
170 March 10, 2014

H
O

A
R

D
’S

 D
A

IR
Y

M
A

N

HOW can I improve my dairy 
farm?” It was an unexpected ques-
tion from a Ugandan dairy farmer 
to our group — an assembly of one 
Canadian, two American and 12 
European farm writers touring 
farms in this lush East African 
country sitting on the equator. 

One of the writers quickly blurted 
out, “Queck’s our dairy expert” and 
Mrs. Philomina Kemijumbi Nshan-
gano, the 71-year old owner of 
Rubyerwa Farm, turned to me. 

Calling me an expert was an exag-
geration — but the bar for this group 
was pretty low. I had to admire Mrs. 
Nshangano for her question. She 
was running her dairy farm in a 
much different way than we would 
in the U.S. — but she also was deal-
ing with much different realities.    

Unusual mix of technology  
Technologically, Uganda is a mix 

of the old with the new existing side-
by-side. The dairy farm I was visit-
ing had 25 milk cows. It was consid-
ered large for Ugandan standards. 
The owner had a cellphone, internet 
access, used manure from the opera-
tion to produce biogas for lighting and 
cooking, and had utilized artificial 
insemination for years to improve 
the dairy herd’s genetics. Yet, silage 
was cut by hand with a machete, 
cows were hand milked and milk was 
hauled to the buyer in 15-liter (4-gal-
lon) milk cans on the back of a bike.    

If you didn’t know much about 
Uganda you might recommend that 
this farm buy a portable milking 
machine and a small tractor to har-
vest silage and cut labor costs. How-
ever, labor is cheap. You can hire a 
worker for $500 a year. 

I only saw one farm tractor dur-
ing my week of visiting farms, and it 
was an old one sitting at the National 
Agricultural Research Organiza-
tion (NARO) farm near Mbarara. 
Tractors and automatic milkers are 
expensive. And parts and support for 
such equipment is a problem. 

Mrs. Nshangano had been given 
a small, portable automatic milker 
made in Turkey, but it didn’t come 
with operational instructions or 
dealer support. She was reluctant 
to start using it as she cannot get 
a replacement or spare parts. It sat 
unused — a reminder that technology 
without support is simply not useful. 
With cheap labor to milk by hand, 
there also wasn’t much motivation for 
her to get the milker working.  

Mrs. Nshangano had embraced 
improving her herd’s genetics, and she 
was one of the 10 percent of Ugandan 
dairy farmers using artificial insemi-
nation. Her cow herd was mostly Hol-
stein — but you could see they were 

Holstein crosses. There also were a 
few Jersey and Ayrshire cross cows. 

Originally, all her cows were 
Ankole Long Horn — a native Afri-
can breed. Most Ugandan farmers in 
Uganda’s southwest “dairy belt” have 
Ankole. “The breed gives only around 
2 to 3 liters (0.5 to 0.8 gallons) per 
day,” says Joseph Ruhinda, animal 
production scientist for NARO. “A 
well-fed Holstein, on the other hand, 
will give 25 to 30 liters (6.6 to 8 gal-
lons) per day,” adds Ruhinda. 

Breeding tradeoffs
Switching to Holsteins seems like 

an easy decision. But unfortunately, 
“the cost of managing Holsteins in 
Uganda is very high,” says Ruhinda. 
East Coast Fever is a big problem. 
The local Ankole are resistant to it 
— or at least they usually don’t die 
from the disease. “The straight Euro-
pean breeds (Holstein, Jersey, Ayr-
shire, Guernsey, Brown Swiss and 
Milking Shorthorn) almost always 
die if infected,” says Ruhinda. 

Most progressive Ugandan dairy 
farmers cross the local Ankole with 
European breeds and continue 
crossing the resulting heifers with 
European breeds. “An F5 is the opti-
mum,” says Ruhinda. The Rubyerwa 
Farm’s mostly crossbred Holstein 
cows were averaging 16 liters (4.2 
gallons) per day, with some giving 
20 liters (5.2 gallons). The farm has 
expanded into the business of sell-
ing breeding stock to other farmers.  

NARO operates an artificial insemi-
nation station from its teaching facil-
ity near Mbarara. Bull semen, includ-
ing some sexed semen, was being 
imported from a host of countries 
including Denmark, New Zealand, 
South Africa and the United States. 

     
Nutrition challenge

One of my suggestions to Mrs. 
Nshangano was to improve the 
herd’s nutrition. It was an obvious 
suggestion from just a quick look at 
the body condition of the cows. She 
knew it was a problem, even though 
she was doing a better job of feeding 
her cows than most farms. 

