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material, any dead shrubs or stumps should be 
removed. The site is then ready for ploughing and 
following this operation any large stones should be 
removed.

As part of the site suitability determination, soil 
samples should have been collected from the site 
to ascertain suitable soil pH. If the soil pH is mar-
ginally above the optimum of 4.5 to 5.0, elemen-
tal sulphur or aluminum sulphate can be added 
to lower the pH prior to planting.  Similarly, if the 
pH is marginally below the optimum pH range, 
limestone can be used to increase soil pH prior to 
planting. Dolomitic limestone is usually the lime-
stone source of choice as it also provides calcium 
and magnesium to the soil. Adjustment of pH with 
sulphur or limestone is a chemical process that 
takes up to one year to complete so it is impor-
tant that these applications be made a year prior 
to planting. Following any necessary pH amend-
ments, the field should be disced to incorporate 
the materials and to further groom the field.

Summer fallowing is recommended in site prepa-
ration, and is particularly useful in reducing the 
weed seed population in soil if coupled with 
regular tillage. Weed seeds tend to germinate in 
‘flushes’ about 2-3 weeks after a tillage operation, 
so monthly discing or harrowing is necessary to 
control these weeds. Cultivate shortly after ‘flush-

Highbush blueberry plants have the potential to 
live for 40 or more years.  To help ensure a pro-
ductive and profitable enterprise, it is vital to pre-
pare the planting site properly – elimine perennial 
weeds, tillage, adjust pH, install artificial drainage 
systems, add soil amendments and building prop-
er planting beds.  

Assuming the site is suitable for highbush blueber-
ry production, the first step in site preparation is to 
clear and eradicate any unwanted plant material, 
particularly perennial weeds. Weeds will compete 
with the newly planted blueberry bushes for sun-
light, water and nutrients and hinder plant estab-
lishment and productivity.  Ideally, the highbush 
blueberries would be the only plant species in the 
field, thus maximizing its growth potential. Elimi-
nating perennial weeds before planting blueberry 
bushes is very important as it is the easiest time to 
control these weeds.  Weed control when the crop 
is established is much more difficult.

It is recommended to use a broad spectrum,  
systemic post-emergent herbicide to eliminate 
perennial weeds from the site.  Glyphosate is one 
example of this type of herbicide.  Follow label 
directions for rates and application methods ap-
propriate for long-term control of perennial weeds. 
After the herbicide application has been made and 
has had adequate time to kill the unwanted plant 



es’ germinate as they are much easier to kill at this 
time. Germinating weeds should never be allowed 
to flower and produce seeds during this period. 
Summer fallow with regular tillage also helps to 
control unwanted soil pests including various soil 
dwelling grubs and wireworms, and further grooms 
the field prior to planting.

During the summer fallowing phase of site prepa-
ration, it is desirable to install any needed artificial 
drainage.  The choice, design and capacity of a 
drainage system should be related to the soil type, 
terrain, slope and most importantly, the degree 
of water logging in a wet year. Consulting with an 
accredited soil and water engineer on this issue is  
recommended.

The soil samples collected during the site suit-
ability assessment will also provide information on 
soil nutrient levels and provide a guide for nutri-
ent amendments required prior to planting. Most 
commonly, these amendments involve phospho-
rous (P), potassium (K), and boron (B) and ideally 
should be made in the late summer or early fall 
prior to spring planting, with thorough incorpora-
tion by discing to a depth of 20-30 cm. Applying 
amendments only in the row (to be planted) is 
not recommended due to the fact that plant roots 
travel and grow in all directions, not just in the 
designated plant row.

It is important that these nutrient amendments 
be made prior to planting for incorporation and 
even distribution in the soil so they will be directly 
available to the future crop. Post-planting applica-
tions are by necessity surface applications and 
for insoluble or slowly-soluble nutrients like P and 
K they essentially stay on the surface where they 
have limited availability to the crop.

Following the addition of any P, K, and B it is desir-
able to plant a fall cover crop to prevent any soil 
erosion over winter. Oats are a great choice as a 
fall cover crop as they are cheap, establish quickly 
for effective erosion prevention, they also winter 

kill completely, which is desirable for easy spring 
cultivation. Oats should be planted mid-September 
in Nova Scotia to ensure adequate establishment.

The final step in site preparation is planting bed 
formation prior to spring planting.  If raised beds 
are going to be used, they should be formed im-
mediately before planting, generally to a height 
of 15-20 cm and spaced 3-3.5 m (10-12 ft) apart. 
Raised beds (ridging/surface modification) are 
often used in very shallow, fine textured and/or 
slow-draining soils.  In cases where the topsoil 
depth is limiting and the subsoil cannot be uti-
lized (i.e. heavy, clay horizons with no structure 
and permeability, bedrock,  other hard-pans, etc.) 
soil depth and drainage can be improved with 
the preparation of raised beds. Excess surface 
water is directed away from the base of the plant 
line, into the lane-way and out of the plantation, 
with a row direction conducive to  the removal of 
excess surface water.  Surface modification such 
as this may require some small adjustments to 
blueberry plantation management practices, but 
the investment in drainage and additional topsoil 
depth on these shallow soils can lead to a remark-
able improvement in plant performance and stand 
uniformity.

By remembering the information in this guide, it 
is possible to create a site for blueberry plants to 
grow and thrive for optimum profitability. 

To discuss highbush blueberry site preparation  
contact: 
Jennifer Haverstock, Small Fruit Specialist
(902) 678-7722
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