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Proper Pruning Practices for Cannabis: 
Leaf Removal, Topping, and Thinning 
by Joe Bender, Cannabis Crop Solutions, LLC 

Pruning has multiple uses in cannabis production, such as 
shaping plants for optimal health, removing diseased or damaged 
tissue, and balancing flower quality with overall yields. Three 
types of pruning used to achieve these goals are leaf removal, 
topping, and thinning. 

Leaf Removal

Although all above-ground, green parts of plants are 
photosynthetic, leaves are the main producers of photosynthates, 
which are sugars made in photosynthesis. When new leaves begin 
to form, they are sinks for photosynthate, which are plant parts 
that use more sugar than they make. At maturity, leaves become 
sources of photosynthate, meaning they make more sugar than they 
use. Mature leaves send their excess sugars to sinks such as new 
leaves, flowers, fruits, shoots, and roots. 

Once mature, leaves can never revert back to being sinks 
for photosynthate. As leaves age and become heavily shaded by 
newer parts of the canopy, they are less useful as photosynthate 
sources; at this point, the plant will mobilize the nutrients in 
a leaf, including proteins and carbohydrates, and move them to 
other parts of the plant for reuse. Chlorophyll is degraded and 
its components are mobilized, causing the leaf to turn yellow. 
This process of breaking down and mobilizing leaf components is 
known as senescence. As senescence of a leaf nears completion, 
the abscission (leaf-shedding) process begins, and an abscission 
layer forms at the junction of the leaf’s petiole and the shoot 
it’s attached to. Suberization of the abscission layer forms 
corky tissue that seals the would-be wound. When the leaf 
finally falls off, the preformed abscission layer is evident as 
a leaf scar, which is already defensively prepared for 
interaction with the environment. 



Cannabis growers commonly remove leaves to increase airflow 
within the canopy, to decrease shading of buds and axillary 
shoots, and to prevent leaves from hanging into potting media or 
hydroponic systems (which would favor disease). Unfortunately, 
many growers remove lower leaves due to the fallacious reasoning 
that doing so will “concentrate the plant’s energy on the upper 
growth.” As previously discussed, mature leaves can never become 
sinks for photosynthate, so removing them to ‘concentrate 
energy’ elsewhere is a useless, wasteful endeavor. Many ill-
informed growers ‘popsicle’ the lower parts of their plants, 
meaning they remove the lower leaves and axillary shoots, 
leaving behind a bare stem resembling a popsicle stick. The goal 
of this practice — removing sinks to increase growth elsewhere — 
can be achieved by pruning away just axillary shoots, which 
arise above each leaf. Pruning the lowermost axillary shoots 
will decrease the number of sinks, so the total photosynthate 
supply of plants is partitioned more favorably for the 
remainder, thereby increasing bud quality. Don’t remove the 
leaves subtending the shoots however, unless they are stifling 
airflow within the canopy, threatening to droop into potting 
media or nutrient solution, or are showing signs or symptoms of 
disease, such as uneven yellowing or necrosis. Allow healthy 
lower leaves to become yellow and form an abscission layer, 
before plucking them from plants. This will allow plants to 
recycle the energy they originally invested in growing the 
leaves. In some darker-leaved varieties, the color change may be 
subtle; whenever the status of a leaf is in doubt, gently tap 
the petiole, to test for abscission. The leaves will easily fall 
off once they’re abscised. 

Not only will the growth rate of plants benefit from 
recycling the nutrients of old leaves, allowing the leaves to 
form abscission layers prevents the creation of wounds that are 
vulnerable to attack by fungi and bacteria. If you need to 
remove crowded or diseased leaves, cut them off with flame-
sterilized shears, about an inch from the petiole’s connection 
point to the stem. This will stimulate the formation of an 
abscission layer; if a pathogen then attacks the wounded 
petiole, the suberized cells of the abscission layer will act as 
a defensive wall against the pathogen’s invasion into the rest 
of the plant. If you must remove crowded leaves, remember to be 
conservative, to keep as much energy in your plants as possible. 
Leaves that are unable to elongated properly due to their 
contact with branches, or those that accumulate droplets of 
water transpired from neighboring leaves, are good candidates 
for removal. 



