
By Miles McCoy
For many reasons, more and more 

growers are turning to automation to 
reduce their labor needs while increas-
ing efficiency and worker comfort. And 
while there are many American compa-
nies supplying innovative equipment, 
some of the most exciting new technol-
ogy is coming from European sources. 

Thanks to some Oregon-based 
companies, it is becoming much easier 
for growers to add this European tech-
nology to their operations. 

Gold Hill Nursery of Hillsboro, Ore., 
now distributes several new European 
technologies through its Midas Nursery 
Solutions subsidiary, and recently dis-
played several of them at an open house. 

Meanwhile, McMinnville, Ore-based OVS 
and Talent, Ore.-based Plant Oregon also 
offer different lines of European nursery 
equipment that could help growers solve 
long-standing problems.

Labor drives technological change
The same labor issues common to 

many nurseries prompted Gold Hill to 
search for ways to reduce “hands-on” 
labor needs. In fact, Matt Gold has trav-
eled to Europe six times over the past 
decade to find new technology.

The nursery began to seriously 
adopt European technology following 
a daylong walkout by its workers in 
2004. It was an eye-opener as the own-
ers realized how dependent they were 
on so many “hands” to get things done. 

By investing in equipment, the 
nursery has managed to reduce its pro-
duction hours per acre by nearly 42 per-
cent, while saving an estimated $817,000 
in costs. “We systemically looked at inef-
ficiencies in our production systems,” 
said Steve Gold. The company also 
improved the ergonomics and working 
conditions for its employees. 

These equipmenT offerings 

from europe can make 

nursery Tasks easier, safer, 

less cosTly and more efficienT
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Trimming plants – and costs
One of their successful adoptions 

comes from Lommer-VanEijekn, a Dutch 
company with numerous nurseries 
growing field-grown crops. It has devel-
oped specialized equipment that trims, 
digs and wraps plants to create a fin-
ished product. The company has several 
trimmers that semi-automate this labor 
intensive process. The resulting prod-
ucts, trimmed with this equipment, are 
more consistent than those cut by hand.

Their field “globe” trimmer creates 
a round, or globe-shaped, plant that 
can even be done on a standard. The 
blade sizes run from ten to 30 inches 
and are built with a double edge. This 
allows the operator to rotate the blades 
right or left, which the company claims 
makes a “cleaner-cut plant.” 

A similar machine, using the same 
power plant and frame systems as the 
globe cutter, will trim plants into a 
“cone” shape. The main difference is 
that this trimmer adds elevated legs to 
handle the longer cutting blades (see 
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An employee at Gold Hill Nursery transplants plants from Herku-
Blast plug trays to number one containers in a system that 
uses large conveyor belts and potting machines, also both from 
European companies.

This automated “mesh” balling 
machine, co-manufactured by Lommer-
VanEijken and Handelsonderneming 
Schrauwen B.V., can handle a range  
of ball sizes.
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photo, Page 4). The company demon-
strated a unit that is moved by hand, 
but also has machines that are self-pow-
ered by a two-wheel drive system. 

The company makes other nursery 
equipment that was not demonstrated, 
including boxwood-topping cutters; 
three-row, automated globe cutters; and 
large hedge clipping systems.

Automated root ball wrapping
Another innovation is a “mesh 

machine,” which quickly wraps a 
wide range of root balls in a nylon 
netting mesh. It is jointly manufac-
tured by Lommer-VanEijken and  
Handelsonderneming Schrauwen BV, 
another Dutch manufacturer. The equip-
ment is hydraulically driven, with variable 
controls that handle 10” to 20” root balls. 
An employee just drops the root ball 
into a circular opening in the top of the 
machine. It is then quickly wrapped in a 
mesh, so the operator can pull it back out 
almost immediately.

“It takes more time to bring the 
plants to the mesh machine than it does 
to actually wrap them,” said Wilfred 
Schrauwen, Handelsonderneming 
Schrauwen BV’s U.S. representative.

While the above machine was 
demonstrated at the recent field day, 
Handelsonderneming Schrauwen BV 
makes many other labor-saving devices 
including multi-row, hydraulic root 
pruners and cutters; multi-row (four, 
five, and nine row) sowing machines; 
various transplanting and drilling equip-
ment; and plant lifters. 

