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Executive summary  

 

The dairy learning lab is a network approach to boost the exchange and 

learning between dairy practitioners and professionals who work in support 

of farmer entrepreneurs. Dairy Learning Lab training series are developed by 

AgriProFocus and PUM.   

PUM’s vision is a world in which entrepreneurship drives sustainable 

development. PUM sees small and medium enterprises (SME) as the backbone 

of sustainable economic development and as a catalyst of innovation, job 

creation and growth. Beyond generating economic benefits, SMEs are equally 

important for providing solutions to social and development problems, such 

as poverty, food insecurity, gender and social disempowerment, and for 

promoting the growth of a green economy. The PUM mission is to share 

knowledge for vibrant businesses and better lives.  

AgriProFocus Rwanda is very grateful to PUM for having availed and supported 

the dairy Expert to come and share his knowledge with Rwandan dairy 

farmers. Our thanks also go to Mr. Gidi Smolders his invaluable knowledge 

and support during this dairy learning lab.  

This Dairy learning labs were at two locations: a two day workshop in 

Rwamagana with Dukundamatungo cooperative farmers and a two and a half 

days farmer mobilization workshop in the Gicumbi district in the Northern 

Province with IAKIB cooperative farmers. In both dairy learning labs, there we 

5 members from IABM cooperative. These two dairy learning labs were 

facilitated by Anatole Majyambere from AgriProFocus, Kenneth Lomaibong, 

chairman of Lelan Dairy Cooperative and president of the Kenyan dairy board 

and with Hillary Maket from Agriterra Kenya. The dairy learning labs were 

organized by AgriProFocus and co-organized by Agriterra and paid by Agriterra 

with the main objective of helping dairy cooperatives to be more commercial 

oriented and strengthen cooperatives by learning from others. The main topic 

was record keeping and cost calculation. In addition to becoming more 

commercial oriented, Agriterra used this opportunity to organize mobilization 

events to attract new members to both cooperatives.    The last objective was 

the main reason Agriterra invited the two Kenyan cooperative experts to 

explain how they developed their dairy cooperative in Kenya. Farmers 

appreciated a lot the training and this was shown by how many take homes 

they shared and changes they promised.  

  



Dairy learning lab Rwamagana and (Gicumbi), Rwanda, 27 – 31 

March 2017 

 

Visits in the program 

Dukundamatungo  

After an introduction of the farmers (33 of which 13 woman) In Rwamagana 

we visited the Centre de Collecte de Lait de Kigabiro and the dairy farm of Mr 

Kaberuga with two dairy cows, chicken and crops.     

The milk collection centre (MCC) ‘Centre de collecte de lait de Kigabiro ’ in 

Rwamagana collects the milk of 162 members two times a day; from 5.30 – 

7.00 and from 16.30 – 18.00. They collect about 3000 kg of milk on average 

with a big difference in collected milk in the rainy season (December – May) 

and in the dry season (June – November), resp. 4000 and 2000 kg/day. Two 

of the participants are milk collectors themselves: they collect the milk from 

individual farmers and transport it to the milk collection centre, for a small 

fee. The quality control, smell, density and acidity, is at three levels: the milk 

collectors, the MCC at the intake and the MCC at the selling. Milk that does 

not meet the criteria is refused. Milk is bought without differentiation for fat 

or protein content. The price has been set in consultation with unions, the 

Rwanda National Dairy Platform and representatives of cooperatives but due 

to lack of data on cost of production for one litre of milk, the price is set without 

relying on accurate data and farmers always think that they deserve more.  It 

could help when farmers started keeping record and calculate the cost price 



of the milk they produce. The MCC needs 30 RWF for running costs and pays 

the farmers at the moment 210 RWF. In the shops milk does 500 in bulk and 

1300 when packed in half litre packs. When pasteurized by the MCC, it can 

be sold on the local market for 250 RWF and transport costs are lower. 

INYANGE industries is the leading buyer and there are other buyers like 

Blessed Dairies, the Rwanda National Police School of Gishari and others buys 

from Dukundamatungo. 

All milk data (date, amount and price) are recorded and kept in Excel-sheets 

in a computer. The data are only used for calculating the monthly payment to 

the farmers and to summarize the amounts and costs per year.  There is no 

benchmarking with other MCC nor with different farmers groups (scale of the 

herd, season, farmers supplying concentrates or not, farmers using medicine 

or not). The MCC sells medicine and concentrates: only the money is recorded, 

not the different types and amounts of medicine or concentrates. Could be 

interesting to research with the data and generate knowledge and information 

from it.  

