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'THE LIVESTOCK INDUSTRY: ITS CHANG! ATTERN IN SUBSISTENCE 

FAR"MING AND EAST AFRfC.AJ..T DEVELOPMENT. 

By R. s. :Musangi. 

l. Introduction:-
.. · ,. . 

It is widely recognised that East Africa is essentially 

a:n a:gri cultural country althogh recently industrialization, · 

espe c ially in the processing sector of primary agricult~ral 

products, has received gre a t attent ion. Except in certain 

areas of Kenya and Tanzania highl a nds and isolated estates 

of plantation crops such. as :fea, sisal, ·'coffe-e . a:n·a · sug a:-r , 

the bulk of East African agricul ttire ' is subsistence in character. 

2 . Subsistence farming:-

Subsistence economics is enjoying a revival among 

economists who use the term to mean both a meausre of 

orienta tion to the market and as an index t o poverty. More 

recently the use of the term "subsist ence production" h a s 

been taken to mean the char a cter of production a nd its degree 

of monetization or commercialisation, while the term 

"subs istence living" is meant to refer to the absolute level 

of living whi ch is a minimum in the sense of surviva l. 

The most interesting fe ature of pure subsistence unit 

is the close rel a tionship between f a r m and home or simply 

production a nd consumption; they are inherently a unified 

process. Admittedly t:tie pure subsistence .situation rarely 
... .. 

exists since the picture i~ one of various deg~ees of 

subsistence representing a continuation from pure subsistence 

at one extreme to pure commercialis a tion at the other . 

For the purpose of this paper, the term "subsistence 

production" will be used to describe a situation the fruits 

of a n individual or g roup production effort are directed 

more towards mee ting immediate consumption ne e ds out of 

production without any intermediaries or exchange, whi le 

"subsistence living" wil l be used to devot e lev e ls of living 

whiob c a nbes t be described as abysmal poverty. r t is, howe v e r, 
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p9_i;;~ible to . f±nd .. ·S·u~s-ist·e_nce - p1:'bdUctio:ri .. · a:r ·ea.~ ·where. ·th~ · i~vel 
of living is fafrly-· ili_'gh, s·~·--ti~-;~· ··:..th~·- ·· t-vvo need go h a nd in hand. 

3 . The a:h aenging ;pattern of agriculture : -

Throughout East Afri ca the ;peasant farm~~~- who mainiy 

pra~tise subsistente . f a~ming range . from settled agriculturists 

with or without . live stock to ;prlrely livesiock 6wne~s who li~e 

a nomadic way of life. In betwee n these iher~ are various 

stages of development. 

3.1. Livestock under shifting cultivation:- One form of l a nd 

cultiva tion in East Africa for a long t~me has been shifting 
, ... 

cultiva tion. Under this system virgin land is cultivated for 

a number of years following a definite·' '6r6p s'e'quenc~ character

istic of each area ~nd when crop yie lds begin to decline a new 

a.re a is o;pene'd up leaving the ;previously cultiva ted area to 

revert to· " bush fallow". The chief cha r a cteristics of this 
. . lf 

sys tem are :-

(a) if li~estock ar~ kept at all , there is no a ttempt to 

integrate them into crop farming by, for example, utilizing 

c at tle dung for manuring crops; 

(b) the " bush f a llows" ~re not rU.rned into proper pasture areas 

since they become commD.nal grazing areas as soon as cultivation 

stops. · On the other h a nd, tha'se ii.bush "fallows" may never 

assume ihe original veg~tation 6f the ar e a and so i l compart ion 

and erOsion. may set in. vi'ith 'grazing ; 

(c) the sy~te~ bf shifti~g cultiva tion is only po ss ible under 

condi"ti"ons where ,.there a re expanse s of l a nd. 

Re cently, wi th ·the increa se in population both of huma n 

beings a.nd '1i ve.st;:ck due '· -to i 'm;pro.;;ed medic.a l and . vet.e rin a ry 

services, ;pressure on · 1~nd h a s increa sed with the result th a t 

the cultiva tion cycl e h a s bec6me more frequent. This means tha t 

farmers have come ~ack to the previously cultivated land sooner 
' .. 

than it is ne·cess a ry for the roil to reg a in fertility thus 

forcin g them to i ni;p rove their cuituril rr;_ethodsin o~der . to 

ma.intain ·~ven subsiste~ce production. 
- -

Fertilizers a nd livestock 

dung a re incre a singly being used while ox-ploughing is gaining 
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ground in mo~t parts of East Af rica not only to ensure th a t . 

l a nd i~ p~epared early so tha t crops ar e pl an ted at the right 

time ·but a lso ~o en~ble more l an d to be cultiva ted. 

