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INTRODUCTION

The predominant cultivated blueberry species are Vaccinium corymbosum L. 
(highbush blueberry), Vaccinium virgatum Ait. (rabbiteye blueberry; syn. 
 Vaccinium ashei Reade) and native stands of  Vaccinium angustifolium Ait. (low-
bush blueberry). Highbush cultivars are further separated into northern, 
southern and intermediate types depending on their chilling requirements and 
winter hardiness. Half-high types are also grown that are hybrids of  highbush 
and lowbush species.

Where the different types of  blueberry are grown is to a large extent deter-
mined by their chilling requirement and winter cold hardiness. All blueberries 
require a well-drained, acid soil with ample moisture. The lowbush types 
require at least 1000 chilling hours (<7°C) for normal floral development and 
can tolerate temperatures as low as -30°C. Rabbiteye cultivars require about 
600 h of  chilling, and their floral buds cannot tolerate temperatures much 
below freezing. Northern highbush cultivars (NHBs) are adapted to quite cold 
mid-winter temperatures below -20°C and grow well anywhere there are 800 
to 1000 h of  chilling. Southern highbush cultivars (SHBs) do not tolerate 
 winter temperatures much below freezing and require chilling hours under 
about 550 h. Intermediate highbush cultivars have a wide range of  chilling 
requirements from 400 to 800 h. They generally fail in the colder climates 
because they bloom too early and are too slow to harden in the autumn, result-
ing in freeze damage to the flower buds.

Most of  the commercial production of  blueberries now comes from high-
bush and lowbush types, although rabbiteyes are important in south-east 
North America and hybrids of  highbush × lowbush (half-highs) have made a 
minor impact in Upper Mid-west USA. Some rabbiteye cultivars are grown in 
the US Pacific Northwest and Chile for their very late-ripening fruit and wider 
soil adaptability. NHBs are grown primarily in Australia, France, Germany, 
Italy, New Zealand, the USA (Pacific Northwest, Michigan, New Jersey), Poland 
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and Chile. SHBs are grown predominantly in Australia, Argentina, the USA 
(California, Florida, Georgia), Chile, Peru, Colombia and southern Spain. The 
intermediate highbush types are grown mostly in Chile and the USA ( Arkansas, 
New Jersey, North Carolina and Pacific Northwest).

Highbush blueberries have become a major international crop, with over 
65,000 ha planted in North America, 23,000 ha in South America, 27,000 ha 
in Asia and the Pacific, 16,000 ha in Europe and about 1000 ha in the Mediter-
ranean and North Africa and sub-Saharan Africa (Brazelton and Young, 
2017). Overall, world production of  highbush is over 650 million t annually, 
while lowbush blueberry production exceeds 250 million t.

EARLY HISTORY OF HIGHBUSH BLUEBERRY CULTIVATION

Many of  the wild, edible Vaccinium spp. have been harvested for thousands of  
years by indigenous peoples (Moerman, 1998). Native Americans in western 
and eastern North America intentionally burned native stands of  blueberries 
and huckleberries to renew their vigour and eliminate competition. Highbush 
and rabbiteye blueberries were domesticated at the end of  the 19th century. 
Plants were initially dug from the wild and transplanted into New England and 
Florida fields.

The NHB V. corymbosum was first domesticated in 1908 by Frederick Cov-
ille of  the US Department of  Agriculture (USDA). He was the first to establish 
the fundamental requirements of  these plants, determining that blueberries 
need acid, well-drained soils, have no root hairs and require a low-temperature 
rest period (Coville, 1916). He also learned how to propagate blueberries by 
stem cuttings and established that bumble bees were the best pollinators. In 
addition, Coville learned that some genotypes are self-unfruitful, and that the 
highbush blueberry is a tetraploid (Coville, 1927).

Coville began breeding highbush blueberries in 1908, with the help of  a 
private grower in New Jersey, Elizabeth White (Ehlenfeldt, 2009). White grew 
out Coville’s hybrid populations and was particularly helpful in identifying elite 
wild clones by offering a reward to individuals sending her samples of  blueber-
ries that were unusually large. The best clones identified by Coville and White 
were named after their discoverers and included ‘Adams’, ‘Brooks’, ‘Dunfee’, 
‘Grover’, ‘Harding’, ‘Rubel’, ‘Russell’, Sam’ and ‘Sooy’. ‘Rubel’ is still grown 
today, being favoured as a processed berry.

