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WILD RICE 
Po uciion 

rices, 
and Marketing
 

Wild rice is indi genous to man y lakes and slow
moving streams in northern Minnesota and southern 
Canada. It was a staple foodstuff in the diets of the native 
Indians in these areas and was one of the first items 
traded by the Indians to the French in the New World. Its 
image as a gourmet food can be tra ced back to th is early 
period. Commercial production of cultivated wild rice in 
Minnesota, however, dates back on ly to the mid-1960s. 
Production has expan ded rapidly, reaching a record 2.7 
million pounds of processed grain in 1982. Cultivated 
wild rice has em erged within the past two decades as one 
of Minnesota' s newest agricultural crops. Within the past 
six years production of cultivated wild rice was also 
begun in Californ ia where it reached a significan t 800,000 
pounds in 1982. 

One of the problems that has plagued the wild rice 
industry in past yea rs has been the sizable variation in 
production of lake wild rice associated with growing 
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Introduction 
conditions . Good yields of lake wild rice normally occur 
one in four years. In yea rs of abundan t supplies, prices 
were de pressed while in years of short supplies, prices 
rose to high levels to ration the avai lable supply. The 
increased prod uction of cultivated wild rice and its larger 
share of the total wild rice supply will probably reduce 
the in ter-year production an d price variability. Produc
tion of cultivated wild rice will likely con tinue to increase 
in the yea rs ahead as the marke t expands and imp roved, 
non sh att ering, disease resista nt varieties are developed 
through research now un derway at the University of 
Minneso ta' s Agricultu ral Experiment Station . Produc
tion expans ion, howe ver , will be limited by the capacity 
of markets to absorb increased quan tities of wild rice at 
prices that provide satisfactory returns to growers . 

As com mercial production of wild rice has grown 
over the past decade, marketing institut ions such as 
cooperatives have also developed . However, there has 
been considerable con troversy within the industry over 
how wild rice should be priced and ma rketed. Decision
making also has been ha mpered by incomplete economic 
information and a lack of systematic reporting of produc
tion, prices and consumption of wild rice . 

The purpose of this study is to undertake a systematic 
economic analysis of the wild rice industry as a first step 
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in providing basic information to guide the future devel
opment of this important young industry. 

OBJECTIVES 

The specific objectives of the stud y are: 
1.	 To describe the struc ture of the wild rice production 

sector for both lake and cultivated wild rice and to 
analyze historical trends in market su pply and prices. 

2.	 To analyze the consumer demand and prices for wild 
rice and to delineate the relative importance of the 
blend market and the market for pure wild rice. 

3.	 To describe the existing mar keting system for wild 
rice and deline ate the marketing channels as we ll as 
the relative importance of various market ou tlets. 

4.	 To evaluate the pe rformance of the wild rice market
ing system an d suggest possible ways of improving 
market performan ce. 

METHODOLOGY AND SOURC ES OF DATA 

The data and information on which this study is based 
were collected from primary sources through personal 
in terview in field surveys . This repo rt begins with a brief 
review of the sign ificant even ts in the economic develop
men t of the wild rice ind ustry from early history to the 
present. Lake wild rice, where the industry began, is 
then an alyzed . Information on production and policies 
pe rtaining to lake wild rice was obtained from the 
Minnesota Depa rtment of Natural Resources (DNR). 
Officials at the Leech Lake and Nett Lake Indian Reserva
tions also provided helpful information as well as Ll.S, 
Department of Interior pe rsonnel of three wildlife ref
uges on which wild rice is grown. Information an d data 
on lake wild rice production and marketing in Canada 
we re also obtai ned from govern ment officials and privat e 

individuals in Manitoba, Ontario , and Saskatchewan. A 
substantial share of Canada's lake wild rice is processed 
and marketed in the United State s. 

Since cultivated wild rice now accounts for over three
fourths of the total marketa ble supply of wild rice, 
representatives of all of the wild rice farms in Minnesota 
were interviewed to obtain information on characteristics 
of the prod ucing units and their marketing practices. 
Production of cultivated wild rice in California is a recent 
but significant develo pment in the industry. Several 
Californ ia growers and cooperative extension farm advi
sors were int erviewed . A ma jor wild rice processing firm 
in tha t state also provided helpful information . 

Information on wild rice processing, market outlets, 
and marketing chann els was obtained through personal 
interviews with all wild rice processors in the United 
State s, except Uni ted Wild Rice, Inc.' Officials of Uncle 
Ben's , Inc. of Houston, Texas, a major industrial buyer of 
wild rice, were also very helpful in supplying economic 
informa tion on prod uction and marketing. 

The marketing section is followed by a discussion of 
supply response in the wild rice industry to market prices 
and the sensitivity of consumer deman d to prices. The 
report concludes with some suggestions for impro ving 
market performance in the wild rice indu stry. 

The cooperation received from the wild rice industry 
in con ducting this stu dy was excellent. The aut hors 
express their grateful ap pre ciation to the many individu
als, business firms, and government officials who made 
this study possible. What follows are the authors' efforts 
to summarize, inte rpret, an d ana lyze the econo mic infor
mation collected in th is study of the wild rice industry. 

' The management of United Wild Rice, Inc. chose not to participate in this study. 
However, all individu al members of this marke ting coopera tive participated In 

the prod ucers' surv ey . 

Economic Development 
of the Wild Rice Industry 

EARLY YEARS 
The pre sent wild rice marketing system is a product of 

its colorful history. Many of the marketing practices that 
seem un usual whe n compared to those of other specialty 
crops are actually remnants of this past era . 

Wild rice was among the first item s traded by the 
Indians an d the French in the New World . Some trace the 
reputation of wild rice as a gourmet food to those early 
days wh en the voyageur s sent back samples to Europe 
where they were well received. This trading involved 
only small amounts of grain. Most of the crop continued 
to be consumed by the local Indian population. 

Wild rice first entere d commercial chan nels at the 
tu rn of the century as northern Minnesota began to feel 
the impact of white settlement. Traders bought pro
cess ed wild rice from the Indian s an d then sold it in the 
surround ing communities or sh ipped it south for distri
bu tion in Minneapolis and Wisconsin . Volumes traded 
remai ned small, although a Minneapolis firm sold 3,000 
pounds in 1899. The major rice trader, Frank Vance of 
Grand Rapids, reportedly averaged sales of five to six 
ton s a yea r. 

When Vance moved farther west to escape encroach
ing civilization, other Minnesota traders replaced him. 
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Wild rice was one of the first items trad ed by the Native 
Ame ricans and the French in the New World . Gordon R. 
Sommers photo, Minnesota Historical Society. 

Thro ug hout the first half of the 1900s Minnesota grad u
ally became the hub of the wild rice industry . Canadian 
wild rice, formerly handled by fur trading firms such as 
the Hudson's Bay Comp any , was purc hased by Ameri
cans who brought it back to Minnesota for marketin g.' 

By 1920, harvesters had begun to sell unprocessed 
(green) wild rice to the owners of new processing plants . 
This practice of selling unprocessed wild rice even tually 
became nearly universal, at least for wild rice enter ing 
commercial channels, and relieved harvesters of th e 
arduous job of hand processing . It also set the stage for 
the imp ortant role processors were to play in wild rice 
marketing. 

ROLE OF SPECULATORS 
Traders were attracted to wild rice because its produc

tion cycle mad e it a natural can didate for speculation. 
The large shifts in supply from one year to the next while 
demand remained stable pushed prices up and down 
drama tically. Speculato rs who successfully exploited 
the se price changes stood to earn substantial profits. 

Their strategies were simila r to those of speculators 
everywhere . They attem pted to assemble sizable inve n
tories in bumper-crop years when prices were low and 
carry the wild rice over until a small crop forced prices 
up. The speculators wo uld then sell the ir inventories and 
po cket the differen ce between the prices an d carrying 
costs. 

' Wild Rice. Northprint Company. Grand Rap ids. Minnesota. Dec. 1973. 

The specul ators' behavior ha d both positive and 
negative effects . On the positive side, inventories held 
over assured some supply even when the lake crop 
failed . This enabled distributors to su pply their accounts 
at least partially, an d altho ugh prices were high they 
wo uld have been higher in the absence of release of 
in ventories . In addition, speculators' purchas es in 
bu mper-crop years helped create an outlet for the wild 
rice that could not flow into an already-saturated con
sump tion marke t. Therefore, speculation lowered prices 
somewhat in poor crop years and raised them slightly in 
bumper-crop years. Nevertheless, price instability was 
substant ial. 

But sp eculatio n also fostered pra ctices in wild rice 
marketing that, while us eful in the da ys of exclusively 
lake rice production, tod ay create tensions and impede 
industry development. Wild rice speculators, like sp ecu
lators in any small-volume commodity, relied on strict 
secrecy to insure full exploitation of price fluctuation . 
This concern with con fidentiality persists today. Specu
lators su pplemented this secrecy with a policy of mis
lead ing other specula tor s by various ques tiona ble 
means. These practices have aba ted conside rably, but a 
general air of d istrust remains and has resu lted in a 
barrage of costly laws uits which tap needed resources 
an d impede cooperation among indu stry participants. 
Finally , speculators ' pr eoccupation with short-term prof
its, often at the expe nse of long-term market develop 
ment, has pe rsisted over the years. 

Wild rice in the specu latio n era was a stag nant 
industry. The speculat ors derived the ir profi ts from 
exploiting the variatio ns in su pp ly. They had no incen 
tive to enco urage either supply or demand expansion . 
Supply expansion, whethe r from cultivating wild rice 
(wh ich had bee n experimented with on occasion) or from 
seeding lakes, wo uld tend to reduce the variability of 
supply an d hence th e profi tability of speculation . De
mand expansion was impractical given the su pply situa 
tio n . Few food d istribu tors or pr ocessors wished to 
expose themselves to such price fluctua tions or to the 
possibility of being unable to buy the required wild rice at 
any price . 

CULTIVATED WILD RICE
 
PRODUCTION BEGINS
 

Duri ng the 1950s, in terest in cultivating wild rice 
bega n to stir among individuals motivated by cur iosity, 
potential profits, and disillus ionment with the specula
tors . Initial efforts, some backed by considerable capital, 
were disappointing. In some cases, wild rice grew well 
the first years but failed in sub seque nt years . In addition, 
there were harvesting problems. Exper imentation , how
ever, conti nued . 

In the early 1960s seve ral events ha ppened almos t 
simult aneous ly, and resu lted in the birth of the culti
vated wild rice industry . The first was the discovery of a 
plant with some seed- sha ttering resistance by two Uni 
versity of Minnesota agronomists in a field of Algot 
Johns on, a pioneer wild rice grower. Wild rice with some 
seed -shatt ering resistance enabled growers to harves t 
fields in one pass an d substantially increase yields over 
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fields planted with lake wild rice. The discovery of these 
pla nts was an imp ortant advance in making cultivated 
w ild rice feasible . 

Secondly, Uncle Ben 's introduced a wild rice and rice 
blend which was receive d favorably in the marketplace . 
The compa ny quickly became concerned with the po ten
tial supply of wild rice when a routine crop failure forced 
them to buy an es timated 80 pe rcent of the wo rld's wild 
rice to meet their req uirem ents. No t only was the pur
chase expensive, but it revealed a constraint to the 
expansion of what promised to be a profitable product. 

Following the lake crop failure of 1965, Uncle Ben' s 
became interested in cultivated wild rice, which would 
produce a more reliable supply. This com pany played a 
major role in developing cultivated wild rice in addition 
to providing a new and stron g source of demand. 

In 1967, Uncle Ben's contracted with three farmers in 
the Waskish area to grow wild rice. To support these 
farmers' efforts and those of others w ho might follow, 
Uncle Ben's hired an agronomist to assist in growing the 
new crop . The agronomist continued working with culti
vated wild rice in Minnesota for the next ten years. 
Growing conditions we re almost ideal in 1967 and yields 
were imp ress ive . The success of these fields att racted 
considerable attention from local farme rs and investors, 
man y of whom became interested in growing wild rice . 

In 1969 and 1971 the state legislature provided special 
fundi ng for wild rice research by the University of 
Minnesota's Agricultural Experiment Station . This re
sea rch has generated significant advances in wild rice 
cul tivation, including improved varieties and production 
practices. 

EXPANSION OF CULTIVATED
 
WILD RICE PRODUCTION
 

Cultivated wild rice acreage expande d rapidly . In 
1968, only a year afte r the first contracted fields were 
planted, there were 900 acres; a year later the acreage had 
tripled. In 197318,000 acres were cultivated; the acreage 
declined in the next few years, due in part to unfavorable 
weather. Thereafter, cultivation gradually increased and 
now stands at about 25,000 acres. 

The rapid adoption of wi ld rice in Minnesota 
stemmed from the high returns expected by prospective 
investors . A strong de mand for wi ld rice, primarily 
fueled by Uncle Ben's, kept prices high in the early years 
and tempted investors to enter the industry. This lure 
was especially strong for residents or former residen ts of 
no rth-central Minnesota . Those who had amassed some 
capital and wanted to live in the area had been con
strained by the lack of investment or employmen t oppor
tunities there. Wild rice was a promis ing investment and 
it was enthusiastically embraced by the local residents. 
With local residen ts moving into wild rice farmi ng, and 
outside investors coming in as well, wild rice production 
expanded. 

The high returns in the early years were accompanied 
by high risk. Several grow ers were forced to abandon 
their acreage or sell out when their farms faltered. Others 
who had experimented with a field or two re-evaluated 

and decided aga inst investing heavily in wild rice. The 
attrition process wa s painful for many, but the survi ving 
growers had a strong com mitment to wild rice an d the 
resources to back it up. 

EFFECT OF CULTIVATION ON THE LAKE 
WILD RICE INDUSTRY 

Many lake wild rice indus try pa rticipants viewed the 
burgeoning cultivated rice industry with alarm. They 
justifiably feared that increases in supply would outs trip 
increases in de ma nd and prices would be dr iven down. 
In addition, some felt that cultivated wild rice was not 
truly wild rice, and that growers were misre pre senting 
their crop in selling it as suc h . 

Several gro ups within the lake wild rice industry felt 
the impact of the entry of cultivated wild rice more 
stro ngly than others. The first of the se was the specula
tors. The sm oothing of annual production variations 
induced by increased cultivated wild rice production 
softened the price swings upon which thei r profits 
depende d. As speculative opportu nities decreased, they 
responded by either ret iring from the wild rice business 
or adapting, with varying degrees of success, to the 
changed conditions . 

A second group, the Canadian producers, also found 
their role in the wild rice industry cha nging . American 
buyers, upon whom they had relied to purchase their 
wild rice, became markedly less interested in Canadian 
wild rice. Cultivated wild rice produced in Minnesota 
was more attractive to American buyers because it 
avoided difficulties of international trade and reduced 
transport expense. As the number of buyers competing 
for Canadian wild rice dwindled, the Canadians became 
concerned over the effect of red uced competition on their 
prices. Hence, some Canadian producers expanded into 
marketing and those already involved in wild rice mar 
keting increased the scope of their operations. However, 
even with an increased emphasis on Canadian market
ing, ap proximately 80 percent of the Canadian produc
tion continues to be marketed in the Unite d States. 

The advent of cultivated wild rice had a substanti al 
effect on actual harvesters of lake wild rice as well. The 
wide variat ion in prices of lake wild rice paradoxically 
tended to stabilize harvester income. This was becau se 
the inve rse relationship between crop size and price 
tended to even ou t retu rn s to harvesters between good 
crop years, when yields were high, and poor years, when 
yields were much smaller. With the arrival of cultivated 
wild rice, this inverse relationship becam e less pro
nounced, so harvester income fluctuated more from year 
to year. 

Growers of cultivated wild rice, on the other hand, 
believe d that th e irregular lake wild rice production 
created excessive fluctua tions in prices. They felt that 
these fluctuations were less the result of the volume of 
wild rice tha n of the manner it was released into the 
market . The lake wild rice, they believed, was entering 
the market immedia tely after harvest and setting a de
pressed price which then persisted for the season . 
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FORMATION OF WILD RICE COOPERATIVES 

By the early 1970s, growers began to conside r cooper
ative marketing. Conditions appeared to be near ideal for 
the formation of a wild rice marketi ng coo pe ra tive . 
Growers were few in number an d concentrat ed in a sma ll 
geographic area, simplifying organizati onal effort s . 
Moreover, they shared the same marketing problems , 
bargaining as individual agents in a market do minated 
by one buyer. The first effort at forming a cooperative 
faltered, but a second in 1971lau nched United Wild Rice, 
Inc. (United). Today, members of th is coopera tive pro
duce about 40 percent of Minnesota's cultivated wild 
rice. 

The members of United had ambitious plans, many of 
which were realized. They constructed facilities for proc
essing, storage and offices. They also developed a strong 
marketing program staffed by a professional manager 
and sales force. Thes e efforts proved expensive. The 
membership became divided over the issue of investing 
cooperative funds in further expansion versus funne ling 
a larger percentage of returns directly back to the mem
bers. This resulted in some members withdrawing from 
United. 

