KEEPING PULSES IN YOUR
ROTATION PAYS DIVIDENDS

The imposition of Indian tariffs on
pulses in November 2017 resulted in
the largest drop in cash bids on the
Canadian Prairies, ever. The current
price for yellow peas remains below
$7 in many parts of the Prairies and
many producers are trying to decide
whether to reduce their number of
pulse acres, whether lentils, field
peas or chickpeas. The reality is that
many experienced and seasoned
pulse growers will be maintaining
pulse acres in their cropping mix
due to the reality of attribution
economics and the future benefit
that pulses afford to your fields for
subsequent crops.

Economics

One of the greatest reasons to grow
pulses is the economic returns they
can provide. Although prices of
pulses are recently rebounding from
historic low levels across Alberta,

the global demand for pulses and
plant-based proteins continues to
grow. The demand for pulse fractions
and the interest in building more
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fractionation plants across Canada
continue to increase.

The reason pulses net such a high
amount per acre is because they
require no, or very limited, amounts
of nitrogen fertilizer. Often 10-15 lbs
of available nitrogen for the plant
will ensure seedlings get off to a
good start until the rhizobium and
plant begin their symbiotic process
of fixing all the nitrogen the plant
will require in order to set yield and
finish filling the seed.

Avoiding a hefty nitrogen bill is a
large reason why peas and lentils
were among the most profitable
crops for many producers across
Alberta prior to 2017. The total
cost per acre penciled out much
better than other crops such as
canola and wheat, where higher
rates of nitrogen are required.
Although there are slightly higher
maintenance and equipment costs
(such as a flex header, for picking up
short crops and a land roller), the

net returns exceed or remain very
competitive to wheat and canola,
the two most commonly seeded
crops across the province.

What about the economics of

rocks through the combine you

ask? Growers who have picked

up rocks have done so not only
while harvesting pulses, but lodged
cereals, oilseeds and short crops as
well. Harvesting lower to the ground
does increase the odds of picking up
rocks, but improvement in genetics
and new varieties of peas exist that
have much better standability than
those of the 1990s.

Seed costs are comparable to those
of canola, around $40-$60 per acre
as seeding rates with large seeds are
much higher. However, the option
exists, providing that you have good
germination and vigour, that you
may retain seed and replant the
following year, provided you are

not violating plant breeders’ rights
and selling that seed commercially.
This can provide additional savings
and improve the net returns per
acre. Despite higher herbicide costs,
the contribution margins or net
returns per acre have been found to
be higher by including peas in the
rotation, not only because of the
reduced nitrogen bill the year you
grow pulses, but the following year
as well due to additional available
nitrogen from the pulse residue.
This is referred to as attribution
economics, the future agronomic
benefits that including pulse crops in
your rotation return.

Agronomics

Including pulses in your rotation is

a great way to break disease and
insect cycles, rotate herbicide groups,



and increase the robustness of your
integrated pest management. Peas
are a much earlier maturing crop and
have a high tolerance to spring frosts
allowing you to seed them earlier

and get into the fields for harvesting
earlier, too. Most years, pea harvest
is complete before the end of August
in the Peace region, and many years,
completed before mid-August south
of the Trans-Canada Highway. Not
only does this break weed life cycles
and disrupt insect cycles, it also
allows you the opportunity to plant
fall-seeded crops such as winter
wheat and fall rye. Many producers
follow peas with a fall-seeded crop for
this reason. Harvesting pulses earlier,
or later in the case of faba beans, can
spread out your harvest workload and
minimize your overall risk of exposure
to unfavourable weather at harvest.

The residue from pulses is also very
high in nitrogen to carbon ratio.
Seeding a wheat crop after having
grown peas, lentils or faba beans will
allow you to take advantage of the
slow release of nitrogen from the
previous pea crop residue. Research
results have shown that not only do
wheat yields increase the following
year after pulses, but protein levels
are also boosted. A meta-analysis
performed by Dr. Stu Brandt at
Agriculture Financial Services
Corporation (AFSC) shows a 20-47%
increase in wheat, a 41-52% increase
in barley and a 15-96% increase in
canola yields when grown on pea
stubble. Protein content in wheat
was also increased by approximately
one percentage point. These are
huge agronomic and economic
returns that need to be attributed to
the pulse crop in rotation.

Reducing Risk

Peas and lentils have a very high
water use efficiency, meaning, they
use less water to produce more
yield. The plants themselves have
less vegetative mass as compared
to seed yield and yield well in drier
conditions. Faba beans on the
other hand, are a water loving crop
and surprisingly will compete with
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qguack grass around sloughs and
ditches. Including these crops in your
rotation can reduce your production
risk, should the growing season
receive limited or excess rainfall.
Having one of these pulses, or in
some regions both, in your rotation
can ensure that you have a good
yielding crop should we experience
rainfall amounts that depart from
the norm during the growing season.

Another benefit of including pulses
in your crop mix is that it allows you
to diversify your crop marketing
portfolio. Having an additional crop
to market decreases your exposure
to potential price downturns in
commodities. Pulses are staple foods
in southern Asia, the Middle East,
northern Africa and parts of Latin
America, so demand is consistently
strong. Any good financial advisor
will refer to the old adage “don’t

put all your eggs in one basket,” and
the same principle applies to advice
from agronomists, crop marketing
advisors and ag economists when
communicating with farm managers.
Including pulses in rotation not only
makes good agronomic sense, it
reduces your crop marketing risk and

provides great competitive economic
returns.

Pulses - A cornerstone of your

crop rotation

Although economics and potential
crop returns must always be
considered when doing crop
budgets and deciding which crop
types will be included in your spring
seeding plans, do not discount peas,
lentils and other pulse crops based
on price. Given the ability of pulses
to manage risk, break disease cycles
and provide future yield gains in
subsequent crops, their attribution
economics so to speak, cannot be
overstated. Sit down and benchmark
your partial budget using some

of the yield increases according

to AFSC data. Those producers

who do complete the exercise will
most likely agree that pulses are a
cornerstone of their rotation and
will continue to crop sustainably
into the future with a diverse, risk
managed portfolio of crops that pay
dividends into the future.

Nevin Rosaasen holds a Bachelor of
Science in Agriculture majoring in

Agronomy and minoring in Economics.
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