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General Production Information

Highbush blueberry, Vaccinium corymbosum, is a native North 
American fruit and an ideal crop for small farms in Rhode Island. 
With a retail value of $0.5-1 million, the Rhode Island blueberry crop 
value is significant (Volpe 1998). There are approximately 67 acres 
in blueberry production throughout Rhode Island, with the average 
farm size less than 5 acres. On average, yields of 4,000-6,000 pounds 
per acre can be expected for well-managed commercial fields. The 
commercial value of blueberries is approximately $8,000 - 15,000 per 
acre. Blueberries are sold fresh, ready to be frozen, or processed into 
jelly, syrups, pies and pastries nationally. In Rhode Island, 
blueberries are sold in farmers markets, pick-your-own operations, or 
through sales to direct market supermarkets. Pick-your-own 
marketing is popular throughout Rhode Island during the growing 
season. Many experts agree that the blueberry is an ideal fruit for 
commercial production which has not yet reached its market potential 

by consumers. It's small edible seed, ease of preparation, ability to be frozen, and contributions to 
human dietary need combine to make the blueberry a desirable fruit for the homemaker. For 
growers, the blueberry is an attractive crop with few disease and insect problems. Blueberries can 
be harvested mechanically, and have fairly long shelf life.

 
Commercial blueberry production began in New Jersey, then moved to Michigan and across the country 
to areas with acid soils and locations where other crops were unsuccessful. Today in the United States, 
the largest blueberry production areas are in Michigan, New Jersey and the Pacific Northwest. Other 
important production areas are North Carolina, the South Central States and the Northeastern States. 
With most of the production going to fresh market and processing in the Western States, the dependence 
upon chemical pesticides is high due to the zero insect tolerance that exists for processing. In the 
Northeast, the majority of crops go to pick-your-own and fresh markets, where tolerance of insect pests 
is not as acute. This allows the Northeast to practice IPM tactics that would not be otherwise acceptable 
in the larger production regions.

The most common pest of Rhode Island grown blueberries ranked in order of importance:
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1.  Blueberry Maggot Fly (Rhageoletis mendax) 
2.  Cranberry Fruitworm (Acrobasis vaccinii) 
3.  Mummyberry ( Monilinia vaccinii-corymbosi) 
4.  Pest bird species 
5.  Blueberry Tip Borer (Hendecaneura shawiana) 
6.  Cherry Fruitworm (Grapholita packardi) 
7.  Japanese Beetles, white grubs (Popillia japonica) 
8.  Anthracnose ( Colletotrichum gloeosporioides) 

 
Production Regions

Highbush blueberries are produced throughout the state and not limited to specific regions. Due to the 
small size of Rhode Island farms, they are often intermingled with residential rural areas. 

 

Cultural Practices

Highbush blueberry production growing regions are largely regulated by a growing season length of 160 
days. Temperatures below -15oC are not suitable for blueberry production since buds become damaged. 
In contrast, areas with high temperatures are not suitable partly due to the 600-1,000 hour chilling 
requirement (below 45o). Blueberries grow best in well-drained acid sandy loam soils with a high 
organic matter content (3%) and an ideal soil pH of 4.5. The blueberries shallow root system suffers 
when in a drought situation. Supplemental irrigation is nearly always beneficial, however, most growers 
do not irrigate their crops in Rhode Island. 

 
 

Insect Pests

The most important insect pests in blueberry plantings are the Blueberry Maggot Fly (Rhageoletis 
mendax), Cranberry Fruitworm (Acrobasis vaccinii), Cherry Fruitworm (Grapholita packardi) and the 
Japanese Beetle (Popillia japonica).

Registered insecticides for use against these pests include: Malathion, Guthion, Imidan, Lannate, and 
Sevin. Recommendations for control of blueberry maggot flies suggest to begin sprays when berries turn 
blue in late June, and repeat applications every 10 days for 3-5 sprays. There are currently no available 
alternative insecticides or methods to be used for these major pests of blueberry plantings. Losses would 
be great and many growers reported they would be unable to produce marketable crops without the use 
of these insecticides. Some IPM practices are helpful in reducing organophosphate and carbamate use 
but they cannot eliminate the use of insecticides.



