, not topping.

Reduction uses cuts back to laterals that are at least one-third the diameter of the removed leader. This

maintains branch taper, slows regrowth rate, and creates lower, more stable structure. When we reduce a

60-foot tulip poplar near a commercial building, we set clear targets, plan load paths for rigging, and shape

the crown so the remaining structure continues to distribute wind forces. It takes more skill than lopping

straight across, which is why you hire tree experts rather than the cheapest saw.

Myth 3: “Winter cutting is always best”

Winter is often a fine time for tree removal or pruning. The ground may be firmer, leafless canopies make

rigging easier, and certain pathogens are less active. However, “always best” sets people up to delay work



that should not wait. Some species bleed sap heavily when pruned in late winter. Maples and birches drip,

which is not lethal, but can be unsightly and waste energy. More importantly, trees that flower early benefit

from pruning after bloom to protect pollinator resources. And when a limb cracks above a driveway in

September, waiting for January means gambling with storms.

Regional climate matters. In milder zones, drought stress peaks in late summer, so fall pruning can be better

than deep winter for some trees if you irrigate well. In cold regions, very low temperatures make wood

brittle, raising the chance of bark tearing when we make larger cuts. Professional tree service scheduling

should match species biology, local weather, and site use, not a blanket calendar rule. A certified arborist

can tell you when your specific oak, pear, or beech will seal cuts fastest and face the lowest disease

pressure.

Myth 4: “Seal every cut with paint”

Wound paint had a moment in the mid-20th century. It looks tidy and feels protective. Research and

decades of field experience show a different picture. Most sealants trap moisture, slow the tree’s natural

compartmentalization, and can foster decay at the cut site. Trees do not “heal” like people. They wall off

damaged tissue and grow new wood around it. Our job is to make correct, clean cuts at the branch collar,

not to smear tar on top.



There are narrow cases for protective coatings. In areas with oak wilt pressure, we sometimes use a thin

protective spray on fresh cuts during high-risk seasons, mainly to mask volatile compounds that attract

beetle vectors. That is less about healing and more about disease exclusion. Outside such cases, save your

money. A sharp saw, proper cut placement, and good pruning angles are what protect tree health.

Myth 5: “Any landscaper can do tree work”

Mowing, mulching, and annual color do not train workers for suspended loads and dynamic rigging. Tree

removal and pruning involve heavy wood moving over homes, live wires, fences, and people. I have watched

a crew with zero rigging training cut a 300-pound limb that swung like a pendulum and tore out a section of

trunk. They meant well. The property owner thought they were saving money. The final bill told a different

story.

Professional tree services invest in gear and training: climbing systems with rated components, friction

devices for controlled lowering, insulated tools near conductors, and aerial lifts where climbing is unsafe. We

study leverage, hinge strength, and fiber pull. We carry insurance suited to tree work, not general

landscaping. When a branch gets stuck mid-cut or a decay pocket makes a hinge fail early, experience is the



difference between a controlled redirect and an unintended collapse. Hiring an arborist service is about risk

management, not just aesthetics.

Myth 6: “Roots are deep, so trenching near trees won’t hurt”

Most tree roots live in the top 12 to 24 inches of soil, where oxygen and water are available. Feeder roots

often extend one to two times as far as the canopy dripline. I regularly see irrigation installers and utility

contractors trench close to trunk bases under the assumption that roots dive like a carrot. Cut a third of a

tree’s absorbing roots on one side, and you destabilize it and starve it at the same time.

Damage happens in quiet ways too. Soil compaction from heavy equipment increases bulk density, reducing

pore space for oxygen. A single week of staging pallets under a mature oak during a roofing project can

smother roots. Good tree care ahead of construction includes fencing off a root protection area, laying down

mulch for temporary traffic routes, and coordinating trench routes that arc around root zones rather than cut

straight through them. Arborist services can use air excavation to locate major roots before you dig, a small

cost compared to losing a 60-year-old shade tree.

