
Research assesses the impact of  
legume companion cropping

The project was led by UQ researchers 

Susanne Schmidt and Richard Brackin 

with the collaboration of Herbert Cane 

Productivity Services Limited and 

BBIFMAC in the Burdekin. They worked 

with Troy and Herbert growers Stephen 

and Brenden Accornero and Burdekin 

growers Bryan and Terry Granshaw,  

and Don Salter.

The project aimed to discover if  

legumes could be grown simultaneously 

with sugarcane and deliver biologically-

generated legume nitrogen (N) to  

the sugarcane crop.

The results pointed to the need for 

further research. In a paper presented  

to the International Nitrogen Conference 

2016, the research team said there  

was a need to further investigate 

companion cropping across regions, 

fertiliser rates and planting times to 

optimise the system. 

Sunshine Coast farmer Troy Apps is 

keen to experiment to help improve 

productivity and sustainability. 

Farming in a region with relatively low 

growing costs– but with no local mill 

since the closure of the Moreton Mill  

in 2003 – innovation has been at the 

heart of ensuring his business can  

remain viable.

That is why he has been a keen 

investigator of legume companion 

cropping to see if it could improve his 

input efficiency and soil health. 

Troy has also been involved in work  

with UQ, which was funded by the 

Australian Government Department of 

Agriculture and Water Resources, and 

which provided him the opportunity to 

obtain a custom-made legume planter 

and learn more of the science behind  

the on-farm experimentation he had  

already been doing.

Troy Apps has been investigating the role of a legume companion crop with his sugarcane.
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“Similar to previous studies (in other  

crops) that detected neutral or negative 

impacts, the success of intercropping is 

determined by factors including legume 

planting time, nitrogen fixing capacity, and 

water availability,” the researchers said. 

They also identified that growers could 

also be interested in the potential for 

companion crops or intercrops to reduce 

soil biological constraints.

This project was funded by the Australian 

Government Department of Agriculture 

and Water Resources Action on the Ground 

program. 

The research was not funded by SRA, but 

there are a number of SRA-funded projects 

currently investigating efficient nutrient 

use in sugarcane, including systems that 

better synchronise nutrient application to 

the crop’s requirements to help farmers 

continue to improve efficiency, and 

selecting and breeding more N efficient 

sugarcane varieties. 
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There has also been research underway 

as part of the SRA-funded project led  

by Dr Graham Stirling: Regenerating a  

soil food web capable of improving soil 

health and reducing losses from soil-borne 

pests and pathogens of sugarcane. 

Dr Stirling's work investigated 

intercropping and companion cropping 

along with many other aspects of the 

modern farming system, building on the 

work of the Sugar Yield Decline Joint 

Venture (SYDJV).

It worked with growers included  

Simon Matsson at Marian to look at  

the impact of companion crops and  

inter-cropping (fallow cropping) on  

the soil micro-biological community. 

While the benefits of fallow cropping  

are widely appreciated and understood,  

Dr Stirling said that intercropping 

sugarcane with various plant species 

continued to be the subject of 

investigation, although to date the 

benefits to the health of sugarcane  

soils had rarely been assessed. 

“There is also need for long-term trials 

so that data can be collected from plots 

that have been intercropped for at least 

one sugarcane crop cycle,” he said.

Dr Stirling also investigated whether 

intercropping increased damage 

nematodes in sugarcane soils, as 

had been observed in some overseas 

studies.

While the small number of trials did  

not see a marked increase in  

nematodes, this is another issue that 

requires further investigation.

Dr Stirling has presented some of  

this work at Soil Health Masterclasses 

that occurred in 2017, with more  

events planned for 2018. Keep an eye  

on the SRA website for more details.

For more information on soil health  

and nematodes

See previous story on page 18-19
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Companion cropping in the field.

Left: Sunshine Coast farmer Troy Apps continues to investigate 

new approaches for efficiency and to improve soil health.

Far left: The soybean planter purchased as part of companion 

cropping research at Troy Apps’s property.


