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Abstract 

The System of Rice Intensification (SRI), developed in Madagascar some 25 years 
ago, is gaining increasing credence and momentum as probably 500,000 farmers in 
more than 20 countries are now using its methods to raise their rice production -- 
while also reducing their use of external inputs and production costs. Rather than 
focus on the innovation itself, this paper will introduce SRI only briefly, focusing 
instead on the transnational system for innovation that has emerged in response to 
this agronomic opportunity that can be particularly beneficial for resource-limited 
households.  

Within SRIôs conceptual and practical framework, farmers have devised many 
innovations. These are the focus of a parallel paper written for this workshop. That 
paper considers how farmers have made the original SRI methodology less labor-
intensive (even labor-saving), and how they have extended methods devised for 
irrigated rice production both to unirrigated (rainfed) areas for growing rice and to 
other crops beyond rice. This paper is concerned with what can be considered as a 
de facto ósystem of innovationô that surrounds and has accelerated the spread of SRI 
worldwide.  

SRI has differed from most other agricultural innovations in the extent to which 
farmers have voluntarily invested their own time and resources in taking SRI to peers 
as an impressive example of farmer-to-farmer extension. Also, innovative alliances 
have formed among diverse persons and organizations to disseminate and adjust 
the methodology, thereby supporting the spread of this innovation even despite 
resistance from some established institutions.  

 

A Civil-Society Innovation 

The System of Rice Intensification (SRI) is an unusual innovation in several ways in that its methods 
can raise, concurrently, the productivity of the land, labor, water, and capital invested in irrigated rice 
production. This positive-sum dynamic violates precept that óthere are no free lunches,ô which 
assumes that there must always be some tradeoff. Of course, there are costs involved with SRI 
adoption, particularly increased labor from farmers during their initial learning phase; and there are 
some conditions where the methods will be inappropriate or impractical, e.g., where there is little 
water control and flooding creates anaerobic soil conditions. But with skill and confidence as well as 
innovation, SRI can become labor-saving over time, saving water (by 25-50%) and seed (by 80-90%), 
reducing costs (by 10-20%), and raising paddy output at least 25-50%,and often 50-100% and 
sometimes even more. This sounds too good to be true, of course; but the productivity of SRI 
methods has been validated in 28 countries, from China to Cuba, Peru to Philippines, Gambia to 
Zambia, and even in Iraq, Iran and Afghanistan. See SRI website: http://ciifad.cornell.edu/sri/ for 
information on these and other country experiences. 

SRI works by changing the management of the plants, soil, water and nutrients utilized in paddy rice 
production. Specifically, it involves transplanting single young seedlings with wider spacing, carefully 
and quickly into fields that are not kept continuously flooded, and whose soil has more organic matter 
and is actively aerated, as described below. These practices improve the growth and functioning of 
rice plantsô root systems and enhance the numbers and diversity of the soil biota that contribute to 

http://ciifad.cornell.edu/sri/
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plant health and productivity (Stoop et al., 2002; Uphoff, 2003; Randriamiharisoa et al., 2006; Mishra 
et al., 2006).   

The cumulative effect of these methods is raise not only the yield of paddy (kg of unmilled rice 
harvested per hectare) without relying on improved varieties or agrochemical inputs, but also to 
increase the outturn of milled rice, i.e., kg of consumable rice per bushel of paddy, by 10-15%. This 
óbonusô on top of higher paddy yields is due to having fewer unfilled grains (less chaff) and fewer 
broken grains (less shattering).  

In addition, farmers report ï and researchers have verified ï that SRI crops are more resistant to most 
pests and diseases, and better able to tolerate adverse climatic influences such as drought, storms, 
hot spells or cold snaps. The length of the crop cycle (time to maturity) is also reduced, with higher 
yields. Resistance to biotic and abiotic stresses will become more important in the coming decades as 
farmers around the world have to cope with the effects of climate change and the growing frequency 
of óextreme events.ô The resistance of SRI rice plants to lodging caused by wind and/or rain, given 
their larger root systems and stronger stalks, can be quite dramatic, as seen from the picture below. In 
general, one can say that use of SRI methods reduces the agronomic and economic risks that 
farmers face (Uphoff, 2007). 

