


world’s poorest people, so increasing the
annual rice harvest in these ecologically
fragile areas will greatly improve the

quality of life.

The IRRI in Laos and Cambodia

Slash-and-burn agriculture, the most
commonly practiced rice production
technique in the ecologically fragile, wet
highlands of northern Laos, is contribut-
ing to environmental destruction. This
practice causes virtually irreversible soil
degradation. Now, however, Laotian and
IRRI scientists are collaborating in devel-
oping strategies aimed at halting this pro-
cess by contouring hedge-rows to de-
crease soil loss through water run-off,
rotating rice with soil—improving crops
such as legumes and cash crops to increase
the incomes of poor farmers, and making
fallow lands more productive by using
fallow vegetation to raise livestock.

Many years of destruction and suf-
fering—the Vietnam War and the Cambo-
dian Civil War as well as the cruel dicta-
torship and mass killings of Pol Pot’s
Khmer Rouge regime---left the one-time
rice-exporting nation of Cambodia unable
to produce enough rice to feed its own
people.

The agricultural research and ex-
tension structure had been totally de-
stroyed, and research facilities and their
seed banks no longer cxisted. Much of
the irrigated farmland was unusable be-
cause of deteriorated irrigation systems
and the large-scale laying of anti-person-
nel mines in and around the ricefields.
Most of the researchers had either disap-
peared in the killing fields or fled the
country. Many of Cambodia’s traditional
rice varieties had been lost; the country’s
rice-growing area had contracted to 20%
of its former size, and the seed stocks were
being consumed by starving refugees.

In 1987, the Cambodian govern-
ment invited the IRRI to help it restore its
rice production Capability to what it had
been before the troubled 1970s. With fi-
nancial support from Australia, the IRRI
launched the Cambodia-IRRI-Australia

Project to help the country establish and
implement national research and devel-
opment programs in rice production
systems.

This project met with tremendous
success. Researchers and engineers have
been trained, the agricultural infrastruc-
ture rcbuilt, and Cambodia’s lost seed
stock restored. In 1996, the World Food
Program and the Food and Agricultural
Organization of the United Nation showed
that Cambodia had not only achieved self-
sufficiency in rice production for the first
time in 25 years, but it had also produced
a small surplus for export.

As IRRI heads toward the year
2000, it can look back on four decades of
real success in rice research for the ben-
efit of rice farmers and consumers in
Southeast Asia and elsewhere in the world.
And this is success that can be easily mea-
sured. Since the mid-1980s, world mar-
ket prices for rice, adjusted for inflation,
have been maintained at just 40% of what
they were in the 1950s and 1960s, and
less than one-third what they were dur-
ing the world food crisis of the mid-
1970s.

This represents a major increase in
purchasing power for poor consumers,
while the rising yields produced by re-
search have allowed the incomes of rice
farmers to increase despite the fall in unit
price for their product. In addition, the

increased intensity of cropping made pos-
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sible by the new rices has increased the
demand for labor and allowed farm wages
Thus

research has been the key to resolving the

for landless rural workers to rise.

dilemma of improving the purchasing
power of small landowners, landless
workers, and consumers, all at the same
time.

For the moment, the global rice
system seems to be resilient. World rice
prices (in dollars) did not increase sub-
stantially despite the ravages of the recent
drought in Indonesia and the Philippines,
and the floods in Bangladesh. In local
currency terms, however, world rice
prices have increased due to the sharp
depreciation of many of the region’s cur-
rencies in the wake of the Asian financial
crisis. If these higher prices on world
markets are transmitted to domestic mar-
kets, they will reduce the buying power
of poor urban consumers, as well as of
those rural poor who do not produce
their own rice.

In addition, because of continuing
population growth, and rising incomes in
the cities, the demand for rice keeps grow-
ing, and the achievements of the past will
not provide for the needs of the future
without continuing rice research aimed at
yicld and production increases. And un-
less continued funding for such rice re-
search can be guaranteed, the risk of
greater food insecurity for the millions of

poor in Asia remains a very real threat. m
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