Shading of cannabis colas can cause a lack of pigmentation. 
Light green or yellow buds result, which are less marketable. In 
some cannabis varieties, the lack of light will delay maturation 
of lower flowers, while in others, it will discourage formation 
of new lower flowers, thereby hastening ripening of buds low in 
the canopy; in both cases, this makes timing harvests more 
difficult, due to the different maturation rates in different 
areas of the plants. For these reasons, judiciously remove 
leaves to increase overall quality. The leaves are the only true 
sources of photosynthate however, so be conservative. Look for 
mid-size leaves, about midway between the top and bottom of the 
canopy. For increasing light penetration, pruning these mid-
sized leaves is often most justified. Avoid removing the small 
fan leaves near the tops of colas, as well as the large fan 
leaves at the bottom of the canopy, which don’t block any light 
from reaching shoots. 

Topping

Excising shoot tips to reduce plant height and encourage 
branching is a practice known as topping. Topping is most useful 
in the vegetative stage or early flowering (the transition 
phase), when active shoot growth will respond to topping. Leaves 
and the tips of shoots produce auxins, which are hormones that 
inhibit branching, and encourage rooting. Removing shoot tips 
alleviates the auxin-induced branching inhibition, and thereby 
increases branching, producing a bushier plant. Topping also 
encourages branching by elevating the ratio of cytokinins to 
auxins in plants. Cytokinins are branching hormones that are 
produced in roots. Cutting away shoot tips, and thereby 
increasing a plant’s ratio of cytokinin production to auxin 
production, will stimulate a wave of new shoot growth, which the 
plant will use to rebalance the ratio. 

As with any pruning cut, flame your pruning shears before 
topping each individual plant. Your topping cuts will be made 
next to fragile new shoots, so cool the flamed shears in 
distilled water before topping, or otherwise take great care not 
to singe shoots. Never cut through the axillary shoot adjacent 
to the topping cut; doing so will leave a dying shoot end with 
no growing points, which will encourage rot. Look for the area 
below the end of a shoot where the nodes are starting to spread 
out, to make your topping cut. Cutting too near the tip of a 
shoot, where multiple nodes are close together, will promote 
crowded new branching. This could encourage diseases from the 
lack of airflow, and could also eventually cause the main shoot 
to break under excessive branch weight and torque. Cut just 



above an axillary shoot, leaving a small stub to heal. The stub 
should be roughly as long as the shoot is wide, for proper 
healing. Shorter stubs may split as they heal, and longer stubs 
can rot. Make your cut perpendicular to the axis of the shoot, 
to leave as small of a wound as possible (approximately circular 
instead of oval). 

In high-light conditions, plants will branch more than in 
low-light. This why plants grown closely together will race each 
other upwards, and won’t branch heavily, if at all — hardly any 
light reaches the sides of the plants. Sea-of-green style 
growing takes advantage of this concept. The opposite strategy 
is used to grow large bushy plants. Given bright sun or 
artificial lighting, and adequate space for light to hit them 
from the sides, plants will branch heavily. Depending on the 
strain, clones in such an environment might not need topping to 
become rounded bushes. Seedlings tend to branch less readily 
than clones, and may benefit more from topping. 

Thinning

When shoots/branches are crowded, they can overlap and 
touch each other, forming a natural grafting point, where the 
branches may eventually fuse together. This spot is a perfect 
location for fungal and bacterial attack. The leaves of crowded 
shoots might also be bunched up, or otherwise competing for 
space, and thereby impeding airflow. These congested leaves hold 
in humidity, which makes them prone to diseases. Another problem 
with excessive branching is it creates too many sinks for top-
quality bud production. Thinning cuts are used to alleviate 
these problems. Whenever you remove an entire axillary shoot, 
you’re performing a thinning cut. 

The scissor-like shears you use for topping plants are 
powerful enough to make most thinning cuts, but some larger 
branches require bypass pruning shears. Do not purchase bypass 
pruners that have painted or coated blades, because you won’t be 
able to flame-sterilize them. Bypass pruners will not cut small, 
herbaceous branches cleanly, and scissor-style shears will not 
cut larger, woody branches cleanly; so, always have both pruner 
types on hand, and use the appropriate tool. Make thinning cuts 
close to the main stem or branch, leaving only a short stub. The 
collar of branches (the swelling of tissue at the branch 
connection) is wider than the base of the branch just beyond the 
collar, so cut just past the collar where you’ll leave the 
smallest possible wound. Leave as short of a stub as possible, 
while minimizing the size of the wound.  