The second visit was to Mr. Kaberuga’s farm.  The two cows were confined in 

a box and fed grass. He bought grass in bunches and his cows ate 4 bunches 

a day, in total for 4000 RWF. A bunch is between 50 and 60 kg, so one kg of 

grass costs about 8 – 10 RWF in this region. Quality of the grass (dry matter 

content, maturity stage, variety) is not taken into account. It is harvested 

wherever they can find it along roads and ditches and marshes, communal 

land and sometimes even on land of other farmers.  The farmer keeps records 

of everything on his farm (even the age of weaning of the calves), with the help 

of his children, but he doesn’t know the cost price of the milk (nobody does, 

and even in the ‘developed’ Netherlands, lot of farmers don’t know the costs to 

produce one litre of milk).  Keeping record of milk data and veterinary medicine 

is one of the criteria to be a member of the cooperative. The family has a health 

insurance and there is an insurance for the cows (very unusual).   

 

Figure 2: The farm of Mr. Keberuka  

The program in Rwamagana was shortened to one and a half day to offer 

people the opportunity to attend the burial of the vice chairman of the 

cooperative on the 28th in the afternoon.  

Figure 1: Dukundamatungo MCC 



 

IAKIB 

 

In Gicumbi, we visited offices and the maize milling plant of IAKIB, a mill 

collection farmer and a milk bar. The first visit was to the office, maize milling 

plant, milk collection centre and store for feed and medicine of the cooperative 

IAKIB in Kageyo.  The cooperative did not only collect milk from members but 

also from non-members. The coop had 704 members that bought shares of 

300.000 RWF and carried the coop and 6000 non-members having no 

sustainable and financial relation with the cooperative.  That can be 

dangerous: the coop invested a lot in MCC’s and other buildings and 

equipment and machinery to be able to service 6700 suppliers. The risk is that 

the non-members leave as soon as they can get a higher price for the milk 

somewhere else. The last day this risk and the possible solutions where 

discussed with 83 participants and the Kenyan ‘cooperative’ guests. Major 

item was how to make the coop 

attractive for non-members so they 

become members and connect to the 

coop. One of the measures could be the 

release of smaller shares that farmers 

offered the possibility to become a full 

member in course of time instead of at 

once. The cooperative offered 4 

services. They had a maize mill to 

produce maize flour for human 

consumption, they sold maize bran 

and mixed readymade concentrates 

for animals. In the 6 MCC sites, milk 

was collected, maize flour and feed was sold, medicine was sold and there was 

a saving and credit department. Each MCC’s had a staff of 5 with one manager, 

reporting every day to the bookkeeper at the main office. We had a quick look 

at the MCC in Rukomo and the one in Ngondore. The day we visited the MCC 

in Ngondore, the bulk cooling tanks were full because the milk was not 

collected by the processor. Farmers were informed not to bring milk to the 

MCC that day and use it on their own farm. Really unbelievable that the 

processer has such a strong position that he can take those measures without 

any consequences. How can you manage a farm in this way? The MCC needed 

20 RWF to cover their running costs. We visited one of the other MCC’s of the 

cooperative which had a milk-bar in the village. They sold between 200 and 

300 litres of pasteurized milk per day and two people were working and 

sleeping there, 7 days a week. In the shop is a room for about 25 people to sit 

and enjoy the milk. Customers were trespassers and village people. To keep 

the flies away they had two small plastic bags with plain water hanging at the 

wall behind the counter. An innovation that other visitors could not believe in.  

Figure 3: Maize milling machines 



The second visit was the farm of Flora Uwera. She has an enterprise that is 

also used as model farm and she earns 

money in guiding excursions and teaching 

farmers on her farm. She is a commercial 

farmer with 4 cows and young stock, 

improved grasses and legumes (dried 

Calliandra and fruits and leaves and fruits of 

Cayote). She uses AI and only pays for the 

first service (3000 RWF). She can sell 

breeding animals because of a higher genetic 

merit for milk. Flora watches her cows 

closely and knows when heat starts: she 

waits till the cow reaches the optimal period in heat and calls the technician 

to inseminate her cow. When you feed well and take good care, your cow will 

show clear heat signs and get pregnant after one insemination. Be aware that 

not all cows show the same signs and that individually confined cows can’t 

show mounting behaviour.   

