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Abstract

Use of animal power in field operations and for
transport is now becoming more common in Tanzania.
The Southern Highlands have about 140,000 oxen and
12,000 donkeys. Oxen are mainly used for plowing and
occasionally for weeding, while most of the donkeys are
used as pack animals. Donkeys have a low status in
society and therefore their uses in field operations have
received little attention. This paper discusses the
potential of donkeys for agricultural production in the
Southern Highlands. It describes the strategies, training
and extension experiences of three local organisations
that have promoted the use of donkeys for weeding and
transport. It concludes that the donkey, as an indigenous
tropical species, may have a greater contribution to
make in the future in sustainable agricultural systems.

Introduction

The Southern Highlands of Tanzania consist of
Iringa, Mbeya, Rukwa and Ruvuma Regions and
cover about 25% of the country. The altitude
varies from 475 to 3000 m above sea level.
Annual precipitation ranges from 600 mm to 2600
mm. Because of favourable growing conditions,
the zone has considerable agricultural potential
and many crops are grown. One third of the maize
in Tanzania is produced in the Southern
Highlands. Agricultural production, as elsewhere
in Tanzania, is dominated by smallholder farmers
who have very limited access to tractors or other
sophisticated equipment.

A survey undertaken in Mbeya Region showed
that the majority of farmers weed late, leading to
low yields of maize (Rain, 1984). A possible
reason is that weeding is an operation done mainly
by women, who also have much domestic work to
do in looking after their families. In other cases
weeding comes at the same time as other field
operations eg, land preparation for the second crop
of beans, pruning and weeding of coffee fields and
harvesting of the first crop of beans.

Although oxen are often considered the draft
animal of choice, there are signs that the value of
donkeys as draft animals is being increasingly
appreciated. Donkeys are indigenous to the tropics
and with the increasing recognition of their value
in local systems their rate of adoption as draft
animals is likely to increase. This paper describes
some of the present efforts and future plans of
Animal Draft Power-Mbozi (ADP-Mbozi) working
in Mbozi District, Mbeya Region, to aid in this
adoption.

Donkeys: their status, use, and potential
The status of donkeys

Donkeys in the Southern Highlands are regarded
as animals for women and have a very low status
in society. There are derogatory sayings which
degrade donkeys. For example there is a common
Swahili saying which, literally translated, says ‘A
donkey always appreciates by kicking’. This
means that a donkey is such a bad animal that it
will kick you even if you try to be nice to it. This
saying is applied to persons who do not appreciate
the assistance or help given to them by other
people. A family that keeps and uses donkeys for
farm operations in most cases loses social status.
In a survey carried out in one of the villages in the
Southern Highlands, a group of farmers were
asked if donkeys were used in farm operations
(UAC, 1992). In response the farmers burst into
laughter and said it was ridiculous to use donkeys
for field operations. They went further by
remarking that only poor farmers use donkeys for
that purpose.

The current usage of donkeys

The estimated number of donkeys in the Southern
Highlands is over 12,000 (Table 1). The authors
believe that the actual number of donkeys is
probably greater than this estimate. Donkeys in
Tanzania are mainly used as pack animals, usually
without special pack saddles. Commodities in
sacks are easily transported by being slung over
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Table 1: Estimated number of donkeys and
work oxen by region in the Southern
Highlands of Tanzania

Region Donkeys Work oxen
Iringa 3847 53,322
Rukwa 3825 45,481
Mbeya 4695 44,045
Ruvuma 40 93
Total 12,407 142,941

Source: Starkey and Mutagubya, 1992

the back of the donkey. With bulky commodities
rope lashes are used to secure the load on the back
of the animal. Very simple pannier frames are
used in Rukwa Region when transporting items
such as fish. Riding donkeys for personal transport
is also common. The use of donkeys as pack
animals is principally associated with women.

