friried applied
e sciences

Article

Smart Agriculture: A Fruit Flower Cluster Detection Strategy in
Apple Orchards Using Machine Vision and Learning

Joseph Lee !, S. Andrew Gadsden 2%, Mohammad Biglarbegian ! and John A. Cline 3

check for
updates

Citation: Lee, J.; Gadsden, S.A.;
Biglarbegian, M.; Cline, J.A. Smart
Agriculture: A Fruit Flower Cluster
Detection Strategy in Apple Orchards
Using Machine Vision and Learning.
Appl. Sci. 2022, 12, 11420. https://
doi.org/10.3390/app122211420

Academic Editor: José Miguel Molina

Martinez

Received: 24 October 2022
Accepted: 9 November 2022
Published: 10 November 2022

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral
with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affil-

iations.

Copyright: © 2022 by the authors.
Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.
This article is an open access article
distributed under the terms and
conditions of the Creative Commons
Attribution (CC BY) license (https://
creativecommons.org/licenses /by /
4.0/).

School of Engineering, University of Guelph, Guelph, ON N1G 2W1, Canada

Department of Mechanical Engineering, McMaster University, Hamilton, ON L8S 4L8, Canada
Department of Plant Agriculture, University of Guelph, Guelph, ON N1G 2W1, Canada

*  Correspondence: gadsden@mcmaster.ca; Tel.: +1-905-525-9140

@ N =

Featured Application: The results from this work demonstrate the effective use of machine vision
and learning technologies to support the development and implementation of smart agriculture.

Abstract: This paper presents the application of machine vision and learning techniques to detect
and identify the number of flower clusters on apple trees leading to the ability to predict the potential
yield of apples. A new field robot was designed and built to collect and build a dataset of 1500 images
of apples trees. The trained model produced a cluster precision of 0.88 or 88% and a percentage error
of 14% over 106 trees running the mobile vehicle on both sides of the trees. The detection model
was predicting less than the actual amount but the fruit flower count is still significant in that it can
give the researcher information on the estimated growth and production of each tree with respect
to the actions applied to each fruit tree. A bias could be included to compensate for the average
undercount. The resulting F1-Score of the object detection model was 80%, which is similar to other
research methods ranging from an F1-Score of 77.3% to 84.1%. This paper helps lay the foundation
for future application of machine vision and learning techniques within apple orchards or other fruit
tree settings.

Keywords: smart agriculture; machine vision; machine learning; fruit flowers; object detection;
apple orchards

1. Introduction

Apples are a predominate tree fruit crops grown world-wide with an estimated annual
production of 124 million Mt produced over 4 million ha [1,2]. To increase economic
sustainability and compete globally, apple growers are strategically improving returns by
adopting new cultivars, rootstocks and orchard management practices that improve fruit
quality. Additionally, there is also an urgent need to reduce labour, which accounts for over
60% of production costs.

Fruit trees must now be managed spatially at the single-tree level with a prescribed
number of fruit per tree based on potential yield per hectare, and target fruit size at
harvest [3,4]. Fruit trees produce an overabundance of flowers and excessive number of
fruits for them to reach marketable size. Extra fruits are removed by chemical and hand
thinning, which is one of the most important practices that determines profitability and
influences fruit quality. The thinning process is currently a very inexact science and highly
labor intensive, accounting for 35% of total labour costs, which is equal to the labour costs
of harvesting. Employing mobile robotics, vision sensing, and artificial intelligence (Al)
systems to estimate the number of flowers and developing apples, will transform the
precision at which apples can be managed [5-7].

When an overabundance of fruit flowers is present during the blooming stage, the
resulting size of the apples may become undesirable for the market. Processes such as
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hand or chemical thinning are used to ensure the proper number of fruits per tree [8,9].
By developing a mechanism that is capable of drastically decreasing the time needed to
count the fruit flower will allow for a more efficient process, bringing researchers closer to
discovering optimal techniques [5]. Pollination and pest control are the two main factors
that determine the quality and the yield of the apples, but the lack of information with
regard to how to properly maintain and balance ecosystem services are the main reason for
crop failure [4]. Implementation of pollination and chemical pest control will not help if
the knowledge behind when and how to incorporate them to the orchard is unknown.

