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Abstract: Rice production is important for global food security but given its large water footprint,
efficient irrigation management strategies need to be developed. Expansion of rice growing area
is larger than any other crop in Africa due to increasing demand for rice. Three rice irrigation
management alternatives with the system of rice intensification (SRI) were field-evaluated against
the conventional continuously flooded system (CF) in Tanzania. Production systems included:
(1) CF (50 mm ponding depth for the entire season); (2) SRI (40 mm ponding for 3 days and no
irrigation for next 5 days); (3) 80% SRI (80% of the SRI ponding); and (4) 50% SRI (50% of the SRI
ponding). Experimental evaluation of the four systems was conducted for both wet and dry seasons.
For the dry season, the SRI and 80% SRI produced higher yields of 9.68 tons/ha and 11.45 tons/ha and
saved 26% and 35% of water, respectively compared to the CF (8.69 tons/ha). The yield advantage of
the 80% SRI and SRI over the CF was less during the wet season with 6.01 tons/ha and 5.99 tons/ha
of production, and water savings of 30% and 14%, respectively compared to the CF (5.64 tons/ha).
The 50% SRI had lowest yield of all for both seasons, 7.48 tons/ha and 4.99 tons/ha for the dry and
wet seasons, respectively. Statistically, the 80% SRI treatment outperformed all other treatments
over the two seasons with an additional yield of 1.57 tons/ha and 33% (345 mm) water savings
compared to the CF. Economic productivity of water (US$/ha-cm) over two seasons was highest
for the 80% SRI ($20.27/ha-cm), while it was lowest for the CF ($12.89/ha-cm). Water saved by
converting from the CF to the 80% SRI (1.98 million ha-cm) can support a 50% expansion in the
current rice irrigated area in Tanzania. Even without irrigation expansion, the 80% SRI can increase
rice production by 1.5 million tons annually while enhancing water availability for industrial and
environmental uses (e.g., ecological preserves) and help achieve food security in Tanzania and the
greater sub-Saharan Africa.

Keywords: Africa; deficit irrigation; food security; system of rice intensification; water conservation;
water productivity

1. Introduction

Water is a valuable resource that is becoming increasingly scarce due to growing population and
intensifying agriculture [1]. Water scarcity is challenging the ability of countries to meet the increasing
food demand [2]. Globally, agriculture is the largest consumer (≈70%) of freshwater accounting for 90%
of consumptive water use [3,4]. Of the three main food crops (maize, wheat, and rice), rice is the most
important crop especially in developing countries [5]. Given its large water footprint, practices that can
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reduce water inputs for rice production such as deficit irrigation need to be explored. Deficit irrigation
is a technique used to minimize water losses and increase water efficiency, especially in areas where
there is insufficient water supply for irrigation. Deficit irrigation management involves inducing
marginal stress, except in critical growth stages where crop yield might be negatively affected [6].

Expansion of rice growing area is larger than any other crop in Africa due to its increasing
demand. [7]. Tanzania is the largest (947,303 km2) country in East Africa and accounts for 9%
(2.6 million ton) of African rice production (30.8 million ton) [8]. However, due to a rising gap
between production and consumption, many African countries, including Tanzania, are becoming
increasingly dependent on rice imports [9,10]. At the same time, increasing irrigation withdrawals and
spatial and temporal variability in rainfall and surface flows are causing water scarcity in many parts
of Tanzania such as the Pangani and Rufiji River basin [11,12]. The Pangani and Rufiji rivers support
majority of irrigated agriculture in Tanzania and support almost entire hydroelectric generation in
Tanzania (Mtera, Kidatu and Kihansi plants) [12]. Growing population, increasing food demands,
and increased rainfall variability due to changed climate is likely to exacerbate water availability in the
future. There is a need to develop alternative farming systems that can increase or sustain rice yields
with reduced water footprint to ensure the food security in Tanzania.