A number of these forme r Unit ed members, together 
with some independent growers, formed another coop 
era tive in 1974. This new cooperative, Minnesota Rice 
Growers (MRG), limited its efforts to the pooling and sale 
of members' wild rice, when possible selling all their wild 
rice to one large industrial buyer. In contrast to Un ited, it 
made no investment in physical facilities and all 
managerial and sales efforts were performed by mem
bers. Today, MRG markets about 20 percent of the state's 
wild rice. 

Table 1. Wild Rice Production and Wholesale Prices, 1966-1982 

Year 

1966 
1967 
1968 
1969 
1970 
1971 
1972 
1973 
1974 
1975 
1976 
1977 
1978 
1979 
1980 
1981 
1982 

Production 
(1,000 Processed 

Pounds) 

447 
1,277 

686 
615 
940 

1,425 
2,653 
1,919 
1,504 
1,548 
3,290 
2,388 
2,292 
2,360 
4,665 
3,905 
4,386 

Change From 
Previous Year 

(Percent) 

+ 186 
--46 
-1 0 

+53 
+ 52 
+ 86 
-28 
-22 
+ 3 

+113 
- 27 
--4 

+29 
+ 57 
-16 
+ 12 

WILD RICE PRODUCTION AND PRICES 

Production data for wild rice are not compiled with 
rigorous stat istical procedures by government agencies 
or th e industr y, as they are for many othe r crops . 
Available production data on lake wild rice in both the 
United States and Canada are often es timates su bject to 
error. The best ava ilable data on total wild rice produc
tion in the United States an d Canada from 1966 to 1982 
are shown in Table 1. While production varies consi dera
bly from yea r to year, it expa nded su bstantiall y in the 
past decade from 1.9 million pounds in 1973 to 4.4 million 
pounds in 1982. Most, if not all, of the increase is attribut
able to cultivated wild rice. 

The wholesale price of wild rice declined from $4.44 
pe r pound in 1967 to $2.68 per pound in 1976. The 
increased de mand created by Uncle Ben's wild rice blend 
was exceeded by increases in supply as cultivated wild 
rice became established as an agricultural crop. Many 
growers felt the price de cline was excessive, so atten tion 
was focused on exert ing more control over marketing 
(particularly ov er supply) to increase prices . Some 
viewed the ma rketing cooperat ive which had been orga
nized in 1971 as a vehicle through which this could be 
accomplished. 

United 's alleged attempt at su pply control to boost 
wild rice prices in the late 1970s received widespread 
publicity. The cooperative reportedly concentrated its 
efforts on obta in ing control of a sizable share of the lake 
crop, which was perceived to be the primary cause of low 

I Rigert, Joe, 'Attempt toSet Wild Rice Prices FellApart' and 'Many Injured Trying 
to Tame the Wild Rice: Mill/leapolis Tribune, December 21, 1980. 

Wholesale Price 
($ per Processed 

Pound) 

5.62 
4.44 
3.27 
2.66 
2.88 
2.71 
2.34 
2.11 
2.37 
2.51 
2.68 
4.25 
5.15 
5.01 
4.47 
3.79 
3.40 

Change From 
Previous Year 

(Percent) 

- 21 
- 26 
- 19 
+ 8 
-6 

- 14 
- 10 

+1 2 
+ 6 
+ 7 

+ 59 
+ 21 

- 3 
- 11 
- 15 
-1 0 

Source: Estimated total wild rice production for Minn esota, Canada, and Californ ia. Wholesale prices obtai ned from large volume industrial users. 
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prices. In 1977, 1978, and 1979, Unit ed allegedly pur 
chased substant ial quant ities of lake wild rice in hope of 
obtaining control of enough of the supply to dictate wild 
rice prices to buyers. Wholesale prices did indeed rise, 
increasing 59 percent in 1977 and another 21 percent in 
1978 to $5.15 per pound. Prices remained high in 1979 at 
$5.01 per pound (Table 1). However , the coope rative 
paid heavily for this policy by accumulating large inven
tories that could not be sold at the high administered 
prices. Buyers were able to sh ift thei r purchases to sellers 
who had wild rice for sale at lower prices. In fact, the 
price increases resulting from United 's policy were a 
bo na nza to lake harvesters an d cul tiva ted wild rice 
growers wh o were not affiliated with the cooperative . 
United was, in effect, su pport ing the price of wild rice in 
a ma nner closely akin to farm price supports under 
government programs. 

The Attorney General of Minnesota initiated legal 
action against United charging the cooperative with 
violation of the state's antitru st statute. The lawsuit was 
settled out of cour t with United paying a fine and signing 
an Order for Consen t Judgment on March 4, 1981. This 
order did not constitu te an ad mission of any charges in 
the case, but it enjoined the cooperative from any future 
attempt to monopol ize the market or submarkets for wild 
rice in violat ion of law . It also restrained Uni ted from 
purchasing unprocess ed wild rice from nonmembers in 
excess of specified quantities and restricted its inven to
ries of processed rice to specified levels relative to sales. " 
Wholesale pr ices of wild rice declined in 1981 an d 1982, 
reaching $3.40 pe r pou nd in 1982. 

'Or derfor ConsentJudgment. Court File No . 28043, StateofMinnesota v. Ullited Wild 
Rice, lnc., Ninth [udicial District, March 4, 1981. 

Wild rice continues to grow, as it has for thousa nds of 
years, along the edg es of shallow lakes and slow-moving 
streams in northern Minnesota, sout hern Ontario, and 
Manitoba . Bed s, once established, ten d to continue pro
du cing over long period s of time. However, production 
levels vary widely. Generally, an excellent crop may be 
expected one year out of four , accompanied by one poor 
crop and two fair crops. The se production variations may 
be due to excessive fluctuations in wate r levels at critical 
points in plant develop men t, wind damage near harvest , 
an early frost, or other factors, not all of which are fully 
understood . Because lake and river wild rice ten ds to be 
concentrated in small areas, unfavorable growing condi
tions often affect a large pro portion of the ha rvest. 

Wild rice will not germina te if the seed is allowed to 
dry, nor will it grow without a cold dormancy period . 
These peculiarities restrict the natural de velopment of 

The high prices in the late 1970s provided significant 
incen tive for the wild rice industry to expa nd output. 
There is some evidence that the lakes were more com
pletely harvested in the high-price years which boosted 
supply in the short run . More significantly for the long
run supply, additional areas cam e into production, nota
bly in Californ ia and Saskatchewan . Although other 
factors were also invo lved in this expansion, high prices 
undoubtedly speede d entry of the new areas. 

SUMMARY 
Minnesota accou nted for 72 percent of the indu stry 

total wild rice production in 1982, followed by California 
with 18 pe rcent, all cul tivated, an d Canada with 10 
percent, all from lakes. Chang es in market shares may 
occur in future yea rs in response to price, although 
government policy may play a role in Canada. Califor
nia's share will be especially responsive to price because 
it, unli ke Minnesota or Cana da, can move easily in or out 
of wild rice production . 

The wild rice industry has been transformed in the 
past fifteen years. In the early 1960s, the only sources of 
wild rice were Minneso ta and Canadian lakes and rivers. 
The harvest of lakes and rivers cont inues, but su pplies 
from these sources do not sh ow a significant upward 
trend . Most of the wild rice is now grown under cultiva
tion with capital-in tensive farming. Increases in wild rice 
production have occurred in response to expanded con
sumer dema nd . Wild rice has cha nged from a local and 
gourmet delicacy to an ingred ient in mass-marketed food 
p ro ducts . Expansion in the wild rice indu stry has 
bro ught needed economic growth in parts of Minn esota 
wh ere there are few alternative uses for land resources. 

Lake Wild Rice 
new beds, particularly in lakes and rivers not connected 
to waterways containing wild rice. He nce, many lakes 
and rivers which now have no wild rice could support 
beds. And, in fact, wild rice seeding has been successful 
in carefully selected lakes. Saskatche wan , which has no 
indigenous wild rice, is en gaged in an extensive seeding 
program that has resu lted in the esta blishment of numer 
ous vigorous wild rice beds in the nort hern pa rt of the 
province. This seeding program has made Saskatchewan 
a major producer of lake wild rice. As this experience 
illust rates, wild rice will grow and thrive out side of its 
existing area; however, it does require cool nights, a 
certain minimum of sunny days, a cold winter, and 
certain soil and water conditions. Wild rice also grows in 
warmer areas, notably the East Coast and Delta regions 
of the United States, but while the foliage is luxur iant, the 
seed is needle-thin and yields are low. 
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MINNESOTA 
Lake wild rice grows in northeastern and north 

cen tral Minnesota (Figure 1). The DNR estimates that 
production ranges from one million pou nds of processed 
wild rice in an excellent year to 200,000 pounds in a poor 
year (Table 2). However, these data are esti ma tes that are 
not supported by rigorous statistical procedures. 

The overall trend in the production of lake wild rice in 
Minnesota is obs cured by poor qu ality data and the 
nat ural cycles of wild rice. However , since only limited 
see ding efforts have been carried out in Minnesota an d 
some lake and river stands ha ve declined, an increase is 
unlike ly. Lake wild rice produc tion in Minnesota is 
probably stea dy to slightly declining. 

The regulation of lake wild rice in Minnesota rests 
wit h th ree separate bodie s. Approximately 35 to 40 Wil d ric e 
percent of the total Minnesota lake wild rice prod uct ion is 

~ produc ing 
harvested on Indian reservatio ns and is, like all reserva areas 
tion natural resources, under the sole jur isdiction of the 
reservations. Several major wild rice stands are on fed
eral lands and administered by the In terior Department. 
Th e remaining stands , abou t 60 percent of annual pro
duc tion, are handled by th e DNR and harvested by 
Indians and non-Indian s. 

The large proportion of wild rice grow n on Indian 
rese rvations relative to their area is not sur pris ing . In Figure 1. Lake Wild Rice Production Areas in Mi nnesota 

Tab le 2. Production of Wild Rice by Producing Area, United States and Cana da, 1963-1982* 

UNITED STATES CANADA 

Minne - Minne- Calif- Sas
sota sota ornia u.s. ka tche - Total Grand 

Lake! Cultivated/ Cultivated" Total Ontario" Manitoba" wan 6 Canada Total 
Year (1,000 Processed Pounds) 

1963 1,286 0 1,286 22 0 22 1,308 
1964 514 0 514 23 0 23 537 
1965 435 0 435 12 0 12 447 
1966 429 0 429 18 0 18 447 
1967 1,051 0 1,051 226 0 226 1,277 
1968 524 36 0 560 126 0 126 686 
1969 392 160 0 552 63 0 63 615 
1970 489 364 0 853 26 60 1 87 940 
1971 487 608 0 1,095 121 200 9 330 1,425 
1972 414 1,496 0 1,910 481 240 22 743 2,653 
1973 406 1,200 0 1,606 57 251 5 313 1,919 
1974 400 1,036 0 1,436 4 55 9 68 1,504 
1975 200 1,233 0 1,433 41 57 17 115 1,548 
1976 800 1,809 0 2,609 501 141 39 681 3,290 
1977 437 1,031 10 1,478 414 462 34 910 2,388 
1978 220 1,761 29 2,010 68 190 24 282 2,292 
1979 304 2,155 67 2,526 131 239 60 434 2,960 
1980 1,000 2,320 230 3,550 427 560 128 1,115 4,655 
1981 400 2,274 544 3,218 301 181 205 687 3,905 
1982 440 2,697 800 3,937 75 166 208 449 4,386 
'E stimated using 40 perce nt yield rate of processed wild rice from unprocessed wild rice.
 
'Minnesota Depar tment of Natural Resour ces. Data are esti mates and subject to error.
 
' Da ta from 1968-1973 are estimates (Unive rsity of Minnesota Extens ion Bulletin AG·BU-0546, Wild Rice Prod uction in Minnesota, 1982). 1974-1982 figures are actua l
 
troduction data (Wild Rice Promotion Council).
 

3 stimated from acreage and average yield obtained from the ind ustry .
 
' On tario Ministry of Nat ural Resources + 10%. Data are more accura te after 1975; however, all data su bject to error.
 
' Man itoba Departmen t of Natural Resou rces. Data are estimates only.
 
' Saskatchewan Economic Development Bran ch, Northern Saskatchewan. Data prepared from actual production.
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negot iating reservation boundaries, Indians requested 
that the important wild rice beds be included since wild 
rice is a staple Indian foodstu ff. 

Three Minnesota Indian reservations have su bstan
tial wild rice stands, and several others have smaller 
stands . The reservati on s with the largest pr oduct ion are 
Leech Lake (Itasca County), White Earth (Mahnomen, 
Becker and Clearwater count ies), and Nett Lake (St. 
Louis and Koochiching counties). 

Harvesti ng regulations vary sligh tly from res ervation 
to reservation with some Indian groups mai ntaining 
stricter control over ha rvesting than others. In general, 
however, regulations on who may ha rvest, when the 
season begins, harvesting hours, and harvesting tech
nique are quite similar. 

Only Indians and non-Indians living on the reserva
tio n are ordinarily allowed to harvest in reservation 
waters . On "open" reservations , where land sales to 
no n-Indians are permitted, there may be significant 
numbers of non-Indian residen ts. The rese rva tions are 
required by law to exten d harvesting privileges to these 
re sidents. The opening da te for the season and the 
harvesting hours are set by a reservation com mittee, 
sometimes in informal consultation with the DNR. 

Harvesting on all Minnesota reservation waters is 
restricted to the traditional canoe-a nd-flail method . This 
requires two individuals: one crouc hes in the bow of a 
canoe or other narrow boat and gently taps ripe kernels 

into the canoe with flails of a sp ecified size, and the other 
stands in the stern and prop els the canoe using a long 
pole . Harvestin g in this manner is highly labor intensive. 

Although the reservations are legally permitted to 
seed wild rice in an effort to establish new beds or to 
eng age in other developme nt projects they have been 
slow to do so. In the absence of cen trally supported 
deve lop ment efforts, the communal nature of wild rice 
harves ting discourages individual de velopment efforts. 
The fruits of any individ ual effort would be shared 
among all participants regardless of their contribution to 
the development effort. The individual's share in the 
rewa rd would be too small to merit invo lvement. This 
classic example of the "free rider" problem effectively 
prevents development of wild rice by any but the most 
altruistic individuals. And, in fact, very little wild rice 
develop ment has occur red on reservations . 

About 60 percent of Minnesota's lake wild rice is 
regulated by the DNR. Acting under state statutes 84.09
84.15, the DNR issues licenses to harvesters and sets the 
opening date and hours for the season . The DNR sells 
licenses only to Minnesota residents, charging $10 per 
licen se. The ha rvesting season opens toward the end of 
August; the exact date depends on the DNR's estimate of 
crop maturity. Occasiona lly, specific lakes are closed 
even after the season opens if the DNR feels the wild rice 
is not ripe. All harvesting is, by statu te, limited to the 
traditiona l canoe-and-flail method. 

Chifpewa Ind ians gathering wild rice, ca. 1925. Wild rice is still harvested on Minnesota lakes us ing the traditional canoe-and
f1ai method. Photo, Minnesota Historical Society. 
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The DNR has engage d in little wild rice development 
activity. The age ncy's function in regard to wild rice is 
so lely to provide regulation for the harvest, and to 
enforce those regulations . Because the lakes sup ervised 
by the DNR are public wa ters, individuals may no t carry 
out developmen t projects. In any case, there would 
be litt le mo tivation for doing so as the situa tion is 
analogous to that described previously for harvesters on 
reservations. 

Approxima tely five percent of Minnesota lake wild 
rice is taken from three of the state's federal wild life 
refuges: Tam arac Refug e in Becker County, Rice Lake 
Refuge in Aitk in County, and She rburne Refuge in 
Sherburne Coun ty. 

When Tamarac an d Rice Lake Refuges were estab
lished, the Ojibway (Chippewa) Indians agreed to cede a 
portion of their lands to the refuges if they were permit
ted to reta in exclusive harvesting privileges . This agree
ment, reached in 1935 between the In terior Dep artment 
and the Bureau of Indian Affairs, is still in force; there
fore, these two refu ges, both of which have major wild 
rice stands, are reserved for Indian harvesting. ' 

Sherburne Refuge produces consi derably less wild 
rice and has not followed a cons istent harvesting policy. 
Future harvesting may be done on an auction basis with 
prospective harvesters bidding for harvesti ng rights. The 
successful bidder would be pe rmitted to use a prescribed 
number of boa ts to harvest the area. The Sherburne 
Refuge, like the other two, may only be harvested using 
the traditiona l canoe-and-flail method . 

Federal officials have worked to foster wild rice 
developm ent on all th ree refuges, large ly because wild 
rice is an excellent wildfowl feed. They have operated 
water control system s, and seeded lakes. Thes e water 
con trol efforts we re cited by refuge officials as extremely 
successful in increasing wild rice production . 

Minnesota is a major lake wild rice producer, supply
ing roughly half the world's lake wild rice . The static 
nature of the lake industry in Min nesota, however, 
suggests tha t if curre nt Canadian efforts to increase lake 
wild rice produ ction are successful, Minnesota's share 
may gradually fall. 

CANADA 

Manitoba 

In Manitoba wild rice grows primarily in a triangular 
region along the southern part of the Ontario-Manitoba 
border (Figure 2). Much of th is is in Whiteshell Provincial 
Park. Estimated production in Manitoba ranges from 
55,000 processed pou nds in low pro duction years up to 
ten times as much in an excellent year (Table 2). Harvest 
reports in Manitoba are incomplete; therefore, the pro
duction data are only rough estimates . On the average, 
Manitoba appears to produce about half as much lake 
wild rice as Minnesota, althou gh in some years Manito
ba's produc tion exceeds that of Minnesota. 