Myth 7: “If it’s green, it’s fine”

Green leaves can hide structural problems. I have removed vigorous, fully green trees that split at the base

in a summer thunderstorm because included bark created a defect that was decades in the making.

Conversely, I have retained trees with sparse foliage by lightening load and improving soil conditions. Health

and risk are related but not identical. Tree health says how well the organism is functioning. Risk speaks to

the chance of failure and consequences.

A proper risk assessment considers targets, likelihood of failure, and potential impacts. A wonder of tree

care is that we can sometimes reduce risk substantially without removing the tree. Cable bracing, thinning

select ends, or reducing sail area on a lever arm can buy another 10 years from a specimen that anchors a

yard. A professional tree service should explain the spectrum of options between remove and ignore, then

back those options with clear, written scope and photos.

Myth 8: “Dead branches mean the tree is dying”

Deadwood accumulates in healthy forests. Sunlight shifts, interior branches lose vigor, and trees self-prune.

In urban settings, dead branches over driveways or playgrounds are unacceptable hazards, even if the tree

is otherwise healthy. Removing deadwood is a key part of tree trimming. It improves safety and reduces pest

habitat, but it does not diagnose the whole organism.

Context matters. A few dead twigs on the inner canopy of a red oak are normal. A top dieback pattern on an

ash is a red flag in regions with emerald ash borer. Bark beetle pitch tubes on a pine stem tell a different

story than a single dead lower limb. Have a qualified arborist look at patterns, species behavior, and site

conditions before assuming the worst. That assessment might lead to targeted pruning and a soil program

rather than tree removal.

Myth 9: “Let storms prune it”

Nature prunes, but not on your insurance company’s preferred schedule. Storm breakage tears fibers and

opens large wounds. When we make cuts, we control angles and diameter ratios. Storms do not bother with



proper reduction points. After a wind event, the call volume for emergency tree service spikes, and response

becomes triage. Preventive work done under calm conditions costs less and yields better outcomes.

Storm preparation blends geometry and biology. Thinning end weight on long, overextended limbs reduces

bending moments. Correcting co-dominant stems with cabling or selective reduction reduces splitting risk.

I’ve worked neighborhoods where one house had pre-storm structural pruning and lost nothing, while two

neighbors lost roof sections to similar species of the same size. The difference was not luck.

Myth 10: “Tree removal is straightforward: cut and drop”

Felling a tree in the forest is a different craft than removing a tree in a fenced backyard with a swing set

beneath. Urban tree removal is a series of rigging problems solved in three dimensions. We assess lean, limb

structure, decay, wind, escape routes, and targets. We set anchors, use tag lines to control swing, and stage

pieces so mass and momentum stay within safe envelopes. A 500-pound wood section falling 10 feet can

exert several thousand pounds of force on a line. That math is why professional crews use blocks and

friction devices rather than bare-handing a rope.

Some jobs call for cranes or specialized loaders to remove sections vertically, especially over fragile

landscaping or when backyards have no drop zones. Others rely on climbers who manage weight with

progressive reductions. Homeowners sometimes ask for a price discount if they “keep the wood.” Fair, but

the labor is in rigging and safe descent, not just disposal. A professional tree removal service should explain

the plan before the first cut, including where lines will go and how they will protect structures.

Myth 11: “Fertilizer fixes declining trees”

Fertilizer can help in nutrient-poor soils, but decline is usually multifactorial. Compaction, chronic drought

from improper irrigation patterns, grade changes, girdling roots, or mechanical injury at the root flare all

cause stress. Dumping high-nitrogen fertilizer on a stressed tree may push leaf growth without addressing

the cause. That leaf load then demands water and minerals the root system cannot supply, accelerating

decline.

Better practice is diagnostic: soil test, inspect the root collar for circling roots, probe for depth of fine roots,

and check for trunk flare burial. Mulch appropriately, 2 to 3 inches deep, pulled back from the trunk. Correct

irrigation to deep, infrequent cycles that wet the top 8 to 12 inches of soil. Where nutrients are low, use

slow-release formulations tailored to actual deficits. An arborist can design a tree care service plan that

prioritizes root health first. Without that, fertilizer is lipstick on a patient that needs surgery.

