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Latin America
Rice farmers throughout the Western 

Hemisphere learned long ago that their 
climates and soils would produce profitable 
yields, and that, over time, thanks to the 
efforts of research, improved seed, and 
technology, their crop would prove to be an 
essential part of the daily diet. In Brazil, Peru, 
Cuba, Haiti, Venezuela, Colombia, Costa Rica, 
and a few other countries, rice has its spot on 
the dinner table. The phrase “if we do not eat 
rice, then we do not eat” is common in these 
cultures. But, although rice is grown from as 
far north as the U.S. state of Missouri to as 
far south as Argentina, some countries lag 
behind others in consumption, even though 
rice is affordable to all social classes. 

In Mexico, a country with an estimated 
total population of 108 million, beans and 
maize are the basic commodities of people’s 
diet. Yet, in 2008, the country imported more 
than 800,000 tons of rough rice to fill in the 
gap of local production and meet domestic 
needs. However, per capita consumption 
is still well under 13 kilos per person. This 
is in a country where more than 80% of 
the population is considered low-income 
consumers. They can afford to purchase rice, 
but many still do not know how to cook it 
and are unaware of its diverse benefits.  

Moreover, in the extreme southern 
part of the Western Hemisphere, Argentina 
and Uruguay are two large rice-exporting 
countries. Both have considerable Italian 
influence, so it is more common to find pasta 
on the table than rice.

In between these two geographic 
extremes, there is a world of opportunity for 
the rice industry to educate consumers on 
the benefits and advantages of consuming 
rice on a daily basis.

With the vast 
majority of the 
population living 
on a low income, it 
did not take long 
for the rice industry 
to realize that it had 
missed the most 
important consumer 
group in the region. 
The industry forgot 
that the poor 
must eat. Further 
analysis led to the development of cause 
marketing in Mexico and Central America. It 
is also gaining popularity in other countries 
throughout South America. 

Cause marketing or cause-related 
marketing is a strategy that involves 
cooperative efforts for mutual benefit. This 
term is sometimes used more broadly and 
generally to refer to a marketing tactic that 
aids social and other charitable causes. 
The Famous Amos Cookie in the United 
States is one of the first examples of a 
cause-related marketing campaign done 
in the late 1970s. Wally Amos became the 
spokesperson for the Literacy Volunteers of 
America and he was credited with alerting 
more people about the problem of illiteracy 
than any person in history. Soon after, this 
approach gained tremendous popularity 
in the markets of Costa Rica, El Salvador, 
Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, and Nicaragua 
through the teamwork of local governments, 
nonprofit organizations, the local rice 
industry, and trade organizations. It resulted 
in not just an increase in the volume of rice 
sold in a particular area of the market, but it 
also served as a great humanitarian gesture, 

as it built and strengthened positive relations 
between countries and communities, and 
between cultures and customs.  

In Central and South America, cause 
marketing targeted the school nutrition 
programs and community development 
activities in poor rural and urban areas. 
As a result, it boosted rice consumption 
of consumers as they learned more 
economical and nutritious ways to feed 
their families without raising the cost of 
their meal budgets. The versatile use of rice 
and the cereal’s health benefits are the key 
components of this educational process. 
In Central America particularly, the school 
nutrition program not only increased rice 
use between 20% and 66% in the areas 
where the promotion was conducted but 
also provided nutritious meals to school 
children and helped improve their school 
attendance. 

With creative educational efforts, the 
benefits are shared by rice farmers, rice 
millers, and rice consumers. Viva el arroz!

Mr. Roberts is the president/CEO of US Rice 
Producers Association.

The Rice Trader Rice 
Americas 2009 Conference 
held last 12-14 May in 
Miami, Florida (USA), 

revealed key concerns of the rice 
industry and some valuable updates 
on progress made in food security. 
About 300 industry members 
from North, South, and Central 
America, the Caribbean, and even 
Asia attended the event, as these 
regions scrambled to plant more 
rice and to take a closer look at farm 
management and varietal needs to 
keep rice affordable and available to 
meet the world’s growing demand. 

Traders fretted over the recent 
fall in rice prices. This concern was 
compounded by a tough business 
environment, which saw credit lines 
cut and high-priced inventory create 
anguish among many 
unprepared businesses. 
Moreover, as the threat 
of an Indian return to 
the export market was 
felt as far away as Latin 
America, the conference 
identified research, 
investments in research, 
and farm management 
as the key building 
blocks of future rice 
production. 

Representatives 
from research and 
academic fields as well 
as experts from the 
public and private sector 
agreed that efforts 

aimed at alleviating poverty, feeding 
the world, and sustainably producing 
food are the elements crucial to 
the global rice market. The rice 
industry has found itself vulnerable 
to volatility from supply shocks, 
after more than 10 years of yield 
growth being unable to keep up with 
population growth and demand.

Former U.S. Secretary of 
Agriculture Ed Schafer received The 
Rice Trader Market Achievement 
Award for his contributions to food 
security by being a faithful steward of 
relevant policies related to food in the 
U.S. and key regional markets that 
depend on food from the country.

