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Introduction 
Small ruminants are an integral, and sometimes 
dominant, component of the agricultural systems 
found in semi-arid areas of southern Africa. Semi-
arid areas are characterized by severe fluctuations in 
nutrient quality and availability (Devendra, 1987). 
Small ruminants, particularly goats, are better able to 
survive these fluctuations than are large ruminants 
and consequently survive in large numbers after 
droughts compared with cattle. This enhances their 
importance in smallholder agriculture in southern 
Africa. 

The current productivity of small ruminants under 
smallholder management in semi-arid areas of 
southern Africa is low (Table 1). Both pre-weaning 
and post-weaning growth rates observed under 
smallholder management are less than half of growth 
rates observed on station for the same breed. 
Similarly, kidding intervals have been found to 
range from 217 days to 370 days and wool 
production under station conditions has been found 
to be 4-5 kg per head. Thus the low productivity of 
smallholder flocks is not generic but is due to 
management. 

Season of birth has a great influence on growth of 
kids (Table 2) and survival (Table 3) and 
consequently on overall productivity. However, 
smallholder farming systems practised are not 
suitable for controlled breeding. There is a need for 
management strategies to alleviate seasonal effects. 
Provision of supplementary food in the form of 
legume forages is recommended. Dolichos lablab has 
been found to grow very well in these semi-arid 

Table 1 Productivity of small ruminants in semi-arid southern 
Africa under smallholder management 

Goats Sheep 

Growth (g/day) 
Pre-weaning 55 133 
Post weaning 35 50 

90-day weight (kg) 74 120 
Fibre production (kg per head) 0-80 24 

Table 2 Weight of kids at different ages born in different seasons 

Weight (kg) 

30-day 60-day 90-day 120-day 180-day 

Season of birth 
November to 
March 3-7 4-7 64 6-8 91 

April to July 3-3 4-7 5-8 7-3 114 
August to 
October 3-9 5-3 7-1 8-7 111 

Table 3 Effect of season of birth on 
age 

Season of birth 

November to March 
April to July 
August to October 

survival of kids at 180 days of 

Survival (%) 

57 
60 
35 

areas (Mahabile, Masilo and Kiflewahid, 1990) and 
would thus be a suitable legume forage supplement. 
Feeding the supplement to the young would 
improve growth rates to weaning whilst feeding it to 
lactating females would reduce post-partum 
anoestrus and, consequently, parturition intervals. 
However, land ownership is such that the amount of 
forage that could be produced by an individual 
smallholder may be insufficient for both the lactating 
females and the young. In such situations preference 
should be given to the young animals. 
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