Wild rice in Manitoba is administe red through the 

I Production averages about 46,000 pounds a year at Tam arac, and 29,000 pounds 
a year at Rice Lake. 

Wild r ice 
produ cing areas 

Figure 2. Wild Rice Pro duction Areas in Manitoba 

province's Department of Natural Resour ces as in
stru cted by the Manitoba legislature. The agency follows 
a policy which allows Manitobans to obtain leases grant 
ing exclusive wild rice harvesting privileges, and permits 
development activities such as seed ing and water control 
where compatible with environme ntal regulations. 

Past form s of the leasing program cam e und er att ack 
by leaseh olders for failing to guarantee su fficiently long 
leases to me rit capi tal investment in th e lakes. The 
government also was d issatisfied with the pe rformance 
of the leasing fee provisions. Conflicts had also devel
oped between Indians and non-Indians regarding Indi
ans' traditional ricing areas. 

In 1983 the Manitoba legislatur e passed a new Wild 
Rice Act designed to address these problem s. The Act 
sets ou t the areas to be reserved exclusively for Indian 
harvesting, and provides for long term lake leases. The 
program will be implem ente d in early 1984 an d the exact 
regulations are still being developed . Initial reception by 
both Indians and non-Indians appears favorable. 

Under the Act, the entire Whiteshe ll area north of 
Highway 44 in sou theastern Manitoba is reserved for 
Indian harvestin g only. As was provided under the old 
regula tions, harves ting in this area must be by the 
traditional canoe-and-fla il method for the first two weeks 
of the harvest; su bsequen t harvesting may be done by 
machine . However, all pre-existin g leases will be hon
ored, so some licenses will con tinue to be held by non
Indians and the ha rves ting techniques used in those 
cases will be at the lease-holde rs' discretion . 

The licensing provisions of the Act are designed to 
stimulate develop ment of new production areas. The 
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leases (now called licenses) will, except in the Whiteshell 
area, be available to Manitobans regardless of race. And, 
except for several prime areas where the few remaining 
unlicensed lakes will be reserved for local reside nts, all 
Manitobans are to have equ al access to leases. 

Three-year developmen t licenses will be issued for 
lakes not now producing wild rice. These licenses will 
provide the first ste p into wild rice production for most 
new entran ts, because few lakes with established beds 
are available for licensing. The license fee is expected to 
be a modest $25 per year, and permit s the holder to seed 
the lakes and carry out an y developm ent work consis tent 
with the provincial environment regu lations . 

After the developmen t licen se expires the license 
ho lder may obtain a lO-year production lease similar to 
the de velopment lease except in the fee charged . The fee 
will probably be $25 plus three cent s per green pound 
harves ted, averaged over the previous three years . 

Each license holder may have up to eigh t de velop
ment and production licenses. Ord inarily each license 
will contain one lake of no t more than 1,000 acres . The 
p roduction licenses are readily assignable and transfer
able by the license holder while developmen t licenses are 
not transferable, except in hardship cases. 

To encourage accurate reporting of ha rvesting and to 
reduce poaching, the new act also requires tha t all bu yers 
be licensed an d all wild rice transported within the 
province be labeled as to the lake of origin. This provision 
sho uld also aid in the collection of accurate production 
data. 

Uncertainty over governme nt wild rice policies has, 
to da te, restrained expansion of the industry in Mani
toba. If the new develop ment policy succeeds in reduc
ing this uncertainty, wild rice prod uction could expand 
significantly within the next few years. Such expansion 
wo uld most likely stem from increased investment in 
existing leases and investm en t in new licenses. 

Saskatch ewan 

Saskatchewan , unlike Manitoba an d Ontario, origi
nally had no harvestable lake stands of wild rice. The 
in troduction of wild rice there dates back to the 1930s 
when conserva tion officials plan ted it for wildfowl feed . 
The northern Saskatchewan lakes proved to be a favor
able environment and wild rice beds were successfully 
established . Today wild rice in Saskatche wan grows 
far ther nor th than anywhe re else . Caution sho uld be 
used in predicting success for seeding efforts in other 
northern areas, however, because wa ter and soil quali
ties rather than latitude may be limiting factors. 

Wild rice harvests in Saska tchewan remained rela
tively small from 1970 to 1978, averaging abou t 17,600 
processed pounds ann ually. As shown in Table 2, pro
duction increased beginning in 1979, reaching 128,000 
pou nd s in 1980 and 208,000 pounds in 1982. Prod uction 
data in Saskatchewa n are quite reliable due to the gov
ernmen t's policy of res tricting wild rice buy er permits to 
three or four individuals and requ iring them to accu
rately record all purchases. Production increases, accord
ing to Saskatchewan officials, are likely to con tinue, at 
least in the short ru n . 

Han d pro cessing of wild rice is very labor in tensive. Here, 
Native Americans separate the hu lls from the grain by tamp
in~ it with po les , ca. 1940. Go rdon R. Sommers ph oto, 
Minnesota Historical Society. 

The rapid increase in wild rice production corre
sponds , not coinciden tally, to the unusually and artifi
cially high wild rice prices of 1979-80. These prices 
probably provided the impetus for Saskatchewan to 
seriously ente r the wild rice indust ry. When wild rice 
prices fell sharply in 1981, Saskatchewan production 
continued to expand . This probably indicates tha t the 
price of wild rice is still su bstan tially above the opportu
nity cost of its production . In othe r words, the high 
unemployment rate and low income of the peop le of 
no rthern Saskatchewan make wild rice an attractive 
choice even if prices are qu ite low . 

Actual production cos ts are limited to a one-time 
seeding expense , generally the lar gest item, min or 
equ ip me n t expense for mechan ical ha rvesters, and 
transport expense. This last item may be cost ly because 
man y lakes are accessible only by air so all equipment 
and supplies must be flown in and the wild rice produced 
mus t be flown ou t. 

High wild rice prices spu rred development because 
they helped cover one-time costs of seedi ng, setti ng up 
market ing chan nels, and distribu ting basic information 
on wild rice development. The institutional structure of 
the Saskatche wan ind us try also facilitated production 
expa nsion. 

The Saskatchewan government, like that of most 
Canadian provinces, originally allow ed individuals to 
lease large sections of the province. This program 
worked reasonably well as long as few individuals ex
pressed an in terest in wild rice. An individual, Kaz 

12 



Parada , and a nonprofit Indian firm, Kitsaki Indus trie s, 
became the major rice harvesters. By 1969, five yea rs after 
the first commerical harvest in Saska tchewan, the se two 
accou nted for 90 percent of Saskatchewan's wild rice 
production. Parada's firm acted as an informal marke ting 
board, not only for the Indian firm, but for other inde
pendent ha rvesters as well. 

An atmosphere of trust and goodwill deve loped 
among the government, the native harvesters, and Par
ad a. Harveste rs evid ently felt they were receiving equita
ble treatment, and the industry supported the govern 
me n t's wild rice policy. 

In the early 1970s the government restructured the 
w ild ri ce deve lop m en t p rog ram in res pon se to 
he igh tened int erest. It imposed a two-year moratorium 
during wh ich new lease s were only available to fur 
trap pers along their tra p lines. The government consid
ered wild rice and fur trapping to be na tural comple
men ts. Following the two year moratorium, the leases 
we re made available to any long-term resident of north
ern Saska tchewan. 

Leases are issued in a three-step proced ure. Initially a 
three-year develop ment lease is issued . If progress is 
satisfactory (i.e ., there is evidence of some see ding 
activity), the lease may be renewed for another two 
yea rs . Progress is again assessed at the expiration of th is 
lease, and if it is acceptable, a ten-year lease is issued . 
Leases cost $2 per year plus a five-cent-per-green-pound 
assessment, whic h is withheld by the buyer . 

The leases pe rmit seeding and harvesting of lakes. No 
oth er developme nt work is permitted, includin g use of 
chemicals for weed or pest control, con struction or 
operation of water level controls, and construction of 
docks or othe r structures. 

The Saskatche wan gov ernmen t hired two extension 
agents to support its leasin g program. These agents 
travel through potential wild rice areas holding informa
tiona l meetings and workshops on harvesting. The y also 
assist in arranging credit, and help prospective produc
ers select lakes. The se efforts are targeted for the Indian 
population . Despite the high illiteracy rate and language 
difficulties, the wild rice program has expanded rapidly. 
In 1980, 14 people held leases. By 1983, the nu mber had 
reached 700 with 70 to 80 of those actually producing wild 
rice . The distribution of leases was proportiona l to the 
population spl it for Indians, pa rt-Indians, and non
Indi ans, about one-third in each group . 

The success of the program is pa rtly attributable to the 
absen ce of a wild rice tradition among the Cree Indians, 
who form most of Saskatchewan 's native population . 
The trad itional wild rice harvesting customs among the 
Ojibway bands in Ontario, Mani toba, and Minnesota 
were appropriate and efficient in the hunting and gather
ing era. However, tradi tional Ojibway custom s such as 
hand harvesting and communal control of lakes have 
impeded the commercial development of lake wild rice in 
areas where they still influence wild rice harvesting. 

Wil d rice was a staple food in the diet of Native Americans. Photo, Minnesota Historical Society. 
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Wild rice production in Saskatchewan continues to be 
dominated by Parada and Kitsaki Industries, which now 
ha rvest 60 percent of the province' s wild rice. The y 
anticipate that their product ion will continue to rise as 
they complete the see ding of Parada 's lease area an d the 
Indian lands, but that their sha re of the province's annual 
ha rvest may fall. 

Production in Saskatchewan will probably con tinue 
to expand. Interest in acqu iring leases has bee n described 
as reminiscent of the Klondike gold rush. While many 
leased lakes may never be seeded, or may be seeded 
u nsuccessfully, substantia l increases in production 
should be forthcoming. 

Ontario 

Wild rice is produced in Ontario en tirely from na tural 
water bodies. Approximately 90 percent of the tota l 
commercially harvested wild rice acreage is located in the 
northeastern region of th e province . The remainder 
comprises smaller stands scattered thro ughout the 
nor th-central, northern an d eastern regions . 

Ontario's wild rice acreage varies from year to year, 
primarily because of changes in water levels . On the 
average, the province has approximately 20,000 acres of 
stands; however, acreage has ranged in recent years from 
9,000 acres in 1982 to 36,500 in 1977. Estimated an nual 
product ion has likewise varied from a high of 501,000 
processed pounds in 1976 to 68,000 pounds in 1978. 
These extreme fluctuations are large ly attributab le to the 
Lake of the Woods-Rainy Lake area, which is particula rly 
vulnerable to water fluctuations and includes about half 
of the wild rice stands. Variations in prod uct ion will 
probably continue, although future water control efforts 
could dampen variability. 

Ontario has the least-developed wild rice production 
sector of the three Canadian pro vinces tha t produce wild 
rice. There has been only limited seed ing of lakes and 
other development. Except for the int roduction and 
increasing adoption of mechanical harvesting, wild rice 
production in Ontario is little changed from a genera tion 
ago. 

The lack of development is primarily due to inadver
tent discouragement by provincial policy. In 1978, w hen 
wild rice expansion was booming in the other Canadian 
provinces and in the United States , the Ontario gove rn
ment imposed a five-year mora torium on further wild 
rice developmen t by non-India ns. The moratorium was 
intended to offer an oppor tunity to the local Ind ian bands 
to take advantage of the expansion. 

The government' s action was in response to the 
mounting controversy bet ween Indians an d non-Indians 
over the Indians' wild rice harves ting righ ts. Although 
an effort had been made in the ear ly 1960s to legally 
define the areas reserved exclusively for Indian harvest
ing, a number of areas traditionally harvested by the 
Ind ians reportedly were not included . When non-Indi
ans began to take an int erest in wild rice production in 
about 1974, they successfully applied for leases on lakes 
the Indians regarded as in their jur isdiction. As the leases 
multip lied, the Indians increasingly protested what they 
saw as an abrogation of thei r wild rice harvesting righ ts . 

The controversy involved not on ly cur rently produ cing 
lakes, but lakes requ iring seeding as well. The roots of 
the cont roversy res ted on a natural resource policy that 
was ill-equipped to deal with wild rice as a commercial 
commodity. 

In the five-year brea thi ng space granted by the mora
tor ium, the government hoped that the local Ind ian 
bands wo uld carry out development plans similar to 
those that the non-Indians had in tended to follow. This 
never occur red. As discussed earlier , development of 
wild rice in a communal system like that of the Ontario 
Indians is unlikely to be successful because no individual 
has the incent ive to put forth the necessary effort. 

Altho ugh the moratorium technically expired in May 
1983, in practice it is being continued while the Ontario 
Ministry of Natural Resources an d the provincial legisla
ture determine the new wild rice policy. The shape and 
future growth of the Ontario wild rice production sector 
will largely be determ ined by these de cisions. Under 
pres ent policy wild rice product ion can be expected to 
remain at existing levels . If, however , less restrictive 
regulations were adop ted, wild rice production could 
expand substant ially. 

SUMMARY 

The Cana dian approach to lake wild rice differs 
fundamentally from that of Minnesota . Manitoba, On 
tario, and Saskatchewan make little or no provision for 
recreat iona l wild rice harvesting by provincial residents. 
Wild rice in Canada is treated as a natural resource like 
timber. In cont ra st , Minnesota trea ts wild rice as a 
recreatio nal resource , and the harvest is, therefore, han
dled in the sam e manner as is deer or gro use hunting. 

The Minnesota approach, while democratic in its 
access provisions, ignores the fact that for many harvest
ers, wild rice is more than a recreational resource . Many 
northern Minnesota harvesters de rive much of their 
annu al earned income from the lake harves t. They un
derstandly express frus tra tion with inexperienced recre
ational harvesters who damage rice beds through prema 
tur e or overly enthusiastic harvesting. 

The actua l income earned by individuals from wild 
rice may be qui te low. Even in a good year, only a few 
Minnesota harvesters earn more tha n $3,500. But in both 
Canada and Minnesota man y harvesters have little othe r 
earned income, so it is important. Concern over preserv
ing jobs for the se low-income people has prompted state 
and provincial governments to restrict harvesting tech
niques to labo r-intensive methods , and to keep lakes 
open for communal harvesting. While concerns over 
p reserving thi s income source are valid , the cost of 
pursuing such a policy in terms of foregone opportuni
ties to increase both the efficien cy of harvesting and the 
productivity of lakes must be con sidered as well. Im
provements in productivity of lake wild rice may increase 
incomes of lower income people as illustrated by the 
Saskatchewan experience. 
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Cultivated Wild Rice
 
About 80 percent of all cultivated wild rice is grown in 

north-central Minnesota. Here previously unused land, 
ofte n peat bog, has been developed into paddies that can 
be flooded in the spring and drained in the fall before 
harvest, 1 Cultivated wild rice production in Minnesota is 
highly capital intensive due to the costs of land develop
ment an~ the specially designed equipment required . 
Often this land and some of the equipment are not 
adaptable to other crop s. Hence, capital invested in wild 
rice production is not readily shifted to other uses . 

Most of the remaining cultivated wild rice production 
is in California, where it is concentrated in the Sacra
mento Valley. Many California wild rice growers are 
primarily rice farmers. Although wild rice and rice are 
not botanically closely related, the production technol
ogy is transferable. This permits the California farmer to 
easily move into or out of wild rice farm ing. 

Production per acre of cultivated wild rice, wh ile 
more variable than that of standard agricultural crops, is 
far more certain than that of lake wild rice. This more 
stable production, coupled with the nea r absence of 
alternative crops for ninety percent of the cultivated wild 
rice acreage,. has t e nd~d to dam pen the cyclical supply 
pat tern relative to earher years whe n on ly lake an d river 
wild rice was ha rvest ed . This in turn has reduced the 
yea r-to-year var iability of wild rice price s. 

I Pr~duction pra.cti ce ~ of culti,:ated wild rice are detailed in Wild Rice Production in 
iJt~~esota . University of MInnesota Agncultural Extension Service, AG-BU

MINNESOTA 

Production Areas 

Minnesota cultivated wild rice is grown primarily on 
the north-central peatlan ds with production centered 
around th ~ tow~s of Aitkin, Clearbrook, Grand Rapids, 
and WaskIsh (FIgure 3, Table 3). Minnesota produces 78 
percent of the to tal supply of cultivated wild rice, but has 
90 pe rcent of all wild rice acreage in the United States. 
The dis~rep.a ncy between percent acreage and percent 
production IS due to the yield differential between Min
nesota and California, where cul tivated wild rice is also 
g~own . T~e warm, sunny Californ ia weather produces 
yields twice those obtainable in Minnesota . 

Yields 
Per-acre yields on Minnesota wild rice farms were 

estim ated by the Uni versity of Minnesota wild rice 
resea.rch group. As shown in Table 4, yields vary su b
stantially among farms, from a high of 200 processed 
pounds per acre down to 70 pounds . The median yield is 
.150 pounds, The vari~tion is p~rt ly because some hobby 
farmers do not commit the required resources for mainte
nance an d cult ivation to obtain higher yield s, but it also 
reflects the differences in farming skills among commer
cial growers. 