Blueberry Maggot Fly (Rhageoletis mendax) 
The blueberry maggot overwinters in the soil below blueberry bushes. Enclosed in a puparium beneath 
the soil, the blueberry maggot lays dormant waiting for suitable environmental conditions to emerge as 
an adult. The adult fly, the size of a housefly, lays eggs under the skin of ripening fruit. After about 5 
days, the egg hatches and the maggot begins to tunnel throughout the fruit destroying the tissue as it 
travels. Infested fruits are soft and drop to the ground where the larvae enter the soil to pupate. The 
blueberry maggot fly is the most serious pest in New England. For fruit processing, zero insect tolerance 
is allowed. If one blueberry maggot is detected often the entire crop is rejected. Without insecticide 
treatments, entire crops would be damaged from the maggots. Traditional insecticide treatments use 
malathion 3-5 times during the growing season. Also used are Sevin (carbaryl), Imidan (phosmet) and 
Guthion. Currently there are no available alternatives to the organophosphate and carbamate pesticide 
products. 

IPM tactics 
A trap and lure system has been developed that increases blueberry maggot fly capture (Liburd et al. 
1998a). Pherocon AM yellow sticky boards baited with ammonium acetate and green or red spheres 
baited with ammonium acetate work effectively in monitoring and possibly suppressing the blueberry 
maggot fly. The trap system is not sufficient to control the insect population but it can provide guidance 
for growers in planning spray schedules. If high numbers of flies are captured, chemical control may be 
needed. Prior to development of this trap, growers were spraying 3-5 times per season whether there 
were flies present or not due to zero tolerance required by some end-users. Research has shown that 
some varieties of blueberry are more susceptible to blueberry maggot fly than others (Liburd et al. 
1998b). Early cultivars showing some resistance or non-preference are Earlyblue and Bluetta.

Cranberry Fruitworm (Acrobasis vaccinii)  
Overwintering in a cocoon under the soil surface, the larvae pupate in spring and the adult moth emerges 
after bloom and fruit set. Adults are night flying moths which deposit eggs on blueberry fruit. The 
developing larvae burrow into fruit, causing extensive damage. Control in Rhode Island has been 
successful using the broadspectrum organophosphate and carbamate insecticides: Sevin, Malathion, 
Lannate, Imidan and Guthion. Bacterial biological insecticides containing Bacillus thurigiensis such as 
Dipel and Biobit are effective only if applied early in the season to newly hatched 1st and 2nd instar 
larvae. 

Cherry Fruitworm (Grapholita packardi) 
Larvae found in ripening berries cause damage through feeding and produce unmarketable fruit. General 
broad spectrum insecticides such as Malathion, Sevin, Imidan, Lannate, Guthion are effective in 
controlling this insect pest. IPM tactics include Dipel and Biobit, biologically based insecticides. These 
products contain Bacillus thurigiensis and are effective in the early spring on young larvae. 

Blueberry tip Borer (Hendecaneura shawiana) 
The blueberry tip borer enters the soft woody stems at the tips and bores channels into the wood. The 



fruit production tips are damaged causing no fruit to be produced. General broad-spectrum insecticides 
such as Malathion, Sevin, Imidan, Lannate, Guthion are effective in controlling this insect pest. IPM 
tactics include pruning out damaged tips and burning infected canes.

Japanese Beetles (Popilia japonica) 
Adult Japanese beetles contaminate fruit when they congregate in large numbers in berry clusters. There 
are no registered insecticides for use in the soil in blueberry plantings to control the grubs. Broad-
spectrum products such as Sevin and Imidan are registered for use as foliar sprays for adult beetle 
control.

 
 

Weeds

Registered preemergent herbicides for broadleaf weeds include simazine, terbacil and dichlobenil. In 
Rhode Island, the most commonly used products are terbacil (Sinbar) and dichlobenil (Carsoron 4G). 
Products registered for annual grasses include: napropamide, oryzalin, and norflurazon. Registered 
postemergence products include: paraquat, sethoxydim and glyphosate; with glyphosate (Roundup) 
being the most commonly used in Rhode Island.

