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Pesticide Action Network Asia and the Pacific (PAN AP) is one of five
regional centres of PAN, a global network which aims to eliminate the harm
caused by pesticides and promote biodiversity-based ecological agriculture.
It is committed to the empowerment of people especially women,
agricultural workers, peasants and indigenous farmers. PAN AP launched
its Save Our Rice Campaign in 2003 in response to the powerful threats
arising against rice, the staple food of half the world's population.
The foundation of the Campaign is the "Five Pillars of Rice Wisdom":
(1) Rice Culture, (2) Community Wisdom, (3) Biodiversity-based
Ecological Agriculture, (4) Safe Food and (5) Food Sovereignty.
The WEEK OF RICE ACTION (WORA) 2007 is dedicated to
"Celebrating and Protecting Rice Culture" and is
celebrated in 13 countries across Asia. PAN AP’s WORA
rice booklets -- "Rice Grains" -- will give readers a clear
understanding and appreciation of the important
issues and threats surrounding rice today.
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How the International Rice Research Institute has w

For us Asians, life is unimaginable
without rice. Everyday, we have rice for
breakfast, lunch, and dinner, even for snacks
and dessert. Rice fields are the most
recognisable feature of our landscape. Many of
our ancestors and compatriots are rice
farmers.

However, disturbing changes have
occurred. Rice farmers, instead of reaping the
benefits of their hard labor, have become
poorer. Their rice fields are turning sterile. The
rice we most commonly eat is infused with
chemicals and in danger of genetic
modification. Indeed, rice production and
consumption in Asia today is problematic, no
thanks to the International Rice Research
Institute (IRRI).

Decades ago, a single institute claimed
to fill the world’'s rice bowl and eradicate
hunger and poverty but reneged on its
promise. Instead, it proceeded to fill the
pockets of a few transnational corporations
(TNCs) that wanted to transform rice into a
commodity to control and profit from.

Now, rice served at our dining tables is
not a product of the happiness and prosperity
of Asian farmers. On the contrary, it is the
product of much injustice and misery spawned
by IRRI and those it serves; the monopoly
capitalists led by the U.S.

Rice is the staple food of almost half of
the world's population. It is a source of income
and livelihood for millions of people in Asia.
Rice, therefore, is a “political crop” that holds
sway over scores of peoples.

What is IRRI?

In 1960, the U.S. Ford and Rockefeller
Foundations created IRRI as a premier public
center for rice research.

Boasting of state-of-the-art facilities
and an army of trained scientists, it set up
headquarters in the Philippines and started a

reaked destruction

mission to boost rice
modernise Asian agriculture.

productivity and

IRRI's creation would not prove to be a
simple act of U.S. benevolence towards third
world countries in Asia, according to the
Peasant Movement of the Philippines.t
Following the 1949 Chinese revolution, the
U.S. realised that agricultural reforms in the
region were needed to quell widespread
peasant unrest. At the same time, U.S. agro-
chemical corporations wanted new markets for
their surplus products.

But these less-than-noble intentions
were not apparent then.

IRRI sparked the “Green Revolution” in
1966 with the invention of IR8, the first of a
series of high input rice varieties (HIVS). The
use of HIVs, aggressively promoted by
national governments, spread quickly in Asia.
By 1970, about 30 per cent of the rice area in
the region was devoted to HIVs, increasing to
70 per cent by the 1990s.2

As a result, regional rice production
doubled from 270 million tons in 1966 to 600
million tons in 2000.3 IRRI claims that this
agricultural breakthrough rescued millions of
Asians from famine and poverty.

But several decades into the Green
Revolution, poverty in predominantly rural Asia
has worsened. More than 727 million people in
the region live on less than US $1 a day.*

Clearly, simply increasing the amount
of rice production was not the key to
eradicating hunger. Ensuring farmers’ rights to
access and control of land, seeds,
technologies, and other resources was more
vital. Yet the Green Revolution robbed Asia’s
rice producers of these rights and caused them
greater burdens.

Burdens of the Green Revolution
by IRRI

promoted

High cost of production



Because IRRI's HIVs required vast
amounts of chemical pesticides and fertilizers,
consumption of these grew at an
unprecedented level.

