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The objectives of this presentation are to consider some of the factors concerned in the
application of technical change to small-scale dairying and the adoption of change by farmers. The
presentation will consider (1) the motives of the small-scale dairy farmer, (2) the small-scale dairy
farmer's own perceptions of his problems and needs, (3) how farmers deal with the two fundamental
technologies implicit in dairy farming, feeding their animals and getting their cows in calf, and (4)
dissemination routes most favoured by small scale dairy farmers. The geographical focus of the
presentation is East Africa, a region associated with considerable progress and success in small-scale
dairying (Kenya) as well as dairying projects in their early development (Tanzania).

The concerns of small-scale farmers have been characterised; thus the farmers have multiple
objectives, their households have low capacity to bear risk, their livestock enterprises are often
integrated with cropping activities, and their livestock are often expected to be multi-functional.
Some of the expected implications for small-scale dairy farmers are that: (1) inputs (including feed)
are low and therefore milk yields are expected to be low; (2) inputs are often matched to output so
that a reduction in milk price results in a reduction in concentrate allowance for the cows; (3) the use
of time and cash are optimised, implying that priority will not be given to cattle if other farm
enterprises seem financially more attractive. Perhaps not surprisingly, attitudes and systems vary
within the farming community, allowing sub-groups of small-scale dairy farmers to be identified and
defined. Thus some farmers emerge as more specialist or entrepreneurial than others, prepared to
make greater investment in return for higher ouiputs. Attitudes and activities also differ according to
location. Small-scale farmers close to urban centres may well have off-farm employment, diverting
their attention from their cows.

The problems faced by small-scale dairy farmers are diverse but some common threads
emerge from a number of different studies. As well as the usual farmer concerns about the low prices
received for their product and the high price of inputs, the availability of working capital appears to
be a general anxiety. Poor feeding practices, partly consequent on weather but also a result of cash
shortages, are widely recognised. Animal disease is also a general source of concern. It is clear from
farmer consultations that farmers do respond to these problems with technical innovations
appropriate to their resources. Often these innovations represent adaptations to the limited inputs
available or affordable. Thus long inter calving intervals, probably a function of chronic under feeding
as well as difficulties associated with bull availability, are countered by exploiting the long flat
lactation curve associated with the failure of the cow to peak in early lactation as a result of the
inadequate feeding. Cows are milked for many months, often with no intervening dry period
between lactations. Although this maintains milk production, the production of replacement heifer
calves is jeopardised by the long calving intervals, threatening the sustainability of small-scale dairying
at both the household and national level.



It follows from the above that small-scale dairy farmers have limited capacity for technical
change. However, in some areas, the very adoption of small-scale dairying over the past few years is
sufficiently novel to illustrate that its practitioners are prepared to adopt change if the proposals are
considered feasible within the recognised constraints. Sometimes innovations fail to get to farmers
because of inadequate extension services, although increasing access to the internet may signal rapid
change in some regions. However, it is also clear that scepticism remains widespread. Recent studies
indicate that, in some areas, extension services have limited success at disseminating innovation.
Farmers' preferred sources of information are their churches and organisations such as women's
groups rather than scientists and government extension agents.

Although peri-urban small-scale dairying can be identified as a largely market-orientated
activity, it is clear that the risk-limiting, enterprise-optimising outlook of the small farmer frequently
prevails. It must be recognised that the availability of cash, the main constraint and concern of most
small-holder households, remains the major limiting factor to the adoption of technical change. It is
equally clear that to achieve greater productivity and sustainability, greater investment, particularly in
animal feed, is essential. Adaptive research must attempt to achieve a compromise between these
two realities. In addition, the research must be carefully targeted from the outset £ farmers and the
groups and organisations that are positioned to influence farmers. This will require taking
stakeholders into the project from the start.