Myth 12: “Pruning wounds invite insects, so avoid pruning entirely”

Insects are part of ecosystems. Fresh cuts can attract certain vectors, but prudent work manages that risk.

We schedule oak pruning when oak wilt vectors are least active, or we employ protective measures if timing

cannot move. For elms in Dutch elm disease regions, we avoid pruning during peak beetle activity. Ignoring

needed pruning to avoid any risk is a false economy. Bad unions, rubbing limbs, and overextended branches

cause bigger, messier wounds when they fail on their own.

When a tree trimming service follows species-appropriate timing and makes correct cuts, the long-term

benefits outweigh the short-term exposure. Clean tools, correct angles, and the discipline to stop when bark

starts to tear are the differences between Check over here tiny, well-compartmentalized wounds and long

rips that cry out to pests.

https://www.a-zbusinessfinder.com/business-directory/J-J-Treewackers-Moneta-Virginia-USA/34618120/


Myth 13: “Young trees don’t need pruning”

The best money you spend on a tree may be in its first five years. Structural pruning in youth creates a

single, dominant leader, good branch spacing, and appropriate branch size ratios. Correcting co-dominant

leaders on a 10-foot oak costs a fraction of correcting them at 40 feet with a rope and saddle. I like to see a

residential tree service schedule include a light training prune at planting plus at two- to three-year intervals

in the first decade. Two cuts now can save a dozen later.

Young trees also need sane staking, proper mulch, and correct watering. I have removed more trees killed by

volcano mulching and strangling ties than by insects. Mulch should form a wide, flat donut, not a cone.

Stakes come off as soon as the root system stabilizes, often within a year. These are simple habits that

compound into strong, storm-resilient canopies.

Myth 14: “All tree services are the same; pick the lowest bid”

Rates vary for reasons that matter. Insurance coverage, certifications, equipment, training culture, and

safety programs add cost. They also reduce risk. A professional tree service carries liability and workers’

compensation suited to tree operations. Crews attend regular safety meetings, maintain gear logs, and

follow standardized communication signals. When you get three bids for a complex job, ask each company

to describe their plan, not just their price. The cheapest number that cannot answer how they will lower over

the glass sunroom is the most expensive number in disguise.

Look for ISA Certified Arborists on staff, proof of insurance sent directly from an agent, and a written scope

that matches your goals. Ask how they will protect turf and plantings. Quality companies use mats, rig with

lowering devices rather than free-fall, and put clean cuts ahead of speed. When evaluating commercial tree

service proposals for campuses or municipalities, request references for similar complexity, not just similar

size.

Myth 15: “You can’t prune near power lines, so nothing can be done”

Utility pruning is real and regulated, and for good reason. But being near lines does not eliminate your

options. It changes the rules. Work within 10 feet of energized lines should be performed by line-clearance

qualified arborists, not general crews. Coordination with the utility can lead to temporary shutdowns for safe

work on tight sites, or to advanced notice pruning that reduces how much the utility trims later. If you are

planning trees under lines, choose species with mature heights that sit below conductors, and shape them

in the first years so they grow wide instead of tall.

The worst pattern is no plan until the utility arrives with a mandate and a chainsaw. Engage early with an

arborist who understands utility clearance standards. A thoughtful tree trimming plan can keep trees

attractive while maintaining the clearances that keep neighborhoods lit and safe.

Myth 16: “Emergency tree service is a luxury upcharge”

Night work after storms, road closures, and hazard mitigation in rain require more than a pickup and a saw.

Crews work under tensioned wood, with compromised stems, and in failing weather. That requires

experienced climbers, specialized gear, spotters, lights, and often coordination with police or utilities. Rates

reflect that risk and overhead. That said, a reputable emergency tree service provides clear estimates,

stabilizes the immediate hazard, and schedules non-urgent cleanup at standard rates. If your porch is



pinned, the first step might be cutting and cribbing to relieve pressure, then returning with full cleanup once

the site is safe and daylight returns.

