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,IR-8 AND THE RICE REVOLUTION IN VIETN!'J1 

George L. McColm, CORDS/NLD 

PROBLEt·1 

There is considerabl-e speculation and misinformntion in regar:ct to the ne~.r 

Philippine rice variety, IR-8, no~ being tried in Vietnam. 
.;,. 

IR-8 is one of many highly sophisticated rice varieties being developed 

to meet the req•.1ircments of cormnercial rice growers, seeklng very h~_gh yields 

in response to carefully controll~d growing conditions, h:i.gh inputs of ferti-

• lizer, and mechanization of rice production. The yields obtained with IR-8, 
! 

IR-5, and soie of the:: new Vietnru:iese-developecl varieties indicate that r: re­
/ 

volutionary ·move from subsisten·ce to commercial rice·\n·o.:.luct:i.on is possible: 

in Vietnam. Widespread farner interest in pumps, lan<l dcv2lopment ,rnd 1abor-

saving equipment indicates that the farncrs are actually starting thi~ H'--

volution. Th2 question is what should GVN and USAID cio to enccurn~2 :i.t? !s 
! 

extensive planting of IR-8 the answer? 

.P.,;J,CUSSION 

1. Rice is the principal basic food crop in Vietnam, Basic food crops in 

any country producing its own food, related to the environment, foo~l prefer-

i 
ence is actually n conditioned response. Ric~ is the principal crop in Viet-

nnn because it is the only be.sic food crop adnptablc to the generally unfovo.:-­

e.ble crop growing conditions of the Vietnanese natural envir.onn~mt : hi::,h t ;::n-

perntures ~ excessive monsoon rainfall, flooding of fields, Hcstricte.::. sun-li 0ht, 

high humidity, em~ nm1erous pl.ent p~sts. For ce·nturies ric0s lus bc2n ti:12 

subsist.::nce err,!] in Vi e tnm::, g1·0,,'Tl in c1ir.:?ct r0sponse: to ;:h~; :Ji.llun'.1 u,-.•irc•n· · 

oent. The yiel is are low--four to sev en hunrlr8d pounds of nill0d ric e pEr 

ccrc (cbo11t l/3 th2 ~ver~3 2 per acre production in J apen, Aust=u li o , o~ the 

U i1 i ti-Y! S t/.! L (? S ) . 
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2. There is one sure way to produce equally high rice yi2lds in Vietnnm: that 

is - grow rice at the right time of yt.nr. Tnke rice out from under the clouds 

and into the sunshine - from the wet to the dry time of year, from monsoon to 

irrigation farming. In ihort, it means an entirely new approach to rice pro-

ducticn with extensive capital investment for irrigation facilities, land le-

► 
veling, drainage and flQod control. Precise water management is needed to 

grow IR-8 or any other high yielding variety of rice (see attached Cultural 

Requirements for IR-8). Water management is the basic thing which ri1ust be 

added to ch,;..r~ge frora subsistence to commercial production of rice. 

3. Subsistence food production is tolerable only when there is a large acre-
, 

age available in relation to the population to be f~d. In Vietnam, before 

the present wnr, 80% of the farr.1ers produced only for their own use; the l.?.nd-

lo=ds and 20% of the farraers had rice to sell, enoueh to feed the cities and 

some for: export. Rice prices were low, toe lcw to encourage capital E:xpenJi-

ture for land iraprovement, or cash inputs to increase production. Extensive 

~and development, irrigation, fertilizer, and spray materials were not consi-

dered practical for rice. Rubber, tea, sugar cane, tobacco, vegetables, coco-

nuts, pineapple:, and other fruits were the money-making crops for which capi·· 

t~lization w~s Justified; 

4. Subsistence.agriculture is bankrupt as a method of feeding the growing 

population in Southeast Asia. But the situation is not hopeless. HiBher 

prices for farm products will enable the farm 2rs to develcp a very efficient, 

) 

hishly product iv-= commercinl agriculture that cnn be stabilized by Hui tins 

production to the world der.iand for food. IR-8 and other hi 0h yieldi.n;:; rice: 

vari.eties will cxpe~ite this revolution 5. n rice production. The farr.12rs o f 

Southeast As ia ,'.He presented with nn oppor.tunity to make ~ g1:0.1ter effort: 2.nd 

S CF. it 11 p ,1y off 11
, 
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5. In summnry: 

a. There is a growin;:; r.1arkc t cte1nDnd fer rice. The population is increas-

ing rapidly, primarily in the urban areas wl1cre people work longer hours, need 

more calories, and have m·cre m0ney to buy foorl. 

b. The production cf rice is declininn and the deficit is be ing made up 

► 
by importation of Ar:ierican rice. There has been reduction of acreage, ne-

glect of farms, destruction of irrigation facilities, and excessive VC ta xa -

tion of commercial rice farmers. 

crease in production has been the 
I 

significant technical advances t o 
I 
I 

But the most fundament al reason for the de-

steady decline in labor and pcwcr, without 

make the remaining labor more productive. 

