Making the case for intercropping loblolly pine within newly established switchgrass stands
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Switchgrass (Panicum virgatum L.) is an herbaceous species recognized as a model bioenergy
feedstock. Although the species is traditionally managed in monoculture, the economic risks
associated with producing a dedicated energy crop for an unproven biofuels market have
generated interest in less conventional, diversified cropping scenarios. This study examines the
feasibility of intercropping a sawtimber species, loblolly pine (Pinus taeda L.), within newly
established switchgrass. The objective of this study was to quantify production of loblolly pine
and switchgrass across a gradient of interspecific competition at two sites in northeastern
Mississippi. Specific treatments were: switchgrass only (SG), pine only (PINE), pine planted
directly into switchgrass (P+SG), pine planted in a 1.2 m competition control zone (1.2), and
pine planted into a 2.4 m competition control zone (2.4). Over three growing seasons, pine
production benefited from competition control. Trees in the 2.4 treatment at Pontotoc and the 1.2
and 2.4 treatments at Starr grew similarly to the PINE treatment. Switchgrass yields were not
detrimentally affected by interspecific competition across treatments over the first three years;
and in fact, an edge effect improved switchgrass yields in the 1.2 and 2.4 treatments. Land
equivalency ratios, examined as a proxy of system productivity, indicated that greater production
per land area may be achieved with an intercropping system compared to switchgrass
monocultures. Our results suggest that with proper management, an intercropping system
incorporating loblolly pine within newly established switchgrass stands may be a viable option
for diversifying the income earning potential of southern lands.

