
As the new director of the ECHO Asia Impact 
Center, I would like to take this opportunity 
to greet all of you, our network members.  I 
would also like to thank you for being part 
of our network, which continues to span 
the globe and which exists as an infor-
mation hub for development practitioners 
and farmers around the world. Throughout 
ECHO’s 30-year history, we have worked 
diligently to gather hunger-related solutions 
from around the world and to share them 
with our active network. These solutions 
promote sustainable farming techniques, 
nutritional plants, and appropriate technol-
ogies; they are well-tested and have been 
proven successful over and over again. 
The bottom line of ECHO, evidenced in the 
work of its Regional Impact Centers around 
the world, is to help the resource-poor 
and the hungry by enabling them to feed 
themselves and to improve their livelihoods 
through locally relevant solutions. It is an 
honor to be engaged in this ongoing work, 
and to work alongside you, our network 
members, as a part of ECHO’s team.

Much of the momentum that the ECHO Asia 
Impact Center carries owes to the dedica-
tion of Rick and Ellen Burnette. After an 
18-year career in community development 
in Thailand working with the Upland Holistic 
Development Project (UHDP), Rick and 
Ellen Burnette took the pioneer leadership 
role of ECHO’s first Impact Center in 2009. 
The last four years have seen exponen-
tial growth in the resources and services 
offered to the resource-poor in the region 
through ECHO. As many of you already 
know, last year, with prayer and God’s 
leading, Rick Burnette accepted the posi-
tion to head ECHO’s Agricultural Depart-
ment in Fort Myers, Florida. He began his 
new job there on July 1, 2013. 

With a spirit of thankfulness for the incred-
ible work of the Burnettes at the ECHO Asia 
Impact Center, I would like to introduce 
myself. I would also like to take this oppor-
tunity to look, together with you, at what the 
future has to offer. 

In many ways, I approach this leadership 
role from a dynamic systems and ecological 
approach, having worked in development 
and agricultural teaching for the past four 
years. I finished a B.S. degree from Taylor 
University in environmental science, and 
then took a break to travel the world and 
learn about other cultures and systems. 
Part of my time was spent at ECHO in 
Florida, where I was first exposed to the 
wonders of cover cropping, soil improve-
ment, appropriate technology, and seed 
banking; I also attended the 2002 Annual 
ECHO Conference. In a nutshell, I was 
hooked on the potential of tropical agricul-
ture—practiced in a sustainable fashion—
to benefit the health and livelihoods of the 
poor.

Hungry for further education, I completed a 
M.S. and a Ph.D. in environmental science 
at the University of Illinois, at Urbana-Cham-
paign.  Both of my projects focused on the 
ecology and sustainability of cover crop-
ping to improve soils, reduce pests and 
diseases, and boost yields. I grew to love 
the complexity and beauty of agroecosys-
tems (that is, the study of the ecology of 
an agricultural system integrating the plant 
life, animal life, soil life, water, nutrients, 
and energy cycling).

My wife and I moved to Chiang Mai in 
2009, where I began teaching sustainable 
agriculture systems to American under-
graduate students through the International 
Sustainable Development Studies Insti-

tute (ISDSI). While at ISDSI, I also taught 
a course on the integration of human and 
environmental rights through the lens of 
river ecosystems, including the effects that 
environmental destruction can have on 
human welfare. During these four years 
of teaching, I had the privilege of getting 
to know Rick. I was also blessed by an 
opportunity to work with ECHO Asia as a 
seed bank and research advisor. Some of 
my involvement included: researching best 
practices for seed storage; researching 
production practices for the seed bank; 
overseeing a banana rapid multiplication 
project; researching farmer seed systems; 
helping to host regional workshops in NE 
India, Myanmar, Chiang Mai, and the Phil-
ippines; answering technical requests; and 
writing for ECHO Asia News and ECHO 
Asia Notes.