A limited number of farmers (mainly men) use
donkeys for pulling carts and occasional plowing.
The common harnessing method used is an ox
yoke, which is inappropriate. Donkeys like other
equids, have muscular strength in the chest and
shoulder but not the neck. More power can be
generated if a harness allows the animal to push
from its chest or shoulders. Breast-band and collar
harnesses are therefore suited for donkeys. The
use of a yoke leads to bruises and sores because it
does not match the anatomy of the donkey.

The potential of donkeys

Donkeys are very efficient as transport animals.
They move faster than oxen and therefore can
reduce women’s burden in transporting firewood,
water and crop produce. Donkeys normally weigh
about 125-150 kg, they frequently carry loads
weighing half or more of their body weight. The
appropriate load will depend greatly on the size
and condition of the donkey. A healthy, well-fed
donkey can carry more and work longer than a
donkey weakened by disease and poor nutrition.
Various other factors also influence how much can
be carried, eg, the distance to be travelled, the
gradient of the terrain, the desired speed, the pack
saddle and the bulkiness of the load.

In addition to pack work, donkeys can be used for
plowing, cultivation and carting, but their low

body weight means they can only pull implements
which require low draft forces to move them. As a

rule of thumb a healthy donkey can pull with a
force equivalent to 16% of its body weight
throughout a working day. Donkeys can produce
draft forces higher than this, but they are unlikely
to be able to sustain them for long periods without
frequent rests. This means donkeys are useful for
tasks such as weeding, particularly on sandy soils.
Weeds are a major problem facing crop
production in the Southern Highlands because they
grow very fast under the favourable climactic
conditions. Therefore, the most labour-intensive
operation is weeding, which requires nearly 50%
of the total labour input in crop production
(Kwiligwa, Shetto, Rees and Ley, 1994). If
donkeys could be used for weeding, labour
demand would be substantially reduced, releasing
farmers, mainly women, for other farming
activities or for leisure.

Strategies for promoting the use of
donkeys in weeding and transport

In the Southern Highlands donkeys are widely
used for the transport of agricultural products, salt,
dried fish and other goods, mainly along the
Rukwa Valley in Rukwa and Mbeya Regions.
Their use for field operations including plowing
and weeding is not common in this region, despite
attempts by ADP-Mbozi to promote the use of
draft donkeys through demonstrations in villages
and at the training centre. Other promotional work
is carried out by the Oxenisation Extension
Training Service (OXETS) through its training
courses for farmers and trainers. Realising the
potential of donkeys in the area, ADP-Mbozi is
promoting the use of donkeys by smallholder
farmers in weeding and transport, especially in
Ndalambo Division, where there are many
donkeys. During seminars at the project centre in
Ndalambo farmers are exposed to the use of
donkeys for weeding and pulling carts. Farmers
field days are also organised at the ward level to
enable more farmers to see donkeys in operation
and to raise awareness of their potential.

Donkey harnesses

A donkey harness has been developed by
ADP-Mbozi. It is made from locally available
materials eg, canvas and a piece of wood. The first
prototype has been demonstrated to farmers in
Ndalambo division. Some collar harnesses have
been introduced from Kabete, Kenya. But they
seem to be complicated and expensive. Therefore
ADP-Mbozi developed collar harnesses from
locally available materials, using worn out rubber
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tyres of motor vehicles. Some farmers have shown
an interest and will be testing various types of
harnesses. The harnesses are used for weeding
operations with the common type of cultivator.
However, this cultivator is expensive and heavy
for the donkeys. Therefore, collaboration with
other institutions will be sought to obtain more
appropriate, lighter implements. For sandy soils
the suitability of using plows without mouldboards
will be investigated.

Donkey carts

Donkey carts are currently made from the same
standard axles used to make ox carts. But the
board size for loading is reduced to allow loading
of only three bags of maize (totalling 300 kg), to
accommodate the lighter weight and lower
sustainable tractive force of the donkey. The
project will consult farmers on the possibilities of
using sledges with donkeys, as donkey carts are
expensive.

