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Report Highlights:
On June 11 local staff from the U.S. Embassy-Rangoon and the Agricultural Counselor traveled 150 kilometers over 13 hours from Yangon to Bogale in the Ayeyarwady region.  In general, along this route, Yongon Division appears to be returning rapidly to a normal state.  In Ayeyarwady Division, little field work was underway suggesting continued delays in the start of the wet-season planting.  Large areas remain unmanaged and water-covered.  There were far fewer workers, field animals, and tillers in the paddy fields and less planting activity was observed.
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Burma Post-Cyclone Nargis:  Agricultural Observations, June 11, 2008

Summary:

On June 11 local staff from the U.S. Embassy-Rangoon and the Agricultural Counselor traveled 150 kilometers over 13 hours from Yangon to Bogale in the Ayeyarwady region.  Traveling by 4-wheel drive, the impacts of Cyclone Nargis became progressively greater and the immediate agricultural situation more dire the further we traveled from Yangoon.  Our road was the primary access route to the affected regions from Yangon.  The areas along the road probably have recovered more quickly due to significant private and NGO relief efforts, and access to normal commercial channels for agricultural inputs.

In general, along this route, Yongon Division appears to be returning rapidly to a normal state.  Rice field preparation was well underway (field berms in good order, farmers in the fields with water buffalo or tillers, and in many instances rice emerging from broadcast plantings.)  Shelters associated with farm fields, including housing for farmers, farm labor, and animal shelters, were in good repair.  Although there may have been some storm-related planting delays, there will not be a material 08/09 rice production impact in this part of Yangon Division.  To the contrary, there seem to be efforts underway to boost production as farmers have a general sense of awareness for production losses elsewhere and the means (labor, equipment, and seed) to produce.

Ayeyarwady Division stands in sharp contrast to Yangon Division.  Although basic shelter needs have been addressed in the 6 weeks following the storm, little field work was underway suggesting continued delays in the start of the wet-season planting.  Large areas remain unmanaged and water-covered.  There were far fewer workers, field animals, and tillers in the paddy fields and less planting activity was observed.  Farmers in the region commented negatively on seed availability and expressed concerns about obtaining seed appropriate to their growing needs.  Large areas in the inundated regions of the Ayeyarwaddy will likely remain unplanted through this wet season and it is possible the affected Ayeyarwady regions will not recover sufficiently to ensure a normal dry season crop.

Large numbers of water buffalo were seen being trucked under poor conditions into the Ayeyarwady.  Animal losses were observed at the endpoint in Bogale.  A mix of types of tillers was also observed moving into the Ayeyarwady region.

Limited salvage operations of 07/08 rice were observed.  Farmers were seen drying small amounts of household stocks on the roadside.  Rice quality was low (blackened, foul smelling).  Milled rice from damaged stocks was present in Pyapon market as was rice reported to originate from Yangon.  

Observations on Yangon Division:  

Emerging from the city of Yangon, normal farm activities were in full swing.  Storm-related damage from wind and rain had been well addressed.  More substantial building had been already repaired (corrugated metal roofs were in good condition; bamboo and thatch shelters had been rebuilt, although some roofs were protected on a temporary basis with tarps).  Storm-related debris had been removed except for the largest trunks and stumps from fallen trees.

Rice seedbeds (young plants for transplant) were in good condition and broadcast rice plantings were greening many paddy fields.  Dikes were in good condition and farmers were focused on field planting activities using water buffalo and tillers.  Water levels in the fields seemed to be actively managed.  Large piles of straw from last season were in evidence.  

Normal village activities were underway including on-going construction (normal, not storm-related repair), basket making, small boat building; shops were open, and schools were in session.  Work on electric power lines is continuing.  The existing grid of wire and cement pylons was completely tipped over by the storm and was being replaced by railroad iron uprights. 

Observations on Ayeyarwady Division:  

Even though the route to Bogale is fairly far removed from the most severe coastal impact, the force of the storm was funneled inland by the rivers.  Large-scale flooding across the flat landscape occurred far from the sea and debris remained lodged in the trees and bushes well off ground. Paddy fields were in poor condition; berms were not being maintained fields, were choked with weeds and remained unprepared.  However there were large numbers of houses in good repair at the roadside.  The housing stock is mostly bamboo and thatch which is generally available on-farm.  

Livestock:  Past Payapon, approximately 100 kilometers out of Yangon, we began to see two-ton trucks hauling mostly smaller water buffalo in the direction of the delta.  Drivers indicated the animals had been sourced in Rakhine State.  Trucks were ill equipped for livestock transport; no ramps, no cover, no feed or water.  The animals seen were clearly stressed and in deteriorating condition.  At Bogale, 8 dead water buffalo had been removed from the trucks at the roadside prior to the inspection point.  Goats and pigs were observed being held on-farm and wandering about.  Large flocks of ducks were being held in netted enclosures.

Seeds:  We saw one instance of seeds being distributed in the Ayeyarwady region.  According to the local farmers, some initial attempts to broadcast seed failed due to seeds being washed away.  Farmers are very concerned about sourcing the correct variety for their fields.  Rice farmers tend to retain seed for the next season’s planting.  Harvest losses in the field often sprout and grow in successive plantings and farmers are reluctant to plant different varieties as the next harvest contains a mix of varieties.  Deep-water varieties are a priority for some farmers albeit they are slower to mature.  Concerns about salt water variety are limited to areas which traditionally have saline soils.  The impact of seawater is not viewed to affect the demand for salt-tolerant seed varieties as early monsoon rains have mitigated the potential effects of seawater.  Farmers were openly skeptical about official Burmese government efforts to distribute seeds and other inputs. 

Payapon Market:  We toured the fresh market in Payapon just as it was closing for the day at about 1:30 p.m.  Large quantities of iced seafood (fresh fish, squid) were available for sale from boats behind the market.  A wide array of rice types and qualities were being sold.  Some of the white rice offerings had been milled from storm-damaged stocks and were reported to be of low quality.  (Although the color was good, the rice is said to yellow over time and the product doesn’t hold its shape after cooking.)  Rice had also brought in commercially from Yangon.  Large amounts of fresh fruit and vegetables were being sold.  Duck egg prices had declined in recent weeks. 

Road and Bridge Conditions:  Maximum road speed just out of Yangon was less than 35 kph due to the rough, stone surface.  Road quality continued to diminish the closer we got to Bogale.  In the Ayeyarwady the road narrows; large trucks passing in opposite directions are damaging the road shoulders.  Although the largest bridges are in good shape, narrow bridges at the smaller streams seemed be operating at over-capacity--too much truck traffic carrying too-large loads.  Bridge approaches seem to be in deteriorating condition and we observed buses stuck at the road edge.  At Bogale we saw attempts being made to repair the road (workman breaking stone by hand to fill in the major potholes).

End of Report.
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