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Conclusions 
Over the past fi ve years our studies with Honeycrisp have shown 

that biennial fl owering is strongly related to crop load the previ-

ous year. Relatively low crop loads are required to ensure a strong 

return bloom each year with young trees requiring a low crop 

load of 4 fruits/cm2 TCA but with older trees higher crop loads 

of 6 fruits/cm2 TCA give good return bloom. 

 Our studies have shown that Honeycrisp has a very high 

return set and can set a commercial crop with as low as 20-40% 

return bloom. Th us even in an off  year when bloom is light, good 

commercial crops can be achieved. Our data show that to achieve 

annual cropping with Honeycrisp a crop load of 7-8 should result 

in little variation from year to year in yield. Th ere will still be a 

high fl owering year followed by a low fl owering year. In the high 

fl owering year, aggressive thinning will be required to lower 

crop load to 7-8 fruit/cm2 TCA while in the low fl owering year 

little thinning will be required to achieve the target of 7-8 fruits/

cm2TCA. 

 Our chemical thinning studies have shown that very early 

(bloom or petal fall) aggressive chemical thinning is essential 

for good repeat bloom of Honeycrisp. Trials in 2007 showed 

that aggressive petal fall thinning (10ppm NAA+Sevin) gave the 

best return bloom of 14 treatments. Later thinning sprays at the 

10-12mm stage or hand thinning later in June or July have been 

less eff ective at improving return bloom than either bloom or 

petal fall sprays. However, if Honeycrisp trees are to be hand 

thinned, the earlier in the season it can be completed, the greater 

the improvement in return bloom. Th e best time to hand thin 

Honeycrisp is as soon as fruits reach 25mm which is about three 

weeks after petal fall. 

 Some trials have shown benefi ts of using summer NAA or 

Ethrel treatments to stimulate better return bloom but in other 

trials there has been no benefi t. Th e use of Ethrel in July has led 

to increased pre-harvest drop and advanced maturity. Th e incon-

sistency of summer NAA or Ethrel sprays indicates that they are 

only part of the answer and must be combined with aggressive 

bloom or petal fall thinning to achieve annual bearing. 

 Based upon the last seven years of trials with Honeycrisp we 

currently recommend a multi-spray thinning program coupled 

with early hand thinning and a summer NAA program to man-

age biennial bearing. Th e fi rst thinning spray should be applied 

at either bloom with an application of 2 gal ATS/100 gal or at 

petal fall with an application of 4oz NAA + 1pt Sevin XLR. Th is 

initial spray should be followed by a spray of 2-3oz NAA/100 

gallons + 1pt Sevin XLR/100 gallons at 10-12 mm fruit size if 

needed. About 14 days after the last thinning spray is applied 

all Honeycrisp trees should be hand thinned to 8 fruits/cm2 

TCA. Th is will require growers to measure trunk circumference 

and calculate the total fruit number per tree to achieve 8 fruits/

cm2 TCA. Th e chemical and hand-thinning program should be 

coupled with a summer NAA spray program of four sprays of 

3oz NAA/100 gallons every 10 days beginning on June 21. Th is 

program is especially important during the heavy blooming year 

to ensure at least 40% return bloom. In the light blooming year, 

a less aggressive thinning program can be performed but early 

hand thinning should be done to ensure that crop load does not 

exceed 8 fruits/cm2 TCA.

References
Robinson, T.L, and C.B. Watkins. 2003. Crop load of Honeycrisp 

aff ects not only fruit size but also many quality attributes. New 

York Fruit Quarterly 11(3): 7-10.

Robinson, T.L. 2008. Crop load management of new high-density 

apple orchards. NY Fruit Quarterly 16(2): 3-7.

Acknowledgments
We gratefully acknowledge the support of Tré Green and Gary 

Moore of Chazy Orchards who cooperated on several of the studies 

on Honeycrisp return bloom.

