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Introduction

Msinga is a very hot and dry rural area in KwaZulu-Natal (KZN) Province in South Africa. Most men of a working age are absent for much of the time, as they migrate to other areas as labourers, and come back only two or three times a year for short visits. The area is well known for its gun running and marijuana farming. The non-governmental organisation (NGO) known as Church Agricultural Project (CAP) has been operating in Msinga since 1975 and is involved with land reform, dryland and irrigated agriculture, and welfare activities. CAP is a partner in the Prolinnova–South Africa multi-stakeholder platform. It is currently running a programme in Msinga called the Mdukutshani Land Reform Project, funded by Misereor (Germany), that provides support around livelihoods and farming (livestock-keeping and dryland cropping) to land-reform beneficiaries. 

One of CAP’s current activities involves supporting rural community members who keep indigenous (local) chickens. CAP staff initially started working with cattle farmers, mainly men, but then started working on chicken-keeping because they wanted to be able to engage women as well as men. This project looked at ways to increase poultry productivity and to reduce bird mortalities. In a baseline study of farmers in the area, predation was identified as the factor causing their biggest losses. Lots of young chickens are taken by predators, especially hawks, so that only two or three chicks from a clutch of 12 would survive to adulthood. CAP therefore started working with farmer groups on preventing predation by hawks and other predators by providing shelter for the chickens. 

The development approach taken by CAP is to identify and strengthen local ideas / innovations as well as to go and find external ideas that are broadly relevant to the Msinga farmers’ local situation and then see whether any of the local farmers want to experiment with or try out and adapt what they have seen or heard. 

Testing and adapting new ideas 

Farmers in Msinga have investigated a number of ideas to address the problem of predation of chickens. One idea suggested by CAP was the use of small structures known as A-frames to house hens with young chicks (Figure 1). The concept (sometimes called “chicken tractors”) has also been promoted by other NGOs operating in KZN.

Some 30 farmers (including one man) advised by CAP tried out the A-frames but were not satisfied with them, and only one woman continues to use them. The structures need to be small and lightweight if they are to be moved regularly to areas where there is some greenery available for the chickens to eat. Since the structures being tried out proved to be too heavy for this to be done easily, they were generally not moved regularly. The confined chicks became malnourished because the farmers did not provide enough additional feed, especially greenery. Another problem encountered was that it was not possible to keep more than one hen and her chicks in an A-frame, as the hens attacked and killed the chicks of the other hen.

Because the A-frames did not seem to address the problem of chicken predation satisfactorily, the CAP fieldworkers asked the farmers to think of what else they had heard of or previously tried on their own to solve this problem. Two more ideas emerged. One idea was to tie pieces of plastic packet to the backs of chicks to prevent predation by hawks, while the other was to tie a plastic packet to a tree so that it rustles and chases predators away.
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Figure 1: An A-frame made using low-cost materials (Photo: Rauri Alcock)
The practice of tying pieces of plastic packet to the chicks appears to confuse the hawks by changing the shape and colour of the chicks. This practice is not entirely new to the area, as people had heard of it being used previously in nearby places. However, it was adapted by Mr Bekwa Majozi, who developed his own way of tying the pieces of coloured plastic onto the backs of the chicks and who also investigated which colour of plastic is most effective. While people previously made holes in a piece of plastic and tied it around the chick with the wings protruding through the holes, Mr Majozi ties the piece of plastic over each wing in such a way that it puffs up above the chick (see Figure 2). He also found that bright green plastic is most effective. Four other farmers (one man, three women) have taken the original practice and, like Mr Majozi, have adapted it in attempts to make it more effective. 

Msinga farmers had heard their older relatives talk of the practice of tying a plastic packet to a tree so that it rustles at night and chases away predators such as mongoose or genets, but had not tried it out themselves. With encouragement from CAP, four women farmers started to experiment with this on behalf of the groups. (The men were not as interested because they generally have dogs that chase away predators.) Assisted by the CAP fieldworker, the women are keeping records of chick losses on a monthly basis, to be able to measure any real, as opposed to perceived, reduction in losses. Together with CAP staff and other farmers who keep chickens, they will assess the effectiveness of the practice and decide if it is working to their satisfaction. A farmers’ day for this purpose has been planned for October 2008.
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Figure 2: Pieces of plastic attached to chicks to ward off hawks (Photo: Rauri Alcock)

Cross-visits to find new ideas to test

CAP has found that an effective way to find or stimulate new ideas is to arrange for farmers and field staff to visit projects of other organisations that are working in similar situations. CAP promotes local farmer cross-visits, where farmers with whom they are working visit other farmers or farmer groups that are also involved in the programme to share experiences and findings. It works with a range of different farmers involved in other agricultural activities, and all are invited to take part in the cross-visits and farmers’ days. For example, farmers involved in CAP’s Nguni cattle breeding project might also participate in a cross-visit to a group involved in the chicken project. 