In Gicumbi we asked farmers to divide 4 points over 4 reasons to have dairy 

animals. That quick questionnaire was conducted because some farmers said 

that they kept cows for manure only. When that is the case, feeding can be 

completely different (low quality feed) from keeping cows for milk (high quality 

feed). The result of the poll with 32 farmers was as follows:  

Table 1: Why do farmers keep cows? 

Purpose % 

Selling milk  37 

Manure 36 

Food security 21 

Selling animals 6 

Total 100 

This table shows that farmers keep cows for 4 main purposes some being more 

important than others. It is clear that for the majority of farmers, milk comes 

first but manure is almost of the same importance as milk.  In the program a 

few hours to discuss topics about cooperative development and attracting 

members. 

In both workshops, calculations (a separate cost calculation template is 

provided) did not have the highest priority of the participants: they wanted to 

discuss feed and fodder, fertility and breeding and raising of young stock. 

From the introduction of the participants could be learned that on almost all 

farms cows were kept that did not produce milk for a long period. Those cows 

need feed, even when they don’t produce milk, to maintain their body, they 

need veterinary care and they need your attention and labour. When feed is 

few and expensive and labour is limited, non-productive animals should be 

avoided. In commercial farming with cross breeds of Frisian or other exotic 

breeds or pure bred Frisians, a dry period of maximum 2 month and milk the 

Figure 4: Flora's farm 



cow the rest of the period is very well possible. That is easiest when the cow 

produces every year a calf. You milk it for 10 month and let it recuperate for 

two month. To have a calf every year, you must bring your cow to the bull or 

inseminate not later than 3 month after calving. Pregnancy period is 9 month 

and you cannot shorten that.  Another way to have a better ratio between 

productive and non-productive animals on your farm is to shorten the period 

from birth till first calving and to sell animals that are not needed to replace 

old cows in the herd.  Exotic cows and crosses can have their first calf at two 

years of age when the heifers are raised well. A calf should have milk during 

three month and from two weeks of age on, always water (in another bowl as 

the milk to avoid over drinking), good quality roughage and maize bran or 

concentrates.  Your calf will grow fast and will be enough developed at 15 

month to mate with a bull or ready for artificial insemination (AI). In 

calculations it was shown that the raising of those animals is less costly, they 

have one calf more and they produce more milk than animals that calve for 

the first time at an age of 30 month or even older.   

When we talked about making hay, a farmer asked whether it would be better 
to put the grass in the shade instead of in the sun to dry. It proved that he 

had to carry the grass from his field to his homestead before drying because 
otherwise it would be stolen or eaten by somebody else’s animals.  
 

A heifer should be well developed before you breed it. It should be about 50% 

of the adult weight. An adult crossbreed weighs 450 kg: your heifer should be 

225 kg when bringing it to the bull or inseminate it. You can measure the 

heifer to check whether it is developed enough. 225 kg corresponds with a 

chest circumference of 140 cm. A Holstein Frisian heifer should be 300 kg or 

152 cm chest girth. 
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The dry period of a cow is an important period to prepare for giving birth and 

for the new lactation. To prevent mastitis in the dry period and in the 

beginning of the next lactation, you prepare your cow for a good start of the 

dry period;  

- 2 month before the expected calving date, you don’t supply maize bran 

or concentrates to limit the milk yield (in high-yielding cows). 

- You milk alternating: only in the morning and leave the cow in the 

evening.   

- When yield is less than 10 kg, milk once in two days and repeat that for 

4 days. 

- Stop milking and check the udder of the cow every day without 

massaging it. 

- When the cow had mastitis during the lactation, consider application of 

preventive local and or herbal medicine or long acting antibiotics as dry 

cow therapy.  

- Provide your cow enough water, feed and minerals: it should not get 

skinny. Try to limit calcium supply to keep the mobilisation of calcium 

from the skeleton active.  

- Keep your cow in clean surroundings.  

Take home messages from the 5 days learning labs: 

After each dairy learning lab, farmers were asked what they have learnt and 

what the main take homes are.  Below is a list of what some farmers said, it 

is important to notice that some of the take homes seemed basic but farmers 

were not aware of them; this proves the relevance of these learning labs.  

- I start record keeping tomorrow: now I know that you can calculate your 

profit. 

- I didn’t know that you can feed a calf concentrates already two weeks 

after it is born. I will start feeding it and save on milk. 

- I start feeding my calf concentrates from two weeks of age and easy 

digestible roughage (young grass) and water in a bowl.  

