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Summary:  Mechanical thinning was performed at a single site in Sutter County to compare with hand thinning.  Mechanical thinning occurred on April 13 and April 17 on two sets of similarly cropped ‘Loadel’ trees; conventional hand thinning occurred on an additional set of trees on April 30 (grower timing).  Three replicate sets of ten trees per treatment in a solid block within a row were included in the experimental design in which treatments were randomized within the row; four treated trees were sampled within each replicate treatment block.  Trees were heavily cropped and the hand-thinned trees received a ‘touch-up’ hand thinning as deemed necessary by the grower on a later date, while machine-thinned trees were left without any hand-thinning for trial purposes.  Fruit load removal by machine thinning was also determined by the grower and the orchard foreman during the thinning operation as this would be the standard practice under non trial conditions.  Several machine configurations were tested on non-trial trees prior to thinning on both dates, adjusting positioning of the machine, number of shakes, shake speeds, etc.  Shaking-thinning was performed by Erick Nielsen Enterprises.  Total fruit weight removed per half of each sample tree was measured, as well as weight of a 20-fruit sample for an estimated total number of fruit removed per tree.  Average diameter of fruit was also determined at each thinning timing.  At harvest we determined average fruit diameter and weight, as well as total yield from each sampled tree, with percentage of the crop that was undersized.

We also evaluated a second site on a limited basis, with the same grower, in which four acres of ‘Loadel’ trees were mechanically-thinned, with a hand-thin ‘touch-up’, and compared to an adjacent block of seven acres that were hand-thinned with a hand-thinned ‘touch-up’.  The mechanically-thinned trees were shaken by E. Nielsen Enterprises immediately after our second ‘shake’ date (April 17) and the hand-thinning was done at approximately the same timing as that occurring at our original treatment site.  We evaluated final fruit size and yield (based on the grower’s data) at this site, as a result of the combination of machine- and hand-thinning compared to hand-thinning alone at the grower’s typical timing.

We will report on the cost differential between the different methods of thinning, using actual grower costs and costs for machine-thinning.

In addition, a branch spray trial of chemical thinning on peach was conducted to at UC’s Wolfskill Experimental Orchards that was not funded by the peach industry, but with the intent of furthering the possibility of chemical thinning options.  This trial compared 14 treatments, including ammonium thiosulfate (ATS), which has been tested in various trials in the past with CCPB funding,  ATS has been used in combination with ‘Armothin’, later labeled as ‘Entry’ by Wilbur-Ellis, with severe phytotoxicity of shoot die-back.  Entry had chemical thinning removed from the label and this trial was intended to validate promising results obtained in 2005 using ATS + Activator 90, as well as to test other adjuvant options, especially other formulations similar to Entry, made by Akzo-Nobel, the manufacturer of Armothin/Entry.  We also included horticultural vinegar as an alternative for organic use.  There were promising results from this trial that should be tested on a whole tree basis should the peach industry have interest in chemical thinning as an additional option to reduce dependency on hand labor.  No chemical treatment resulted in any phytotoxicity except to the blooms, resulting in thinning.