In many horticultural crops, thinning is required in order 
to achieve the quality of plant products that consumers are 
accustomed to. For example, in apple and peach production, the 
majority of flowers or fruits are removed, to allow the trees to 
produce the size of fruits consumers expect. If all of the 
fruits were left on the trees, the total yields would actually 
be maximized, but the resultant small fruits would be 
unmarketable. Therefore, apple and peach growers aim to balance 
yields and quality, just as cannabis growers must do. Experiment 
with your bud-production clones to find a level of thinning that 
increases quality, without sacrificing too much yield. Wait 
about 10-14 days into the 12-12 light cycle to thin lower 
axillary shoots. At this point, you’ll be able to see which 
shoots are struggling to initiate flowers. You’ll also be able 
to determine which shoots have no hope of elongating to the 
outer canopy, which can happen rapidly earlier in flowering. 

As you can see, cannabis pruning practices require careful 
execution. Poor pruning can reduce yields, and increase disease 
incidence. When performed properly however, pruning can shape 
plants optimally for your production strategy, improve flower 
quality, and help prevent diseases from spoiling your hard-
earned harvests. 

Concentrated Acclaim 
by Joe Bender, Cannabis Crop Solutions, LLC 

 The popularity of  cannabis concentrates is on the rise. Hashish or hash, 
the original cannabis concentrate, is still produced by at least semi-traditional 
methods. Hash is made of  screen-filtered, compressed trichomes, with as little 
plant material in the mix as possible. A different type of  traditional hash called 
charas is made by rolling live cannabis colas in the palms of  bare hands, and 
then balling up the collected resin. In the past few decades, cannabis 
concentrate production via solvent extraction has overtaken the popularity of  
traditional hash, and concentrates have steadily increased in popularity. 
According to a report from the Marijuana Policy Group, concentrate sales in 
Colorado increased from 14.0% to 28.3% of  total medical cannabis sales 
between the years 2014 and 2017, with flower representing the bulk of  



remaining sales, and dropping from 74.5% to 61.2% of  total medical cannabis 
sales in the same time span.  
 Dabbing instruments, including those heated with a torch, and newer 
types that are heated electronically, have contributed to the popularity of  
cannabis concentrates. These are pipes that use a heated platform to rapidly 
vaporize concentrates for inhalation. Dabbing ‘rigs’ as they’re known, are much 
more efficient for consuming sticky concentrates, when compared to traditional 
hand pipes, water pipes, and joints.  
 In recent years, new techniques have been developed for creating 
cannabis vaporizer cartridges, which are essentially the disposable ends of  
pocket vaporizers, which contain the vaporized substance, and a mouthpiece. 
Cartridges were once made almost exclusively with diluting agents like 
propylene glycol, polyethylene glycol, and vegetable glycerin, to reduce the 
viscosity of  THC and allow the concentrates to flow properly through the 
devices. In recent years, producers realized that they could reduce the viscosity 
of  extracted cannabinoids (i.e. THC, CBD, etc)  by adding cannabis terpenes as a 
solvent. The terpenes are collected using steam distillation, prior to cannabinoid 
extraction, and are then added back into the cannabinoid concentrate to reduce 
viscosity. The resulting product is known as ‘distillate.’  
 Cannabis consumers tend to be a savvy bunch, and are picky when it 
comes to making new products popular, but as a 100% cannabis derived, vape-
compatible extract, distillate has greater potential for popularity than any 
previous cannabis concentrate. Pure concentrates including shatter and wax are 
generally popular because they offer rapid onset with small doses, and distillate 
in cartridges represents the most convenient version of  this paradigm ever 
made, with flavor to boot.  
 The flower market will always enjoy a strong following. The feeling of  
opening a jar of  beautiful, sparkling buds, and being hit with a surprisingly 
powerful scent, is an experience that’s hard to beat; however, it seems inevitable 
that cannabis concentrates will continue to gain popularity in the short term. 
Connoisseurs have started to amass a knowledge base concerning extraction 
techniques, and what strains they prefer to get their concentrates from. The 
convenience of  cartridges and other innovative devices will contribute to 
concentrate popularity. This trend will keep trending.  
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