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Tree Topping: A View to a Kill

For years the technique of topping has been used to reduce a treeÕs size, 
make it safe or improve a view. Due either to ignorance or tradition, 
millions of trees have been topped with little consideration for their 
health or structural integrity. But after years of research and field experience 
all evidence points to the fact thatÑin virtually every applicationÑ
topping creates far more problems than it solves.

Topping Defined
Tree growth is controlled by a process called Apical Dominance.  Simply 
stated, Apical Dominance means that the top of a tree exerts control 
over the rest of the tree and determines its natural branching habit as 
well as its response to pruning.  It produces orderly, controlled growth 
and gives a tree its characteristic shape. When a tree is topped, the 
terminal bud is removed and the process of Apical Dominance is disrupted. 
With no central leader or top to control growth, multiple stems develop 
below each topping cut as the tree struggles to re-establish Apical 
Dominance. The treeÕs original open form is replaced by a dense mass 
of shoots competing to assert dominance. Other effects of topping 
include:	

¥ The loss of leaf surface area on which the tree depends to produce 		
  food for growth.	
¥ A stressed tree that is more vulnerable to insect and disease infestation.	
¥ The loss of stored energy that resided in the crown of the tree.	
¥ The presence of open wounds that expose the heartwood and sapwood 	
  to attack by pathogens.	
¥ Sunburn or ÒsunscaldÓ of the trunk resulting from sudden exposure 	
  to light and heat.

Topping Creates Hazards
The survival mechanism that causes a tree to produce multiple shoots 
at each topping cut comes at great expense to the tree. These shoots 
develop from buds near the surface of the old branches. Unlike normal 
branches that develop in a socket of overlapping wood tissues, these new 
shoots are anchored only in the outermost layers of the parent branches. 
The new shoots grow quicklyÑas much as 20 feet in one year in some 
speciesÑand are much more prone to breakage, especially during windy 
conditions. The irony is that while the goal was to reduce the treeÕs height 
to make it safer, it has been made more hazardous than before.					     

 ...continued on page 2
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ÒÉthe key to 
developing stewards 
of the natural world 

lies in igniting a 
passion for the 

outdoors in childhood. 
The most important 

thing we can do
as parents and 

educators is simply 
to allow kids to

fall in love 
with the wilderness 

and establish a 
lifelong sense of 
connection to 

the environment.Ó

-Katie Hultquist,
Passages Northwest

Spring
2006
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Topping:  A View to a Kill (continued)...

Another reason often given for topping is to enhance a view. But topping for view is ultimately counter-productive: successive 
toppings over several years results in the original open structure of a tree being replaced by a broad, dense platform of new 
tops which are more of an impediment to view than the original tree.

Topping is Expensive
Topping is a high-maintenance pruning practice with hidden costs. While healthy,
well-maintained trees can increase the value of a home and property by up to 20%,
appraisers subtract thousands of dollars from the value of a topped tree to fairly reflect
its reduced aesthetic appeal and its increased liability from potential failure.

Alternatives to Topping
For some trees that have far outgrown their space, removal and replacement with a more appropriate species is often the 
best option. However, for other trees that are only marginally larger than desired or whose placement conflicts with 
structures or utility lines, reduction is a viable option.

Proper reduction involves cutting tree branches or tops back to laterals that are 
large enough to maintain Apical Dominance. This means that the remaining branches are approximately one half to one 
third the diameter of the branches being removed. This method of branch reduction serves to preserve the natural form 
and structure of the tree and prevent excessive sprouting.

Options for dealing with trees that inhibit a view include selective removal of specific branches to create ÒwindowsÓ of view, 
general thinning to reduce the density of the canopy and reducing the spread of the tree to lessen its overall ÒfootprintÓ in 
the skyline.

Looking Beyond the View
Our goal as tree care professionals is to provide the best possible service to our customers. This requires that we have a
thorough knowledge of how trees grow and how they respond to various types of pruning. It also requires that we understand 
the value trees add to a customersÕ property as well as appreciate the broader role they play in the urban ecosystem. While 
everyone likes being able to see the mountains and lakes from their deck, compromising the health and longevity of trees 
by topping them for view is a short-sighted approach and an inappropriate solution. Rather than considering trees an 
obstruction to the view, they should be regarded as part of the view. By embracing this broader perspective we look
beyond the view to appreciate the long-term value that properly-maintained trees provide both to our generation as
well as to the next.

ÒGod has cared for these trees, 
saved them from drought, 

disease, avalanches,
and a thousand straining, 

leveling tempests and floods; 
but he cannot save them from fools.Ó

-John Muir
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TestimonialÉ

I just wanted to thank you SO MUCH 

for the absolutely awesome job your

folks did. It was just getting dark when

I arrived home, and it will be dark

when I leave for work again tomorrow. 