 

 

Figure 1: A farmer-field-school graduate in Vietnam holding up a single SRI plant on the left and 
a óregularô rice plant on the right ï after a typhoon had passed over ï in front of the respective 

paddy fields in which the plants were grown. (Picture courtesy of Elske van de Fliert). 
 

SRI differs from most agricultural technologies promoted in recent decades in that it is a civil-society 
innovation, originating not from research stations or laboratories, but from the dedicated work of a 
Jesuit priest, subsequently amplified and adapted through the efforts of farmers, NGOs and other 
non-state actors. Father Henri de Laulanié spent 34 years of his life, the last 34, working with small-
scale farmers in Madagascar to devise better ways to raise paddy yields with the aim of reducing the 
pervasive poverty and hunger in that country (Laulanié, 2003). He sought low-cost methods that did 
not rely on expensive and environmentally-unfriendly external inputs and was able to succeed in his 
objective just by modifying the way that rice plants, soil, water and nutrients are managed (Laulanié, 
1993). 

Roughly since World War II, agricultural innovations have usually followed a linear sequence in which 
advances in scientific knowledge are made and then transformed into technological advances. These 
are then disseminated through extension (government) or market (private sector) mechanisms to 
users, called adopters. SRI as an innovation follows an earlier pattern where, conversely, technology 
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preceded science, similar to the sequence seen in the emergence of air travel and transport. The 
Wright brothers, who made the first heavier-than-air vehicle, were bicycle mechanics with an 
aspiration for flight that they accomplished through tinkering and sheer empiricism, without benefit of 
any science of aerodynamics. This came later, explaining and improving upon the brothersô 
materialization of their idea. New knowledge for flight followed from invention, rather than scientific 
knowledge itself leading the process of innovation. 

The spread and improvement of Fr. de Laulani®ôs innovation -- the result of decades of observation 
and experimentation (Uphoff, 2005) -- was initially undertaken by an NGO that he established in 1990 
with some of his Malagasy colleagues, Association Tefy Saina. Their effort was expanded 
subsequently through collaboration with a North American university, working with the Cornell 
International Institute for Food, Agriculture and Development (CIIFAD) which has worldwide 
networking connections. For the most part, the innovation was received by the scientific community 
with indifference or sometimes hostility, judging from published assessments of SRI (Doberman, 
2004; McDonald et al., 2006; Sheehy et al., 2004; Sinclair, 2004; Sinclair and Cassman, 2004; see 
Surridge, 2004).  

Some scientists responded to the SRI challenge/opportunity affirmatively, however, first in 
Madagascar, then in China, Indonesia, India, Gambia, Japan and other countries.

1
 Those who took 

SRI seriously rather than dismissing it without personal acquaintance were scientists who were open 
to working with farmers and NGOs, not regarding work on research stations or in laboratories as 
sufficient. They were willing to visit SRI fields and to talk with SRI farmers, less disposed to rely on a 
priori reasoning and secondary data, not reflexively inclined to ódefendô their scientific enterprise 
against the óintrusionsô of non-scientists who were suggesting reasons for a paradigm shift in rice 
production. Most of the early work on SRI was taken up by NGOs, farmers, and individuals with 
curiosity about how it could be possible to óget more from less,ô appreciating that this would greatly 
benefit farmers, consumers, and the environment if the claims of SRI could indeed be validated. 

Persons who think that farmersô knowledge deserves invariant respect and deference may be 
surprised by the SRI story, however. Laulaniéôs empirical work  (Uphoff, 2005) showed that most of 
the practices that rice farmers had followed for generations -- using older rather than younger 
seedlings, spacing these closely rather than sparsely, and growing them in flooded rather than well-
drained fields ï are, in fact, sub-optimal. That conventional agronomic practices constrain yield 
expression can be shown now with solid scientific evidence and reasoning. To be sure, Laulanié 
learned several of the most beneficial SRI practices from observing the ódeviantô practices of some 
Malagasy farmers ï transplanting seedlings singly instead of in clumps of many plants, and not 
keeping paddy fields always inundated. But some of the key practices that rice farmers have used for 
centuries, even millennia, constrain rice productivity. One should not assume, therefore, that through 
years of trials and error farmers have always worked out the best of all possible practices. In the case 
of irrigated rice, this is demonstrably not true. 