Aerial view of cultivated wild rice paddies in Minnesota. 
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O	 Center of cult ivated 
w ild r ice production 

Figure 3. Minnesota Counties and Centers of Cultivated Wild 
Rice Production 

Table 3. Estimated Production of Wild Rice in Minnesota by
Region in 1982 

Production 

Region Acreage! 
(Processed 
Pounds)? 

Aitkin 5,572 559,150 
Clearbrook 9,714 1,351,190 
Grand Rapids 1,885 190,790 
Waskish 7,713 923, 050 
O ther 200 20,250 

Total 25,0843 3,044,430 

1Acres of prod uctive paddies, not includ ing dikes and ditches . 
2Com puted from per-acre yield es timates for each farm provided by the Univer 
sity of Minnesota wild rice research gro up. 

34,917 acres fallowed in 1982. 

Grower Profile 
Minnesota's wild rice farms tend to be owned and 

ope rated by area res idents . The complexities of wild rice 
prod uctio n dis cour age absentee ow nership . Indeed, 
several grow ers reported that they had been forced to 
move into th e area and take up farming to prote ct their 
investment. 

For the most part, the farms are family farm s. Individ
ua ls or extended families operated 69 percen t of the 
farms and pro duced 59 pe rcent of Min nesota's cul tivated 
wild rice crop in 1982. Unrelated owners, commonly 
neigh bors, operated 22 percen t of the farms while only 9 
percent of the farms have absentee owners wi th hired 
operators (Table 5). 

Nearly 40 percent of the wild rice farmers interviewed 
reported that wild rice farm ing was th eir princip al occu-

Table 4. Estimated Yields on Minnesota Wild Rice Farms, 
Processed Pounds Per Acre, 1982 

Yield Number Percent of Cumulative 
(Pounds!Acre) of Farms Farms Percent 

70-120 16 28 28 
121-150 22 38 66 
151-170 12 21 87 
171-200 8 13 100 

pa tion . An addi tional 16 pe rcent was engaged in farmin g 
activities in addition to growing wild rice. The remainder 
were either retired or en gaged in off-farm occupations 
such as logging (Table 6). 

The me dian size wild rice farm in Minnesota con
tains 291 acres of paddie s. However, the larg er farms 
contribute the bulk of th e state's production . Farms in 
excess of 291 acres produce 83 percent of the cultivated 
wild rice. Seven farms with more than 1000 acres pro
duced 41 percent of Min nesota's cultivated wild rice in 
1982 (Table 7). 

Varie ties of Wild Rice 

Almost 60 pe rcent of Minnesota's wild rice farms 
grow no nshattering wild rice. For the most pa rt, farm ers 
prefer to grow varieties with some shattering resistance 
because yields are subs tantially higher . However, many 
farm s originally seeded with shattering varieties still 
have a shattering paddy or tw o. Changing varieties is 
difficult due to the volunteer nature of the crop and the 
long-term viability of the seed in the soil. Minn esota 
cultivated wild rice paddies are seeded only in the first 
year. Unharvested seed produces stands in subsequent 
years. In fact, farme rs must severely red uce the plant 
population in these field s to eliminate overcrowding of 
plants. 

Smaller farms are disproportionately represented in 
acreage of shattering wild rice . Nearly half of all sh atter
ing wild rice is grown on farms smaller than the median. 
However, all but one of the farm size groups have some 
shattering acres. In total, 2,522 acres of shattering wild 
rice are grown on Minne sota farms . 

The development of shatter-resistant varieties of cultivated
wild rice facilitated machine harvesting. 
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Table'5. Ownership of Minneso ta Wild Rice Farms, 1983 

Percent 
Number Percent Minnesota 

of of Production 
Owner Type Farms Farms 1982 

Individual 21 36 16 
Exten ded Family 19 33 43 
Unrelated Owners 13 22 33 
Absentee Owners 
(Hi red Operat or) 5 

- - 9 - 8 

Total 58 100 100 

Table 6. Additional Employment of Minnesota Wild Rice 
Farmers, 1983 

Other Occupation 

None 
Diversified Farming 
Retired 
Blue Colla r 
White Collar 

Total 

Number Percent 
of of 

Farms Farms 

22 39 
9 16 
7 12 

12 21 
7 12 

571 100 

'One individual interviewed is a part owner of two farms . 

Minnesota DNR and Cultivated Wild Rice 

The Minnesota Department of Natural Resources 
(DNR) plays an indirect but importan t role in the cu lti
vated wild rice industry. The DNR's jurisdiction of 
cultivated wild rice involves issuing water-use permits to 
growers using rivers for flooding water or renting state 
lands for wild rice paddies. About 11 percen t of the wild 
rice paddies are on land rented from the state. 

The DN R is cautiously positive about wild rice devel
opment in Minnesota . It is concerned about possible 
pollution of water ways from pesticides, herbicides, and 
fer tilizers that may re ma in in d ischarged flood waters. 
However, it also recognizes that wild rice paddies pro
vide wetlands for waterfowl, and, in some cases, nurture 
fingerlings of several species of game fish. 

Few wild rice farms are entirely on state lands . In 
gen eral, the ren ted areas represent expansion in to ad ja
cent field s not available for sale. Because the split be
tween private and pu blic ow nership of land va ries 
amo ng the wild rice areas, the importance of ren ted 
acreage varies significantly (Table 8). 

Planned Expansion 
Cu ltivated w ild rice prod uction in Minnesota has 

genera lly increase d since 1974, although ad ve rse 
w eather conditions so met imes depre ssed produc tion 
below that of the previous yea r (Table 9). Production has 
increased at an annualized ra te of 13 percen t. This 
increased production has resu lted from the entrance of 
new farm s, expansion of existing far ms, the transfer of 
farms to more efficient growers, and improvemen ts in 
production technology. 

No ne w farms have beg un wild rice prod uction since 
1979. This suggests that th e expected return s to wild rice 
farming are no longer sufficien t to induce inves tment in 
new farms in Min nesota. The con tinuing expansion of 
exist ing farms, on the other hand , indicates th at expected 
returns remain sufficient to induce expansion. 

Projections of fu ture w ild rice product ion in Min ne
so ta we re based on grower's expansion plans. No adjust
ment was made for cha nges in yield per acre on an 
ind ivid ual or aggrega te level, nor was a change in 
fallowing pe rcentage includ ed . Several growers indi
cated that their planned expansion woul d enab le them to 
harvest a constan t n umber of acres while fallowing more 
acres . This would inc rease yields on harvested acres. 
Based on the growers' plans for expansion and their 
individual estim ated yield per acre, adjusted by individ
ua l average fallowi ng, an n ual prod uction will reach 
3,771,375 processed pou nds of wild rice in 1985. This 
represents a 7 percent annualized increase in acreage and 
an 8 percent annualized increase in production . 

Half of all growers expect to expand their acreage by a 
tot al of 5,655 acres over th e next th ree years . Prod ucers 
with above-average yield s planned the most expans ion; 
hence, there is a larger percentage increase in production 
than acreage . Planned expansion is broad -based , as 
shown in Tables 10 th rough 12. 

Ava ilability of expansion acreage varies by region, 
alt ho ugh no region is limi ted to existing acreage . Wa ter 
supply is a limiting factor in the Clearbrook area w he re 

Table 7. Estimated Production of Wild Rice by Size of Farm, Minnesota, 1982 

Farm Size Number Production Percent of Cumulative 
in Acres! of Farms (Processed Pounds) 1982 Production Percent 

0-100 12 100,300 3 3 
101-200 10 150,270 5 8 
201-300 8 268,960 9 17 
301-400 6 217,345 7 24 
401-500 5 204,810 7 31 
501-750 7 559,100 18 49 
751-1000 3 308,800 10 59 
1000-over 7 1,234,845 41 100 

Total 58 3,044,430 100 

'Does not include dikes and d itches. 
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Tabl e 8. Cult ivated Wild Rice Acreage Rented from the Sta te 
of Minnesota, 1983 

Rented 
Region Acres 

Aitkin 512 
Clearwater o 
Gran d Rapids 871 
Waskish 1399 

Total 2782 

Percent Rented Acreage
of Total Acreage 

9 
o 

46 
18 

Table 9.	 Minnesota Cultivated Wild Rice Production, 1974
1982 

Production Percent Chan?e 
Year (Processed Pounds) From Previous ear 

1974 1,036,159 
1975 1,232,663 
1976 1,809,222 
1977 1,031,219 
1978 1,761,389 
1979 2,1 54,782 
1980 2,319,628 
1981 2,274,273 
1982 2,697,346 

19 
47 

- 43 
71 
22 

8 
- 2 
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Source: Minnesota Wild Rice Promo tion Council, de rived from the prom otional 
fee check-off levied agains t all cultivated wild rice grown in Minnesota . 

many growers rely on the Clearwater River, a relatively 
small river. In the Grand Rapids area mu ch of the land 
sui table for development is owned by the state and 
unavailable for sale. Here the uncertain ties of leasing 
ten d to discourage expansio n. The Aitkin area has both 
an adequate water supply and land available for expa n
sion. The Waskish region has the largest amount of land 
suitable for wild rice development controlled by growers 
of wild rice (Table 13). 

CALIFORNIA 

California is the only sta te besides Minnesota which 
produces substantial amounts of cultivated wild rice. 
Wild rice production in th is agr iculturally diverse sta te 
began in 1977 and expa nded rapidly. Production reached 
an estimated 800,000 pounds processed wild rice in 1982 
(Table 2). Acreage now totals about 2,400 acres, too small 
to me rit the collec tion of official state statistics, but 
sufficiently large in the wild rice industry to have a 
substantial effect on supply and pri ces. The entrance of 
California into wild rice production de monstrates that 
Minnesota does not have a monopoly on the growing of 
cultivated wild rice. In fact, other sta tes also have poten
tial for growing wild rice. 

Californ ia's wild rice production is divided among 
three distinct reg ions: the Sacramento Valley, Lake and 
Mendocino counties, and Shasta and Lassen counties 

Ta b le 10. Pro jecte d In creases in Min nesota Wild Rice Acreage and Pro duction by Grower Affiliation, 1982 to 1985 

Affiliation 

Minnesota Rice Growers 
United Wild Rice, Inc. 
Independents 

Minnesota 

Total Average 
Nu mber of Planned Acreage 

Farms Planning 
Expansion 

Acreage 
Expansion 

Expansion 
Per Farm 

5 970 194 
6 2,800 467 

19 1,885 99 

30 5,655 188 

Ta ble 11. Planned Expansion in Minneso ta Wild Rice Acreage by Farm Size, 1982 to 1985 

Farm Size in Acres of 
Production Paddies 

0-100 
101-250 
251-500 
501-750 
751-1000 
100l-over 

Minnesota 

Number of Total Planned 
Farms Planning Acreage 

Expansion Expansion 

5 440 
10 1,025 
8 1,170 
3 420 
1 1,000 
3 1,600 

30	 5,655 

Tabl e 12. Planned Expansion in Min nesota Wil d Rice Acreage by Region , 1982 to 1985 

Number of Total Planned 

Region 
Farms Planning 

Expansion 
Acreage 

Expansion 

Aitkin 7 2,855 
Clearbro ok 3 640 
Grand Rapids 4 300 
Waskish 16 1,860 

Minne sota 30 5, 655 

Total Estimated
 
Increase in
 
Pro duction
 

(Processed Pounds)
 

277,445 
124,405 
325,095 

726,9 44 

Average Planned
 
Acreage Expansion
 

Per Farm
 

88 
103 
146 
140 

1,000 
533 

188 

Average Planned
 
Acreage Expansion
 

Per Farm
 

408 
213 

75 
116 

188 
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Table 13. Land Suitab le for Wild Rice Development Cur
rently Owned or Ren ted by Grow ers, 1983 

Region Undeveloped Land in Acres 

Aitkin 2,965 
Clearbroo k 1,830 
Gra nd Rapids 213 
Waskish 10,603 

(Figure 4). The climatic variations among these regio ns 
are sugg ested by their widely ranging altitudes. Marys
ville, in the Sacrame nto Valley, stands at 57 feet above 
sea level. Lakeport, in Lake County, is in the fo ot ~ill.s at 
1,345 feet, and Fall River Mills, in Shasta Cou nty, IS In a 
mountain valley at 3,291 feet. These climatic cond itions 
have a substantial effect on wild rice production . 

Sacramento Valley 

The Sacrame nto Valley's 1,600 acres of wild rice are, 
for the most part, scattered among a number of rice 
farmers who have elected to put some of the ir acreage in 
wild rice. A few ind ividuals, however, do grow exclu
sively wild rice . Wild rice is an attractive altern ative crop 
for Sacramen to Valley rice farmers because they are able 
to use their rice lan d and equipmen t without any addi
tional investment . (In contrast, Minnesota wild rice 
farm ing has required sub stantial investment in wild rice
specific land development and equipment.) Moreover, 

Figure 4. Wild Rice Production Areas in Californ ia 
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because of certain soil characteristics, wild rice is one of 
the few lucrative altern ative crops available to Sacra
mento Valley rice farmers. 

Wild rice farming in the Sacrame nto Valley differs 
markedly from wild rice farming in Minnesota. The most 
imp ortant differences are the annual seeding required 
and reduced disease problems. 

Annual reseed ing is required because in the Sacra
mento Valley the paddies do no t remain moist from 
harvest to spring; wild rice rapidly loses viability when 
moisture levels fall below 28 perc ent. Although reseed
ing is expensive (seed is abou t $2.00 per pound and the 
crop is seeded at 80 to 100 pounds per acre) it prevents the 
decline in yield which occurs in Minnesota as volunteer 
rice in succeeding years becomes overcrowded . Conse
quently, Sacrame nt o Valley farmers are able to continu
ally achieve first-year yields . An additional advantage of 
annual seeding is the greatly increased ease in cha nging 
varieties. Sacramento Valley growers, unlike their coun
terparts in Minnesota, can easily take advantage of new 
varieties . 

The leaf diseases which plague Minnesota wild rice 
growers are much less of a problem in Califormi a. This is 
largely attributable to the low humid!ty,. ab se~ce ? f 
rainfall, and sunny wea ther that prevails In California 
during the growing season . The absen ce of leaf diseases 
helps boost yields. Wild rice yields in the Sacramento 
Valley average about 350 to 400 processed po unds per 
acre while the typical yield in Minnesota is 150 pounds 
per acre. 

Sacramento Valley wild rice farmers have moved into 
wild rice farming with minimal difficulty because they 
are acqua inte d with paddy sty le farmi ng. Rice, while no t 
botanically close to wild rice, is similar in cultivation 
practices . Farmers, therefore , were ab l~ to quickly ado pt 
wild rice production technology despite the absence of 
previous experien ce with wild rice in warm climates. 
However, yields vary su bstan tially among farm s de
pending on the skill of the individual farmer. Loss from 
shattering is also a problem. 

Wild rice is not a typ ical commercial crop in a hot, 
humid, climate with short daylengths because the plants 
de velop too rapidly, producing low yields. The Sacra
mento Valley, howe ver, is acceptable for wild rice culti
vation because the night temperatures are sufficiently 
low to delay ma tur ity an d allow goo d grain develop
me nt. Wild rice should be pla nted early in the year for 
best results. Farmers, ho wever, have limited flexibility in 
plant ing time. Most receive the ir floo d~ng waters from 
irrigation ditches whose water supply IS centrally con
tro lled . The wate r flow is timed to coincide with rice 
rather than wild rice planting, de laying wild rice plant ing 
in many cases past the op timal da te. Winter weather that 
prevents land preparation may also delay plant ing. 

Wild rice has been a commercial crop in th e Sacra
manto Valley since the early 1970s, bu t acreage was small 
as most farme rs preferred to remain with thei r profi table 
and well understood pri mary crop, medium an d sh ort 
grain rice. Wild rice appeared to them to be .an exces
sively high risk for the available return . T~en , In t~e l ~te 

1970s, wild rice prices moved up substantially while nce 
prices declined, inducing many rice farmers to put part of 



their acreage into wild rice. As farmers moved into wild 
rice and the production practices became better under
stood, the risks lessened. Therefore, although wild rice 
prices declined in subsequen t years, Sacramen to Valley 
farmers have continue d to produce wild rice. Low rice 
prices have also sustained in terest in growing wild rice. 

Lake and Mendocino Counties 

Wild rice acreage in Lake and Mendocino coun ties is 
now sligh tly over 500 acres. The paddies are primarily in 
the marshy fringes of lakes. There is onl y a limited 
amount of suitable lakeshore, muc h of which has already 
been brought into production. Therefore, further expan
sion will be minimal. 

The paddies have been diked, leveled, an d ditched at 
costs comparable to those in Minnesota. Prod uction costs 
are similar to those of Sacramento Valley, and include 
annual reseed ing expense. Unlike Sacramento Valley 
farmers, Lake and Mendocino county farmers need to 
purchase equipment as well. 

Yields in Lake and Mendocino counties are slightly 
higher than those in the Sacramento Valley. The highe r 
yields are probably due chiefly to the area's superior soil 
fertility and the cooler weather. 

The typical Lake or Mendocino County growe r is a 
prosperous businessman who elected to invest in a high 
risk crop. Although som e have other agricultural in ter
ests, their lack of farm ing experience has, in some cases , 
proved a hindrance. 