In an address to the Philadelphia Society for the Promotion of  Agriculture 
in 1934, White stated:

The best of  the hundred bushes located was that found by Rube Leek. In my notes 
on the variety, I at first used his full name, but Dr. Coville said Leek savored of  
onions and used in his notes the name Rube. Rube! What a name for such an 
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aristocratic a plant! Finally, on Dr. Coville’s suggestion, a happy solution was found 
in the name ‘Rubel’; the finder’s first name plus the initial of  his surname.

(White, 1934)

Coville bred blueberries from 1908 to 1937, and left 30,000 seedlings for 
his replacement, George Darrow, to sort through (Mainland, 1998). His first 
releases came in 1920, ‘Pioneer’ and ‘Katherine’ (‘Brooks’ × ‘Sooy’). Coville 
remains the most successful breeder, as over half  of  the current blueberry 
 hectarage is still composed of  his selections, including ‘Rubel’ (1911), ‘Jersey’ 
(1928), ‘Weymouth’ (1936), ‘Bluecrop’ (1952), ‘Croatan’ (1954) and 
‘ Blueray’ (1955). However, none of  these cultivars is widely planted anymore.

GROWTH OF THE BLUEBERRY INDUSTRY IN NORTH 
AMERICA

Through the 1970s and early 1980s, the NHB area continued to expand in 
Michigan, and large new plantings began to appear in British Columbia and 
Oregon (Table 1.1). The area covered by NHB blueberries increased from about 
370 to 1,540 ha (+316%) in the Pacific Northwest and from 3,100 to 4,900 ha 
(+58%) in Michigan. Rabbiteye hectarage also grew by about 40% in the 
1970s and early 1980s, primarily in Florida and Georgia. Only limited plant-
ing was done in North Carolina and New Jersey.

In the 1980s, steady growth continued in the northern production regions 
of  Oregon (+168%), Washington (+53%), British Columbia (+100%) and 
Michigan (+41%), and major new plantings of  NHBs also began to appear in 
New York and Indiana. Significantly less planting was done in New Jersey 
(+11%) and North Carolina (0%) (Table 1.1). In the south, the surface area of  
blueberries increased by 112% in Florida and 39% in Georgia, and Mississippi 
and Texas emerged as significant blueberry-producing states. The first plant-
ings of  SHBs were made during this period in Florida and Georgia, and by 1992 
southern blueberry hectarage was about 7% SHBs and 93% rabbiteyes.

Growth in the blueberry industry generally slowed during the 1990s in 
the primary northern growing states of  Michigan, New Jersey, Oregon and 
Washington; however, much more substantial gains were observed in British 
Columbia (148%) and the newer producing states of  New York (+105%) and 
Indiana (+132%). Growth across the southern states was relatively stagnant, 
except in the newer Gulf  States of  Mississippi (+82%) and Texas (+41%), where 
rabbiteye hectarage began to expand.

From 2003 to 2014, blueberry hectarage in the USA and Canada contin-
ued to dramatically expand. California emerged for the first time as a major 
blueberry-growing state, along with the country of  Mexico. There was tremen-
dous growth in the Pacific Northwest, the south-eastern USA and the 
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Table 1.1. Growth patterns of major centres of highbush and rabbiteye blueberry production in North America. (Adapted from Moore, 
1994; Strik and Yarborough, 2005; Brazelton, 2009, 2015.)

