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Best management practices (BMPS) are production 

technologies that maximize sugarcane productivity 

input efficiency and environmental conservation. 

They include land preparation, variety choice, crop 

establishment, crop protection, nutrient 

management, harvesting and ratoon management. 

A well managed sugarcane crop (Figure 1) under 

rain-fed conditions can result in high yields of at 

least 100 t ha
-1

. 

 

Figure 1: A well managed sugarcane crop 

Table 2: Recommended top dressing fertilizer rates by zone 

Zone Crop cycle Nitroge
n 
(Kg/ha) 
[ac] 

CAN 
(bags/ha) 
[ac] 

Urea(b
ags/ha
) [ac] 

Nyando 
& Soin 
sugar 
zones 

Plant Crop 100 [40] 7 [2.8] 4 [1.6] 

Ratoon Crop 120 [48] 9 [3.6] 5 [2.0] 

South 
Nyanza 
sugar 
zone 

Plant Crop 100 [40] 7 [2.8] 4 [1.6] 

Ratoon Crop 120 [48] 9 [3.6] 5 [2.0] 

Western 
sugar 
zone 

Plant Crop 100 [40] 7 [2.8] 4 [1.6] 

Ratoon Crop 120 [48] 9 [3.6] 5 [2.0] 

KEY: CAN = Calcium ammonium nitrate; Ha = hectares, ac = 
acres 

Harvesting and ratoon management 

Harvesting 
Harvesting should be done at recommended ages as follows: 
15-19 months for plant crop and 14-16 months for rations in 
western Kenya; at the Coast harvesting should be 10 - 14 
months for plant crop and 9 to 10 months for ratoon crops. 
Timely harvest reduces losses in cane and sugar. 

Sugarcane should be harvested green and be milled within 
48 hours. However, in case of emergency burnt cane should 
be milled immediately. 

Additional harvesting BMPS include: 

 Avoid harvesting during wet season to maintain cane 
quality, reduce soil compaction and stool damage.  

 Cut the cane at ground level to ensure good 
ratoonability, reduce cane and sugar losses. 

Ratoon Management 
Ratoon crop is sugarcane re-growth after the first harvest 
(plant crop). More benefits are realized in the rations since 
no more costs are incurred in seedcane and land 
preparation. Typically 2-4 ratoons are maintained, however 
with good management more ratoon crops can be realized. A 
ratoon crop may be ploughed out when; 

 

 The current crop was poorly managed 

 Yields become un-economical. 

 There is a high incidence of pests and diseases in the 
current crop 

 There is serious damage to the stools and soil during 
loading and transport 

 Expiry of the lease period of sugarcane cultivation  

The following BMPs are recommended for ratoon 
management:-  

 Trash align between cane rows to improve soil fertility, 
control weeds and conserve moisture; trash may be 
burnt when heavily infested by diseases and pests. 

 Stubble shave to ensure uniform stool regeneration 

 Gap fill through stool splits to ensure appropriate 
ratoon crop population 

 Inter-row cultivation with a ridger or oxen drawn 
implements to promote new root development 

 Control weeds and apply fertilizers as per the 
recommendations in Table (2). 

 Border maintain to ensure cleanliness and make fire-
breaks to reduce loss during accidental cane fires 
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Figure 2: A mature sugarcane variety EAK 73-335 

SOIL NUTRIENT MANAGEMENT 

Sugarcane requires both nitrogen (N), Phosphorous (P) and 
Potassium (K) in large doses. It is essential to manage these 
soil nutrients especially nitrogen because if not well 
managed can cause pollution to environment such as water 
bodies. This is because nitrate-N is easily lost from the soil 
through leaching since it has negative charges that causes it 
to be repelled by similarly charged soil particles.  

Nitrogen deficiency symptoms 

 Light green to yellow leaves from base upward 
often, with necrosis on leaf tip and edges (Figure 
3) 

 Stunted growth with short internodes and 
slender stalks. 

 Reduced tillering. 

 Low yields and low sucrose content 

 

                  Figure 3: Nitrogen deficiency symptoms 

 

Phosphorous deficiency symptoms 

 Thin, narrow short leaves with a bronze 
blue/green or purple color, affects the older leaves 
first (Figure 4) 

 

             Figure 4: Phosphorous   deficiency symptoms 

Potassium deficiency symptoms 

 Midrib may have a red colouration (Figure 5) 

 Older leaves may dry up or be entirely fired 

 

Figure 5: Potassium deficiency symptoms 

Principles to guide appropriate nutrient management to 
ensure high yields with minimal loss include: 

Soil testing to determine nutrient status in order to guide 
fertilizer recommendations; this should be done prior to 
crop establishment. For example: A soil chemical analysis of: 
soil pH ≥ 5.5; < 0.5 % total N, < 20 PPm P205 and< 200 PPm 
K20 indicates that recommendations in Tables (1) and (2) 
should be adopted. 

 

 

 

However, when soil pH <5.5 then fertilizer regime should 
change from DAP and Urea combination to neutral fertilizers 
such as SSP and CAN as per Tables 1 and 2. 

 Right amounts of fertilizers: Based on soil analysis use  
recommended Phosphorous fertilizer rates shown in Table 
(1) 

 Correct placement: Place the fertilizer close to the row of 
sugarcane to improve nutrient uptake and reduce losses.  

 Apply nitrogen fertilizer at 3-4 as single dose or 3 and 6 
moths applied in two split doses especially under   humid 
conditions as recommended in Table (2). 

 Correct timing: Timing of particularly nitrogen fertilizer 
application should be synchronized with the pattern of 
crop nitrogen uptake according to crop age.  

Table 1: Recommended fertilizer rates for planting by zone 

Zone Crop 
cycle 

P 
(Kg
P2O

5/ha
) 

[ac] 

DAP 
(ba
gs/
ha) 
[ac] 

SSP 
(bags/
ha) 
[ac] 

Potas
sium  

(K2O 
kg/h
a) 
[ac] 

MOP(
bags/
ha) 
[ac] 

Nyando 
& Soin 
sugar 
zones 

Plant 80 
[32] 

4 
[1.6
] 

9 [3.6] -  

Ratoon - - -   

South 
Nyanza 
sugar 
zone 

Plant 80 
[32] 

4 
[1.6
] 

9 [3.6] -  

Ratoon - - -   

Western 
sugar 
zone 

Plant 80 
[32] 

4 
[1.6
] 

9 [3.6] 50 
[20] 

2 [0.8] 

Ratoon - - -   

KEY: DAP= diammonium Phosphate; SSP= Single Super 

Phosphate; MOP= Muriate of Ppotash; Ha = hectares, ac = acres 

 

 

 

 

 


