
 
 
 
 
Q.  I've had two companies look at trimming my tree. One 
recommended that the "suckers" be removed from the interior of the 
tree while the other called them "water-sprouts".  Is this just two names 
for the same thing? 
 

A.  Although “suckers” and “water-sprouts” are often confused, they are actually 
different.  Suckers are stems that grow up from the roots or the lower areas of the 
established stem(s).  For many trees this is a response to disease or root-loss and 
is almost always a sign of severe stress.  I've found that weeping cherry and many 
crabapple varieties are prone to suckering at the slightest sign of trouble.  
Suckers grow quite rapidly, sometimes several feet in a year, and will disfigure an 
ornamental tree if left alone.  An inspection by a trained arborist may uncover the 
basic cause of the suckers. 
 
 Water-sprouts are limbs that grow throughout the interior crown of 
trees.  Although disease and root-loss will cause water-sprouts, the most common 
cause I see in shade trees is over-pruning.  When too much leaf-area of a crown is 
removed, the tree produces water-sprouts as an emergency measure to shade 
and/or feed itself.  Consequently, it isn't a good idea to regularly remove water-
sprouts unless they are growing too vigorously or too many of them have 
been produced.  Structural pruning or a light thinning is best in these cases. 
 Once a tree has shaded itself or recovered its leaf-area, it will stop producing 
water-sprouts on its own.  Arborists used to believe that the role of the interior 
crown was relatively minor, but recent research has found that it plays a 
huge part in feeding the tree.                 
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