Field water use for rice typically ranges from 1000–2000 mm [13], which is 2–3 times of other
cereal crops. In rice production systems, a large quantity of water is lost through evapotranspiration,
surface runoff, seepage, and deep percolation [14]. Several water-saving irrigation techniques have
been developed for rice [15]. For instance, in Asia, the most widely adopted water-saving practice is
aerobic rice production system. Although the aerobic rice system reduces water use it also results in
lower yields compared to lowland flooded rice [16]. This practice also has some limitations related to
soil type, rice variety, and socio-economic constraints [17]. Other strategies being pursued to reduce
rice water requirements include alternate wetting and drying (AWD) and saturated soil culture [18].
Studies show that AWD can reduce crop water requirements while maintaining or even increasing
the yield as compared to the conventional flooded system [19,20]. The AWD is an irrigation practice
where water is applied to attain certain depth of ponding after which the field is left unirrigated for
some time (e.g., 5 to 7 days) to dry out or drain. In the traditional continuously flooded (CF) system,
water is applied at a frequency that will maintain a certain depth (e.g., 5 cm) of ponding throughout
the season. Under the CF, more than 50% of irrigation water is lost through seepage, deep percolation,
and excessive unproductive evaporation [21].

The system of rice intensification (SRI) is a relatively new production practice that has been
adopted by many farmers in Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa [22–25]. The SRI is a combination
of agronomic practices comprising of land preparation, seed selection, nursery establishment,
transplanting of young age seedlings (8 to 12 days), wider plant spacing, AWD, and frequent
weeding [22,26]. The SRI practice has been reported to substantially increase the yields as compared
to the CF system [27]. The AWD irrigation technique used in the SRI production system can reduce
water use by minimizing evaporation and deep percolation losses. The SRI combined with AWD has a
potential to reduce water application and yet increase or sustain current yields in Tanzania. A range of
AWD regimes are possible with SRI. However, limited research has been conducted on the evaluation
of SRI in combination with different AWD regimes (e.g., ponding depth) in Tanzania. The current SRI
practice lacks specific information regarding the irrigation management needed to achieve optimum
yield. The goal of this study was to find water sustainable rice production systems in Tanzania by
comparing water and yield metrics of conventional continuously flooded rice with SRI production
system under different AWD regimes during wet (February-June) and dry (September-January) seasons.
Specifically, the study attempts to answer the following questions: (a) Can SRI-AWD combination with
reduced ponding depth significantly increase crop yield and reduce irrigation requirement compared
to CF? (b) Which irrigation management strategy (scheduling and ponding depth) provides highest
water productivity?
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2. Methods and Materials

2.1. Study Area

The experiment was conducted in Morogoro, located 200 km south west of the city of
Dar es Salaam. The experimental fields were located at the research farm of Sokoine University
of Agriculture (SUA) (latitude = 37◦39′26” E and longitude = 6◦51′5” S) at an altitude of 510 m
above mean sea level. The average annual temperature at the site is 23 ◦C with a minimum of
15 ◦C in July and a maximum of 32 ◦C in November and December. The mean relative humidity
(1971–2000) for the area is 73%. Rice is grown during two seasons, dry (September–January) and wet
(February–June) seasons. These two growing seasons have different irrigation needs due to differences
in rainfall (1971–2000 average wet season rainfall = 53 cm and dry season = 38 cm) and evaporative
demands. The seasonal mean (1971–2000) relative humidity is 66% and 78% for the dry and wet
seasons, respectively. Humidity, wind speed, solar radiation, and temperature data, measured at the
SUA meteorological station, were used to calculate reference evapotranspiration (ETo) using FAO
Penman-Monteith method [28] (Figure 1). The average ETo for the wet and dry seasons are 52 and
64 cm, respectively. Given this weather variability, the optimum irrigation strategy for the dry season
is likely to be different from the wet season. Although water availability limits large-scale production,
better yields promote rice production during the dry season.
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the SRI treatments. The top soil (0–30 cm) at the research site is a dark brown, clay loam (47% clay, 
7% silt and 46% sand). The soil is acidic with a pH of 5.6. The volumetric water content at field 
capacity and permanent wilting point is 40.1% and 28.7%, respectively for the top soil (0–30 cm). The 
saturated hydraulic conductivity of the top 30 cm soil is 0.35 mm/h. Soil texture (sand, silt and clay 
percent) and bulk density data obtained from collected soil samples were used to estimate soil water 
retention and saturated hydraulic conductivity parameters [29]. 
  

