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Yellowing Tops on Pea Plants  
 
Dale Risula, Provincial Specialist, Special Crops, Saskatchewan Ministry of Agriculture 
 
A rapid growth spurt following stressful growing condition is often the cause of yellowing of the newest leaves of pea 
plants. For example, rain after a dry period, or warm weather after a cool period, are times when the yellowing of the 
newest leaves is likely to occur. 
 
What to watch for: 
1. The discolouration is pale green to light yellow. 
2. Some pea varieties are more prone to yellowing of the newest leaves than others. 
3. The yellowing results from temporary shortage of nitrogen in the newest leaves. 
4. The plant responds to the rapid growth by forming new nodules to increase nitrogen fixation, or by producing new 

roots to source nitrogen from the soil, and  
5. The symptoms will dissipate in about three to four days. 
 
In crop herbicide application (particularly imi-products) may cause some yellowing or flashing if applied when cool, 
cloudy conditions exist and may be more pronounced in areas that are under stress prior to herbicide application.  
Herbicide drift may also cause yellowing of the tops of plants, but is usually found along the field edge and tapers into 
the field.   
 
Injury from some residual herbicides can also cause discoloration (yellowing or whitening) of the pulse crop. In these 
cases symptoms are usually found in certain areas of the field related to topography, organic matter content of the soil, 
texture of the soil, and moisture conditions.   
 
The effects of previous herbicide applications of residual chemicals (ex. Everest, chlopyralid) can cause yellowing of the 
plant, particularly if insufficient moisture was available to reduce the chemical since application. The yellowing effect 
happens when the roots reach the herbicide in the soil profile, or when it becomes activated by soil moisture.   
 
Root rot is often caused by a composite of organisms, and if severe enough, may cause yellowing on the tops of plants 
but eventually the whole plant starts to yellow.   
 
Nodulation and nitrogen fixation usually begins at approximately three to four weeks after emergence. If it is slow to 
initiate and soil nitrogen levels are low, yellowing of the plants is often the first symptom.   
 
Lastly, environmental conditions may lead to yellowing of pea plants. Cool conditions with excess moisture will reduce 
the plants ability to function normally and photosynthesize. The effect is usually yellowing of the entire plant. 
Contrastingly, rapid growth spurts from ideal growing conditions can cause the plant to show yellowing as well.   
 
In many of these instances, the plant usually begins to recover in approximately four to seven days and the effect on 
yield is usually minimal. 


