
 

Scientific name – Tephrosia vogelii   

 

English common name – Fish bean, fish-poison bean, Vogel's tephrosia 

 

Asian common names –  

 Thai:  ครามป่าแอฟริกา khram pa Africa 

 

General description and special characteristics – Fish bean is an 

herbaceous to woody, leguminous herb or shrub capable of reaching a 

height of 2-3 m (6.5-10 ft) in just seven months. Flowers are purple 

with white markings or plain white and are 2.5 cm (1 in) wide. Pods 

usually contain 8 to 16 seeds. Fish bean is native to tropical Africa. It 

was introduced to tropical America and South and Southeast Asia as a 

cover crop.  

 

Crop uses (agricultural) – Fish bean is often planted on the edges of terraces for erosion control and for mulch. It is used 

as a bushy green manure in rubber and oil palm plantations and as a shade tree for young tea, cocoa, coffee, and rubber 

trees. Fish bean produces a significant amount of leaf matter, grows very quickly, and is easy to establish. The foliage may 

be used as an insecticide. Termites will not eat the leaves, so where there are many termites, using the leaves as mulch can 

be very effective. Do NOT use as a fodder for animals or as a fish poison in ponds. 

 

Crop uses (medicinal) – Fish bean is used as an emetic (agent that induces vomiting), bactericide, purgative, and as a cure 

for skin diseases such as ringworm and parasitic infections such as schistosomiasis. Leaf extractions have been used in the 

treatment of scabies and yaws; a weak infusion of the leaves may be taken as an anthelmintic (drug that expels parasitic 

worms). Root extractions have been used to treat constipation. 

 

Seasons of production – Grows best when planted at the beginning or in the middle of the rainy season.  Produces the 

most foliage during periods of adequate moisture. 

 

Length of production and harvest period – Around two to three years from planting to first seed harvest. Foliage harvest is 

usually possible during the second year. 

 

Production methods – Under favorable conditions, fish bean grows quickly and is tolerant of repeated pruning. It is also 

tolerant of strong winds, drought, and grazing. However, prolonged drought may slow re-sprouting. Burning has little 

effect on fish bean due to its deep root system. If the plants are weakly branched, they should be pruned (topped) to 

promote branching. Only the leaves need to be taken off the shrub when harvesting. If removed carefully, the shrub will 

continue to produce leaves for extract or mulch. 

 

Plant spacing – Seeds should be soaked for about 24 hours to improve germination. According to ICRAF (2012), seeds 

should be planted 60-90 cm (2-3 ft) apart, presumably for intercropping and shade. For use as a green manure/cover crop 

in somewhat dense plantings, the recommended spacing is 40x40 cm (16x16 in), with 2-3 seeds per hole. When planted 

for hedges the spacing should be 1.5 m (5 ft) between rows, or wider if used for both alley cropping and soil conservation 

purposes with a minimum distance of 4 m (13 ft) between contour hedges. 

 

Pollination info – Fish bean is self-pollinating, but cross-pollination possible. 

 

Environmental conditions for production – Fish bean grows best with full sun. It is photoperiod sensitive, preferring short 

days of <12 hours. 

 

Soil requirements – Grows best on well-drained, loamy soil with a pH 5-6.5 and is tolerant of poor, acidic soils and is said 

to grow better than Leucaena leucocephala under such conditions. 

 

Pests and diseases – According to ICRAF (2012), stems of fish bean growing in Java have been prone to serious attacks 

by the fungus, Corticium salmonicolor, especially after coppicing. It is also reported that when fish bean was tested in the 
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US as a pesticide-producing crop, root-knot nematodes caused very serious damage. Additionally, in Central Java, 

Helopeltis spp., a tropical mirid bug and a serious pest of cocoa, also attacks fish bean. Therefore, the species is no longer 

recommended for planting in Java. 

 

Use of fish bean to control insect pests – NOTE: When using insecticides (natural or synthetic), you should try to keep the 

material away from your skin by using plastic gloves and by washing your hands carefully with soap as soon as you have 

finished using the insecticide. 

 

To control insects in stored grain: Take fresh leaves and dry them under the sun. Grind the dried leaves into a powder. 

Mix 100 grams (3.5 oz) of powder with 100 kg (220 lbs) of maize to control maize weevils and the larger grain borer. Mix 

100 grams (5.3 oz) of powder with 100 kg (220 lbs) of beans to control bean bruchids. This treatment is effective for up to 

3 months. After that time, the process must be repeated. Before using the maize for eating, thoroughly wash off the fish 

bean powder. 

 

To control ticks, lice, and flies on animals: Wash animals with extract of the plant. To make the extract, pound fresh 

leaves and branches in a mortar. Dilute this with five times that volume of water. Wash the animals with this mixture. 

 

To control insects in the house: In the evening, the walls of the room, especially corners, are beaten with fresh branches 

to repel mosquitoes, lice, ticks, cockroaches, etc. 

 

To make an insecticide to apply to crops, two different methods have been suggested: 

1. Pound fresh leaves and dilute with five times that volume of water. Allow the mixture to soak overnight or boil for 30 

minutes. Add 5 ml (1 tsp) of soap to each liter (quart) of water to help the spray stick to the leaves. OR 

2. An effective concentration for killing insects was found to be 20 grams (1 oz) of fresh leaves for every 100 ml (3.5 oz) 

of water.  

 If a scale is not available, take the amount of leaves equal to the weight of an empty 300 ml plastic soft drink 

bottle. Crush the leaves; they do not need to be crushed entirely; you can use a plastic feed bag and large rock to 

accomplish this. 

 Add 7 soft drink bottles full of water to the crushed leaves. Put the mixture in shade, and allow to sit for 2 hours. 

Pour off the mixture through a cloth to filter. Use the mixture directly in a sprayer. 

 The “used” leaves may be reused for a second extract. Tests have not determined concentration levels, but have 

shown that effective chemicals are left. If all of the spray is not used immediately, it will still be approximately 70% 

effective 24 hours later IF kept out of direct sunlight. However, after 24 hours, the mixture quickly loses strength 

and efficacy.  

 It is important that the spray have contact with the pest. If the pest is underneath the leaves, be sure to actually 

apply it directly to the pests. 

 This insecticide can be used with garden vegetables, fruit, and field crops to control termites, ants, beetles, aphids, 

cutworms, various bugs and weevils, stalk borers, flies, etc. It will kill every caterpillar overnight; most natural 

insecticides don’t work that fast. A mixture of fish bean extract and soap in water was far more effective against 

aphids than the soap mixture alone. The fish bean mixture alone (without soap) was as effective as Malathion, a 

synthetic pesticide. 

  

Seed saving – Harvest mature pods when they have browned and dried. If needed, pods may be dried in the sun for an 

additional 2 to 3 days. Pods can then be lightly threshed to release the seeds. Separate the seeds from the pod fragments by 

sieving and winnowing. ICRAF (2012) reports that fish bean displays orthodox seed storage behavior with no loss in 

viability over 2-3 years in open storage. Air-dried seed can be stored in sealed containers for at least 1.5 years.  
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