Figure 1. Average daily rainfall and reference ET (1971–2000) for Morogoro, Tanzania.

The experiment was conducted during the dry and wet seasons of 2012–2013. For 2013 wet
season, the experimental site was moved to another plot within the same research farm due to land
availability issues. Annual rainfall was measured at the site using a standard rain gauge. Another
set of rainfall measurements were taken at the meteorological station at SUA. The rainfall system is
bimodal, characterized by two rainfall peaks with short rains from October to December and long
rains from March to May (Figure 1). Measured rainfall at the site was 489 mm and 1379 mm during the
dry and wet season, respectively. High rainfall in the wet season disrupted the AWD cycle for all the
SRI treatments. The top soil (0–30 cm) at the research site is a dark brown, clay loam (47% clay, 7% silt
and 46% sand). The soil is acidic with a pH of 5.6. The volumetric water content at field capacity and
permanent wilting point is 40.1% and 28.7%, respectively for the top soil (0–30 cm). The saturated
hydraulic conductivity of the top 30 cm soil is 0.35 mm/h. Soil texture (sand, silt and clay percent) and
bulk density data obtained from collected soil samples were used to estimate soil water retention and
saturated hydraulic conductivity parameters [29].
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2.2. Experimental Design

The layout of the experiment was a complete randomized block design (CRBD) with factorial
arrangement of four treatments with three replications. A total of 12 experimental fields (area each
field = 40 m2) were identified within a rice field. Four production systems (treatments) with differential
irrigation volumes evaluated in this study included: (1) continuous flooding (CF, Control) (maintain
50 mm ponding depth for the entire season); (2) SRI (maintain 40 mm ponding depth for three
consecutive days followed by no irrigation for five days); (3) 80% SRI (maintain 80% of the SRI ponding
depth i.e., 32 mm for three consecutive days followed by no irrigation for five days); and (4) 50% SRI
(maintain 50% of the SRI ponding depth i.e., 20 mm for three consecutive days followed by no irrigation
for five days). All the SRI systems involved alternate wetting and drying (AWD) during the initial
stages. After the panicle initiation stage, continuous flooding was practiced in all the SRI treatments to
maintain 20 mm ponding depth until plant senescence to ensure better grain filling. Important dates
for the two seasons are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Crop management and development stages for dry and wet seasons.

Event Period (DAT *) Dry Season Wet Season

Field Preparations - 15 September 2012 8 February 2013
Nursery - 24 September 2012 18 February 2013

Transplanting - 6 October 2012 1 March 2013
Tillering 0–46 21 November 2012 16 April 2013

Panicle initiation 47–59 3 December 2012 29 April 2013
Flowering 60–72 15 December 2012 13 May 2013

Grain filling 73–90 1 January 2013 27 May 2013

Harvesting 111 (Wet season)
113 (Dry season) 26 January 2013 19 June 2013

*: DAT-days after transplanting.

The SRI treatments involved transplanting 12-day seedlings, with two leaves. The seedlings were
transplanted carefully and quickly to minimize seedling damage. The number of seedling per hill
was one for all the SRI treatments; this allowed optimum growth without competition for nutrients.
For the CF treatment, based on the conventional practice in Tanzania, three seedlings per hill were
planted. For both the CF and SRI treatments, fertilizer was applied at a rate of 50 kg/ha (N), 50 kg/ha
(K2O) and 50 kg/ha (P2O5) before the last puddling event. Weeding was done manually at 12-day
intervals using a spike-toothed harrow. To encourage greater root and canopy growth, plant-to-plant
and row-to-row spacing was maintained at 25 cm for all the SRI and CF treatments.

