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The Food Chain

(Rice & Food Crisis Worldwide)

World’s Poor Pay Price as Crop Research Is Cut

Luis Liwanag for The New York Times
A farm worker threshes rice by hand at the experimental rice farms of the International Rice Research
Institute in the Philippines. More Photos >
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LOS BAÑOS, Philippines — The brown plant hopper, an insect no bigger than a gnat, is multiplying by
the billions and chewing through rice paddies in East Asia, threatening the diets of many poor people.
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Because subsidized rice is limited, people must take numbers when they line up to buy it in Los Baños
in the Philippines. More Photos »
The damage to rice crops, occurring at a time of scarcity and high prices, could have been prevented.
Researchers at the International Rice Research Institute here say that they know how to create rice
varieties resistant to the insects but that budget cuts have prevented them from doing so.
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This is a stark example of the many problems that are coming to light in the world’s agricultural system.
Experts say that during the food surpluses of recent decades, governments and development agencies
lost focus on the importance of helping poor countries improve their agriculture.
The budgets of institutions that delivered the world from famine in the 1970s, including the rice institute,
have stagnated or fallen, even as the problems they were trying to solve became harder.
“People felt that the world food crisis was solved, that food security was no longer an issue, and it really
fell off the agenda,” said Robert S. Zeigler, the director general of the rice institute.
Vital research programs have been slashed. At the rice institute, scientists have identified 14 genetic
traits that could help rice plants survive the plant hopper, which sucks the juices out of young plants while
infecting them with viruses. But the scientists have had no money to breed these traits into the world’s
most widely used rice varieties.
The institute is the world’s main repository of rice seeds as well as genetic and other information about
rice, the crop that feeds nearly half the world’s people.
But nowadays at the International Rice Research Institute, greenhouses have peeling paint and holes in
their screens and walls. Hallways are dotted with empty offices. In the 1980s, the institute employed five
entomologists, or insect experts, overseeing a staff of 200. Now it has one entomologist with a staff of
eight.
“We’ve had an exodus here,” said Yvette Naredo, an assistant geneticist.
Similar troubles plague other centers in Asia, Africa and Latin America that work on crop productivity in
poor countries. Agricultural experts have complained about the flagging efforts for years and warned of
the risks.
“Nobody was listening,” said Thomas Lumpkin, director general of the International Maize and Wheat
Improvement Center in Mexico.
Now, a reckoning is at hand. Growth of the global food supply has slowed even as the population has
continued to increase, and as economic growth is giving millions of poor people the money to buy more
food.
With demand beginning to outstrip supply, prices have soared, and food riots have erupted that have
undermined the stability of foreign governments. World leaders are scrambling to respond. On May 1,
President Bush asked Congress for an extra $770 million to pay for food aid and to help farmers improve
their productivity.
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But cuts in agricultural research continue. The United States is in the midst of slashing, by as much as 75
percent, its $59.5 million annual support for a global research network that focuses on improving crops
vital to agriculture in poor countries. That network includes the rice institute.
Robert Bertram, who oversees the funding for the United States Agency for International Development,
said he was still trying to stop the cuts and argued that research to improve crop yields was “like putting
money in the pockets of poor people, and I mean billions of poor people.”
The Agency for International Development is the primary vehicle for the American government to finance
development projects abroad. James R. Kunder, its acting deputy administrator, said the agency hoped to
reconsider the cutbacks if Congress allows extra money.
Crop by crop and country by country, agricultural research and development are lagging.
The center in Mexico has created drought-tolerant corn for Africa and higher-yielding, disease-resistant
wheat for South Asia. But it does not have the money to get the varieties into the hands of poor farmers.
In Africa, where yields have remained stagnant since the 1960s, efforts to bolster them have been
hampered by cuts not only in research but also in programs like fertilizer distribution.
Even in the United States, long a world leader in agricultural research, some money has been shifted
away from crop-productivity work into issues like nutrition and food safety.

The biggest cutbacks have come in donations to agriculture in poor countries from the
governments of wealthy countries and in loans from development institutions that the wealthy
governments control, like the World Bank. Such projects include not only research on pests and
crops but also programs to help farmers adopt improved methods in their fields.
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The insect is not a new problem. In the 1960s, the rice institute, nestled between jungle and the bustling
town of Los Baños, pioneered ways to help farmers grow two and even three crops a season, instead of
one.
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But with rice plants growing more of the year, the hoppers — which live only on rice plants — had longer
to multiply, and became a bigger concern.
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The institute responded by testing thousands of varieties of wild rice for natural resistance. Researchers
found four types of resistance and bred them into commercial varieties by 1980.
But brown plant hoppers adapted swiftly, and the resistant strains started losing their effectiveness in the
1990s. An important insecticide lost its punch, too, as the hopper developed the ability to withstand up to
100 times the dose that used to kill it.
While the insect was adapting, the rice institute was being gutted.
Its money comes come from government donations, foundation grants and assistance from development
institutions like the Asian Development Bank, an affiliate of the World Bank. After peaking in the early
1990s, the rice institute’s budget has been cut in half after adjusting for inflation, a reflection of the larger
cutbacks in global agriculture.
Several dozen important varieties of rice have been lost from the institute’s gene bank through poor
storage. Promising work on rice varieties that could withstand high temperatures and saltier water — ideal
for coping with global warming and the higher sea levels that may follow — had to be abandoned.
A potential solution is at hand for the plant hopper problem. No fewer than 14 new types of genetic
resistance have been discovered. But with the budget cuts, the institute has mounted no effort to breed
these traits into widely used rice varieties.
Doing so now would take four to seven years, if money could be found. In the meantime, the hoppers
have become a growing threat. China, the world’s biggest rice producer, announced on May 7 that it was
struggling to control the rapid spread of the insects there. A plant hopper outbreak can destroy 20 percent
of a harvest; China is trying to hold losses to 5 percent in affected fields.
“We must stay ahead of rapidly evolving pests — and increasingly, a changing climate — to assure global
food security,” said Mr. Zeigler, the rice institute’s director. “Cutting back on agricultural research today is
pure folly.”
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