
 

Vaccinium macrocarpon 

Cranberry 

Mating & Breeding System 

Cranberry is dependent on insect pollinators, and very little marketable fruit will set in the absence of pollinators. Cross-
pollination is the rule, as male and female structures mature at different times within a given flower, and the downward-
facing form of the flower discourages selfing via wind or gravity. Reproductive stems will generally abort excess flowers leav-
ing an average of three per flowering stem even when pollinated.  

Pollination, Quality & Yield 

Cross-pollination results in larger fruit with more seeds, and self-pollinated flowers may abort their seeds in favour of cross-
pollinated flowers.  If the pink colour of the cranberry flower intensifies with age, it indicates poor pollination. This can serve 
as an indication of pollination levels across an entire bog. In commercial plantations, honey bees will deliver enough pollen 
for optimal fruit set and the production of large berries, and can provide more even pollination across the bog.  
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Pollination Recommendations 

Cranberry is not a strong producer of either pollen or nectar.  Although honey bees do not buzz pollinate, this drawback 
does not seem as great as with other flowers needing buzz pollination (i.e. tomato, blueberry) because the bees can still ex-
tract pollen by drumming or stroking the anthers. Usually, however, the pollen collected by the honey bees is incidental to 
their nectar foraging. Because they are not enthusiastic foragers on cranberry, the recommended stocking rate is somewhat 
broad (2.5-7.5 hives per hectare). This range may reflect the variation associated with wild bee populations near the bog.   
 

Numerous wild bees have been observed foraging on cranberry, typically 25-30 species in a given area. Large bees are the 
most effective pollinators. The effectiveness of wild pollinators depends on the ratio of edge habitat to the area of the bog, 
because they will travel only a short distance from their nesting habitat. In large bogs with limited edge habitat, honey bees 
or bumble bees should be added. Artificial nesting sites such as bundle of reeds, drilled wooden blocks, and untilled dry soil 
around field margins can increase wild bee populations in the long term.  Competing blooms at the field edges should be 
mowed when cranberry is blooming. At other times they can provide valuable resources for wild pollinators, and growers 
are encouraged to provide alternate forage at the bog edges (particularly plants that flower before or after the crop). The 
leafcutter bee Megachile addenda can provide excellent pollination in cranberry, but it is difficult to rear on a commercial 
scale because of problems with parasites.  
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