(Over two million people have left the farms of Viet'nam sinc e the peak pro-

duction season of 1963-64.) 

r;.. Since 1965, the farm pr ice of pe.ddy rice in Vietnam ha s incrc-,ased 

from the l c ne -stan<ling fieures of 3 to 5 piasters Pfr kilo up to an averase 

r,f 10 to 16 piasters per kilo. This price rise is creating interest i.n com-

mercial rice production. For evidence, we have the interest in IR-E, the 

greatly in·· creased demand for pumps and motors, sprayers, farm tractcrs, thres­

hers, &rd other labor-savin3 equipment for rice farming. 

ACTION PROGRAM 

1. Interest in)ncreas ed rice production in Vietnam should be stimulated by 

Governoent prc3rams designed to encourn;e the trend t0ward corr~crcial rice 

fcnnin g . Every effort should be mnde to eatablish c1-mer-0pcrat ed farm units 

~ 

c apRbl2 o f GDki ng efficient use of the inputs nf mciern a e riculture, and earn-

ing fer farm l nbcr a foir shi'i ,:e of: the: national i ncor.ie . 

2. The Mini$try 0f: Agriculture and Aprarinn Reform sh ould be o r ~aniz 2J tc 

sive c,,:nmc rci.:1. l form ers nssi.st::1nc2 in l<;nd dc.:vel0p:T!cr.t, l an:-1 l cv"' li..ng , c'. r·;:1i.n·· 

.'.! f'.tc. , nnd i:.-ri s :ition projecl:s. Thi.sis necessl"! r y bccaus 2 c c,r:1mc-cci .:tl r5.cc 
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. production is based upon water control. Also, firn land tenure and land owner-

ship must be establishe1 to encrura ic private capital expcn~iture f ~r l and de -

.velo?ment, t0 provi:le D s c unct credit bas e for land bank loans, and insuurncG 

for the low cost inter□ed iate term and short term credit loans ne ed0d tn esta-

blish an efficient farmin g business. ~ 

3. Ric e prices should be m_aintained by the Government at world mnrkct levels, 

or in relaticn to the infh:1tion of the national eccnomy. The rice fa r:ner 

should be able to sell his crop nt a price that will give h:i.s fomily economic 

parity with the urban population and accumulnte prcfits ~hich can be applied 

to cnpital inve stment in his farming business .. Many ,p eop l e would place the 

price fact0r first in cr~er cf im?ortance because co~acrcial n3r icultur e canno t 

develcp , and production ca nno t be increased, unl ess the pr ice receiv~d by the 

f~r~c= will p~y f or th2 l and ~eve loprnent and the c· ~n~ inputs requir~l t o pro-

duce ":·. ; __ ).1 yie 1~ s. 

l_. , United Stat es nnd Governr;ient of Vietnam spcmsorship and d i st ri bution of 

Ii?.-8 rice to farm ers should be conducted with a well thou f,ht-out plan. Wild 

and irre spcnsibl e pro1.iotion cf IR-8 should be avoided. The ansuer to increased 

production is not IR-8 alone but the basic ch?nges that are r equirc1 t o move 

fr0m subsistance t c, ccmr,1ercial rice far.min?,, To make effective use r,f IR-8 

or any ether sophisticated variety, century- ol d farmin g ~avits an~ mothods 

must be chan ge1. All trials shoul d be con<luct eJ ~n icr strict - technical super-

vision. N~ seed shoul d be 8iven away frr trials wi thout cl0se supervisicn. 
, 

If Llore s e~d is av3 ilable than r equir ed for properly supervis cJ trials, it 

shoul d he offere1 f er SALE tn farne rs in areas where and ~uring the seascn 

wh <c:.: n it i s 1:icst like ly t0 succee-:J . Dct~iled t echnical insi:ructic,ns must be 

rria :'!c ,3v2.il a'.Jlc t c- f~n.K1.·s wh o buy this seed a n'.J wh,: wa,1t LG BXj~(:i:iu<oni: with 

this n -:: 1,; r.1ct lH'--\ of ri. ce f11rru:i.n s , 
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5. Finally, IR-8 should not be reccmrnended •r ist:ued inctiscriminately to 

replace "floatin8" varieties or any other a ;faptccl local varieties ot this 

t !.!:le • 

> 

~ 
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CULTURAL REQUIREMENTS FOR IR-8 RICE 

