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The second dairy learning lab in Rwanda was held in Rwamagana in a nice and quiet venue St Agnes 

and was attended by 42 participants 

from DUFACO, Dukundamatungo, 

IAKIB, Abadahigwa Ruhimbi, 

Abishyizehamwe, and KOGAK 

cooperatives.  

This second dairy learning lab was 

organized by AgriProFocus in 

collaboration with Agriterra, Send a 

cow and PUM. 

 After a short introduction of Anatole and dividing the questionnaire for the farm visit (he had 

translated the questions to save time in explaining, well done), we were transported in a bus and a few 

cars to the farm of Patrick. He has three cows and four 

calves and half a ha of land. He cannot grow all roughage 

himself so he has to buy roughage from other farmers. He 

also purchases maize bran and provides on average 6 kg 

per cow per day. When he has also legumes (mucuna = 

velvet beans) in the ration, the 

amount of maize bran decreases. In 

the dry season he feeds sorghum 

husks + molasses and maize bran. He is satisfied with the yield at the moment 45 

litres of milk. He wants to develop his farm to a production of 100 litres of milk per 

day. He has people working to cut elephant grass and grass for bedding material 

in the outdoor run. Although ‘run’ is a bit exaggerated word for a small area where 

cows can walk and rest. The stable is small with cubicles and separation at the 

feeding trough.  Cows don’t have much space to move around. Two of the calves 

were on a lifted floor (to no be on the cold floor) on round wooden flooring with some grass on top. 

Two other calves were in a small room where they just fitted and could turn around. There was a 

calving pen that was also used to have visitors and have courses with farmers. In the design of the 

buildings the working routes were not taken into account and needed a bit of gymnastics to feed the 

animals and to clean the place. And it was clean with the manure stored on a pile (a large surface and 

losing minerals: piling it prevents losses of minerals) and the urine stored in a pit (and sold or 

exchanged with farmers producing feed for him). The farmer assured that there were no ticks on his 

animals because it was not on the grass brought in and it was a swampy area and ticks can’t swim! He 

standardised dewormed every three month and the question is whether that is necessary for the 

animals are confined always (and it brings chemicals in the feed circle).  The farmers stated that flies 

are not a burden when you kept a high standard of hygiene on the farm 

The cows were milked with the pulling technique because the 

farmworkers didn’t know how to milk properly (the squeezing 

technique causes less injuries in the teats). Udders were cleaned 

before milking and salve/milking oil was used to soften the teats. 

Antibiotics were used because that was cheaper than frequent 

milking. Cows had every year a calf and the lactation period lasted 

for 300 days. Cows were skinny and one was limping a bit. The age 

at first calving was 27 month so that means that the raising of 

young stock is quite good. The farmer was complaining about the low milk price (of 180 RWF) while 



processors sold it at 1000 RWF. In the discussion this item was addressed and marketing a special 

product and negotiations with the processor seems to be the only possibilities although farmers aimed 

at a kind of national law for a fixed milk price.  

We discussed feed consisting out of water and dry matter and how energy in feed is available to be 

turned into production by an animal. The feeding value is in the dry matter but dry matter only is not 

enough. To produce milk, to grow, to produce a calf and to maintain the body animals need energy, 

proteins, minerals and vitamins. When feed is not digestible it has no value for the animal. Only the 

part that can be digested by an animal delivers the feeding value: it can be used for production. What 

can’t be used turns into manure. The digestibility (and the feeding value of a feed) decreases with the 

stage of maturity. Young grass has a high feeding-value old grass has a low feeding-value. The stage to 

harvest grass and legumes always is a compromise between the quality and the quantity. Some farmers 

told that the regrowth of Napier grass after cutting in a young maturity stage will be severely delayed. 

