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SYSTEM FOR RICE 
INTENSIFICATIONiiiIDEA

the conventional method. A farmer 
in Andhra Pradesh achieved a rice 
yield of 17.3 tonnes per hectare. Al-
though such super yields are more of 
an exception, an increase of around 2 
tonnes per hectare—64% more than 
current levels—is achievable. 

Weeds In The Way 
If the establishment is looking away 
from this revolutionary method, it’s 
because of inertia, reluctance to stray 
into new territory and vested inter-
ests. Says Gujja: “Seed companies 
have been deploying SRI methods to 
grow seeds for years, but didn’t en-
courage its use in rice cultivation.”

Other countries too went through 
a similar phase. SRI was met with 
hostility by the western agricultural 
establishment when it fi rst breached 
the borders of Madagascar around 
1999. It was derisively described as 
‘agronomic UFOs’ (unconfi rmed fi eld 
observations). However, now, criti-
cism is muted, as farming communi-
ties from China to Peru have begun to 
root for SRI. 

Much of the credit for this change 
can be attributed to the global SRI 
evangelist Norman Uphoff, Director 
of the US-based Cornell International 
Institute for Food, Agriculture and 
Development (CIFAD). He briefed 
the Prime Minister’s Offi ce recently 

to emphasise the urgency for SRI in 
India. Says Uphoff: “An increase of 
two tonnes per hectare is all that is 
needed to meet the food needs of 
most countries.”

“Only after the Uphoff briefi ng is a 
sceptical Indian Council of Agricul-
tural Research waking up to SRI. Even 
then, the inclination is to discredit it,” 
says Ravi Chopra, associated with 
two NGOs popularising SRI in India, 
Pradan, in the plains, and People’s 
Science Institute, across the Himala-
yan ranges.

SRI has been included in the Nation-
al Food Security Mission, which talks 
about increasing rice production by 10 
million tonnes by 2012. Admits Dr BC 
Viraktamath, Project Director, Direc-
torate of Rice Research, Hyderabad, 
ICAR: “SRI has to be encouraged.”

The pace of change could use a con-
certed push. So far, SRI has found 
acceptance in scattered areas in just 
three states: Andhra Pradesh, Tamil 
Nadu and Tripura. Says Viraktamath: 
“About 100,000 hectares is under SRI, 
which can be scaled up to 500,000 

hectares in the next fi ve years.” Still, 
that’s only 1.1% of the total rice area 
under cultivation, though SRI is said 
to have a presence in 130 of the 500 
rice-growing districts. 

Today, the policy response is piece-
meal. For instance, some governments 
are looking to give a subsidy on weed-
ers, which currently cost around Rs 
1,800; some governments are looking 
to motorise it. For a truly transforma-
tional impact, SRI needs a ground-
swell of support. That means training 
and building awareness among farm-
ers, agricultural extension workers, 
policymakers and scientists. Says Gu-
jja: “There is a crying need for a well-
thought out, comprehensive policy 
initiative on SRI, with national-level, 
time-bound targets.” 

SRI’s potential to alter Indian agri-
culture can extend beyond rice. “We 
are trying this system for other crops, 
like wheat and madua (ragi),” says 
Chopra. Experiments with wheat in 
Dehradun saw yields increase from 18 
quintals per hectare to 21 quintals per 
hectare. Similarly, traditional methods 
of growing sugarcane, another thirsty 
crop, require 10 tonnes of seed buds 
per hectare, SRI methods require only 
one tonne; as for the yield, it can in-
crease from 65 tonnes per hectare to 
144 tonnes. For India, intensifi cation 
ought to be a war cry .

Conventional Method SRI Method
Yield 3.1 tonnes per hectare 5 tonnes per hectare

Seed requirement 50-60 kg per hectare 5 kg per hectare

Transplanting Seedlings about 30 days’ old Seedlings about 8-12 days’ old

Clump density 30-40 per sq m 16 per sq m

Seedlings 3 or more per hill 1 per hill

Fertilisers Chemical fertilisers, pesticides, 
herbicides and insecticides

Organic fertilisers; pesticides, 
insecticides usually not needed

Water management Continuous fl ooding Moist conditions only

Weed removal Manually With a weeder

A Rich Tradeoff 
Be it costs or benefi ts, SRI scores over the traditional method of rice cultivation

Each aspect of Laulanié’s technique was already in 
use in Madagascar before SRI was labelled. What 

the Jesuit priest did was to draw these variables together 
into a single suite of agricultural techniques

Source: WWF studySource: WWF study
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FARM LESSONS: SRI uses 25-50% less water than the conventional method (above)
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