IR-8 is one of several va ry hi 8h yi e lding rice varieties develbped by 

THE INTERNI\TT.ONAL RICE RES EARCH INSTI TUTE, in t h e Philippi n e s. It is the 

first rice vari e ty to be nancd and officially r e l ea sed by th e Instituc. 

is a hi r;hly sophisticate<l, ver.y well:'"bred cof:.1ITlercial vari e ty, which will 

IR-8 

rf!S­

► 
pond to large npplicntions of fertilizer and care fully controlled growin8 con­

ditions on the commercial rice farms of Southeast Asia. IR-8 has short stiff 
' 

dark-green stnlks which will support a v r; ry heavy cr op without lodr,ing . It 

was deve lope4 from a cross be tween the short Dec-goo-woo-gen variety from 

Taiwan, and i he well-known tall Petn v:1r i ety of t h e :hilippines. In Vi e tnam, 

IR-8 wil 1 average fror:i 24 t o 30 inches in hei ght, with the heavy grain crop 

droopir,g down almost out cf sight within the upri ght pointed kaves. It is 

moderat ely Jonnant r.t harve st tir:ie , and will r esi..s t h ir,h humid ity and we t 

con~itions, but not hi gh wat er because Brain is he l d tco clos e t c the ground. 

It is classed as a disease-resistent va riety, but t his cha ract eris t ic can be -

expected to vary in r e lation to the lccltl c\i.mat e , soil f ertility, an-:1 fert i ­

lizer npplicntions. The 1is eose known ns Blast may reduce yiel1s with ferti­

lizer applications over 150 kg/ha. 

IR-8 is not photo-sensitive. It can be planted any time durinc the year 
. 

in Vietnam, and will mature approximately 120 days fro1-;i tir.1e of trans plantin '; . 

It doe s require sunny weather for maximum yields, in cornraon with other rice 

varieties, 
> 

IR- 8 has an advanta ae ever nany vari e ti es because of i t s ccns~ten t abi -

lity t o tille r and produc e n dense stand c f s talks . This is a critical factor, 

though , becaus e t h2 till eri ng occurs <lu~ in 2 theapproxi raa t e period o f 21 t~ 

45 days frcr.; s eedin8 , Th j_ s rr.1 cnns thnt I R- 8 secdli n ; s hould be trnnsp l ;rnted 

b,:dor c the y arl! thr ee wc 0ks old, when they nr e 6 t o 10 inch es tn ll, .:rn:l wi t: h 
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very little, if any trir0min3 0f the tep1:1, They should be transplanted into 

very shellow wntcr, and the water level mnintaine~! at a very low level, never 

over 4", preferably l" or 2", fr.·r the next month. IR-8 is a short voriety, 

so high water at any time can be cxpecte~ to drunage or destroy fhe crop. 

Some surprising yields have been obtained,under unfavorable con~itions, but 

► not consistent or spectacular yields. 

At the present time, less than thirty percent of the rice in Vietnani is . 
produced under conditions which could be considered reasonably suitable for 

the production of IR-8 rice. One very knowledgeable A5riculture Advisor has 

stated that the introduction of IR-8 r~ce may be a good thins for the country, 

but it presents a .fontastic training job for the GV-N Agricullurnl Services . 

Almost every practice necessary to get hiBh yields of IR-8 is new and differ-

ent ~o the rice farraers of Vietn~m. 

1. I:l-8 should be 2,rown during the dry season with irrip,~ticn, to avoid high 

tm':er and cloudy weather. In some areas develo?raent of irri?,ati.on may be a 

prerequisite. 

2. Careful land leveling and <lraina3e facilities are required to raaintain 

water levels within a very narrow critical range during the tillering period. 

Water management is of prirae importance. 

3, Much larger AUDntities of fertilizer can and should be used with IR-8. 

4. Dry soil preparation will require much more power, glso deeper pl0wing 

is usually recor.unen~ed. 

5. Insect and disease control mus~ receive mo~e attention. At each iiffcrent 

season, new insects and n~w ~iseases, or diff 2rent intensities cf attack can 

b2 expected. 

6. Weed contr~l techniques nrust be deve loped for the new variety in each 

loc~lity. 
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7. A Breat many tpings we don't know about IR-8 in Vietnar.1 right now, nust 

be learned fron research and field experience an1 tausht to the forr.1ers. 

J, 

Geor~e L. McColo 
CORDS/NLD 
Saigon - Noveober 1967 
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