That should be taken into account in the decision to harvest or to wait. When seed production is one 

of the aims of growing grass, harvesting seed should be limited till a part of the plot because the 

feeding value of grass after seed production is very low. The rest of the plot could be harvested in an 

early stage to have a higher feed quality. In the afternoon we also paid attention to the use of 

antibiotics: they only are effective against bacteria and protozoa and for instance not against viruses, 

fungi and parasites. Milk should be discarded for the full waiting period, not only when applied in the 

teats but also when antibiotics are applied somewhere else in the animal by injection). Overuse of 

antibiotics causes resistant bacteria what means that bacteria survive treatment, or in other words, 

when you or your family members gets sick, antibiotics are not effective to treat you. When antibiotics 

are discovered in the bulk milk at the Milk collection centre, all milk in the bulk tank has to be 

destroyed.  

Thursday we went to see the farm of madam Milliere a very 

tidy place. She milked 4 cows and had 13 cattle, crossbreeds 

and pure exotic breeds. The cows yielded 20 kg per cow per 

day, although they looked skinny (but shiny). She used AI 

and warned her colleagues for using ‘communal’ bull for 

they can easily spread diseases. The AI service worked well 

most of the time with short periods that it did not. The 

calving interval varied from 12 month to 16 months. The 

heifers were inseminated the first time around 17-18 

month of age and calved for the first time at 26 – 27 month. 

Heifers can be inseminated or go together with a bull when they are about half of their adult weight. 

A Holstein Frisian heifer should reach 300 kg and a heifer of a local breed about 

175 to be ready to breed. The cows were confined in an individual box of 2 * 

2.5 m with a feeding trough in front on both sides of a corridor to get them 

out to a walking area with water troughs. The cows were only given water in 

the morning and did not have access to water the rest of the day. There were 

also some cows in an open barn connected to the exercise area. There was no 

bedding material available in none of the stables, except in one room. The 

small calves were in a group pen inside. The excuse was that exotic animals 

could not stand the sun and should be under a roof to avoid the sun. The grass 

was shopped quit short with a motorized shopper and carried to the cows in 

backs. The shopped grass was mixed with maize bran in the trough. The cows got on average 4 kg of 

maize bran. They practised the squeezing milking technique and that is better than the pulling 

technique because of less internal injuries.  



She used the manure on the crops and on the grass 

plots. The manure was put in small piles (with a 

wheelbarrow) in the field and spread when the grass 

was planted/sown. She used grass and sorghum stalks 

and maize stalks and did not ‘enrich’ them by treating 

with NaOH, NH3 or urea (we talked about that in the 

afternoon: it can add to the digestibility and also to the 

protein content of the treated feed. It was really hard and woody feed that was mixed with molasses 

and fed after 4 days to make it a bit palatable and tasty.  

We started the workshop with the homework from yesterday: 

1. Do you want to be a commercial dairy farmer (all said yes to that question but asked: what is 

commercial farming? We agreed that that was farming to earn money and to 

approach/perceive dairy farming as a business that should provide all or part of the income of 

the family.  

2. Did you reach that? Some succeeded in making a profit with farming but the majority did not 

(none of the farmers kept book and only noticed that there was less money in the wallet at 

the end of the year compared to the start of the year). When you keep records and use the 

information in it, you can adapt your management during the year and steer/influence the 

results by changes in your management. 

3. What are the main challenges to become a commercial farmer/what is blocking you? 

a. Market possibilities and price: A long discussion about how to influence the price of 

dairy products and what products dairy farmers can sell. Influencing the price of the 

products (most important is milk) can only be done by negotiating with 

buyers/processors/supermarket chains. It makes you stronger when you act as a group 

and speak with one voice, for example as a cooperative or a federation of 

cooperatives. In negotiations it is very helpful to know the cost price of the milk is, the 

price you need to get for the milk to be able to stay in dairy farming. And of course, 

the processors and trader should earn money too (they have also a business) but the 

profit should not go to one party only and should be shared equally over the different 

parties in the milk-chain.  

Face out steps in the value chain: A rule of thumb in marketing products is that every 

step in the value-chain adds 50% to the price of the step before. When you succeed in 

excluding one or two steps (transport/buying, processing) you can earn that money 

yourself.  See example of milk value chain in the table below. The farmer gets 200 RWF 

for the milk. The transporter/buyer adds 50% (being 100 RWF) and sells it to the 

processor for 300 RWF. The processor adds 50% (being 150 RWF) and sells it for 450 

RWF etc.  