Potting and handling plants
Mayer, a German manufacturer, has 

developed many potting and planting 
machines. Midas has combined one 
with U.S.-made Bouldin-Lawson equip-
ment to create a potting system that 
greatly reduces the number of employ-
ees needed to plant the containers. 

The Mayer’s 1010 potting machine 
can handle one-gallon containers. It 
requires only three people in the actual 
planting crew, potting up to 45 pots per 
minute. Gold said they can plant up to 
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20,000 one-gallon pots per day. “The 
system can plant up to 60 pots per 
minute, but we have found the reduced 
rate is more efficient for the crew,” Matt 
Gold said. “There is only one person 
planting and the key is the size of the 
planting hole. With the proper size hole, 
the plant coming from the plug tray fits 
perfectly into the media, so no extra 
effort is required by the planter.”

The Mayer 2800 system can handle 
larger containers (five to seven gallon 
sizes). It takes only four crew members 
to actually plant, but six to eight for 
the entire process of bringing plants to 
potting station to finally putting the re-
potted containers in the field. But, these 
potting systems also depend on wider 
conveyor belts developed by Wilburg 
Projecten, again from the Netherlands. 
The company is located in an area 
dominated by high-density greenhouse 
operations. Land and labor are very 
expensive, so automation has been the 
answer. In addition to conveyor belts, 
the company has developed many other 
plant/material handling solutions. 

Gold Hill Nursery also uses 
German-made Herku-Blast plug trays of 
varying sizes to propagate plants instead 
of containers. Gold said they are strong 
enough to handle the propagation pro-
cess, and can last up to 10 years. 

Another container contender
OVS recently became the U.S. deal-

er and servicer of nursery equipment 
manufactured by Javo, a Dutch com-
pany positioning itself as the world-
wide leader in potting machines, tray 
automation, soil handling and transport 
systems. The company offers advanced 
potting machines that handle the full 
range of sizes, from small plugs to 
large containers, and will pot bare root 
as well as container-grown plants. 

According to Mark Buchholz of 
OVS, the equipment will improve 
product quality while reducing con-
tainer potting costs by 40-70 percent. 
In fact, one can put together an entire 
automated potting process, in which 
machines fill pots with soil, compact 

the soil mass, drill a hole in the soil, 
place the liner in the hole, straighten 
and firm the liner in place, and trans-
port the potted plant to a buffer table 
or belt. There, the plants accumulate 
into quantities sufficient for direct trans-
port to the field or greenhouse bench, 
where they can grow.

OVS also offers pneumatic, or air-
powered, pruning machines made by 
Campagnola and Zanon, two European 
companies. According to Buchholz, the 
machines greatly reduce the time and 
labor required to prune bare root or 
field grown trees. “These fast action, 
powerful pruners quickly handle the 
pruning while eliminating the hard 
work and repetitive hand movements 
that often result in injury,” he said. 

An improvement in field digging
Plant Oregon of Talent, Ore., 

The Attalink tying machine attaches tree 
limbs to stakes in one, easy action using 
elastic tie wraps.

20

▲
M

iles M
c

c
o

y

bought one of the first Italian-made 
Holmac Diggers and now represents the 
company in the U.S. Owner Dan Bish 
said it dramatically improved their field 
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digging process. 
The digger has a high quality, Italian 

hydraulic system powered by a 22 horse-
power, water-cooled diesel engine. Its 
rotating, vibrating blade cuts under the 
plant, lifts it, and can then place it on a 
wire basket frame covered with burlap.

Its footprint is only three by five feet, 
allowing it to easily maneuver between 
rows and trees. The rubber tracks apply 
only two pounds per square inch to the 
ground, so there is less soil compaction 
compared to heavy tractors or tree spades. 

Working steadily down a bed, the 

Holmac can extract 30-60 balls per 
hour, 240 to 480 balls per day. “This 
can radically reduce labor expenses, 
up to 75 percent,” said Bish. “Our crew 
absolutely loves the machine.”

He said they lay down a wire bas-
ket and cover it with burlap. They then 
dig the plant, place it on the burlap and 
wrap it. He estimates this takes around 
90 seconds per plant. “The key to this 
machine is that the blade vibrates at a 
very high speed and easily cuts through 
the ground,” he said.