2.3. Sri Management

Each experimental plot was leveled to allow uniform water ponding. The soil was kept saturated
for five days, and then rotavated. The field was harrowed twice at an interval of three days to ensure
proper soil-water mixture. Twelve-days-old seedlings were transplanted before the emergence of a
third leaf. Care was taken to separate the seedling from the seedbed to avoid damage to the young
root. One seedling was planted per hill at a depth of two cm on the 25 cm square grid. Between the
transplanting and appearance of panicles, three to five days irrigation cycle was followed, i.e., the field
was irrigated for three consecutive days and then left to dry for five days. The goal was to keep the
soil moist but not saturated to allow air to get into the soil for improved soil health and root growth.
After panicle initiation, irrigation was applied to maintain 20 mm ponding for all three SRI treatments.

2.4. Irrigation and Soil Moisture Measurements

Irrigation water volume for each treatment was measured using a propeller type flow meter.
Soil moisture was measured every 15-min using a capacitance probe (EnviroScan, Sentek Technologies,
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Stepney, Australia; sensors at 10, 20, 30, 60, 80, and 90 cm below the soil surface) in one of the plots for
each of the four treatments. Manufacturer provided calibration equation for clay loam soil was used to
measure the soil moisture content at multiple depths. Capacitance-type soil moisture probes provide
reasonable soil moisture measurements even without site-specific calibration (3–4% accuracy) and
therefore, could be used for irrigation scheduling [30,31]. Measured soil moisture data from capacitance
probes have been successfully used to determine irrigation water requirements and scheduling
for agricultural crops [32,33]. Furthermore, measured average maximum soil moisture (saturation
moisture) within and below the root zone at the study site was 48–60% which is close to the estimated
saturation moisture content of 45–50%. Therefore, measured soil moisture was assumed to adequately
represent the actual soil moisture content and its variation during the growing seasons. The capacitance
probes were connected to a CR206 datalogger (Campbell Scientific Inc., Logan, UT, USA) to store
the data. For the dry season, soil moisture was measured from 3 November 2012 to 30 January 2013.
During the wet season, soil moisture data could only be measured from 4 March–6 May 2013 due to
theft of the datalogger.

2.5. Plant and Yield Observations

Five plants were randomly selected from each plot to measure plant height and number of tillers
during each development stage. At grain maturity, the field was drained to allow the soil to dry before
harvesting. Three one m quadrants were selected in each plot for yield measurements. Dry biomass
(oven dried for 24 h or more until no change in weight) of different plant organs (stem, leaves and
panicles) was weighed. Length and width of leaves were measured manually to estimate leaf area
index (LAI) using the method by Yin et al. (2000) [34].

2.6. Data Analysis

All statistical analyses were conducted using SAS [35]. The data were analyzed using
Tukey-Kramer test for comparing pair wise differences of means [36]. Variables compared included
water applied (mm), crop yield (kg/ha), soil moisture (%vol.), LAI, above ground biomass (kg/ha) and
economic productivity of water (US$/ha-cm). The economic productivity of water was calculated using
the income (I, $) from crop yield and volume of water applied (ha-cm, irrigation plus rainfall) [37] as:

Economic productivity o f water =
I($)

Water applied (Ha− cm)

Average farm gate paddy price of 550 Tanzanian Shillings TZS/kg [38] and prevailing exchange
rate (1 US$ = 1600 TZS) during 2013 was used to calculate the income (I).

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Plant Growth

Plant height for the CF and SRI treatments were significantly (p < 0.05) higher than both the 80%
SRI and 50% SRI for both seasons (Table 2). Plant height for the CF was 23% and 63% higher than the
80% SRI and 50% SRI, respectively during the dry season. Plant height in the wet season for the CF
was 11% and 30% greater than the 80% SRI and 50% SRI, respectively. More ponding depth or higher
water availability is the likely reason for higher plant height in the CF as it can increase plant nutrient
uptake and plant height [39,40]. Similar plant heights for the CF and SRI are likely due to similar soil
moisture or water availability in the root zone.

