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Weedy rice is one of the 
most competitive weeds 
of rice worldwide, and it is 

found in most rice-growing regions 
of the world. Its origins are difficult to 
determine, but it did not originate in 
just one location. Instead, populations 
evolved independently in multiple 
locations worldwide, sometimes with 
multiple events occurring in one 
location. Thus, weedy rice populations 
are not the same all over the world. 
They are genetically different and 
the outward appearance of each 
population varies. Traits such as seed 
shattering and dormancy (ability to 
persist in the soil), as well as the ability 
of the weedy rice plants to outcompete 
domesticated varieties for resources 
are the defining characteristics of a 
weedy rice. Weedy rice can be “red” 
when the bran is reddish in color, 
but there are also some weedy rice 
populations that do not have red bran 
and are golden or white in color when 
milled.

In the Southern United States 
weedy rice populations have been split 
into different categories depending on 
their weedy characteristics and their 
outward appearance. Two of the most 
prevalent populations are categorized 

as “blackhull” and “strawhull.” The 
blackhull populations have a dark hull 
and long awns, whereas the strawhull 
populations have a light-colored hull 
and no awns, and are similar in color 
to the domesticated rice varieties. 
Both have characteristically reddish 
bran. However, even among these two 
groups, there is variability in seed 
color, bran color, awn length, plant 
height, and color. The origin of weedy 
rice in the southern US is thought to 
have been from the de-domestication 
of cultivated indica and aus varieties, 
at some point during the early days of 
rice farming in the 1800s.

Weedy rice was first discovered 
in California in the 1930s, and the 
last time it reappeared was in 2003. 
By 2009, it was thought to have been 
eradicated. This year, populations 
have been found in Yuba, Sutter, 
Butte, Glenn and Colusa counties. 
Preliminary analysis suggests that 
there are many different genetic 
populations present throughout 
California. They are variable in 
appearance: some have awns, some 
do not; some have light-colored hulls, 
some have dark-colored hulls. Most of 
the populations can be characterized 
by their light green foliage and most 

are taller than our cultivated rice 
varieties.

The origin of weedy rice in 
California is currently unknown. It 
may due to: 1) de-domestication of 
cultivated varieties; 2) hybridization 
between an unknown weedy rice and 
cultivated varieties; and 3) imported 
weedy rice. Further investigation is 
necessary to figure out the source. 
Since we have many different 
populations, there is not one person 
or party that is responsible for the 
introduction of weedy rice into 
California. Likewise, there are a 
number of factors contributing to its 
spread.

 As we move into the future, 
it will be important to characterize 
all of the populations present in 
California’s rice-growing region, 
so that we can find out more about 
them and how to control them. This 
will involve collection of plants and 
seeds from every infested field. The 
identification and characterization 
is going to take involvement from 
all players in the industry, including 
breeders (both public and private), 
growers, Pest Control Advisers, and 
regulators. T
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