Cross-visits to other areas are arranged with either government fieldworkers or other NGOs. CAP has helped establish farmer groups, each with a group coordinator, in an effort to scale up the chicken-raising activities. Fieldworkers meet with the groups at the homes of the group coordinators to discuss and share experiences and to vaccinate chickens. When cross-visits are being arranged, each group decides who will represent them on the visit. CAP fieldworkers talk with the groups about what is to be seen as well as how they will report back from the process to the other farmers.

Following a cross-visit, CAP fieldworkers and farmers agree on what things they have seen that are interesting enough for testing and evaluating. Once the ideas have been selected, farmers and staff identify which people will experiment with them. Together, they agree how the experiment will be carried out and how they will see the results (i.e. what will show whether it has been successful). These are verbal plans. There are, however, written agreements between CAP and the group coordinators to keep records, share information and experiences, and arrange meetings.

The farmers try out different things, with some inputs from CAP (technical advice from chicken experts rather than cash or materials). Through discussions with the farmers, the fieldworkers try to get some idea of what outcomes the farmers expect from their informal experiments. Of the things that the farmers try out, those that have some level of success (or at least some successful elements) are used as topics for farmers’ days and cross-visits. To prepare for assessing the success / effectiveness of what they intend to try out, the farmers describe what they regard as success and how it will be measured. For instance, because they are looking at ways to reduce predation, they decided to count how many chicks that have had plastic tied to them are being lost, compared with other chicks in the flock.

As one example, in November 2005, CAP organised a cross-visit from Msinga to a farmer in another part of KZN. Managers from CAP and from the organisation hosting the visit (Mariannhill Diocese Development Project), three CAP fieldworkers, two Mariannhill fieldworkers, 15 Msinga farmers (mostly women), a similar number of farmers from Mariannhill (again, mostly women) and field staff from the KZN Department of Agriculture and Environmental Affairs were involved in the cross-visit. The group visited the home of Mr Ephraim Mtshali, a farmer who lives at St Bernards Mission, some 300 km away from Msinga, close to the small town of Richmond. CAP made contact with Mr Mtshali through one of the fieldworkers who was working for the Mariannhill Diocese project, an initiative also funded by Misereor. 

Mr Mtshali engages in a range of farming activities including raising indigenous and “improved” chickens (he has over 100 birds). He keeps them fairly intensively, making use of a hut for raising chicks and outside wire enclosures with a tin roof to separate birds of different ages so that he can provide them with different diets. After a formal presentation, Mr Mtshali took the visitors around his yard and showed them the various enclosures and facilities and explained the purpose of each (Figure 3). While people were looking at this, he answered their questions. The farmers from Msinga also had an opportunity to talk about their own activities and interests. The CAP fieldworkers provided, when needed, additional information to help the farmers inform the people from other areas about the work that CAP is doing and the things that the project is interested in.
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Figure 3: Farmers from Msinga look at Mr Mtshali’s chicken enclosures (Photo: Rauri Alcock)

Before the visit, none of the Msinga farmers had built shelters for their chickens, which generally just roosted in trees at night. Mr Mtshali’s enclosures were also much bigger than anything the Msinga farmers had seen before. Feeding the chickens and separating chickens of different ages were also new concepts for them. 

Four of the farmers who saw the enclosures during the visit to Mr Mtshali have tried out similar things back at their homes, adapting what they saw during the cross-visit. Two of them, Mrs Nyoni Mchunu and Mam Yengwa, have had some success with their efforts to make chicken houses (see picture of Mrs Mchunu’s chicken hut in Figure 4) and have also seen increased chick survival. They took the ideas of separating the chickens of different ages and feeding the chicks separately from the mothers. They also took the idea of the hut that Mr Mtshali was using to raise chicks. Instead of allocating one of their existing huts to chickens, as Mr Mtshali had done, they constructed smaller mud-walled, thatch-roofed structures for their chickens, because they were already using all their existing huts. The structures they built are made mainly of local natural resources, except for the wire used for the front of the hut. While using the huts, they have introduced other elements, such as tying the hens with a leg tether to different corners of the hut in order to prevent them from fighting or attacking chicks of other hens. 

CAP also encourages other organisations (and the farmers they work with) to visit the farmers with whom it is working in Msinga, thus ensuring a two-way sharing of ideas, processes, etc. These visits involve also other stakeholders such as staff from the Provincial Department of Agriculture and other NGOs.

Local cross-visits to share experiences and generate more ideas

A number of local cross-visits have been arranged to facilitate sharing of experiences and the identification of more options to improve the production of backyard chickens. To date, these have focused mainly on structures for housing chickens and methods of feeding them. Each cross-visit normally involves about 30 farmers, most of them women. 