I am thankful for these past opportuni-
ties, and excited to be working in this new 
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capacity with ECHO Asia and its network 
members. As we continue on this journey 
together, I am excited to see how God will 
use this office and the ECHO Asia staff to 
continue to empower workers from around 
the world to better meet the needs of the 
resource-poor and the hungry, improving 
their livelihoods and blessing their lives. 

I would like to ensure that we focus our 
attention on several key areas in upcoming 
years. As we partner together, I invite you 
to help us meet the goals that are listed 
below:

 • Additional research on and practice of 
village-level seed saving techniques, to 
help smallholder farmers better save their 
seed biodiversity and reduce their inputs 

 • Continued engagement with local farmer 
seed enterprises in order to meet ECHO 
Asia’s increasing seed distribution needs 
and to provide farmers with a fair price for 
producing seeds for the ECHO Asia Seed 
Bank 

 • Greater engagement with development 
workers, NGOs, and farmers in India, 
Central Asia, Malaysia, Indonesia, and 
Southern China

 • Continued facilitation of regional workshops 
in surrounding countries as a low-cost and 
relevant alternative for national workers 
and farmers to attend an ECHO event 

 • Increased monitoring and evaluation of 
ECHO Asia’s services by our network 
members, in order to better gauge small-
holder farmer impact

 • Increased evaluation of seed orders and 
seed varieties in different Asian contexts

 • Innovative usage of www.ECHOCommu-
nity.org as an extension tool for farmers, 
development workers, and NGOs 

 • Increased relevance and capacity for 
equipping peri-urban and urban residents 
to grow food

 • Increased efforts to integrate the disciplines 
of nutrition and agriculture at the household 
level

I look forward to working with you and 
getting to know you more in the coming 
year. Please share your feedback as we 
make this transition together and strive to 
build the network into something that is 
dynamic, relevant, powerful, and appro-
priate for your needs. Feel free to come 
by the office in Chiang Mai, e-mail me 
at abicksler@echonet.org or call me at 
+66-53-304-028.

Blessings to you in your work of bringing 
appropriate solutions to the poor,

[Editor’s note: Douglas Fraiser is one of the 
plenary speakers at this year’s ECHO Asia Agri-
culture and Community Development Confer-
ence held in Chiang Mai from 1-4 of October. 
Dr. Fraiser is a Senior Anthropology Consultant 
for SIL International. He lives in Thailand, where 
he serves as Anthropology Coordinator for SIL’s 
Mainland Southeast Asia Group and teaches 
Cultural Anthropology at Payap University. He 
has previously worked in SIL’s Malaysia Branch 
and Philippines Branch. Doug holds a Ph.D. in 
Interdisciplinary Ecology (concentration: Anthro-
pology) from the University of Florida, an MS in 
Agronomy from the University of Florida, and a 
BS in Agronomy from Texas A&M University.]

Introduction

“Participatory methods” in community 
development initially emerged in the 1970s, 
and interest in their use has continued to 
increase among practitioners, especially 
in recent years.1 Many practitioners agree 
that this growing acceptance is a good 
thing, as it has made us pay attention to the 
ways we engage with the communities we 
want to help. However, I would invite us to 
look beyond the methods to consider what 
I will call the “participatory approach” – the 
philosophy, goals, and assumptions that 
enable us to work in genuine participation 
with communities.

The participatory approach is not so 
much a matter of methods as a mindset: 
listening to and respecting the people of the 
community; encouraging them in attaining 
their goals; providing training, mentoring, 
and help, but not taking over the process. 
PRA, PLA, ABCD, GRAAP, AI,2 and a host 
of other abbreviations are methods for 
following the participatory approach – but, 
they are merely tools. Consider a sculptor 
or woodcarver. He needs command of his 
tools, but he is much more than a techni-
cian. An artist of any type must work with the 
characteristics of his medium, rather than 
against them. A woodcarver looks at the 
grain and shape of the raw piece of wood 
he’ll use. He considers how easily it cuts 
and splits, whether it’s a soft or hard wood, 
and whether it should be oiled or waxed or 
varnished or left unfinished. That’s what an 
artist does when working with an inanimate 
medium – it’s even more complicated when 
he works with something that is alive! The 
maker of a bonsai has to consider how the 
tree he chooses grows. And the trainer of 
a thoroughbred race horse has to under-

