Broadbean (Vicia faba)

Broadbean General Background and Basic Agronomy
Broadbeans are a mainstay vegetable with sowing generally being from May to August.  The optimum soil temperature for sowing is > 12oC at which temperature, emergence should usually be at around 11 days.  Maturity is generally 120 to 140 days later.  Market crops are hand harvested usually over two or three successive picks of pods.  Pods picked at this normal stage will store for just five or six days at 4.5-7oC (95% relative humidity).
Seed is precision sown direct at 65 – 120 kg/ha depending on seed size (handharvested crop is typically 15-20cm spacing in rows 60-90 cm apart while machine harvested areas are typically 10-20 cm spacing in rows 45-70 cm apart).  If it is a new crop to the area, inoculation of seed with the appropriate nitrogen fixing Rhizobia bacteria is recommended.
Some variations on the normal broadbean theme are to try harvesting them early before the pods are fully formed.  They do this in France and after the seedcoats are removed they are lightly steamed and taste amazing.  In Egypt the other extreme is followed allowing the seed to fully ripen for making into hummus etc as an alternative to chickpeas.  In this way we can have a homegrown substitute for this exotic dish.

To grow the seeds to maturity, sow in July, harvest a few for green vegetables from early summer and keep the main crop until mid January to February.  Some of the dry seed can be kept for sowing next year’s crop.  If wanting to keep for seed or storing for making hummus at later dates, make sure the seed is fully ripened and the pod dry.  Store the seeds out of the pod and in a cool dry place until required.

When ready to make hummus from the ripe seeds, soak them overnight, boil with a bit of salt for around one hour until fully softened.  Blend to a smooth consistency with either some water from the broth, vegetable stock or orange juice and add garlic and lemon juice according to taste.  The hummus differs from chickpea hummus in having a bit of a green tinge (indicating healthy properties), and having a taste that is rather sweeter and tastier.  I keep the seed coats on for extra fibre and nutrients though this does make extra work for the blender and any mashing.  Pictured are broadbeans before and after transforming into hummus.  

Broadbeans are also useful as nitrogen fixing green manure crops over the winter providing natural soil cover.  Some can be incorporated in late spring a few weeks before planting a leafy crop that will take advantage of the nutrients released.  Another useful feature of the plant is that even before flowers are present they attract and feed beneficial insects like lacewing with a sugary substance in at the axis of the stem and leaves.  The lacewings help manage aphid, mite and thrip pests.

The crop is very perishable.  It is advised that harvested plants be cooled straight away e.g. with cold water if a cool store is not handy.  The crop will store for 14 days at 0oC (95-100% relative humidity).

Recommended rotation span is to not grow broadbeans on the same plot more often than one in three tofive years.
Soil and Fertiliser

Prefers medium to rich loam soils.  Optimal pH around 6.2 to 6.5.  Liming is recommended to maintain the soil pH at around 6.2 to 6.4 to stimulate nitrogen fixing and general vigour of plants (above this pH level, there may be some issue with the uptake of metal trace elements like iron, manganese, copper and zinc).
Broadbean Weed Management

Control perennial and grassy weeds prior to cropping and manage annual weeds through rotation and other standard means.  Main competing weeds will usually be autumn germinating species such as speedwell and twincress etc – there is potential for these weeds to generate large numbers of seeds and affect crop yield if they are not adequately controlled before the broadbeans have established a canopy.  Ideally plant broadbeans in an area that has low weed seed numbers of autumn germinating weeds (most crops in a rotation will favour more spring germinating weeds so integration of broadbeans into a strategic rotation can be useful).

Interrow cultivation is likely to be important.  Intrarow weeding is unlikely to be required but may be worthwhile in an intensive situation to reduce future weed seed burden.  With any weeding operation, control while the weed seedlings are still small (e.g. three or four true leaves) is importance for speed and effectiveness of weed removal.
Consider using a false seed bed.  The false seedbed technique is to cultivate a seedbed as if for planting and then allow a flush of weeds to occur (if necessary irrigating to bring on the weed flush).  The weeds are then controlled by undercutter bar or thermal weeding avoiding disturbing the soil to trigger deeper weed seeds.  This should be repeated once or twice if weed burden is high or if a high level of seed exhibiting dormancy is expected (e.g. mature fathen that had been ploughed in several years ago and the area has been once more ploughed).

Some extra tips for false seed beds are…

Control of weeds is ideally done when weeds are very small (less than four true leaves) as regrowth after thermal weeding or light cultivation is not an issue.

Established perennial weeds should be controlled before going into the false seed bed method.

Grassy weeds are more able to regrow from thermal weeding or undercutter bar work

Broadbean Pest Management

The pests of broadbean include aphids.
Aphids
Aphids can start to build up in populations as the weather warms up in spring.  It is the pea aphid Acyrthrosiphon pisum that is the concern.  Mature adults are 4-5 mm long and have a shiny green surface.  Winged and unwinged aphids are often present at the same time.  In summer, aphids can reach adulthood in seven days and go straight into prolific laying often with live offspring in favourable conditions.  Thus the propensity for epidemic growth is high and crops should be regularly monitored.
See general information on aphid management.  Restricted input sprays may be required if the populations start to get out of control but the strategic planting of beneficial flowering plants is important including phacelia for hoverflies and buckwheat and other flowers for lacewings and 11 spotted ladybirds.
The pea aphid affects a variety of other legume crops including clover, Lucerne, peas, sweet pea, trefoils and vetches.
Broadbean Disease Management

The main disease issues in broadbean are chocolate spot and rust.  These are both fungal diseases favoured by warm wet summers.  Management can be aided by avoiding overly dense plantings, avoiding excess nitrogen or phosphorus levels, spraying with biofertiliser, favourable soil pH, calcium availability and possibly boron availability and if necessary the restricted input application of allowable fungicides.  