Interest in wild rice in the area was spa rked in 1979 by 
a test plot in nea rby Ukiah . Neighbors obtained seed an d 
wild rice production rapidly expanded on the available 
land . 

Shasta and Lassen Counties 

The current acreage in the Shasta and Lassen county 
area now stands at about 300 acres. If the crop proves 
profitable for this somewhat economically depressed 
area, major expa nsio n is a possibility. However, expan
sion is limited by the sma ll areas of the mountain valleys, 
which are the only sui table sites in the region for wild rice 
production. The two area valleys now in use, Fall River 
Valley and Big Valley, measure only 10 miles by 15 miles 
each . Wild rice here is grown along the banks of the river, 
on what was previously wiregrass pastur e. The relatively 
low return to such pasture made wild rice an attractive 
option. There is considerable inte rest in wild rice among 
the area's residents. Wild rice growers in this area tend to 
be ranchers who ow n a ha lf or full section of land and 
who have been pu sh ed by un favorable beef prices to look 
for alternative revenue sources. 

Wild rice was first introduced to the region in 1981 by 
a cooperative extension farm adv isor who planted a test 
paddy, so the wild rice po tential is just beginning to 
develop. Yields to date are below those in the Sacra
men to Valley. This is partially attributable to the grow
ers' lack of exper ience with irriga ted crops. This area also 
has a very short growing season . 

Prod uction costs per pound of wild rice are cur rently 
above those in other are as of the state, due in part to 
lower yields. Developme nt costs are comparable to those 
for Lake an d Mendocino counties, and like growers in 

that region, farmers must purchase necessary equi pment 
and are located far from processing plants. 

Possible Expansion 

Further expans ion of wild rice in Californ ia will be 
influenced by growers' pr ice expectations. High price 
expec tations will trigger expansion and lower expecta
tions will cur tail expansion and perhap s prompt a red uc
tion in acreage. 

In Shasta and Lassen count ies and Lake and Mendo
cino counties, the fu ture of wild rice farming is analogous 
to that in Minnesota. Growers will continue in wild rice 
as long as they can cover the ir variable costs . They have 
substantial investmen ts in wild rice-specific land devel
opment an d equipment and will continue to utilize this 
capital investment as lon g as th ey recoup operating 
costs . If wild rice pric es decline, prices of wild rice 
equipment and land are likely to decline as well. Liquida
tion, therefore, is no t an att ractive option . There may, 
however , be a gravitation of farm s from less efficient 
toward more efficient farmers, especially if prices decline 
only moderately. 

If prices are favorable, growers in Shasta and Lassen 
counties are likely to expan d th eir production an d addi 
tional growers may also ent er. However, expa nsion in 
Lake and Mendocino counties may be small due to the 
lack of suitable land. The extent of expansion is difficult 
to predict, bu t a five-fold increase in acreage in Shasta 
an d Lassen counties over the next few years is possible. 

Production costs per poun d of wild rice in the Shas ta 
and Lassen and Lake and Mendocino counties are not 
ava ilable. As yields increase with experience in wild rice 
farming , unit production costs will probably decline. The 
price of a major input, seed, may fall from its present 
high level as well. However, an accurate assessment of 
the com para tive advantage of Minne sota versus the 
Shas ta and Lassen and Lake an d Mendocino counties is 
not po ssible. 

The Sacrame nto Valley has the in teresting feature of 
being the on ly wild rice growing area in the United States 
or Canada where growers can move easily in to an d out of 
production . The growers will tend to move in to wild rice 
when the expected retu rn s exceed those from the ir 
altern ative crop, rice. Their wild rice prod uction willvary 
directly with wild rice prices an d inversely with rice 
price s . 

Several factors may tempe r growe rs' willingness to 
expand and contract the ir acreage of wild rice. They may 
ass ign some value to multiple crops, and elect to plant 
wild rice even when rice is expected to yield higher 
returns, in orde r to diversify their risk. In ad dition , their 
access to processing facilities may be restricted if the 
processors observe them moving int o and out of wild rice 
frequen tly. Thi rdly, California gro wers cont ract for pro
duction and sale of wild rice before plan ting. Such 
contracting may reduce year-to-year production varia 
tion s when price differentials bet ween rice and wild rice 
are sm all. However, wide price di fferenti als will cause 
changes in the crop mix. 

Expansion in Californ ia wild rice acreage will largely 
depe nd on the price relationship between wild rice and 
rice. If wild rice price s are favorable relative to rice pr ices, 
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wild rice production will expand and ne w areas may 
enter. Declining wild rice prices relative to rice prices will 
d iscourage expansi on. Current rice prices are near an all
time low, so th e in tere st in growing wild rice may be 
stimulate d . 

The Sacramento Valley pla ys an important role as a 

PROCESSING 
Wild rice from the lakes and cu ltivated paddies re

quires pr ocessing before it is sold for consumption. The 
basic process is essentially unchanged from the tradi
tion al Indian method . The wild rice is first laid in long 
windrows to cur e. This curing process serves the dual 
purpose of loosening the hull on the grain , and sto ring 
the wild rice un til processin g capacity becomes available. 
Care must be taken, however, to avoid excessive or 
improper curing. Wild rice, par ticularly cultivated wild 
r ice, is su sce ptib le to losse s in d ry m a tt e r if the 
curing process is prolonged, and all wild rice is subject to 
mold, ins ect , and animal contamination if not care fully 
monitored. 

The second stage in proces sing wild rice is parching. 
The grain is reduced from abou t a 40 percen t moisture 
cont ent to about 7 pe rcent. During the in tense heat of 
parching, contamination in troduced during harvesting 
or curing is largely elim inated. After the h ulls are sepa
ra ted from the parched grain, processing is essentially 
complete . There after , the wild rice is cleaned, sized, and 
pa ckaged. 

Distribution of Processing Plants 

Minnesota, Cali fornia, and Canada all have wild rice 

Wild rice is cured in windrows before it is pro cessed . 
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sw ing producer. By stepp ing up production when wild 
rice prices are high and reducing production as prices 
de cline, this area exerts a stabilizing force on wild rice 
prices. Stab le pri ces make wild rice more attractive to 
potential buyers. 

Marketing Wild Rice
 
processing p lants (Table 14). Minnesota, however , proc
esses su bstantially more wild rice than th e other area s 
combined. In addition to Minnesota lake and cu ltivated 
wi ld rice, Min nesota plants processed an es timated 
305,000 processed pounds of Canadian wild rice in 1982. 
Some California w ild rice has been processed in Minne 
sota as well. Despite the transporta tion expense, some 
Cali fornia wild rice may continue to be processed in 
Minnesota , at least in the short ru n . 

Table 14. Location of Wild Rice Processing Plants, 19831 

Area Number of Plants 

Minnesota 22
 
Califo rn ia 2
 
Ontario 1
 
Manitoba 5
 
Saskatchewan 1
 

Total 31 

'Canadian data do not include smaller processing plants . 

Canada has traditionally relied heavily on th e United 
States for wild rice processing and marketing. According 
to provincial government officials, at least 80 percent of 
the wild rice grow n in Canada is processed and ma rketed 
in the United States. There are, however, processing 
plants in every major Canadian wi ld rice province. 
Estimates of their annual processing volume are not 
ava ilable . 

There are two wild rice processing plants in Califor
nia , one of which is owned by a Minnesota-based wild 
rice processing firm. Unlike the process ors in Minnesota, 
California firms purchase wild rice solely on contract . 
Contracts are generally negotiated be fore spring plant
ing, and, in some cases, are forward priced. In othe r 
cases, a minimum price is stipulate d and upward adjust
men ts are made if warranted by ma rket prices at harvest. 
Neither of the plan ts engage in custom processing; 
therefore , Californ ia grow ers are generally constrained 
to producing under a contr act and selling to th eir proces
sor. The p repricing p rovisions have reportedly caused 
some difficulties for California pr_ocess or s. 

Con trol th rough contract ing, together with favora ble 
and predictable weather con ditions, ha s permitted Cali
forn ia p rocessors to s tagger their loads by requ iring 



growers to stagger pla ntin g. This permits processors to 
ha nd le large amo un ts of wild rice while reducing excess 
capacity . In addition, damage to wild rice is minimized . 
This is in contrast to Minneso ta where wild rice curing 
periods are sometimes extended due to shortages in 
processing capacity . 

Th ere are 22 processing firms in Minne sota ranging 
from large op era tions to small plants in the ow ne r' s 
ba ckyard . Thi s does not include nume rous small plants 
that process the owner' s lake w ild rice harvest, along 
wi th som e for friends and neighbors . 

The proces sing industry has been p rofoundly af
fected by th e advent of cu ltivated wild rice . As produc
tion increase d and year-to-year variation stabilized, proc
essors had new op portunities to increase th e scope of 
their operation s. They also enc ou ntered increased com 
pe tition in market ing as producers of w ild r ice also 
bec ame marke te rs. 

Plant Ownership 

Wild rice p rocessing operat ions tend to be closely 
held firms . They are typically owned and opera ted by 
residents of no rthern Minnesota . Over half are either 
individually or family ow ned (Table 15). Altho ugh there 
ha ve been a number of new ent rants in recent yea rs, 
several of the firms have been operated by the same 
family for several generations (Table 16). 

New entran ts usua lly have constructed new plants 
rather than taken ove r existing operations . Only five 
reported tha t their plan t had been operated by a previou s 
owner. About half of th e processors reported that they 
grew wild rice, some of which was in who lly-owned 
lakes or ponds. Several had sizable wild rice farming 
ope rations. United Wild Rice, Inc. , a marke ting coopera
tive, operates one of the largest p rocess ing p lan ts in 
Min nesota . 

Table 15.	 Min nesota and California Wild Rice Processing 
Firms b y Ow ne rship, 1983 

Num ber 
Owners hip Firm s 

Individua l 10 
Family 3 
Small Group - Unrelated 9 
Co operat ive 1 

Total 23 

Table 16.	 Mi nnesota an d Cali forn ia Wild Rice Processing 
Plants by Year of In it ial Operation 

Year of Initial Number 
Operation Plants 

Prior to 1960 7 
1960 - 1964 2 
1965 - 1969 1 
1970 - 1975 4 
1975 - 1979 5 
1980 - 1983 5 

Total	 24 

Processi ng Capacity and Volu me 

Processors reported a total annua l processing capac
ity of 9,026,000 processed pounds and a mean capacity 
utili za tion of 38 percent in 1982. This may indicate that 
the industry has su bstantial over-capacity. Howe ver, 
wild rice tends to ripen within a short period, so the peak 
demand for proces sing facilities is far high er than the 
average de mand. Unprocessed wild rice tends to deterio
rate rapidly if not processed pro mptly . Wild rice process 
ing plan ts are also relatively inexpensive, so substanti al 
capacity for pe ak loads and bum pe r crops has been buil t 
in to th e system . Sin ce 1982 was a mediocre year for lake 
w ild rice , capacity u tilizati on may have been below 
norma l. 

Tw e nty-two processi ng pl ants (excl uding United 
Wild Rice, Inc. and one other nonrep orting plant) proc
essed 3.3 million pou nds of processed wild rice in the 
1982 crop ye ar (Tab le 17). The seven largest plants 
processed 2.5 million pounds of the to tal. United Wild 
Rice, Inc., which is not included in the total, opera tes one 
of the larger plants . 

Table 17.	 Volume of Wild Rice Processed by Size of Plant, 
1982 Crop Year 

Volume 
Number of Processed! 

Plant Size Plants ! Pounds 

Small Plants 7 53,659 
Medium Plan ts 8 760,355 
Large Plants 7 2,528,100 

Tota l 22 3,342,114 
'Does not include United Wild Rice, Inc. and one oth er nonreporting plant. 

Eigh t processors repo rted plans to expand their pres
ent p rocessing capacity, with a total of 1,600,000 proc
essed po unds of additional capacity slated to come on 
line with in the next three years. Some of this new 
capacity may even tu ally rep lace inefficient plants that are 
gradua lly being phased ou t. Many of the older plants 
have difficulty competing with their more mo dern coun
terparts even though processing technology has cha ng ed 
litt le over the yea rs . 

Processing p lan ts vary in scope of facilities . Smaller 
plants generally handle only basic processing. Larger 
plan ts often offer a wide range of packaging options, 
s to rage facilities, and in some cases an instantizing 
process . Large plants may also ha ve more sophisticated 
clean ing procedures, alth ough this is by no means uni
versa l. Ind ust rial users reported occasional product qu al
ity problems from all plant sizes , but reported tha t many 
mid-sized plan ts with w hich they do bus iness prod uce 
excelle nt quality wild rice . 

Custom Processing and Fees 

A number of Minnesota plants process some or all of 
th eir wild rice on a cu stom basis. Thirt ee n Minne sota 
processor s re ported doing cu stom processing; four of 
these reported th at th eir to tal volume is on a custom 
basis . Th e method of charging for processin g and the fees 
vary from plant to pla n t, with seven firms charging on an 
un processed basis and nine firms charging on a p roc
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essed basis. Charging on an unprocessed basis could 
conceivably lower the processor's incentive to achieve 
hig h finish ing percentages an d, therefore, be disadvan
tageous to the grower or harvester. Assuming a finishin g 
rate of 40 per cent per pound of unprocessed rice, proc
ess ing charges varied in 1983 from 18.5 cents to 85 cents 
per processe d pound . This wide range of processing 
ch arges is pa rt ially explained by the cos t differen ce 
between large operations geared to large batches and 
small plants which cater to lots as small as one hundred 
po unds. The processing charge and the price pa id for 
wild rice are also in terrelated, even though many proces
sors treat them as quasi-separa te operations. In other 
words, processors who may charge less for processing 
frequently make up the difference by paying less per 
pound of wild rice purchased. 

Curing and Holding Before Processing 

Curing, the first step in processing, also serves as a 
holding device to permit more orderly processing of 
grain. Excessive curing may lead to dry matter losses or 
contamination. Processors reported holding cult ivated 
wild rice an average of one week, altho ugh one reported 
an average of one day and anothe r reported an average 
16-day holding period . Holding periods tended to be 
longer for lake wild rice, with a mean of 12 days. Here 
too, the range was wide, from two days to three weeks. 
Lake wild rice tends to withstand curing better because it 
re tains the awns and does no t pack as closely as does the 
com bined cultivated wild rice. The variation in mea n 
curing time may indicate tha t curing is not so much a 
necessa ry part of process ing as it is a convenience to 
accommodate plant capacity. Indeed , several processors 
indicated that they wo uld prefer to reduce their holding 
period, bu t could not due to lack of process ing capacity . 

Differences Between Lake and Cult ivated Wild Rice 

In 1982, four processors reported handling only culti
vated wild rice and 10 reported handling only lake wild 
rice. Generally, opera tions handling lake wild rice exclu
sively were smaller than those dealing in bo th or in 
cultivated wild rice only. Lake wild rice is commonly 
believed to have a sub stantially higher finish ing ra te than 
cultivated wild rice because only ripe kernels are har
vested while the combine used for cultivated wild rice 
takes ripe and immature kernels alike. This differen ce in 
finishing percentage was no t supported by processor 
reports, however. They gave average finishing percent
age s of 40 percent for lake wild rice and 38 percent for 
cu ltivated wild rice. 

The re is a con tinuing con trove rsy in the wild rice 
industry regard ing the relative quality of lake and culti
vated wild rice . Processors were divided in their opin
ions. Some felt that lake rice is superior while others 
indicated cultivated wild rice is bes t. Others maintained 
that differences we re inconsequent ial or abse nt. 

Minnesota processors agreed three to one that estab
lishing a separate market for lake wild rice was impracti
cal. However, nine of the processors indicated that they 
labeled their product as lake or cu ltivated on sales 
outside of Minnesota. (Minnesota law requires that all 
cultivated wild rice be labeled as such if sold within 

Minnes ota.) Eight of the 14 processors reporting indi
cated that the ir customers specified lake wild rice in their 
orders frequently or often (Table 18). 

Table18. Frequencyof Customer Requests forLakeWild Rice 

Customer Number of 
Request Processors Percent 

Frequen t 5 22 
Often 3 13 
Seldom 6 26 
Not applicable 5 22 
No Answ er 4 - 17 -
Total 23 100 

Prices of Unprocessed Lake Wild Rice 

Minnesota lake wild rice ordinarily is either bought 
on a cash basis at lakeside or sold by the harvester to a 
processor. Prices received for unprocessed wild rice at 
two wildlife refug es are sh own in Table 19. Lakeside 
purc hases are frequently conducted by commission 
agents wo rking for a single processor. Typically the 
agents receive 10 cen ts per delivered pound of un 
processed wild rice for their efforts. Very little Minnesota 
lake wild rice is proc essed on a custom basis for the 
ha rvesters, although an undetermin ed quantity is proc
essed at home, and then used in the home or sold locally. 

