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Appendix Three

@reen Manure ard Cover Crops

much more intensive and widespread use of
Agreen manure and cover crops would really

help the cropping fields of the villages (Holt
2005: 28). As explained in the Green Manure and
Cover Crop Workshop Series:

In recentyears, a family of agricultural practices
— including green manuring with legumes and
non—legume species, cover crops in associations,
relay, or rotation systems, and improved fallows
— has received considerable attention from
researchers, practitioners, and development
workers concerned with the productivity
and sustainability of agricultural systems
in the humid and sub-humid tropics. These
practices are collectively identified as GMCC’s
(green manure and cover crop systems).

(Stockwell & Fisher 1997)

The most common practice of this kind that is
carried out at present in South African rural villages
is to plant a mix of cowpeas (sometimes called sugar
beans in South Africa — Vigna unguiculata) and
maize in the rainy season. The cowpeas fix nitrogen
from the air and help to fertilize the maize plants
while also covering the soil to prevent erosion, hold
moisture and inhibit weeds. Cowpeas are also a
nutritious food — the beans contain protein and the
leaves are frequently dried as vegetable food to be
kept for the dry season.

While this works well to a certain extent, the soil
ends up by being left bare in the dry season, and
there is little incorporation of plant material into the
soil to aid fertility. Cowpeas are probably not the
most useful legume to help soil fertility. Production
of nitrogen on the nodules is low compared to
Mucuna and Crotalaria plants (see below) and the
export of nitrogen from the field in the crop of
cowpeas also reduces their usefulness in soil fertility
(Gitari, Karumba, Mugendi & Kung'u 2003).
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For the South African villages, there are also
other problems with the planting of a maize and
cowpeas mix in the rainy season. After crops have
been harvested the soil is bare at the beginning of
the dry season, though some weed cover gradually
develops later in the season. As a result, erosion
is very common and erosion ditches (dongas) are
often seen in cropping areas. Turning the cattle
onto these fields in the winter dry season makes
these problems worse. In most cases it is not
very practical to suggest that compost or manure
be taken to the fields to improve fertility. Most
carrying is on foot and fields can be an hour or
more walk away from the home stand.

In their introduction to the first issue of the ‘Legume
Research Network Project’ in Kenya, Njarui and
Mureithi (1999) explain the relevance of green
manure or cover crop legumes to smallholder farms
in Kenya. Their account has obvious relevance to

the village cropping fields of South Africa:

The productivity of smallholder farms in many
partsof Kenyaislowand one of the major causes
is the decline in soil fertility. The problem of
decliningsoil fertility in these farms is rampant
mainly because of continuous cultivation and
little use of inorganic fertilizers. High costs
of fertilizers and their erratic availability
limit their use. The green manure/cover crop
(GMCC) legumes offer a potential option
for maintaining soil fertility to the farmers.
This is because the costs involved in utilizing
green manure technologies are minimal, the
legumes add nitrogen to the soil, also add
organic matter that improves soil physical
characteristics and provides soil cover that
reduces soil loss by checking runoff. Besides,
some green manure legumes are nutritious
feeds for livestock that are high in nitrogen
and some others are food for human beings.
(Njarui & Mureithi 1999: 1)
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