Point of View

“Vetiver”
A Miracle of Plant
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“There are two types of grass: malevolent weeds
and benevolent grass. The benevolent one like vetiver
is beneficial for soil and water conservation. It has
deep long roots that vertically penetrate down into
the soil to keep water and bind soil mass together.
Thereby, the soil silts and top soil can be well
preserved. Like the grass, there are two types of
people: those who spend their lives in vein and those
who live a worthwhile life. The vetiver serves as
an exemplary lesson from which we can learn as a way
to lead our life. Namely, we can choose to become
like weeds that cause troubles everywhere they grow
or we can practice like vetiver grass which renders
benefit and security to both itself and the land in
which it lives.”

Above is part of the royal speech of H.M. the King
at the Commencement Ceremony of Kasetsart University
in 1997 which made us realize that H.M. has placed
a monumental importance on vetiver grass, a miracle grass
that renders assorted benefits in terms of soil and water
conservation to farmers throughout the country.

Since the year 1991, the royal initiatives on
vetiver utilization have promoted a wide array of projects
and campaigns on vetiver utlization according to his royal
initiatives. Various governmental and private sectors
continuously follow his majesty’s footstep. Among them,
PTT Public Company Limited is one of the private
organizations which realizes paramount importance of
this miracle grass and started planting it in 1996 to prevent
soil erosion on the slope of right of way of Thai - Yadana
Natural Gas Pipeline. Such planting was integrated with
engineering technique. Subsequently, PTT carried out
a number of programs to raise awareness of its impact
among general public and various organizations.

A seminar is one of its tools to promote knowledge
on vetiver which has been incessantly undertaken.

On Thursday, 25 November 2010, PTT together with Green
World Foundation, the Office of the Royal Development
Projects Boards, Royal Development Projects (RDPB) and
Department of Land Development organized the seminar
under the topic of “Miracle vetiver...biodiversity and soil,
water and environmental conservation.” at Energy Complex
Building, PTT.

Several experts joined the event as speakers. Those
included: Dr. Pittayakorn Limthong, an expert on soil and
water conservation from Land Development Department;
Assoc. Prof. Dr. Nuanchawee Roongthanakiert, Lecturer in
Department of Applied Radiation and Isotopes, Faculty of
Science, Kasetsart University; Assoc. Prof. Wichai
Sungwornpatansakul, Lecturer in Department of Civil
Engineering, King's Mongkut University of Technology
Thonburi; Dr. Amphan Promsiri, a soil microbes academician;
and Dr. Thammanoon Hengsadikul, Graduate School of
Management and Innovation, King Mongkut’'s University
of Technology Thonburi. Each speaker presented different
and interesting aspects concerning vetiver.
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Dr. Pittayakorn Limthong, an expert on soil and water
conservation from the Land Development Department,
explained about the benefits of vetiver on soil and water
conservation and its role in lessening global warming that
“Vetiver has long deep roots that can store the water very
well and thus enable underground system to conserve
and bind the soil together. Aboveground, if we plant them
along contour, they will also trap soil silt and prevent
runoff. As a result, organic matters will be increased and
the soil becomes more fertile. If we correctly plant vetiver,
they will grow together and form a dense hedge, which will
efficiently store organic matter. The plantation to conserve
soil and water is a means to keep carbon and thus also
another way to reduce global warming.”

Dr. Amphan Promsiri, a soil microbes academician
further added on information to strengthen vetiver for
efficiency of soil and water conservation by using
microbes. There are two groups of soil microbes that help
growth of vetiver i.e. bacteria living in the root nodules
which will trigger its development and inhibit the growth of
plant diseases and Arbuscular Mycorrhizal Fungi which
helps plants to yield fibers out of their roots so that the area
of food and water of water will be expanded. Consequently,
the plants will be able to use some mineral such as
phosphate and some plants will be able to resist some
diseases. In addition, the soil structure will be improved.

If we use proper microbes and have suitable duration of
plantation, grown vetiver will effectively conserve soil,
particularly on the above soil.

Apart from its key role on soil and water conservation,
its roots can treat heavy metals in soil and water. Assoc.
Prof. Dr. Nuanchawee Roongthanakiert, Lecturer in
Department of Applied Radiation and Isotopes, Faculty of
Science, Kasetsart University named this treatment
“Phytoremediation”. “This method is considered a green
technology which helps conserve nature. From
the research study on using vetiver to treat heavy metals
in the soil from mine and garbage water and waste from
various factories, it is found that the vetiver has capability
to treat heavy metals. If grown on contaminated soil
with heavy particles, the vetiver will absorb heavy
metals to store in its roots and the aboveground parts.
Consequently, the contaminants will not be mixed in other
areas. In addition to heavy metals, it will also add fertility to
the soil and prevent soil erosion.”

With its long, dense and strong roots, the vetiver is
thus adopted to use in engineering field to prevent soil
erosion of beam and wash away of the soil surface. But the
research study of Assoc. Prof. Wichai Sungwornpatansakul,
Lecturer in Department of Civil Engineering, King’s
Mongkut University of Technology Thonburi and the team
showed some limitations of the vetiver due to its small and
short life. The research team thus come up with a new
technique i.e. combining it with other plants to protect soil
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The vetiver has capability to treat heavy metals. If grown on contaminated soil
with heavy particles, the vetiver will absorb heavy metals to store in its roots
and the aboveground parts. Consequently, the contaminants will not be mixed in other areas.
In addition to heavy metals, it will also add fertility to the soil and prevent soil erosion.
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roots e.g. Black Wattle. This method will render a long term
solution which is better than using vetiver roots only. It is
anticipated to find new promising research in the future
which can be accessed at Sky of Vetiver Technology
website created by Assoc. Prof. Wichai and his team who
intend to promote this knowledge to farmers and public.

Dr. Thammanoon Hengsadikul from Graduate School
of Management and Innovation, King Mongkut’s University
of Technology Thonburi, is another engineer who is
intrigued by vetiver innovation. He carried out a research
and development project on vetiver technology for fully
integrated income by building a barn made from vetiver
and cohesive soil to keep paddy rice. Following the
sufficiency economy philosophy, the project is aimed at
adding value to vetiver as it can replace imported barn.
The project has adopted the concept of H.M. the King
which stresses on simplicity in development to respond to
the life style of Thai people, ecology system and economic
viability. “I expected that a barn made from vetiver and
the soil will be a type of barn for those farmers who want to
keep their paddy rice and own their barns without
dependence on rice grain dryers of other agencies to
which they have to pay for a rent or drying fee.”
said Dr. Thammanoon.

Apparently, everyone can witness the benefit of the
“vetiver grass” for both agricultural and industrial sectors
if we learn how to use it with value realization no matter
if it is for the purpose of conservation or others. Besides,
we must not just learn how to use it only but we have to
plant it to suit each particular area. How well the vetiver
can perform its duty is totally dependent upon us.
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