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On April 25, 2007, Erick Nielsen of Erick Nielsen Enterprises brought his prune harvesting/thinning machine down from Northern California for a full day of trial and error, thinning peaches in Merced County.  We tried thinning several different varieties and tree architectures.  Working with two local growers, Erick made adjustments to the shaker head including moving, adding and removing weights and adjusting the shake pattern, speed and duration to achieve a satisfactory removal of fruit.  The result of this trial and error was the establishment of two replicated trials, one in standard hanger-pruned Hesse trees near the former Castle Air Force Base and the other in high-density, cordon-trained, standard hanger-pruned 19,4-40 clings, across town south of Atwater. 

For the bigger Hesse trees, an “outside wobble” or “loop” pattern at 1200 rpm for 2 sec. removed fruit from the hangers to a satisfactory degree.  The loop pattern at higher rpm removed too much fruit from the tops of the trees even when the duration was shortened.  This was also the case with a “sharp” or “star” pattern at all rpm and durations that we tried.   Lowering the rpm with the same loop pattern and 2-sec. duration worked satisfactorily across town in the smaller 19,4-40s.  Here, on the same day, the grower had a custom operator thinning the block with an OMC shaker with the same side mounted head but without the modifications.  Thus, the entire block of 19,4-40s was machine thinned except for the replicated control plots in our trial row.  A count showed that a similar number of fruit was removed by the two respective machines.  

All of the trees at both sites were hand-thinned in the fourth week of May.  At both sites, significantly more (2X) fruit was thinned from the previously unthinned control trees.  Laborers were timed thinning all of the replicates at the Hesse site taking on average (but not statistically significant) 50% longer to thin the control plots.  The Hesses were thinned a third time in late July.  The total number of fruit thinned in the 19,4-40s was significantly greater in the machine + hand thinned plots but was nearly the same between the two Hesse treatments.

There was significantly more fruit harvested from the hand-thinned only 19,4-40s than from the machine + hand-thinned trees.  However, significantly more of this was undersized and there was no difference in salable yield between the treatments.  Of the salable fruit, that from the machine + hand-thinned trees was significantly larger.  There was no difference in yield and fruit size between the Hesse treatments. 

Also this year, we experimented with a hand-held pneumatic limb shaker designed for thinning stonefruit and harvesting young tree nuts.  The thinking behind this was that many growers already have pneumatic pruning equipment on which the limb shaker head would fit.  We found that the olive harvester head, while heavier and more cumbersome worked better for thinning peaches than the limb shaker.  One grower working with this same equipment demonstrated that by greatly lowering the operating pressure (which required retrofitting his compressor with a second regulator) the raking action of the olive harvester head could be slowed for better control.  Pole mounted, this can be operated from the ground or a platform eliminating the need for ladders.  In an observational trial, concerns that the olive harvester would blemish fruit that would show up at harvest proved unfounded.