The three authors of the following 
features on Latin America were 
speakers at the conference. Their 
articles examine topics that were not 

only highlighted at the event, but that 
were also subjects representing their 
lifetime passion and work in the rice 
industry.

Interestingly, the conference 
revealed South America’s own export 
ambitions. Argentina, Brazil, and 
Uruguay reported on their exports 
to key African markets that used 
to be the domain of Asian and 
U.S. exporters. The three Latin 
American speakers discussed the 
region’s potential as a major rice 
exporter—supporting the points 
raised by the International Rice 
Research Institute’s Social Sciences 
Division Head, Samarendu Mohanty, 
in his previous Rice Facts article 
(see Global rice trade: What does it 
mean for future food security? on 
pages 44-45 of Rice Today Vol. 8, 

No. 2). He had called 
for more production 
initiatives to develop 
new international rice 
suppliers or new sources 
for rice.

Rice Today’s 
publisher, Jeremy 
Zwinger, and its 
associate publisher, 
Duncan Macintosh, 
were also presenters 
at the event. Both 
emphasized the 
short-term business 
and longer term 
humanitarian ambitions 
of the global rice 
industry.

The Rice Americas 2009 unveils Latin America as an 
emerging major rice exporter in the world

Marketing for a cause
by Dwight Roberts
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Promotional vehicles 
are used in Mexico 
and Central America to 
bring awareness about 
the nutrition programs.
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Mr. Zwinger (7th from left) with 
some of the Rice Americas 2009 
Conference participants.
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Latin America and the Caribbean 
(LAC) represent only 4% of world rice 

production. Despite its small share on 
a global scale, however, rice is the most 
important crop in the region as it is the 
staple food of a majority of LAC’s population.

Moreover, diverse agroecosystems 
characterize this region, and irrigated rice 
accounts for 70% of its total crop production. 
Rice farmers are mostly commercial 
producers and, even if the region, as a whole, 
is a net importer, several countries are active 
players in the international market. 

 
FLAR at a glance 
During the past 20 years, international 
cooperation has been changing its 
strategies, and one of the clear trends 
is the focus on Africa and some parts of 
Asia. Consequently, efforts in other places 
in the world have decreased, especially 
in Latin America. This shift prompted the 
establishment of the Latin American Fund 
for Irrigated Rice (FLAR).  

In January 1995, the International 
Center for Tropical Agriculture’s (CIAT) 
irrigated rice program experienced a lack of 
funding. A few local institutions allied with 
CIAT tried to save the program from closing 
by establishing FLAR. This initial impulse has 
subsequently evolved over the years into 
a new form of regional cooperation, which 
has taken up the challenge of creating a 
South-South alliance for rice research and 
development.

FLAR is an association of public and 
private institutions from 15 LAC countries 
(see figure) that are directly linked to the rice 
sector and that invest part of their resources 
in this joint regional effort. Producers, 
national research institutions, seed 
companies, and rice industry players serve 
as members of FLAR. They participate in the 
management of the Fund (see table) and 
ensure that the objectives of the association 
are defined by demand.

Furthermore, with its roots tied to CIAT, 
FLAR takes full advantage of CIAT’s scientific 
capacity, infrastructure, legal representation, 
and its direct link with the International 
Rice Research Institute (IRRI) and the 
entire Consultative Group on International 
Agricultural Research system. 

 
FLAR in action 
Since the beginning, FLAR’s priority has been 
its breeding program. In 1995, it inherited 
CIAT’s genetic improvement program on 

FLAR synergy
by Gonzalo Zorilla

irrigated rice—the one that IRRI supported 
and that later on sparked the region’s own 
Green Revolution. This project introduced 
semidwarf varieties to LAC, and then soon 
after released hundreds of new varieties that 
have become essential to rice production.

FLAR soon developed an entirely new 
breeding program with one subprogram 
focused on the tropics and another on 
the temperate southern region. This is an 
integrated program in which the Fund is 
responsible for the initial steps of crossing 

and selection, and in which local institutions 
are responsible for the evaluation, final 
selection, and the release of new varieties. 
Thirteen commercial varieties have already 
been distributed to farmers and many of 
them are now the most planted ones in the 
farmers’ respective countries. Several new 
varieties are in the pipeline, indicating the 
program’s successful development.

Improving rice productivity, however, is 
not only a matter of breeding new varieties. 
In fact, very few places in the region have 
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shown the need for new cultivars to 
increase yields. There is still a huge gap 
between the varieties’ yield potential and 
farmers’ actual production results. To help 
bridge this gap, FLAR developed a strong 
program on the transfer and extension 
of good management practices. It began 
with a project funded by the Common 
Fund for Commodities (CFC) from 2003 to 
2006. This has continued and has expanded 
since then. Currently, the project is being 
established in 10 countries. On average, 
it has increased farmers’ yields by 1–3 
tons per hectare and has reduced costs 
by 10–30%. It definitely made a huge 
improvement in farmers’ income and 
competitiveness.