Fertilizer use in Asia rose from 52
kg/ha (kilograms per hectare) in 1979 to 138
kg/ha in 1999 ° In Pakistan, pesticides use
increased from a mere 665 tons in 1980 to
46,000 tons in 2000. ©

Chemical farm inputs jacked up the
cost of production. It compounded existing
problems with landlessness and pushed
farmers deeper into poverty.

Due to huge expenses for pesticides
and fertilizers, an average Filipino farmer tilling
a quarter hectare rice field is now earning only
Php 8.50 per day compared to Php 23 per day
in 1990. I

In Southern India, farmers commit
suicides in despair over indebtedness caused
by expensive production and insufficient
returns.

Declining yield

While HIVs initially led to increased
yields, persistent use of chemical pesticides
and fertilizers gradually caused land sterility.

Growth rates of rice productivity in Asia
declined from an average of 3.4 per cent in
1977 to only 1.5 per cent in 1997.

IRRI's first line of HIVs became
susceptible to pest outbreaks and started the
cycle of developing new HIVs and hybrid rice
varieties that required ever larger and stronger
doses of chemicals. These eventually also fail
because of pest resistance.

Today, IRRI's latest rice varieties
planted in the state of Punjab, India, are
vulnerable to about 40 insects and 12
diseases. 1!

Health problems
Farmers’ health suffered greatly due to
daily exposure to toxic chemicals. All over
Asia, farming communities feel the debilitating
health effects of pesticide use, both immediate

(e.g. dizziness, headaches, nausea and
vomiting, abdominal pain, difficulty in
breathing, weakness etc) and long-term (e.g.
skin diseases, immune and metabolic
disorders, neurological effects, reproductive
anomalies, cancer etc.)

The World Health  Organization
estimates that pesticide poisonings affect 25
million people worldwide each year. This
includes three million severe poisonings, with
220,000 fatalities. ™"

IRRI itself exposed its workers to highly
toxic pesticides such as endrin, endosulfan,
carbofuran, paraquat, and methyl bromide
applied in its experimental fields in the
province of Laguna, Philippines. Several of
these workers have died. *4

In a study done in the year 2000, it was
found that about 70 per cent of the former IRRI
workers suffered various illnesses which they
attributed to their exposure to pesticides used
by IRRI. The ilinesses reported include cancer,
diabetes, lymphoma, Parkinson’s disease;
thyroid, liver and kidney diseases, among
others. About seventy eight percent of those
surveyed were directly exposed to pesticides
in the experimental fields of IRRI.

Contrary to the claims of IRRI officials,
the former IRRI workers were not given
adequate training and/or orientation with
regards to safety precautions, particularly, with
respect to pesticide use and exposure. The
actual incidence of serious illnesses among
the former IRRI workers is most likely greater
than what has been captured by this study
since the mortality cases were not covered and
since long-term effects such as cancer and
other debilitating illnesses have not been fully
accounted for among those who are still living.

Ruined ecosystem

The release of pesticides into the
experimental rice fields have not only affected
soil fertility but also poisoned the ecosystem.
Waterways have become polluted. Livestock,
beneficial insects, and wildlife have perished.

Traces of DDT and dieldrin, pesticides
that last in the environment for long periods,
remain in the food chain.



Chemical fertilizers have produced
excessive nitrate levels in drinking water, while
pesticides have eliminated fish and weedy
green vegetables from the fields and the diets
of poor farmers.

Moreover, ground water levels have
receded because of intensive irrigation
demanded by HIVs.

Loss of biodiversity

The disappearance of thousands of
traditional rice varieties in Asia, displaced by
IRRI's HIVs, is perhaps one of the saddest
outcomes of the Green Revolution.

An estimated 300,000 rice varieties in
India, cultivated by farmers for generations,
have become extinct. [*3

As a consequence, ecologically
sustainable and culturally significant practices
in indigenous rice farming are fading as well.

IRRI and other international agricultural
research centers have collected hundreds of
thousands of plant varieties in gene banks.
However, these have only served companies
that apply for patents or exclusive rights over
these seeds.