Region State

Area (ha) Change (%)

1982 1992 2003 2014 1982–1992 1992–2003 2003–2014

Atlantic North Carolinaa 1,600 1,580 1,600 2,955 -1 +1 +85
Mid-west Michiganb 4,900 6,890 6,980 9,109 +41 +1 +31

Indianab 105 125 290 401 +19 +132 +38

All 5,362 7,419 7,870 10,152 +38 +6 +29

North-east New Jerseyb 3,000 3,320 3,600 3,320 +11 +8 -8
New Yorkb 125 200 410 526 +60 +105 +28

All 4,600 4,670 4,375 4,528 +2 -6 +3

North-west British Columbiab 970 1,820 4,510 10,931 +88 +148 +142
Oregonb 250 670 680 4,296 +168 +1 +532

Washingtonb 320 490 495 5,303 +53 +1 +971

All 1,540 2,980 7,330 20,530 +94 +146 +180



 
The B

lueberry Industry 
5

South-east Arkansasb 143 210 145 231 +47 -31 +59
Floridaa 400 850 860 2,037 +113 +1 +137

Georgiad 1,200 1,670 1,650 9,514 +39 -1 +477

Mississippid 40 450 820 1,700 +1025 +82 +107

Texasd 30 220 310 555 +633 +41 +79

All 4,030 5,845 6,765 17,368 +45 +16 +157

South-west Californiab – – 50 2,951 – – +5802
Mexicob 0 0 325 2,579 – – +693

All 0 0 375 5,539 – – +1377

North America All 17,132 22,4944 26,390 61,072 +35 +26 +120

aMostly highbush.
bAll highbush.
cHighbush and rabbiteye.
dMostly rabbiteye.
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south-west. Much more modest gains occurred in the Mid-western and Atlan-
tic states. Growth in California (+5802%) Washington (+971%), Mexico 
(+693%), Oregon (+532%), Georgia (+477%) and British Columbia (+145%) 
led the way. By the early 2000s, in southern USA, SHBs became more widely 
planted than  rabbiteyes (Table 1.1).

Today, the total hectarage in North America is over 65,000 (Brazelton and 
Young, 2017), and the surface area covered by blueberries increased by 120% 
between 2003 and 2014. The western region accounted for the majority of  the 
area in 2014 at 40%, while the southern region represented 35%, the mid-
west 17% and the north-east 6% (Table 1.2). This distribution pattern is quite 
a contrast from 25 years ago, when the western region represented about 14% 
of  the hectarage in North America, while the mid-west was 35%. British 
Columbia and Georgia now have more blueberry hectarage than Michigan, the 
industry leader for the previous 50 years.

GROWTH OF THE BLUEBERRY INDUSTRY OUTSIDE 
NORTH AMERICA

The first planting of  highbush blueberries outside of  North America was made 
in 1923 by a Mr Borgesius in Assen, the Netherlands. Dr Piort Hoser, the 
founder of  the Faculty of  Horticulture of  Warsaw Agricultural University, also 
imported some blueberries from the USA in 1924, but they were killed by win-
ter cold in 1929. The NHB was introduced into Germany in the 1930s by Dr 
Walter Heermann, who also started breeding blueberries and introduced com-
mercial production techniques. His fields encompassed 50 ha by 1951. Other 
early plantings were made by David Trehane in the UK in 1959 and Wilhelm 
Dierking in Germany in 1962. The first commercial plantings in Poland, the 
Netherlands and Italy were made in the 1970s. Planting of  blueberries began 
in France in the 1980s and in Spain in the 1990s.

Table 1.2. Proportion of total highbush and rabbiteye hectarage found in different 
regions of North America; see Table 1.1 for the states included in each region. 
(Adapted from Moore, 1994; Strik and Yarborough, 2005; Brazelton, 2009, 2015.)

Region

Percentage

1982 1992 2003 2014

North-east 30 22 17  7
Mid-west 35 35 30 17
South 26 28 26 35
West 10 14 28 40
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Blueberry hectarage remained small across Europe until 1990, with most 
planting being done in Italy, France, Germany and the Netherlands. In the 
1990s, hectarage rose from about 1,000 to 4,000 ha across Europe, with the 
greatest growth occurring in Poland (1,520 ha) and Germany (1,370 ha) 
(Table 1.3). Between 2003 and 2014, the European hectarage continued to 
expand dramatically to over 11,400 ha, an increase of  187%. The greatest 
growth in that decade was in Spain/Portugal (+954%), Italy (+199%), Poland 
(+149%) and the Netherlands (+136%). The blueberry hectarage in Germany, 

Table 1.3. Growth patterns of major centres of blueberry production across the 
world. (Adapted from Eck and Childers, 1966; Brazelton, 2009, 2015.)