1.1. Typical Orchard Setup

Most apple orchards follow a similar layout of multiple trees lined up in a row which
are then spaced out by a specific distance and repeated for multiple rows. For most cases,
apple orchards are setup with the trees spaced between 3 m to 4 m and the row spacing
between 4 m to 5 m [4,10-12] and narrower trees spaced 1 m to 1.2 m with row spacing of
3mto3.5m[13,14].

Another measurement that was stated in all of the papers was the height of the tree.
This depends on the age and type of tree, therefore the range for the height can vary
significantly based on the apple tree used. The majority of the trees researched seemed to
have a height ranging between 2 m to 4 m [7,11,12].

1.2. Benefits of Object Detection for Apple Orchards

The current issue in the agriculture field is that most of the machinery currently
being used requires worker supervision [15-17]. The inclusion of automated machinery
can greatly increase the yield produced compared to manual labour and lessen the load
required as it is a very labour-intensive job [16,18-20].

Another benefit is that object detection allows for more information to be presented
or collected at a faster rate. For each experiment, the number of fruit flowers is needed
to understand the impact that the adjustments have made on the apple tree yield. This
process can take a very long time based on the type of apple tree due to the significant
number of fruit flowers or apples present. The authors in [6] experimented on the effects of
pollination by covering some of the branches of an apple tree. To determine the benefits of
pollination, the number of fruit flowers were counted and then compared to the amount
fruits yielded by that branch [6]. It took approximately 10 min to observe and count
two branches. With two observations per tree, each tree needed 20 min to fully count the
fruit flowers. The authors also stated that during bloom period, each orchard was visited
twice in two different observation periods [6]. Depending on the number of trees needed
to be counted, the process would be excruciatingly long and tedious. With object detection,
this process can be brought down to just 46 s per frame to detect an image which was
obtained using the two-stage detector, Faster R-CNN [5].

The inclusion of automation can drastically increase the efficiency of the operation
as well as the quality. The authors in [8,19,21] showed multiple computation speeds
of different detection algorithms for an object detection application in agriculture with
heavily occluded objects where the speeds ranged from the fastest (23 ms) to the longest
(348 ms) [8]. The authors in [22] showed that detection algorithms were capable of obtaining
an accuracy of 99.5% for segmentation and 95% for classification for almonds while having
a computation time of less than 50 ms.

There have been many different object detection algorithms used in the process of
implementing autonomous operations for agriculture, with each algorithm having ben-
efits for different applications and parameters. A common algorithm that is used is the
two-stage detector, Faster R-CNN [17,23,24]. It can produce very accurate detections which
is important in developing an efficient process [25]. Though the detection speed is not as
fast compared to one-stage detectors, the purpose of the operation was to correctly identify
the fruits and or branches in the orchard. Ref. [17] used Faster R-CNN to design a shake-
and-catch robot for apples. The algorithm was trained to differentiate between the apples,
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leaves and branches and then locate the optimal location on the branch to have a robotic
arm grab the branch. The authors in [23,24] both used Faster R-CNN to detect multiple
different fruits and other produce on a tree, such as apples, mangoes, almonds, peppers,
etc. They both were successful in obtaining accurate results with minor errors, especially in
cases where less data was available [24] or with the detection of smaller objects [23].

The authors in [15] used MobileNet and a single-state detector (SSD) for the detection
of tomatoes. MobileNet was used to implement the model on a smaller device, specifically
the Raspberry Pi, which MobileNet allows due to having a low computational cost. SSD
was selected for fast detection rate, while having an appropriate level of accuracy. Two tests
were run, the first being object detection of tomatoes based on sample images and the
second using a robotic arm to identify the location of the tomatoes and grabbing them [15].
The results produced a mean accuracy of 84% for the detection and 89% for the robotic arm
successfully grabbing the fruit [15]. The loss in accuracy for the object detection was due
to some of the images closely resembling the features of the trained tomato data, such as
having similar shape or the tomato being too small and located in a dense region. This was
a common issue as the purpose of the experiment was to differentiate between ripe and
immature tomatoes [15].