There are a variety of blade sizes, 
ranging from 12 to 32 inches. Each fits 
quickly and easily onto the machine by 
sliding the blade arms to accommodate 
each size. Bish said it is easy to adjust 
the digging depth as well, as it is all 
controlled by one hydraulic lever.

Plant Oregon sold one of its first 
machines to a fairly large Oregon nurs-
ery, Bish said. It was so successful the 
nursery paid for the machine with the 
labor savings in just over a three-month 
period. “They reduced the digging crew 
from 12 people to just four,” he said. 
“The nursery was saving over $500 per 
day in labor costs.”

“It eliminates the hassles of try-
ing to get a digging crew,” said Andy 
Spinks, Jim Spinks Nursery, Gresham, 
Ore. “With the Holmac, each tree costs 
about 30 cents.” 

He said to root prune 3,000 trees 
by hand once cost the nursery $15,000, 
but today costs only a few hundred.

Mundane tasks automated
Some of the largest labor require-

ments in a nursery come with the most 
mundane tasks, including adding fertil-
izer or herbicide to containers, or tying 
plants to stakes.

The French-made Attalink tying 
machine is a hand-held device that 
applies elastic ties up to 60mm in diame-
ter by merely placing the Attalink “jaws” 
around the stem and stake, and pulling 
the trigger handle. The elastic tie wraps 
around the stake and is then “tied” and 
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Continued From Page 20
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HOSTETLER
FARM DRAINAGE
503-266-3584

• Plastic Tubing 3"-24" • Laser Grade
Control • Open Ditch for Buried

Irrigation • Plows and Trenches •
Pot-n-Pot Drainage • Oldest Drainage
Firm in Oregon • Newest Subsurface

Irrigation Techniques

Materials and
Technical
Assistance
AvailableCanby, OR

 NATIVE NURSERY LLC

 

  

    ‘Roots to grow on’
Phone: 541-757-6520      Fax: 541-738-2607      
       www.sevenoaksnativenursery.com    

- Over 300 species grown from seed
- Hard to find natives 
- Drought tolerant, high elevation
- Quaking Aspen specialists 
- Highest Quality bareroot seedlings
- Containers from 4”-25 gallon

Schurter
Nursery
503-932-8006 

B & B CONIFER

Arborvitae - Emerald green  
4'-5', 5'-6', 6'-7', 7'-8', 8-10'

Virescens 
4'-5', 5'-6', 6'-7', 7-8', 8-10'

Boxwood - 
various sizes & varieties

Arborvitae–Emerald green
Virescens
Boxwood

Japanese Maples
Otto Luyken
Skip Laurel 

Various sizes & Varieties
503-932-8006

crimped with a small metal ring.
There are two models available, 

depending on the size of stem or stake 
being tied. They both use two types of 
ties, depending on use. 

The biodegradable ties are made 
of natural rubber and cotton and the 
standard size is recommended for most 
jobs. In agricultural applications, it falls 
off by itself when the plant no longer 
requires support and decays naturally in 
the soil. 

The thin tie works best for highly 
fragile applications such as young her-
baceous shoots. Meanwhile, the natural 
rubber tie is girdled with synthetic fab-
ric and is more UV-resistant, so it lasts 
longer. It also provides a tighter grip. 
Both ties types have a breaking strain 
of up to 3 kilograms. 

Miles McCoy is the owner of 
Sustainable Hort LLC, a sustainable 
and organic products marketing firm. 
He has 25-plus years of green industry 
experience in marketing, communica-
tions and research. He can be reached 
at miles@hevanet.com. 
 
Surfing for innovations 

These Web sites have informaton 
on products mentioned in the article. 
Note: Some may require translation 
(available through Google or Babelfish):
• Lommers Field Grown Trimmers 

and Digging Machines:  
www.lommers-vaneijken.com. 

• Willburg Conveyor Systems:  
www.willburgprojecten.nl. 

• Mayers Potting Machines:  
www.mayer-group.com. 

• Vigouroux Systems (Attalink):  
www.vigouroux-web.com. 

• Handelsonderneming Schrauwen 
(does not have an English translation): 
www.handelsondernemingschrauwen.com.

• Holmac Diggers:  
www.plantoregon.com. 

Other useful sites
• www.deboomkwekerij.nl 
• www.damcon.nl. 
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