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INTRODUCTION
Pigeon peas is one of the major grain legume crops in Malawi. The 
crop has unique characteristics that make it to be an important 
crop among smallholder farming communities in the country.It 
accounts for about 53% of the total pulse production in Malawi.  It 
is mostly grown in the southern region for food and sale. With the 
development and release of the medium duration pigeonpea 
varieties which included Mwaiwathualimi, Chitedze pigeon pea 1 
and Chitedze pigeon pea 2, introduction and expansion of 
pigeonpea production in non-traditional pigeon pea areas is now 
possible.  Central and northern regions have now taken up the 
growing of medium duration pigeonpea varieties.  Most of the 
pigeonpea is grown as an intercrop with maize, sorghum, cassava 
or cotton.

Recommended Cultural Practices in pigeon pea production
Site Selection
Pigeon pea is sensitive to water logging hence requires a well-
drained soil for good root and nodule development. It does not 
grow well in saline soils but can withstand drought reasonably.

Cropping systems
Pigeon pea can be grown both under sole and intercropping 
systems. The most important intercrops include those with 
sorghum, pearl millet, maize, groundnut and soybean.

Land Preparation
· Prepare ridges at 75 cm or 90 cm apart.  Fields should be 

properly tilled to conserve soil and water.
· Manure can be applied 2-4 weeks before planting.

Planting
· All farmers are encouraged to use treated seed that should 

be done with a recommended fungicide (Thiram) before 
planting to prevent seed-borne and soil borne seedling 
diseases.

Harvesting and threshing
· Harvesting should be done when 75-80% of the pods are at 

physiological maturity
· Delayed harvest leads to damage in mature seeds.
· Mature pods are identified as they are brown and have a dry 

testa
· Pigeon peas can be harvested by cutting the stem at the 

base and tying the stems in bundles and transported for 
threshing. The pods and grain are separated by beating the 
dry plants with sticks or by using a thresher.

· Pigeon pea can also be harvested by hand picking the 
mature pods which allows the crop to flower for second or 
third harvest.



3 8

· Planting should be done with the first planting rains or soon 
after the main crop has emerged where inter-planting is 
practiced.

· Plant spacing depends on duration to maturity and cropping 
system followed.

Short duration pigeon peas
· Short duration pigeon peas are best produced as sole crop.  
· Plant on the ridges which are spaced at between 75 or 90 cm 

apart on double or single row.  Planting on single row requires 
2 plants per station, 20 cm apart.  Planting on double rows 
which are spaced at 30 cm apart require one plant per station, 
10 cm apart.

· In either case, 75 cm ridge spacing gives a plant population of 
111, 110 plants per hectare and a seed rate of 16 to 25 kg per 
ha.  Seed yields of the short duration pigeon pea varieties are 
reduced when intercropped with maize on the same ridge due 
to shading by the maize plants.  The only way to plant short 
duration pigeon peas with maize is where the maize and the 
short duration pigeon pea are planted on alternate ridges or in 
strips of 2 or more ridges.

Medium and long duration pigeon peas
· Plant 2 seeds per station spaced at 60 cm on ridges of either 75 

or 90 cm apart.  This requires a seed rate of 8 kg per hectare 
and the expected plant population is 37,000 and 44,444 plants 
per hectare at 90 cm and 75 cm ridge spacing respectively.

Planting in intercrops
Successful intercrop systems mostly involve pigeon pea. It has been 
established that pigeon peas grow very slowly for the first two 
months after planting. When intercropped with groundnut or 
soybean, it only starts rapid growth when either of these are 
approaching maturity.

 
 Spraying
 Spraying

 Drenching
 Spraying

 Spraying
 

  Spraying

 Spraying
 Spraying

 Dusting
 Dusting

 Method

 
  34g/litre
  17ml/14 litre

  85g/14 litre
  85g/ litre of    
water

  
 17 ml/14 litre
  85g/litre of    

water

  5 g/ha
 12ml/14 litres

  25g/50kg
  25g/50kg

 Rates Formula-
 tion

 
  20 WA
  40 EC

  
  
  85g/
  14 litres
  

  85 WP 

  
  40 EC
  85 WP

  

 2.5 EC
  5 EC

  Dust
  Dust

 
 Dimethoate
 Dimethoate

 
  
 Carbaryl

 
  
 Carbaryl

  Dimethoate
  Carbaryl

 

 Decistab
  Karate

  Actellic   
Super

Super Guard

 Chemical Insect pest

 
  Aphids

 
Cutworms/
 Whitegrubs

 
 
  Flower/
  leaf eaters

 
 Pod suckers
 Pod borers

 

 Storage          
pests



4  7

Steps to establish soyabean-pigeonpea intercrop

Step 1: Plant soyabean first
· Remember to use  if you are using 

varieties that require innoculation (see how to grow 
soybean guidelines for details)

· Soybeans need . They must not 
be dry planted and should not be planted until it is clear 
that the rainy season has properly started (plant after a 
few days of rainfall!).

