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Apatron is defi ned as a distinguished 
person who gives support to 
an organization or cause by 
accepting an honorary position.

Since there is no more distinguished 
person than a king, it follows that royal 
patronage is something special. It is 
recognition from a royal fi gure that the work 
of an organization is so deeply favored that 

it warrants not only a public declaration of 
support, but also that such support is of a long-
standing nature. Moreover, royal patronage is 
rarely granted outside a monarch’s kingdom.

The International Rice Research Institute 
(IRRI) is both privileged and honored to 
have as its Royal Patron “the Development 
King,” King Bhumibol Adulyadej of Thailand. 
For while mental visions of spectacle and 
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HIS MAJESTY King Bhumibol Adulyadej 
harvests rice at Prachin Buri in 1998. 
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wider international development 
community. Some examples are 

“Understanding the situation 
facing those we want to help is 
most important. Helping them to 
acquire the basic needs of life is the 
most effective means of assistance. 
Therefore, in each case, before 
giving assistance, we must take 
account of their wants and needs. 
We must understand the situation 
they are encountering and decide 
the means and extent to which 
they can be helped. We should also 
adhere to the important principle 
that we help them in order to 
enable them to help themselves.”

“Providing occupational 
assistance to farmers to enable 
them to be self-supporting is 
crucial because once they become 
self-supporting, they will certainly 
be able to build up a higher level 
of development. In undertaking 
the step-by-step approach to 
development, it is signifi cant to 
promote caution and economy, 
to protect against failure, and 
to ensure full success.”

“It is not necessary to promote 
agricultural production only in 
terms of quantity because this may 
be a waste of production costs and 
destructive to the quality of the soil. 
In fact, we should examine the state 
of the agricultural market, including 
some form of price regulation, to 

prevent farmers 
from being 
affected by price 
fl uctuations.”

“Development 
must take 
account of the 
topographical 
and sociological 
environments 
involved. The 
sociological 
environment 
means the habits 
and attitudes 
of the people. 
We cannot force 
others to think 
in the same way 
as we do. We can 
only approach, 

and suggest. We cannot offer 
assistance by expecting them to think 
the same as us. When we approach 
them we must learn what their real 
needs are, and explain to them how 
they can best achieve their aims and 
how the principles of the development 
plan can be successfully applied.”

Explaining those principles 
became the driving force behind 
a unique “show window” on the 
royal projects launched in the early 
1980s. His Majesty established six 
Royal Development Study Centers, 
scattered throughout the country 
and catering to the different climatic 

and environmental conditions of 
the country’s different regions.

The centers set out to be “living 
natural museums,” bringing together 
and integrating the innovations, 
techniques, and systems developed 
over decades of experimentation, 
research, and trial. The doors of 
the centers are open to anyone 
wishing to learn. People in each of 
the regions can observe models of 
modern knowledge and technology, 
which they can then apply on their 
own farms. Likewise, students 
and researchers use the centers, 
which have become popular 
meeting-grounds for scientists, 
bureaucrats, nongovernmental 
organization workers, and 
ordinary people, from district 
and village offi cials to farmers, 
housewives, and school children.

Of particular emphasis in the 
study centers is the King’s concept 
of suffi ciency economy. Originally 
called “The New Theory,” it aims 
to promote sustainable self-
suffi ciency on small farm holdings 
by combining organic rice, vegetable, 
and fruit growing with fi sh and 
livestock production. It preaches 
full integration of farming systems 
and careful resource management. 
His Majesty urged farmers to adopt 
the system following the Asian 
fi nancial disaster in 1997, and many 
have successfully taken it on.

Although many of the royal 
projects have been aimed at 
agriculture in general, some have 
involved rice growing in particular. 
His Majesty established a rice 
bank, from which farmers can 
borrow, either for seed or for family 
consumption. In a drive to provide 
a greater range of rice varieties for 
farmers in the country’s diverse 
environmental zones, different 
varieties were evaluated under 
different growing conditions. 

