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Crop rotations are a necessary part of soil manage
ment. They are needed to maintain productivity and
favorable soil properties such as tilth, structure, and
fertility, and to prevent buildup of disease-producing or
ganisms. Rotation recommendations vary from area to
area based on soil properties, climate, crops to be grown,
and diseases likely to be encountered. In most of south
ern Idaho, alfalfa has historically been included in crop
rotations because of its benefits to the soil. Since most
operations were small family farms that included a live
stock operation, hay fitted well into their farm opera
tions.

In recent years, there has been a tendency toward
larger acreages with more emphasis on cash crops such
as potatoes and sugar beets. The absence of livestock in
these operations eliminates the need for legumes, and
the long-term nature of legumes discourages their use
in rotations.

The generally accepted and recommended crop rota
tion practice in potato production is not more than one
crop of potatoes in succession to avoid adverse effects
on soil properties and a buildup of soil-borne pathogens.
Based on this recommendation, the most intensive rota
tion presently recommended in potato production is al
ternate cropping to potatoes.

Extensive areas of coarse textured soils have come
under cultivation in southeastern Idaho in recent years.
The choice of crops that can be grown on these soils is
limited by soil and climatic factors. In effect, to follow
the policy that successive cropping to potatoes is not
acceptable, growers are required to produce a cereal
crop every other year.
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That cereal crop is generally considered to be a
money-losing proposition on the coarse textured soils.
Yields are minimal, even if the crop survives the gen
erally unfavorable spring. Factors which limit yield are
primarily management problems related to the coarse
textures. Water holding capacities of these soils are very
low, making irrigation timing and rates extremely criti
cal.

Establishing the cereal crop in the spring is one of
the biggest problems. Strong spring winds create severe
erosion problems when the surface is not protected.
Cereal crops must be planted in the spring because po
tato harvest takes place too late for fall planting. So the
"blow-out" hazard is severe.

Since the cereal crop becomes an expense added to
the cost of producing potatoes every other year, we need
to evaluate the benefits of the cereal crop in the rota
tion and the effects of more frequent potato crops.

More frequent potato crops in the rotation gener
ally create problems in soils by reducing soil organic
matter, destroying soil structure, and adversely affecting
other soil properties which create management prob
lems. This is especially true on medium textured soils
(loam and silt loam textured soils). However, on the
coarse textured soils, neither organic matter nor soil
structure changes would be serious problems. Warm soil
temperatures cause a rapid decomposition of organic
materials. Thus, soil organic matter on sandy soils is
naturally low. Soil structure, the most easily degraded
physical property of agricultural soils, is very weak or
completely lacking in coarse textured soils. Thus, physi
cal properties of these soils cannot be greatly affected
by intensive cropping to potatoes.

Under a cropping program with successive years of
potatoes, plant disease buildup might be the greatest