Farmers have not been alone in believing firmly in methods that are demonstrably sub-optimal, 
however. Some leading rice scientists have strongly endorsed practices that can be shown to be 
yield-limiting, e.g., asserting that rice plants perform better when submerged in standing water 
(DeDatta, 1981). For many years, both farmers and scientists have observed from fields that were not 
perfectly leveled that rice plants growing in low-lying areas, always flooded, struggled and grew poorly 
-- compared to those plants growing in higher, better-drained areas, which prospered. Neither 
farmers nor scientists drew the appropriate conclusion from their observations that rice is not really an 
aquatic plant, appreciating that rice grows better in soil that is kept moist but well-drained, even 
intermittently dried out to some extent. 

Keeping paddy soils mostly aerobic, as accomplished with SRI methods, favors better root growth and 
health while also contributing to more abundant and diverse populations of (mostly aerobic) soil biota. 
These organisms produce many benefits for a rice crop (Randriamiharisoa et al., 2006). However, the 

                                                 
1
  From Madagascar research, see Randriamiharisoa, 2002; Uphoff and Randriamiharisoa, 2002; 

Randriamiharisoa et al., 2006; from China, see Cao et al., 2003; Chen et al., 2006; Lin et al., 2005; Lu 
et al., 2006; Tao et al., 2002; Tao and Ma, 2003; Wang et al., 2002, 2003; Yu et al., 2003; Yuan, 
2001, 2002; Zheng et al., 2004; Zhong et al., 2003; Zhu et al., 2002; Zhu, 2006; from Indonesia, see 
Gani et al., 2002; Makarim et al., 2002); from India, see Thiyagarajan, 2002; Thiyagarajan et al., 
2002; from Gambia see Ceesay, 2002; Ceesay et al., 2006; from Japan, see Horie et al., 2005; for 
other countries, see Uphoff et al., 2002. 
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belief that rice grows better under flooded conditions still persists among most farmers and many rice 
scientists despite research disproving this, e.g., Ramasamy et al. (1997); Guerra et al. (1999). 
Actually, farmers have flooded their paddy fields mostly to reduce the amount of labor required for 
controlling weeds -- not comprehending how big a yield penalty they pay for suffocating the roots of 
their rice plants and reducing the populations of aerobic organisms that (should) live in the soil for it to 
be most fertile. 

Moreover, for many years agronomists have warned against what they call the óborder effectô or óedge 
effect.ô Whenever crop-cut samples are taken to estimate the yield of a field, we are told that samples 
should be taken from randomly-selected areas in the middle of the field, not from along the edge of 
the field. Why? Because it is known that plants growing on the borders of fields, being more exposed 
to sunlight and air circulation, are healthier and give more yield (Gomez and DeDatta, 1971).

2
 By 

introducing optimally wider spacing, however, SRI methods achieve óthe border effectô for the whole 
field. If there is a significant difference between the productivity of border plants vs. center plants, 
bias in measurement should be avoided. But a óborder effectô is something that farmers should try to 
achieve, rather than avoid.  

These are just two of the ways in which rice farmers as well as scientists have been wrong about what 
constitute the most productive practices. Past beliefs and techniques have suppressed rice yield 
potential. As developed by Laulanié and further evolved by farmers, NGOs and researchers around 
the world over the past decade, SRI is capitalizing on this potential, getting more productive 
phenotypes from practically all rice genotypes, traditional or modern, local or improved, indigenous or 
high-yielding.  

These insights have come more from observation and experimentation than from scientifically-
formulated hypotheses and controlled trials. As a civil society innovation, the main criterion for 
evaluation of SRI has been farmer satisfaction and demonstrable economic and environmental 
benefits, rather than peer review and publications in the scientific literature. Both the innovation and 
the ways in which it has been validated and disseminated are unusual, possibly pointing out directions 
for other agricultural advances.  

SRI as a System for Agricultural Innovation 

SRI is remarkable not only in its origins and in the benefits that it can create, but also in the ways that 
it is being developed and extended, as individuals and civil society organizations have taken 
responsibility for SRI promotion in ways not common in the agricultural sector. While there is now 
considerable literature, such as cited above, that discusses the innovation itself, pro and con, the 
system for innovation that has emerged through and around SRI has received relatively little attention 
and analysis so far.