Another one-stage detection algorithm that was used was YOLOv3. Ref. [20] used
YOLOV3 to detect tomatoes, while [26] used YOLOV3 to detect apple lesions as the algo-
rithm is known to have strong results with respect to small object detection [26]. Both
papers used a similar technique to improve the performance of YOLOv3. By using a
different backbone network from the original Darknet-53, both experiments were capable
of obtaining higher accuracies [20,26]. This change was the implementation of DenseNet
which allowed YOLOV3 to better utilize the image features compared to Darknet-53. As
Darknet-53, having 53 layers resulted in the loss of features and weakening them. With this
simple change, YOLOv3-Tomato was able to produce an identification rate of 94.58% [20]
and YOLOv3-dense outperformed the original YOLOv3 and Faster R-CNN. Not only can
YOLOvV3 outperform Faster R-CNN in some applications, YOLOv4 which is the newest ver-
sion of YOLO at the time was able to produce high accuracy results while being significantly
faster than the other models [27].

Some adjustments and techniques that were used to improve the results were seen
across the aforementioned papers. A simple step was adding external illumination to
the machine to decrease the variance of natural light during the detection process [23].
Ref. [20] introduced training data that had different conditions to allow the model to be
more robust to changes of natural conditions, such as illumination. Another approach
was seen in [28], which obtained training data with a black cloth behind the white flowers
of the trees to have the model set the images to a binary image. This allows for a simple
segmentation of the flowers and everything else. The authors in [20,23] changed to ground
truth boxes from rectangle to circle for objects with a circular shape such as apples and
tomatoes. This produced better results as the ground truth encapsulated more of the actual
object of interest than the rectangular ground truth boxes [20,23]. The final adjustment
that was common between [20,23,26] were data augmentation. Whether it was flipping,
scaling, flip and then scaling or crop and patching, they all helped the model produce better
results, due to inducing the model to more variance. Ref. [26] also indicates that the more
images being trained by the model, the higher the Fl-score of the model will be. While [23]
concluded that having data augmentations allows the model to achieve the same accuracy
as a model with no data augmentation and more training images. In general, it can be
assumed that implementing data augmentation techniques to the model as well as having
more training data will produce the best results for the model.

1.3. Challenges

The most challenging problem is dealing with occlusion as there are usually many
objects in a dense location in an agricultural setting [17,23,24,29]. Another important
challenge that must be considered when designing an object detection system in agriculture
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is illumination [23,24,29]. Due to most operations occurring in an outside environment,
variance in natural lighting can greatly affect the performance of the object detection
algorithm. The authors in [23] explained that the distance from the object of interest is
important as the smaller the object is when presented to the camera, the less information
can be extracted. Other challenges consist of similar appearance, such as shape and
colour, as well as multi-fruit detection cases. The authors in [20] experienced issues with
differentiating between ripe and immature tomatoes in some cases due to the similarities
in shape and colour [24].

Occlusion and illumination are the two challenges that this paper looks to address
as they were the most relevant in terms of the environment used for the experiment. For
occlusion, data from both sides of the apple tree is taken which will be used to average
the data to decrease the effect of occlusion on the resulting fruit flower count. For the case
of this experiment, illumination was overcome by being constant with the time of day for
observation as well as the amount of sunlight for data collection to ensure proper detection
of the fruit flowers. This paper presents a new fruit flower cluster detection strategy based
on machine vision and learning which could be used as farmers work towards the concept
of smart agriculture.

The remaining information of the paper will be presented as follows. Section 2 explains
the experimental setup and the process and methods used for obtaining the fruit flower
count. Section 3 presents results that were found from the object detection model, such as
the flower count, precision and F1-Score, average error and distribution of flower count of
the detected and hand-counted. Section 4 discusses the main findings and results. Section 5
concludes the paper.

2. Experimental Setup and Detection Method

This section describes the setup where and how the data was collected. It also describes
the data collection process and proposed machine vision and learning method.