Training of donkeys

Farmers interested in owning donkeys need
assistance in training the animals. So far, three
households have purchased donkeys (one pair per
household) and they are being assisted in training
them for weeding and transport. A clean field,
devoid of obstacles such as stumps, is a
prerequisite for a successful weeding operation.
Therefore farmers are being encouraged to remove
all obstacles from their fields so that weeding
operations can be done more efficiently.

Conclusions

Over 80% of the population in the Southern
Highlands is employed in agriculture. The use of
the hand hoe still predominates, particularly for
weeding. Although efforts are being made to
promote draft animal technology through

oxenisation, the technology does not easily reach
women farmers, who contribute 70% of the labour
force in agriculture. Donkeys and those who use
them have low status in the society. Consequently
the technology of using donkeys in various field
operations has not received much attention.
Improved technologies for donkeys will not only
make their use more attractive but will
substantially reduce drudgery in weeding and
transport, especially for women. Fortunately,
appreciation of donkeys as draft animals is
presently increasing. Fielding and Pearson (1992)
acknowledge this when they say donkeys are an
option for women that has not been fully explored.
Uptake may be slow and the initial impact small,
but it is likely to be sustainable. Donkeys are
indigenous to the tropics and, with the increasing
recognition of the value of indigenous systems, it
may be that the day of the donkey is approaching.

References

Fielding D and Pearson A, 1992. Are donkeys an
overlooked option? ILEIA Newsletter 8 (3): 18-19.
Information Centre for Low External Input and
Sustainable Agriculture (ILEIA), Leusden,

The Netherlands.

UAC, 1992. 4 diagnostic survey report of Songwe Division
in Chunya District. Report prepared by Uyole
Agricultural Centre (UAC) for Mbeya Oxenization
Project (MOP), PO Box 294, Mbeya, Tanzania.

Kwiligwa E M, Shetto R M, Rees D J and Ley G S, 1994.
Weed management system based on animal-drawn
cultivators for maize production in the southern
Highlands of Tanzania. Soil and Tillage Research, 29:
393-395.

Rain D K, 1984. The constraints to smallholder peasant
agricultural production in Mbeya and Mbozi districts,
Mbeya region. Report to Canadian Development
Agency, Hull, Quebec, 43p.

Starkey P and Mutagubya W, 1992. Animal traction in
Tanzania: experience, trends and priorities. Ministry of
Agriculture, Dar es Salaam, Tanzania and Natural
Resources Institute, Chatham, UK. 51p.

Donkeys, people and development

Note: This version of the paper has been specially prepared for the ATNESA website.
It may not be identical to the paper appearing in the resource book

115



	Contents
	Preface and acknowledgements	6
	Trends in donkey populations and the socio-economic context
	Regional and world trends in donkey populations	10
	Paul Starkey and Malcolm Starkey

	The history and spread of donkeys in Africa	22
	Roger Blench

	Donkeys and development: socio-economic issues	31
	Priyanthi Fernando and Paul Starkey


	Donkeys, people and development in Ethiopia and Eritrea
	Donkey utilisation and management in Ethiopia	46
	Feseha Gebreab, Alemu Gebre Wold, Friew Kelemu, Abule Ibro and Ketema Yilma

	The use of donkeys for transport in Amhara Region, Ethiopia	53
	Geta Kidanmariam

	Transport constraints and the roles of mules and donkeys in Kaffecho Zone, Ethiopia	57
	John Howe and Rabira Garba

	Gender issues in donkey use in rural Ethiopia	62
	Kathy Marshall and Zahra Ali

	The role of donkey pack-transport in the major grain market of Addis Ababa	69
	Sisay Zenebe and Tilahun Fekade

	Research needs of donkey utilisation in Ethiopia	77
	Alemu Gebre Wold, Azage Tegegne and Alemu Yami

