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difficult to do so when, as a consequence of global 
warming, in another 20 years, that once in every 
12 years likelihood is currently on track to become 
once in every six years. It is not hard to envisage the 
effect of such changes on the future life expectancy of 
council infrastructure, on the workload of emergency 
maintenance crews, on insurance premiums, and so 
forth, and ultimately council rates. The consequences 
for blueberry growers is an increasing likelihood of 
at least partial, if not total, crop failures. We have 
interesting times ahead. 

While it is certain that the increasing frequency of 
extreme heat events since 1913 is attributable to 
global warming, the attribution of the cause of any 
individual event must still be characterised by a 
probability. We can put bounds on that probability.  

If we set a possibly artificially low attribution for 
such an event in 1913, by suggesting it was simply not 
related to global warming, then when the data shows 
a doubling of such events by 1933, we can infer that 
there is an even chance that any such event at that 
time would be related to global warming. By the year 
2018 the odds increase to a probability of 97%, and 
rising, that any such event is due to global warming.  
While it is not a totally appropriate analogy, because 
some of the extreme heat events are survivable, 
if the engineers told you that because of a poor 
maintenance record an aircraft had a 97% chance of 
crashing on the next flight, would you get on board?  
That’s about where we are right now with our planet. 
It’s high time we booked it in for a service.

M E M B E R S ’  P E R S P E C T I V E

I N S U R I N G  Y O U R  F U T U R E  I N  A N  I N S E C U R E  W O R L D
Jane Richter

Hillridge Technology, an agtech start up, are looking 
to provide farmers with greater financial security 
and agency in times of stress, like what we’ve seen 
across New South Wales and Queensland this year. 

Hillridge is creating accessible, straightforward 
weather insurance for crops and livestock that pays 
out farmers automatically upon a specified weather 
event occurring, such as hail, flood, frost, or drought. 

The policy contract will be created using block-chain 
technology, meaning that, for example, if a farm has 
a policy with us protecting it from hail, as soon as 
hail is detected over the farm from either a weather 
station nearby or on the farm, the policy pays 
out, ensuring farmers get the money they need to 
recover when they need it, not in weeks or months. 

Similarly, if an area is affected by severe drought, 
as soon as a set threshold of rainfall is hit, as 
decided by the farmer, and detected by sensors 
on or nearby the farm, a payout is triggered. This 
means farmers immediately have access to funds 

to either reinvest into their farming operation 
or whatever they feel is a priority, whether it be 
repaying farm loans or paying for their child’s tuition.

To find out exactly what farmers need in order 
to feel financially secure and stable, Hillridge are 
surveying farmers nationwide. This allows you  
to provide some input on what challenges as a 
farmer you face, and what berry growers across 
Australia feel like they need protection from in  
their insurance products. 

Complete the survey online at:
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/HillridgeTech

All those who undertake the survey will be in the 
running to win one of two R.M Williams’ Akubras, 
valued at $200 each, or an equivalent giftcard.

For more information, contact:
Nicholas Hulme  |  0430 145460 or  
nicholas.hulme@hillridge.com.au
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1  ASOEX, Chilean Blueberry committee report

Chile is the second largest 
producer of blueberries in the 
world, behind the U.S, and the 
largest exporting country. 

C O U N T R Y  P R O F I L E :

The Chilean 
Blueberry 
Industry
David Stevens-Castro
Wine Expert & Consultant

Chilean blueberries are well known for their 
high quality of flavour due to their balance of 

sugars and acidity. The main challenges faced by 
Chilean producers relate to maintaining quality 
post-harvest during shipping and transportation to 
distant markets. With no real competitor in the North 
American counter-season, Chile’s production areas 
are expanding to the extremes of the north and  
south to widen the harvest season. 

Chile’s blueberry export for the season 2017/2018 
was 110,700 tonnes1. The value of exports rose 5% to 
US$548 million, according to ODEPA data. By 2020 it 
is estimated that there will be 18,000 planted hectares 
in cultivation. The key export markets are the U.S 
and Canada which account for 69% of the volume, 
followed by Europe with 22% (with the UK and the 
Netherlands the most significant players in Europe), 
and Asia accounting for only 9%, with China being the 
most important destination country in that region. 

An aspect of great consideration is the continuing 
increase of organic production which now represents 
9% of total production. Reports from the 2017/2018 
harvest state that one of the characteristics of this 
past season is that temperatures never exceeded 32°C. 
The unusual temperatures by Chilean standards, 
coupled with high relative humidity produced larger 
than normal berry size.  

CHILE BLUEBERRIES PRODUCTION ZONES MAP



46  Australian Berry Grower Australian Berry Grower 47

Due to free trade agreements established between Chile 
and China, there is a significant focus on bolstering 
exports to China. As a highly populated region with 
relatively little existing competition, Chilean producers 
regard China as a key developing market, particularly 
since they are currently heavily dependent on the U.S 
and Canada off-season. Peru and Mexico are aiming 
to gain territory and will ultimately become strong 
competitors in the off-season market also. 

The key growing regions in Chile are the Maule  
(Zone VII on map), La Araucania (Zone IX on map) and 
Bio-Bio (Zone VIII on map) regions, where the peak 
harvest time is between December and February. Chile 
has 15,601 hectares planted with highbush blueberries, 
with the most common being Brightwell, Legacy, 
Liberty, Briggita and Bluecrop, although up to 20 
varieties are in production. Indeed, blueberry growing 
has exploded in the last 10 years. 

The first blueberry plants were imported into Chile 
in 1979 by the government body agency Institute 
of National Agricultural Investigations (INIA). Ideal 
growing conditions have led to rapid and prolific 
success. Major international players operating in 
Chile include Driscoll’s from California and Fall Creek 
Nursery from Oregon, both in the United States. 