The number of tillers for the 80% SRI was significantly higher (p < 0.05) than rest of the three
treatments in both seasons (Table 2). Based on the statistical analyses results, the number of tillers
can be arranged as 80% SRI > SRI = CF > 50% SRI (Table 2). For the dry season, the 80% SRI had
40% more tillers than the CF and 93% more tillers than the 50% SRI. Shortening of the vegetative
stage duration has been shown to result in increased tillers [41]. High number of tillers per hill for
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the 80% SRI indicates higher potential yield than the rest of the treatments. Because panicles are
attached to tillers, the number of tillers are usually an indicator of yield; the higher the number of
tillers, the higher the potential for increased yield. The advantage of the SRI method in enhancing
tiller numbers was observed by many researchers [42,43]. Transplanting of younger seedlings, higher
plant spacing and soil aeration due to wetting and drying cycle promotes root growth and tillers
under the SRI system [44]. Results for the wet season were similar to the dry season however the
numerical differences between the treatments were much lower. Part of this difference was due to
rainfall that masked the effect of differential irrigation input. Overall, the 80% SRI outperformed all
other treatments in the number of tillers indicating higher yield potential than other treatments.

Biomass (Figure 2) and LAI (Figure 3) followed similar trends. Based on the results from statistical
analyses, the order for the dry and wet seasons biomass were 80% SRI > CF > SRI > 50% SRI and 80%
SRI > SRI > CF > 50% SRI (Figure 2), respectively. Higher biomass leads to higher accumulation of
non-structural carbohydrate in the culms and leaf cover which can rapidly be trans-located to the
panicle during the initial stage of grain filling and can increase the potential for higher crop yield [45].
Overall, key plant growth parameters such as biomass, LAI and number of tillers indicate the best
plant performance for the 80% SRI treatment followed by the SRI for both seasons.

Water 2018, 10, x FOR PEER REVIEW  6 of 15 

 

tillers, the number of tillers are usually an indicator of yield; the higher the number of tillers, the 
higher the potential for increased yield. The advantage of the SRI method in enhancing tiller numbers 
was observed by many researchers [42,43]. Transplanting of younger seedlings, higher plant spacing 
and soil aeration due to wetting and drying cycle promotes root growth and tillers under the SRI 
system [44]. Results for the wet season were similar to the dry season however the numerical 
differences between the treatments were much lower. Part of this difference was due to rainfall that 
masked the effect of differential irrigation input. Overall, the 80% SRI outperformed all other 
treatments in the number of tillers indicating higher yield potential than other treatments. 

Biomass (Figure 2) and LAI (Figure 3) followed similar trends. Based on the results from 
statistical analyses, the order for the dry and wet seasons biomass were 80% SRI > CF > SRI > 50% SRI 
and 80% SRI > SRI > CF > 50% SRI (Figure 2), respectively. Higher biomass leads to higher 
accumulation of non-structural carbohydrate in the culms and leaf cover which can rapidly be trans-
located to the panicle during the initial stage of grain filling and can increase the potential for higher 
crop yield [45]. Overall, key plant growth parameters such as biomass, LAI and number of tillers 
indicate the best plant performance for the 80% SRI treatment followed by the SRI for both seasons. 

 
Figure 2. (A) Dry season (October 2012 to January 2013) and (B) wet season (February 2013 to June 
2013) total biomass for continuous flooding (CF), system of rice intensification (SRI), 80% SRI, and 
50% SRI treatments. The 80% SRI and 50% SRI refers to 80% and 50% of the SRI ponding depth, 
respectively. 0 to 46, 47 to 60, 61 to 75, and 77 to 94 days after transplanting (DAT) corresponds to 
vegetative, flowering, panicle initiation, and senescence stages, respectively. 