 



Not only focus on milk: Both farms we visited were good examples of income from 

other sources than milk.  Patrick sold urine and manure and earned part of his income 

from that and Mrs Milliere sold breeding animals at a higher price than she would get 

when selling old animals for beef. Later in the calculations was shown that it made a 

difference in income.   

b. Land: is scares and that cannot be changed. What can be changed is the use of the 

land and the products it provides. Manure is valuable and should not be wasted. It 

should be put on the fields to compensate for the minerals in the products harvested. 

Avoid losses from crops while harvested, stored and fed and use all recourses on the 

farm for dairy farming. 

c. Seasons: they cannot be changed. What you can change is how to react and prepare 

for it. On most farms there is shortage of feed growing in the dry season. That means 

that animals are provided with less nutritious feed and stop producing. To prevent 

shortage of quality feed in the dry season you could store feed, harvested in the wet 

season with plenty of feed, to be fed in the dry season.  Another part of the solution 

could be treating high crude feeds with chemicals to improve digestibility and protein 

content. We discussed treating with NAOH (Sodium hydroxide or caustic soda), NH3 

(Ammonia) and Urea. We discussed the effects on digestibility and available energy by 

adding water and/or molasses while ensiling maize stovers. With only water added 

and ensile the digestibility increased with 10%. Adding also 4% molasses increased 

digestibility with 30% and energy (ME) with 40% compared with fresh maize stovers.  

d. Mind-set of farmers: farmers should be proud to be a farmer and have a positive idea 

about their farm. All farms have some good points in their management and all farms 

have some points that can be improved. When you start sharing with colleagues you 

will notice that you can learn a lot from each other. That you can trust each other and 

that you are stronger and improving farming when you help each other. You are not 

competitors but colleagues. It requires an open mind and trust that you are working 

at the same aim: being commercial farmers and earn a living with farming. Don’t 

perceive critical advice as criticism or disapproval of your management but as a way 

to improve your management. Why should you invent things (again) that are already 

invented by your colleagues: take notice of it, judge it and use it when it fit in your 

management and circumstances. Examples of farmers groups were given where 

farmers visit each other’s farms in a rotation and even work together on each other’s 

farms (Farmer Family Learning Groups in Uganda) and from the Netherlands were 

groups of farmers visit each other’s farms and sit and discuss farm records of all ins 

and outs of the farms. 

e. Perspective: With a positive attitude you are creating more perspectives for farming 

than with a negative attitude. On the other hand authorities on different levels could 

help creating good perspective for farmers.  And even farmers working together are 

able to help creating a better perspective for farming. 

The cost price of milk was an item that appeared again and again and none of the attendants had an 

idea what the cost price of the milk on their farm was. We discussed a calculation by changing inputs 

and watch the cost price change: kg of milk per cow, amount of concentrates, price of concentrates, 

lactation length, calving interval, and interest rate on investments were tested and shown. There was 

also discussion about other income from the dairy business except milk as there are manure, animals, 

subsidies etc. The model-calculations are available on 



 http://agriprofocus.com/topic/dll_toolkit?topic=dll-toolkit and can be downloaded to try them on 

their farm and in their business.  

After lunch we discussed hay and silage making, improving high crude fibre roughage, what you need 

to calculate a ration, the table where you can find the requirements for a dairy cow. And we discussed 

heat detection and the right time for insemination: when you use a bull, he will find the best time to 

mate and mate even more times in one heat. When you use AI then the farmer has to detect heat and 

find the best time to inseminate: too early doesn’t lead to pregnancy, too late neither. The best time 

is about 9 h after the first signs of standing heat till 24 hour after. So when you watch your cows closely, 

you don’t need to be in a hurry to have your cow inseminated. When you don’t watch you cow closely, 

you don’t know where you are in the heat cycle and you can’t determine the best time for insemination 

(see example of heat cycle) and the heat signs a cow shows normally.   