Region Country
First 
plantings

Major growth 
period

Area (ha)
Change 

(%)2003 2014

Africa South Africa 1970s 1990s 355 520 +46
Morocco 1990s 2010s 0 766 –
Total 355 1,286 +46

Asia China 1980s 2010s 51 14,858 +29,033
Japan 1950s 2000s–now 355 1,303 +267
Total 406 16,161 +29,300

Europe Poland 1970s Mid-1990s–
now

1,520 3,785 +149

Germany 1960s Late 1990s–
early 2000s

1,370 2,344 +71

France 1980s Late 1980s 415 421 0
Netherlands 1970s Late 2000s 300 708 +136
Spain/

Portugal
1990s 2010s 215 2,267 +954

Italy 1970s Early 1980s 160 478 +199
UK 1950s 2000s 0 385 –
Total 3,980 10,388 +187

Pacific 
Rim

Australia 1960s 1990s, 2010s 520 1,085 +109
New 

Zealand
1970s Late 1980s 405 737 +82

Total 925 1,822 +97
South 

America
Chile 1980s 2000s 2,135 15,559 +629
Argentina 1990s 2000s 710 3,004 +323
Brazil 2000s 2010s 0 400 –
Peru 2000s 2010s 0 1,073 –
Uruguay 2010s 2000s 0 368 –
Total 2,845 20,404 +610

World 8,511 50,061 +520
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Poland and the Netherlands is spread across them fairly well, while it is concen-
trated in the south-eastern corners of  France and Spain. NHBs are grown at all 
locations in Europe, except in Spain/Portugal where SHBs predominate.

The first blueberries were planted in Australia and New Zealand in the 
1960s and 1970s, primarily as a crop for export markets (Table 1.3). The 
industry in New Zealand had its greatest growth period during the late 1980s 
to 1990s until its export markets became oversupplied. The industry in Aus-
tralia has undergone relatively steady growth since the 1980s. The industries 
in New Zealand and Australia are dominated by a few larger grower-market-
ers, some of  which have close ties with northern hemisphere producers and 
marketers, as they pursue a year-round supply model for the Asia Pacific and 
European regions. From 2003 to 2014, hectarage in Australia rose from 520 
to 1,085 ha (+109%), and in New Zealand from 405 to 737 ha (+82%).

In Australia, blueberries were historically grown in New South Wales, but 
in recent years their culture has expanded dramatically into Tasmania, Far 
North Queensland and Western Australia (Bell, 2006). The biggest blueberry 
region is around Coffs Harbour. In New Zealand, most of  the hectarage is in the 
northern Waikato region, with some new plantings being made on the east 
coast of  the North Island (Furniss, 2006). NHBs predominate in northern New 
Zealand and southern Australia. SHBs predominate in northern New South 
Wales and southern New Zealand.

The first blueberries were planted in Asia in the 1950s (Table 1.3). A sig-
nificant industry emerged in Japan in late 1980s (180 ha), but only a few blue-
berries were planted in China until recently. From 2003 to 2014, the surface 
area of  blueberries increased from 51 to 14,858 ha (+29,033%) in China and 
from 355 to 1,303 ha (+267%) in Japan. Production in China has been highest 
in Jilin Province, but significant hectarage has now also been planted in 
 Shandong, Liaoning, Yunnan and Zhejiang (Li et al., 2006; Yu et al., 2012). 
Currently, hectarage in Yunnan Province is growing rapidly. NHBs and half-
highs are grown in the colder regions of  China, while SHBs and rabbiteyes are 
found in Shangdong, Yunnan and Zhejiang. Japanese production is scattered 
in small hectarages across the country (Tamada, 2006). NHBs and half-highs 
are grown in the north of  Japan, NHBs, SHBs and rabbiteyes in central Japan, 
and SHBs and rabbiteyes in southern Japan.