The Trade Related Intellectual Property
Rights (TRIPS) agreement of the World Trade
Organization  further  strengthens  seed
patenting and undermines farmers rights to
preserve and develop their genetic resources
and traditional knowledge.

Agro-chemical empire

Throughout this period of misery and
exploitation of rice farmers, a handful of huge
agro-chemical and seed TNCs have been

raking in billion of dollars in profits. (See table).
[14] [15]

The empire of these TNCs (from
industrialised countries like the U.S) has been
clearly built on millions of farmers dependence
on agro-chemicals that IRRI spawned almost
40 years ago.

IRRI and GE rice

Eager to expand its markets even
more, agro-chemical and seed companies
want to exploit the failures of the Green
Revolution by introducing genetically
engineered (GE) crops as the next solution to
world hunger.

Genetic modification involves altering
genetic material using recombinant DNA
technology (or the combination of DNA
molecules from different sources into one
molecule).

GE crops are controversial because of
its unpredictable effects to human health and
the environment. GE crops will also make
farmers even more dependent on commercial
seeds and chemical farm inputs.



From 1989 to 1996, the U.S.
Rockefeller Foundation funded IRRI's Rice
Biotechnology Research Project, which made
significant progress towards the development
of GE rice. 1%

In 2001, IRRI started working on
Syngenta’s Golden Rice or genetically-
modified Vitamin A Rice (so-called because it
contains beta-carotene) and promised to play
a major role in its eventual introduction that will
allegedly benefit millions of poor farmers and
consumers,

It was promoted in Bangladesh but was
fiercely resisted by the groups there.

Peoples Movements vs. IRRI

IRRI's mask of benevolence has long
fallen. Farmers, consumers, health and
environmental groups, and other concerned
sectors in different countries across Asia have
expressed outrage against IRRI. They have
denounced its agenda geared towards profit-
making at the expense of livelihoods, health,
the environment, and food sovereignty.

In the Philippines, former IRRI workers
have been foremost in the call to abolish IRRI.
Here, IRRI is also guilty of forcibly grabbing the
255-hectare land it now calls its headquarters,
as well as mass lay-offs, and pesticide
poisoning of its workers. However, Presidential
Decree 1620, or the decades-old law that
former dictator Ferdinand Marcos created to
grant IRRI immunity from legal action, denies
justice to former IRRI workers.

IRRI's anniversary on April 4 is marked
each year with coordinated protests worldwide,
led by a farmers’ rally in front of the Philippine
headquarters.

Last year, the First International
People’s Tribunal Against IRRI, co-sponsored
by Pesticide Action Network and the Asia
Pacific, was held in the Philippines. Former
IRRI workers, farmers, doctors, scientists, and
other professionals testified in front of more
than 400 people from all over the world. IRRI
was indicted for the following crimes: violation
of workers and peasants’ rights; land grabbing;
pesticide poisoning; and the introduction of
HIVs and GE seeds to facilitate imperialist
plunder and control of agriculture.

What you can do

Right now, IRRI is sustained by an
army of influential funders. These include
national governments of mostly industrialised
countries led by the U.S. (which donated a
total of $199 million from 1960 to 1977), the
Asian Development Bank, World Bank,
European Commission, Food and Agriculture
Organization, and even obviously partisan
investors such as the International Fertilizer
Industry Association and Monsanto!*®!

But the movement against IRRI is also
gaining force. It's ranks are being strengthened
by Asians like you who want to save our rice
and rice producers. You too can join the
ongoing crusade to expose and fight the
hunger, sickness, environmental ruin, and
powerlessness caused by capitalist-dictated
rice research and development. You can:

Call for the abolition of IRRI

Call for the repeal of Philippine PD 1620

Demand that IRRI indemnifies all its victims
and issue a sincere public apology

Pressure IRRI and the U.S. to desist from
imperialist plunder and control of agriculture

File complaints against IRRI with the United
Nations and demand the creation of a
legitimate and independent body to try it for
crimes against humanity

Support the struggle of Asian farmers for
genuine agrarian reform

It's time to get angry at IRRI!
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