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Seedless grapes are 
popular among con-
sumers, with about  
8 lb per capita con-
sumed each year in the 
United States. Seed-
less table grapes are 
commonly grown in 
home gardens and on 
small farms through-
out New Mexico. 

The vineyard site 
environment—soil, 
climate, and seasonal 
variation—influence 
the grape crop. How-
ever, many viticultural 
practices can be used to improve or manipulate fruit quality. These in-
clude cultivar and rootstock selection, fertilization, irrigation, weed and 
pest control, kaolin clay application, hormones, training, pruning, trunk 
girdling, and cluster thinning. 

These practices can be used to improve fruit size and quality of seed-
less table grapes. Several suggested practices and field trial results are 
referenced here. Keep in mind that combining practices within the same 
growing season can maximize results.

PRUNING
Crop load is defined as the amount of fruit per vine. Viticulturists should 
strive for a vine with leaf canopy that is adequate to support the intended 
crop load to the desired degree of ripeness. However, “over-cropping” 
should be avoided. Excessive fruit load or over-cropping is defined as  
allowing more fruit to set than the vine can ripen to the desired degree of 
maturity. Over-cropping often leads to small berry size, poor color, late 
maturity, and low total soluble solids or TSS (related to sugar content). 
Removing or thinning the fruit from over-cropped vines can increase ber-
ry size and improve berry composition of the remaining clusters. Follow 
recommended pruning practices for a given variety. Pruning is your first 

Figure 1. Grapevine after pruning. One-half, cane 
pruned (left) and one-half, spur pruned (right). A 
and B indicate places for girdling.
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annual opportunity to determine crop load. If you plan 
to use additional practices later in the season, such as 
trunk girdling or cluster thinning, leave an additional 
amount of fruiting wood on the vine when you prune. 
Doing so will allow you to select better clusters at 
thinning time (Figure 1).

CLUSTER THINNING
Seedless cultivars, such as ‘Thompson Seedless’ and 
‘Black Monukka’, tend to over-crop, setting more 
clusters than the vine can properly mature. To remedy 
this situation, simply remove some of the excess clus-
ters (Figure 2). Cluster thinning allows the photosyn-
thates (simple sugars) produced by the leaves to better 
nourish the remaining clusters. Vine vigor and previ-
ous experience will help determine the number of 
clusters to leave per vine. However, a good starting 
point is to leave one cluster per shoot that has 12–17 
mature leaves. If two or three clusters occur on a 
single shoot, remove the uppermost or most “distally” 
located cluster(s). After fruit set (the shatter stage, 

Figure 2. Thinning clusters (one per shoot) to achieve 
about 20–40 clusters per vine, depending on overall size 
of the vine.

Figure 3. Cluster at correct stage for berry thinning; 
when the berries are pea-sized or slightly smaller, 
remove the lower half of the cluster.
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when flower parts are 
falling), remove clus-
ters that are undersized, 
oversized, misshapen, 
or entangled with ad-
jacent clusters. This 
is probably the most 
important step in im-
proving grape quality.

BERRY THINNING
For additional fruit 
quality improvement of 
‘Thompson Seedless’, 
‘Black Monukka’, and 
other cultivars that pro-
duce very large or com-
pact clusters, remove 
parts of the remaining 
clusters soon after clus-
ter thinning. Remove 
about one-half of each 
cluster (the lower part 
of the rachis), leaving four or five branches near the 
cluster’s base where it attaches to the cane. The lower 
part of the cluster is usually compact, and the berries 
ripen later than those on the upper part (Figure 3). 

GIRDLING 
Removing a small section of bark and phloem about 
4–9 mm (about 1/6–1/3 inch) wide from around a cor-
don (arm), cane, or main trunk is known as “girdling” 
and has been practiced for many years to increase berry 
size and sugar content and improve berry color. Gir-
dling is typically done soon after the shatter stage if an 
increase in berry size is desired. Some report success 
with the variety ‘Perlette’ when girdling is done one 
week before bloom with a 4-mm-wide (1/6 inch) ring 
around the main trunk.

Girdling usually increases the carbohydrates above 
the girdle, while root carbohydrates are decreased. 
Carbohydrates formed in the leaves via photosynthesis 
will remain in the area above the girdle/ring and will 
be available for berry growth (Figure 4). Girdling can 
be easily applied to a few vines in a garden setting. 
However, performed by hand using a knife or pliers, 
girdling is expensive on a commercial scale, and if 
done improperly can kill the girdled cane. 

GIBBERELLIN 
If the practices listed above are followed, large ber-
ries of good quality should be produced. However, 
‘Thompson Seedless’ and some other cultivars pro-
duced commercially for table grapes are usually 
treated with GA3, a naturally occurring compound 
in the group of plant hormones called gibberellins. 
Application of GA3 can increase berry size, although 
some possible adverse effects of GA3 application 
include poor fruit set, increased berry shatter, and ex-
cess berry softening in some cultivars. Additionally, 
GA3 has been shown to be phytotoxic to the ‘Crimson 
Seedless’ cultivar and actually reduced bud fruitful-
ness in the year after application. Typically, GA3 is 
applied at anthesis (pollen shed) to reduce the number 
of berries that set; this is followed by a second spray 
to increase the size of the remaining berries. Others 
have reported satisfactory results with a single spray 
of 30–50 parts per million (ppm) of the gibberellin 
material applied when the berries are about 4 mm 
(1/6 inch) in diameter. Direct the spray as close to the 
clusters as possible. For treatment of a few vines, the 
clusters can be dipped in the solution in a wide-mouth 
container. Agricultural formulations of gibberellin 
that are approved for organic production can be found 

Figure 4. Double-blade girdling knife and girdling pliers (left). Main trunk of grapevine 
with approximately 4-mm-wide strip of phloem and bark removed, i.e., “girdled” (right). 
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online, although small quantities may not be readily 
obtained locally. Be sure to follow all label directions. 
Parts per million can be determined as follows: If the 
material is 1% gibberellin, 1 liter (0.264 gallon) of 
such a material in 1 liter of water will make 10,000 
ppm. To make 30 ppm, the amount of water can be 
increased or the chemical material in the solution can 
be decreased, i.e., 0.3 liter (10.1 fluid ounces) in 100 
liters (26.4 gallons) of water will make 30 ppm, or 
0.03 liter (1 fluid ounce) in 10 liters (2.64 gallons) of 
water will also make 30 ppm. 
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