The blueberry was first brought to South Africa in the 1970s, but was not 
widespread until the 1990s (Table 1.3). In 2016, a total 1,300 ha were reported 
to be planted in that country. Of  this total, nearly 50% were planted between 
2015 and 2016 (Sikuka, 2017). South African blueberry production is scat-
tered across the country, with concentrations along the Cape, Eastern Free 
State and Lydenburg/Nelspruit (Greeff  and Greeff, 2006). SHBs predominate 
in the southern coastal areas, while NHBs are grown in the more inland areas 
with higher chilling hours. In the last few years, a major blueberry industry 
has emerged in Morocco. With over 766 ha now planted, it is the ninth largest 
blueberry-producing country outside the USA (Brazelton and Young, 2017).
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The first South American blueberry plantings were made in Chile in the 
1980s and Argentina in the 1990s (Table 1.3). In 2014, there were 15,559 ha 
of  blueberries in Chile and 3,004 ha in Argentina. Blueberry hectarage grew 
in Chile by 629% between 2003 and 2014 and by 323% in Argentina. Signifi-
cant hectarages of  blueberries have also emerged recently in Peru (3,800 ha), 
Brazil (400 ha) Uruguay (368 ha) and Colombia (220 ha). Growth of  the blue-
berry industry in Peru is currently growing by leaps and bounds.

In Chile, blueberries are grown from region IV to region XIV, with concen-
trations in regions VII and VIII (over 49% of  the hectarage). Over the last 
10 years, by far the greatest growth in Chile has occurred in the south-central 
regions from 34°50′ to 38°15′. In the north-central regions IV and V, only 
SHBs are grown, while in the south-central regions IX and X, NHBs predomi-
nate. In the middle regions VII and VIII, there is a transitional zone where both 
SHB and NHB types are cultivated. There are three major production regions in 
Argentina that all grow predominantly SHBs: Tucumán, Entre Ríos, and 
 Buenos Aires and San Luis (Taquini, 2006).

In 2016, the top ten highbush blueberry-producing countries in the world 
were (in million t): the USA (270), Chile (125), Canada (73), Spain (30), China 
(28), Argentina (18), Poland (16), Peru (16), Mexico (17) and Morocco (12) 
(Brazelton and Young, 2017).

CLIMATES OF MAJOR PRODUCTION REGIONS

Highbush blueberries are grown across a broad range of  climatic zones includ-
ing: (i) climatic type I: mild, moist summers and very cold winters; (ii) climatic 
type II: mild, moist summers and moderate winters; (iii) climatic type III: hot, 
wet summers and mild winters; and (iv) climatic type IV: hot, dry summers and 
mild winters.

Jilin Province in China, northern Italy, Germany, Michigan and New  Jersey, 
the Netherlands and Poland fall into the first climatic class with mild, wet sum-
mers and very cold winters (Tables 1.4 and 1.5). At these locations, winter 
temperatures commonly fall below 0°C and summer temperatures are gener-
ally below 30°C. Chilling hours exceed 1000 h and the number of  frost-free 
days ranges from 130 to 180. Most of  the soils in this climatic type are rich 
organic sands or loams that do not require acidification. NHB cultivars are 
commonly grown, with ‘Bluecrop’, ‘Duke’, ‘Elliott’ and ‘Jersey’ predominating, 
and ‘Aurora’, ‘Draper’ and ‘Liberty’ being widely planted. In the coldest zones 
of  China, half-highs are also grown.

France, northern Japan, northern New Zealand, south-central Chile, the 
Pacific Northwest and southern Australia have climates that fall into climatic 
type II with mild, moist summers and moderate winters (Tables 1.4 and 1.5). 
At these locations, chilling hours generally exceed 600 h, average winter low 
temperatures are above freezing and the number of  frost-free days ranges from 
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Table 1.4. Climates of major North American highbush and rabbiteye blueberry production regions. (Adapted from Lyrene, 2008; 
National Centers for Environmental Information, https://www.ncdc.noaa.gov; accessed 15 January 2015.)

