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Introduction

The wild blueberry industry has gone through some challeng-
ing times over the last couple of years.  Rapidly increasing 
production of fruit has put an unprecedented downward 
pressure on the farm gate price.  The optimist sees the 
opportunity and the chance to reassess how we grow the 
crop in Nova Scotia.  Nova Scotia has a very diverse wild 
blueberry land base of 40,000 acres stretching from Yarmouth 
to Cape Breton.  Just as diverse, are the farms who manage 
these acres.  They range from small farms who hire others to 
do all the work, through medium sized operations that 
manage all of their own fields, to large companies who 
manage hundreds to thousands of acres.  Because of this 
diversity, it is challenging to give a single path forward that 
works for everyone.  That being said, assessing individual 
field productivity and optimizing input efficiency is a clear path 
forward.

Should poorer fields stay in production? 
 
Over the last couple of years many farms have rested poor 
yielding fields due to low field prices.  As field prices start 
to improve, we have to continue to look critically at these 
underperforming fields and determine their true potential, and 
if it is worth bringing them back into production.  What is the 
likelihood of any particular field getting to good production 
levels in a reasonable amount of time?  Good fields today, 
throughout Nova Scotia and especially in other regions like 
Northern New Brunswick and Prince Edward Island, are av-
eraging well over 6000 lb/acre.  In the long term, fields need 
to approach this level of productivity to maintain a level of 
profitability with the fluctuating market prices and the matura-
tion of the industry.

Making the decision to let a field go is a tough one, as there 
is often emotional and family history baggage involved.  If you 
can look at a field objectively, there are often some key charac-
teristics that make it difficult for a field to yield well.  
 
1) Wet and heavy ground – Yes these fields can be drained, 
but are often still difficult to get on in the spring.  The soils in 
these fields are often prone to frost heaving and can be more 
prone to disease pressures.
 
2) Small and/or isolated fields – Small fields often have high 
field border to area ratios that can limit productivity.  They 
are often difficult to manage using larger equipment as well.  
Isolated fields often have hidden costs, like travel time and not 
getting applications timed perfectly which can reduce profit-
ability. 

3) Flood prone – Low land fields that are prone to flooding, or 
those that don’t drain well after heavy rains can have incon-
sistent yields and are a challenge to get inputs on at the right 
time. 

4) Very poor plant coverage – As mentioned before, low plant 
coverage makes it difficult to get good yields per acre and 
have efficient use of agri-chemicals. 

5) Challenging weed populations – Almost any weed can be 
controlled, often it’s the amount of work required to do so that 
is the barrier.  Often the work is not done with a single pass 
of the sprayer and requires focused spot spraying and wiping 
with certain hard to kill weeds. 

6) Sites with challenging micro-climates – Frost pockets, fog 
zones, high wind areas, fields on coastal exposures all create 
unique challenges to consistent yields. Changing this charac-
teristic can be very challenging if not impossible. 

Determining which ones are worth saving and 
how to bring the others back to life



7) Steep slopes – These fields are hard to manage and 
harvest and create safety challenges for the operators. 
Yields can be good on some slopes, but erosion and 
plant damage is always a concern as tractors move over 
theses slopes.

Each of these characteristics could have varying degrees 
of severity that may limit production by themselves.  
Quite often a poor field will have two or more of these 
characteristics that will severely limit yield.   It is important 
for a farmer to look at each characteristic and others to 
determine if it is a limiting factor, can it be mitigated and if 
so, how much will it cost and how long will it take.  When 
those numbers are on paper, it often makes the decision 
to proceed with a field much clearer.

Bringing fields back into production? 

Of course there are lots of fields with great potential and 
should be brought back into production.  As field prices 
start to turn around, the tendency might be to pour the 
inputs into a field in order to get it back into production as 
quickly as possible.  The approach should be much more 
nuanced than that.  There are several different scenarios 
that I think farmers should consider when they are as-
sessing what inputs to use.

Scenario 1 
Field is due to be harvested this year but no inputs were 
applied last year.

•	 This may be a common scenario in 2018.  There are 
fields that didn’t have any inputs, or very few, applied 
last year and perhaps for a couple of years.  As a 
result weeds are more abundant, and plant health 
may be suppressed.

•	 What are the fruit bud numbers in the spring?  Al-
though fruit bud numbers are not strongly correlated 
to final yield, they will give you an impression of yield 
potential, particularly if you consider stem density as 
well.  If the fruit buds are big and there are lots per 
stem, that is a good sign and inputs early in the crop 
year (ie. Monilinia and Botrytis controls as well as 
optimizing pollinators) may pay a return.  However, 
small fruit buds and small numbers per stem, leave 
less room for error in the cropping season.  In this 
situation, your upper limit for yield potential may be 
low, which would make it hard to get any return from 
your inputs you apply in the crop year.

  
Scenario 2 
Field has been left for a couple of years with no mowing 
and no inputs. 

•	 If the field has been allowed to flower and fruit in 
previous years, but it wasn`t harvested, there will be 
some real pest concerns.  Monilinia and blueberry 

fruit fly levels could be very high in this environment 
and controls for these pests would be a must for the 
coming year in order to get a marketable yield at all.

•	 These fields would have very thick and branchy stems 
with likely mature weeds.  It will be a challenge to 
harvest with a low probability of even a moderate yield. 
It is also likely that fruit quality will be very poor.

•	 It may be worth pruning the field tight in early spring 
and starting the production cycle fresh.

Scenario 3
Field has been resting but has been mowed in the fall for a 
couple of years.

•	 This is likely the easiest field to bring back into produc-
tion for a 2019 harvest.

•	 Weed control if the first and most important input, 
particularly if you need to add some fertilizer to add 
some height and density to the stand. If it has been a 
couple of years since any herbicide has been applied, 
standard herbicides may do an adequate job at getting 
reducing weed populations.

Finally, every field is going to be different and every farm 
has different margins and different financial situations.  It is 
critical that each farm looks critically at their own situation 
and do what is right for them.  The temptation and pres-
sure to do what your neighbour is doing is a real thing, but 
you really must focus on your own financial situation and 
the path forward that makes the best sense for you.
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