· Make  apart, just as for maize, so that 
the normal ridging system is not disrupted by the 
production of soybeans. Avoid ridges wider than 75 cm as 
this is wasting our precious land

· Plant soybean on  (3 cm deep at most) 
that can be made with a stick on each side of the ridge. 
Two rows per ridge (instead of only one) ensure high plant 
population > 250,000 plants per hectare. This results in 
good soybean yields. 

· Within a row, drop (sprinkle) the soybean seeds at about 
These seeds must be planted no more than 3 

cm deep, otherwise germination will not be good.

Step 2: Plant pigeonpea  -on the same day
· On the ridges already planted with soy bean, plant 

3/4 pigeonpea seeds per planting station at 90 cm 
spacing. This results in about 44,000 plants/ha

· This single row of pigeonpea must be at the centre 
(top) of the ridge

· Only 8 kg pigeonpea seed is required to plant 1 ha of 
soybean/pigeonpea doubled up system

· A farmer planting 30 x 40 field size requires only 1 
kg pigeonpea seed 

· In this intercrop, soybeans are harvested earlier, 
and then the pigeonpea remains as the only crop in the 

rhizobia inoculants

moist soil for germination

ridges that are 75 cm

2 shallow farrows

    5-8 cm apart.

Management Options

· All early maturing pigeon pea varieties have to be sprayed 

twice between 50% and full flowering and twice between 50% 

and full pod to control insect pests.

· Cut worms, white grub, elegant grasshopper and aphids feed 

on young seedlings.

Pests Management

· The field should be weed free especially in the initial stages of 

establishment. This is crucial for pigeon pea because initial 

growth is slow, consequently the crop may not withstand any 

competition for water nutrients or light.
Insects

· Leaf eaters, pod borers, jassids, thrips can cause up to 70% 

losses in yields.  Flower beetles or blister beetles cause 

serious damage to flowers. Without exception, all early 

maturing pigeon pea varieties have to be sprayed twice 

between 50% and full flowering and twice between 50% and 

full pod to control insect pests.

Table 4: Chemical control in pigeon peas
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field (see photo C)
· The benefit of the pigeonpea to next year's crop on that 

field (usually maize) is due to the large amount of 
pigeonpea leaves that fall to the ground as the crop 
matures and adds a lot of organic mulch that enriches the 
soil fertility 

Step 1: Plant groundnut first
· If maximum yields are to be realized, groundnuts must be 

planted early, with the first effective rains - a delay in planting 
will cause a marked drop in yield

· Make ridges that are 75 cm apart (just as for maize and 
soybean), so that the normal ridging system is not disrupted by 
the production of groundnuts. Avoid ridges wider than 75 cm 
as this is wasting of your precious land

· Plant 2 rows of groundnut on either side of each ridge, at 
about 5-8 cm depth. Too shallow planting will result in patchy 
germination as the surface soil can dry out if there is no 
further rainfall after planting.  Too deep planting will delay 
germination

· Within each row, plant groundnut seeds at 10-15 cm apart. 
Double rows on each ridge and using this seed spacing will 
ensure high plant populations (> 200,000 plants/ha), and good 
harvests

· Seed requirements per hectare range from 80-100 kg, 
depending on the groundnut variety and seed size

Step 2: Plant pigeonpea  - on the same day
· On the ridges already planted with groundnuts, plant 3/4 

pigeonpea seeds per planting station at 90 cm spacing. This 
results in about 44,000 plants/ha

· This single row of pigeonpea must be at the centre (top) of the 

Steps to establish groundnut-pigeonpea intercropping

ridge
· Only 8 kg pigeonpea seed is required to plant 1 ha of 

soybean/pigeonpea doubled up system
· In this intercrop, groundnuts are harvested earlier, and 

then the pigeonpea remains as the only crop in the field 
(see photo C)

· The benefit of the pigeonpea to next year's crop on that 
field (usually maize) is due to the large amount of 
pigeonpea leaves that fall to the ground as the crop 
matures and adds a lot of organic mulch that enriches soil 
fertility

Weed Management
It is important to keep pigeon pea field free from weed 
infestation during the early growth period (4-6 weeks). Weeds 
can be controlled by applying chemicals or using a hoe in the 
initial stages.  When herbicides are not applied two or three hand 

st thweedings are required for the 1  to 6  week of crop growth. 
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