stand how a given horse runs – and even 
more, how it thinks. When we in the area of 
community development work with people, 
and with groups of people, we face an even 
greater level of complexity! A change agent 
cannot go in with a fixed plan of what he 
wants the community to become. He must 
work with the community, acknowledging 
that they are the ones who will live with the 
consequences of whatever changes occur, 
and that they are therefore the rightful 
owners of the community.

At the same time, a change agent can have 
a legitimate role in helping a community 
achieve positive change. While members of 
the community know a tremendous amount 
about themselves and their situation that 
outsiders do not, outsiders may have 
knowledge and skills that the community 
wants to acquire or use for their own better-
ment. The “trick” is to develop a relation-
ship of mutual respect. Consider teachers. 
A teacher can ignore a student’s interests, 
natural abilities, and natural inclinations in 
learning style, convinced that he knows 
what is best for the student. Or a teacher 
can work with students, helping them learn 
according to their interests and natural 
bents while accepting that he knows things 
that they want to know and be able to do. 
Like the artist and the teacher, a successful 
change agent works with the community.

An Example from Experience

So how does the participatory approach 
work when dealing with groups – with 
communities? I’d like to illustrate this from 
my experience in working for over 19 years 
with the Cotabato Manobo3 people of the 
P h i l i p p i n e s 
(Figure 1).    i 

The Participatory Approach: 
Illustrations from Experience

by Douglas Fraiser

Figure 1. 
Manobo’s 

location in the 
Philippines
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Phase 1: Following Our Own Best 
Ideas

SIL began work with the Manobo in 1954, 
focusing primarily on linguistics, translation, 
and literacy. By the time my wife, Meg, and 
I began working with the Manobo in 1983, 
their long involvement with translation and 
literacy had resulted in a growing embrace 
of Christianity and a significant population 
of adult readers. Our focus was on “commu-

nity development” – i.e., helping commu-
nities work together for mutual benefit 
in all areas of life: spiritual, economic, 
physical, and political (and in other areas 
overlooked in this definition). We began 
our work among the Manobo by teaching 
techniques others had said were helpful 
in meeting the needs we’d observed. We 
knew that the Manobo practiced swidden 
agriculture, a sustainable and ecologi-
cally responsible way of farming (Sanchez 
1976:379), but were facing increasing pres-
sure to take up sedentary agriculture to 
keep from losing their land to settlers from 
other parts of the Philippines. As a result, 
they needed to develop new methods of 
farming suitable for the steep hills where 
they lived, and new health practices suit-
able for permanent communities. So, we 
taught methods that dealt with their new 
needs. One of those was Sloping Agricul-
tural Land Technology (SALT), a method of 
farming in which nitrogen-fixing trees4  are 
planted in tight rows along the contours, 
allowing space between the rows to plant 
short-term crops such as maize, beans, 
cassava, and peanuts.5  The tree leaves 
are used as fertilizer, while the tight rows 
of trees prevent soil erosion. The approach 
had been proven productive on steep land 
elsewhere in the Philippines. Another tech-
nique was gardening, to supplement the 
vegetables they previously gathered from 
their swidden plots, but which were now 
increasingly far away from their homes as 
more settlers took over the land near their 
villages. Lastly, Meg, along with Leonida 
Guil-an Apang and Melita Bawaan from the 
Translators Association of the Philippines, 
also promoted the construction and use of 
outhouses to prevent diseases spread by 
contact with human excrement. (Transmis-
sion of such diseases was an increasing 
problem, as people were now living in 
villages rather than in isolated households.)

