
Traditionally, spreading cowpea is grown as a sparse 
intercrop with maize. Cowpea seeds are planted along the 
maize row when maize is planted and covered with soil as 
for maize. Normally very few seeds are planted giving a 
very loose intercrop. One or two hoe weeding operations 
are practiced around maize and cowpea plants, as the 
farmer determines necessary for maize. 

Mineral fertilizer is not used directly on the cowpea, al
though cowpea plants can benefit from the NPK com
pound basal fertilizer that may be applied to maize. 
Leaves are usually picked periodically for relish and some 
of the fresh pods are boiled and eaten as a snack. The 
rest are harvested at maturity. 

Compared with many other legumes, cowpea requires 
less labour for its production, weeding and residue incor
poration. 

A drawback is that cowpea often suffers damage from 
insect pests and so is rarely grown as a sole crop. Cow
pea intercrops well with other grain legumes such as pi
geonpea. 

There is considerable scope to improve the agronomy 
and production of cowpea through an increased cowpea 
plant density. This can be overdone however. Spreading 
cowpea planted at densities above 20000 plants per ha in 
an intercrop with maize will result in yield losses to maize 
as well as cowpea in dry years because of excessive 
competition for limned moisture. 

Sole crops of bushy type cowpea can be very productive, 
although they may need spraying with insecticide to con
trol insect pests. For a sole crop, a seed rate of 20-30 kg/ 
ha is adequate, spaced at 45 cm between rows and 15 
cm in the row. Sole cowpea can be grown in rotation with 
cereals such as maize or sorghum. 

Many farmers appreciate the beneficial effects on soil 
fertility of the organic matter produced and N fixed by 
cowpea. Nevertheless in Zimbabwe the benefits on sub
sequent crops can be large or be zero. Benefits are often 
low on infertile sandy soils and in dry years, and where 
low biomass, high grain harvest index bushy types of 
cowpea are used. 

Relatively little research has been done on the contribu
tion of cowpea to soil fertility and cereal crop sustainabil
ity in Zimbabwe, partly because the crop is normally 
grown by farmers as a sparse intercrop. However, inter
est has risen recently because many of the other leg
umes introduced for soil fertility improvement are proving 
difficult for farmers to accept. This is because they have 
no other use or are difficult to grow, while farmers are 
already familiar wtth cowpea. 

Cowpea intercropped with maize in Zimbabwe usually 
has no effect on the yields of companion maize crops, 
except in the driest of years at high plant densities. In 
subhumid (Natural Region 2) areas, intercropped cowpea 
has been shown to produce above-ground biomass yields 
of between 0.6 and 4.6 tlha, yielding between 15 and 154 
kg N/ha. The grain yields of maize crops in the year fol
lowing a maize/cowpea intercrop can be raised by 27% 
when no fertilizer N was applied to maize (Table 1). From 
fertilizer replacement value calculations, the cowpea will 
reduce the fertilizer needs of a subsequent maize crop by 
up to 36 kg N /ha. 

While maize-cowpea intercropping can raise the grain 
yields of following maize crops in subhumid (Natural Re
gion 2) areas, the highest yield gains can occur in semi
arid (Natural Region 4) areas. In one comparison with 
several other legumes, including velvet bean and lab lab, 
cowpea intercropping gave maize yields that were four
fold those of the other legumes. 

Table 1. Percent grain yield, grain N uptake, and total above
ground biomass of unfertilized maize following a maize + cowpea 
intercrop, relative to sole cropped maize in sequence in two years 
at Domboshava, Zimbabwe 

Previous year's 
crop 

Year1 

Maize + cowpea 

Sole maize 

Year 2 

Maize + cowpea 

Sole maize 

Grain yield Grain N up- Total above-
take ground biomass 

~~~~~%~~~~-

127 183 94 

100 100 100 

108 142 

100 100 

Source: Jeranyama, P et al. 2000. Agronomy Jouma/92239-244 
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Farmers maintain seed of several types of cowpea, par
ticular1y those with indeterminate spreading plant habits. 
Over the last 20 years, some bushy determinate types 
have been introduced, primarily for grain production. In
termediate types are available. 

Fresh seed of cowpea is available periodically from sev
eral seed houses, but the maintenance and replenish
ment of seed is difficult, particular1y after droughts. 

Several types of cowpea seed 
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Cowpea Nutritional Value and 1Food Uses ~~r,~·· 

Cowpea is an ideal nutritional complement to maize, sor
ghum or millet. Cowpea grain is similar to most other 
edible legumes and contains about 24 % protein and 62 
% soluble carbohydrate. Cowpea leaves, harvested from 
about four weeks after emergence to the beginning of 
flowering, are often used as a relish. The grain is widely 
used for human food , processed as boiled beans or a por
ridge, and for medicinal purposes. Stems and leaves are 
fed to livestock. 

CowpeaEconomlc! and·Adoptlon Potential• ·~ '··' 

Smallholder farmers in Zimbabwe are likely to adopt cow
pea as a green manure option more than any other avail
able legume. This is because cowpea presents relatively 
more economic incentives to farmers. Firstly, it is cheap to 
grow, as it is less labour and input intensive. Secondly, in 
addition to soil fertility improvement it has many other 
uses in the smallholder farming system. Most importantly 
it is a source of nutritious food (both the leaves and the 
grain), it can be fed to livestock and excess grain can be 
sold for cash income. Available alternative legumes, 
sunnhemp, velvet bean, and Crotalaria grahamiana are 
not edible, presenting a big disincentive for their adoption 
by farmers who have multiple goals of achieving house
hold food security and risk aversion. 

Recent farmer surveys on cowpea production practices in 
Zimuto, Chihota and Shurugwi revealed that farmers ap
preciate it intercrops well with maize. Over 70% of the 
smallholder farmers surveyed intercrop it with maize. If 
farmers were to increase the cowpea plant populations 
when intercropping it with maize there is a clear potential 
to get higher yield levels. Currently, the cowpea market is 
fragment and GMB is not active in this market, which cre
ates a marketing constraint for farmers who produce a 
marketable surplus. However regional markets in South 
Africa and Botswana exist, presenting export opportuni
ties to market excess cowpea production. 
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