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ABSTRACT: Communal livestock production systems are dynamic being responsive to changes in the
socio-political and economic environments. A survey was conducted in Simbe communal area of
Gokwe South District in Zimbabwe, to assess current livestock production systems. Five villages and
3 wards were randomly selected and a semi-structured questionnaire administered by 5 trained
enumerators to collect data on; house-hold demographics, livestock species kept and their numbers,
uses of livestock and waste, feeding and watering as well as livestock health management. Data
were analysed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 16. It was
observed that farmers in the study area kept a wide range of livestock species including; poultry
(notably; chickens, ducks, turkeys and guinea fowls), goats, cattle, donkeys and pigs. Cattle and
goats were the major sources of draught power and income, respectively. Farmers indicated that
they faced challenges in feeding and watering their animals during the dry season. Diseases were
the major cause of offspring mortality in most animal species while predation was the major cause
in chickens. It was recommended that farmers acquire education on production and improve on
health and general management.
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INTRODUCTION

Livestock production is the most important agricultural activity in most of the countries in Southern Africa
(Mamabolo and Webb, 2005). Around 70% of the human population of Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) are primarily or
partly dependent on livestock (Lenné and Thomas, 2006). Livestock account for 53% of the agricultural capital
stock in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) and contribute by 30% to agricultural gross domestic product (GDP) (NEPAD,
2005). According to FAO (2001), agriculture is the mainstay of the national economy accounting for about 15 to 20
percent of the GDP in Zimbabwe, providing income and employment for a substantial percentage of the population.
Paradoxically, the majority (74%) of communal farmland is on inherently infertile sandy soils in marginal areas
characterised by low and erratic rainfall (Gambiza and Nyama, 2000).

Communal livestock productivity is therefore very poor, owing to the above, among other factors. In addition
to poor soils, most crop-livestock production relies directly on rainfall, and adverse changes in quantity and
temporal patterns of rainfall are a major risk to production (Masikati, 2010). Feed shortages especially during the
dry season therefore constitute a serious challenge to communal livestock production (Masikati, 2010). Communal
livestock production largely relies on the natural veld for feed. Due to the seasonality of rainfall in Zimbabwe, there
are wide variations in the quantity and quality of these natural pastures following the seasonal rainfall distribution
(Sibanda, 1986).

Agricultural production systems in the semi-arid tropics have been assessed over a long period of time.
Although a wealth of knowledge on this subject exists, production systems are dynamic. The climatic and
socioeconomic changes occurring in many parts of the region are rapidly transforming traditional, extensive crop
and livestock management practices (Masikati, 2010). Changes and shifts in production systems occur in response
to the changing environment, socio-economic and political systems among other factors. As such, agricultural
production systems as currently practiced by farmers in the semi-arid tropics of sub-Saharan Africa are different
from those used in the past (Masikati, 2010). In order to ensure meaningful research interventions, it is therefore
essential to undertake an appropriate assessment of the current crop-livestock farming systems (Masikati, 2010).
The main aim of this study was therefore, to assess current livestock production systems in Simbe communal area
of Gokwe South district in Zimbabwe.
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MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study site

Gokwe is the largest district in Zimbabwe in terms of area and lies to the north-west part of the country. It is
in the Midlands province in the country’s agro-ecological region Ill. Mean annual rainfall in the region ranges
between 600 to 650 mm. Most of the rainfall is experienced during the period from November to February.
December and July are the wettest and driest months, respectively. The weather station is at about 18.22°S
28.90°E and at an altitude of about 1 282 m. The area is characterized by predominantly sandy soils and the most
common land tenure system is communal with a few resettlement schemes in places (Gwimbi and Mundonga,
2010).

Selection of sampling units

Sampling units in the target population were hierarchal in nature, where in the highest level were wards,
followed by villages and then households. The multistage sampling procedure was used to come up with the
participants in the survey. Three wards (wards 1, 2 and 3) were randomly selected followed by a random selection
of 5 villages per ward. Four households were randomly selected from each village to participate in the study.
Sampling frames for the wards, villages and households were obtained from the chief, headmen and village heads,
respectively.

Data collection and analyses

Semi-structured questionnaire and interviews: A survey was conducted in Simbe communal area of Gokwe
South District. Semi-structured questionnaires and interviews with farmers were used to collect data. The
questionnaire was desighed to capture the following;

Demographics: Demographic details were captured. These included; name of the village, sex of the
respondent, age and level of training attained by the respondent, his/her farming experience, house-hold size, sex
of head of household and the house-hold age distribution.