2.1. Environmental and Experimental Setup

The apple orchard studied was the Simcoe Research Station, located in Simcoe, Ontario,
Canada, and involved a small portion of the research center which consisted of 86.8 hectares
of land. The apple orchard that will be utilized for the experiments consisted of two rows
of Ambrosia trees on M.9 rootstocks. Each row had 106 trees which had different treatment
methods, which resulted in varying fruit flower yields. The trees were grouped by treatment
methods with three in each group and two non-treated trees in-between. The Ambrosia
trees had an in-row distance of 0.9 m and between-row distance of 3.5 m. The average
height of the trees was 2.5 m and the canopy width was 1.2 m. An example of the placement
of the Ambrosia trees can be observed in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Spacing of the Ambrosia trees at the Simcoe Research Station in Ontario, Canada.
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Figure 2 shows a bird’s-eye view of the apple orchard. The camera was mounted on
a mobile vehicle and was run between the two rows of the Ambrosia trees, placed so the
trees are properly in frame of the camera. One side per run was scanned and the number of
fruit flower and apples per tree was estimated. There were some challenges with regard
to the occlusion of the fruit flower and/or apples. To combat this, either some predictor
function was needed or both sides of the apple tree were observed and the results were
combined (this is the most realistic solution for farmers). The camera that was used for
data collection and online detection was Microsoft’s Azure Kinect DK.

l

Figure 2. Birds-eye view of the apple orchard used in the study.

The object detection algorithm, YOLOv4, will be trained on data similar to the one
shown in Figure 1 to have a view of the full tree as well as the fruit flower clusters. An
example of a fruit flower cluster can be seen in Figure 3. Once fully trained, the algorithm
will be tested on data that the algorithm has not seen before, to ensure the algorithm is
working properly. Once the algorithm is deemed successful with the dataset, physical
testing will be conducted at the Simcoe Research Station using the aforementioned mobile
vehicle shown in Figure 4 as the mounting platform.

Figure 4. Mobile robot platform that was used for the data collection.
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2.2. Data Collection Process
2.2.1. Data Collection of Fruit Flowers

As briefly explained in Section 2.1, the photos and video for the dataset will be collected
using the Azure Kinect DK camera from Microsoft. This camera has multiple different
sensors implemented into the camera to help with different Al applications, such as a depth
sensor, spatial microphone array, gyroscope and accelerometer [30]. It is also capable of
regular color or RGB capturing as well as an infrared camera [30]. With these features in
mind, this camera is capable of obtaining very detailed information for a wide variety of
applications.

For the first collection of the fruit flower data for this specific case, the camera was
connected to a 2015 MacBook Air running Ubuntu due to limitations with resources at the
time. The camera was used to take zoomed-out photos and close-up photos, similar to
Figures 1 and 3, respectively. For the zoomed-out photos, the Azure Kinect DK camera was
placed on top of a tripod for a stable photo. The purpose of these photos was to capture
the entire tree, while the close-up photos were used to obtain a more detailed view of the
fruit flowers. The close-up photos were obtained by taking a video of the fruit flowers and
walking up and down the rows of the orchard. Then, using a video splicing tool, separate
photos were obtained which were then filtered to take out any photos that had visual issues,
such as blurry photos. These steps were repeated for 3 trips at the Simcoe Research Station
until a satisfactory amount of fruit flower photos were obtained for labelling.

When more resources were available, such as the development of the mobile vehicle
by another Graduate Student, more data was collected the following year. This consisted
of driving the mobile vehicle up and down the orchard rows at a set distance to obtain
zoomed-out photos of the apple trees. Multiple trips were completed to ensure enough
data was collected. Manual counting of the fruit flower clusters was also conducted to have
a comparison for the performance of the model when fully trained.

2.2.2. Labelling Process for the Dataset

After all the images were collected and properly filtered, they were transferred from a
storage device to OneDrive for easy access on multiple platforms. The labelling process
uses an online labelling platform called Labelbox [31]. As this is an online service, labelling
the dataset can be done with any computer as long as they have access to the project. This
again helps when collaboratively working on labeling the dataset as there is no need in
transferring and downloading large number of photos. This platform was also chosen as
it keeps track of how many photos still need labelling and the estimated time it took per
photo. The platform was also very easy to use as there were no other external setup needed
other than an account to the service.

With the help of hired undergraduate students at the University of Guelph, it took
about a month to completely label 1499 photos. The photos consisted of a mixture of
close-up and zoomed-out photos which involved classes, labelled as “Fruit Flower Single”,
“Fruit Flower Cluster” and “Tree”. An example of the training dataset can be seen in below
in Figure 5.

Figure 5. Training dataset in its first iteration.
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Upon further testing, which will be explained within Section 3, the previously an-
notated dataset was not sufficient for the use case of this project and additional labelling
was to be conducted. This resulted in the two separate classes, “Clusters” and “Tree”. The
purpose of the two classes was to be able to detect the fruit flower clusters while also being
able to determine the number of clusters per tree. The “Tree” class was also changed to
show a larger view of the tree, instead of the zoomed-in, partially seen tree. An example of
the updated “Tree” bounding boxes can be seen in Figure 6.