	Traditional sayings about donkeys in Ethiopia	82
	Zelealam Bekele

	The importance of donkeys in a restocking programme in Eritrea	84
	Ezedeen Hamid

	Donkeys and the provision of livestock to returnees: lessons from Eritrea	86
	Andy Catley and Stephen Blakeway 


	Donkeys, people and development in Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda
	Donkey power in the context of smallholder mechanisation and agribusiness in Kenya	94
	Pascal Kaumbutho, Elizabeth Waithanji and A Karimi

	Some challenges to the use of donkeys in Kenya	99
	Joseph Mutua

	The use of donkeys for transport in Kajiado, Kenya	102
	Jo Leyland

	Donkey traction in Tanzania: some critical issues	107
	Hussein Sosovele

	The status and potential of donkeys in the Southern Highlands of Tanzania 	113
	G Mwakitwange, S Haule, M Massunga and M Sizya

	Sasakawa Global 2000 and household-located animal traction centres in Tanzania	116
	Mark Lyimo

	The economic impact of pack donkeys in Makete, Tanzania	118
	Niklas Sieber

	Pack donkeys, bicycles and carts: a case-study from Sukumaland in north-west Tanzania	122
	Ally M Ngendello and W C S Heemskerk

	Integrating donkey transport into a smallholder dairy project involving women farmers in Uganda	127
	John Olupot and Lilian Sseruwo


	Donkeys, people and development in Zambia and Malawi
	Donkey promotion in Western Province, Zambia	130
	Given Mwaika Bwalya

	Extension staff and farmer training challenges in donkey traction applications	134
	Martin Bwalya

	Donkey lending and credit schemes in rural Zambia	137
	Christina Chisembele and Mwilola Imakando

	Social consequences of introducing donkeys into Zambia	140
	Rhoda Mofya

	Donkeys in Zambia: experiences with their importation and quarantine	143
	Emmanuel Mwenya and Christina Chisembele

	Factors affecting the efficient use of donkeys in Malawi	148
	Wells F Kumwenda


	Donkeys, people and development in Botswana and Namibia
	Donkey use in south-east Botswana highlighting gender differences	154
	Adeolu A Aganga and D Seabo

	Donkey power technology in the Gaborone Region of Botswana 	158
	Adeolu A Aganga and C M Tsopito

	An economic analysis of the utilisation of donkeys in Botswana: the past and the future	162
	May Mrema

	Economic and gender issues of donkey use in Kweneng and Kgatleng Districts, Botswana	166
	May Mrema

	History and utilisation of donkeys in Namibia	172
	Emmanuel Mwenya and Godfried Keib

	Donkey traction in north central Namibia	175
	Nestor Haufiku, Sylvanus Naunyango and Christophe Rigourd

	Donkeys as an alternative draft power source for women in Kavango, Namibia	181
	Frans Itepu


	Donkeys, people and development in South Africa and Zimbabwe
	Harnessing systems for donkeys in Zimbabwe	184
	Bertha Mudamburi

	The role of donkeys in integrated crop-livestock systems in semi-arid areas of Zimbabwe	188
	Lindela R Ndlovu, T Bwakura and J H Topps

	The use of donkeys for transport in South Africa	192
	Dirk Hanekom

	Response to demand: meeting farmers™ need for donkeys in southern Africa	196
	Peta A Jones

	Socio-economic and health aspects of donkeys in North-West and Eastern Cape Provinces, South Africa	203
	Donné Wells, R C Krecek and J A Kneale


	Donkeys, people and development in Nigeria and Ghana
	Donkeys in Nigeria: history, distribution and productivity	210
	Roger Blench, A de Jode and E Gherzi

	Improving donkey utilisation and management in Nigeria	220
	Mabayoje A Ladeinde and Y S Ademiluyi

