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BUILDING ON SUCCESSES IN AFRICAN AGRICULTURE

Smallholder Dairy in Kenya
MARGARET NGIGI

Dairy production in Kenya has grown at 2.8 percent per
year over the past two decades, resulting in per capita

production levels double those found anywhere else on the
continent. Kenya’s commercial farmers laid the foundation for
this growth.They introduced improved dairy breeds in the early
1900s, and by the 1930s they had successfully lobbied for a
range of government financial and policy support, including
quarantine laws, veterinary laboratories, artificial insemination
services, and marketing and price controls managed through the
Kenya Cooperative Creameries.

Subsequent smallholder growth began slowly in the 1950s
and 1960s, spurred by rapidly growing cash incomes in rural
areas, which stimulated steadily rising demand for milk.
Following the adoption of the Swynnerton Plan for encour-
aging smallholder production in agriculture, the Kenyan govern-
ment and donors financed a series of promotional projects
supplying veterinary and artificial insemination services,
extension support for an intensive zero-grazing production
package, and support for cooperative development. Decontrol
of milk pricing in 1992 led to a restructuring of production and
retailing, resulting in a growing share of raw milk in total sales
and greatly improved milk availability in retail outlets.

Smallholders have captured a steadily rising share of that
market. Recent panel data show that
by the year 2000 nearly 70 percent of
Kenyan smallholders produced milk
and that it had become their fastest-
growing income source.

IMPACT

• Production. More than 600,000
small farmers raise dairy cows in
Kenya, generating per capita milk
production double that found in the
rest of Africa (see table).Among the
small farmers who produce milk,
annual net earnings from milk average
US$370 per year.

• Equity. Smallholders operating
between one and three dairy cows
produce 80 percent of Kenya’s milk.
The poorest quintile of small farmers
earns 48 percent of its income from
milk sales, whereas the richest quintile
earns 28 percent from milk. In spite of
decades of formal sector marketing
support, informally marketed raw milk
accounts for more than 75 percent of
marketed sales.

• Sustainability. Dairy production remains highly prof-
itable for smallholders.Although recent liberalization has
reduced recurrent input subsidies for artificial insemination
and veterinary services, market liberalization has simultane-
ously raised the output prices smallholders receive.The net
effect has been to increase smallholder profitability by more
than 100 percent. Ecologically, smallholders operate a range of
intensification technologies, from purely range-fed systems to
zero-grazing, stall-fed regimes. In the intensive systems, they
recycle manure and fodder between crop and livestock enter-
prises.

DRIVERS OF CHANGE 

• Improved breeds. Widespread introduction of highly
productive breeds of dairy cows, or grade cattle, has been the
major source of increased productivity in Kenyan dairying.
Provision of efficient and affordable reproductive services has
therefore remained a central pillar of the country’s dairy devel-
opment strategy. In the early decades following independence,
from 1964 to 1987, government heavily subsidized artificial
insemination services.Though expensive, this strategy did
result in widespread adoption of improved breeds.Today in
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Contrasting dairy sectors in Kenya, Ethiopia, and Uganda

KENYA ETHIOPIA UGANDA

INDICATOR 1985 1998 1985 1998 1985 1998

83.3 85.1 25.6 20.1 25.6 24.2

1,656 2,421 1,125 1,170 377 485

2.8 0.1 19.7 0.9 6 2

2.4 0.1 5 0.2 1.5 0.5

12,727 13,418 28,000 34,514 5,064 5,438

3,209 4,494 3,567 4,507 1,013 1,358

25 33 13 13 20 25

1,484 2,277 683 941 355 475

462 507 192 209 350 350

Total milk availability per
capita (kg/yr)

Total milk availability
(thousands of metric tons)

% of imports in total milk
availability

Per capita net imports (kg)

Total cattle (thousands)

Milking cows (thousands)

% of milking cows

Total cow’s milk produced
(thousands of metric tons)

Yield (kg/cow)
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Kenya improved dairy cattle account for 23 percent of the
total cattle population and 75 percent of all specialized dairy
cattle in Eastern and Southern Africa. In contrast, improved
breeds account for only 3 percent of dairy cattle in Uganda
and less than 1 percent of total cattle in Ethiopia.

