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yours is an upper-end
professional stadium or a city
park program, the one piece
of equipment that is used daily
is the mower.
While the basic job of any mower still is
5, units have become more sophis-
ticated and offer more features than ever. The

question is: how much mower can your oper-

ation afford?
That requires answers to such factors as the
required quality of cut, number of square feet
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or acres mowed daily, and — always — the
budget provided from upstairs.

u have to look at your property first —
what kind of turf you are maintaining, the
quality requirements, the number of people
you have to do the job,” says Christopher
Anderson, associate marketing manager for
rotary mowers in Toro’s Commercial Division.

Productivity is a function of a variety of fac-
tors, primarily determined by width of cut and
speed, says Brad Aldridge, product manager,
John Deere Golf & Turf One Source.

Assuming speed is constant, the timesavings is
directly related to the width of cut of a
machine, he explains.

Here are the numbers you need to run by
your boss:

A 72-inch mower is 20 percent wider than
j0-inch mower, meaning that a 60-inch
mower will take 20 percent more time to
cover the same ground. Take this extra time
and multiply by the labor rate and number of
days mowed to arrive at the additional
expense. If it takes the 72-inch mower five
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“Each additional
‘inch .o_f. _cut saves

| three minuteS"
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hours to mow a group of fields, a 60-inch
mower will take six hours to mow the same
fields. If the 60-inch mower mows every day,
with one additional hour required per day

labor rate of $10 an hour, it costs $3,650 more
in labor annually to operate the 60-inch
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mower  com-
pared to the 72-

inch mower.
“Labor is a
good way to look at
it,” agrees Anderson.
“Labor is the number-

one cost.”

He notes that a lot of
schools and cities are tax-
supported. “When the

economy is not doing as
well as it could, turf mainte-
nance suffers. It is not as
ntial as police or fire.
There is pressure for the same number of peo-
ple to do more.”

While acknowledging that big mowers cover
the most ground, Anderson suggests thinking
about having two separate crews with two kinds
of mowers. “Consider a trim crew with a 5- or 6-
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foot mower to work around trees or tight areas
and another crew with 11- or 16-foot mowers to
do the larger, open areas.”

“It is important to note however, that pro-
ductivity should not be the only consideration
deck Aldridge
“Maneuverability and cut quality must to be

of mower size,” says.
taken into consideration as well.” A wider
mower doesn’t necessarily mean more pro-
ductivity and less labor costs. Cut quality nor-
mally suffers with faster speeds, and turning
ability on narrower machines normally makes
up some of the pmductivity gap.

“If it’s a simple question of acres per hour,
then there is a strong business case to buy the
biggest equipment you can afford,” says
Brian Melka, director of product manage-
ment at Jacobsen.

A 1€
anywhere near 60% more than a 10-acre
machine. Melka compares their 11-foot 5111

re per shift machine will not cost
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to their 16-foot 9016. “Each additional inch of
cut saves three minutes,” he says. A typical
municipality cutting 100 acres will save three
hours a day, reducing mowing time from nine
hours to six.

“However,” Melka admits, “most times you
are not cutting long, flat, open fields where a
big mower is most efficient. If you have a lot
of turns or obstacles, like around soccer fields
and goals, you can spend as much time turn-
ing as cutting. In that case, look at a quick-turn
machine that gets back to cutting quickly.”

What is the break-even point for a mower
purchase? “We believe this is determined by
each unique customer and don’t think there’s
a general rule that can be applied across the
board,” says Aldridge.

Three key features

If you want to get turf managers arguing,
ask them what they feel are the three most
important features to assess when buying a
new machine.

“This varies by customer needs and appli-
cations, but John Deere believes the most
important features to consider include cut
quality, ease of service, and operator com-
fort,” says Aldridge. No one wants a mower
that gets the job accomplished quickly, but
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does not cut the grass properly. And, while
not everyone needs or wants the perfect stand
of grass, they don’t want an objectionable cut
quality either.

Melka says the first thing he would look at
is the dealer’s maintenance and service skills.
“You are spending $10,000 to $100,000, but
the best machine is no good if il is sitting in
the barn.”

Second, he says, is to know your applica-
tion. “If you're mowing flat ground, you don’t
need a high-hp, 4-WD machine,” he says.
“But if you are at high altitude you may need
a turbo booster or more power. Write down
what you need before you shop,” he advises.

Third, define the surface finish required. “If
you are cutting at one inch or less, a reel
mower will always do a better job. A rotary,
like our AR5, will do a fine job, but it is
intended for cuts over an inch.”

The Cal Ripken group, for example, uses
their 1880s and TriKings. The 1880s are a fair-
way mower with five reels — but, at 80 inches,
is narrower, more maneuverable and lighter
so has less compaction. They use a TurfCat 6-
foot out-front rotary mower for the surrounds.

“The decision between reel and rotary
comes down to quality of cut,” he continues.
“Reel mowers offer superior cut quality and

“The most important

features to consider
include cut quality,
ease of service, and
operator comfort.”

- Aldridge

are used on most higher-end facilities. Rotary
mowers generally require less maintenance
and adjustments. This decision is based entire-
ly on what quality the facility expects and
whether there are qualified technicians on staff
to handle proper maintenance.”

Anderson notes that requirements will vary
with terrain and with labor availability. “With
16 feet of cut, you can mow 15 acres an hour,”
he says. “But can you really afford to get rid of
labor?”

There are compromises. A unit like their
GroundsMaster 4000, an 11-foot mower, is
great for larger areas. However, it has side
decks that can be raised to allow the mower to
work into tight places.

Be sure the operator lowers the deck when
back out on the big areas, Anderson says.
Otherwise, it will cost productivity.

Running economically

Productivity suffers with machines that are
consistently in the shop for repair so managers
should look for a machine that’s durable and
easy to service. “At John Deere, we understand
that optimizing machine uptime means
greater productivity, and ultimately higher
turf quality,” Aldridge says.

“Every machine requires some level of reg-
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- Buying vs. leasing?

l John Mascaro’s Photo Quiz ' W

Can you identify
this sports turf problem?

Problem: Soccer goals are
not in correct position

Turfgrass Area: Soccer Field
Location: St. Louis, Missouri
Grass Variety: Astroturf

Answer to John Mascaro’s

Photo Quiz on Page 33
John Mascaro is President
of Turf-Tec International

& J
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ular maintenance, whether it is greasing, changing the engine oil, or
sharpening blades. Greater productivity is achieved by machines that
are easy to service with convenient service access points. On some
Deere products, all daily service checks are located on one side of the
machine,” he notes.

With operators spending so much time on these machines, comfort
is not only personally important, but should also be considered from a
productivity perspective. A comfortable operator is a more productive
operator. When purchasing new equipment, buyers should look for a
comfortable seat, seat adjustments and other features that provide an
ergonomically focused ride.

Consider electric, Melka says. When it comes to fuel savings and
lower operating cost, he says electrically powered or hybrid technolo-
gy is the way to go. Although most electrics and hybrids are smaller
units today, he sees the technology moving up to larger equipment.

“Fuel savings are huge,” he says. “We see a 50% to 70% reduction
in fuel consumption.

Toro is also looking at alternative fuel units, including hybrids and
hydrogen fuel cells.

There are labor saving technologies in the offing, too. Toro is work-
ing on more sophisticated diagnostics for some of its larger machines.
That promises to reduce the time spent testing and searching for main-
tenance issues and getting the equipment back to work faster.
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