The hasn:s of commerclal

By Jeff Williamson cally bred by the University of Florida
Florida’s commercial blueberry for Florida’s mild winter climate. The
industry is based on early-ripening early-season market window targeted
southern highbush cultivars specifi- by Florida growers corresponds with
the period from late

March or early April
J through mid-May.
During this period,
| supply is low and
berry prices have
historically been high.
This early market
&4 window has attracted
el a lot of attention, and
8 acreage has expanded
rapidly during the
past few years. The
latest information
from the United

Star (above), Emerald (right) and
Jewel represent the majority of new
blueberry cultivar acreage in the
state of Florida.
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Simple. Powerful. Convenient.
The big three pests?
Here’s one big solution.

Agri-Flex™ insecticide provides outstanding
control against the big three: Asian citrus psyllid,
citrus leafminer and citrus rust mite. When
applied with a horticultural oil, this impressive
miticide/insecticide gives citrus growers
multiple modes of action in controlling your
grove’s most destructive pests.

@ Agri-Flex”

©2011 Syngenta Crop Protection, LLC, 410 Swing Road, Greensboro, NC 27409. Important: Always
read and follow label instructions before buying or using Syngenta products. The instructions
contain important conditions of sale, including limitations of warranty and remedy. Agri-Flex is
a Restricted Use Pesticide. Agri-Flex is not currently registered for use or sale in all states.
Please check with your state or local extension service before buying or using this product.

Agri-Flex is highly toxic to bees exposed to direct treatment on blooming crops and weeds. Do not
apply this product or allow it to drift onto blooming plants while bees are foraging adjacent to the
treatment area. Agri-Flex™ and the Syngenta logo are trademarks of a Syngenta Group Company.
Syngenta Customer Center: 1-866 SYNGENT(A) (796-4368). www.FarmAssist.com
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States Department of Agriculture’s
National Agricultural Statistics
Service (USDA-NASS) indicates that
harvested acreage in Florida increased
by about 14 percent between 2008 and
2010. This increase in acreage, com-
bined with higher per acre yields (due
to maturation of young plantings and
improved culture and management),
has resulted in a 67 percent increase
in production during this same two-
year period.

It’s worth noting that between
2000 and 2008, prices for Florida
blueberries were very high, averaging
approximately $5/1b. However, USDA-
NASS estimates of Florida blueberry
prices in 2009 and 2010 were $3.80/
1b. and $2.90/1b., respectively. This
is significantly lower than historical
averages. What the berry price will
be for the near future remains an
elusive question, but many experi-
enced growers believe that the days of
$5/1b. blueberries are a thing of
the past.

Although potentially profitable,
growing blueberries in Florida is
not for the faint of heart. Establish-
ment costs are high and can range
from $20,000 to $25,000 per acre,
not including land costs. Apart from
land costs, major start-up costs
include pine bark, wells, pumps and
solid set overhead irrigation systems
capable of providing freeze protec-
tion, and the plants themselves. In
some situations, land clearing and
leveling, bedding and dealing with
soil drainage can be significant costs.
That being said, growing blueberries
in Florida has been a profitable enter-
prise for many growers.

FREEZE IS A MAJOR ISSUE

Historically, one of the greatest
challenges to growing early-season
blueberries in Florida is escaping
late winter and early spring freezes
unscathed. Depending on year, loca-
tion and cultivar, southern highbush
blueberries typically bloom in early- to
mid-February, or earlier in the south-
ern regions. There will usually be
several killing freezes during, or after,
bloom each year. Although newer
water-saving methods such as high
tunnels and wind machines are being
evaluated, overhead irrigation has
been, and continues to be, the major
freeze-protection method employed by
growers. Without some type of reliable
freeze protection, consistent produc-
tion from year to year would not be
possible in Florida’s climate.