3
  

Concepts from the realm of computers and data processing may help to present experience with SRI. 
The initial concepts of central direction and control that are represented by a central processing unit 
have not applied. SRI has proceeded with massive parallel processing, and indeed with indeed 
problem solving that is widely distributed. The two-track strategy discussed below is based on such an 
approach. SRI has been explicitly conceived of and presented not as a technology but rather as a 
methodology based on a set of ideas and insights formulated as principles that are to be 
translated into specific practices, which seek to create a more favorable growing environment for 
irrigated rice plants.  

Proponents stress that SRI is not finished yet. It is a work in progress, still evolving and improving. It is 
continuously being adapted for diverse environments as these environments and SRI become better 
understood. There is an interesting parallel with high-yielding varieties (HYVs), which started with IR-
8, a fairly versatile and adaptable genotype. IR-8 was succeeded by many newer HYVs developed to 
be more productive in specific environments or to deal with particular constraints (pest, disease, soil 
nutrition, etc.). SRI keeps diversifying as more people become involved with it and as experience is 

                                                 
2
 Sato and Takahashi (1983) reported, for example, that rice plants in border rows can give 45-249% 

more yield than those in the center of a field; and external rows of wheat and barley have been 
reported to produce 40% more grain than was harvested from the innermost rows (Romani et al., 
1993). 
3
 Except from Shambu Prasad (2006) and Shambu Prasad et al. (2007) regarding the spread of SRI 

in India. Shambu Prasad discussed this research on Day 2 of the workshop. 
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gained. This makes it more appropriate for everyone to use the term óSRIô as an adjective rather than 
as a noun. 

SRI is an innovation that encourages further innovation, not being a material set of inputs or a 
packaged set of instructions to be implemented like the Green Revolution technology. It can best be 
summarized as a set of ideas or insights, rather than fixed prescriptions.

4
 The actual practice of SRI 

has been dynamic while at the same time the core ideas of SRI that emerged from Laulani®ôs work 
have remained quite stable and robust over the eight years since they were first taken outside 
Madagascar.

5
 They have, however, been extended and adapted both to unirrigated rice production 

and to other crops.  

A parallel paper written for this workshop reports on innovations that farmers have introduced in SRI, 
going beyond the original SRI concepts and practices. This they have done usually on their own, but 
often in cooperation with NGO or government personnel who are working with farmers in a 
collaborative mode. Knowing what innovations have emerged makes more palpable the system of 
innovation that has arisen. 

Strategies for Dissemination 

Because SRI is such an unusual innovation, it should not be surprising that the ways in which it has 
been disseminated are themselves not typical. SRI was not planned as a civil-society innovation; it 
has just evolved that way. Laulanié and Tefy Saina would gladly have had the government in 
Madagascar join in spreading knowledge of SRI, but there was resistance to the new ideas from 
agricultural researchers (FOFIFA) as with few exceptions, government personnel were hostile. Sadly, 
this has been true, at least initially, in practically all other countries where the ideas have been 
introduced. Thus, SRI has spread, by force of circumstance, through the efforts of a great variety of 
individuals with NGO, university, farmer organization or other affiliations who shared an interest in 
low-external-input, sustainable or óalternativeô agriculture.  

The Cornell International Institute for Food, Agriculture and Development (CIIFAD), established in 
1990 at Cornell University with a generous and anonymous private gift to work collaboratively for 
sustainable agricultural and rural development in less-developed countries, learned about SRI from 

                                                 
4
 The basic concepts of SRI can be summarized succinctly as follows: 

1. Use young seedlings to preserve mature plantsô growth potential -- although direct seeding is 
becoming an option with SRI, a major change in the original concept, thanks to farmer innovation. 

2.  Avoid trauma to the roots -- transplant quickly, shallow (1-2 cm), with no inversion of seedlingsô 
root tips that will delay the plantsô resumption of growth after transplanting. 

3. Give plants optimally wider spacing ï one plant per hill and in square pattern so as to achieve óthe 
border effectô for the whole field. 

4. Keep paddy soil sufficiently moist but not continuously flooded, mostly aerobic and not saturated. 
This concept has been adapted for rice-growing in rainfed, unirrigated areas, with considerable 
success. 

5. Actively aerate the soil as much as possible, using a rotary hoe or conoweeder to control weeds. 
6. Enhance soil organic matter as much as possible applying compost, mulch, manure, etc. 

Chemical fertilizers can be used with SRI, but the best results have come with organic soil 
amendments. 

