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Blueberry HarvestBlueberry Harvest
andand

PostPost--harvest Handlingharvest Handling





Harvest StrategiesHarvest Strategies
What will be the market?What will be the market?

PickPick--youryour--own:  own:  retail at the farmretail at the farm
•• The customer does the pickingThe customer does the picking
•• ““TrainTrain”” the customerthe customer

Fresh MarketFresh Market
•• Hand pick (first pickHand pick (first pick--high quality)high quality)
•• HandHand--shakeshake
•• Machine pick (only later picks and     Machine pick (only later picks and     

only select cultivars)only select cultivars)

Bulk Fresh or Frozen for ProcessBulk Fresh or Frozen for Process
•• Begin harvest later (fewer picks)Begin harvest later (fewer picks)
•• HandHand--shakeshake
•• Machine pickMachine pick



Blueberries Ripen SuccessivelyBlueberries Ripen Successively
•• Clusters may include ripe, nearClusters may include ripe, near--ripe, ripe, 

& green berries& green berries



Blueberries Ripen SuccessivelyBlueberries Ripen Successively
•• Berries ripen 7Berries ripen 7--10 days after beginning to 10 days after beginning to 

turn blueturn blue

•• Increase in size 25% while turning blueIncrease in size 25% while turning blue

•• Ripe berries will hold on the bush up to 10 Ripe berries will hold on the bush up to 10 
days if harvest is delayeddays if harvest is delayed

•• Most cultivars provide 3Most cultivars provide 3--4 weeks of 4 weeks of 
harvest = 3harvest = 3--4 picks per season4 picks per season

•• Planting early, middle, and late ripening Planting early, middle, and late ripening 
cultivars can extend harvest to cultivars can extend harvest to 10 weeks10 weeks



Ripe berry is blue Ripe berry is blue 
on both sideson both sides

NearlyNearly--ripe berry ripe berry 
is white or red on is white or red on 
the stem sidethe stem side



When berries are ready to pickWhen berries are ready to pick……

Harvest should beHarvest should be
•• TimelyTimely

•• DryDry

•• CleanClean

•• GentleGentle



LowbushLowbush ((V. AngustifoliumV. Angustifolium))

are often picked with a rakeare often picked with a rake





Highbush Highbush ((V. CorymbosumV. Corymbosum))

are often picked by hand for are often picked by hand for 
fresh marketsfresh markets

a pail on a necka pail on a neck--strapstrap
or beltor belt is often usedis often used



A catch tubA catch tub
works well for works well for 
smaller bushessmaller bushes



Train HandTrain Hand--Harvest WorkersHarvest Workers
•• Keep hands cleanKeep hands clean…… Wash after toilet use!Wash after toilet use!

•• Pick all ripe berries on the bush before Pick all ripe berries on the bush before 
moving to the next bushmoving to the next bush

•• Harvest only ripe berriesHarvest only ripe berries…… leave greens to leave greens to 
ripen for later harvestripen for later harvest

•• Avoid dropping or squeezing berries or Avoid dropping or squeezing berries or 
overover--filling hands when pickingfilling hands when picking

•• Do not put defects or trash in the containerDo not put defects or trash in the container

•• Never allow harvested fruit to remain in the Never allow harvested fruit to remain in the 
sunsun



Harvest workersHarvest workers areare paid paid ““piece ratespiece rates””
Pay is calculated by applying the rate Pay is calculated by applying the rate 
to the amount of harvested fruitto the amount of harvested fruit



Mechanical harvestersMechanical harvesters

•• Developed in 1960Developed in 1960’’ss
•• Output equal to Output equal to 

100 hand100 hand--harvest workersharvest workers
•• Most fruitMost fruit--forfor--process now process now 

mechanically harvestedmechanically harvested
•• Improvements in design Improvements in design 

make freshmake fresh--market market 
harvesting possibleharvesting possible



Mechanical harvestersMechanical harvesters
•• Appropriately scaled technology now available Appropriately scaled technology now available 

for operations from 5ha to 50+hafor operations from 5ha to 50+ha











Guidelines for Machine HarvestGuidelines for Machine Harvest
•• FirstFirst--pick should be by hand if possible to pick should be by hand if possible to 

open clusters and change blueopen clusters and change blue--toto--green ratiogreen ratio
•• Harvest only dry fruit during the coolest part Harvest only dry fruit during the coolest part 

of the dayof the day
•• Minimize Minimize ““dropsdrops”” and pad impact surfacesand pad impact surfaces
•• Eliminate as much vibration as possibleEliminate as much vibration as possible
•• Field lugs should NOT be filled deeper than Field lugs should NOT be filled deeper than 

1010--12cm12cm
•• Handle and dump lugs very gentlyHandle and dump lugs very gently
•• PrePre--cool fruit as soon as possiblecool fruit as soon as possible



•• Field heat can activate fruit disease organisms Field heat can activate fruit disease organisms 
within 12 hourswithin 12 hours

•• Harvested fruit respires after being picked Harvested fruit respires after being picked 
causing a rise in temperature of as much as causing a rise in temperature of as much as 
7C7C…… unless checked by coolingunless checked by cooling