  

Figure 2. (A) Dry season (October 2012 to January 2013) and (B) wet season (February 2013 to June 2013)
total biomass for continuous flooding (CF), system of rice intensification (SRI), 80% SRI, and 50% SRI
treatments. The 80% SRI and 50% SRI refers to 80% and 50% of the SRI ponding depth, respectively. 0 to
46, 47 to 60, 61 to 75, and 77 to 94 days after transplanting (DAT) corresponds to vegetative, flowering,
panicle initiation, and senescence stages, respectively.
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Table 2. Plant height and number of tillers for the dry and wet seasons.

Treatments *
Plant Height (m) Number of Tillers

Dry Season Wet Season Dry Season Wet Season

CF 0.49 a 0.52 a 40 a 28 a

SRI 0.44 a 0.48 a 42 a 31 a

80% SRI 0.40 b 0.47 b 56b 38 b

50% SRI 0.30 c 0.40 c 29 c 25 c

* CF—Continuously flooded, SRI—System of Rice Intensification, 80% SRI—80% of SRI ponding depth, and 50%
SRI—50% of SRI ponding depth. Note: Treatments with different letters (superscripts) were significantly different at
0.05 significance level.
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Figure 3. (A) Dry season (October 2012 to January 2013) and (B) wet season (February 2013 to June 2013)
leaf area index (LAI) for continuous flooding (CF), system of rice intensification (SRI), the 80% SRI,
and 50% SRI treatments. The 80% SRI and 50% SRI refers to 80% and 50% of the SRI ponding depth,
respectively. Days after transplanting (DAT) 0 to 46, 47 to 60, 61 to 75, and 77 to 90 corresponds to
vegetative, panicle initiation, flowering, and senescence stages, respectively.

3.2. Yield

For both seasons, the 80% SRI had statistically higher yield than other treatments while the 50%
SRI had the lowest yield (p < 0.05; Figure 4). Following comparisons were statistically significant
(p < 0.05) for both seasons: 80% SRI > CF, CF > 50% SRI, SRI > 50% SRI. For the dry season, yield for
the 80% SRI was significantly higher than the SRI (p = 0.01). However, frequent rainfall events between
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transplanting and panicle initiation during the wet season (March–May 2013) resulted in similar soil
moisture (Figures 5 and 6) in the root zone for all the SRI treatments which is the likely reason for
small yield differences between the SRI, 50% SRI, and 80% SRI.
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Figure 5. Daily soil moisture at 30 cm depth during the (A) dry season (October 2012 to January 2013)
and (B) wet season (February 2013 to June 2013). CF is continuous flooding, SRI is system of rice
intensification, 80% SRI and 50% SRI refers to 80% and 50% of the SRI ponding depth, respectively
DAT is days after transplanting.
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Figure 6. (A) Dry season (October 2012 to January 2013) and (B) wet season (February 2013 to June 2013)
daily average soil moisture below the root zone (60 cm) against days after transplanting (DAT). The CF
is continuous flooding, SRI is system of rice intensification, and 80% SRI and 50% SRI refers to 80% and
50% of the SRI ponding depth, respectively.

The wet season yields were lower than dry season mainly due to frequent rainfall between
March and May 2013 resulting in saturated to near saturated soil moisture conditions during wet
season for all treatments (Figures 5 and 6). The lowest yield observed for the 50% SRI in the dry
season was higher than the highest yield for the 80% SRI during the wet season. Very little rainfall
during November–December 2012 helped maintain the target soil moisture for all three SRI treatments
(Figures 5 and 6) resulting in higher yields during the dry season as compared to the wet season.

The 80% SRI treatment produced 32% and 6% more yield than the CF for the dry and wet seasons,
respectively. Although the 80% SRI treatment had almost the same yield as the SRI for the wet season,
it had 18% more yield than the SRI treatment for the dry season. Higher yield for SRI is in agreement
with observations from other studies [42,46,47] that noted higher grain yield when younger seedlings
(8 to 12 days old) are transplanted at spacing ranging from 25 cm × 25 cm to 30 cm × 30 cm under
non-flooded conditions. In this study, younger seedling and AWD irrigation were the main synergistic
factors that increased the tillering ability (per hill and per area), panicle length, number of filled grains,
and finally high yield for the 80% SRI treatment followed by the SRI compared to the CF.

