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The wild blueberry is the official Maine berry, designated
by the Sate legisature and the governor. Maine
produces the most blueberries of any State or Province in
North America, with an average production of more than
75 million pounds a year, which represents about 50% of
the wild blueberry crop. The wild blueberry is unique in
that it occurs naturally in Maine. The plants are managed
to improve production on over 500 farms on 64,000
acres. Maine wild blueberries have a long history of
commercial production beginning with the berries that
were sent by railroad to support the Union troops in the
Civil war. Maine produces 99% of the wild blueberries in
the United Sates, with only minor commercial production
occurring in New Hampshire, Massachusetts and
Michigan. However, Atlantic Canada and Quebec
produce about the same amount of wild blueberries as
Maine growers.

Wild Versus Cultivated Berries

Wild blueberry growersin Maine and Canada must compete
with the cultivated blueberry, which is grown in every state
and provence and imported from Chilein the winter months.
The wild blueberry is smaller than the cultivated highbush
blueberry and is used more as an ingredient in muffins,
pancakes yogurt, etc. versus the cultivated blueberry where
more than half of the crop is sold as fresh fruit. Most wild
blueberries are processed as frozen berries in Maine so that
the added value of $75 million dollars contributes to the
economy in rural Washington and Hancock counties.
Additionally, many Maine based companiesproduce specialty
wild blueberry products such asjams, chutneys and winesin
addition to developing new products for the larger grocery
stores such asjuices, frozen products and toppings.
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Major Challenge

The major challenge of wild blueberry growersisto remain
competitive with the cultivated blueberry and the wild
blueberry from Canada. Research efforts at the University
of Maine have provided the information and educational
outreach to growers that have enabled our growers to more
thantriplethecropinthepast 20 years, from20milliontoover
75million pounds. In additiontothebasefunding that isgiven
by theMainelegislaturethroughthe support of theUniversity
of Maine budget, this effort has been funded by the wild
blueberry tax and aspecial grant fromthe USDA. University
researchers have also contributed to the knowledge base on
the hedth benefits of the blueberry. A USDA study
determined that the blueberry had the highest antioxidant level
of 40 fruits and vegetables tested and wild blueberries has
twice the level of the anthocyanins, the blue pigment in the
fruit that neutralize the effects of harmful free radicals and
protect against disease and age related health-risks. Studies
looking at the possibility that blueberriescan al so hel p protect
against cancer and diseases such as Alzheimer's are
currently underway.

Future Health of the Industry

Concernsfor thefuture health of thewild blueberry business
in Maineincluderegulationsinvolved in obtaining asuitable
labor to harvest and process the crop, which involves about
10,000 people of which 60% are migrant professional
harvesters, mostly Hispanic workers. Maine aso relies on
importing 50,000 or more honeybee hives into the state to
pollinate the crop, making sustainable pollination a grower
priority. Theincreasing dry summer conditions over the last
10 years coupled with federal agricultural policy moving
producersinadirectiontotakemoreresponsibility inthearea
of risk management is requiring farmers to make the
investment in supplemental irrigationtoreducetheir risk and
to insure against crop failure. The capital cost of irrigation
systems and the devel opment of a sustainable water source,
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including regulations, makes this a difficult challenge for
growerssmall and large. Thereisagrowing concern among
Maine' swild blueberry growersand processorsintheir ability
to compete with their Canadian counter parts as the value of
the Canadian dollar, electrical rates, benefit costs for
employeesand Canadian government support of expansion of
the industry has resulted in large economic advantages for
Canadian wild blueberry growersin the world market place.
Theunknown restrictionsassociated with thefederal listing of
the Atlantic salmon as an endangered species has had a
chilling effect on theinvestment in new processing capacity
in Maine sincethe mid 1990's.

Remaining Competitive

Toremain competitive, thewild blueberry industry will need
the support of the university for its research and outreach
efforts, andthe statelegislatureto provide support that allows
the companies to continue environmental and economically
sustainable production and to devel op the expansion of value
added opportunities for this unique natural resource, the
Mainewild blueberry.
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