Therefore, I'll have to wait until the 

weekend to fully investigate. But from 

everything I saw, it was clear you did a 

really amazing job.

I especially appreciate how well your

guys cleaned up after themselves (and

the trees).

I have absolutely no qualms recommending 

you to anyone, and I'll definitely do so! 

And I'll definitely be phoning you when

I need more work done. 

Please pass along my thanks to whoever 

was here working. They rock!

Thanks,

Jennifer

SeattleÕs Heritage Tree Program
Honoring SeattleÕs Unusual Trees

Born out of a partnership between Plant
Amnesty and the City of Seattle, the
Heritage Tree Program recognized its
first heritage tree in 1996.

Plant Amnesty (www.plantamnesty.org)
is a Seattle not-for-profit organization that
promotes proper tree care and preservation
practices. The organization also offers a
variety of speakers and classes and a referral
service for gardeners and arborists.

Heritage trees may be on either City or private property. Each candidate 
tree is assessed by a Certified Arborist and evaluated by a review
committee. Trees can be nominated as an individual or a collection, but 
must have the owner's approval and meet criteria for health in
addition to being selected according to one of the following categories:

Specimen: A tree of exceptional size, form, or rarity.
Historic: A tree recognized by virtue of its age, its association with or 
contribution to a historic structure or district, or its association with a 
noted person or historic event.
Landmark: Trees that are landmarks of a community.
Collection: Trees in a notable grove, avenue, or other planting.

Each Heritage Tree is identified by a plaque and the owners are given 
an owner's tree care manual. A few owners have chosen to place a deed 
restriction on their property to provide for future tree protection.

Visit the City of Seattle Department of Transportation web site for more 
information about The Heritage Tree Program and to take a Heritage 
Tree tour. At the web site youÕll also find a wealth of information
about tree pruning and removal regulations as well as guidelines for 
planting trees: http://www.seattle.gov/transportation/heritagetree.htm.

ÒÉhuman activity is putting such strain
on the natural functions of the Earth

that the ability of the planetÕs ecosystems
to sustain future generations

can no longer be taken for granted.Ó

-United Nations Millennium Ecosystem Assessment
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Nothing To Bee Afraid Of

Since 1994 wild honey bee populations have been devastated by two species of parasitic mites. Recent studies estimate that 

90% of wild honey bee colonies have been lost. It has also been estimated that 30% of our food supply depends on

pollination of a wide variety of plants by bees.

Orchard mason bees (Osmia lignaria) are native bees that are becoming popular with gardeners and farmers. Mother 

Nature's great spring pollinator, the mason bee, was pollinating the fruits and flowers of the continent for millions of years 

before the first colonists brought the honey bee to North America. 

The mason bee is not a hive dwelling bee like the honey bee. It lays its eggs in a mud-walled cell that it has provisioned 

with pollen and nectar. Because it canÕt make its own hole, it depends on others for its nest site. In nature it frequently lays 

its eggs in abandoned beetle holes in old growth forest. In cities it will use the spaces between shingles on a dwelling or 

any other small holes it can find. Unlike carpenter bees, mason bees are never destructive to homes because they do not 

excavate nest holes themselves.

Mason bees are completely non-aggressive and perfectly safe to raise in your backyard. The males don't even have stingers 

and the females will only use theirs in times of true distress. In fact, unless you actually squeeze one of the females between 

your fingers, it is almost impossible to get stung. 

Early in the spring when the weather warms, the hibernating bees emerge from their nesting holes. They promptly mate 

and the female immediately begins her nest building. She gathers pollen and nectar from the spring blossoms and brings 

it to the nesting hole. When the proper amount of food is gathered and placed in the back of the hole, the female backs 

in and deposits one egg into the food provision. Then the chamber is completed with a plug of mud masonry (which is 

how the bee gets its name).

Inside the chamber the egg hatches. The larva feeds on the food, spins a cocoon and within that cocoon transforms through 

the wonders of metamorphosis into a pupa. Finally by the end of summer the pupa becomes a mature bee. There, within 

the sealed chamber, the bee hibernates through the winter before it awakens next spring to start the cycle all over again.

One of the limiting factors of the mason bee population is the lack of suitable nesting holes. But by providing proper

holes for egg-laying, the mason bee can be very easy to propagate at home. 

To build your own bee house, drill a series of holes 3/8Ó diameter three to six inches deep in a small log or spare

piece of lumber (untreated). Space the holes about 3/4Ó apart. Paint and decorate the house as you wish and mount

it firmly to a fixed surface where it will get morning sun.  If you want a simple way to get started raising bees,

purchase a ÒstarterÓ kit containing bees in nester tubes. Just mount the tubes in the appropriate location and by

spring youÕll bee the envy of your block!

To order materials to build your own orchard mason bee house or buy one ready-to-hang,

visit www.knoxcellars.com or call 206/849-5065.