Rice yield for the wet season was low with small differences among the treatments due to heavy
and frequent rainfall at the beginning of the wet season (March and May) which resulted in sustained
saturation/flooding during the wet period and prevented implementation of the SRI treatments.
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Similar results were observed by Stoop et al. (2002) [22], who noted that it was not possible to
attain higher yields with SRI compared to CF due to frequent rainfall events. Prolonged root zone
saturation due to frequent rainfall events restrict root zone aeration under SRI thereby negatively
affecting root and tiller growth. For the dry season, higher yield for the 80% SRI and SRI were due to:
(1) adequate soil moisture required by the plant between transplanting and panicle initiation stages
which enhances nutrients uptake; (2) reduced plant stress due to non-waterlogged conditions in the
root zone which promotes healthier root growth; and (3) improved soil aeration which increases
microbial metabolism activity. These factors resulted in better number of tillers and yield observed in
this study for 80% SRI (Table 2).

3.3. Water Use and Productivity

3.3.1. Irrigation and Soil Moisture

Measured soil moisture within (30 cm) and below root zone (60 cm) indicates the success of
treatment implementation. During the dry season, soil moisture of all the SRI treatments fluctuated
around soil field capacity from the transplanting to the panicle initiation stage after which soil moisture
for all treatments was similar due to sustained flooding (Figures 5 and 6). During the dry season,
the only treatment that was allowed to fall below field capacity and, at times, close to wilting point
during the tillering stage was 50% SRI (Figure 5). After panicle initiation stage, the soil moisture at
60 cm depth for all the SRI treatments for the dry season was similar to the CF because of continuous
ponding maintained for all the treatments. Unlike dry season, soil in all the SRI treatments was near
saturation during the initial part of the wet season due to frequent rainfall events (Figures 5 and 6).
The desired SRI irrigation cycle (wetting for 3 consecutive days and drying for 5 days) was interrupted
by heavy tropical rainfall at 30 days after transplanting (DAT) which negated the effects of the irrigation
management and led to similar soil moisture in the root zone for all treatments resulting in reduced
yield for the SRI treatments. Similar observations were made by Kombe (2012) [48]. Given that the 80%
SRI resulted in maximum yield, it can be inferred that the desired soil moisture from transplanting
to panicle initiation stage within the root zone (0–30 cm) is 44–48% (vol.) which falls between field
capacity to saturation.

There was a large difference in the amount of water applied between the two seasons. In the dry
season, total rainfall was 489 mm and irrigation volumes applied to the 80% SRI and CF treatments
were 830 mm and 1286 mm, respectively (Figure 7A). On the other hand, during the wet season, there
was a total of 1379 mm rainfall and the irrigation volume applied to the 80% SRI and CF were 554 mm
and 787 mm, respectively (Figure 7). Frequent rainfall and variability in deep percolation losses
resulted in similar water application for the 80% SRI and 50% SRI treatments (Figure 7). The irrigation
volume varied depending on the rainfall, ET and deep percolation losses.

Results show that the 80% SRI can save 35% water compared to the CF during the dry
season (Figure 7B). The water savings during the wet season will vary depending on rainfall.
Tabbal et al. (2002) also reported that maintaining the soil moisture by alternate wetting and drying
reduced irrigation volume by about 40–70%, compared with the traditional CF, without any significant
loss in yield. In Ruaha basin of Tanzania, water abstracted from rivers for irrigation accounts for 56% of
the wet season river flows and 93% of the dry season river flows [49]. Results from this study indicate
that practicing the 80% SRI system for both rice growing seasons can achieve significant water savings
which can be used for other purposes and/or help maintain environmental flows.
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3.3.2. Economic Productivity of Water