Region State City

Rainfall (mm) Temperature (°C)

Annual Summer

Mid-
summer 

high

Mid-
summer 

low

Mid- 
winter  
high

Mid- 
winter  

low
Frost-free 

days

Chilling 
hours 
(<7°C)

Atlantic North Carolina Wilmington 1378 478 33.0 21.0 14.0 1.5 246 500–800
North-east New Jersey Hammonton 1097 284 30.0 19.0 5.0 –4.5 182 1000+
Mid-west Michigan Holland 1021 294 27.0 14.0 -2.0 -10.0 156 1000+
South-east Florida, north Gainesville 1234 495 33.5 22.5 22.0 10.0 285 150–350

Florida, central Orlando 1228 528 33.0 21.5 19.0 6.0 315 400–500
Georgia Alma 1248 432 33.5 22.0 17.0 5.0 250 450–600
Mississippi Poplarville 1606 414 33.5 22.0 15.5 3.5 256 450–600

North-west British Columbia Vancouver 1201 134 21.5 13.0 6.0 0.5 170 1000+
Oregon Corvallis 1168  92 28.0 13.5 9.0 2.0 190 1000+
Washington Vancouver 1267  71 25.0 12.0 7.5 0.0 177 1000+

South-west California Bakersfield  163   5 36.0 21.0 13.5 4.0 277 450–550
Mexico Guadalajara  927 676 32.4 16.8 26.5 10.2 365    0+

https://www.ncdc.noaa.gov


 
The B

lueberry Industry 
11

Table 1.5. Climates of major global highbush and rabbiteye blueberry production regions. (Adapted from Novoa et al., 1989; Lyrene, 
2008; World Meteorological Organization, https://www.wmo.int/pages/index_en.html; accessed 15 January 2018.)

Region State City

Rainfall (mm) Temperature (°C)
Chilling 
hours 
(<7°C)Annual Summer

Mid-summer 
high

Mid-summer 
low

Mid-winter 
high

Mid-winter 
low

Africa South Africa Cape Town 515 52 26.1 15.7 17.5 7.0 400–600
Morocco Casablanca 300 1 26.7 18.6 17.1 10.5   0–200

Asia China Dalian 632 405 26.1 20.7 -0.9 -7.7 1000+
Kunming 560 380 25.0 16.7 18.9 3.9   0–100

Japan Tokyo 1465 481 30.8 24.2 9.8 2.1 1000+
Europe Poland Warsaw 520 203 23.6 12.9 0.4 -4.8 1000+

Germany Hamburg 773 224 22.1 12.7 3.5 -1.4 1000+
France Bordeaux 986 179 22.6 15.2 10.0 2.8 1000+
Spain Huelva 490 16 29.6 21.4 16.1 7.0 200–400
Netherlands Amsterdam 778 194 21.8 12.5 5.4 0.2 1000+
Italy Venice 810 154 27.5 17.8 5.8 -0.9 1000+

Pacific Rim Australia Coffs Harbour 1704 570 27.0 19.0 19.1 7.0 400–500
Melbourne 665 154 24.8 14.5 13.4 5.9  800+

New Zealand Auckland 1135 246 25.0 14.0 16.0 7.0  800+
South America Chile Santiago 311 3 29.7 13.0 14.9 3.9  800+

Chile Osorno 1383 160 23.8 8.6 11.3 3.8  800+
Peru Trujillo 15 2 26.2 18.2 22.0 15.6    0+
Argentina Buenos Aires 1215 348 30.4 20.4 14.9 7.4 300–400

https://www.wmo.int/pages/index_en.html
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170 to 200 (or more). The soils vary from sands and loams with high organic 
content and low pH to mineral soils requiring acidification. NHBs predominate 
with ‘Aurora’, ‘Bluecrop’, ‘Brigitta’, ‘Draper’, ‘Duke’, ‘Elliott’, ‘Legacy’, ‘Liberty’ 
and ‘Reka’ being the most common.

Argentina, Mexico, northern New South Wales, southern China, north-
central Chile, south-eastern USA and Uruguay represent climatic type III with 
hot, wet summers and mild winters (Tables 1.4 and 1.5). At these locations, 
available chilling hours (<7°C) are low, ranging from 0 (Mexico) to 500–800 h 
in North Carolina. Low winter temperatures generally remain above freezing, 
summer temperatures average above 28–30°C and the number of  frost-free 
growing days exceeds 250. Mexico has the most unique climate of  the group, 
being the only one with no chilling hours and mostly dry winters. These 
regions generally have mineral soils with a high clay content that require acidi-
fication. SHBs predominate in these zones, with ‘Emerald’, ‘Jewel’ and ‘Star’ 
being the most widely planted. The intermediate highbush cultivar ‘Legacy’ 
has made recent inroads in North Carolina. The SHB ‘Biloxi’ is the most wide-
spread cultivar planted in Mexico but is being replaced by newer public and 
proprietary cultivars.