The first three practices stimulate plant growth, while the latter three practices purposefully enhance 
the growth and health of plant roots and soil biota. Other beneficial practices get recommended for 
use with SRI, such as selection of most suitable varieties, doing good seed selection, possibly doing 
also seed priming and seedbed solarization (Culman et al., 2005), or using raised beds. But these are 
not practices that stem from the work and insights of Laulanié, so we prefer not to conflate them with 
SRI. He would have been adamant in advocating and endorsing continuous modification and 
evolution of SRI, approving of anything that will benefit rural households and the environment. 

5
 First at Nanjing Agricultural University in China in 1999; then at the Sukamundi rice research station 

of the Agency for Agricultural Research and Development in Indonesia in 1999-2000. Also in 1999-
2000, SRI was introduced in Bangladesh by pioneering district staff of an NGO, CARE/Bangladesh, 
and the Dept. of Agricultural Extension. This shows the diverse kinds of institutions involved with SRI 
from outset.  
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Association Tefy Saina in Madagascar in 1993. Together, CIIFAD and Tefy Saina in 1993-94 began 
jointly evaluating and promoting SRI use in the peripheral zone around Ranomafana National Park 
under a USAID-funded project. After seeing farmers who had previously gotten paddy yields of only 2 
t/ha achieve achieve average yields of 8 t/ha for three consecutive years -- without adopting new 
varieties or depending on chemical fertilizer -- as the director of CIIFAD I began trying to get these 
methods evaluated outside of Madagascar. No institutions in Madagascar apart from a few NGOs 
showed any interest in SRI, and the IRRI representatives based in Madagascar explicitly rejected SRI 
and made no effort to evaluate and understand it (pers. comm.). At my own university, Cornell, I was 
not able to evoke much interest.  

The first interest in SRI expressed outside Madagascar came from the International Institute for Rural 
Reconstruction (IIRR), an NGO in the Philippines, which invited Tefy Sainaôs secretary to talk about 
SRI at an NGO conference on rice that it convened in June 1998, co-sponsored by ILEIA based in the 
Netherlands. From this came a short article published on SRI (Rabenandrasana, 1999). About the 
same time, a longer article on SRI was published, written in more standard academic style, based on 
a paper presented to a Bellagio conference on sustainable agriculture (Uphoff, 1999). Over the next 
few years, ILEIA published several more articles on SRI, and another NGO dedicated to smallholder 
agricultural improvement, ECHO, based in Ft. Myers, Florida, published an article that gave SRI 
further impetus (Berkelaar, 2001). 

There is not enough space here to give details on the spread of SRI through word of mouth, 
photocopies, unpublished reports, e-mail contacts, etc. In footnote 3, it was mentioned that the first 
uptake of SRI was by individuals in diverse institutions: a university, a government research agency, 
an NGO, and an extension service, in countries ranging across East, Southeast and South Asia. The 
variety of persons who emerged as initiators of SRI evaluation and promotion is itself remarkable: an 
animal nutritionist in Cuba, agronomists working with NGOs in Cambodia and Myanmar, a senior civil 
servant in Sri Lanka, an electrical engineer in Philippines, a university researcher in India, a retired 
professor in Bangladesh, a government researcher from Gambia (doing graduate studies at Cornell). 
China was the only country where the agricultural research establishment quickly showed much 
openness to SRI (Yuan, 2001, 2002; see also Chinese reports in Uphoff et al., 2002). 

Through e-mail communication and eventually an SRI website on the internet 
(http://ciifad.cornell.edu/sri/) CIIFAD began facilitating exchanges of experience, information and 
ideas from 2000 on. By 2002, with support from an innovative program officer in the Rockefeller 
Foundation, it was possible to organize an international conference to assess SRI. This was hosted 
by the China National Hybrid Rice Research and Development Center and by its director, Prof. Yuan 
Long-ping, world-famous as óthe father of hybrid rice.ô The conference was co-sponsored by CIIFAD 
and Association Tefy Saina. Because its evaluation of Sri had validated the benefits of SRI to its 
satisfaction, the China National Rice Research Institute in Hangzhou also became a co-sponsor. The 
conference brought together 50 international participants and even more Chinese researchers and 
officials for four days of presentations and discussions. The proceedings 
(http://ciifad.cornell.edu/sri/proc1/index.html) created a repository of SRI information that served the 
dissemination of SRI very well. The various papers, widely available via the internet, combined 
research, extension, NGO, policy-maker and farmer perspectives in a rather unusual way.  