All three SRI treatments had higher economic productivity than the CF production system
indicating higher “income per drop of water” under SRI. The 80% SRI had the highest economic
productivity during both dry and wet seasons (Figure 8). Dry season economic productivity for the
80% SRI was almost twice that of the CF (Figure 8). The 80% SRI treatment was 29% more productive
than the SRI during the dry season (Figure 8). As compared to the dry season, wet season economic
productivity showed little differences between the treatments. Despite 14–30% (107–233 mm) of
difference in irrigation applied between the CF and SRI treatments, high wet season rainfall (1379 mm)
masked the treatment effects on economic productivity (Figure 8). However, the 80% SRI was still 19%
more beneficial than the CF during the wet season (Figure 8). Considering the yield advantage from
the 80% SRI for both seasons, it is a better irrigation management strategy compared to the SRI and
the CF (Figure 8). Although the economic productivity for the 50% SRI was higher than the CF for
the dry season, the yield loss from this treatment is not likely to result in its acceptance over the 80%
SRI. However, for areas with limited water supply the 50% SRI is still a viable option because yield
reductions from the 50% SRI were only 13% compared to the CF over the two seasons.

In 2014, 957,218 ha of paddy area was harvested in Tanzania [8] almost all utilizing the CF
production system. The yield advantage and water savings from the 80% SRI are likely to vary
depending on rainfall amount and distribution, soil properties, water availability, and management
strategies. For example, light textured soils (sandy loam) typically require higher irrigation volume
than heavy texture soils (e.g., clay) mainly due to higher soil hydraulic conductivity that results in
higher deep percolation losses. Assuming that the results from this study are applicable to the entire
rice production area in Tanzania, implementation of the 80% SRI will result in annual water savings
of 3.29 billion cubic meters and achieve additional production of 1.5 million tons of rice. If used,
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this water saved from the CF to the 80% SRI conversion can support 50% increase in the current rice
irrigated area in Tanzania. Achieving these water savings and yield benefits is likely to increase the
sustainability of rice production system in Tanzania and create additional water supplies for industry,
environment, and other users.
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4. Conclusions

The traditional continuously flooded (CF) rice production system has no yield advantage over
the SRI-AWD production system for both growing seasons in Tanzania. Consistently, highest yields
were obtained from the 80% SRI system for both seasons which indicates that it is possible to increase
yields while reducing the total irrigation volume. The 80% SRI system outperformed the CF system by
2762 kg/ha and 365 kg/ha with water savings of 456 mm and 233 mm during the dry and wet seasons,
respectively. The water savings from the 80% SRI are 30–35% compared to the CF system. Given that
50% SRI system produced almost 90% yield compared to the CF during the wet season, the farmers in
limited water supply regions are still likely to achieve a viable yield. For the farms that grow rice in
both seasons, the annual water savings from the 80% SRI will be 689 mm with an additional production
of 3127 kg/ha over the CF system. Considering that water savings from the 80% SRI accounts for
74% of annual rainfall (935 mm/year) in southern Tanzania, this irrigation management system has
important implications for maintaining water supply and environmental flows in rivers.

To achieve large-scale yield and water saving benefits, there is a need to develop
easy-to-understand water management recommendations for farmers in Tanzania. Maintaining 30 mm
ponding depth (80% SRI) for three days followed by no irrigation for five days during transplanting
to panicle initiation is an easy-to-follow recommendation. After panicle initiation, 20 mm ponding
depth can be maintained to achieve increased yield with reduced irrigation. Farmers in the major
river basins such as Ruaha are already experiencing water cuts which are likely to become more
frequent or permanent in the future considering low reservoir levels for hydropower generation
(e.g., Mtera and Kidatu power generation plants) [50]. Basin-scale implementation of the 80% SRI will
not only help farmers sustain or improve the yields under current and future water cuts but also help
maintain current power generation. One of the avenues for promoting large-scale implementation
of the SRI system is to conduct on-farm demonstration studies. Furthermore, socio-economic factors
including market prices, soil type, water availability, and existing irrigation infrastructure will have to
be considered for wide-scale acceptance of the 80% SRI in Tanzania. Given the large-scale production
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of rice in Tanzania and projected water stress by 2025 [12], the 80% SRI has the potential to improve
the well-being of farmers and contribute to food security in Tanzania.
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