The ten den cy of Minnesota lake wild rice harves ters 
to sell unprocessed wild rice is easily explained. Con
st rained by intense competition an d by sta te law or 
reservation res triction to inefficient harvesting methods, 

Table 19. Unprocessed Wild Rice Prices Received by Harvest
ers on the Rice Lake and Tamarac Wild Life Ref
uges, 1966-19821 

Year Rice Lake Tamarac 

Price per Unprocesse d Pou nd ..1966 $2.17 
1967 1.64 $1.05 ..1968 1.35 
1969 1.25 .60 
1970 1.28 .75 
1971 1.15 .80 
1972 .... .50 
1973 .69 .35 
1974 .... .70 

.... 1975 .75 
1976 .90 .80 
1977 .90 1.25 
1978 2.20 2.00 
1979 2.00 1.40 
1980 1.00 .65 
1981 1.65 1.15 
1982 1.00 .85 
1 Data furnished by U.S. Dep t. of Interior officials at Tamarac and Rice Lake 
Refuges. Price differentials between Rice Lake and Tamarac are the resu lt of 
differen ces betwee n the kern el sizes. Rice Lake wild rice run s larger than average 
and Tamarac wild rice runs smaller. 

' Price not recorded. •• No crop. 
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Wild rice is heated to redu ce mois tur e content and the hu lls are 
separated from the parched grain. 

individuals rarely harvest more than 500 pounds of 
unprocessed wild rice. Few process ors handle such small 
volumes. Those that do may charge double the rate for 
large lots, reducing the profit earned from selling the 
processed prod uct . And, while the market for un 
pro cessed wild rice is wellde veloped, the spot mark et for 
processed wild rice is poorly developed and the har
vester may encounter difficulties selling the processed 
wild rice. Many wild rice harvesters also want immedia te 
return s because they have incurred expe nses in canoe 
rent al or transportat ion which must be rep aid from 
harvesting receipts. 

There have been several efforts on the part of the 
Minnesota Indian reserva tions to purchase wild rice 
ha rvested from their waters. In one case, a reservation 
has initiated a program of bu ying wild rice at a price that 
permits it to process and market the product on a brea k
even basis . By purchasing a relatively small volu me 
throughout the season it hopes to boost the prices paid 
by other buyers to more com petitive levels. 

The Nett Lake Reservati on has recently built a facility 
to process the wild rice harves ted from its waters . The 
reservation hopes to sell processed wild rice through 
various outlets throu ghout the country. This project has 
been stymied by several failures of the crop on Nett Lake. 

In Canada th e situation is somewhat different. Here 
the Indians face fewer institu tiona l barr iers since me
chanical harvesting is generally permitted, and in Sas
katchewan , India ns are leasing entire lakes for personal 
ha rvesting. In Ontario, the Rainy River Ban d, headquar
tered near Emo, started a wild rice marketing comp any in 
1981 and hopes eventually to sell processed rather tha n 
unprocessed wild rice from Northern Ontario . Unlike 
many other Indian wild rice ventures, this company does 
not deal exclusively in its ow n wild rice. It has purchas ed 
wild rice throughout Canada when shortages arose in 
O ntario. The company has no plans to move into proc
essing, since processing in the Unit ed States is inexpen
sive . Progress to date ha s been slow. 

Sask atchewan, while no t far advanced in overall 
marketing, has succeeded in integrating its Indian popu
lation in to marketing to a far greater degree than else

whe re. Most of Saskatchewa n' s wild rice is marketed 
either processed or unprocessed by Minnesota agents. In 
1983, however, a wild rice plant- the first in the prov
ince- was constructed on an Indian reservation . 

MARKETING BY PROCESSORS 

Processors play an important role in marketing wild 
rice. Much of Minnesota and Canadian wild rice is 
purchased by a processor who then sells it to industrial 
buyers, retailers, and other firms. This role is particularly 
significan t in the case of lake wild rice. 

Wild rice processors in Minnesota (excluding United 
Wild Rice, Inc.) and Californ ia marketed an estimated 
1,686,000 pounds of processed wild rice in 1983, 38 
percent of the total wild rice product ion . About 44 
percent of that volume was sold to industrial accounts, 
largely for use in wild rice blends. Other large markets 
we re grocery stores (mostly withi n Minnesota) at 23 
percent , and restaurants (mo stly outside Minnes ota) at 
17 percen t. The remaining sales we re to other processors, 
wholesalers, retail sh ops and con sumers. Processors 
reported that an average of 77 percent of thei r sales were 
to cus tomers they had dealt with for three years or more. 

Most of the wild rice processors marketed un der one 
or more brand names (Table 20). An average of 76 percent 
of sales by those processors were under their brand 
na me. None has achieved na tion al distribu tion to date. 

Processed wild rice is packaged and sh ipped to a variety of 
markets, including indus trial buyers an d restaurants. 
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Table 20. Brand Name Usage by Wild Rice Processors, 1983 

Number of 
Brand Nam e Usage Firms Percen t 

Do not use brand names 2 9 
Use one or more brand names 17 74 
N ot applicable 4 17 

Total 23 100 

Processors tend to concentrate on regions known to be 
re ceptive to wild rice, although they tend to avoid sales in 
Minnesota as much as possible . Prices within Minnesota 
a re su bstantially be low those in other regions sin ce 
Minnesota, and pa rticularly Minneapolis-St . Paul, is the 
area where excess stocks are sold at a dis count. While th e 
exis tence of such a market helps prevent excessive 
bu ildup in inventories, it does not produce profitable 
sales . Attempts to introduce wild rice in to areas where 
th e product is unfamiliar have met with mixed success. 
Often the educational requirements prove to be beyond 
the individual marketer's resources. 

Processors have found market development difficult 
and expensive. Those who are engaged in large scale 
p ro motion projects expressed displeasu re at the lack of 
m arket developme n t efforts pu t forth by other firms. The 
p rocessor s were particularly unhappy with firms th ey 
perceived as moving into terri tori es th ey had developed 
and the n undercu tting prices . 

Most processors selling wild rice offer several grades 
(Table 21). The grading criteria vary in type and complex
ity. Mos t include grain size and some consideration of 
bro ken kern els (Table 22). 

More th an half of th e processors and tw o-thirds of th e 
wi ld rice farmers indicated th ey favo r uniform grade 
standards for wild rice (Table 23). Suc h standards have 
n ot yet been established in the indust ry, although the 
subject is now under review by a committee of the 
In tern ational Wild Rice Association. 

Processors opposing uniform grades and sta nda rds 
were evenly divide d betw een th ose w ho said that sta n 
dard s would be too expensive to impleme n t and operate, 
and those who said standa rds would be too difficult to 
d evelop . 

In the ab sence of uniform grades, buyers have had to 
substitu te other criteria to choose a particu lar seller 
(Table 24). Industrial customers we re mo st frequently 
m en tioned as utilizing the specification or sample 
method, follow ed by restaurants. 

O ver 80 percent of the processors repo rt ed carrying 
invent ories (Table 25). Inventories today serve mainly as 

Table 21. Use of Multiple Grades by Wild Rice Processors, 
1983 

Number of 
Grades Offered Firms Percentage 

Offer several grades 15 65 
Offer one grade 2 9 
Not applicable 6 26 

Total 23 100 

Table 22.	 Processor Grading Criteria Used for Wild Rice, 
19831 

Number of 
Grading Criteria Firms Percenta ge 

Whole grain sorted by wid th , 
bro ken grain by width 11 50 

Wh ole grain so rted by width, 
blended broken grain 4 18 

Blended whole grain , 
blended broken grain 4 18 

Whole grain blended , 
broken by width 1 5 

No grading performed 2 9 -
Total 22 100 

-

' United Wild Rice, Inc. not included . 

transaction devices to allow a processor to serve custom
ers on a year-ro und basis; de creased variability in wild 
rice production from year to year has eliminated invento
ries as a tool for profitable speculat ion in wild rice (Table 
26). Overall inventory levels h ave increased as the mar
ket has expanded (Table 27). Despite this increase, there 
conti nue to be reports that buyers unfamilar wi th the 
industry experience di fficulty in locating wild rice stocks 
late in the season . 

Inv en tory levels continue to be th e su bject of much 
discussion in the ind ustry , and some in dividuals invest 
considerable time and effort to estima te their competi
tors' inv entory stocks. Inventories and inventory levels 
have received m inim al attention in th is study for several 
reasons . First, th ere is considerable evidence th at inv en
tories have been accorde d attention far in excess of their 
importance . Secondly, partially as a resu lt of the impor
tance as signed to inventories, reliable inventory infor 
mation is not avai lable . The as sumption here is th at 
inventory levels as a whole are reasonably con stant. This 
is not to discount the impact of inve nt ories on the ma rket 
entirely . They can, if high or if believed to be high, 
dep ress prices; if believed to be very low , they can 

Table 23. Wild Rice Processor and Farmer Opinions on Uniform Grades and Standards, 1983 

Numbe r of Percent of Number of Percent of 
Opinion Processors] Processors l Farmers Farmers 

Favor standa rds 12 55 38 65 
O ppose standards 8 36 11 20 
Don' t know 2 9 9 15 

Total 22 100 58 100 

'United Wild Rice, Inc. not included . 

25 



Table 24.	 Major Selection Processes Utilized by Buyers as 
Reported by Wild Rice Processors, 1983 

Selection Number of 
Process Firms! 

Sa mple 7 
Sp ecification 2 
Reputation 8 
Combination 3 

discourage pot ential buyers from buying wild rice for 
fear that sup plies w ill not be available at a later da te. 

OTHER MARKETING ORGANIZATIONS 

Seve ral w holes alers also market wild rice. In most 
cases they purchase processed w ild rice from processors, 
but they al so bu y som e unprocessed w ild rice and 
arrange for custo m proc essing. One wholesaler reported 

O th er 1 that the four firms engaged in w holes ale marketing had 
Not applicable 4	 total sales of 300,000 pounds of processed w ild rice in the 
'United Wild Rice, Inc. not included.	 1982 cro p year. This firm also reported that 45 pe rcent of 

total independent wholesaler sal es were made to restau
ra nts, mostly outsi de Minn esota . An equal amou nt wasTable 25.	 Incidence of Inventory Holding by Wild Rice Proc
so ld to grocery stores in Minnesota, and the remaining 10essors, 1983 
perce nt went to a va rie ty of ot h er market outlets. 

Inven tory	 Number of Firms Percent Th er e are also a number of marke ting suppor t organi
zations that do not directly enga ge in wild rice sales. Ca rry In ventory	 19 83 
These include the Wild Rice Promotion Counci l an d th e Do Not Ca rry In ventory 

Not Ap plicable 
41 

In ternational Wild Rice Association, both head quartered3 13 
in Aitkin , Min nesota . The Wild Rice Promotion Council 

Total	 23 100 

Table 26.	 Inventory Policy Reported by Wild Rice Processors 
1983 

Inventory 
Policy 

Number of 
Firms! Percent 

Sp eculative 3 14 
Trans action 8 36 

prepares recipe booklets and displays for u se in wild rice 
promot ions an d w orks wi th the media to in crease cover 
age giv en to wil d rice. Among their activities is an annua l 
food ed itors ' tour, wh ere w ild rice harvesting, process
ing, and the preparati on of various dishes are demon
stra ted . Th e cou nc il is funded throu gh a check-off system 
w here a specified fee is withheld per pound of cult ivated 
wi ld rice processed within the sta te . Growers w ho 
choose not to partic ipate may have the check-off fees 
refu nded . The In te rnational Wild Rice Ass ociat ion is 
closely associa ted w ith the Cou ncil , and they share an 

O th er 
Not Applicable 

7 
4 

32 administra tive s ta ff. Th e Association , h ow ever, is a 
18 member ship grou p serving wi ld rice producers, p roces

sors and market ers and is not limited to Minne sota . Tot al	 22 100 
Me mbership is predominantly from Min nesota, but an 

' United Wild Rice, Inc ., not included . in creasing nu mber of Canadians and Ca lifornians are 
joining as well . Association acti vi ties includ e promoting 

Table 27.	 Inventor y Trend in Recent Years as Reported by w ild rice and working toward be tter cooperation w ithin 
Wild Rice Processors, 1983 the in dustry . 

Number of 
Inventory Trend Firms! Percent MARKETING COOPERATIVES 

Upw ard	 7 32 Much of Min nesota' s cul tivated w ild rice is ma rketed 
Downward 
Steady 

2
2 

9 th rough tw o w ild rice cooperative s. These coopera tives, 
9 United Wild Rice, In c. (United) an d Minn esota Rice 

Grow er s (MRG), together have 20 Minn esota farm mem Not applicable	 6 27 
bers and market an estimate d 62 percent of Minnesota' s 9No an swer 2 
cultivated production . The remainder is marketed by 38 

Total	 22 100 independent grow ers who make their ow n individual 
'United Wild Rice, Inc. not included . marketi ng decisions (Table 28). 

Table 28. Minne sota Wild Rice Farms that are Membe rs of Marketing Cooperatives, 1982 

Number Median Total Estimated 
Grower of Farm Productive Production 
Affiliation Farms Size Acreage (Pounds) 

Mi n ne sota Rice Growers 7 550 4,329 603,595 
United Wild Rice, In c. 13 700 10,064 1,282,3 70 

204	 10,691 1,158,465 Inde pendent 38 
-

Total 58 25,084 3,044,430 
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Like most marke ting cooperatives, United and MRG 
perform various services for their members and try to 
maximize member returns. However, the two coopera
tives have chosen dramatically different approaches to 
achieving this goal. 

Minnesota Rice Growers 

The smaller of the cooperatives, MRG, restricts its 
activities to the poo ling and sale of members' wild rice. 
To date, it has sold mainly to one indus trial bu yer. Since 
the cooperative owns no facilities, it arranges for cus tom 
processing and members perform most managerial and 
sa les duties . This ap proac h to marketing has led to 
cons istent ly low ove rhe ad costs, and has permitte d 
cooperat ive return s to flow back to members, rather than 
being retained for investme nt in the cooperative . MRG 
me mbers believe the chief benefit of a marketing cooper
ative is joint negotiation with buyers, and that th e 
expenses and complexities of other marke ting activities 
are best left to the buy ers. 

Most MRG members pr efer not to ad mit new mem
bers to the coope rative (Table 29). This ind icates that the 
cooperative anticipates limited market expansion, and 
suggests tha t increases in volume may be rest ricted to 
expansion in present me mbers' acreage. 

Table 29.	 Opinions of Wild Rice Cooperative Members Sur
veyed on Admission of New Members, 1983 

Cooperative 
Oppose 

Admission 
Favor 

Admission 

MRG 5 2 
United1 2 9 

' Does not include several Can adian member s of United Wild Rice, Inc. 

United Wild Rice, Inc. 
United, in cont rast, takes an active role in marketing 

and prod uct development. It has invested in facilities, 
including a processing plant and an instantizing plant, 
that are among the industry' s most modern . The cooper 
ative also supports a manager and sales staff. This 
represents a substantia l investment per member , and the 
members have reinvested current earnings to fund their 
cooperative's operation and development. 

United's perception of its role has cha nged through 
the years, but today the emphasi s is on pr oducing and 
promoting a high quality, carefully specified, consistent 
product. In addit ion to producing its own lines of wild 
rice products under various brand nam es, the coopera
tive per forms a variety of other marke ting services for its 
customers, thereby ad ding value to the product. 

United members genera lly favor ad mission of new 
members, but only if new members match the invest
me nt of present me mbers . Increases in United's mem
bers hip may be limited as none of the indepen dent s or 
MRG growers su rveyed expressed in terest in eith er 
joining a cooperative or changing allegiance . 

Possibilities of Merger 

Although there are substantive d ifferences between 
the phi losophies followed by United and MRG, there 
may be po tential gains to a merger. If the two pooled 
thei r wild rice volume th rough a merger or a marketing 
agreement, the y wou ld market an estimated 62 percent 
of the state 's cultivated wild rice . This may enhance their 
bargaining position and enable them to negotiate bett er 
prices. The members surveye d we re pessimistic concern 
ing the possibilities of a merger, but at least half the 
members of both coop eratives said the y personally 
favored a merger (Table 30). 

MARKETING BY INDEPENDENT GROWERS 

Two-thirds of all Minnesota wild rice farms are no t 
affiliated with a cooperative. Although, on average, they 
are substa ntia lly smaller than tho se owned by coopera
tive members, 25 percent have ove r 425 acres and to
gether they produce an estimated 38 perc en t ofMinneso
ta's cultiva ted wild rice. 

About half of all independent growers sell exclusively 
through their processor. The rest market through other 
outlets (Table 31). Selling through a processor is an 
att ractive op tion becau se it relieves growers of expensive 
and time-consuming market development , inventory 
maintenance, and management of customer complaints . 

The terms of sale between growers and processors 
vary substantially. Some fix the price at harvest; others 
offer a guaranteed base pri ce plus a sliding premium if 
prices rise above expected levels; still others delay pricing 
for up to seven months afte r delivery. Contracts estab
lishi ng prices prior to harvest are rarely availab le to 
independent growers . Payment terms range from full 
paymen t at harvest to a we ll-defined installment plan . 
Some have an informal installmen t plan where pay ments 
are made first to those who are most insi stent. 

