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Managing crop load is a perennial challenge for sweet cherry (Prunus avium L.) growers. Despite the recognized benefits of thinning, many growers remain hesitant to implement blossom or bud thinning due to uncertainty in fruit set and the risk of over-thinning. This research evaluated the potential for post-bloom thinning at timings that allow growers to first assess crop density before treatment. Field trials were conducted in 2024 and 2025 in a commercial orchard of ‘Santina’ and ‘Black Pearl’ on ‘Gisela 12’ rootstock. To examine effects of thinning timing, manual treatments were applied to whole trees at approximately two-week intervals from dormancy until eight weeks after full bloom (FB+8), targeting about 50% crop reduction. In separate experiments, the plant growth regulators Accede® (ACC) and Ethephon 2SL® (ETH) were applied at shuck fall to 12 replicate limbs using a backpack sprayer at 200 and 400 ppm (ACC) and 100 and 200 ppm (ETH). Fruit were harvested at commercial maturity, and yield, fruit density, and quality (weight, firmness, color, and soluble solids) were evaluated using manual measurements and electronic (Tomra) sorting. Thinning time affected crop density and fruit quality across cultivars and years. In ‘Santina’, early thinning (FB and FB+4) produced the greatest quality improvements, increasing fruit weight by 18 – 38% compared to untinned controls, and soluble solids to 22.2% versus 15.0%. In ‘Black Pearl’, dormant bud thinning increased soluble solids to 24.9% compared to 19.9% in controls. Late thinning (FB+8) reduced yield to 30–40% of controls with limited quality benefits. ACC induced up to 86% fruit drop in ‘Santina’ and increased fruit weight by approximately 40%, whereas no PGR treatments improved fruit size in ‘Black Pearl’. Overall, early thinning improved fruit size and sweetness, and further research into post-bloom thinning with PGRs is warranted.