The outlines of an SRI innovation system were set by this event which had positive reverberations for 
years to come. The mix of people who became involved in SRI continued to include the range 
mentioned above. At Sanya there was agreement on a ótwo-track strategyô in which, concurrently, 
researchers would try to advance the scientific understanding of SRI while extension and NGO 
personnel working with farmers would attend to the practical adaptation and promotion of the 
methods. Each ótrackô was expected to interact with -- and to contribute to -- the other. This óparallel 
processingô has been a hallmark of SRI. Since SRI involved no genetic modification and no chemical 
inputs, no loans or capital requirements, only some element of risk and some initial discomfort of 
neighborsô skepticism and even derision, there was little cost or harm in trying it, perhaps on only a 
small area. If the new methods were not more productive, farmers could easily revert to their earlier 
practices. But >90% of the time, obvious gains were achieved. 

Meanwhile, although the IRRI programs in Laos and Bangladesh assisted systematic evaluation of 
SRI, there began appearing a series of articles from scientists at or allied with IRRI (and one from 
Cornell) that dismissed SRI. Most of these skeptics/critics had never themselves worked with SRI in 
the field or made an effort to learn from farmers who had experience with SRI (Dobermann, 2004; 

http://ciifad.cornell.edu/sri/
http://ciifad.cornell.edu/sri/proc1/index.html
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McDonald et al., 2006; Sheehy et al., 2004; Sinclair and Cassman, 2004; Sinclair, 2004).
6
 This did not 

inhibit their reaching and publishing negative conclusions. 

That SRI is ónot a technologyô and does not rely on saleable inputs has made it difficult for most 
existing extension organizations to comprehend and promote the innovation. (The Tripura extension 
service in India is an exception: http://ciifad.cornell.edu/sri/countries/india/inntutrep1007.pdf). It has 
been observed that current extension systems are usually better at distributing goods or services than 
at communicating ideas (Ravindran, 2007). Extension personnel seem happiest or most comfortable 
when giving out seeds or fertilizer or implements, not patiently explaining to and coaching farmers. 
There is also a problem of incentives with Sri in that it provides no material benefits that can be 
pocketed by extension staff, since only ideas are involved. Its gains go to farmers, not to seed 
companies, fertilizer salesmen, or pesticide promoters who have a financial stake in its spread. 
Indeed, by reducing farmersô demand for such inputs, and even eliminating this demand in many 
instances, SRI has evoked opposition in some circles. SRI would probably have spread faster if there 
had been some influential financial interests behind it. However, by its nature, the benefits of SRI 
accrue primarily to producers, and to consumers, and to the environment. 

Farmer Roles 

What went on at conferences and in journals was the visible, trackable part of the SRI innovation 
system. What has given the innovation ólegsô is much less evident and internationally-known: the 
response and initiative of farmers in many countries to the productivity and resource-saving 
opportunities which SRI opens up. Already when I visited H. M. Premaratna at his farm at 
Mellawalana, Sri Lanka, in March 2001, he said he had trained about 4,000 farmers in SRI methods, 
with his own resources, having gotten 10-15 t/ha yields with the new methods on his organically-
managed farm after reading about SRI in the ILEIA newsletter. He had become a vocal champion of 
SRI, teaming up with a Sr. Asst. Secretary of Agriculture and the Deputy Minister of Agriculture, both 
of whom were championing SRI despite opposition from government researchers. Government 
officials and researchers who dismissed SRI at public meetings were challenged by Premaratna 
based on his own SRI experience and knowledge of agriculture. When I asked him why he put so 
much effort into spreading SRI, he replied: ñI want to have rice paddies where my children can play 
safely.ò Premaratna attended the Sanya meeting in 2002, and subsequently, as a Sinhalese farmer, 
helped to introduce SRI into Tamil areas under LTTE control in the east coast of that ethnically-
divided country on behalf of Oxfam/Australia (Figure 2). 

In Cambodia, the first evaluation of SRI was in 1999 by the director of the NGO CEDAC, Dr. Koma 
Yang Saing, a trained agronomist who learned about SRI from the ILEIA article. He wanted to test the 
methods himself before recommending them to farmers. Even with good results, however, the next 
year he was able to persuade only 28 farmers to try out the methods on their own fields. One of them, 
Mey Som became an SRI activist who then introduced SRI to thousands of other farmers, as 
Premaratna had done in Sri Lanka, going village-to-village to spread knowledge of SRI (Figure 2). His 
dedication got him fondly nicknamed ñThe Professorò by other farmers, and he has became a national 
leader in a farmer network with >30,000 family-members (Farmer-Nature Net) that has emerged with 
CEDAC support. 