	Utilisation of donkeys in southern Ghana	222
	Emmanuel A Canacoo


	Donkeys, people and development in Bolivia, Bulgaria, Egypt and Pakistan
	From beast of burden to multi-purpose power source: challenges for the use of donkeys in Bolivia	228
	Jeroen Dijkman and Brian Sims

	Donkey utilisation in Bulgaria	233
	Gueorgui Barzev

	Donkey management and utilisation in Peshawar, Pakistan	236
	Shahabat Khan

	The health and husbandry of donkeys used by Zabbalin rubbish collectors in Cairo, Egypt	238
	Salah Wahib Fahmy

	
	

	Index
	Agricultural issues,  36
	Gender roles,  39
	Archaeology,  22, 25
	Asia
	Donkey population trends,  18


	B
	Beliefs and myths,  32, 82, 141
	Benefits of donkeys,  34
	Biogeography,  10, 22
	Bolivia,  228
	Botswana,  154, 158
	Socio-economic issues,  162, 166

	Breeds and races,  24, 84
	Ethiopia,  78
	Nigeria,  211

	Brooke Hospital for Animals,  236, 238
	Bulgaria,  233

	C
	Carts,  53, 124, 157, 231, 234
	Nigeria,  213
	South Africa,  193
	Wagons,  194

	Central Africa
	Donkey population trends,  15

	Collar harnesses,  99, 186, 234, 240
	Constraints to the use of donkeys,  133, 141, 159
	Botswana,  164, 169
	Kenya,  99
	Malawi,  148

	Credit schemes,  137-138
	Cultivators,  178

	D
	Dairy production,  127
	Development issues,  31
	Disease issues
	Nigeria,  216

	Distribution,  10
	Domestication,  22
	Donkey meat,  174, 213, 217, 223

	E
	East Africa
	Donkey population trends,  15

	Economic issues,  38, 50, 73
	Botswana,  162, 166, 168
	Ethiopia,  55

	Egypt,  238
	Environmental issues,  141
	Eritrea,  84, 86
	Ethiopia,  46, 57-59, 82
	Breeds and races,  78
	Gender issues,  62-64, 66, 68
	Research needs,  77
	Socio-economic issues,  62-64, 66, 68-69
	Transport,  53, 69

	Europe
	Donkey population trends,  18

	Evolution of donkeys,  22
	Extension issues,  114, 116, 224
	Kenya,  96
	Malawi,  149
	Zambia,  130


	F
	Farmer training,  134, 149
	Farming systems,  179
	Namibia,  176
	Zimbabwe,  188


	G
	Gender issues,  39, 103
	Agricultural roles,  39
	Botswana,  154, 166, 169
	Ethiopia,  62-64, 66, 68
	Namibia,  173, 182
	Tanzania,  111
	Transport,  40
	Zambia,  131

	Ghana,  222

	H
	Harnesses,  114, 240
	Kenya,  99
	Research needs,  81
	Zimbabwe,  185

	Harnessing issues,  124, 179
	Zimbabwe,  184

	Health issues,  51, 73, 97, 238
	Quarantine,  146
	Research needs,  80
	South Africa,  203, 205

	Hiring and sharing donkeys,  34, 38, 137
	History and evolution of donkeys,  22
	Husbandry,  229, 238

	I
	Implements
	Cultivators,  178
	Research needs,  81

	Importing donkeys,  143
	Income generation,  50
	Injuries,  239
	Institutional attitudes,  33
	Institutional issues,  74
	Ethiopia,  79
	Tanzania,  110

	IT Kenya,  102

	K
	Kenya,  94
	Case studies,  96
	Extension issues,  96
	Policy issues,  96, 98, 101
	Socio-economic issues,  94
	Transport issues,  102
	Veterinary issues,  97

	Kenya Network for Draft Animal Technology,  96

	L
	Labour issues,  36
	Latin America
	Donkey population trends,  15

	Lending schemes,  137
	Linguistics,  22, 26
	Livestock preferences,  87

	M
	Maasai,  32
	Malawi,  148
	Management issues,  46, 188, 196, 204-205, 229, 238
	Nigeria,  213