Uganda doesn’t have any seasons 
as it sits on the equator. Every day 
— all year long — the temperature 
fluctuates between 65°F at night 
and 85°F in the late afternoon. How-
ever, it does have dry and rainy sea-
sons. Most farmers graze their cows 
on pasture. Milk production is high 
during the rainy season when grass 
is plentiful and low when it’s dry. 

“The biggest challenge for Ugan-
dan dairy farmers is feeding,” says 
NARO’s Ruhinda. He’s teaching 
farmers to bring grass to the cattle 
rather than let them trample their 
small pastures.    

Mrs. Nshangano had taken the pro-

gressive step of planting Napier (ele-
phant) grass for silage to better feed 
her cows during the dry season. She 
says it helped keep milk production 
from dropping as much as it would 
have. She also supplements cow 
rations with dried distillers grains. 

Milk prices fluctuate with supply, 
and supply plummets during the dry 
season in this country where pasture 
grazing is the norm. A month before 
my visit — during the dry season — 
the Rubyerwa farm received $1.51 
per gallon ($17.56 per cwt.) for their 
milk. When I arrived — during the 
rainy period — the farm price for 
milk had dropped by more than half.                     

Haul milk by bike
Milk is transported from farms to 

collection points — usually in 15-liter 
(4-gallon) milk cans. Most farms 
haul the milk to the collection points 
on the back of bikes or small motor-
cycles. For larger farms, such as 
Rubyerwa, a truck picks up the cans 
from the morning milking. However, 
even it sends its afternoon milking to 
the collection point by bike. 

The collection point I visited 
draws from farms in a seven-mile 
area. How the bicycle riders kept 
their bikes, with a full can of milk 
strapped to the back, from tipping 
over on the rutted roads and foot-
paths is simply amazing. 

Milk is weighed and tested for 
added water — then strained and 
poured into a bulk tank with a 
chiller. Fat content is not measured. 
Farmers are paid on volume only.  

The collection point I visited sells 
raw milk to local villagers. Only 
about 3 percent is sold locally. Milk 
not sold to villagers is shipped to 
processors. The day I visited the col-
lection point, it was selling raw milk 
for around $1 per gallon to villagers 
and getting 75 cents per gallon from 
the processor. City stores that day 
were selling pasteurized whole milk 
for around $3.30 per gallon.  

Few, if any, farms have milk cool-
ers. Neither do a good number of milk 
collection sites. That’s a real health 
safety and milk quality concern in 
this country where the temperature 

rarely dips below the mid-60s.  
The Danish Government and the 

Embassy of the Kingdom of the 
Netherlands are funding a project 
that, among other things, will help 
primary cooperative societies buy 
and install cooling tanks. The proj-
ect is set to begin in February 2014. 
Its goal is to get 100 milk cooling 
tanks and accessories installed. 

The collection point I visited was a 
cooperative with around 50 farmer 
members. Most have only a few cows 
— five is average. Each collection site 
currently markets the collected milk 
directly to processors. The collection 
cooperatives I visited hope to create 
a better milk market for their mem-
bers. Ten milk cooperative societies 
in southwestern Uganda have formed  
Uganda Crane Creameries Coop-
erative Union (UCCCU). This union, 
formed in 2005, has a long-term goal 
of owning its own processing plant.  

A number of international partners 
are providing UCCCU advice and/
or assistance. Two of these “part-
ners” are Land O’ Lakes, Inc., in the 
United States, and Agriterra. Agri-
terra is an agency for international 
cooperation founded and steered by 
farmers’ organizations and the agri-
business sector in the Netherlands. 

Room for more knowledge
My final recommendation to Mrs. 

Nshangano was to feed her recently 
born calves using a calf nursing pail 
with a nipple or even a bottle rather 
than letting the calves freely nurse 
their mothers (and other cows) during 
milking. It would help break disease 
cycles. She had never heard of a calf 
pail. I promised to help her get one. 
It reminded me that often times it’s 
not the lack of high-tech technology 
that’s holding Ugandan farmers back 
as much as it is practical low-tech 
technology such as a calf pail.     
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(ABOVE) MRS. NSHANGANO HAS TAKEN 
THE PROGRESSIVE STEP of planting el-
ephant grass. It is harvested for silage to 
better feed her cows during the dry season. 
Mrs. Nshangano is shown at the far right 
with Rubyerwa workers. (RIGHT) HOLSTEIN 
AND HOLSTEIN CROSSES were prominent 
at the Rubyerwa dairy facility. The Hol-
steins averaged 36 pounds per day with 
some approaching 50 pounds. 

To view a slide show of 
Paul Queck’s photos from Uganda, 
go to www.hoards.com and click on 
Dairyman’s Extras.
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