
Tomato ripening stages 
Does a tomato have to remain on the vine until it is completely ripe to 
develop that wonderful flavor? The answer is a resounding “NO”! 
Although many will debate this answer, it is absolutely true from a 
scientific standpoint. What has happened over the years is we have 
been conditioned to relate taste with ripening on the vine. This is 
because of the poor flavor and quality of greenhouse and other 
grocery store tomatoes.   Late summer temperatures or indoor room 
temperatures help fruit to ripen because the red tomato pigments, 
lycopene and carotene, are not produced above 85 degrees F nor 
lycopene below 50 degrees F. So, extended periods of extreme heat 
cause tomatoes to stop ripening. The resulting fruits often appear 
yellowish green to yellowish orange or just green. 
Donʼt pick “immature green” fruit, as research shows itʼs more likely to 
spoil than ripen and never develops the flavor gardeners want 
anyway. The fruits are hard and the color is dark green. The fruit is 
still expanding.  Fortunately, tomatoes are what are called 
“climacteric” fruits and continue ripening off the plant. When a tomato 
reaches full size it becomes pale green “mature green” – almost 
white-green. This is when the ripening process starts, which is 
regulated by an internal gas produced within the fruit called ethylene. 
“Mature green” fruit will develop good flavor if ripened indoors. 
Mature green tomatoes have turned light green to white. If cut open, 
seeds are encased in gel and no empty cavity space is present.   Fruit 
too, may be "turning" (technically called “breaking”) with a tinge of 
pink color showing, the "pink" stage with 30 to 60 percent color 
showing. Harvesting at the breaker stage offers several advantages 
to a tomato grower. It lightens the fruit load on the plant, reducing the 
chance of cracking or fruit damage, and also allows the grower to 
control the ripening process. 
This is followed by the "light red" stage with 60 to 90 percent color 
present, and finally, the "fully red" but not soft. If you have bird and 
animal issues, frankly, it's probably better to pick them in the “mature 
green” or EVEN BETTER, “pink” stage and let them ripen indoors in 
cooler temperatures. Store mature green tomatoes indoors at about 
55 to 70 degrees F. Ripen tomatoes in well-ventilated, open 



cardboard boxes at room temperature, checking them every few days 
to eliminate those that may have spoiled. The optimum temperature 
range for ripening mature green tomatoes is 68–77 deg. F. The 
further temperatures stray from the optimum, the slower the ripening 
process will be. And, when temperatures are outside the optimum 
range for extended periods, conditions may become so stressful that 
the ripening process virtually halts. 

 
Contrary to popular belief, light is not needed. Ripening and color 
development in tomatoes is governed primarily by two factors: 
temperature and the presence of a naturally occurring gaseous 
hormone ethylene. Ethylene is abundant in ripening fruits like apples, 
bananas – and tomatoes. “Mature green” tomatoes will ripen in 14 
days at 70 degrees F and 28 days at 55 degrees F. Pink ones ripen 
even faster once temperatures are more favorable. You can 
accelerate ripening by storing in a kraft paper (brown paper) bag 
along with a ripe apple or banana. 
Once fruit is fully ripe, it can be stored at 45 to 50 degrees F with a 
relative humidity of 90 – 95%. Recommended refrigerator operating 
temperatures of 40 degrees are certainly too cool to ripen mature 
green tomatoes and are colder than desired for ripe ones. Ripening 
enzymes are destroyed by cold temperatures whether in the garden 
or in a refrigerator. 