	Meat,  141, 174, 213, 217
	Myths
	See Beliefs and myths


	N
	Namibia,  172, 175, 181
	Donkey meat,  174
	Gender issues,  173
	North Namibia Rural Development Project,  178
	Slaughter traditions,  174
	Women and donkeys,  173, 182

	Nigeria
	Carts,  213
	Disease issues,  216
	History and distribution of donkeys,  210
	Management,  213

	North Africa
	Donkey population trends,  12

	North Namibia Rural Development Project,  178
	Nutrition,  48, 51, 179

	O
	Owners associations,  75
	Ownership issues,  33-34, 46, 75, 167
	Gender issues,  39


	P
	Pack saddles,  123-124
	Packing,  192
	Pakistan,  236
	Parasites,  51
	Participatory approaches
	Bolivia,  228

	Plowing,  213
	Policy issues,  51
	Kenya,  94, 96, 98, 101
	Tanzania,  107, 109

	Population trends,  10
	Africa,  12

	Prestige issues,  141
	Productivity,  25

	Q
	Quarantine,  146

	R
	Races and breeds,  234
	Ethiopia,  46

	Refugees,  84, 86
	Refuse collection,  222, 238
	Reproduction,  25, 48, 189, 213
	Research and development
	Ethiopia,  77

	Restocking,  84

	S
	Sasakawa Global 2000,  116
	Sayings
	See Beliefs and myths

	Sledges,  192
	Social issues,  200
	Socio-economic issues,  31, 42, 50, 73, 86, 110, 141, 200
	Botswana,  154, 158, 162, 166, 168
	Ethiopia,  46, 55, 57-59, 62-64, 66, 68-69
	Kenya,  94
	Livestock preferences,  87
	Namibia,  176
	Research needs,  79
	South Africa,  203-204
	Tanzania,  107, 109, 118-121
	Transport,  57-59, 118-121
	Zambia,  140-141
	Zimbabwe,  188

	Soil conservation,  231
	South Africa,  192
	Health issues,  203, 205
	Socio-economic issues,  203

	Southern Africa
	Donkey population trends,  15

	Status,  141
	Supply and distribution of donkeys,  137, 197

	T
	Tanzania
	Gender issues,  111
	Policy issues,  107, 109
	Sasakawa Global 2000,  116
	Socio-economic issues,  107, 109, 118-121
	Southern Highlands,  113
	Sukumaland,  122
	Transport issues,  122

	Tractors,  160, 163
	Trade and marketing
	Nigeria,  216

	Traditional knowledge,  32
	Training issues,  134
	Transport issues,  37, 49, 122, 157
	Botswana,  168
	Carts,  53, 193
	Ethiopia,  57-59
	Gender issues,  40
	Kenya,  102
	Namibia,  177
	Pack transport,  192
	Packing,  69
	Sledges,  192
	Smallholder dairying,  127
	Socio-economic issues,  58-59, 69
	South Africa,  192-193
	Tanzania,  118-121
	Water,  38

	Transporting donkeys,  143

	U
	Uganda
	Women and donkeys,  127

	Uses of donkeys,  48

	V
	Veterinary issues,  51, 73, 238
	Kenya,  97
	Nigeria,  216
	Quarantine,  146
	Research needs,  80
	South Africa,  203, 205


	W
	Wagons,  194
	Weeders,  178
	West Africa
	Donkey population trends,  12

	Western Province Animal Draught Power Programme,  131
	Wild ass,  22
	Women and donkeys,  103, 131
	Botswana,  154, 169
	Ethiopia,  62-64, 66, 68
	Namibia,  173, 182
	Uganda,  127


	Z
	Zambia,  134, 137, 140, 143
	Credit schemes,  137
	Extension issues,  130
	Western Province,  130

	Zimbabwe,  188, 196