Weeds can damage a blueberry planting by competing for nutrients, water and sunlight. In addition, 
weeds will harbor insects and diseases vectors. Annual grasses and broadleaf weeds are the most 
common weeds encountered in blueberry plantings. A combination of techniques is usually needed to 
control weeds in blueberry plantings. Included in mechanical techniques is cultivation of the soil through 
hand weeding and hoeing. Cultural practices include mulching around the planting with organic mulches 
that serve a dual purpose of suppressing weed growth and enhancing soil composition. Mulches of bark, 
wood chips, or sawdust are beneficial for blueberry growth.

Most preemergent herbicides, applied in the spring are successful in controlling early germinating 
weeds. Many growers combine a broadleaf weed control material with annual grass control product as 
well as alternate between various preemergent herbicides to reduce herbicide resistance. Commonly 
used products are simazine, terbacil and dichlobenil combined with napropamide, oryzalin and 
norflurazon.

As the season progresses, postemergent products are used to supplement any cultural weed management 
already in progress. Glysophate (Roundup) is the most common product used for weed management in 
blueberries. Weeds more difficult to control are treated with paraquat or sethoxydim.

 
 

Diseases



Common diseases found in blueberries include: Mummyberry and Anthractnose. Fungicides are not the 
first choice in disease control; rather cultural and other IPM practices can be most beneficial. Captan is a 
registered fungicide for use in blueberry plantings.

Mummy Berry (Monilinia vaccinii-corymbosi) 
The most serious disease of blueberries is mummy berry. The fungus overwinters in mummified fruit 
under the bush. The apothecia produce spores that infect fresh tissue and cause rapid deterioration and 
wilt. Rain, wind and insect pollinators spread the infection. No chemical fungicides are currently 
available for this fungus (Maine- Bravo is registered for use on this disease). 

IPM control methods must reduce innoculum levels in the spring. Diseased tissue should be raked up 
and burned. IPM control measures include applications of urea in the spring, which can increase 
deterioration of the mummy berry spores and thus help reduce disease incidence. 

Anthracnose (Colletotrichum gloeosporioides) 
The anthracnose fungus damages fruit, twigs and spurs. It causes a rust colored berry and softened spots 
on the berry. Infected spores spread to healthy fruits and cause significant post-harvest losses. The 
fungus overwinters in dead and diseased twigs and spores are released in the spring. Most chemical 
fungicides are ineffective against this pest, however, a registered product is Captan.

 
 

Vertebrate Pests

The most serious pests in blueberry plantings are wildlife. Birds, deer and small mammals all enjoy the 
blueberry fruit. No chemical controls are registered other than repellents. Physical barriers are the best 
method to prevent damage by wildlife.

Bird Management  
Birds cause considerable damage to blueberries as they peck at fruits. Damage to fruit is caused by holes 
punctured in the fruit, which allows rots to develop. Netting is the most effective control technique. Nets 
should be installed completely around the planting with no entry holes or gaps. The initial cost for 
installation is high and sometimes not feasible for large blueberry plantings. Materials for netting can 
range in price depending upon quality and life expectancy. Auditory frightening devises such as cannons 
are also used in controlling birds. Unfortunately, birds can become accustomed to these devices. Best 
results with sound are obtained when the noise is varied at irregular intervals with a wide frequency 
range and the sound source moved frequently. Additionally, the noise can cause problems with 
neighboring landowners. 

Deer Management  
Deer damage is common throughout New England. Deer populations have increased steadily due to a 
decline in natural predators, limits on hunting, and environmental protection. Deer damage blueberry 



plants with their feeding habits. Deer will feed on foliage, twigs, bark, buds and berries. Deer repellents 
discourage deer feeding through a disagreeable taste. In low-pressure situations this method may be 
effective, however, in highly populated deer areas with inadequate food replacements, feeding will 
continue despite control efforts. Physical barriers, such as fencing are effective in keeping deer as well 
as other wildlife away from blueberries. 
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