Processing and sto rage fees also affect the net price 
received by the grower. Processing fees are paid by the 
grower, and in 1983ranged from 19rt to 50rt pe r processed 
pound . Storage fees are frequently assessed against 
growers who, after leaving their wild rice with the 
processor for several months, elect to sell it elsewhere. 
Because these fees are frequen tly waived if the grower 
ult ima tely sells through the processor, they often act as a 
restrain t on selling the wild rice to another ou tlet. Unless 

Table 30. Opinions of Wild Rice Cooperat ive Me mbers Su rveyed on a Merger of United and MRG , 1983 

Opinion Preference 

Cooperatives 
Merger 
Likely 

Merger 
Possible 

Merger 
Unlikely 

Favor 
Merger 

Op pose 
Merger 

MRG o 2 4 3 3 
United ! o 5 7 8 4 

Total o 7 11 11 7 
'Does not include several Canadian members. 
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Table 31. Minnesota Independent Wild Rice Farmers by residual market and the refore must wait for the residual 
Marketing Outlet, 1982 price to be de termined. 

Of the independent growe rs who do not sell excluMarket Number 
of Farms siv ely th rough th eir p ro cessor, five ar e integrated Outlet 

grower-processors- either long-time processors who 
Exclus ively processor 17 have moved in to growing, or growers who have ex
Int egrated grower-processo r 5 pande d up the marke ting chain in to processing. Their 
Market independently 14 annual processing capacity places them in the mid-range 
No sales or unknow n 2 of the state's processing plants. Several process lake wild 

rice or cultivat ed wild rice for other growers in ad dition to Total 38 
their own production . 

The remaining four teen independent growers neit her 
the price differen tial is substant ial, growers are unwilling process their own wild rice nor sell exclusively to their 
to incur the fee and so find themselves locked into selling processor. These vary from growers who aggressively 
to their processor . market in a wid e geograp hic area to growers who sell 

their entire production to a sing le buyer . Most, however, The pred ominance of de layed price contracts an d the 
sell some portion of their production to a wholesale variation amo ng grower-processor sales ter ms make 
outlet such as their processor, a wholesaler , or an induscho osing a processor-marke ter difficult. The situation is 
trial user . The remaini ng outlets may be grocery stores, fur ther complicated by the importance of selecting a 
specialty shops, mail order, or sales from the grower's processor who offers competent processing in addition 
home. Promotional activities are usually restricted to to a good price. An ine pt processor can badly damage a 
classified advertisements in fratern al or food magazines, grower's wild rice and lower the unprocessed- to-proc
signs on the roadside, or sales calls on restaurants while essed recovery rate su bs tant ially. This, too, has an im
the grower is on vacation . Table 32 is a bre akdown of the po rtant effect on ne t price received by the grower. 
market outlets used by these and other independent Delayed price arr an gemen ts are common desp ite the grow ers. considerable uncertain ty the y impose on the grower. The 

Seventy-one percent of sales by independent growers preva lence of this pricing arrangement is due to the 
are bulk sales, mostly to wholesa lers. In fact, 70 perc ent absence of a well-developed spo t market for wild rice . 
of independen t growers sell exclusively in bulk (Table The pr ocessor, in short, does no t know the value of the 
33). wild rice and can not offer a price at delivery. 

Brand name sales constitu te only tw o percent of sales The price of wild rice is established in a two-tier 
by ind ep en den ts, an d 82 percent of the indepen dent process . In the early spring the larger buyers negotiate 
growers have no bran d name sales . Among those who prepriced contracts with the large sellers, locking in 
sell under a brand name, such sales amount to 50 percent prices for much of the annual production . (Access to 
or less of all sales (Table 34). these prepriced cont ract s is an important advantage of 

cooperative memb ership .) The remaining wild rice, the 
WILD RICE SALES BY MARKET OUTLET exact quantity of wh ich is unk now n until after the 

ha rvest, is priced after the contracts are fulfilled . Because Wild rice sales by processors including United Wild 
many contracts are filled in the months following harvest Rice, Inc.; Minnesota Rice Growers Cooperative; an d 
rather than at harvest, the supply and dem and situation inde pendent growers were estimated to total 3.8 million 
for the residual wild rice may not clarify un til six months pounds of processed wild rice in the 1982 crop year. Table 
after harvest. The absence of reliable price and quantity 35 shows the estimated breakdown in these sales by 
information tends to extend this period of uncertainty. market outlet . Industrial buyers accounted for 2.5 million 
Many independent growers are forced to sell in the pounds or two-thirds of the total sales. These are mostly 

Table 32. Outlets for Wild Rice Produced by Independent Growers, 1982 Crop 

Percent of Percent of 
Market Processed Processed Growers Utilizing 
Outlet Pounds Pounds Outlet 

Processo r 507,735 47 56 
Industrial 79,180 7 12 
Wholesaler 77,288 7 14 
MN Restaura nt s 9,722 1 12 
Out -of-State Restaurants 3,972 9 
Othe r! 25,345 2 20 
Integrated grow er-processor 243,930 22 11 
Inventory 151,489 14 19 -
Total 1,098,671 100 
' Other includes sales to grocery stores and specialty shops . sales from the home and mail order. 
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Ta ble 33. Bul k Sales of Wild Rice by Indepe nden t Growers, 
1982. 

Percen t 
Total Sales Percent of 
in Bulk Growers 

0-25 o 
26-50 12 
51-75 6 
76-99 12 

100 70 

Total 100 

Ta ble 34. Brand Name Sales of Wild Rice by Independent 
Grow ers, 1982 

Percent of Total Sales Percen t of 
as Bran d Names Growers 

o 82 
1-25 9 

26-50 9 
51-100	 o 

Total 100 

firms such as Uncle Ben's that prepare, package, and 
market blends of wild rice an d long grain rice. Another 
exam ple of an industrial buyer is a processor of corn ish 
game hen s who prestuffs th em with wild rice dressing. 

The remaining one-third of the total wild rice sales 
were div ided am ong grocers, restaurant s, who lesalers, 
and other market outlets (Table 35). Most of these bu yers 
eith er resold or used this wild rice in the pure form. 
However, some restaurants, and even some re tail con
sumers, may pr epare the ir ow n blends of wild rice and 
long grain rice . 

The Blend Market 

Uncle Ben ' s of Ho uston, Texas, introduced a pack
aged blend of wild rice, long grain rice, and herbs in the 
ea rly 1960s. This product was widely accepted by con 
su mers an d was a significan t development in expanding 

Ta ble 35.	 Estimated Sales Volume of Processed Wild Rice by 
Market Outle t, 1982 Crop Year} 

Sales in Percent of 
Market Out let Pounds Total 

In dus trial Buyers 2,463,508 65.4 
Grocers - MN 344,060 9.1 
Restauran ts - Other States 299,305 7.9 
Grocers - Other States 203,280 5.4 
Wholesalers 122,530 3.3 
Restaurants - MN 109,387 2.9 
Cons ume rs - Direct 86,373 2.3 
O the r Retailers - Other States 12,805 0.3 
Other Retailers - MN 3,307 0.1 
Canadian Markets 1,275 0.0 
O ther Marke ts 121,925 3.3 

Total 3,767,755 100.0 
' Includes estimated wild rice marketed by processors. including United Wild 
Rice. Inc.; Minnesota Rice Growers; and inde pendent growers. 

the market deman d for wild rice . Subsequently, other 
compa nies in troduced branded blends such as Minute 
Rice, Comet, M.}.B. and Rice-a-Roni. Althou gh blends 
typically contain on ly about 15 percen t wild rice, their 
increased sales have made them a dominant factor in the 
wild rice market. If blends had not been in troduced, the 
cultivated wild rice industry may not have developed. 

The market of wild rice for blends has expanded at 
abou t 15 percent pe r year since their in troduction . Pack 
aged blends now accou nt for abo ut two-thirds of the tota l 
sales of wild rice (one ind ustry estimate puts that figure 
at 80 percen t). The only exposure many consumers have 
had to wild rice is th rough eating it in blen ds. In fact, 
many blend users may not even recognize pure wild rice. 
Innovation, ma rket development, and advertising of 
blends by com mercial firms have played an important 
role in introducing wild rice to consumers . Consumer 
awareness of wild rice incre ased from 8 percent in the 
early 1960s to 28 percent in recent years, according to 
industry estimates . 

The rapid growth of the blend market had a substan
tial impact on the relative value of differen t sizes of wild 
rice grains. Traditionally, the long, dark kernels typical of 
lake wild rice (esp ecially Canadian lake rice) were highly 
prized . These longer kernels proved to be undesirable for 
blen din g, how ever. Their cooking time is substantially 
longer than that of rice, and because there are fewer 
kernels to the po und, a mix contain ing longer grain wild 
rice appears more sparse than one wit h shorter grains. 
Blend producers, therefore, prefer the shorter gra in wild 
rice. While the longer grain wild rice is still preferred in 
the pure product, the sm aller grain requirements of the 
blend market have reduced, and in som e cases elimi
nated, the premium it once commanded . 

Urban consume rs are more aware of wild rice tha n 
ru ral consumers. Sales of blends are also high er in ur ban 
areas . This is partially due to the gourmet image of wild 
rice an d the tenden cy for gourmet foods to be popular in 
metropolitan areas. Several other factors reinforce this 
tendency, however. In the mo re sparsely populated rural 
areas , advertising costs per consumer are too high to 
merit extensive marketing. Rural consumers are less 
aggressively courted by the food industry in general, and 
this include s wild rice blend produ cts . Secondly, shelf 
space is more limited in rural areas; since wild rice blen ds 
often have a slow turnover relative to other food items, 
they frequently are not stocked by retailers . 

The po pularity of wild rice blends differs ma rkedly by 
region . The East and West Coasts are major wild rice 
markets, as is the Chicago area (including Min ne apo lis 
and S1. Pau l). Additional areas of consu mption are 
retirem ent com munities in Florida and Arizona that have 
transplanted residents from the more traditiona l wild 
rice areas. 

Wild rice consu mption cont inues to be associated 
with holiday meals. About 60 percent of blen ded wild 
rice sales are made during the Thanksgiving, Chri stmas 
and Easter h olidays, and ad vertising campaigns are 
generally timed for these heavy consumption perio ds. 
The blend market is split be tween the retail grocery 
trade, which accounts for about 85 percent of total blen d 
sales, and restauran t trade . 
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The Market for Pure Wild Rice 

About one- third of wild rice sales are in the form of 
pure wild rice. However, a substan tial percentage of the 
pure wild rice sales eventually reaches the table in form 
of blends prepared by restaurant s or retail consumers. 

The pure wild rice market exhibits seasonal and 
geographic sales trends similar to those of packaged 
blend markets. Cons umer purchases of pure wild rice are 

markedly higher in Minnesota tha n elsewhere due to the 
greater fam ilari ty and lowe r prices. Minnesota consum
ers also buy a substan tial am ount of wild rice for ship 
ment out-of-state as gifts . 

Long grain wild rice continues to be the preferred size 
of wild rice for the pure wild rice trad e. Some resta urants, 
however, prefer to use broken wild rice, usually availab le 
at a discount, for soups and stuffing. 

SUPPLY RESPONSE TO PRICE 

Experience in the past two decad es has de monstrated 
that wild rice product ion expands rapidly in reSponse to 
high prices but declines only slowly when prices fall. The 
reason is that, except in the Sacram ento Valley, wild rice 
investment cannot be readily shifted to the production of 
other crops. Therefore, capital invested in wild rice may 
remain in prod uction until returns fall to extremely low 
leve ls. Indust ries characterized by such "capital trap" 
investments can easily suffer from overproduction an d 
depressed prices when reso urces are misguided in to 
them by incorrect price signa ls. 

Figure 5, crea ted from the data in Table 1, illuminates 
wild rice product ion and price trends as the cultivated 
wild rice ind us try developed over the last 15 yea rs. Prices 
we re high in the early years, reflecting the strong de
ma nd bolstered by Uncle Ben's develop ment of the blend 
market. Supply, on the other hand, was limited and 
erratic due to variations in the wild rice lake crop. Prices 
fell as the supply of cultivated wild rice expanded. Prices 
required by growers to yield sat isfactory returns to their 
capital and man agemen t we re also falling as growers 
gained expe rience in wild rice cultivation and production 
became less risky. 

Prices took a quantu m jump in the late 1970s as 
United Wild Rice, Inc., a marke ting cooperative, report
edly withheld large quantities of wild rice from the 
market. These artificially high prices induced the indus
try to expand production . Expansion was relatively mod 
est among Minn esota producers of cultivated wild rice, 
many of whom understood the reas ons behind the price 
increase. Ho wever, production increased markedly in 
other areas. In Saskatchewan, wild rice production dou
bled from 1978 to 1979 and aga in in 1980, reaching 
208,000 processed po unds in 1982. Perha ps more signifi
cant for the long ru n su pply, high prices in the late 1970s 
speeded Californ ia's entrance into wild rice farming . But, 
as shown in Figure 5, production did not subsequently 

Wild Rice Supply,
 
Demand and Prices
 

decl ine in response to falling wild rice prices. This is due 
to two factors: first, prices were administe red at a high 
enough level that they could decline and still provide 
adequate returns to growers. Second, capital invested in 
wild rice production was not shifted to other uses. 

In an industry such as wild rice which is characterized 
by capital trap investment, it is crucial that prices accu
rate ly reflect the market clearing level. Prices set below 
the market clear ing price can be painlessly corrected 
through bidding up the price of stocks not under con
tract. However, false high price signals trigger effects 
that pe rsist in the longer run and prove far mor e trouble
some. They induce individuals to make investments in 
wild rice production tha t would not be made if the real 
rate of return were known. Once in place, these mis
guided inv estments cannot easily be shifted to other uses 
because of the capital trap, so they continue to be use d to 
produce wild rice. Inc reased production eventually 
forces prices from the artificially high level to new and 
substantia lly lower prices . In the absence of increased 
demand, prices can be expecte d to remain at these low 
levels. Incorrect price signals thus work to the disadvan
tage of both producers, who experience sha rp drops in 
their prices, and investors, who receive low returns on 
their capi tal. 

PRICE INSTABILITY 

When only lake wild rice was produced, prices fluctu
ated widely from year to year in response to supply. 
Instability in both prices and supply discouraged major 
food processing firms from introducing products con
taining wild rice . The unc ertain ties introduced too many 
unknow ns to justify the expens e of deve loping and 
promoting the products . 

Cultivated wild rice in troduced more stability in wild 
rice prices and supplies. This stability allowed Uncle 
Ben's to move aggressively in to promoting its wild rice 
blend, which it had bro ugh t on to the market when lake 
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Figure 5. Wild Rice Production and Wholes ale Prices, 1968-1982 

wild rice was the only source of supply, but had not blends of perhaps 40 percent, such products have never 
promoted for fear demand might outstrip supply. This bee n aggressively promoted . Furthermore, none of the 
product and the competing brands introduced later now major food companies offer a pure wild rice product. 
form the backbone of the wild rice market. Price stability migh t encourage the development of such 

Food process ing comp anies, like most firms, avoid products. 
using ingredients that experience wide price fluctua While these higher percen tage wild rice products 
tions. Retail food manufacturers attempt to set prices that would help to increase the demand for wild rice, the 
can prevail for a year or more. Wide price variations may most promising areas for demand expansion are the 
squeeze or widen the expected profi t margin to the point minor ingredient markets. These markets include fran
that they are forced to reprice or lose volume to the chise restaurants an d diverse food products such as sou p 
competit ion . Dow nw ard shi fts are especially difficult to and stuffing mixes . Despite the small quantity of wild 
handle because retailers resent their competition receiv rice per serving or package, these ou tlets could represent 
ing the product at a lower pr ice than they did a wee k a strong and growing d em and for wi ld rice in the 
ea rlier . Therefore, downward adjus tments tend to be aggregate. 
made through coupon promotion s, sales, or by waiting New production in Californi a has aided in reducing 
for inflation to reduce the price in real term s, rather than pr ice variability, both thr oug h the ease of entry and exit 
through markdowns. of Sacramento Valley farmers and because of their dis

Although price fluctuations for minor ingredients tance from the tradit ional wild rice areas. Before the 
have far less impact on profit margins than price shifts of development of wild rice in California, there was concern 
major inputs, they still discourage the product' s use. that a single storm could devastate the year's crop . This 
This is especially true if an other ing redient can be substi fear has been somewhat eased by California's presence . 
tuted. Most companies prefer to avoid the nuisance However, a ma jor crop failure in the northern Minne
associated with procur ing an ingredient, even a minor sota-southern Canada region would still have great re
on e, with a widely fluctuating price . percussions on the wild rice su pply, and hence on prices. 

Price instability in the wild rice industry ha s probably The interdependencies of lake and cultivated wild 
stymied industry in terest in in troducing higher percent  rice as they relate to price sta bilization are frequently 
ag e content wil d rice products. Although consumer overlooked . The increased de ma nd which followed the 
preferen ce research indicates there is a market for develop me nt of cu ltivated wild rice has permitted lake 
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wild rice producers to expand and improve their ope ra
tions without fear that they would be unable to sell in 
boom years. By the same token, cultivated wild rice 
producers have been highly successful in trading on the 
rom antic image of wild rice, an image that arises from 
traditiona l harvesting on nort hern lakes . The occasional 
animos ity exhibited by the two groups is not surprising, 
since cultivated wild rice farme rs see the production 
cycle of the lake crop as destabilizing and lake producers 
no te tha t the average price s of wild rice have declined 
sin ce cultivation began . However, these observations do 
not consider the benefits each group has derived from 
the other. 

