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IS CHEMICAL DEFRUITING PRACTICAL IN THE LANDSCAPE?1 
  
In the past few weeks, the question of defruiting landscape trees has arisen a number of times. 
The inquiry usually centers upon a method to reduce or eliminate the production of unwanted 
fruit. The situations usually involve a litter problem, i.e., staining a paved surface, accumulating 
in hard-to-clean areas, serving as a weed source. In the absence of fruitless cultivars of many 
woody plants, the questioner wants to know of methods to solve the problem. 
 
One possible approach is the use of chemical materials to either prevent fruit production or to 
induce premature fruit drop. This technique is utilized in the apple industry, where crops are 
routinely thinned, chemically and by hand. Harris discussed several chemical alternatives and 
possible approaches in ARBORICULTURE-CARE OF TREES, SHRUBS, AND VINES IN 
THE LANDSCAPE. However, to my knowledge, the actual use of such techniques in the 
landscape has been limited. 
 
Several reasons may explain this: First, there is a general concern about pesticide use in the 
landscape by clients. Second, the demand is small - it is a specialty market. Third, the 
information base about chemical defruiting is relatively limited. Regarding the available 
information on chemical defruiting, the following facts seem important: 1. The 1987 Pacific 
Northwest Weed Control Handbook recommends the use of Thyrel or Florel for defruiting. The 
active ingredient in both chemicals is ethephon. 2. The Florel label reads: "...will reduce or 
eliminate undesirable fruit from apple trees, crabapple trees, carob trees, and olive trees. "I spoke 
with the Washington State Department of Agriculture about this label, and the initial reaction of 
Mary Toohey was that an applicator could not use Florel on any tree species but the four 
mentioned. 3. Atrimec is another plant growth regulator labeled for the "suppression of flower 
and fruit formation. "It is labeled for use on olive (Olea sp.), and glossy privet (Ligustrum 
lucidum), multiflora rose (Rosa multiflora), and Japanese holly (Ilex crenata). Thanks to Duncan 
Murphy of AAA Spraying in Seattle for providing this information. 4. Sevin has also been 
suggested as a possible chemical defruiting material. It has been used as a thinning agent in 
commercial apple orchards. However, it is not labeled for defruiting of landscape trees and 
shrubs. When used in the control of tent caterpillars, reduced fruiting has been observed. 
 
If there are any other personal experiences with these or other chemicals for use in defruiting I 
would be very interested in learning about them. 
 



I think there is great potential for using these materials to solve the problem of unwanted fruit. 
But for now, it appears that the use of chemical defruiting methods will be limited to a small 
number of plant species due to the label restrictions of the chemicals available. 
 
1From: Pro Hort, Summer 1988. 
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