All of these techniques met needs which 
were evident to both the Manobo and to 
us outsiders, but in retrospect, they were 
not the most urgent needs. Yet, while our 
efforts did not “scratch where the people 
really itched,” they did help to establish 
our competency and our concern for the 
Manobo. This is a legitimate – and usually 
necessary – phase in a change agent’s 
work in a community. People need to see 
that you care about them and that you are 
capable in some area they are interested 
in, or they will not think it is worth talking 
with you about their concerns. In our case, 
our investment in areas that were genuine 
needs but not top priorities laid the foun-
dation for moving on to the next stage of 
involvement.

Phase 2: Responding to Expressed 
Needs

After working with the Manobo for several 
months, one Manobo came to ask for help 
learning how to raise tilapia.6 There was 
no training in tilapia production available in 
the area, and all of the available literature 
was written in English, which the Manobo 
had not had the opportunity to learn. So, 
we gathered information on growing tilapia, 
chose a method that was suitable to the 
Manobo’s situation,7 and taught the method 
to those who were interested. Several 
months later, people from that same man’s 
village asked for help in starting production 
of irrigated rice.8 

We were now responding to felt needs, but 
the adoption rates were disappointingly low. 
We followed the well-proven community 
development doctrine that “projects should 
be owned and operated by the community.” 
However, every community-owned project 
ended up with one or two people doing 
all the work while everyone else enjoyed 

From top to bottom: (1) Households were once 
isolated, and villages small, (2) Low population 
density made shifting cultivation practical and 
sustainable, (3) The influx of settlers has forced 
the Manobo to adopt sedentary farming.

Figure 2. Timeline of the Fraisers’ work in the Philippines



the benefits. A few people adopted the 
practices and used them in small ways on 
their own farms, but it seemed as though 
our efforts had little impact. We realized 
that even though we valued working with 
the people and wanted to work with their 
“cultural grain,”9 we lacked the ability to see 
what that grain was.

Phase 3: Working with the Grain

We left the Manobo for three years (1986-
1989) for further education. During that 
time, we started the process of learning 
how to “see the cultural grain” by taking 
a course in cultural anthropology. Upon 
returning to the Philippines, the Manobo 
church association asked us to help the 
Manobo throughout their territory learn 
new agricultural techniques. This time, 
before launching a new effort, we took a 
year to investigate the culture.10 We found 
that although the Manobo frequently work 
together, ownership – which includes exer-
cising control over what people plant or 
build or buy – is highly individualistic. There 
was no sustained centralization anywhere 
in the culture.11  We realized that any effort 
to teach new agricultural techniques would 
have to take that into account.

At my request, the association’s leaders 
chose several men whom I trained as exten-
sion agents; they also identified fish ponds 
and irrigated rice as the most important 
techniques to promote. Working together, 
the extension agents and I produced 
training materials written in Manobo, which 
they then used to teach the new techniques 
to others in their villages. We decided 
to use a decentralized approach, with 
no supervisory hierarchy and no local or 
outside funding.12 This time, by working with 
the “cultural grain,” irrigated rice production 
spread to eight villages within four years, 
while fishponds spread to 15 villages within 
seven years.

Phase 4: Investigating Together

While we were happy to see that the 
Manobo were benefitting from some helpful 
techniques, we were disappointed that 
the techniques were still being used by a 
relatively small portion of the population, 
despite the fact that these were tech-
niques for which the Manobo had explicitly 
asked help in learning. Discussions with 
the Manobo extension agents showed 
us that overly hilly topography made fish-
ponds and irrigated rice impractical in many 
places. SALT substantially cut erosion and 
boosted yields, but the cost of tree seed 
was prohibitive on the Manobo’s income. 
It became apparent that other approaches 
were needed. So, along with the extension 
agents, I visited the villages where they lived 
and worked to ask the communities what 
activities they thought were both promising 
and realistic. We found that, in each village, 
people were interested in growing fruit 
trees. I was initially skeptical – while fruit 
is profitable in the Philippines, most of the 
Manobo lived far from roads, and the roads 
were frequently impassable. However, the 
farmers were certain they could transport 
their fruit to the road (and, if need be, all 
the way to market) using animals, or on 
their own backs. The extension agents and 
I looked for an economical source of fruit 
tree seedlings, and eventually found we 
could obtain them at a reasonable price 
through the municipal agriculture offices. 
The purchase was done as a group, but 
each farmer bought and paid for what he 
decided he wanted on his own land. The 
first year, 15 farmers from eight villages 
bought 210 trees.13 The second year, 184 
farmers in 18 villages bought 1,499 trees.14  
Many of the trees died due to a severe 
drought, but some survived. When I last 
visited the Manobo in 2006, several farmers 
were deriving income from their fruit trees. 
They expressed that they were encouraged 
that they had been able to move into a more 
financially productive form of agriculture. 
Had I followed my own perceptions, rather 

