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The fundamentals of cane ripening 
• Combination (piggyback) ripening treatments are excellent options for increasing RV 
yields in high potential (high yielding) scenarios where cane quality is typically very low. 
However, combination treatments impose long and aggressive ripening actions on the 
cane crop and can hamper yield when growth is lagging. If growth is deemed to be below 
normal, consider a shorter spray-to-harvest option such as a single fluazifop-p-butyl 
treatment applied 6 – 7 weeks before harvest. This will allow the crop to grow unhindered 
for at least a month longer compared to combination treatments.

• Best practice is to determine the merits of ripening by using the PurEst® App and brix 
readings taken by a refractometer to calculate whole-stalk juice purity. (Please see SASRI 
Information Sheet 4.7 for more information on ways to download the PurEst® App).

• Different seasons produce different stimuli and can consequently produce different brix 
gradients. For example, during extremely hot weather, the crop barely manages to 
maintain its water status for optimal photosynthesis and sucrose production. Varietal 
differences also impact brix gradients.

• Sucrose production only happens in the mature green leaves.  So, the leaf canopy must 
be healthy and lush with seven or more healthy, green leaves per stalk. Only green leaves 
can produce sucrose, not brown leaves.

• There must be sufficient soil water/irrigation to maintain photosynthesis after ripener 
application. Do not dry-off excessively because this will further hamper yield in crops with 
below normal growth.

• To achieve optimal response from the selected ripener strategy, it is recommended to 
keep to the prescribed spray to harvest periods.

• The harvest date can be postponed for a short while provided there is sufficient soil 
moisture.

https://sasri.org.za/download/159/4-cane-quality-management/19325/4-7-determining-crop-maturity-for-purposes-of-cane-quality-management.pdf


• For single ripener treatments, the spray-to-harvest periods are longer during winter than summer.

• Ethephon is not recommended as a single treatment in the early season due to large varietal 
differences and high sensitivity of the mode-of-action to environmental conditions. Also, do not use 
Ethephon on a plant carry-over crop or late season crops.

• When using Ethephon in an early season combination treatment, do not apply on cane with a 
whole-stalk purity of more than 75%.

• Late season cane quality maintenance with ripeners can be complicated by stress factors such as 
insufficient soil moisture, flowering, and pest and disease. Consider fluazifop-p-butyl or trinexapac-
ethyl single ripener treatments based on a PurEst® test and do not carry-over ripened cane.

• The ripener schedules are available on the latest version of the PurEst® App, or click on the image 
below to download a copy.

https://sasri.org.za/download/235/cane-quality/23813/ripener-spray-to-harvest-guide-2.pdf