3.2 . Noma dic livestock keeping system:- The nomadic people of 

E a st Africa include amo ng other such tribes a s the Masai , Turkana 

a nd Kar amo jong . These people move fr om place to place in se a rch 

of p a sture for their livestock upon .which the ir livelihood 

depends . The main cha r a cterist ics of this system are :-

(a) l a rge numbers of livestock are kept since to the se 

noma dic people:. the larg e r the size of hef'd the greater is 

.th e social prestige. In a n effort to ma int a in l a rge stock 

··· numbers trib a l vYarf a res are not uncommon among these people 

p a rticul a rly af t e r n a tur a l h a zards such as severe drought 

and epidemic diseases h ave t a ken th e lives of severa l stock. 

In cert a in areas of East Af ric a livestock thefts in 

org a nis e d Agricultural areas a re on the increase thus 

forming an unple a sant background fo r t h e .deve.lopment of 

E.as t Africa; 

(b) because stock numb ers and not quality are preferred these 

a nima ls do not produce enough in terms of growth r a·te or 

milk yield. The qu a lity of ~eat c ann ot compeat on the 

wo rld market to earn the' badly needed forei g n exchange 

for the development of East Africa . 

If the livestock industry in the nomadi c areas is to play 

its part in the development of East Afric a overstocking must 

be prevented . ~y destocking and offering economic incentives , of 

quality premiums a nd readily avai l ab le .marketing f a cilities. 

The a v a il ab ility of luxury goods such as tra nsistor r a dios . 

a lready beginning to h ave t he ir effect . of increasing the money 

consumption power of . the se people - a fe a tur e which is al so . a 

nec essary ind.ucement for increase d production. 

;3. 3 . , High yielding · lives tock breeds : - The indigenous live stock 

of East Af ric a are generally poor · yielders in terms of ·growth 

r at~ , , milk yield, e gg producti on. The reasons a re g'enetic as · 

well as .environmental especially feeding and ma nagement .· 
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These livestock have not been selected for any p a rticul ar 

ch a r a cteristic a nd are t he refore dual purpose, The cattle , 

for example, produce mi l k and a lso act a s b e a sts of burden 

while they are al~ ;; and g i ve meat when dead; thi s is a fe a ture 

that is not uncommon in subsistence farming. 

During the past decade or so severa l ch a n ges h a ve taken 

p l a c e in certain areas of E as t Africa which h a v e given incentive 

to the introduction of high yielding exotic livestock breeds into 

pe a sant f a rming circle s:-

( a ) Land consolidation .and f a rm planning : - the former has 

given security of l a nd ownership t o individua l farmers while 

the l atter hi::.s introduc ed a crop sequence suit able to each 

area which involves grass leys. Once the necess a ry security of 

land h a s given incentive to develop t he l a nd (sometimes a t 

gre a t costs) the t ende ncy h as been to introduce stock tha t are 

high yielding to mee t the initial co s t a nd make profit; 

(b) Control of disease: - Disease problem is one of the ma jor 

setb a cks to the lives tock industry. There is the direct effect 

of disease of the cost of livestock that die from it and the 

indirect effect of reduced production for the animals that get 

disease but do not die from ..... 
J.. (J • Some of the local cattle are 

resista nt to loca l dise a ges particul a rly those caused by ticks. 

The eradication of ticks and ts e t se flies has helped open up 

l a rge areas for the introduction of less resistant high producing 

exotic livestock breeds; 

(c) Drop in world market prices of "cash" crops :- It is a well

known f a ct tha t the prices of primary products which enter world 

market a re subject to viol ent fluctuations. On the producer side, 

there is the fluctuation of s u pp l y c ause d by unpredictable 

natura l h a zards of weather and disease while on the consumer 

side there is the tendency to resist increased price by 

substituting n a tur a l products with synthetiqs with technological 

a dvance. The t as tes of the consumers also vary from t ime to 

time. In East Africa coff ee has suffered most with the resul t 

tha t th e desire to diversity e nterprises even at peasant level 
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h a s been gre a t. Money previously ea r ned from "cash" crops h a s 

been {nvested in livestock. In Bu gnndn whe r e the price of a 

gallon of milk i s as high ns 4/- there h a s been an influx of 

high yielding dniry c att l e br0eCs from Kenya ; 

(d ) The us e of a rtifici al inseminati on : - The ar t of A.I. is not 

a n ew one in the world since it was used by Arabs in the olden 

dnys for the ir hors e0 . Af ter the f irst scienti f ic experiments 

in 1780 and th e impetus it wa s given in Russ i a, af t e r the first 

world war, to overcome disease s tr a nsimitted by natura l servi ce 

in the rehabilitat i on of tho country 1 s c at~le and horses the 

A. I . pr a ctic e h a s c aught up in most parts of the wor ld. In 

Eis t Afric a it h as enabled farmers to make use of the semen fr om 

proven bulls from centres such as Entebbe , Kabete and Mpwapwa ; 

for breedi n g heifer r eplacements . The c ost of obtaining a nd 

maintaining such bulls would otherwise be beyond th e financ ial 

res ourc es of the peasant farmers . 