than allowing the community to decide what 
they wanted to put their efforts into, the fruit 
trees would never have been planted.

Summing Up History

Throughout the process of working with the 
Manobo, we kept seeking ways for them 
to be more fully involved in shaping their 
community for the better. At the beginning, 
we could only teach what seemed of use to 
us. This did relatively little to “scratch where 
they itched,” but it established our compe-
tency and concern, and led to the Manobo 
asking for help in learning new techniques 
they were genuinely interested in. That 
led to a second stage of work – pursuing 
goals that some of the people considered 
to be significant, but that were limited in 
how widely they could be used. The final 
phase was encouraging communities to 
identify, together, what they believed would 
provide a high return for their investment 
(of both labor and capital). Throughout, the 
process was based on respecting them, 
and on respecting ourselves, by constantly 
working toward filling the roles of resource 
and mentor without taking control.

Conclusion

While “participatory methods” are a suite 
of relevant tools for practitioners,15 the 
term “participatory approach” captures 
the attitude that undergirds this work. It 
is the priority of working with people and 
their communities: encouraging them to 
care about each other and to work toward 
common goals, and being a resource and 
mentor while striving to leave control with 
the community. Being a resource may 
mean providing access to information in 
another language. It may mean helping 
people learn how to obtain that information 
themselves, through some other route than 
published literature. It may mean leading 
them in techniques that help them see infor-
mation about their own communities that 

From left to right: (1) Farms were now far from the village, and wild greens harder to find, so Meg, Nida, and Mel taught gardening to a group of women.
(2) Upland rice was the Manobo’s traditional staple, (3) The Manobo are adopting irrigated rice.
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they have overlooked16  and to deal with the 
implications of that information.17 But foun-
dational to all of tools is the attitude that it is 
the people themselves who must ultimately 
be the pilots, and that we are simply part-
ners.
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Notes
1Participatory methods are procedures used 
to achieve the participation of community 
members in each step of the develop-
ment process. Examples are participatory 
mapping, to gather information; cause-
and-effect diagramming, to analyze the 
factors underlying the community’s current 
situation; matrix scoring, to weigh the 
relative costs and benefits of alternative 
courses of action; and dream mapping 

and appreciative inquiry, to decide on 
community goals.

2Participatory Rural Appraisal, Participa-
tory Learning and Action, Asset-Based 
Community Development, Groupe de 
Recherche et d’Appui pour l’Auto-Promo-
tion Paysanne, and Appreciative Inquiry, 
respectively

3The Cotabato Manobo (ISO 639-3:mta) 
are also known as the Dulangan Manobo. 
I refer to them in the rest of this paper 
simply as “Manobo.” They live in the high-
lands of Sultan Kudarat Province on the 
island of Mindanao.

4Species used by the Manobo include 
Acacia villosa, Calliandra calothyrsus, 
Desmodium rensonii, Flemingia macro-
phylla (also known as F. congesta), and 
Leucaena leucocephala.

5Zea mays, Phaseolus vulgaris, Manihot 
utilissima (esculenta) Pohl., and Arachis 
hypogaea, respectively

6Oreochromis spp., a kind of fish well suited 
to production in freshwater ponds

7The Manobo lived in an area far from 
markets and had a very low cash income, 
both of which made the use of fish feed 
or commercial fertilizer (to promote the 
growth of algae for the fish to eat) unfea-
sible.