In response to questions from other farmers in Msinga about how to go about building enclosures for their chickens, CAP arranged cross-visits by representatives of the farmer groups to the households of Mrs Mchunu and Mam Yengwa so that these women could share their experiences. During the cross-visits, the other farmers had the opportunity to see the structures and hear what factors the women had considered when designing and building them (i.e. cost, accessibility, number of compartments, etc). Since seeing the structures built by Mrs Mchunu and Mam Yengwa, four other women farmers in the area have also started constructing houses for their chickens. CAP continues to arrange such visits in the hope that the visitors who see the structures will go home and adapt what they have seen so that, in this way, a wide range of options for building shelters for chickens will be developed.

The type of structure that farmers in Msinga are building is a hybrid of what was originally seen at Mr Mtshali’s home, namely the enclosures for birds of different ages and the hut for raising chicks. Generally, the farmers build a mud hut that is half the height of a traditional hut used for human habitation. They leave the front of the hut open (i.e. without a mud wall) and then close it with chicken netting and, using locally cut saplings, they build perches for the chickens to roost on. The hut is high enough for an adult person to go inside to clean it. One disadvantage of the structures is that the chickens kept inside have to be fed instead of scavenging for their own feed around the home. Some other difficulties are being experienced with the houses, such as goats rubbing against them and damaging them. The farmers have had limited success in trying to keep the goats away. 

[image: image4.jpg]



Figure 4: A visit takes place to the home of Mrs Mchunu, who built a house for her chickens (shown in the background) following a cross-visit to Mr Mtshali’s home (Photo: Rauri Alcock) 

Ideas from outside to stimulate mutual learning

In October 2007, nominated representatives of the farmer groups (about 40 people, mostly women) from a number of communities in Msinga visited three chicken farmers who were deliberately feeding their chickens instead of only letting them scavenge for their food. The cross-visit was arranged because farmers had been putting pressure on the CAP fieldworkers to give information about options for feeding chickens. There had been numerous discussions about using commercially available products, but this was a meeting to look at alternatives. In addition to seeing what people were already experimenting with, the cross-visit was also used as an opportunity to introduce some new ideas from outside. 

At the final household that was visited, the CAP fieldworkers facilitated an information-sharing session around chicken feed and feeding. CAP asked Brigid Letty, the coordinator of Prolinnova–South Africa and an animal scientist, to do some research and share with the farmers a number of options for feeding chickens. The aim was to expose the farmers to some new ideas that they could try out and adapt. 

The content of the session was based on issues that the farmers had identified previously, such as the problem of egg-eating by chickens. It also covered the basics of poultry nutrition: the different types of nutrients and feedstuffs required for healthy, productive chickens. Brigid presented a number of different ideas she had encountered for growing or gathering different feedstuffs such as grasses, legumes, insects etc. This formed the basis for farmer discussions. The farmers strongly disliked some of the ideas presented, such as producing fly maggots to feed to chickens, while they showed interest in some other ideas such as using limestone grit, gathering termites, and planting grains and legumes. CAP provided a small quantity of different seeds for the farmers to see and for some to try out at their homes. 

Since the visit, one of the farmers (Mam Yengwa) has tried out a new method of gathering live termites from a termite mound (a method that Brigid encountered when researching the topic). Local people in Msinga have experience with using termites to feed chickens, but normally destroy the mound when harvesting the termites. This new method is less destructive: a clay pot is filled with damp grass and placed over a hole in the termite mound and a colony forms in the pot. When CAP fieldworkers visited Mam Yengwa, they found that this new technique had proved to be very effective. They are arranging a cross-visit in late October 2008, when other women farmers will have a chance to see what Mam Yengwa is doing and can then try it out for themselves at their own homes. 

This is an example of how CAP introduces new concepts to the farmers with whom it is working. Often, the farmers adapt these ideas to make them more relevant to the local situation. The next step, after farmers have tried out and possibly adapted the ideas that they saw or discussed during the visit, is for them to share their experiences and learn from each other. CAP generally arranges structured sharing opportunities for farmers and provides transport and lunch for them.

Conclusion

This is an example of how one of the partners in Prolinnova–South Africa is creating an environment that allows for learning and sharing by farmers. Cross-visits have proved to be a useful way to generate ideas for farmers to test and adapt to their own situations. The involvement of other Prolinnova–South Africa partners in field trips to Msinga, hosted by CAP, has also allowed for wider sharing and learning. The reciprocation of such visits is an essential component of the process. By exposing other stakeholders to the concepts of local innovation and farmer-led joint investigation through field trips and cross-visits, these development processes can be promoted. 

The cross-visits undertaken by the chicken farmers have not only looked at structures or shelters for the chickens, but have also allowed for sharing of experiences in feeding chickens. Some of the things that farmers are working on are new concepts or ideas, and some are adaptations of local practices. In general, at least one farmer from each of the nineteen farmer groups advised by CAP has started experimenting with something they have seen on a cross-visit. CAP seeks to stimulate and support the evaluation and adaptation of ideas from whatever source, so that the outcomes will be appropriate for the local situations of small-scale farmers.
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