Livestock production

Farmers were interviewed on production practices. Data collected on this aspect included; species kept,
relative importance to livelihood, use of livestock, identification of constraints on production and their possible
solutions, drought coping and mitigation strategies, management practices (feeding, watering and health provision)
as well as draught power status and needs.

Focus group discussions and literature review

Focus group discussions were also used to collect semi-structured data. A set of purposively selected farmers
would gather together with the researcher to discuss issues and concerns based on a list of key aspects influencing
livestock management practices in the area. A review of literature was also employed to complement the
questionnaire as the main mode of data collection. Data were analysed using the Statistical Package for Social
Sciences (SPSS) version 16.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Livestock species and flock/herd size

Farmers in Simbe communal area kept various livestock species including; chickens, cattle, goats, sheep and
turkeys (Figure 1) to name a few. Indigenous chickens were the most numerous and common species kept. Flock
sizes ranged from 3 to 80 birds per house-hold and the mean flock size was 16. The mean observed in the study is
similar to observations in earlier studies (17.5) in Rushinga (Muchadeyi et al., 2004). This is slightly contrary to
findings by other researchers who recorded means of 22.7 and 20.7 for Gutu and Zhombe communal areas,
respectively (Masimba et al., 2011; Mlambo et al., 2011). However, the range observed in this study is generally
similar to 2 - 75 observed in Zhombe (Mlambo et al., 2011). Cattle were the second most numerous livestock
species kept in Simbe communal area. The mean herd size observed was 8.1 with a range of 3 to 30 cattle per
house-hold. The mean is close to 9.1 recorded for Chikombedzi (Scoones and Wolmer, 2000).

Uses of livestock

According to Figure 2, cattle played a vital role as a source of draught power for 96% of the house-holds
interviewed. Christensen and Zindi (1991), stated that ownership of less than 4 cattle is considered as inadequate
access to draught power. Most of the house-holds in Simbe communal area, however, had sufficient access to
draught power as shown by the mean herd size of 8.1 (Figure 1). This is higher than the mean recorded for
Masvingo and Sanyati (3.6) (Ndlovu et al., 2004). However, herd sizes ranged between 3 - 30 cattle per house-hold,
suggesting that some of the farmers interviewed had insufficient access to draught power (Christensen and Zindi,
1991). Donkeys seemed to be an alternative source of draught power as reported by 25% of house-holds having a
very low average herd size (0.37) per house-hold. This is in sharp contrast with observations by Ndlovu and co-
workers (2004) who stated that five to seven donkeys is the most common holding. Ndlovu and co-workers (2004),
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however noted that cattle are the major source of draught power in the communal areas of Zimbabwe whereas
donkeys are an important source of supplementary draught power. Despite the extremely low average herd size for
donkeys in this study, their contribution as a source of draught power was quite significant as reported by 25% of
house-holds in Simbe communal area. It is likely that the 4% that did not use cattle draught power used donkeys to
pull implements requiring traction force.
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Figure 1 - Livestock species and mean numbers per house-hold in Simbe|

Indigenous chickens showed numerical dominance over cattle, however the latter played a wider range of
critical roles in the livelihoods of Simbe communal farmers being a very important source of draught power (96%),
manure (94%), milk (90.2%), meat (60.8%) and their use in various cultural activities (29.4%) including payment of
bride price. This agrees with observations by Mavedzenge et al. (2006) and Peeling and Holden (2004) who stated
that cattle in the communal areas have multiple uses - for draught power, transport, milk, manure, savings, bride-
wealth payments, and that meat and hides were terminal products obtained at the end of their productive life.
Dovie and co-workers (2006) reported that using animals for ploughing was the most valued benefit.

Elsewhere, it was noted that cattle production is the most important livestock subsector in South Africa
(Musemwa et al., 2008). Goat flock sizes in this study averaged 7.9 per house-hold. This is contrary to observations
by Mahanjana and Cronjé (2000) who recorded a mean goat flock size of 16 in the Eastern Cape region of South
Africa. This study also revealed that goats are an important source of meat (78.4%) and milk (23.5%). This is in
agreement with observations by Mamabolo and Webb (2005) who stated that goats primarily produce meat but
also produce milk. There was evidence that goats were also used for cultural activities such as Masungiro (a
common practice in the Shona culture in Zimbabwe).