8The Manobo had grown upland (dryland) 
rice for as long as they could remember. 
However, the production of irrigated rice 
was a new technology. Some of them 
had worked in irrigated rice fields among 
settlers in the lowlands, and they wanted 
to adopt the same technology. Rice yields 
typically double from irrigation without any 
other inputs, due to the suppression of 
weeds (most plants cannot grow in water-
logged soil) and the avoidance of drought 
stress.

9That is, we wanted to work with, and not 
against the Manobo’s cultural practices 
and assumptions, but lacked the ability to 
see them, and did not understand how to 
work with them.

10Doug will explain how to do this in a work-
shop at the October 2013 ECHO Asia 
Agriculture & Community Development 
Conference. It is titled “Working within 
the Culture: A Method for Learning How,” 
and is scheduled for 1:30-2:30 PM on 
Thursday, 3 October.

11The Manobo had very limited contact with 
other societies prior to World War II. Tradi-
tionally, they relied on swidden farming 
(shifting cultivation), supplemented by 
hunting and gathering. For heavy tasks 

such as clearing fields or harvesting 
crops, individuals enlisted additional labor 
through kinship ties. However, there were 
no true clans. Individuals reckoned kinship 
through both their mother’s and father’s 
side, with the result that each person’s 
kin group is different. Because of that, 
kinship did not provide the society with 
large, cohesive units, so there was little 
centralization above the household level. 
Furthermore, the Manobo’s reliance on 
swidden farming meant that their popu-
lation density was low. Villages, when 
they existed, had only a few households. 
Consequently, power was decentralized. 
The Manobo’s traditional leaders, called 
datù, had considerable influence but exer-
cised little actual control. Their primary 
function was to settle disputes, in order to 
prevent revenge killings.

12See Fraiser (2007:144-146) for details, 
including the anthropological basis.

13durian (Durio zibethinus L.), mangos-
teen (Garcinia mangostana L.), rambutan 
(Nephelium lappaceum L.), mango 
(Mangifera indica L.), and lanzones 
(Lansium domesticum)

14“Citrus” (possibly Citrus reticulata) and 
“limoncito” (possibly the calamondin or 
kalamansi, X Citrofortunella microcarpa) 
were additional choices the second year.

15For more resources, see EDN 69 (http://c.
ymcdn.com/sites/www.echocommunity.
org/resource/collection/CAFC0D87-129B-
4DDA-B363-9B9733AAB8F1/edn69.pdf) 
and ECHO’s Technical Note on Participa-
tory Mapping (http://c.ymcdn.com/sites/
www.echocommunity.org/resource/collec-
tion/E66CDFDB-0A0D-4DDE-8AB1-74D-
9D8C3EDD4/Participatory_Mapping.pdf). 
Somesh Kumar’s Methods for Community 
Participation: A Complete Guide for Practi-
tioners (published 2002) is a succinct and 
practical guide to a large number of partic-
ipatory methods.

16e.g., through mapping, seasonal labor 
analysis, and network diagrams

17e.g., using SWOT analysis or force field 
analysis
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We are pleased to offer three new types 
of seeds (Cosmos, African Marigold, and 
Zinnia) at the ECHO Asia Seed Bank, none 
of which have been offered to our member 
network before. You will notice that these 
are not our “typical” ECHO seeds, because 
they are all flowers! Although not edible, 
these beautiful flowers form the basis for 
Integrated Pest Management, increase 
biodiversity in garden plots and farm fields, 
and offer market potential. 

Companion Plants

Since inception, we at ECHO Asia have 
striven to produce our seed crops in a 
sustainable, earth-friendly way. We believe 
that increased biodiversity and natural pest 
attractants and deterrents mimic ecology, 
reduce risk, and benefit our production 
principles. A group of plants known as 
companion plants help to achieve all three 
goals on our Seed Bank farm.