CONSUMER DEMAND 

Prices also influence the quan tity of wild rice bought 
by con sumers . Data are inadequate to measure th e 
sens itivity of wild rice demand to prices, but several 
observations can be made . 

The sensitivity of consumer demand to wild rice 
pr ices, like that to prices of most food products, is qu ite 
low; cons um ption decl ines on ly slightly as prices rise and 
rises only slightly as prices fall. A low price sensitivity is a 
double-edged swo rd for producers, att ractive when sup
plies are low, but disas trous when supplies are high 
beca use excess stocks cannot be cleared from the market 
without a precipitous price de cline . 

Low pr ice sensitivity tends to be associated with wild 
sw ings in prices because changes in supply trigge r major 
cha nges in price. These price shifts, as discussed earlier, 
can retard demand expansion . 

The cultivated wild rice industry, scarcely 20 years 
old, is characterized by a poorly developed ma rketing 
in fra stru cture . Org anize d economic information on 
prices, production, an d marketing of wild rice is virtually 
nonexistent. Uniform grades an d standards have not 
been developed and marketing cooperatives have not 
received the support of grow ers that they do in many 
speciality crops. To an important degree, the industry 
has been th e victim of its own history of wild rice 
specu lators, who relied on strict secrecy and even false 
and misleading market information to insure exploita
tion of production variability an d price fluctuation. Even 
though market conditions changed wit h the introduction 
of cultivated wild rice, d istru st remains and has impeded 
progress and cooperation in the industry. 

The sensitivity of demand to price varies su bstant ially 
between the short ru n, where it is quite low, and the long 
run, where it is much higher. In the short run, commer
cial buyers mus t fill their commitments even if prices are 
higher than expected, an d the y have no us e for addi
tiona l stocks even if prices are low . In the longer run, 
which may be as short as a year, the y have the opportu
nity to restri ct or expand their wild rice usa ge. Therefore, 
high wild rice prices may yield high profits to grow ers in 
the shor t run, but induce lower de mand an d profits in 
the long run. Conversely, lower prices may provi de 
modest return s to growe rs in the sh ort run but more 
favorable returns in the long run, not only from larger 
orders from existing custome rs, but from new customers 
who would not ha ve moved into wild rice at high prices. 

Retail customers also exhibit differ ent sensitivities to 
price in the short an d long run . In the shor t run, they may 
not spot a price increase on an infrequently purchased 
item, especially if inflation has led them to expect rising 
prices. Con tinuing increases, however, will even tually 
attract their attention and prompt them to curtail usage of 
the product or slow increases in usage. Although existing 
customers may be su fficientl y att racted to the product to 
con tinue pur chasing, the high pr ices will restrict the 
number of new users and so reduce grow th in demand . 

As the variety of wild rice buyers increases, wild rice 
demand will probably become more sens itive to changes 
in price. This will help protect producers from wide 
fluctuation in pr ices and will also aid fur ther market 
development. 

Improving Market 
Performance 

NEED FOR ECONOMIC INFORMAn ON 

One of the major impediment s to improving wild rice 
marketing is the lack of organized economic information. 
Information on crop conditions, production, sales, and 
pr ices is not available on an industry-wid e basis . 

A recent study of improving the marketing of Cali
fo rn ia le tt uc e sum marizes the need for eco nomic 
information: 

"The need for economic information for marketing 
food products is widely recognized. It is viewed as the 
lubricant for the wheels of industry whether for making 
farming decisions, product marketing decisions by proc
essors or capital investment decisions by individuals and 
businesses. 
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When the amount, timing, or accuracy of economic 
information is inadequate, th er~ areoften co~tl y misalloc ~ 
tionsof resources. As thequan tity andquality of economic 
information increases, uncertainty diminishes, and the 
decision-making process is enhanced? " 

Lettuce growers in California began a program of 
exchanging economic informa tion in the early 1970s. 
Analysis of the pro gram ind icated that it reduced un~er 
tainty and price variabil ity and allowed b~tter planning 
for more efficient production and marketing. 

The wild rice industry might profit from the experi
ence of the lettuce industry. Witho ut reliable, timely, 
economic information, participan ts in the wild rice in
dustry mu st make decisions as producers, processors, 
and buyers that they may not have made if full inform~ 
tion were available. Inasmuch as the true market condi
tion will eventually prevail despite the lack of informa
tion , these participants suffer the consequences of acting 
on inaccurate or incomplete information. The industry as 
a wh ole may also su ffer from the misallocation of re
sources; growt h of the market consequently would be 
retarded . 

Established firms in the wild rice industry, especially 
the larger ones, may well believe that th ey profit from 
confusion amo ng small firms or potential ne w entrants. 
They may believe that open marke t information is ~~o d 

for small sellers, but that it erodes the com petitive 
advantage of larger firms. However, large sellers may 
lose more than they gain by withholding market informa
tion . 

The reason that such beha vior is counterproductive 
for larger suppliers is the predominance of a large and 
sophisticated buyer. This buye r, Uncle Ben's, i ~ w:ll 
acqua inted with the wild rice market and marketing In 

gene ral. Even the largest sellers wou ld have limited 
success in withholding information from such a buyer. 
Therefore, when the sellers withhold information they 
sow confusion primarily among their fellow suppliers, 
ma ny of whom do not have the volume or re sou~ce s to 
justify collecting in formation inde penden tly. Their lack 
of information tends to reduce their effectiveness as 
negotiators and they generally find themselves o btai~i n g 

lower prices for the ir wild rice than would have prevailed 
if they had more complete info rmation. This tends to 
exer t downward pressure on all wild rice prices, includ
ing those received by the large sellers . 

Moreover, by withholding information, large firms 
encourage sma ll se llers to follow sui t, and the large 
se llers will themselves have less information since none 
has the resources an d incentive to aggressively research 
market information . This ten ds to erode their competi
tive position with the bu yers , just as it did with the 
smaller firms . 

This is not to say that private firms sh ou ld not 
withhold any informatio n as confiden tial. A balance 
should be struck between the information that is legiti
mately con fident ial and th at which can be released 
without harming the firm . Clearly, a supplier that has 

IGaryan, Kinney , Pisani, and Skinn er, 'Lettuce Growers Find Informa tion 
Exchange Improves Marketing Effort' Farmer Coopera tives, Ll.S. Depa rtment of 
Agricultur e, Agricultural Cooperative Service, November 1983, p . 6. 

invested in cus tomer de velopment and market research 
will not wish to release such information to those wh o 
have no t contributed to the effort. Indeed, if private firms 
are to carry out such activities, they mu st be able to 
capture the advan tage accruing to the investment for a 
reasonable period . Ine vitably mu ch of the information 
will flow int o the wider sect or as other firms observe and 
copy the firm's beh avior. However, if the firm does not at 
least temporarily gain a substa nt ial adv antage over its 
rivals from the pur suit of this information, it will not 
engage in such activities an d the entire industry will 
grow more slowly or perhaps contract. 

Much basic information on wild rice production, 
sales, and prices could, however, be released without 
harm to individual firms, especially if it were released to 
an independen t th ird party who would aggregate it so 
that individuals could not be identified. Such informa
tion obtaine d and release d on a regu lar basis would 
reduce unc ertain ty an d costly misallocations of resources 
in the wild rice industry. It would also hel p remove the 
vestiges of speculat ion from the market. 

ROLE OF COOPERATIVES 
Farmer cooperat ives play an important role in the 

marketing of agricultural commodities in the Unit ed 
States. Abou t 40 percent of the total grain prod uced by 
American farmers is marketed through cooperatives 
owned and cont ro lled by their farmer-members. The 
percentage of other farm comm odi ties such as milk, 
sugar beets, cranberries, almonds, and other specialty 
crops marketed throu gh cooperatives is even higher . 

As discus sed previously, 38 of the 58 wild rice farmers 
in Minn esota are not affiliated with a marketing coopera
tive. Of the 20 farmers that belong to coope ratives, 13 
farmers are members of Uni ted Wild Rice, Inc. and 
seven are members of Minnesota Rice Growers, Inc. 
Smaller wild rice farmers tend not to be me mbers of 
cooperatives. High capital requi rements for membership 
in United Wild Rice, Inc. may be an imp ediment to 
membership for some growers. And, new members may 
not be welcomed with open arms in Minnesota Rice 
Growers. At any ra te, non e of the 38 independent wild 
rice farmers indica ted he wa nted to become a member of 
a cooperative . 

Expanded membersh ip an d even a merger or market
ing agreement between the two coope ratives might 
enable wild rice growers to increase their bargaining 
power. Although at least half of the members of both 
cooperatives indicated th at they personally favored a 
merger, they were pessimistic that one would occur. To 
date, there have been pronounced differences in the 
marketing philosophies of th e two cooperatives wh ich 
may imp ede much a move. 

Successful marketing coope ratives can serve their 
members in a number of ways. First, they pr ovide 
economies of scale in marketing services that individual 
farmers do not have. Second, by organizing into coopera
tives , farmers strengthen their bargaining power in the 
face of larger organiz ations that buy th eir products. 
Finally, cooperatives enable farmers to own and operate 
a user- or service-oriented business rather than an inves
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tor-oriented business. Farmer ownership allows mem
bers to determine services and operations that will max
imize their own farming profits. 

It is equally impo rtan t to recog nize what cooperatives 
cannot do for th eir members . Coope ratives cannot be 
used success fu lly as ve hicles to control market su pplies 
and obtain monopolistic prices for the ir members . His
tory has de monstrated that farmer cooperatives have 
been uns uccessful in several attempts, includ ing on e 
alleged attempt by a wild rice cooperative, at con trolling 
supply. The adverse publicity associated with such mar
keting efforts also has dam aged thei r image and reputa
tion with the consuming public. 

A common myth is that the Capper-Volstead Act 
"exempts" farmer cooperatives from the U.S. antitrust 
laws. The exemp tion is very limi ted . The law gives 
far mers the right to marke t their products jointly throug h 
cooperatives an d allows cooperatives to form marketing 
agencies in common without that procedure in itself 
viol ating the antitrust law s. But the Capper-Volstead Act 
canno t be used to engage in monopolistic pricing or other 
unfair trade practices which violate the antitrust law s. 
The U.S. Suprem e Court has affirmed this in several 
decisions.f 

Thus, marketing cooperatives have limitations. They 
are not a pa nacea for all of the problems of wild rice 
farmers. Com peting bus iness firm s that- process and 
market wild rice have played an impor tan t role in the 
industry for ma ny yea rs and are likely to continue to do 
so in the future . Reciprocal competitive actions between 
efficient cooperatives and efficient no ncooperative busi 
ness firms is a most desirable goa l for the wild rice 
industry. 

UNIFORM GRADES AND STANDARDS 
Unifo rm grades and standards play an im portan t role 

in the efficient market ing of grain an d many ot her 
agricultural products in the Uni ted States. They serve 
three primary purposes . First, they permit the buying 
and selling of a commodity th rough description rather 
than by insp ection of each lot. Secondly, grades and 
standards permit commingling of a product from man y 
sour ces into a few grades, reducing the need for segre
gated storage. Fina lly, price determi nation is facilitated 
because buyers can more easily determine the price they 
are willing to pay and communicate it back through the 
sy stem. 

Uniform grades and sta nda rds have not yet been 
es tab lished for wild rice, althoug h the Intern ational Wild 
Rice Association is currently evaluating poss ible stan
dards. Processors now use their own grading procedures 
which range from ru dimentary to sophisticated. 

In the absence of grades and standards the market is a 
confusi ng place for buyers, especially occas ional or first
time buyers. They find themselves unable to simply 
p lace an order, after chec king for favorable prices, be
cause they cannot easily compare the differe nt suppliers' 
wild rice. Instead they m ust rely on sub st itutes for grad es 

2R. Dahl , J. Ha mmond, and D. Dahl , 'Cooperatives, An titru st, and the Public 
Interest' Minnesota Agricultural ECO>lOmist,Agricultural Extension Service, Uni
versity of Minnesota, No. 612, October 1979. 

and standards such as sampling, stating th eir own speci
fications, relying on the seller' s rep u ta tion or hoping for 
the best. Resorting to these proced ures is expens ive in 
terms of time spent checking samples or wri ting specifi
cations, or in making do with less desirable lots of wild 
rice. 

The absence of grades and standards also presents 
difficu lties for marketers, especially the better ones who 
may find themselves penalized by less carefu l marke ters 
who se ll in ferior w ild rice . Since the buyer ha s no 
convenient way to distinguish superior quality, wild rice 
tends to sell at a singl e price regardle ss of its qu ality . The 
system fails to reward processors for excellen ce, and 
does no t provide ince n tives to improve product qua lity. 
In ad d ition, the marketer may be faced with a smaller 
aggregat e d emand than would have prevailed with 
grad es and sta ndards. Not only is buying wild rice risky 
and complex, tending to discourage purchases, but buy
ers are also vulnerable to unwi ttingly purchasing off
flavor or otherw ise undesirable w ild rice which may tu rn 
them away from wild rice perm an ently. 

An an alogous situation prevails for growers an d lake 
ha rvesters. In the absence of grades and sta ndards, they 
are no t adequately rewarded or penalized for the quality 
of the ir gra in . Generally speaking, all growers receive the 
same price for unprocessed wild rice, adjusted for finish
ing pe rcentage, regardl ess of grain qua lity. Quality, for 
th e most pa rt, is not a facto r. The absence of these 
incentives discourages producers from producing top 
quality gra in, and may even encourage practices that 
reduce gra in quality . 

If grades and sta ndards are to playa positive role in 
market ing wild rice, they mu st reflect factors that indi
cate value to the buyer. Once these gra de factors are 
ide n tified, market forces will de termine their re lative 
value. This qu estion appears to be somewhat controver
sia l in regard to grain len gths and is cited by a nu mber of 
produce rs both of long er and shorte r wild rice as a reason 
to avoid grades and standards . This apprehension is 
unwarranted because grades and stan dards wo uld sim
ply allow the market to mo re easily de termine the relative 
val ue of diffe rent sizes of w ild rice, a process it is 
accomplishing, albeit less efficiently, even without such 
stan dards. 

Product purity and wholesomeness should also be 
reflected in the grades and sta ndards. This question is 
add ressed at present by vari ous state and federa l agen
cies as part of their con tinuing programs to ensure the 
pur ity of all food pro ducts . Des pite the ir efforts, a small 
pe rcentag e of the wild rice on the ma rket continues to 
have unacceptably high bacteria counts and to contain 
foreign material such as sand. Th is damages the reputa
tion of wild rice with cons umers . 

Grades and standards are not without drawbacks. 
They are costly to set up and ad minister, and the costs of 
compliance ma y prove onerous, especially for smaller 
processors. Hence, it is important that the grade stan 
da rds reflect the end use an d value of wild rice to the 
consumer to assure tha t benefits will exceed costs. 

In evaluating the costs of adopting uniform grade 
standards , the cost of failing to impleme nt them must be 
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considered as well. While these costs are difficul t to 
quantify, they are real costs . For example, in the abse nce 
of uniform grade s, buyers are forced to research the 
various firms to determine wha t their individual grades 
really mean. The sellers are also forced to describe the 
product to each prospective customer, a time-consuming 
process. In addition, there are probably lost sales because 
buyers simp ly find the process bewildering an d choose 
not to invest the required time and funds. 

Experience in other agricultural products suggests 
that the benefits of instituting uniform grades and stan
dards for wild rice would outweigh the costs. Moreover , 
th e costs of ad opt ing grades and standards increase with 
time because firms continue to inv es t in specialized 
grading equipment which would requ ire modification or 
replacement in the event that un iform grades and stan
dards are instituted . Therefore, if the industry intends to 
have un iform grad e and standards, soo ner is preferable 
to later. 

REEVALUAnON OF MINNESOTA LAKE 
WILD RICE REGULATIONS 

The wild rice industry has undergone a dramatic 
transformation in the last 15 years, bu t Minnesota lake 
wild rice regulations have remained virtua lly unchanged . 
Wild rice harvesting in Minnesota pub lic waters is stilI 
restricted to the age -old, communal canoe and flail 
method . As a result, the development of Minnesota's lake 

wild rice industry has been stifled . This is unfortu nate 
since the expande d market for wild rice has created new 
opportunities for lake wild rice. 

Wild rice th rives in Minnesota lakes and production 
could be boosted substan tially over present levels if 
policies were changed. The key to such de velopment is 
permit ting some opportunity for individual production 
righ ts on state-owned lakes and more efficient harvest
ing methods. The effectivene ss of individual dev elop
men t efforts has been demo nstra ted in Saskatchewan 
where production of lake wild rice has soared, boosting 
the income s of economically disadvantaged local people. 

The cost of p ur suing presen t regulatory policies 
should be recognized . Lake wild rice has a natural 
production cost advantage over cultivat ed wild rice, but 
regulations do not permit the red uced costs to be real
ized . Un like cultivated wild rice production which is 
capital-int ensive and requires so phisticated bu sin ess 
acumen, lake wild rice prod uct ion require s less capital 
and expe rience. Employment an d income opportunities 
for local residents are also being foregone . 

Minnesota is presently the larges t producer of lake 
wild rice, but it is slowly losing marke t share to Canada, 
where product ion is increasing. If present policies are 
continued by the Minnesota DNR and the Indian reser
vations, Minnesota's lake wild rice industry wilIbecome 
increasingly noncompetitive. 
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