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Pole lima beans are grown commercially 
and in home gardens throughout the 
state of Delaware.  Pole lima beans are 
grown for their distinctive flavor prized 
by local cooks and high value as a fresh 
market crop.  

Soils - A well-drained, loose textured 
soil is preferred. Soils that cake or crust 
easily result in poor stands. The soil pH 
should be 5.5 to 6.5, preferably in the 
5.8 to 6.0 range. To reduce soil-borne 
diseases, follow at least a 3-year 
rotation. If root rots are a problem, use a 
4- to 5-year rotation.  

Land preparation – Clean till soils so that they are loose and provide adequate rooting depth.  If 
drainage is a problem or root rots have occurred in the past, used raised beds or ridges.   

Varieties 

Large seeded types:  King of the Garden, Dr. Martin, Prizetaker, Big 6, Lineberger, Big 
Mama, and Other locally collected heirlooms. 

Small seeded “baby” types:  Carolina, Sieva 

Fertilizer - Follow soil test recommendations. Average soils will require about 400 to 500 lb of 
10-20-20 per acre. Fertilizer should be either banded or broadcast and disked in before planting. 
Some growers broadcast half of the fertilizer and put the remaining half next to the row at planting. 
Sidedress with 20 to 25 lb of nitrogen per acre when the plants begin to "climb" and again when 
the first blooms set fruit. Additional sidedressing may be necessary if leaching rains occur. Beans 
are very sensitive to fertilizer injury.  

Seed – Use good quality seed from commercial sources or local growers.  Many growers will save 
their own seed.  When saving seed, designate one area of the field for the production for seed, 
allow pods to go to dry stage on the plant and harvest before pods split open.  Save only seed that 
is free from mold, defects or insect injury.  Store in a cool place (50° F and 50% humidity). 

Direct Seeding – Treat seed with a fungicide and insecticide.  Plant 2 seeds per hole, 1 inch deep.    



Transplants -  Large seeded pole lima beans are often started in a cold frame or greenhouse and 
then transplanted to the field.  Higher germination percentages are obtained in this way and earlier 
crops are obtained.  Plant seeds in containers or plug flats at least 1.5 inches in diameter and 2 
inches deep.  Plant one seed per cell at a depth of one inch.  Use a sterile commercial greenhouse 
media.   Bottom heat will improve growth and produce transplants quicker.  Transplant to the field 
once plants have the first true leaves.  Do not allow to become completely root bound.  Do not 
disturb roots during the transplanting process or stunting may occur. 

Planting Date – Direct seed or transplant pole lima beans between May 15 and June 15.  Lima 
beans will not tolerate frost and will grow poorly in cold soil conditions.  Soil temperatures should 
be above 60° F at planting. 

Spacing – Pole lima beans are very vigorous and should not be planted too close together or 
excessive vine growth may reduce yields.  Space plants at a distance of  3 to 6 feet in the row  (less 
vigorous types closer, more vigorous types further apart) with a minimum of 5 feet between rows. 

Muching – Pole limas respond well to growing in black plastic mulch with drip irrigation.  Often, 
better early growth is achieved when grow on plastic.  Using straw or other mulching materials can 
reduce weed growth and increase water holding capacity of the soil. 

Trellising – Sturdy wooden or metal posts should be spaced 
every 15 to 20 ft in the row.  Additional smaller spacer stakes 
may be needed in between posts.   At least 5 ft, preferably 6 
ft, of the posts or stakes should be above ground. Tightly 
stretch a 10 to 12 gauge wire and nail to the tops of the 
stakes. Stretch a smaller wire or twine and nail to the posts 
halfway up above the ground. Then tie the twine in a 
crisscross fashion to the top wire and to the bottom wire (or 
twine) on which the beans will climb.  An individual stake or 
line should be placed at each plant for initial climbing to the 
trellis.  Bean supports should be put up before the bean plants 
begin producing "runners" and falling over.  A ground wire 
may also be used and then twine is woven in a V fashion 
over the top wire and under the bottom wire.  An alternative 
system would use 6 foot plastic netting attached to the posts 
and a top and bottom wire.  It is very important to have a 
sturdy trellis due to the heavy weight of the lima bean vines.   

