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Bountiful Berries: Growing in Containers & Raised Beds for Limited Space or Poor Soils 

 

Dr. Bernadine Strik, Extension Berry Crops Professor 

Department of Horticulture, Oregon State University 

 

The key to growing berries successfully in a container (or raised bed) is to carefully consider the 

growing medium (“soil”), container size and depth, location or placement of the container, which 

cultivars are best adapted, and to practice good irrigation, fertilization and pruning for optimal growth. 

 

Growing media. Potting soil or yard/animal compost is not an ideal medium for growing berries; 

media that contain high proportions of soil or compost tend to have poor drainage and porosity (air flow) 

and may not have the correct pH for ideal plant growth. Blueberry plants grow best at a pH of 4.5 to 5.5, 

whereas all other types prefer a pH of 5.8 to 6.5. Use of high proportions of potting “soil” or compost 

leads to short plant or container life. All berries do like high organic matter. Good choices are well-aged, 

finer bark and peat moss (blueberry). Adding pumice (perlite) to the mix will ensure good porosity. 

Blueberry plants do well in a mix that contains 50% bark, 40% peat moss, and 10% perlite. Higher 

proportions of bark may be used, but make it more difficult to water the plant well enough (dries out 

faster). Other berry crops do well with lower proportions of peat (or replace with potting soil) and bark 

and higher amounts of perlite (for example, a third of each). You can buy these types of media at a 

landscape supply company. If you are bringing in soil or using your own well-drained soil to fill in a 

raised bed, amend this soil with bark and perlite to ensure good internal drainage. 

 

Containers. Construct raised beds 1 ft (strawberry) to 2 ft (other crops) deep; width is more flexible, 

but should be at least 1.5 to 2 ft. Ensure that the soil below the raised bed has been ripped or a drain tile 

dug (or French drain) so that water drains down past the bottom of the raised bed; otherwise the bed will 

act like a bathtub and the plants will likely die of root rot. Containers may be large or small – size will 

somewhat affect the lifespan of the berry in the pot before it needs transplanting. A good starting point is 

a 14 x 14 x 12 inch (l x w x d) for strawberries (4 plants/pot). Most berries will grow well in round 

containers that have a diameter of about 16 inches and a depth of 12 inches (about 12-gallon size). 

Caneberries (raspberry and blackberry) may also be grown in this size container, but will last longer in a 

larger one (25 gallon). All must have drain holes. 

 

Location. All berries grow best and produce the most flowers and fruit when they are located in full 

sun or get sun for most of the day (particularly the afternoon). Bees and other pollinators need to be able 

to access the plants for good fruit set. When there is risk of frost during bloom (strawberry), cover 

containers with blankets or bring them inside temporarily to avoid frost damage to flowers. In particularly 

cold winters (< 10-15 °F), bring containers inside to prevent cold injury to plants or roots. Caneberries 

that are sensitive to sunburn of fruit may benefit from locating containers in partial shade during fruiting. 

 

Planting. Most plants are available in spring; order early from mail order catalogues. Do not add 

fertilizer to the planting hole – a slow release fertilizer incorporated into the potting medium is fine to use, 

but is not necessary (fertilizer may be placed on top after planting). With the exception of strawberry and 

raised beds, plant only one berry plant per container. Grow berries with similar irrigation, soil pH, and 

fertilizer needs in the same raised bed (e.g., don’t plant strawberries with blueberries). Plant strawberries 

to a depth where the crown (short compressed stem) is not covered with soil and the roots are not 

exposed; for bare-root plants make sure the roots are set straight down into the potting medium. For 

blueberry, plant to the same depth as the nursery container mix. In raspberry and blackberry, spread the 

roots of bare-root plants flat in the container and cover with about 1.5 inches of soil.  
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Production. Adapted cultivars, mulch, and pruning vary by crop and are affected by your location 

(especially for cultivars of some berry crops). While I will cover some specifics in the presentation, I will 

not do so here due to space limitations. More information is available from OSU Extension publications 

(see below) or your local Extension Service. 

 

Irrigation. Managing irrigation in a raised bed or container is much more difficult than in soil in the 

garden. It is easy to over- or under-irrigate. Maintaining adequate soil moisture is more difficult in media 

that contain a higher proportion of bark. If peat moss dries out completely, then it is difficult to re-wet – 

this is more of an issue in media that have a higher proportion of peat. Start by irrigating pots every other 

day, just irrigate to the point of water running out the bottom. Hand wands may be used, but with many 

pots, an automated drip-system would be easier. Pots should dry out some between irrigations. Observe 

plant growth and color/symptoms to adjust irrigation requirements. 

 

Fertilization. There are many available fertilizers that work well in raised beds. Similar fertilizers 

and rates may be used as published for in-garden production. For example, urea or ammonium sulfate 

granular inorganic fertilizers for blueberry and well-balanced “garden” fertilizers for the others (e.g., 13-

13-13) or organic fertilizer sources. The rate of nitrogen (N) to apply will vary with plant age and soil 

fertility; calculate the amount of product to apply based on the directions for containers outlined below. 

For containers, many fertilizers will work. For example, the granular fertilizers available include 

Osmocote® (conventional) and feather-, soy-, or cotton seed-meals (organic), all slow-release products. 

Water soluble products that are immediately available to the plant include Miracle Grow® (conventional) 

or fish emulsion (organic). Do not use fish emulsion “straight” – dilute it (1 part fish to 10 parts water, 

v/v) to avoid burning the plants.  

All of these materials differ in the amount of N in the product. Nitrogen in these products is either in 

the ammonium form (NH4-N; all organic fertilizers and some inorganic products) and/or in the nitrate 

form (NO3-N). Blueberry plants only take up the ammonium form; all other berries discussed here take up 

the nitrate form. Ammonium N converts to nitrate N quite rapidly in the pots (conversion does not occur 

in the other direction), if the pH is around 6 (a good thing in the “other berries”). It is thus important to 

have a low pH medium for blueberry (4.5-5.5) so N stays in the ammonium form. 

When calculating the total amount of product to apply in blueberry, only look at the percent 

ammonium N in the product. For example, Osmocote contains 14%N (8.2% of this is ammonium N). A 

blueberry plant in its first year requires 0.4 oz of N (over the whole spring/early summer season). To 

calculate how much product to apply, divide the amount of N you need to apply by the percentage of N in 

the fertilizer (8.2% or 8.2/100 = 0.082 in this example). Thus 0.4 oz ÷ 0.082 = 5 oz of fertilizer product 

per plant. Apply this product all at once as it’s slow release (over 4 months). You can also use a water 

soluble fertilizer like Miracle Grow (1 Tbsp product/gallon of water), applying 3 cups of this solution per 

plant weekly from planting to early August in the first year. We have also had good success using feather 

meal, dividing the total amount of product needed in half and applying half in early April and half in mid-

May. 

 Your visual assessment of plant growth and fruiting can help you judge how much to fertilize. If the 

plants are growing well, leaves look green, and yield is good, there’s no need to worry about whether 

plants are getting enough nutrients. Strawberry plants that are too green and are not flowering well should 

get less fertilizer N. If plants look yellow (basal leaves), add more quickly-available fertilizer. In 

blueberry, note that added N fertilizer will not compensate for poor growth due to insufficient pruning. In 

my experience, use of the products mentioned here leads to good growth – other nutrients in these 

fertilizers are thus sufficient for good berry production. 

 

Publications. For more information on how to grow these and other berries, check out the berry 

publications available from the OSU Extension Service: https://catalog.extension.oregonstate.edu/ 

https://catalog.extension.oregonstate.edu/

