Helicopters nurse hybrid-nce seeds Wind from blades pollinates plants
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Helicopters nurse hybrid-rice seeds
Wind from blades pollinates plants

BY MANCY COLE
ARMAMNSAS DEMOCRAT-GAZETTE

OSCEOLA — With the skids of his Robinson R22 just clearing the
plants by a foot or two, Floyd Vuncannon demonstrated recently how his
team of 16 helicopters helps pollinate hybnd rice.

"Thev call me the sheriff," Vuncannon said, because he's coordinating
the pilots for nearly a month as they spend four to five hours each day
cnisscrossing specially planted nce fields in Mississippi and Cnttenden
counties, All are working on contract for RiceTec Inc., a small pnivate
company based in Alvin, Texas, south of Houston, that has pioneerad the
1.5, development of hybnd rice.

RiceTec, which sold its first hybrid-rice seeds in 2000, has been
expanding i1ts seed acreage ever since 1o meet burgeoning demand, sad
Jeff Belding, RiceTec’s northern region production manager.

Belding, based in Jonesbhoro, and a Texas counterpart are responsible
each year for contracting with farmers to produce hvbrid-nce seed that
can be sold for commeraial nee production in Arkansas, Lowsiana,
Mississippi, Missoun and Texas,

Hybrid nce accounted for a hittle less than 4 percent of Arkansas® 2004
nce harvest, according to the Umiversity of Arkansas Cooperative
Extension Service. Arkansas, which ranked first among the six U8, rice-
producing states, harvested more than 46 percent of the U.S. crop.

Extension Service rice agronomist Chuck Wilson said "interest is
growing" in hybnd rice, especially in those varieties that also incorporate
the Clearfield technology — developed through induced mutation and
released in 2002 by BASF Corp. — for controlling red rice.

Red-husked rice, which is simular in genetic makeup to white nce, 1= an
aggressive weed that tends to "lodge,” or lie down, and "shatter,” or drop
its grain before harvest, and the discolored grains increase milling costs.
By using patented Clearfield nce seed in combination with BASF's
patented Newpath herbicide, farmers can kill red rice without destroying
their white rice as well

"The only thing limiting the sale of [RiceTec s] Clearfield XLE 15 their
seed supply,” Wilson sad

Like hvbnd com. which preceded 1t by almost 80 vears, hvbrd nce is
favored by farmers because of its heterosis or hybnid vigor, a natural
phenomenon in which the offspring of two distinctly different parents
are superor to either parent in vield, disease resistance, nutrient use and
ability to compete with weeds. Fedenico Cuevas, RiceTec s research
director, said the company s hvbnd-nee seed 15 bred for all those trants,
as well as milling quality and resistance to lodging and shattering

"We are always chasing the unreachable star,™ Cuevas said. "We are
trying to push the yield frontier further and further." In return, the seeds
command a premium price — costing about $84 an acre to plant, rather
than $£26 an acre for conventional nee seeds

Hvbrid nce was developed more than 30 years ago by Yuan Longping,
a RiceTec consultant and director-general of the China National Hybnd
Rice Research and Development Center in the province of Hunan, As a
result of Yuan's primary contnbution — the development of a "male-
sterile” breeding line — China has planted about half of its rnice acreage
in higheryvielding hybrids that feed approximately 60 million more
people each vear, according to Yuan’s research center

STIRRING THINGS UP

Naturally self-pollinating rice normally relies upon neither wind nor
mnsects o transfer its pollen from one plant to another. Hybndization, by
definition, means forcing the plants to do exactly that.

Chinese farmers typically accomplish the feat by having two
farmworkers hold the opposite ends of a rod or long rope and walk
through a specially planted rice paddy. The zoal is to jostle pollen from
“male-parent plants" onto nearby malesterile or "female™ plants, which
restores fertihity and produces hybnd seeds

In the United States, it"s Joneshoro-resident Vuncannon and his team
of helicopter pilots from about half a dozen states who undenake the
same task.

About 9 a.m. each day dunng nce-pollimation season, the helicopters
depart from a small private airport east of Joneshoro and head for their
assiened RiceTec fields. Their task is to create iust enoush "rotor wash"
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