- Crossbreed cows and exotic cows are able to give birth at 24 month 

when the raising was good. I know that my heifer should be 50% of its 

mature weight before I inseminate her. When raised well it can reach 

hat weight at about 15 month. 

- I start inseminating for the first time when my heifer reaches 50% of its 

adult weight, being 225 kg for a local cow or a cross breed. I can 

measure that with a measuring band.  

- When I want my heifer to calf at 24 month, I should inseminate it at 15 

month. Pregnancy is 9 month for all breeds. 

- I start giving water to my calf, in a special bowl and not in the same 

bucket as I feed the milk.  

- I am surprised that calves and heifers need good quality grass too. I will 

plant more improved grasses to be able to provide it to the young 

animals too. I already knew that it improves milk yield in dairy cows. 



- I will not only feed my cow to have manure but give better feed to have 

also milk for selling. 

- I will cut my grass in a younger stage because it has a much higher 

feeding value compared to old grass (and the regrowth is faster). 

- I know that I can make hay and that it can be stored for periods without 

grass without losing feeding value.  

- We should make a model farm so we can see what good management is 

and how we can feed our animals and how we can produce good quality 

roughage. 

- I know now that legume are rich in protein and minerals and palatable 

for cows. On top of that, legumes catch nitrogen from the air and store 

it in the soil. They improve soil fertility.  

- I realize that we can process concentrates with our maize bran as basis. 

- I wonder why we don’t drink milk at meetings like this instead of water 

to promote drinking milk and assist the dairy sector. 

- I will join the cooperative today. 

- I will be a member of the cooperative today: where can I sign my 

membership form? 

- I realize that the cooperative creates jobs for our children. 

- I’m going to use AI because I can select a bull that fits with my cows and 

my wishes. I know the important traits I want to see in the offspring. 

- My cow need good feed to produce milk. That can be good quality 

roughage supplemented with maize bran. 

- Now I want every year a calf. With good management and feeding it gives 

a good profit because then there are less animals that not produce. 

- I start calculating because I don’t want to be a slave of myself 

- I will immediately after weaning sell calves I don’t need to replace cows 

in the herd. I can focus on the animals that are productive and have 

more feed for them. 

- I restructure my farm. I have enough land and start farming as a 

commercial farmer and I’ll ask Flora to teach me  

Information about (organic) dairy farming can be found at the website of 

Biovision (http://www.infonet-

biovision.org/animal_husbandry_and_welfare). Information about tropical 

feeds is available in the database Feedipedia (www.feedipedia.org). 

The last part of the workshop in Gicumbi was 

dedicated to the cooperative and the way 

forward. Kenneth pointed out how they 

managed to develop and have incentives to 

become a member of the cooperative. A very 

lively discussions and questions with over 80 

participants. Members of IAKIB appreciated 

achievements by the Kenyan dairy cooperative 

and committed to work towards developing their 

http://www.feedipedia.org/


cooperative into a stronger cooperative.  Other participants who are not yet 

members of IAKIB, committed to join the cooperative despite the share fee 

which they say it is too high. Members promised that they are going to see to 

how they can bring down membership fees to allow all the non-farmers to join.  

 

Conclusion 

It is clear that the dairy learning approach is one of the best learning methods 

or farmers. It allows them to openly share and learn from each of the r and 

the contribution from the PUM expert makes it more attractive. Participants 

were very much satisfied, this is expressed in how much they said they took 

home as new acquired knowledge. Thought cost calculation and record 

keeping was the main topic, it was realised that it as topics such best farm 

management practices, good feeding, good breeds, are also important to 

become commercial dairy farmers. Due to the fact that farmers showed 

interest and asked more questions about other topics, the cost record keeping 

was not exhausted. As it t was realised that not all farmers can easily be able 

to calculate the cost of production of their milk, they were advised that MCC 

managers and cooperative managers can help with this. Farmers requested 

that the PUM expert could dedicate another time during which he can only 

work with MCCs and cooperative managers to calculate the cost of production 

of one litter of milk. The goal of the dairy learning lab is that farmers get used 

to learning from each other. The previous dairy learning labs and this one 

showed that thought they still lack a lot of knowledge, it was also clear that 

some farmers know a lot while others don’t; yet they are sometimes in the 

same cooperative or even neighbours. Therefore, there is a need for follow ups 

to encourage them to form continuous small peer learning groups and this 

should be the end result of dairy learning labs.  