•• Blueberries at 27C respire Blueberries at 27C respire 20X faster20X faster than than 
berries at 4Cberries at 4C

•• PrePre--cool within four hours of harvestcool within four hours of harvest using a using a 
convection coldconvection cold--air tunnel systemair tunnel system

PrePre--cool Harvested Berriescool Harvested Berries



Lugs or flats of berries are stacked as a tunnel in a Lugs or flats of berries are stacked as a tunnel in a 
highhigh--recovery cold roomrecovery cold room



A highA high--volume fan is added to draw air volume fan is added to draw air 
OUTOUT of the tunnelof the tunnel



A cover is added to force cold air drawn into A cover is added to force cold air drawn into 
the tunnel to pass through the fruit stacksthe tunnel to pass through the fruit stacks
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This system results in This system results in RAPID RAPID and and EVEN EVEN coolingcooling







UNECE Standards for BlueberriesUNECE Standards for Blueberries

•• Minimum Standards Minimum Standards for blueberries for blueberries 
marketed in Europe:marketed in Europe:
–– IntactIntact
–– SoundSound
–– CleanClean
–– Free of pests and pest damageFree of pests and pest damage
–– Free of undeveloped berriesFree of undeveloped berries
–– Free of abnormal exterior moistureFree of abnormal exterior moisture
–– Free of foreign smells and tastesFree of foreign smells and tastes
–– Sizing is not compulsorySizing is not compulsory



UNECE Standards for BlueberriesUNECE Standards for Blueberries

•• ““ExtraExtra”” ClassClass for blueberries for blueberries 
marketed in Europe must be marketed in Europe must be superior superior 
quality quality ::
–– Characteristic of the varietyCharacteristic of the variety
–– Covered with a waxy bloomCovered with a waxy bloom
–– Free of clustersFree of clusters
–– Free of major defectsFree of major defects
–– Free of leaves and stemsFree of leaves and stems
–– 5% tolerance for defects5% tolerance for defects



UNECE Standards for BlueberriesUNECE Standards for Blueberries

•• Class IClass I for blueberries for blueberries 
marketed in Europe must be marketed in Europe must be 
good quality good quality ::
–– Characteristic of the varietyCharacteristic of the variety
–– Covered with a waxy bloomCovered with a waxy bloom
–– Free of clustersFree of clusters
–– Slight defect in color, shape, Slight defect in color, shape, 

or turgidity allowedor turgidity allowed
–– 1% leaves and stems1% leaves and stems
–– 10% tolerance10% tolerance



UNECE Standards for BlueberriesUNECE Standards for Blueberries

•• Class Class IIII for blueberries for blueberries 
marketed in Europe must marketed in Europe must 
satisfy minimum standards satisfy minimum standards ::
–– defects in color, defects in color, 

development, or turgidity development, or turgidity 
allowedallowed

–– Slight leakage of juice Slight leakage of juice 
allowedallowed

–– 2% leaves and stems2% leaves and stems
–– 10% tolerance10% tolerance



Sorting and PackingSorting and Packing

•• Hand harvested berries should be Hand harvested berries should be ““sortedsorted””
in the fieldin the field
–– Less expensiveLess expensive

–– Less damaging to fruitLess damaging to fruit

–– Workers need to be trainedWorkers need to be trained

•• Machine or HandMachine or Hand--Shake harvested fruit is Shake harvested fruit is 
sorted with specialized equipment in a sorted with specialized equipment in a 
““packing shedpacking shed”” or cold storage facilityor cold storage facility



Sorting and PackingSorting and Packing
•• Appropriately sized equipment is available for Appropriately sized equipment is available for 

every capacity need from small onevery capacity need from small on--farm farm ““packing packing 
shedssheds”” to high volume cold storage facilitiesto high volume cold storage facilities



Equipment for small operationsEquipment for small operations High capacity for larger operationsHigh capacity for larger operations



OUTOUT

ININ



coolingcooling

Air blast cleanerAir blast cleanerTilt belt sorterTilt belt sorterInspection beltInspection belt

Clamshell fillerClamshell filler

Box filler alternativeBox filler alternative

Lazy susan to packing tableLazy susan to packing table
Cold storage @ 1CCold storage @ 1C





Cold Storage for Fresh BlueberriesCold Storage for Fresh Blueberries

•• Properly harvested, cooled, and refrigerated, Properly harvested, cooled, and refrigerated, 
blueberries have a storage life of 2blueberries have a storage life of 2--3 weeks3 weeks

•• Optimum refrigerated temperature = 1COptimum refrigerated temperature = 1C

•• Optimum humidity level = 95%Optimum humidity level = 95%



Maintain the Cold ChainMaintain the Cold Chain
•• From the time berries are preFrom the time berries are pre--cooled until they cooled until they 

are purchased by the consumerare purchased by the consumer

•• Refrigerated transport is essentialRefrigerated transport is essential

•• Refrigerated display is highly recommendedRefrigerated display is highly recommended
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