The Vietnamese woman farmer seen in Figure 1 above holding up rice plants is one of several 
farmer-field-school graduates in Dông Trù village who visited other farmers in their sub-district to 
promote wider use of SRI, displaying plants like this. They wanted to get reductions in farmersô water 
demand as well as to help them benefit from the new methods. There are no systematic data on 
farmer-to-farmer spread of SRI. However, in practically every country where SRI has begun, there are 
reports of such activity. To me this was early evidence that óSRI worksô since any innovation that 
farmers are willing to commit their own time and money to sharing with others must have considerable 
merit.

7
  

                                                 
6
 An exception was Moser and Barrett (2003), which was empirically based and found considerable 
ódisadoptionô of SRI in the five villages studied. These, however, were not representative of the overall 
SRI experience in Madagascar, however. A subsequent article (Barrett et al., 2004) modified the view 
first presented about SRI, however, it received many fewer citations in the literature than the first 
article did. 
7
 Not only farmers have voluntarily assisted in the spread of SRI. While visiting Andhra Pradesh state 

in India in January 2004, I recall a meeting with farmers in Kollur being introduced to an eminent 
surgeon from Hyderabad, Dr. D.L.N. Prasad, who had been spending the weekend in the villages 

http://ciifad.cornell.edu/sri/countries/india/inntutrep1007.pdf
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    Figure 2: On left, H.M. Premaratna in Sri Lanka holding up an SRI plant for a picture that was later 
used on the cover of a German magazine on ecology; on right, Mey Som in Cambodia holding up two 
plants, SRI plant on left, that he used as visual aids in his village-to-village efforts to spread SRI use. 
 
 

Electronic Communication 

A review of SRI dissemination methods has listed as the three main ones: (1) drawing on visual 
impacts of SRI (such as seen in the pictures here), (2) isolated and scattered efforts to popularize 
SRI, and (3) traditional SRI training programs (Meera, 2007). This is a fair enumeration as far as it 
goes, reflecting the extent to which SRI promotion has been a bottom-up process. However, it does 
not take enough account of the acceleration of SRI spread by (4) use of the internet, through e-mail 
and web pages.  

Given the lack of support that SRI has had from the established scientific community, its spread would 
have been only 10-20% as fast by other means if there had not been any internet and e-mail 
connectivity. Capacity for electronic networking has meant that the ógate-keepingô role previously 
played by recognized experts in any field, not just in rice science, has been greatly reduced. This can 
have some negative consequences, as unvetted and misleading information can be transmitted freely 
at the speed of light. On the other hand, valid and productive information can be spread just as fast, 
and if it proves beneficial, it will get a growing number of users and supporters. The scientific 
community is using these means itself internally, but it seems not to understand fully how much 
technological change is altering the precedence and power that existing institutional arrangements 
have given its members. 

Most of the electronic communication regarding SRI has been among persons who are not the end-
users of information, but rather NGO workers, scientists, program managers and others who are 
interested in new ideas and opportunities that can benefit farmers and rural communities and also the 
environment. It has been interesting to see how farmers in several countries, most notably India, have 
themselves been taking advantage of the internet to share their experience, ask questions, and 
disseminate their own innovations within the SRI network. The parallel paper on SRI spread notes 
three innovations by a farmer in Kadiramangalam village in the Cauvery Delta of southern India: a 
four-row weeder; a ridge-and-furrow method of crop establishment (direct-seeding/no-till); and 
extension of SRI ideas to cotton. A fourth is a two-step transplanting method to deal with the heat and 
desiccation of local climate in the summer 
(http://ciifad.cornell.edu/sri/countries/india/kadiramangalam.html). Another farmer in Tamil Nadu who 

                                                                                                                                                        
around Kollur. He had been teaching farmers about SRI as a form of ósocial work.ô Because its 
benefits for farmers and the environment are so significant and evident, an unknown number of 
persons who are not themselves farmers have contributed to SRIôs dissemination; but mostly SRI has 
been promoted by farmers and NGOs, and increasingly by extension services. 


