Finding a place for pulses

Rotations based on using the same pulse crop may be unsustainable in the long run, according to Larn McMurray of the SA Research and Development Institute.

For evidence of this Mr McMurray cites the field pea decline syndrome in the mid-north of SA and problems with continual wheat/lupin rotations in some areas of WA.

While acknowledging that pulses “lack the robustness” of wheat in rotations and can be a risky crop to grow, particularly in low rainfall areas, he says there still exists a need for a pulse break crop in intense cropping rotations because the benefits can go well beyond the cash crop input of the pulse crop itself – benefits such as creating a disease break for cereals and diversifying weed control opportunities.
“It is clear though, that the pulse crop needs to be successful in its own right and not a burden on subsequent phases of the rotation if this more intensive farming system is going to be viable, profitable and sustainable,” he said in a paper delivered to the recent Farmer Cropping  Update at Jamestown supported by the SA Grain Industry Trust..

“It is also clear that one pulse crop cannot automatically be programmed into the pulse phase of a rigid long-term paddock rotation, particularly in low rainfall areas.

“Being able to rotate pulses within the pulse phase of a cropping rotation is a considerable benefit for spreading marketing and disease risks and enabling broader options for weed control.”
Mr McMurray urged growers to “know their pulses thoroughly” and to analyse their strengths and weaknesses.
“Opportunity cropping is seen as a way of minimising pulse crops from failing,” he said. 

“We need to be prepared to pull out or change the rotation if the season does not set up favourably.

“Pulses also need to be given a fair chance to succeed. It is hard enough to grow pulses in low rainfall environments without starting on the back foot due to a high background level of broadleaf weeds, for example.”

In his paper Mr McMurray analyses the strengths and weaknesses of six pulse crops - faba beans, field peas, lentils, chickpeas, narrow-leafed lupins and vetch. This analysis takes in preferred soil types for each crop, varieties, weed control, soil erosion factors, rotation with other pulses, and the crop’s suitability to high, versus low rainfall conditions.

These and other papers presented at the 2003 round of Farmer Updates will be posted on the GRDC webs site www.grdc.com.au
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