Figure 6. Training dataset with updated tree bounding box.

The next few iterations of the annotation process consisted of experimenting on the
approach that would produce the best possible outcome. It was concluded that the training
images should be as similar to the actual use case of the robot which was zoomed-out
images. Therefore, only images that encompassed the entire tree was used in the training
data. This involved using the mobile vehicle to collect data in the following year. Figure 7
is an example of the finalized dataset. In general, the final dataset consisted of a very large
number of bounding boxes, due to the significant amount of fruit flower clusters present in
each tree.

Figure 7. Final iteration of the training dataset with each flower cluster identified (blue boxes), and
each corresponding apple tree identified (pink boxes).

2.2.3. Processing the Dataset

To properly implement the dataset created using Labelbox, another online platform
was used initially to process the dataset. This platform was called Roboflow [32]. Roboflow
was chosen as it was a compatible platform for Labelbox and was also capable of converting
the .JSON file from Labelbox into a darknet compatible dataset. This darknet dataset
consisted of a .TXT annotation file as well as the photos that correspond to each annotation.
The dataset was split into training, validation and test with 1042 images going to training,
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298 into validation and the remaining 149 into testing. Finally, all images were resized for
images of different sizes. This dataset would then be used for the YOLOv4 algorithm for
training and testing the system to observe the performance. As well as to determine if any
adjustments or improvements are needed.

Following the first iteration of the data annotation and processing, as stated previously,
a different setup and data was needed to produce a more robust and stronger model. This
also resulted in the implementation of a conversion script for the Labelbox .JSON files
as Roboflow only allowed limited usage on guest accounts. This script would read the
JSON file and output the compatible .TXT file which had bounding boxes for each image.
Additionally, it was later discovered that YOLOv4 did not need to have the input images
resized before training as the algorithm would have a default image resolution that would
automatically apply zero padding to images to fit the scale of the model, this can be seen in
Figure 8.

Figure 8. Example of zero padding on an image.

2.3. Proposed Method for Flower Cluster Detection

Figure 9 shows the process that was taken to create the results shown in Section 3.
Before anything can be started, data to train and test the model is needed. As stated before,
this was collected at the Simcoe Research Station. Images and videos of the apple tree were
collected, and the number of fruit flower clusters per tree were hand-counted to provide a
direct comparison for studying the performance of the model. This comparison shows the
level of performance of the model in estimating the yield of the apples from the fruit flower
clusters.

Transfer Dataset to
L~~~ = Annotate the Dataset - -

g
3
g

-

g Export and Convert to Tr?:\a;r‘?L%v:t::e:he Produce the Weights

8 " DarknetFormat A "7 77" from the Trained Model
; Images

2 | ApplyModeltoTest _  RuntheModelon | vﬁg’"xﬁxgﬁj‘;&
; Dataset Images Video of Apple Trees Results

Figure 9. Flowchart of the data collection and results process.
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YOLOv4 will be used for the detector of the fruit flower estimation model. This
method has high accuracy and speed produced from the detector (as well, it was the most
advanced detector while conducting the trials). YOLOv4 introduced many new features
compared to YOLOv3 which was already considered a very good one-stage detector.

This version of YOLO improved YOLOvV3's accuracy and speed by 10% and 12%, re-
spectively [27]. Two new data augmentation training methods were included with YOLOv4.
The first being Mosaic Training and the second, Self-Adversarial Training (SAT) [27]. Mo-
saic Training combines 4 training images into a single input photo to allow for detections
outside the normal environment due to YOLO using the entire images features to identify
the object [27]. The SAT data augmentation method operates in 2 stages. During the
first stage, the neural network changes the inputted images as if there is no desired image
present. Therefore, when entering the second stage, the model is trained to detect the
desired object based on the altered image [27]. In general, the architecture of YOLOV4 is as
follows: CSPDarknet53 backbone, Spatial Pyramid Pooling (SPP) [33] additional module,
Path Aggregation Network (PANet) [34] instead of FPN for neck, and YOLOvV3 head [27],
which can be seen in Figure 10. With these changes, YOLOv4 is expected to produce results
that outperform other state-of-the-art object detection algorithms, such as SSD, RetinaNet
and Faster R-CNN in both speed and accuracy [27].