CULTIVARS

One of the most significant ad-
vances in Florida blueberry produc-
tion has been the introduction and
use of improved cultivars. The first
southern highbush plantings during
the 1980s and early 1990s consisted
primarily of three cultivars — Sharp-
blue, Misty and GulfCoast. Each had
major deficiencies and limitations for
commercial production.

During the mid- to late-1990s and
early 2000s, UF blueberry breeder
Paul Lyrene released a number of
cultivars with major improvements
over what was being grown at the
time. While many of these newer
cultivars are grown to varying degrees
in Florida, Star, Emerald and Jewel
represent the majority of acreage in
the state.

Certain cultivars are best adapted
to specific regions of the state based
on their chill requirements and other
characteristics. Cultivar selection is
a critically important decision that
should be thoroughly researched. Vir-
tually all of the southern highbush cul-
tivars grown commercially in Florida
are patented, and licenses are required
by the Florida Foundation Seed Pro-
ducers for their legal propagation. The
cultivar mix in Florida will continue to
evolve as new and improved cultivars
continue to be released from the UF
breeding program.

SOILS

Most Florida soils are not ide-
ally suited for blueberry production.
Blueberry plants thrive in acidic, well-
drained soils with high organic matter
content. Raised beds and ditches be-
tween rows are often used to improve
drainage where needed, and pine bark
is the industry standard for increas-
ing the soil organic matter content of
Florida’s sandy soils.

A system that became popular in
the 1990s and is still in use today is
the pine bark culture system. Pine
bark is applied to the top of the native
soil to create beds about 6 inches deep
and about 3 feet wide in the row. The
plants are planted in the pine bark
layer rather than in the soil. Blue-
berry plants grow well in this system
provided they have sufficient water
and fertilizer. However, the roots are
restricted to the pine bark layer, and
efficient irrigation and fertilization
management, particularly with low-
volume irrigation and fertigation, is
difficult to achieve.

A modification of this system
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Our commitment to citrus
growers goes beyond products.

At Syngenta, we’re proud of the role we play in
keeping citrus groves healthy and productive —
whether it’s through a broad portfolio of
products, research to meet new challenges
or direct technical support right in your grove.
For us, it’s not just about selling you a product.
It’s about working together for the future of
the citrus industry.

©2011 Syngenta Crop Protection, LLC, 410 Swing Road, Greensboro, NC 27409.
Important: Always read and follow label instructions before buying or using
Syngenta products. The instructions contain important conditions of sale,
including limitations of warranty and remedy. The Syngenta logo is a registered
trademark of a Syngenta Group Company. Syngenta Customer Center: 1-866
SYNGENT(A) (796-4368). www.FarmAssist.com MW 1CIT0010-V30 1/11
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known as pine bark incorporation
- consists of mixing pine bark with the
R e n e W Ywﬁ T native soil in strips or raised beds
down the row. Some newer plantings
use nursery fabric to cover the beds
with single- or double-line drip irri-
gation underneath. In this case, less
pine bark seems necessary and more
_ precise fertilization and soil pH control
. . are possible. Early indications are that
r ow these systems produce strong, vigorous
J ) A _ 2 plants and are more compatible with
T S gyt - e G S drip irrigation than pine bark beds, but
It's more impﬂﬂam than ever to teach our :'fouth the the long-term performance of these
value of Florida’s agriculture products. newer systems is not known.
Please purchase a Florida Ag Tag. PESTS AND DISEASES

There are a number of potentially
serious pests and diseases, most of
which can be managed with vary-
ing levels of success. Blueberry stem
blight (Botryosphaeria spp.) probably
kills more blueberry plants in Florida
than any other pest or disease. Clean
nursery plants, good field sanitation
and good horticultural practices to
minimize plant stress are the best
control methods. Stem blight is often
associated with plant stresses such as
drought, flooding and over fruiting or
poor leafing. Proper site selection and
preparation, and attention to cultural
practices such as irrigation, fertiliza-
tion and pruning, can help minimize
the severity of this disease.

