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Introduction

The perennial species of Sesbania establish easily, grow in difficult sites and do not
require complex management to maintain productivity. They have many attributes
that make them attractive as multipurpose plants and potentially useful species for
agricultural production systems.

Gillett (1963) suggested that the chief economic value of the genus Sesbania is
likely to be as a green manure and livestock forage as nearly all of the species are
palatable to stock. This section describes the species and their origins, their
utilisation, productivity, management and forage value with particular emphasis on
the agriculturally most important species - S. sesban and S. grandiflora.

Origins and Botanical Description

The exact origin of S. grandiflora is not known but it is considered native to many
southeast Asian countries. A closely related species, S. formosa, is native to
northern Australia (Burbidge 1965).

Sesbania grandiflora is a loosely branching tree up to 15 m tall. Its leaves are
pinnately compound up to 30 cm long with 20-50 leaflets in pairs, dimensions 12 44
x 5-15 mm, oblong to elliptical in shape. Flowers are large, white, yellowish, rose
pink or red with a calyx 15-22 mm long. The standard has dimensions up to 10.5 x 6
cm. Pods are long (20-60 cm) and thin (6-9 mm) with broad sutures containing 15-50
seeds (Figure 2.3.1).

The origins of S. sesban are also unclear but it is widely distributed and cultivated
throughout tropical Africa and Asia. It is a short-lived shrub or small tree up to 8 m
tall. Its leaves are pinnately compound, 2-18 cm long with 6-27 pairs of linear oblong
leaflets (26 x 5 mm). The raceme has 2-20 flowers which are yellow with purple or
brown streaks on the corolla. Pods are subcylindrical, straight or slightly curved up to
30 cm long and 5 mm wide containing 10-50 seeds (Figure 2.3.2). Five varieties of
S. sesban are recognised botanically but their differences do not correlate strongly
with their agricultural value. Sesbania sesban var. sesban, S. sesban var. bicolor
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and S. sesban var. nubica are all similar and have been noted for their vigorous
growth and high yields. The other lesser known varieties are S. sesban var.
zambesiaca and S. sesban subsp. punctata. Unless otherwise stated, reference to
S. sesban in this section will indicate the variety S. sesban var. sesban.

Fig. 2.3.1. Leaves, flowers and pod of Sesbania grandiflora.

Fig. 2.3.2. Leaves, flowers and pod of Sesbania sesban.
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Environmental Adaptation

Sesbania grandiflora is well adapted to hot, humid environments and it does not
grow well in the subtropics particularly in areas with cool season minimum
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