Soil fertility studies have 
also been aimed at rice farming 
problems, particularly declines in 
irrigated rice yields and the effects 
of acidity and salinity, but also at 
developing composting techniques 
to support organic rice farming, 
with an emphasis once more on 

PALACE WORKER 
Akkhradat Kuamklang 
shows charcoal tubes 
made from compressed 
rice husks in an ex-
perimental plant on the 
grounds of Bangkok’s 
Chitralada Palace.
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THE DR. NORMAN E. BORLAUG Medallion, awarded 
by the World Food Prize Foundation for individuals 
who have given exceptional humanitarian service in 
reducing hunger and poverty. King Bhumibol was the 
fi rst-ever recipient in October 2006.
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self-suffi ciency. One royal study 
even discovered that a rat infestation 
problem affl icting one group of rice 
growers was a direct result of a local 
habit of killing and either eating or 
selling snakes, thereby disrupting the 
natural biological balance in the area.

His Majesty maintains a 
close interest in the work of 
both Thailand’s rice science 
community and international rice 
research, and regularly speaks 
out against farmer pessimism 
for the future of rice growing.

“If someone says it is nonsense 
to grow rice—that it brings poor 
returns—then just think: if we 
do not grow rice, we will end up 
having to buy it from Vietnam or 
Burma (Myanmar),” the King said. 
“If we buy from Vietnam, we will 
have to pay for transportation and 
give profi ts to someone else. 

“Thailand must grow more 
rice because in another 20 years 
we may have 80 million people 
and, without enough rice, there 
may be disagreements among the 
Thai people. Even if the quality of 
Thai rice is not as high as that in 
other countries, we must still grow 
it. And who cares if people say I’m 
foolish for saying this. If there is 
any land where rice can grow, then 
it must be grown. Thais must eat 
rice, three times a day. Thais don’t 
eat bread—that is just a snack.”

In recent 
years, King 
Bhumibol’s 
health, as he 
approaches his 
80th birthday 
this year, has 
restricted his 
constant roaming 
of the Thai 
countryside 
and his direct 
intervention to 
improve the lives 
of his subjects. 
But Her Majesty 
the Queen Sirikit, 
the Crown 
Prince, His 
Royal Highness 
Prince Maha 
Vajiralongkorn, and Her Royal 
Highness Princess Maha Chakri 
Sirindhorn are ensuring that the 
King’s work continues. All have 
their own development projects 
modeled after those of the King.

If there is one example that 
epitomizes the King’s extraordinary 
development work, it is the Chitralada 
Palace in Bangkok. Hidden from 
public view behind a moat, tall 
fences, spreading trees, and armed 
sentries, it is easy to imagine that 
within the one-square-kilometer 
compound are manicured lawns 
and tropical gardens, ornate statues, 

ponds and fountains, polo fi elds, 
and stables—perhaps resembling the 
European style of regal grandeur.

The Chitralada compound, in the 
jam-packed mayhem of downtown 
Bangkok, is a complex of agricultural 
stations, model industrial 
plants, laboratories, and farming 
experiments. Crowded with workers, 
the palace has a full-scale dairy 
farm, a milk-processing and cheese-
making factory, a fruit-processing 
plant, factories producing bio-gas and 
bio-diesel, a tissue culture laboratory, 
experimental rice fi elds, a factory 
producing charcoal from rice husks, 
and a germplasm bank. It also has a 
school for more than 1,000 children 
of the people who work on the King’s 
projects. And, at its heart is the 
Chitralada Villa, with King Bhumibol 
and Queen Sirikit in residence.

Rather than isolating himself 
within the pomp and ceremony 
that are the common view of his 
extraordinary reign, Thailand’s 
Development King—IRRI’s Royal 
Patron—prefers to live at the active 
heart of a development engine 
that promises a better future 
for his 64 million subjects.

We are grateful for the assistance of 
the National Rice Research Institute 
of Thailand in preparing this story.

Bob Hill is a Thailand-based writer 
specializing in science and technology.

HER MAJESTY Queen Sirikit harvests 
rice from an experimental plot.
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KING BHUMIBOL 
and Queen Sirikit 
inspect the IRRI 
agricultural 
engineering unit 
during a July 
1963 visit. 
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