Backbone Neck Head
CSPDarknet53 SSP + PANet YOLOvV3

L.
L. [P

Output

Figure 10. General structure of YOLOv4.

After the dataset was created, some additional changes were needed in order to obtain
the desired result of estimating the yield of the apple trees. Before describing what was
added, the method on how to estimate the yield of the apple trees will be explained first.
The reason for the need to detect the fruit flower clusters of the apple trees is that each
fruit flower tree corresponds to a potential apple growing on the tree. A fruit flower
cluster usually consists of 3 flowers, with one being the master and can be identified due to
blooming faster than the others. Due to this, a method of counting the total number of fruit
flower clusters per tree needs to be collected. The model needed to keep track of each tree
and update the count per tree. An Intersection-Over-Union (IOU) tracker was introduced,
as well as a maximum fruit flower cluster counter.

The IOU tracker works by checking the bounding boxes in the detection and comparing
each bounding box with another bounding box to identify which one has the greatest
overlap.

As the tracking is only needed for the tree class, the IOU calculation was only con-
ducted on the bounding boxes with the class “Tree”. This allowed the model to remember
the trees which was needed for the next step. The next step was saving the maximum
number of fruit flower clusters detected for each specific tree. By keeping track of the trees
and its corresponding cluster detections, the number of clusters per tree can be collected.

3. Results

Table 1 shows the total precision of the model, recall, F1-Score and just the cluster
precision of the results from the final iteration described in Section 2.2.2. The difference
between “Precision” and “Cluster Precision” in the two tables is that “Precision” also
includes the “Tree” class, whereas, like the name suggests, “Cluster Precision” is the
precision of the model when detecting fruit flower clusters. After 6000 iterations of training,
the cluster precision for the training phase was 0.98 or 98% and when testing the trained
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model with new data, the result was 0.88 or 88%. As expected, all 4 results decrease during
the testing phase. Though, lower precision could be considered a bad result, running the
model on a brand-new dataset gives a more accurate idea of the actual performance of
the model to make sure no severe overfitting /underfitting is occurring. When comparing
the results in Table 1 with existing research, the performance of the YOLOV4 is similar to
the experience such as in [35], where [35] obtained an F1-Score of 77.3% and 83.3% from
two different apple tree datasets. The authors in [36] conducted research on the kiwi tree
but also produced a similar F1-Score ranging from 80% to 84.1% depending on datasets.
Additional information on how to calculate these parameters may be found in [27].

Table 1. Training and testing results for YOLOv4.

Precision Recall F1-Score Cluster Precision
Training 0.95 0.85 0.89 0.98
Testing 0.90 0.72 0.80 0.88

Figure 11 shows an example of the resulting detections of the right side compared to
the hand-counted result side-by-side and Figure 12 shows all detected and counted clusters
for the 106 trees. In almost all the cases, the detector predicted less fruit flower clusters
than what was there.

DIFFERENCE IN DETECTION VS. COUNTED
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Figure 11. Comparison of the first 20 trees from the ‘right side” of the row.

The percentage error, maximum difference, minimum difference and average differ-
ence were calculated for each side of the trees and shown below in Table 2. For the detection
of fruit flower clusters on the right side, the percentage error averaged to —14.52%, which
is similar to the result for the left side, which is —13.49%. The minimum difference and the
average difference were also similar between the right and left side with 0 to 1 and 21 to 20.
The maximum difference between the detection of the fruit flower clusters and the counted
clusters for the right and left side had a difference of 15 clusters, though this does not mean
that the maximum difference were obtained from the same tree.
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Detected Clusters vs. Counted Clusters
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Figure 12. Comparison of all 106 trees surveyed. Note that the regression lines simply illustrate the
average detected vs. counted clusters, and helps show the under-detected number of clusters. In
reality, there is no generally increasing trend with increasing tree ID.

Table 2. Fruit flower cluster count from right side of row.

Side of Row Percentage Maximum Minimum Average
eotRo Error Difference Difference Difference
Right —14.52% 72 0 21

Left —13.49% 57 1 20

The average results of both the right and left sides of the tree are shown in Table 3.
This table takes the average of the four values in the previous tables as well as the average
number of clusters considering all results from both sides of the tree, the most and least
number of clusters detected, as well as the counted and the average standard deviation.
Similar to the maximum difference values in the previous tables, the most and least clusters
detected and counted may not be obtained from the same tree.

