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The plants:  Wild Rice is the most common native
cereal crop in North America. The Wild Rice group
includes four species of wetland or aquatic grasses
that grow from 0.5 to 2 m high. Common Rice (Oryza
sat iva ) ,  upon which much of  the  world’s  human
population is wholly dependent, differs in its shorter
and thicker white grains; Wild Rice grains are longer
and brown or black.

Geography and Ecology :  Three species occur in
Nor th  Amer ica .  Wi ld  Rice  (Z.  pa lus t r i s )  o f  the
temperate and boreal areas of eastern and midwestern
N o r t h  A m e r i c a  i s  c o m m e r c i a l l y  i m p o r t a n t  a n d
harves ted  f rom sha l low lakes ,  s low r ive r s ,  and
paddies. Southern Wild Rice (Z. aquatica) of tem-
perate eastern North America has a short,  thin
seed and has attracted less commercial interest.
The perennial  Texas Wild Rice (Z. texana)  is
endemic to the San Marcos River in Texas.   Man-
churian Wild Rice (Z. latifolia) occurs in eastern
Asia and has been used as a vegetable and for for-
age production there.

Because they dominate some wetland ecosystems and
provide food for waterfowl, the species of Wild Rice
are significant in the biodiversity of wetlands and
are often managed in conservation programs. Con-
siderable seed is lost in harvesting wild plants, since
the seeds mature and fall at different times and sink
rapidly. The fallen seed is available to waterfowl on
the lake bottom in spring and fall.

History :  The commercially important Z. palustris
has been a staple food in the diet of certain groups
of North American native people for millennia, and
was also an essential  food of the early European
explorers and fur traders. For much of the 20th cen-
tury it was still  a locally important wild food but

also a gourmet supermarket item. Over the past few
decades, with the trend toward increasing interest
in natural foods, it has found a place in most North
American households,
often in combination
wi th  Common
R i c e .  Wi l d
R ice  p ro -
duction has
in-creased
d r a m a t i -
cally with
t h e  d e v e l -
opmen t  o f
new var ie t ies
i n  M i n n e s o t a
d u r i n g  t h e
1970s. These new
“non- sha t t e r ing”
v a r i e t i e s  r e t a i n
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much of the seed for long periods of time, making
harvesting much more efficient. In Sacramento Val-
ley of California many growers have swit-ched from
the tradi-tional Common Rice to Wild Rice. These
growers can produce two crops in one year. Produc-
tion began in California in 1978, and by 1985 the
state took the lead, replacing Minnesota, which had
led with prepared wetland (paddy) cultivation since
the 1970s. In Canada, where wild rice is not culti-
vated in paddies but harvested from both introduced
and natural stands, there have also been dramatic in-
creases. Saskatchewan, now the main Canadian pro-
ducer, began its industry with introductions in the
1980s.

Economic  Value :  Nor th  Amer ican
Wild Rice is of equivalent nutri-
t ional  value to  Common Rice,
and  some s tud ies  have  ind i -
cated that it ranks above all of
the cult ivated cereals intro-
duced to North America. Its
potential for greater exploita-
tion is enormous. World pro-
duction has expanded by a fac-
tor  o f  t en  s ince  1975  and  the
value  of  the  crop has  increased
from about 1 mill ion to 20 mill ion
dollars. This economic blossoming has been
attributed to several factors: (1) wide recognition of
wild rice as a gourmet food, in high demand, and
receiving a premium price; (2) champions willing
to invest in production and marketing; (3) organized
growers providing research funding; (4) the produc-
tion of non-shattering varieties. California produces
65%, Minnesota 31%, and Canada 5%. In Canada,
where the crop is valued at roughly 2 million dol-
lars, the province of Saskatchewan produces 70%,
Manitoba 21%, and the remainder comes from On-
tario. Wild Rice has been recently reviewed favour-
ably as a potential new crop for parts of northern
Europe. The Canadian lake- and river-grown Wild
Rice has been promoted for its natural origin, free
of agrochemical residues.

Biodiversity Conservation:  Over the widespread
eas t e rn  Nor th  Amer i can  r ange  o f  Wi ld  R ice ,  a
number of variants have been well documented, in-
dicat ing extensive genet ic  var ia t ion.  Much more
s t u d y  o f  t h i s  v a r i a b i l i t y  i s  n e c e s s a r y.  R i v e r
popula t ions  a re  pa r t i cu la r ly  suscep t ib le  to  loss

through pollution. Reestablishment following decline
of some lake populations has proven difficult. South-
ern Wild Rice has declined and been replaced by
Cattail in parts of the lower Great Lakes. Since Wild
Rice is a community dominant and an increasingly
important crop, its protection is essential.

Believe it or not:
•  After gentle heating (parching) to expand the grains,

native people “danced” on top of the grains to sepa-
rate the kernels from the surrounding chaff (hulls).
Then as the mixture was dropped through the air,
the heavy kernels would fall straight down and the
light chaff would blow away (the process of win-

nowing) completing the separation.
•  American Indians popped wild rice, like

popcorn, and sometimes served it with
maple sugar as a special treat. Men

sometimes carried the popped rice
when they were out hunting or fish-
ing.
•  An Ojibway legend indicates that
a man returned from an unsuccess-

ful hunt to find a duck on his boil-
ing pot. The duck promptly flew

away but left seeds of Wild Rice float-
ing in the boiling water. The hunter ate

the seeds for supper and was well satis-
fied. He then followed in the direction that

the duck had flown and discovered a lake full of
Wild Rice. Thus began the use of Wild Rice by na-
tive people.

•  Between 45 and 90 kg of Wild Rice can be collected in
one day by the traditional method of beating into a
canoe.

•  The base of the stems of Manchurian wild rice (Zizania
latifolia) is often infected by a fungus that causes
the shoots to swell and become tender. These swol-
len stems are prized as a vegetable in Asia.

•  It has been calculated that human-made Wild Rice pad-
dies in Minnesota provide 3,200 duck-use days/hec-
tare (a duck-use day means the equivalent of one
duck using one hectare for one day - e.g. 24 ducks
using one hectare for one hour each).
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