
 

Scientific name – Lablab purpureus  

 

English common name – Field lablab bean  

 

Asian common names –  

 Burmese: pe-gyi 

 Thai: ถัว่แปะยี้                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        
 

Varieties – 

 Chiang Dao: Drought tolerant, very viny green 

manure cover crop; white seeds. 

 Highworth: Pods are non-shattering; quick 

maturing, and yields well; black seeds. 

 

General description and special characteristics – Field varieties of 

lablab are drought-resistant summer annuals or short-lived perennials. Compared to vegetable lablab 

varieties, such field varieties are shorter and somewhat erect (although vines can reach lengths of 1 m (3 

ft.) or more). Also, field lablab produces shorter fibrous pods that give off a characteristic strong, oily 

smell. The crop is grown for fodder, cover crop and/or for pulse production. 

 

Crop uses (culinary) – The ripe and dried seeds are consumed as a split pulse in India. The beans can be 

sprouted, soaked in water, shelled, boiled, and then smashed into a paste which is then fried with spices. 

Dried seed can be processed to make a bean cake (tofu) or fermented to make a meat substitute (tempeh). 

In Thailand, field lablab is sold as a fried, salty snack. 

 

Crop uses (soil improvement) – A legume, lablab can fix atmospheric nitrogen to the extent of 220 kg/ha 

(196 lb/acre) in addition to producing considerable amounts of crop residues (25-40 ton/ha or 11-18 short 

tons/acre of green material) to enrich the soils with organic matter. As a green manure/cover crop, lablab 

is interplanted with field or orchard crops or grown in rotation (or relay cropped) with field crops, as well 

as grazed after the primary crop is harvested. Lablab remains green well into the dry season. It is effective 

for erosion control and soil protection during heavy rainfall, and offers good annual undercropping for 

tree crops (if areas are not too shady). After rice harvest, lablab is reportedly planted as a second crop in 

paddy fields. Lablab’s dense growth may suffocate weeds and its deep root system can penetrate water 

sources more than 2 m (7 ft) below the surface. 

 

Crops uses (livestock production) – According to the Tropical Forages website (Cook et al. 2005), lablab 

leaf has a crude protein content of 21-38% (commonly about 26%), but much lower for the stem (7-

20%). Lablab seed contains 20-28% crude protein and is high in vitamins A, B and C. The growing crop 

can be grazed by cattle, goats, pigs and sheep.   

 

Seasons of production – Field lablab can be planted at the start of the rainy season; however, it responds 

very well to late-rainy season establishment (two months prior to the end of the rains). Flowers appear 

after the rains stop and pods are produced during the dry season. As an annual field crop, lablab is 

drought-resist and maintains luxurious growth into the dry season. 

 

Length of production and harvest period – Field varieties are well suited to relay-cropping with maize. In 

northern Thailand, lablab is planted thickly among the maize crop about one month prior to the corn 

harvest in September. The lablab crop becomes established during the remainder of the rainy season and 

starts to flower by November-December. Plants will begin to defoliate approximately five months after 

establishment with the harvest of dry pods taking place in February and March.   
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Production methods – For use as a green manure/cover crop in relay cropping systems on small tropical 

farms, following weeding (a broad spectrum herbicide is often applied in Thailand), the field lablab is 

seeded in hills approximately 70 x 50 cm (28 x 20 in.) apart and allowed to grow between and over the 

stalks of the preceding corn crop. If weeds are under control at planting time, little additional weeding is 

required. 

 

Pollination – Lablab is self-fertilized but cross-pollination is known to occur. Seed to Seed recommends 

isolation or bagging to ensure seed purity. 

 

Environmental conditions for production – The Tropical Forages website (Cook et al. 2005) states that 

lablab is adapted to annual rainfall amounts of 650-3,000 mm (26-118 in). Drought tolerant when 

established, it will even grow where rainfall is <500 mm (20 in), but loses leaves during prolonged dry 

periods. It grows best at average daily temperatures of 18-30°C (64-86°F) and is tolerant of high 

temperatures.  Lablab is also quite cold tolerant, able to grow at low temperatures (down to 3°C or 37°F) 

for short periods, and can tolerate very light frosts. Lablab also tolerates light shade. 

 

Soil requirements – According to the Tropical Forages website (Cook et al. 2005), lablab grows in a wide 

range of soils from deep sands to heavy clays, provided drainage is good, and with pH between 4.5-

7.5. However, lablab has poor salinity tolerance. 

 

Pests and diseases – Pod-boring insects, such as Adisura atkinsoni,  Exelastis atomosa and Maruca 

testulalis, can reduce seed yields. Other lablab insect pests include Bruchid beetles (Callosobruchus spp.) 

which damage seed during growth and storage, as well as the caterpillar Heliothis armigers. Additionally, 

lablab roots are attacked by several nematodes: Helicotylenchus dihystera, Meloidogyne hapla and M. 

incognita. Anthracnose (caused by Colletotrichum lindemuthianum), leaf-spot (caused by Cercospora 

dolichi), and powdery mildew (caused by Leveillula taurica var. macrospora) have also been reported to 

affect lablab.  

 

Seed saving – Farmers in northern Thailand shell lablab seeds by placing the mature, dry pods in sacks 

and beating them with sticks until the seeds fall away from the broken pods. Such threshing is followed 

by hand cleaning of the seeds and winnowing. Bruchid insects must be controlled during storage. Under 

cool, dry conditions the seeds will remain viable for at least two years.     
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