Table 3. Average results obtained for both sides of the orchard row.

. . Average Most Least Most Least Average
Average Maximum  Minimum Average cl cl cl cl cl Standard
Error Difference  Difference  Difference usters usters usters usters usters tandar
Counted Detected Detected Counted Counted Deviation
—14.00% 65 1 21 114 172 54 179 58 6.2

Figure 13 present a snapshot from the resulting detection video. This is an example
of the final results and how the data such as, number of detected clusters were obtained.
Looking at the top left of the figure a number can be seen which is used to keep track of the
current number of trees detected in the frame. There are also numbers located in the center
of the bounding boxes of the trees which are used to identify the tree position. This was
crucial as the objective was to combine the right and left results to find the average as well
as the difference between the two sides. Therefore, centroid tracking was implemented
to keep track of the bounding boxes for the trees only and update the number of clusters
with the respective tree. Once the video or livestream is concluded, the results for the max
number of clusters found per tree would be outputted as a list.
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Figure 13. Snapshot of the detection video generated by the system. Note that each tree was identified
(by a bounding box and large number in the center) and assigned the number of estimated clusters
(smaller number below the tree ID number).

4. Discussion

Detecting the fruit flower clusters is a very difficult task. This is mainly due to the
sheer number of clusters as well as the size of the clusters. Observing the results shown in
the previous section in Table 3, the average error calculated was —14%. This means that on
average, the fruit flower cluster detection model is predicting 14% less than what is actually
there. As previously explained in Section 1.3, there are many challenges to this problem.
The biggest challenge is the issue of occlusion due to the fruit flower cluster being in very
dense clumps. This makes it extremely difficult for the model to differentiate between
separate clusters as well as what fruit flower belongs to which cluster. This issue is not only
a problem for the model but while preparing the dataset, it was very quickly realized that
manually annotating the bounding boxes around the training set was very confusing and
difficult.

Slightly incorrectly annotating the training dataset most likely played a part in the error
of the model being —14.00% off from the hand-counted values. Compared to annotating
the trees, due to occlusion and many other factors, the process was very time consuming
and difficult, whereas with hand-counting the fruit flower clusters was just very time-
consuming, since being physically there allowed the ability to move the branches or
clusters to see what was behind them.

The maximum difference shown in the same table can be observed as a big problem
with the model or it may be an issue with the hand counting for that specific tree. Though
on average, the model had a difference in prediction of 21 clusters with the average number
of clusters counted per tree being 114. This means if a tree had 114 clusters, the model
would only predict that there were 93 clusters present. Accounting for occlusion, annotation
error, cluster to apple accuracy, etc., 21 clusters off the actual would still give a researcher
or farmer sufficient information to understand the number of expected apples from each
apple tree.

The results of the object detection model are very promising as the F1-Score being
80% is similar to that of previously research papers, with an F1-Score of ranging between
77.3% to 84.1%. The only difference is that YOLOv4 is significantly faster in terms of
computational speed than the other methods. Additional information on this project may
be found in [37].

5. Conclusions

This research paper presents the results of attempting to detect and differentiate fruit
flower clusters of apple trees using the novel one-stage detector, YOLOv4. This paper helps
support the growth of research in the area of smart agriculture. The performance of the
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YOLOv4 model performs on a similar level to other methods of fruit flower detection and
improvements in the methodology would produce better results. The density of the apple
tree can play a significant role in the precision of the fruit flower cluster detection model,
not only in the issue of occlusion for the model to detect the clusters but also for the process
of annotating the dataset in preparation for training the model. It is expected that in most
cases, the proposed model will predict fewer than the actual number of clusters present on
the tree by about 14%. The results of this study can be used by orchard mangers or farmers
to perform other activities beyond labor-intensive fruit counting, including: studying the
behavior of trees in terms of fruit growth; determining whether or not additional hand-
trimming or chemical trimming is needed to ensure a desired fruit quality; and, predicting
potential fruit yield at time of harvest to support food supply management and security.
Future research will look at additional growing conditions and more data to further refine
the proposed fruit flower cluster detection strategy.
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