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Growing Guide: Blueberries 
 
Beyond bearing delicious fruit each year, blueberries are 
also a hardy and attractive landscape plant. Spring brings 
clusters of white to pink blossoms; summer is all about the 
delicious berries, and in fall the foliage of some varieties 
turns brilliant red before the leaves drop for the winter. 
There are several different types of blueberries with different 
climate preferences, so you can grow blueberries 
throughout most of the continental US. 
	
Blueberry Facts 

• Anthocyanin, the pigment that gives blueberries their 
distinctive color, has antioxidant properties that 
provide numerous health benefits. 

• The blueberry (genus Vaccinum) is one of the few commercially grown fruits that is native to 
North America. 

• One blueberry bush can produce up to 6,000 blueberries each year. 
• Look closely at a berry and you’ll see a five-pointed star on the blossom end. That’s why North 

American indigenous peoples called blueberries “star fruits.” 
• The waxy, silvery sheen on blueberries is called the “bloom.” It’s a natural substance produced by 

the plant that helps seal in moisture and deter pests.  
 
Choosing Varieties 
Blueberries are classified into three major groups:  
 
Highbush blueberries are the most commonly planted, both commercially and in home and school 
landscapes. This group can be further split into Northern Highbush and Southern Highbush. Although 
both are rated hardy in zones 4-7, the southern varieties tend to be a bit less cold-hardy and a bit more 
tolerant of heat. These varieties grow up to 7’ tall, though they can be kept shorter with annual pruning. 
 
Rabbiteye blueberries are the largest plants, growing up to 12’ tall. They’re native to the southeastern 
US and are more tolerant of heat, thriving in zones 7-9. 
 
Lowbush blueberries are super-hardy and grow in zones 3-7. Aptly named, they grow just 12-18” high 
and produce small, highly flavored berries. They’re sometimes called “wild blueberries.” They’re less 
commonly grown as a food crop because they produce a smaller yield and the low-growing shrubs 
make harvesting a chore. Think of them as an attractive landscape plant that offers a berry bonus.  
 
Highbush blueberries are somewhat self-fertile, which means if you plant just one shrub (or a few shrubs 
of one variety) you’ll get some berries. However, if you plant several different varieties in close proximity, 
cross-pollination will result in a much higher yield. Rabbiteye 
blueberries, in particular, produce much more fruit if cross-
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pollinated, so it’s essential to plant a compatible variety close by. Note that the blueberry varieties must 
be compatible for cross-pollination to occur. Because there are so many varieties of highbush and 
rabbiteye blueberries, plant labels or descriptions sometime provide this compatibility information. 
 
Choosing a Planting Site 
Like many garden plants, blueberries need full sun and rich, moist, well-drained soil. What sets them 
apart is their need for acidic soil. Blueberries grow best in soils with a pH of 4.5 to 5.5, which is much 
more acidic than the recommended pH for most plants (6.5 to 7.0). Recall that the pH scale runs from 0 
(very acidic) to 14 (very alkaline) with 7 being neutral. Each number indicates a 10-fold difference in 
acidity; that is, a soil with a pH of 6.0 is 10 times more acidic than a soil with a pH of 7.0.  
 
The pH of soil affects the availability of nutrients in the soil. At too high or too low a pH, many plant 
nutrients will be “locked up” in complex molecules, rendering them unavailable for uptake by plant roots. 
This is especially true of iron, a mineral that blueberries require in relatively large amounts. Iron becomes 
more available for uptake at a lower pH, which is why in many (if not most) gardens, modification of soil 
pH will be necessary. Raised beds are ideal for growing blueberries, because you can fill them with the 
acidic soil the plants need or add amendments to acidify the soil without affecting other plants.  
 
Sulfur is the standard when it comes to lowering soil pH. It works slowly, but it does a better job and lasts 
longer than alternatives, such as peat moss. How much sulfur? It depends on the type of soil and its 
current pH. It’s best to send soil samples to a testing lab that provides not only test results, but also 
recommendations for amending the soil for the crops you’re growing. Ideally, you should test the soil a 
year in advance of planting, so you can apply the necessary amendments and give them time to work.  
 
A common sulfur recommendation would be to apply “30 lbs. per 1000 sq. ft.” What does that mean for 
your 4’ x 8’ raised bed? Divide 30 by 1000 and you get about .03 lbs. per square foot. Multiply that by 
the 32 square feet in your bed and you get 0.96 — so based on those lab results you’d want to apply 
about one pound of sulfur and thoroughly mix it into the raised bed soil. 
 
Planting Blueberries 
Container-grown blueberries can be planted in early spring or fall. First, be sure the soil pH is correct. 
Then dig a hole two to three times as wide as the container but no deeper. You want the root ball to sit 
on native soil right so the top of the root ball is at or slightly higher than the surrounding soil. You can 
mix some slow-release organic fertilizer granules into the backfill soil. Remove the plant from its pot, 
place it in the center of the hole, and begin backfilling. Double check that the plant is sitting at or slightly 
higher than the surrounding soil. As you backfill, press on the soil and apply water to eliminate air holes. 
Once the hole is filled, smooth the soil so it inclines slightly away so water doesn’t puddle around the 
stem. 
 
Bareroot blueberries, which are sold in a dormant state, are planted in early spring in cold-winter 
regions. In zones 7-9, they can be planted in early winter. Soak the roots in water for a few hours while 
you prepare the planting holes. Set the plant in the hole so the crown, where the stem meets the roots, 
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sits at ground level. Spread out the roots while you back fill, taking care to push soil in between the 
roots. Water as you go to eliminate air pockets. 
 
Caring for Your Blueberries 
 
Water. Irrigate as needed to keep the soil moist but not soggy. Blueberries — even established plants 
— have relatively shallow roots and need regular watering if the weather is dry. A soaker or drip 
irrigation system is ideal.  
 
Mulch. Maintain a 3” layer of organic mulch around the plants, keeping it a few inches away for the 
stems. Shredded bark, pine straw, and chopped leaves are good choices. The mulch will conserve soil 
moisture, keep soil cool, and deter weeds.  
 
Fert i l ize. A spring application of compost plus some granular fertilizer will likely be sufficient. Every few 
years test the soil’s pH to ensure it lies at the optimal 4.5 to 5.5 so the plants are able to take up the 
nutrients you apply.  
 
Pests. Blueberries are relatively pest-free. The biggest problem is birds, which will devour the berries 
as quickly as they ripen. If hungry birds are a problem, cover the shrubs with bird netting as soon as you 
see the first ripe berry, securing the netting to the soil so birds can’t sneak underneath and get trapped.  
 
 


