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The Art of Intercropping
The Means and the Methods

What is Intercropping?

Planting different species and varieties from multiple plant families during the same
growing season is a strategy producers can use to increase diversity in their land
management practices. This approach is known as intercropping — the practice of
growing two or more crops close together, whether in the same row, in alternating
rows, or in nearby strips. These crops are managed to support one another, helping
to make better use of natural resources (i.e., light, water, and nutrients) while also
improving yields, reducing pests and diseases, and attracting beneficial insects.

Intercropping Can Involve:

- Growing two or more cash crops at the same time.
- Planting a cash crop alongside a cover crop.

- Growing a mix of cover crops together.

Intercropping Requires Planning

Intercropping is a useful strategy for adding diversity to a cropping system, but it
requires careful planning. Timing needs to be managed so one crop doesn’t
outcompete the other, and mixing plant families can make crop rotation more
complex, potentially increasing pest and disease pressure. In dry climates, water use
is also a key consideration, as intercropping and cover cropping can increase
demand for limited moisture, making water conservation important.

Intercropping Methods: Temporal
Adding diversity through time staggering planting or harvest times.

Intercrop Method Definition

Relay cropping Planting a second cash crop or forage into a field that
already has a cash crop growing. Both crops grow together
for a short time. The first crop is harvested, and the second
continues growing until it is ready to harvest.

Interseeding Planting a cover crop between or into the rows of a growing
cash crop, usually early in the season. The cover crop
grows slowly while the main crop is established, then takes
off after harvest.

Underseeding Planting a cover or forage crop early in the season beneath
a cash crop. The underseeded crop establishes roots,
slows down while shaded, and begins growing again after
the cash crop is harvested.
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Overseeding

Planting cover or forage seeds over existing crops, crop
residue, or pasture without disturbing the soil — often done
after harvest or in thinning stands to improve ground cover
or extend forage.

Intercropping Methods: Spatial
Adding diversity across space — growing multiple crops in the same area.

Intercrop Method

Definition

Intercropping

Planting two or more crops in the same field at the same
time, without a specific row or pattern.

Row Intercropping

Planting at least one of the companion crops (either a
cash crop or a cover crop) in a single or double row
alongside another crop.

Strip Cropping

Planting crops (typically cash crops) in distinct areas that
are spaced out enough to minimize competition and allow
for separate management, yet close enough to benefit
from each other.

Alley Cropping

Planting rows of trees or shrubs (such as hardwood, nut,
or fruit trees) to form alleys on cropland, where cash crops

or cover crops are grown in between.