Homeowners can help their future selves by documenting their property’s access points, maintaining

pathways wide enough for equipment, and listing gate codes with the company they trust. In emergencies,

minutes matter.

Myth 17: “Tree work leaves a mess; that’s just how it is”

Mess is optional. Good crews stage tarps, lay plywood to protect turf, and run chipper paths that minimize

rutting. They blow sawdust off roofs, rake chips from garden beds, and sweep the street. When we handle

tree removal on tight urban lots, cleanup planning happens before the first cut. It is part logistics, part

respect for the site, and it is a hallmark of professional tree service.

You can set expectations in writing. Ask whether brush will be chipped on-site, hauled, or left stacked.

Clarify whether wood will be cut to fireplace length or left in large rounds. If you want sawdust cleaned from

gutters or patios, say so. Clear scope protects both you and the crew.

Myth 18: “If the trunk is straight, the tree is stable”

Lean tells a story, but straight does not mean safe. Stability comes from root health, load distribution, and

structural integrity. A straight tree with decayed buttress roots can fail without warning. Conversely, a

leaning tree that has grown reaction wood and has sound roots may be stable. I assess the root flare for

signs of girdling roots, conks that indicate decay, soil heaving, or cracks. I check for included bark at unions,

prior pruning history, and cavity size relative to stem diameter.

There is also target context. A tree over a quiet back corner of a yard can carry more residual risk than a

similar tree over a daycare drop-off area. Good arborist services translate biology and physics into practical

risk management for a specific site, not generic rules.

Practical cues for homeowners and managers

Use this compact checklist to decide when to call a professional and how to prepare for a successful visit.

Visible defects or changes: new cracks, heaving soil, sudden lean, fungus at the base, dead limbs larger

than your wrist.

Site changes: trenching, new driveways, irrigation installs, or heavy equipment traffic within the dripline.

Species-specific issues: ash in emerald ash borer zones, elms in Dutch elm disease areas, oaks in oak

wilt regions.

Access and protection planning: narrow gates, soft lawns, septic systems, or delicate hardscaping that

need protection mats or alternative rigging.

Documentation: recent photos, property survey lines, utility locations, and any HOA or municipal

requirements that could affect timing.

How professionals weigh the choices you face

Most tree decisions are not binary. The best outcomes come from asking the right questions.

Can selective reduction reduce risk to acceptable levels without removing the tree?



If removal is warranted, what is the least invasive path to do it safely, and how will we protect structures

and soils?

What season offers the best balance of plant health, disease pressure, and site logistics for this

species?

Are there soil and root interventions that would change the prognosis?

What will maintenance look like over the next five years if we choose preservation?

When you hear a simple answer to a complex tree problem, you are likely hearing a myth dressed as wisdom.

Trees outlive owners, managers, and sometimes entire neighborhoods. They reward nuanced care, not

blanket rules. The language matters too. When you hire tree services, ask for specifics: cut types, diameter

ratios, intended outcomes, and follow-up care. If a proposal reads like “cut back 30 percent across the

board,” push for detail. If you are told topping is the only way to control size, ask for a crown reduction plan

or a replacement species that fits the site.

The trade carries its own humility. I have underestimated hidden decay and overestimated a root system that

looked better than it was. Good arborists adjust and inform, and they document decisions. A professional

tree service should be a partner in stewardship, not just a vendor with a saw. Debunking these myths is not

an exercise in semantics. It is how you keep shade over a patio without inviting a branch through the roof,

how a city keeps streets lined with green without budget-draining emergencies, and how a business keeps

its campus welcoming, safe, and predictable.

Trust the biology, respect the physics, and lean on expertise that shows its work. Your trees will repay it,

year after year, with strength you can count on and beauty you do not have to fear.