 

Cultivation - Since standard tractor equipment cannot be used after the trellis is put up, cultivation 
just prior to trellising is suggested. Growers use horse-drawn equipment, small, narrow tractors, or 
walk behind tillers for cultivation after the trellises are erected. 

Herbicides – Herbicides labeled for lima beans may be used to reduce weed pressure.  This 
includes Dual Magnum, Pursuit, Treflan, Sandea, Raptor, Poast, Select Max, and Basagran.  Refer 
to the Delaware Commercial Vegetable Production Recommendation Book EB137 for specific 
recommendations or timings, rates, and weeds controlled.  



Insect Pest Management – Corn Earworm, red spider mite, Lygus and stink bugs, leafhoppers, 
and thrips, are the most common insect problems. Refer to the Delaware Commercial Vegetable 
Production Recommendation Book EB137 for specific recommendations on control measures.  

Diseases – Seedling diseases include Rhizoctonia, Fusarium, and Pythium.  Use of in furrow 
treatments (Ridomil Gold PC) can reduce the incidence of Pythium and Rhizoctonia.  Downy 
mildew is a problem in cool damp periods.  Use preventative sprays of copper fungicides, Ridomil 
Gold/Copper, ProPhyt, Healine, or Forum  if favorable conditions for downy mildew exist.  
Anthracnose may also attack leaves and pods in wet years.  Preventative fungicide sprays will 
reduce the incidence of this disease.  Root knot nemadodes and other nematodes can also be a 
problem, especially where lima beans have been planted in the same place.  Rotation to non-
susceptible crops is recommended for control.  In addition, Mocap is a nematicide labeled for use 
in lima beans. 

Irrigation - Adequate moisture (1.5 to 2.5 inches per week) is extremely important during pod 
development. Hot, dry weather after flowering begins will result in flower drop, reduced pod set, 
and fewer seeds per pod. Irrigation is the best insurance you have against dry weather damage.  

Harvest - About 60 to 80 days are required from field planting to first harvest. Pole lima beans are 
usually harvested at least 2 times and may be harvested as many as 5 times. For maximum yields, 
pole lima beans should be harvested when seeds are of full size.    

Yields - A reasonably good yield would be 250 to 300 bushels per acre, although yields of 400 to 
450 bushels per acre are not uncommon.  In very hot summers, yields can be significantly reduced 
below these levels due to flower and pod abortion. 

 
Sample Budget 
 
Pole Lima Bean Production Estimated Costs (per acre) 
 
Pole Bean Seed                 1500 seeds @ .20 per seed     300.00 
Transplant production            50 trays @ 7.00 per tray    350.00 
Wire                            150.00 
Twine          150.00 
Posts                                360@ 3.00 prorated over 5 years   216.00 
Harvest labor         700.00 
Baskets         400.00 
Herbicides           25.00 
Insecticides           20.00 
Fungicides           40.00 
Preplant fertilizer/lime         50.00 
Sidedress fertilizer          25.00 
Machinery costs                                                                                  60.00 
Other labor                                                                                           225.00 
Fixed costs                                                                                              70.00 
 
Total                                                                                                 $ 2781.00 
 



 
Estimated returns per acre (gross) 
                                                            Price ($/bu unshelled) 
Bushels    25     30     35     40     45     50 
 
200       $5000              $6000  $7000  $8000           $9000  $10000      
300  $7500  $9000  $10500 $12000 $13500 $15000 
400  $10000 $12000 $14000 $16000 $18000 $20000 
500            $12500 $15000 $17500 $20000 $22500 $25000 
600  $15000 $18000 $21000 $24000 $27000 $30000        
 
 
For net returns subtract production costs from gross returns.                              