Simply put, companion planting is “the 
establishment of two or more plant species 
in close proximity so that some cultural 
benefit (pest control, higher yield, etc.) is 
derived. The concept embraces a number 
of strategies that increase the biodiver-
sity of agroecosystems” (Kuepper and 
Dodson, 2001). In this case, the flowers 
are companion plants that benefit our seed 
crops.

Companion planting can be beneficial in 
many different ways. To summarize the 
benefits, companion planting may increase 
garden efficiency, reduce dependence on 
synthetic (or organic) pesticides, mimic 
the biodiversity of ecosystems, mimic the 
functioning of ecosystems, break pest and 
disease cycles, and bring aesthetic beauty 
to a field or garden (Kuepper and Dodson, 
2001; McClure, 1994; Riotte, 2004). 
Knowledge about companion planting 
has been around for hundreds or thou-
sands of years, but very little mainstream 
agricultural research has focused on the 
topic. One reason that research is lacking 
about companion planting is the difficulty 
of assessing and quantifying the complex 
ecological interactions that are taking place 
with increased biodiversity in agricultural 
settings. The recommendations below 
are intended to be a guide, but should be 
tried first in a low-risk environment before 
applying them more broadly, owing to the 
fact that agriculture is context specific. 

In a companion planting situation, flowers 
may act primarily as a way to break pest and 
disease cycles by repelling harmful pests, 
confusing pests, and/or attracting beneficial 
insects (that eat harmful pests). Companion 
plants are able to repel harmful pests by 
releasing aromatic organic compounds 
from their cells. These aromatic metab-
olites may act as a deterrent because of 
their odor; they may also mask the scent of 
desirable plants, preventing the insect pest 
from locating them.  The combination of the 
scent and color of flowers may also work 
to confuse a pest, thereby hindering the 
pest from feeding on the crop plant (Rodale 
1995). Try planting pungent companion 
plants on the outside of garden beds or 
in and among crop plants. Marigold is an 
excellent pest deterrent. 

The presence of flower plants may also 
create physical barriers to flying pest 
predation by altering the stature and struc-
ture of the agroecosystem and changing 
air currents within the garden. Taller flow-
ering plants such as cosmos, planted in the 
bed of a shorter crop, act to confuse insect 
pests. 

Some flowers are able to “lure” pests 
toward themselves. Such “trap crops” that 
are attractive to insect pests can be planted 
around the border of a garden or field, 
“pulling” insect pests out of the crop and 
toward the companion plant. Once insect 
pests have concentrated on these trap 
crops, control using an organic or synthetic 
pesticide is much easier. Nasturtiums 
are an example of a trap crop; they are a 
favorite of aphids (Rodale 1995). 

Besides luring insect pests away from 
crop plants, other companion plants are 
desirable because they can lure beneficial 
insects and animals into the crop produc-
tion areas. Beneficial creatures include 
pollinators, birds, frogs, predatory insects, 
and parasitic insects. Beneficials may be 
drawn to flowers not only due to the color 
and scent, but also because of the habitat 
that its foliage provides, and because of the 
general biodiversity increase that the new 
plant provides to the ecosystem. Members 
of the daisy family (cosmos, marigolds, 
sunflowers, coreopsis, and coneflowers) 
are particularly well suited to attracting 
beneficials (Riotte 2004).

Farmers will need to decide where to place 
flowers when using them as companion 

plants. Some may want to plant companion 
plants (evenly spaced) within the bed 
among the crop. Others may plant them 
around the outside of a garden bed, or 
around the outside of a field. 

In an effort to bring the benefits of companion 
planting to our network members, the 
ECHO Asia Seed Bank has begun evalu-
ating and distributing three new flowers:

Cosmos/ดอกปอกระจาย 
Cosmos sulphureus

Description: Cosmos is a slender, upright 
herbaceous plant native to meadows in 
North and South America, and a member of 
the Aster family. The flowers come in many 
different colors. Although the flowers look 
delicate and the plant has feathery foliage, 
the plant is robust and tolerant of many 
different growing conditions. It attracts bees 
and other beneficials.