Terence Robinson is a research and extension professor at Cornell’s 
Geneva Experiment Station who leads Cornell’s program in high-density 
orchard systems and plant growth regulators. Sergio Lopez is a graduate 
student from Puebla Mexico who recently completed his PhD degree working 
on Honeycrisp management with Dr. Robinson. Kevin Iungerman is a 
regional extension educator in Northern NY who cooperated on several of 
the studies on Honeycrisp return bloom. Gabino Reginato is a profes-
sor of pomology from the University of Chile who spent a sabbatical leave 
at Geneva, NY in 2006. 

NEW YORK FRUIT QUARTERLY .  VOLUME 17  .  NUMBER 1 .  SPRING 2009 1

11 17 20 24    

COVER: High density Tall Spindle Honeycrisp 

orchard, with pheromone dispenser inset.
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Editorial
Th e Need for Research Continues

I
n 1990 the apple growers of New York 

voted on, and passed the New York 

Apple Research and Development 

Order, which required a contribution of 

two cents per bushel from every apple 

grower in the state to go into a fund to pay 

for research on the production of apples.  

Th at marketing order has been revoted 

and approved twice since 1990, but with 

no increases in the rate per bushel. Th e 

time has come to take a hard look at the 

amount we are contributing. 

What did one dollar buy in 1990? A 

lot more than it buys today!  Remember 

when Captan was one dollar a pound?  

Now it is more like triple that price.  Th e 

cost of doing research has also escalated.  

Th e value of our two cents per bushel 

contribution has been greatly reduced by 

infl ation since 1990, and research for the 

apple growing industry is suff ering from 

the lower value of the dollar.

Has research helped you grow apples 

better in 2009 than you did in 1990?  

You bet it has. Compare your eight 

foot by sixteen foot planting of 1990 to 

your 800 or more trees per acre of 2009.  

Compare the resistance management 

program of today to the early IPM pro-

grams of 1990. Th e tower sprayers being 

used today are replacing the high blasting 

sprayers of the past,  and the apples com-

ing out of storage have lost only one pound 

of fi rmness after six or eight or ten months 

of storage.  Th ese were all innovative prac-

tices when they began in the orchards of a 

research farm, and were carefully studied 

for several years before being introduced to 

the industry.  Th ey are now common prac-

tice on our farms.

Has the implementation of these new 

practices been benefi cial for New York 

farmers?  Indeed it has, the results have 

been more fruit of better quality on fewer 

acres.  Th e statewide average yield in 1990 

was about 400 bushels per acre, and by 

2008 has increased to almost 700 bush-

els per acre.  In the near future I think we 

will see a statewide average yield of 1000 

bushels per acre. In 1990 fruit of two and a 

quarter inches diameter was the accepted 

minimum size, while today the minimum 

size is two and a half inches,  and the fruit 

we produce today is certainly a more popu-

lar variety and in better condition than that 

which we we shipped in 1990.

Do increased yields, better size, better in-

sect and disease control, better fruit condi-

tion, and better varieties give better fi nan-

cial results to apple growers?  Yes, of course 

they do. While a lot of things have come 

together in the last few years to make 

apple farmers better off  fi nancially, much 

of our success can be attributed to bet-

ter production practices that resulted 

from the research paid for by our ARDP 

money. 

One last question. Do you think these 

improvements in our apple growing in-

dustry were worth two cents a bushel?  

Yes, that two cents a bushel was the big-

gest bargain on the farm!  Th at question 

leads me now to ask the big question.  Is 

two cents a bushel enough for us to be 

spending on production research today?  

Not really.  I believe there are many more 

issues ahead of us  that can benefi t from 

research. Given that the cost of research 

has gone up over the years, that we are 

producing more apples of better quality 

on less land, and that our past research 

investment has greatly improved the lot 

of New York apple growers, now is the 

time for apple growers to invest an in-

creased amount in research and for the 

future of our industry.

  Walt Blackler
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