North-central Chile, Peru, Morocco, Colombia, southern South Africa and 
Spain represent climatic type IV with hot, dry summers and mild winters (Table 
1.5). Chilling hours are generally between 250 and 450 h, mean winter low 
temperatures rarely fall below freezing, summer temperatures average above 
30°C, and growing seasons exceed 250 days. Most of  these regions have min-
eral soils with a high clay content that require acidification, although fields in 
northern Peru (near Trujillo) are planted on almost pure sand. Only SHBs are 
grown in this climate type, with University of  Florida cultivars often dominat-
ing, although several proprietary cultivars now compete for hectarage. In 
Peru, ‘Biloxi’ has been the most widely planted cultivar, but its importance is in 
decline.

CULTURAL CONDITIONS OF MAJOR PRODUCTION 
REGIONS

There is considerable variation across the blueberry-growing regions in pro-
duction systems. In eastern and mid-western USA, south-central Chile, Japan 
and the cold climates of  Europe, plants are typically planted in the spring at 
in-row spacings of  1.0–1.2 m with 3 m between rows (‘pick-your-own’ in Japan 
is at 2 m spacing). Most plantings are on natural acidic soils with high levels of  
organic matter (>3%). Pine chips or sawdust is sometimes used for mulching, 
most commonly in Chile. Overhead irrigation is more common than trickle 
irrigation in these areas where frost protection is critical. Dormant pruning is 
done annually or biannually by removing the least productive canes; only 
 limited fine pruning in the canopy is employed, except in Chile. Fertilizer is 
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generally broadcast on the soil in the eastern USA and Europe, while fertiga-
tion is most common in Chile.

In the Pacific Northwest, southern USA, north-central Chile, Argentina 
and Spain, higher-density plantings are generally used (0.7–0.9 m within rows 
and 3 m between rows), on raised beds, with considerable attention often paid 
to pH management. Plants are commonly set in the autumn or early winter. 
Plastic mulches are common, along with sawdust and pine bark. Trickle irriga-
tion is more prevalent than overhead irrigation, and fertigation is commonly 
employed.

Growth regulators (e.g. Dormex®) are commonly used in the southern 
USA to enhance leaf  development in the spring and advance ripening in SHB 
blueberries. Gibberellic acid has been used to increase fruit set and to ‘rescue’ 
frost-damaged rabbiteyes in Georgia. Rabbiteye and highbush blueberries are 
commonly hedged to control plant size, encourage branching and enhance 
fruit set.

While most of  the highbush hectarage across the world is grown in open 
fields, protected culture is becoming increasingly important in the earliest pro-
duction regions such as Spain, Mexico, Chile and Florida to speed up harvesting 
and protect against rain damage (Santos and Salame-Donoso, 2012). Hail-
proof  netting is used in Argentina and Mexico for season extension and hail 
protection. Netting is also used in Australia to protect against hail and birds. 
Shading nets were tested in Chile and the USA to delay the harvest and prevent 
sunburn of  leaves and fruit (Lobos et al., 2012), but have not been widely used.

WORLDWIDE PRODUCTION PATTERNS

Blueberry fruit is now available all year around across the world (Tables 1.6 
and 1.7). In North America, the season starts in Florida in March, followed 
soon by California, then Georgia and the Gulf  Coast in mid-April. North Caro-
lina begins harvesting in mid-May, followed by New Jersey, Oregon and Wash-
ington in mid-June and finally Michigan in July. The last fruit comes out of  
Michigan in late September and Washington, and from British Columbia in 
mid-October. The fruit is exported to North America from South America in the 
northern hemisphere’s autumn and winter, starting with Peru and then 
Argentina in September, and finishing with southern Chile in mid-March. The 
fruit is harvested in Mexico from October to February.