Uses of livestock waste

Farmers in this study indicated that they obtained significant quantities of waste from cattle, sheep, goats
and chickens, among other species of livestock (Figure 3). The respondents used dung from cattle as; manure
(94%), a source of income (13.7%) among other uses (25.5%) including use as floor polish. The use of cattle dung
as manure is quite common as observed by other researchers including; Musemwa et al. (2008), Ndlovu et al.
(2004) as well as Gambiza and Nyama (2000). Musemwa et al (2008) reported that farmers in communal areas of
South Africa even combined cattle waste and sold it to companies that manufacture organic fertilizers. About 80%
of the farmers in Simbe used chicken waste as manure while 76.5% indicated that they used goat waste as
manure. Pig waste was not very popular (7.8%) among farmers as a source of manure. This is probably because of
the low mean flock sizes for pigs thus generating very low quantities of waste. Other respondents indicated that
they just left waste in the kraal.
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Figure 3 - Uses of livestock waste

Livestock rankings as sources of income
Crops were ranked higher than livestock as sources of income in Simbe communal areas. This is in

agreement with findings by Masikati (2010) in Nkayi where crop production was ranked high in terms of
importance. Masikati argued that crop production was necessary for both subsistence and cash income (Masikati,
2010). However, the contribution of livestock towards generating income for house-holds in Simbe was quite
evident. Goats were assigned the highest (29.4%) rank as a source of income among livestock species kept in
Simbe (Figure 4). This confirms observations by Masikati (2010) who stated that farmers keep cattle mainly for
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draught power and milk, while goats are for cash income. This is attributed to their fast turn-over and salability
compared to cattle (Shumba, 1994). According to Shumba (1994), advantages of goat production include: high
profitability and fast turnover due to earlier maturity and shorter generation interval; suitable meat quantities for
rural families and easy salability among other factors. Mahanjana and Cronje (2000) noted that the main reasons
given for keeping goats in a study in South Africa were for slaughter during traditional ceremonies (35%) and for
cash sales (23%). Goats were also more important than sheep as a source of income in this study. Their dominace
over sheep confirms observattions by Mamabolo and Webb (2005), who reported that goats are generally more
prolific and easier to manage than sheep for people with little animal management experience such as in most
communal areas. The second most important source of income among livestock was chicken production, followed
by cattle. This is only logical given that chickens are very important as a source of meat for house-hold consumption
hence less popular as a source of income. However, they are also more easily disposable compared to cattle whose
ownership patterns can be very complicated, compounded by the various roles played by the latter, including
draught power provision.

Feeding and watering

The natural veld was the most common source of feed for livestock as reported by most respondents in
Simbe. About 88% of the respondents stated that they relied mostly on the natural veld for feeding their cattle
herds. This observation is in tandem with observations by Sibanda (1986) and Ndlovu and Sibanda (1991). Use of
crop residues was also reported by farmers in the Simbe communal area. It has been documented that this practice
is quite common in many crop-livestock systems. For example, the practice was noted in Ethiopia, Mali and
Zimbabwe (Scoones and Wolmer, 2000). The crop residue most readily available and utilized was maize stover, an
observation also supported by other researchers (Lukuyu et al., 2009; Sibanda, 1986; Masikati, 2010). This was
mainly fed to cattle especially in the dry season. This indicates the existence of integration between crops and
livestock production in the rural areas as evidenced by the use of cattle and donkeys as sources of draught power
while residues are fed to animals. Masikati (2010) also noted that integrated crop-livestock farming is the
predominant system of production and subsistence in communal farming systems of Zimbabwe. According to
Masikati (2010), a few farmers used crop residues to mitigate feed shortages and residues used were fed
untreated, thus they were of low nutritional value to animals.

Most farmers in the study area used perennial rivers (51%) followed by dams/ponds (25.5%), boreholes
(9.8%) and seasonal rivers (5.8%) as sources of water for their livestock herds (Figure 5). Other sources, though less
common, included open and protected wells as well as springs.

35 4

30 4

25 4

Frequency
N
o

=
[&)]
I

10 ~

Goats Chickens Cattle Sheep Pigs
Source

Figure 4 - Rankings for livestock species as sources of income

Feeding and watering

The natural veld was the most common source of feed for livestock as reported by most respondents in
Simbe. About 88% of the respondents stated that they relied mostly on the natural veld for feeding their cattle
herds. This observation is in tandem with observations by Sibanda (1986) and Ndlovu and Sibanda (1991). Use of
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crop residues was also reported by farmers in the Simbe communal area. It has been documented that this practice
is quite common in many crop-livestock systems. For example, the practice was noted in Ethiopia, Mali and
Zimbabwe (Scoones and Wolmer, 2000). The crop residue most readily available and utilized was maize stover, an
observation also supported by other researchers (Lukuyu et al., 2009; Sibanda, 1986; Masikati, 2010). This was
mainly fed to cattle especially in the dry season. This indicates the existence of integration between crops and
livestock production in the rural areas as evidenced by the use of cattle and donkeys as sources of draught power
while residues are fed to animals. Masikati (2010) also noted that integrated crop-livestock farming is the
predominant system of production and subsistence in communal farming systems of Zimbabwe. According to
Masikati (2010), a few farmers used crop residues to mitigate feed shortages and residues used were fed
untreated, thus they were of low nutritional value to animals.

