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WINTER TURNIP RAPE: A POTENTIAL N CATCH CROP
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Due to increased concern over watershed eutrofication and the volatility of fertilizer prices in the

market, more efficient utilization of fertilizer N is required in agriculture. One approach to the

improvement of N utilization is to use catch crops between growing seasons. Suitable catch crops can

scavenge leftover nutrients from the soil during autumn and thus prevent the leaching of nitrate.

These catch crops can be left to produce yield during the next growing season, or they can be

incorporated to the soil in the following spring as a fertilizer for a spring sown crop. Several

cruciferous winter crops are known to be efficient catch crops due to their rapid autumn growth and

large tap root, which can penetrate to deeper soil layers than shallow-rooted grass crops. Crucifers

are also better suited to use as a green manure, since they do not tend to immobilize N as strongly as

grasses. Winter turnip rape rape [Brassica rapa L. ssp oleifera (DC.) Metzg.] is a cruciferous oilseed

adapted to cold climate. The N scavenging ability of winter turnip rape was investigated in a field

experiment in 2009 and 2010 at the Viikki Experimental Farm (University of Helsinki, Finland). The

experiment was arranged in a randomized complete block design with four replicates. Winter turnip

rape was seeded at two different times: 1) in May with barley and 2) in July after barley harvest. Pure

stands of barley, either untouched stubble or ploughed in autumn, were left for comparison. Soil

samples were collected from topsoil and subsoil in August after barley harvest, in October before soil

freezing and after winter in April. NH4, NO2 and NO3 were extracted with 2 M KCl. Total N content of

soil extracts were then determined with an automated ion analyzer. It seems that winter turnip rape

can efficiently utilize the residual N.
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