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Northern Maine – Most people, when asked about Maine, probably would not describe it as a farm state.  Lobster and tourism might come to mind, along with snowmobiles, fishing and hunting.   However, a significant portion of the state’s economy is dependent on farming.
The leader in Maine farm revenue is, not surprisingly, potatoes.   Most are grown in Aroostook County in the far northeastern corner of the state.  As one drives along U.S. Route 1 there, potato fields line each side of the highway stretching as far as you can see.  Last year was a banner year for potato production with crops yielding an average of 320 pounds per acre.  Essentially all potato farming here is now automated with tractors pulling both huge planting machinery in the late spring and then equally large gear to harvest the crop in September.  
As with all farming, rain is a critical factor.  This has been a dry year in northern Maine, and farmers without irrigation will be suffering lesser crops.  Apparently a lack of water does not affect the size of the potatoes nearly as much as it does the quantity of the tubers.  There is still one month left before harvest and farmers without irrigation are hopeful that their plants will still be healthy enough to absorb the predicted rainfall to increase the yield.
Another huge cash crop for Maine farmers is wild blueberries.  These are the small, very sweet berries which grow wild across the mountains of Maine, but especially in the harsh regions along the coast.  When I was hiking on the Appalachian Trail in northern Maine, we would always look forward to finding patches of these small bushes which grow close to the ground, even on top of rocky mountains where little else will grow.  The thrill of having a handful of some of these nutritious and delicious gems in your mouth during a difficult day of hiking is incredible.
Farming these blueberries is big business in Maine.  There have been bumper crops in recent years.  In view of the small size of the berries, this may be a difficult number to believe, but Maine farmers have been harvesting over 100 million pounds of wild blueberries each year!  In order to produce these levels of crops, the commercial operations bring in honeybee hives for pollination - this year they rented 27,000 hives.  As opposed to my forays into local patches of blueberries near our cabin here in the Moosehead Lake region where I pick by hand, most of these large farms use mechanized machinery to harvest the berries.  They are then sorted from leaves and other debris by clever gadgets which rely on the good berries to roll down a ramp.  The operation I saw a few years ago involved women who were paid to watch the berries roll and to pick out any bad ones or other items which the machinery did not catch.
Wild blueberries are big business not only in Maine, but are also now being grown north of here in Quebec where the Canadian farmers produced 125 million pounds last year.  This new competition has led to a dramatic decrease in the price which Maine farmers can achieve.  This threat, coupled with the same drought which has affected potato production, is causing some Maine blueberry farmers to look for other forms of income.  Some are considering switching to organic farming of the berries because organic prices are considerably higher.  I am not certain what organic production entails, because the berries that I pick are totally wild and as organic as any food on Earth, but, apparently the large production farmers have fields on which they use fertilizers and pesticides to increase crop yields.  
Another significant threat to the Maine wild blueberry growers is the larger “high bush” blueberry.  This is the blueberry you see in most grocery stores throughout the U.S.  It is considerably larger than the wild blueberry and grows on an entirely different plant.  It is now cultivated in numerous countries leading to a glut of blueberries.  World-wide production this year is estimated to be 1.5 billion pounds.  So, although Americans are now eating more blueberries than ever (nearly 3 pounds per person per year), the Maine growers are facing considerable challenges.
All I know for certain is that the wild Maine blueberries are far superior in taste to the “store-bought” ones in our local supermarkets in Virginia.   And I also know that each August I can be found sitting on a hillside here in northern Maine picking the wild ones, always with a big (and usually blue) smile. 
I thought you might like to know.
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