Variety: Thung Khang Tong

Local Thai annual semi-hardy herb with 
bright orange or yellow flowers, that grows 
one to two meters tall.

Usage as a Companion Plant: Cosmos 
attracts beneficial insects and birds. The 
thick, feathery foliage creates an ideal 
habitat for beneficial insects, and the 
flowers are favored by different types of 
birds (Rodale 1995).  

African Marigold/ดอกดาวเรือง    
Tagetes erecta

Variety: Heirloom 

This heirloom variety, originally from the 
United States, grows to be 0.9 to 1.2 m (3 
to 4 ft.) in height. It is a hardy annual that 
blooms prolifically, with large yellow, orange 
and gold double flowers on vigorous bushy 
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plants. Marigold prefers the warm season, 
but will survive cool weather. It prefers full 
sun, tolerates drought, and should not be 
over-watered. The plant requires well-
drained soil but is tolerant of both acid and 
alkaline soils.

Usage as a Companion Plant: African mari-
golds can be added anywhere in the garden 
and serve as a beneficial companion plant. 
The plants’ strong odor repels pests and 
masks the smell of many crops, making it 
harder for pests to find and damage their 
host crop. Marigold flowers attract butter-
flies and other beneficial insects. The roots 
exude a nematicidal toxin, which has been 
shown to prevent damage from nematodes 
when planted in rotation with nematode-
susceptible crops; compelling evidence 
points toward the beneficial use of mari-
golds with tomatoes to reduce tomato 
nematode damage. However, marigolds 
may stunt and reduce the yields of beans 
and cabbages due to allelopathy (leaching 
of toxic compounds from roots and other 
plant parts) (Rodale 1995).

Zinnia/ดอกบานชื่น  
Zinna elegans

Description: Zinnia is an upright, bushy 
flower with a yellow center and petals of 

varying colors. Zinnia plants are often 
grown for sale as cut flowers, owing to 
their attractive form and ability to last after 
cutting.

Zinnia is a warm-weather annual that grows 
best in hot, dry weather. It will flower more 
often with shortening days, and prefers full 
sun. The plant grows best in a well-drained 
loamy soil, rich in organic matter, with a pH 
of 5.5-7.5.

Variety: Thung Khang Tong 

Local Thai variety with a mix of purple and 
white flowers. 

Usage as a Companion Plant: Zinnias can 
be planted around and in garden beds 
to attract beneficial insects of all kinds, 
including wasps and hover flies. The 
flowers also attract butterflies, and birds 
will eat the seeds if they are allowed to set. 
Overall, zinnia is an outstanding companion 
plant for use with any crop.
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Along with morning plenary sessions, afternoon workshops, and opportunities to visit local 
community development projects and farms - the ECHO Asia Conference is also a valuable 
time for networking, learning from one another, and exchanging ideas. The conference is less 
than a month away - visit ECHOcommunity.org for more information and to sign up, today! 

http://harwoodartcenter.org/ss/assets/images/documents/Garden-Planning.pdf
http://harwoodartcenter.org/ss/assets/images/documents/Garden-Planning.pdf
http://harwoodartcenter.org/ss/assets/images/documents/Garden-Planning.pdf
http://www.ghorganics.com/page2.html
http://www.ghorganics.com/page2.html
https://attra.ncat.org/attra-pub/summaries/summary.php?pub=72
https://attra.ncat.org/attra-pub/summaries/summary.php?pub=72
http://www.hpfb.org/uploads/companionplanting.pdf
http://www.hpfb.org/uploads/companionplanting.pdf
https://attra.ncat.org/attra-pub/summaries/summary.php?pub=105
https://attra.ncat.org/attra-pub/summaries/summary.php?pub=105
http://www.echocommunity.org/?page=Asia_2013Conf

