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J. P. Dobelmann (1961)

“Tillering is thus favoured:
1. by the transplanting of young seedlings
2. by transplanting of one or two seedlings [per hill]
3. by spacing distances that are rational according to the variety 

and the richness of the soil
4. by early weeding in order to avoid competition between the 

rice and adventitious weeds
5. by the richness of the soil in nitrogen”







R. Dumont (1935)

“One uses this harrow a month and a half after transplanting, when the soil is 
too compacted, in order to aerate it, loosen it, lift it and so facilitate the 
weeding with the rake that follows.”







• Russian agronomists
• c. 1909-1911
• N European cereals – rye, oats etc.
• Transplanting, wider spacing
• Emphasis on root development and 

tillering
• Attracting attention from German, 

French, Dutch, British agronomists
• Referred to by Parr (1911), Dy. Dir. 

Agriculture, United Provinces, India

Demtchinsky Method



1956!



1. Thin sowing in seed-bed
• Produces seedlings within 15-

16 days

2. Transplanting + wide spacing

3. Gentle handling of seedlings

4. Row planting + intercultivation

5. Fertilisation

JMPC/JMRC



• Philippines
• Transplanting, spacing, interculti

vation
• Encouraging tillering
• Heavy fertilisation with manure 

and compost
• Partly attributed to farmer 

innovation (Eugenio Margate)

Masagana/Margate Method



1. Young seedlings 

2. Single seedling per ‘hill’

3. Wider spacing

4. Sparse irrigation

5. Early and regular weeding

6. Organic compost



Single seedling

• Single-seedling method in India
(c. 1905-1928)

“The results demonstrate that there is no need 
to transplant more than one seedling per hole” 
(Smith, 1907; Burdwan, Bengal)



Wider spacing

• Spacing distances up to 2′or 2½′(61cm, 76cm)
(Indian Agriculturist 1911,  Tanjore District, Madras [Thanjavur District, 
Tamil Nadu])



Sparse irrigation

• “paddy irrigated and then allowed to become 
almost dry … can withstand drought for a 
longer time…. not letting irrigation water into 
the plots until the surface of the soil had just 
begun to crack” (Lonsdale 1909, Sivagiri, Madras [Tamil Nadu]) 

• Local practice of keeping field dry for c. 5 days 
after each intercultivation (Dumont 1935, Kep irrigation 

area, French Indochina [Vietnam])



Gentle handling of seedlings

• Reported practice of Mr. Kolandavelu Udayar
(Indian Agriculturist, 1910, S. Arcot District, Madras [Viluppuram, Tamil 
Nadu])

• “Pick out the seedlings with tender care 
transplant them streight [sic] according to 
new method.” (Gandhi Smarak Nidhi 1953, Japanese Method, 

Bombay [Mumbai])



Sceptical neighbours

• “Many ryots in the neighbourhood were … 
seen laughing at the owner … for his 
foolishness…  In a fortnight the plants began 
to tiller very freely… The growth of the plant 
was more luxuriant than the neighbouring 
plants…” (Indian Agriculturist 1907, Perintalmanna, Madras [Kerala])



Reluctant labourers

• “Some difficulty may at first be experienced in 
getting the transplanting coolies to transplant 
single seedlings.  Therefore, until they get into 
the way of it, close supervision is necessary.  If, 
however, the seed beds are grown as above 
described, the seedlings are themselves sturdy 
and are easily separated one from the other, 
and not too much difficulty will be felt.” (Sampson, 

1909, Madras Presidency)



Family labour

• “Demtchinsky reckons this first method 
(transplanting) can only be applied successfully in 
small farms, where most of the work is done by 
the farmer and his family” (Mayer-

Gmelin, 1910, Netherlands).

• “[The Demtchinsky Method] has since proved 
profitable and practicable on some of the small 
Russian holdings where the whole of the work is 
done by the peasant and his family” (Parr, 1911, United 

Provinces [Uttar Pradesh/Uttarakhand], India)



We should have learned

• Norman Uphoff on SRI:

• “Our SRI experience shows that, for thousands of 
years, farmers have been ploughing their soils too 
much, have flooded their fields too much and have 
planted too many seedlings, wasting water and seeds 
and lowering yields. And millions of farmers must have 
seen that the rice plants in the upper portions of their 
fields, which are better drained, were growing better 
than those in the lower parts of their fields. Farmers 
should have figured out that it is better to use fewer 
seeds, but didn’t.” (Quoted in recent Farming Matters)



We should have learned

• Demtchinskys on Ackerbeetkultur
• “All these examples ... should have alerted western 

agriculture that plants would tiller lushly and produce ripe 
ears with ample grains if they were freed from the care of 
men, with their cultivation methods, which destroy 
something in the plants’ nature.  But neither the scattered 
notes of scholars nor the vast experience of China, which 
we completely disregarded, could divert theoretical 
thinking from its own self-imposed boundaries, and 
moderate tillering remained the ideal of modern agriculture 
until the present because, as they say, with stronger 
development of the stalks lodging must inevitably occur, 
which is equivalent to the loss of the whole crop” 
(Demtchinsky & Demtchinsky, 1911)



Tillering and spacing

• “The consensus of opinion … is that tillering 
and production of grains are affected by the 
distance at which the plants are set apart in 
the field…  Under certain conditions, closer 
planting may give higher yield than wider 
planting.  But it does not necessarily follow 
that closer planting is also more profitable...” 
(Rodrigo, 1924, The Philippines)



R. Dumont (1935)

“PLANTS TOO OLD OR TOO YOUNG... A seedling good for transplanting is quite 
flat, one verifies this by taking it between the fingers above the crown; the 
section of the leaf sheaths which constitutes the above-ground part is elliptical 
and elongated. A rounded “ma” indicates the beginning of the formation of the 
main stem, thus a plant that is already quite old; if on opening it one finds a 
first node separated from the crown by an internode, the plant is too old. A 
single firm node at the level of the crown indicates a plant just at the limit.”



Déjâ vu

• “There is nothing really new about these 
methods...  Rice farmers in some places have 
been following these customs for thousands of 
years” (Masagana/Margate Method)

• “The Japanese method is not entirely new to 
India.  Some of the practices employed by 
paddy-growers show that most of its 
important features have already been in 
vogue in several parts of the country” (JMPC)



Conclusions

• Neither general principles nor practices of SRI are 
completely novel
– On the contrary, they have been discussed, 

investigated, promoted, practised, (also argued about, 
struggled with, rejected, adapted, etc.) for many 
decades, if not longer

• Contemporary SRI experience has paid little or no 
attention to this historical record
– Real risk of revisiting failed experiments, repeating 

mistakes, failing to learn from previous experience



Green 
Revolution
as a
historical 
anomaly



Not just G,

not just E,

but G×E×M:

Skilful 
management




