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Sunn hemp (Crotolaria juncea L.) is a tropical legume that can fix large amounts of nitrogen.  
Farmers have been interested in using sunn hemp as a summer cover crop because in addition to 
its capacity to provide nitrogen, it grows quickly and can help suppress weeds as well as some 
nematodes.  There are some drawbacks to sunn hemp.  One is the seed cost, because seed has to 
be imported from tropical areas such as Hawaii or South Africa. Another drawback is that sunn 
hemp can get very tall and woody.  This makes it difficult to mow and turn in, particularly for small 
farms without heavy equipment.  Auburn University has bred a new sunn hemp variety – ‘AU 
Golden’ – that may help with both of these issues.  Au Golden can set fertile seed in the Southern 
United States, which hopefully will reduce seed cost.  Because the variety blooms earlier than 
other sunn hemps, it also does not get as tall, which may make it more manageable for small 
farms. 

We were interested to compare the performance of ‘AU Golden’ with ‘Tropic Sunn’, a variety form 
Hawaii, and with the generic variety that comes from South Africa.  We wanted to compare the 
amount of nitrogen produced by these varieties and the biomass.  We drilled a strip of each variety 
at 50 lbs/ac at about 0.5 to 0.75 inch deep on May 29th, 2014 at the Durham Horticulture Farm in 
Watkinsville, GA.  We watered the strips with Rainbird sprinklers to ensure that the sunn hemp 
germinated.  It was not irrigated after that.  We measured the sunn hemp biomass and measured 
nitrogen (N) 26 and 54 days after planting (DAP). 

We are presenting what we observed here, but a word of caution is in order.  Because we only 
planted one strip of each variety for observation, we do not know if the differences are due to the 
variety itself or something about the plot on which it is grown.  Please treat these results with 
caution, we hope to put in a replicated trial this summer that should clarify the results. 



By June 24th, at 26 days after planting, ‘AU Golden’ had fixed a total of 53 lbs N/ac (Figure 1).  This 
appears to be greater than the other two varieties.  By July 22nd, 54 days after planting ‘Tropic 
Sunn’ appeared to have fixed the greatest amount of nitrogen.  You should remember that a cash 
crop following a cover crop does not get all of the nitrogen fixed.  The amount of nitrogen available 
in the following growing season is somewhere between half and a third of the total nitrogen. The 
Cover Crop Nitrogen Predication Tool that we are currently working with predicted 44% of the 
nitrogen from each of the sunn hemp species would be plant available over the growing season. 

 

 

Figure 1. A comparison of the amount of total 
nitrogen produced by three sunn hemp 
varieties at two times after planting. 

 

 

 

 

‘AU Golden’ grew to about 4.5 to 5 feet and then flowered around July 22nd.  Once it flowered, it did 
not get taller.  Flowering time is important because legumes have the highest nitrogen at mid –
bloom before they begin to set seeds.  The ‘Tropic Sunn’ grew to just above 5 feet and did not 
flower before it was mowed down.  The South African spp. had an intermediate height and was 
beginning to flower when the plants were mowed on August 11th. 

You will notice the pattern for aboveground biomass is similar to total nitrogen (Figure 2).  This is 
because total nitrogen is biomass times the nitrogen concentration.  

 

 

Figure 2. A comparison of the amount of total 
nitrogen produced by three sunn hemp varieties 
at two times after planting. 

 

 

 

This is preliminary data, but it appears that ‘Tropic Sunn’ did produce the most nitrogen and 
biomass at 54 days after planting. Remember, at this point we can’t be sure the amount of 
nitrogen and biomass is really different between ‘Tropic Sunn‘ and ‘AU Golden’.  ‘AU Golden’ may be 
a good choice for small farms because it fixes a decent amount of nitrogen 54 days after planting 
but may be easier to mow and incorporate. 
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