FLAR intensively seeks new sources 
of funds to further advance its programs’ 
actions. Recently, CFC approved a new 

Apart from being a traditional soybean, 
maize, coffee, sugarcane, meat, and 

fruit producer, Brazil is a major producer 
and consumer of long-grain rice outside of 
Asia. It produces a total of 12.8 million tons 
of paddy rice on approximately 3 million 
hectares. This production, however, 
is still insufficient to meet domestic 
demand (approximately 13 million 
tons).

So, Brazil fills the gap by 
importing rice from its neighbors, 
particularly Argentina, Uruguay, 
and Paraguay. In spite of this gap, 
Brazil’s rice has increasingly become a 
presence in the international market. 
In 2008, the country exported 790,000 
tons and imported 590,000 tons of rice 
(on a paddy rice basis).

The country uses both upland 
and irrigated rice production systems 
but the geographic distribution of 
production has gone through significant 
cultural migration from the west-central 
region to the south during the past few 
years. By the end of the 1990s, the need for 
better markets and technology imposed 
unfavorable competition in the upland 
rice-producing regions, which favored 
cattle and other crops, mainly soybean and, 
more recently, sugarcane. The irrigated 
rice-producing regions (the southern part 
of the country), on the other hand, began 
an intense technological advancement 
process that considerably raised yields 

by Tiago Sarmento Barata, Renata Pereira da Cruz, and Valmir G. Menezes

and increased the competitiveness of the 
irrigated crop.

To illustrate, during the 1976-77 
growing season, irrigated rice production 
in Santa Catarina (SC) and Rio Grande do 
Sul (RS) accounted for 21% of the cultivated 

rice area and 37% of national production. 
Today, however, its share has increased to 
44.5% of the cultivated area and more than 
71% of total cereal production. Hence, rice 
production has been greatly strengthened 
and improved in southern Brazil.

Programs developed by research 
institutes such as the Rio Grande do Sul Rice 
Institute (IRGA) have been fundamental in 
increasing the average yield of the irrigated 
rice crop at the farm level in RS. Initiatives 
to reduce production costs and use natural 
resources more efficiently also helped 

1	Clearfield is a production system developed by the BASF chemical company to control red rice.
2	Seeds are normally pregerminated when directly sown into the puddled seedbeds. Pregerminating the seed increases the rate and percentage of seedlings established. It also reduces 

the time required for seeds to obtain enough moisture to initiate germination.

Brazil steps up
guarantee a profit increase and sustainability 
among rice growers. 

Over the past 6 years, average yield in RS 
showed an increment of 37%, from 5.33 to 7.3 
tons per hectare in an area occupying more 
than 1 million hectares. The main factors that 

contributed to this progress were the 
release in 2002 of a herbicide-tolerant 
cultivar that allowed efficient red rice 
control and rice production in areas 
highly infested by insects (hybrid 
cultivars with herbicide tolerance 
were released in past years and the 
Clearfield system� was expanded in 
RS); more efficient cultivation systems 
(a minimum-tillage system in RS and 
a pregerminated seed� system in SC); 
anticipation of sowing time; adoption 
of an integrated cultivation system in 
the rice crop; anticipation of irrigation 
and nitrogen-fertilizer topdressing; 
change in crop fertilization schemes, 

with intensive use of higher amounts of basal 
and topdressing fertilization aimed at high 
yield; and intensification of the technology 
transfer process by public institutes such 
as IRGA, Emater, and Embrapa, and private 
companies.

Considering all of this, Brazil, led by 
RS, has played an important role in helping 
ensure food security in the world today.

Mr. Barata, a market analyst; Mr. Pereira da 
Cruz, a reseacher; and Mr. Menezes, technical 
director; all work at IRGA.

project that incorporated the concept of 
“water harvesting” with small upland rice 
farmers in Central America. The strategy 
aimed to build small dams in farmers’ fields 
to collect rainwater, allowing them to shift 
from low-yielding upland rice planted in 
the rainy season to high-yielding irrigated 
rice planted during the dry season. The 
project also encouraged farmers to use 
other irrigated crops and engage in fish 
production, as these are good means 
to diversify their livelihood sources and 
augment their income.  
 
Network synergy
FLAR’s mission is to create a regional 
independent organization for rice technology 
and development, focused on improving the 
rice sector’s competitiveness, ensuring food 
supply, and reducing unitary costs.

 Complementarity and synergy serve 
as the foundation of the system, with FLAR 
targeting those technological issues for 
which combining efforts lead to better 
results than having each member working 
alone. 

The competitiveness of LAC’s rice sector 
continues to improve through the joined 
efforts of everyone in the network—with 
CIAT being the top-level research center 
opening new frontiers, FLAR incorporating 
the new technologies in its applied research 
projects and funneling them to its members, 
and, finally, with the private and public 
institutions of each country adopting and 
adapting these technologies in farmers’ 
fields to produce better outputs.

Mr. Zorilla is the executive director of FLAR.
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Rice harvest in Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil.

FLAR members in LAC