Phytophthora root rot can also
weaken or kill plants in fields with
marginal drainage. Phytophthora may
work in combination with stem blight
by weakening root systems and pre-
disposing plants to periods of drought
stress. A relatively new disease for
blueberry in Florida is bacterial leaf
scorch caused by Xylella fastidiosa.
While serious outbreaks have occurred
in localized areas, its widespread
economic significance in Florida is not
yet known.

Several fungal leaf spot diseases
can result in premature fall defolia-
tion, which reduces the number of
flower buds formed in the fall and
weakens plants. These diseases can
usually be controlled with a combina-
tion of summer pruning, fungicide
sprays and adequate summer fertiliza-
tion and irrigation.

As with diseases, numerous insect
pests can cause economic damage to
blueberries in Florida. Two of the more
prevalent pests are thrips and blueber-
ry gall midge. Thrips can cause serious
damage to blueberry flowers and
young fruit if not controlled. Blueberry

See BLUEBERRIES, page 39

Buy an Ag Tag
$20 of your purchase

helps educate our kids!

For more information, call (352) 846-1391,
visit www.agtag.org or contact your loca
g #ia)  tax collector’s office. 2 gaiuy

Florida Agriculture
in the Classroom, Inc. 7
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BLUEBERRIES, from 10

gall midge is a serious pest of flower
buds in rabbiteye blueberries, but more
often attacks and damages vegetative
growing points in southern highbush
blueberry. Control of both thrips and
blueberry gall midge requires careful
scouting and monitoring. A relatively
new pest in Florida whose economic
importance in blueberry is yet to be
determined is the spotted wing droso-
phila. See http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu for
more information on blueberry pests
and diseases.

SUMMARY

In summary, the past decade has
been a period of rapid expansion of
blueberry production in Florida. The
attraction to growers has been the high
fruit prices achieved during the early
market window. Improved cultivars
and cultural practices have facilitated
industry growth to the present level.
During 2009 and 2010, berry prices in
Florida were significantly lower than
the last 10-year average, but were still
higher than other production areas in
the United States.

It appears that for efficient grow-
ers with sufficient volume, blueberry
production in Florida will remain
profitable, but as production continues
to increase in Florida, profit margins
may be less than what growers have
seen in the past. Those interested in
commercial blueberry production in
Florida should seek as much informa-
tion as possible. Two useful sites are
the University of Florida IFAS site
(http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu) and the Florida
Blueberry Growers’ Association site
(www.floridablueberrygrowers.com).

Jeff Williamson is a professor in the
Horticultural Sciences Department at the
University of Florida-IFAS. &5
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60 acre AVON PARK CITRUS GROVE
Touches city limits. 38 acres, valencias,

22 acres hamlins. 12" well.
Microsprinklers. 7/8 mile paved road frontage.
Strong production. Excellent tree census.
Long-term floorfrise contracts in place.

$1,050,000

(Valencias included in price)

For info email or call:
John Langford Realty
johnslangford @gmail.com
or 863-287-4330
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Florida Grove & Land Sales

East Coast Listings
+ 300 acres — Citrus beds and water IR
County. Must sell!

+ 80 acres —Bearing grove St. Johns Marsh
+ 280 acres —Martin County
Quiet listings & Buyers assistance

Contact: Tom Jerkins
772-461-3020 x 102
tierkins@bluegoosegrowers.com

E COLDWELL

BANKER

COMMERCIAL
§77-518-LAND
REAL ESTATE

312 acres on Lake Eloise

- 250 acres citrus

- 2,100 +/- ft frontage on Lake Eloise

- Beautiful 9,126 SF estate home

- Varieties are Val, Early/Mid, Honey
Tang, Navels - Excellent income

- City of Winter Haven utilities

Directly across from the new
LegoLand opens Fall 2011!

$12,948,000
saundersrealestate.com
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