Most of  the fruit coming out of  Florida, Mexico, California, New Jersey and 
North Carolina is sold fresh (Table 1.6). Close to half  of  the fruit harvested in 
Georgia, Michigan and Oregon goes to the fresh market, while 29–39% of  the 
fruit produced in British Columbia and Washington is sold fresh. Most of  
the fruit going to the fresh market is harvested by hand, although the use 
of  machines is now common. Almost all of  the processed fruit is harvested by 
machine.
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In Europe, the season starts in March in Spain and Portugal, followed by 
Italy beginning in June, France and the Netherlands in July, Germany in mid-
July and Poland in August. The last fruit in Europe is picked in late September. 
Most of  the European fruit is hand harvested and goes to the fresh market 
(Table 1.7).

In South America, Argentina produces fruit from mid-September to 
 January. Chile starts a little later, from October to mid-March. Peru can pro-
duce fruit in two seasons – March–April and September–December. Most of  the 
Argentinean, Chilean and Peruvian fruit is sold fresh and hand harvested 
(Table 1.7).

Australia begins shipping fruit to Europe and Asia in August and contin-
ues until February. New Zealand begins harvesting in November and its season 
ends in March. The season begins in China in April, but most fruit is produced 
in the autumn. Japan produces blueberry fruit from May to mid-August. The 
fruit from South Africa is produced from August to January and that from 
Morocco from December to June. The majority of  the African, Asian and Pacific 
Rim fruit is hand harvested and goes to the fresh market (Table 1.7).

CONCLUSIONS

While highbush and rabbiteye blueberries are native to the USA, they have 
now become an international crop, being widely planted in North America, 
South America, Europe, China and the Pacific Rim. Most of  this growth has 
come in the last 15–25 years. Traditionally, the greatest amount of  hectarage 

Table 1.6. Production and marketing patterns in major North American highbush 
blueberry production regions. (Adapted from Brazelton, 2015.)

Region State Season

Utilization (%)

Fresh Processed

Atlantic North Carolina Mid-May to August 75 25
Mid-west Michigan July to late September 48 52
North-east New Jersey Mid-June to early August 91 9
North-west British Columbia Mid-July to mid-October 39 61

Oregon Mid-June to mid-September 45 55
Washington Mid-June to mid-October 29 61

South-east Florida March to mid-June 100 0
Georgia Mid-April to mid-August 58 42

South-west California March to mid-July 83 17
Mexico October–February 100 0
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has been in Michigan, but the amount of  land planted to blueberries is now 
larger in Chile, Georgia and British Columbia. The blueberry industries China, 
Peru, Mexico, Spain and Morocco are growing at a fast rate. Highbush blueber-
ries are grown across a broad range of  environmental conditions ranging from 
hot, dry climates with limited chilling hours (<7°C) to cold, wet climates with 
considerable chilling hours. SHB types are grown where chilling hours are less 
than about 550 h, while NHBs are grown in regions with more chilling hours. 
Highbush blueberries are typically grown at in-row spacings of  1.0–1.2 m 
with 3 m between rows. Overhead irrigation is more common than trickle irri-
gation, and annual dormant pruning is typical. SHBs are generally grown at 
closer spacings, with trickle irrigation being most common, and the bushes are 
typically hedged after harvesting for size control. Most of  the highbush hecta-
rage across the world is in open fields, although protected systems are common 
in many early production regions. Blueberry fruit is now available all year 
around. In the northern hemisphere, harvesting begins in Florida, Spain and 
North Africa in March and ends in the Pacific Northwest and Poland in late 
September. In the southern hemisphere, harvesting starts in August in 
 Australia and ends in Chile in March.

Table 1.7. Production and marketing patterns in major global highbush blueberry 
regions. (Adapted from Brazelton, 2015.)

Region State Season

Utilization (%)

Fresh Processed

Africa South Africa August–January 92 7
Morocco December–June 97 3

Asia China April to mid-October 80 20
Japan May to mid-August 82 18

Europe Poland August–September 90 10
Germany Mid-July to September 93 7
France July–August 98 2
Netherlands July–September 91 9
Spain/Portugal March–June 100 0
Italy June–September 96 4

Pacific Rim Australia August–February 90 10
New Zealand November–March 73 27

South America Chile October to mid-March 83 17
Argentina Mid-September to January 81 19
Peru March–April, September–

December
100 0
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