Most farmers in the study area used perennial rivers (51%) followed by dams/ponds (25.5%), boreholes
(9.8%) and seasonal rivers (5.8%) as sources of water for their livestock herds (Figure 5). Other sources, though less
common, included open and protected wells as well as springs.
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Figure 5 - Common sources of water for livestock in Simbe communal area

Distance to watering point

Most of the farmers in Simbe agreed that the provision of water for livestock was indeed essential. There was
seasonal variation both in availability as well as distance to water source. Only about 4% of the respondents
indicated that they had water right at their house-holds during the dry season compared to 21.6% during the wet
season (Figure 6). About 51% showed that water sources were within 1 km from their homestead during the wet
season against 25.5% during the dry season. Most respondents (64.7%) in Simbe indicated that they had to cover
up to 5 km to water their livestock during the dry season. However, only about 4% had to cover between 6 and 10
km to water their animals (Figure 6). It is also shown in this study that such distances in search of water are only
covered during the dry season. While Masikati (2010) also noted the same trend in water shortages especially in
the dry season, the anomaly in comparison to this study regards maximum distance to water sources during the dry
season. Masikati (2010) reported distances of up to 14 km whereas the maximum reported in Simbe was 10 km.
Livestock depend on water, but when poorly managed, they contribute to the degradation and contamination of
water resources. Drinking water is essential for animal survival, but the amount needed is small compared with
other uses of agricultural water (Peden, 2007). Figure 7 shows that the majority of farmers watered their livestock
twice a day in both the dry season (58%) and the wet season (48%). Up to 15% of the respondents watered their
livestock once every 3 days during the dry season. This is probably due to the long distances that farmers and their
herds would have to walk (up to 10 km, Figure 6). Masikati (2010) observed in Nkayi communal areas that farmers
let their cattle drink once every 2 days.
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Livestock health management

About 33% of the respondents indicated that diseases were the major cause of calf mortality (Figure 7) in
cattle while up to 6% of the causes of mortality in calves were unclear to the farmers. It emerged from this study
that livestock species that were most prone to disease attack were cattle, goats and chickens. Other researchers
agree that diseases are a major constraint to the improvement of the livestock industry in the tropics (Devendra et
al., 2000) as they decrease production and increase morbidity and mortality (Mwacharo and Drucker, 2005).
Turkeys and ducks were the least affected by diseases. These species are generally hardy. Despite the importance
of diseases as causes of mortality, respondents were not able to positively identify disease conditions affecting
their livestock. This is a common observation among communal farmers as observed in earlier research work
including a study by Masimba and co-workers (2011). However, in a study that was conducted in Zhombe
communal area of Zimbabwe, farmers showed a good understanding of poultry flock health and managed to
positively identify diseases affecting their flocks (Mlambo et al., 2011).

Predation was the chief cause of chick mortality (33.3%) in chickens while diseases contributed (19.6%) to
chick losses. Pedersen (2003) noted that, in Sanyati, 18% of the mortality in chickens was a result of diseases. It is
interesting however, to note that chickens were the only species where predation occurred. This is probably due to
the size of the species and production system which is predominantly extensive, exposing chicks to predators
especially wild birds and small carnivores.
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Figure 8 - common causes of offspring mortality in Simbe communal area

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Communal farmers in Simbe communal area of Gokwe South district keep a wide range of livestock species
including; chickens, cattle, goats, sheep and pigs. Cattle were an important source of draught power and, with other
livestock species provided; manure, milk and meat in addition to playing a variety of cultural roles. Crop production
was more important as a source of house-hold income compared to livestock production. Among livestock species,
goat sales were the most important source of income. Farmers relied on the natural veld for feeding their livestock.
There was use of livestock waste as a source of manure for crop production, hence integration between crop and
livestock production. The most common source of water for livestock was perennial rivers. Most farmers faced
challenges in watering their livestock especially during the dry season and had to travel long distances in search of
water.

Diseases were the major cause of offspring mortality for most species excluding chickens where predation
dominated. It was recommended that communal livestock producers practice recommended disease prevention
and control measures such as vaccinations and the use of antibiotics/relevant ethno-veterinary practices,
respectively. Training could also go a long way in improving management practices.
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