4 . Genera l probl!'._~s f ~s~ng_th~ livestock industry :-

The transformation of the nom~dic livestock keeping system 

to say org ani sed r an ching , shifting cultiva tion to fully 

integra t e d mixed f armi ng or , the introduction of high yielding 

livestock breeds would not solve . the problems facing the 

livestock industry in East Afri c a . There a re nutritional , 

marketing a nd soci a l problems, only to men tion but a few , 

inherent in this area which mus t be examined . 

4.1. Feeding and manag__ement: .. 

All production characteristics of .economic importance in 

f a rm anima ls are both her editary and env :l.ronment a l. Each trai t 

is the e nd result of int e raction of genes with each other, 

with th e envi ronment and, with the intermedia te products a t e a ch 
... 

stage of development • :B'or exampl e , tho amount of mi lk yield.ed 

by a dairy c ow is only 25% heredit a ry; it is in part a n innate 

cha r a ct e ri sti c of the individua l animal, in part ref l ects a 

wh ol e h ost of n eural and hormonal factors conc e rned with the 

way in which mi lk i s removed. from the mammary gl a nd, a nd in 

p a rt influenced by the amount of food sh e is given. Feeding a nd 

man agement must be optimum if h~gh milk yields are to be obtained. 
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In poultry i mportarit production traits such as egg number 

(unc omplicated by mortality) and viability are less influenced 

by the genes the birds have than environment of which nutrition 

is i mport n.nt. 

The marked se asona l fluctuations in herbage availability 

coupled with a general l ack of fooder conservation and 

supp l eme n ta r y feeding in subsistence agr iculture are majo r 

setb a cks to th e livestock industry in East Africa. The p a stures 

h e re pose uniqu e problems such as the ra:id deterio r a tion in 

qual ~. ty a nd the dominance of unpalatn.~le grass species where 

management is not v ery good. Unlike the deve l ope d countri es , 

mos t nutritiona l deficiences of livestock in East Af rica h a ve not 

b een inves tigated . Ther e is the r efore g re a t need for rese a rch 

into feeding and management problems facing the livestock 

industry if the industry is to play its full sho.re in the 

development of East Africa . Whi l e there is need for b e sic 

re s;e a:~ch emphasis should be pln.ced on applied resee.r c h ; more ,use 

being made of basi c research results obtained in countries tha t 

c a n afford . -'-
l. " • 

4 . 2. Religious ~nd so~ia~ cu stoms :~ 

The pre ferenc e by nomadi~ for live sLock numbers ra t her th an 

quality, the need to keep extra livestock in some tribes to p ay 

pride price, and the complete dislike by certain religions of 

certain a nimals affect in one way or the o ther the development of 

the livestock industry. Fortunately social customs are ~hanging 

f as t e r than is ge n e r ally realised. 

4. 3. Marketin...8,: -

An efficient marketing system is essenti n. l if production 

i a r obe increased n.nd maintained . Howev er , the .perishab le 

natur ~ of most livestock products in n. ho t and humid environment 

such as the one that obtnins i n most parts of Eas t Afric a is 

a problem. Furthermore, the livestock industry is faced with the 

restrictions of import lic e: , ces in c e rtain consuming for fear of 

introducing some epidemi c diseases i n to these ar e as , Rinderpest, 

f or examp l e, h as in tho past restricted East African meat exports 

to Europ e . 

• .. 
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4.4. Extension Service:-

Among the features of mod e rn agri culture which are 

influencing extension work a re the hi gh r ate a t which 

technica l innova tions a re being introduced, the difficulty 

of determining their economic v a lue to individua l f a rmers 

a nd the soci a l effects of cha nges in farming methods . 

Thus , while the f a rm a dviser on livestock production must 

still be technica lly competent he is becoming increasingly 

involved with soci a l as well a s technical and economic 

problems; the r apid development of the livestock industry 

in Eas t Africa is therefore dependent upon full co-opera tion 

among a ll these disciplines . 
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