   

Almost all attending farmers have exotic breeds or crossbreeds. Exotic breeds produce more milk 

compared with local breeds when they are provided with large quantities of high quality feed and high 

quality care. We discussed that Holstein Frisians need more feed to maintain the body because they 

have a much higher body weight. If they only produce the same amount of milk or few litres of milk 

more than local breeds, they take more feed per litre of milk than a local breed or a crossbreed. The 

requirement for the extra bodyweight of a Holstein Frisian compared to a local breed is about the 

equivalent of the energy for 5 litres of milk.  A lactation curve of an exotic breeds could be like the line 

given in the figure below. The peak in the production is high and appears at 3 month after calving. 

When you cannot meet the requirement of the exotic cow, it keeps producing milk and uses its own 

body reserves for it: the cow loses weight and gets skinny. When that situation continues for a too long 

period, the cow gets sick and yield will drop dramatically and continue on a low level (see dotted line, 

as an example). Local breed have a much flatter milk production curve during the lactation and don’t 

peak as much. Crossbreeds are somewhere in between exotic cows and local cows. The message is 

that you only should keep exotic breeds when they thrive under the circumstances on your farm.   

http://agriprofocus.com/topic/dll_toolkit?topic=dll-toolkit


 

Time was too short to discuss all topics in depth. The participants were sharing a lot of experiences 

and were very eager to learn from each-other. The chairperson of the Federation of Rwanda Dairy 

Farmers appealed on farmers to connect to cooperatives to be stronger together and share knowledge 

and gain new knowledge. The farmers were grateful to Agriterra to fund the dairy learning lab, 

AgriProFocus for organizing it and the host farmers to enable us to visit and comment on and learn 

from their farms. Send a cow contributed very much by also sending participants with a lot of skills, 

DUFACO and Dukundamatungo cooperative were helpful in finding the participants. A well-organized 

dairy learning lab, interesting farms to visit and good sharing.  

Some recommendations derived from the workshops: 

- Farmers lack information about farming in the local language. It would be profitable to 

translate a nice manual with a lot of pictures into the Rwandan language and spread it among 

cooperatives members. They can gather and discuss paragraphs in those meetings and share 

experiences on their own farms. 

- Some examples of treating high crude fibre roughage could be helpful in introducing adding 

feeding value to low value feed for the dry period. 

- Spend more time on calculations and understanding the value of record keeping and make 

information about the records. When you transit to a commercial farmer you have to have 

more info about your business than only looking in your wallet at the end of the year. Be more 

aware of costs on your farm (labour, investments in housing and animals, land, equipment). 

The information on the AgriProFocus website might need explanation and sharing for most of 

the farmers.  

- More in depth info about animal health, naturalness, what shows the cow and diseases and 

treatments with special focus on the danger of overuse of antibiotics. 

- Water harvesting techniques could be part of a training. Some farmers had to fetch water for 

the cows. With water harvested from the roofs, they could solve (part of) the problem that 

they provided water only once a day.     

After the two days of full dairy learning lab, a short survey was conducted to evaluate the appreciation 

of participants towards the event. From the figures bellow it is clear that farmers were very much 

satisfied. Out of 38 participants, 9 (24%) respondents were interviewed, below is the results of the 

survey:  

When farmers asked which visit they liked most, 56% said that they liked most the second farm.  (Figure 

1) 
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With regards to the quality of facilitation, all the responds (100%) said that it was good. (Figure 2) 

For a successful dairy event, AgriProFocus brings a PUM external expert who can bring in his vast 

experience from other networks. 78% of respondents found his inputs good. (Figure 3) 

One of the main objectives of the Dairy Learning Lab, is encourage farmers to learn from each other. 

When asked to rate the quality of inputs from farmers, 56% of the respondents found it good. (Figure 

4) 

 

          

Figure 1: Day 1 compared to Day 2   Figure 2: Quality of the facilitation  

 

 

            

Figure 3: Quality of the expert inputs    Figure 4: Quality of inputs by other participants 

 

 