Most of the plants are sourced from local nurseries. 
The growers propagate themselves and re-plant 
poor performing plants. This process is generally 
substantially easier in Chile than in Australia, due to 
lower costs and ideal growing conditions. Protected 
cropping is minimal, and it is only used in the extremes 
of the growing areas, i.e. in the north to protect from 
sunburn and in the south due to late wet episodes. 
The majority of orchards are large, vigorous, very 
well established, profitable operations. Soils are 
prepared and cultivated with substrates in mounds 
of 60 to 90cm with drip irrigation so that plants go 
into the ground in a soil profile with plenty of oxygen 
to encourage the growth of micro-roots. In Chile 
fertigation is common practice. 

Pests of concern are Lobesia botrana, (the European 
grapevine moth), Pseudococcus (Mealy Bugs) and Light 
Brown Apple Moth. Of late, a new pest is the Drosophila 
suzukii (Spotted Winged Drosophila SWD). 

Issues generated by these pests can affect all stages, 
from flowering and fruit set, through to berry 
formation, however, most of the damage is done  
at larvae stage. 

LIGHT BROWN APPLE MOTH, A NATIVE OF AUSTRALIA,  
IS ALSO A CHILEAN PEST IN BLUEBERRIES

Pseudococcus species are more complex, as their 
lifecycle encompasses a phase at ground level and 
then they move upwards in the bush canopy. They 
can grow under the bark as well as in hidden areas  
of the foliage and berry clusters. In 2016/2017 
exports, 1% of all blueberry exports were rejected 
by SAG due to Pseudococcus detection. Drosophila 
suzukii has quickly become a pest of major concern 
due to explosive expansion and a short reproductive 
cycle. Other fruit trees also act as hosts, in particular 
grapevines and cherries in neighbouring areas,  
which increases the risk of infestation. 

Pest control is based on an integrated management 
process which — depending on the certifications of 
the orchards — utilises a combination of chemical, 
cultural and biological programs. Due to increases 
in organic production, more work is being done in 
the off-season, clearing adjacent areas, monitoring 
pest lifecycles and therefore controlling at the most 
susceptible stages of development and utilising 
innovative biological techniques.

Disease issues are a constant in every season but 
Botrytis cinerea remains the most relevant as it affects 
fruit condition and is dependent on the climatic 
conditions during flowering, fruit set and harvest. 

G L O B A L  N E W S

Wood diseases have become increasingly relevant. 
The fungus Chondrostereum purpureum is known 
as ‘Plateado’ in Spanish which translates as ‘silver-
plated’ and mirrors the English name for this 
fungal disease Silver Leaf. Other species including 
Neofusicoccum, Botryosphaeria dieback, Phoma and 
Pestalotia are the most concerning. These fungi are 
the most common and difficult to control issues in 
Chilean blueberry orchards as they affect the overall 
orchard performance, and therefore affect the yield, 
increase production costs and make re-planting a 
common practice in orchards over 5 years of age.

CHONDROSTEREUM PURPUREUM OR SILVER LEAF FUNGUS

Disease control is based on integrated management, 
but monitoring is key, with a combination of 
chemical and cultural programs in use, depending 
on the susceptibility for the occurrence of diseases. 
The disease host and the climatic growing conditions 
are what growers are constantly monitoring but 
replanting is really the only solution to diseases that 
affect the wood of the blueberries canes. Clearing 
bad plants in the orchards as well as continued 
monitoring helps producers to minimise the effects 
of ongoing disease pressures. 

Probably the biggest challenges for Chile’s blueberry 
production is that by 2020 the amount of hectares 
under production is expected to increase by around 
20% and growers will be competing for workers with 
other labour intensive fruit growing industries, such 
as table grapes, winemaking grapes and cherries. 

Additionally, the emergence of new competitors such 
as Peru and Mexico for the North American market, 
as well as Spain and Morocco for the European 
market, is encouraging Chilean producers to target 
the Asian market. The free trade agreement between 
Chile and China is facilitating this opportunity, and 
the fact that between 2009 and 2030, China will add 
850 million to its middle class means there are plenty 
of consumers to go after, however the quality of the 
product needs to be exactly right.

The focus is definitely on quality right now in Chile.  
As reported in Fresh Plaza in late August this year, 
Julia Pinto, the technical manager of the Blueberry 
Committee of Chile-ASOEX, said: 

“The quality issue is essential, when speaking about the 
future of blueberries. We need to focus on making our fruit 
succeed in the market, and we’ll only achieve this when 
consumers choose our fruit, and that’s a choice where the 
fruit’s quality and condition prevails. Our product has been 
historically good. We have a superior organoleptic quality, 
a blueberry with a balanced flavor, and a good size. We 
have achieved good calibers and a fruit with a good skin, 
now we need to continue working the fruit’s quality in 
terms of firmness, so we can compete better. Having more 
competition has caused a change in the quality standard, 
and we need to improve our quality to continue leading  
the blueberry export market.”

“The committee’s main objectives has always been quality, 
which has been greatly improved and has allowed us to 
grow and be able to reach very demanding markets, such 
as China. Now one of the challenges of the industry is to 
continue consolidating in China, which means, not only 
producing a fruit with the necessary quality, but also 
having a greater diversity of varieties,” she said.

David Stevens-Castro has a degree in 
Agricultural Science, majoring in Fruticulture 
and Oenology from the renowned Pontifical 
Catholic University of Santiago, Chile. 
David is currently based on the Gold Coast 
where he works as a freelance consultant.

E: david@paired-media.com 
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