• Heavily subsidized public support services. In addition
to 80 percent subsidy rates on artificial insemination services,
the Kenyan government supplied veterinary services and
medicines at nominal charges at more than 280 clinical centers
across the country. From 1988 on, government gradually
withdrew these subsidies to encourage privatization of veteri-
nary services.

• Tight market control followed by market liberaliza-
tion. From its creation in 1931 until 1992, the Kenya
Cooperative Creameries (KCC) tightly controlled milk
marketing through a tiered system of quotas and statutorily
controlled prices.All other licensed milk processors were
denied the right to procure raw milk supplies directly from
farmers. Instead, they were required to place an application
with the KCC.The government formally declared raw milk
sales illegal in urban areas until their decriminalization in 1992.
Since liberalization, raw milk sales have flourished, and they
continue to dominate milk markets in Kenya. For smallholders,
the most important practical effect of liberalization was to
introduce competition in milk procurement. Producer prices
received by farmers for their milk have nearly doubled since
liberalization.

KEY LESSONS FOR BUILDING FUTURE
SUCCESSES 

• Time and experience are key. Kenya has enjoyed 100 years
of experience with exotic breeds of dairy cattle, while
surrounding countries such as Ethiopia and Uganda have not.
The resulting accessibility of improved cross-breeds, well-
established artificial insemination and veterinary services, and
marketing infrastructure offer an important springboard on
which smallholder farmers have been able to build. Other
countries without this historic endowment of dairying
expertise and facilities will likely face longer lead times in
expanding smallholder dairy production.

• Input services are crucial but expensive. Artificial
insemination, veterinary, and disease control services have been
crucial ingredients in raising productivity of the Kenyan dairy
herd. For two and a half decades, from independence through
the late 1980s, smallholders received a subsidy of up to 80
percent on artificial insemination and veterinary services.The
gradual withdrawal of these unsustainable subsidies from 1988
onward has led to a shrinking of public services and rapid but

geographically uneven growth of private services. In areas that
are considered easy to serve, privatization has tended to
flourish. Because of this market “skimming,” while smallholders
in high-density dairy zones have access to the more expensive
private services, smallholders elsewhere do not. Since veteri-
nary services, particularly those related to disease control,
constitute public goods, even cash-strapped governments will
need to identify ways of maintaining effective disease control
while keeping down costs.

• Raw milk markets merit greater attention. Most
promotional resources, in Kenya and elsewhere, have been
channeled into promotion of formal milk markets.Yet in Kenya,
as elsewhere, raw milk dominates the market, accounting for
more than 75 percent of total sales. Given the prevalence of
raw milk in total marketed supplies, attempts to facilitate
development of this market will merit increasing public
attention on efficiency, equity, and public health grounds.

• The short-term priority is market access for small-
holders. The immediate focus of a strategy to promote
market-oriented dairying must be to improve market access
for smallholders. One way to do this is to reduce smallholders’
travel time to a milk sale point.This step releases time,
allowing the household to give more time to other farming
activities.

• The long-term priority is improving herd productivity.
In the longer term, the challenge is to enhance the productivity
of smallholders’ dairy herds. Meeting this goal entails a three-
part strategy: (1) enhancing the dairy herd’s milk production
traits; (2) enhancing the smallholder’s ability to realize the
breed’s potential through advice and training on better herd
management practices; and (3) optimizing the herd’s potential
by providing adequate feed in terms of both quality and
quantity. ■

For further reading see M.A. M.Ahmed, S. Ehui, and Y.Asefa,
“Dairy Development in Ethiopia,” Environment and
Production Technology Division Working Paper No. 119
(Washington, DC: International Food Policy Research
Institute, 2003); M. Ngigi,“Successes in African Agriculture:
The Case of Smallholder Dairying in Eastern Africa,”
Environment and Production Technology Division Working
Paper No. 118 (Washington, DC: International Food Policy
Research Institute, 2003); S. J. Staal, G.A.Waithaka, G.A.
Owour, and M. Herrero,“Demand and Supply Changes in the
Livestock Sector and Their Impact on Smallholders:The
Case of Dairy in Kenya” (Nairobi: International Livestock
Research Institute, 2002).
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