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It is diffi  cult for colleagues to 
believe that once upon a time 
Kazuki Saito, an agronomist at 
Africa Rice Center (AfricaRice), 

was more enthusiastic about 
American football than about 
agricultural science. He confesses 
that, during his undergraduate years 
at Kyoto University, when he joined 
the university’s American football 
team, he probably spent more time in 
the fi eld than in the classrooms. 

“However, I learned some 
valuable lessons from the game and 
I still use some of the strategies and 
insights from it to achieve goals at 
work,” remarks Dr. Saito. 

He has been able to bring the 
same energy, passion, and single-
mindedness that helped him succeed 
as a player to his fi eld research to 
achieve impact on the ground. 

Farming roots
Dr. Saito was born in a rice-farming 
family in Niigata, Japan—home of 
the world-famous Koshihikari rice. His 
father, who is head of a rice farmers’ 
cooperative in Tainai City in Niigata, 
continues to grow this variety. Given 
such close affi  nity to rice, it was only 
fi tt ing that Dr. Saito took up rice 

From the football fi eld to rice fi elds, Kazuki Saito is proving to be one of 
Africa’s most valuable players

science for his studies and career 
when he grew up. 

After completing his degree, his 
supervisor, Takeshi Horie at Kyoto 
University, recognizing his sharp, 
analytical mind and determination, 
asked him to join an agricultural 
research project in Laos as part of his 
master’s degree. 

 
Turning point
This proved pivotal for Dr. Saito’s 
future. His experience working with 
poor farmers who grow upland rice 
on hillside fi elds in northern Laos 
kindled in him an enduring passion 
for results-driven fi eld research that 
can help make a diff erence in the 
lives of such farmers.

For his master’s and doctorate 
degrees, Dr. Saito’s research in Laos 
focused on evaluating diff erent 
low-input cropping systems using 
legumes as short-duration fallow 
crops to improve soil fertility, reduce 
weed pressure, and sustain rice yield 
as part of a collaborative project of the 
International Rice Research Institute 
(IRRI), the national program in Laos, 
and Kyoto University.

Going against the tide of 
prevailing scientifi c opinion that 

improved varieties were not a suitable 
option to increase upland rice yield in 
that region, Dr. Saito tested improved 
upland rice varieties comparing 
them with traditional varieties. His 
study showed that the improved 
varieties out-yielded the traditional 
varieties by more than 70% and were 
also responsive to nitrogen fertilizer 
application. These varieties have now 
been widely disseminated to farmers. 

His research in Laos was quite 
grueling because of the distance 
between fi eld sites, which often could 
be reached only on foot through 
the mountain trails. His training as 
an American football player must 
have come handy during those days. 
Based on his PhD research, Dr. Saito 
eventually published eight peer-
reviewed papers. 

Moving to Africa
After completing his PhD, Dr. Saito 
made a big decision to conduct his 
postdoctoral research in Africa instead 
of working as a lecturer in Japan. 
Again, he was guided in this decision 
by Professor Horie, who was a Board 
member of AfricaRice at that time and 
was a strong supporter of rice research 
and development in Africa. 
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