
 

 
 

  

 
 

 

 
 
 

  

 
1 

 

LABOUR REQUIREMENTS FOR THINNING PINK LADY APPLES USING 
DIFFERENT TECHNOLOGIES  

Community Orchard Group, Orange NSW 

Comparing the labour requirements during thinning using platforms or ladders 
 

Title: Labour saving technologies 

Region:  Orange/Bilpin 

FLA: Jessica Fearnley – NSW DPI 

Host orchards: Melrose Orchard – Bernard Hall & Steve Gottschall 

Stoneleigh Orchard – Ian Pearce   

Project question: Understand the differences in labour requirements during 

thinning using different technologies. 

Project time frame: December to August 2021-22 

 

Key points: 

• The actual process of thinning was quicker with the mechanical platforms compared 
with the afron and ladders in this study but the time to set up to be able to use the 
platform also needs to be considered. 

• The type of netting can affect the ease and speed of thinning processes.  
• The platform made the tasks more comfortable for a broader labour force.  
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Outline/method 
Labour saving technologies are a topic of interest across many of the orcharding regions. 
Interest in this area is driven by a decreasing labour pool, new award rates and rising costs 
of fertiliser, petrol and chemicals. As part of this year’s Future Orchard Orange ACOG trial 
the group comprising of Bill Shields, Bernard Hall, Stephen Gottschall, Ian Pearce, John 
Sharp, Vincent Chen, Cedric Leathbridge and Fritz Gaiser, investigated hand thinning using 
different technologies and labour inputs. During hand thinning, FLA Jessica Fearnley visited 
orchards in Orange on behalf of the ACOG to do a case study on the different equipment 
used for hand thinning (i.e motorised platforms, ladders, pedestrian) and how efficient these 
methods were. Unfortunately, due to COVID-19 restrictions place on NSW, a visit to Bilpin 
was unable to be undertaken.  

For the case study, two orchards in Orange, NSW were selected from the ACOG to 
investigate the efficiencies of the practices employed by the individual growers. Trellised 
Pink Lady apple trees were selected at each site to compare two methods of hand thinning; 
a motorised power-ladder (Afron) and ladder, and a mechanical platform (Table 1).  

Table 1. Site characteristics for case study. 

Site Name Variety Thinning equipment  
Melrose Orchard, Orange NSW Pink Lady  Power Ladder (Afron)  

Ladder 
Stoneleigh Orchard, Orange NSW  Pink Chief – Cripps Pink  Mechanical Platform  

 

Method  
Fifteen trees were selected from a row and any netting was removed. The grower or picking 
crew were then timed from when they started thinning the first tree, to when they completed 
the last tree. After completing the trial, the grower was interviewed on how they thought the 
method would compare to other picking methods and why they expected these results.   

Results 
It was difficult to quantify the time difference between the two types of thinning due to a 
number of factors. These included different preparation time, labour requirements, speed of 
thinners, tree canopy size and structure, and other activities that were carried out during 
thinning. 
 
By comparison on time and observation, the actual process of thinning was quickest with 
the mechanical platforms compared with the afron and ladders. This, however, did not 
include the time it took to set up the mechanical platform, the time it took to remove the nets 
of each row for thinning (if using throwover net) or the time it takes getting to the orchard 
(Figure 1). 
 



 
 

  
 

 

 
 
 

  

 
 

3 

 
Figure 1. Removing nets can add significant time to thinning. Photo. Jess Fearnley, 2021 

The mechanical platform has several uses other than thinning. These include, pruning, 
picking and shoot ripping. Using a platform negates the need for putting excess strain on 
thinners needed to climb up and down ladders and makes the experience a lot more 
comfortable. Using a power ladder (Afron) or similar device requires someone with skills to 
operate these machines and can be dangerous when operating on hills. This use of the 
platform is more accessible for a larger range of people (Figure 2).  
 
“I don’t believe the mechanical platforms are quicker, but they are defiantly more efficient 
and more comfortable for the people who are thinning,” Ian Pearce, Stoneleigh Orchards.  

 
Figure 2. Orchard staff thinning in a team using a picking platform. Photo: Ian Pearce, 2021 

As part of the trial, a demonstration video showing the differences and reasons for selecting 
the labour-saving technologies was created. The video showed footage of the 
demonstration trial and quotes from the growers who were involved in the trial.   
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Implications  
During this trial, the ACOG learnt some valuable lessons on how difficult it can be to 
compare the differences in labour technologies for thinning. Without standardising every 
component of each labour technology, results may be varied and not accurate as different 
factors such as tree canopy, skill and efficiency of the thinner and set up time etc., will 
impact on the overall efficiency of the task. Like most orcharding activities, time is not only 
used on the task of thinning itself, but may also include preparation, equipment setup and 
post thinning activities like re-deploying netting.  

Our single trial did indicate that using a mechanical platform was quicker than the power 
ladder, however, there were more labour units that were able to be used during the 
mechanical platform trial. As a group, we were expecting the platforms to be way quicker, 
however we weren’t expecting or hadn’t thought of the other set up time and costs involved. 
It was important to start this conversation and thought processes as many of the ACOG 
members are considering changing to motorised and mechanical platforms. It is a large 
investment, and these types of trials are important in localised regions where common 
challenges such as sloping orchards and smaller business size are not replicated in other 
regions.  

In future trials, including more participants in the ACOG trial would give better insights into 
how these different technologies worked. It would be good to use the same crew across the 
different technologies to limit the variation and biases experienced in this trial. Further 
research into the economics and gross margin analysis using these technologies would be 
beneficial in helping growers make informed decisions on purchasing and implementing 
these technologies.  
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