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‘To my parents, William and Patti Wolfe, who actively nurtured my “rabbit fever”

as a child, and to Brenda, Jessica and William for all your sacrifices, love and support,

especially during those many overseas trips while doing my rabbit work.
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HEIFER INTERNATIONAL is a nonprofit, humanitarian organization dedicated to ending world
hunger and caring for the Earth. Heifer pursues this mission by providing livestock, trees,
training and other resources to help struggling families move toward greater self-reliance and
build sustainable futures. Heifer's gift of “living loans” offers milk, eggs, meat, wool, draft power
and other benefits that become improved nutrition, health, education and income for resource
poor families.

Heifer partners with groups to create a development plan with specific goals based on the
values of their community. Partners learn to care for animals and grow crops in ways that can be
sustained for future generations. Heifer adds expertise in animal health and management, water
guality, gender equity, agroecology and community development.

Over the years, Heifer has developed a set of guiding principles called The Cornerstones for Just
and Sustainable Development. The Cornerstones form the acronym “PASSING GIFTS,” which

is an essential element of our sustainable approach. Heifer requires that livestock recipients
Pass on the Gift of one or more of their animals’ offspring and training in environmentally sound
agriculture. In this manner, an endless cycle of transformation is set in motion as recipients
become equal partners in ending poverty and hunger. Since 1944, this common sense approach
to sustainable development has enabled Heifer to partner with millions of families in more than
125 countries to improve their quality of life.

ABOUT HEIFER INTERNATIONAL | 1
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HEIFER INTERNATIONAL'S CORNERSTONES

FOR JUST AND SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

PASSING ON THE GIFT
Passing on the Gift is the heart of Heifer

philosophy. Every family who receives an animal signs a
contract to pass on one or more of their animals' offspring
to another family in need, along with the training and skills
that they have acquired. This unique approach creates a
ripple effect that transforms lives and communities.
E‘: Heifer provides guidelines for planning projects,
screening recipients, monitoring progress

and canducting self-evaluations. The groups define their
own needs, set goals and plan appropriate strategies to

achieve them, They are also responsible for submitting
semi-annual monitoring reports to Heifer International.

ACCOUNTABILITY

SHARING AND CARING

Heifer believes that global problems can

be solved if all people are committed to
sharing what they have and caring about others. One of
our most important Comerstones, sharing and caring

is an integral part of our vision for a just world.

>

ﬁ SUSTAINABILITY AND SELF-RELIANCE
( Because Heifer funds projects for a limited

time, project groups must devise strategies
for its continuity. In our experience, self-reliance is
most easily achieved when a group has varied activities
and generates support from several sources.

IMPROVED ANIMAL MANAGEMENT
Feed, water, shelter, reproductive efficiency
and health are the essential ingredients

in successful livestack management. The animal must
be an appropriate breed for the area and should

be a vital part of the farm activities without placing

an extra burden on the family or resources

NUTRITION AND INCOME

Livestock contribute directly to human nutrition
by proviging high-quality protein. Indirectly, they
provide draft power for cultivation and transportation, as
weli as manure for soil fertility. Livestock provide income
for education, healthcare and housing, and as living
savings accounts, provide long-term economic stability.

International’s sustainable community development

GENDER AND FAMILY FOCUS
.o! Gender refers to the socially-defined roles
[LZI® of women and men in each culture. Heifer
encourages women and men to share in decision-
making, animal ownership, labor and benefits.

Heifer has a gender initiative, as well as its Women

in Livestock Development (WiLD) program.

GENUINE NEED AND JUSTICE
5 z Heifer is a partner to people in need
who can improve their quality of life with
modest support. Priority is given to marginalized
groups. The poorest in the community should be
included and receive priority for assistance. Families

are eligible regardless of creed or ethnic heritage.

IMPROVING THE ENVIRONMENT
The introduction of Heifer International
projects should have a paositive impact
on one or more of the following: soil erosion,

soil fertility, sanitation, forestation, biodiversity,
pollution, wildlife and watershed conditions.

FULL PARTICIPATION

I Members of the group “own” the project
and have control over all key decisions.
Heifer is committed to involving all members in
decision-making, working with grassroots groups

to develop strong leadership and organization.

and local people are involved as trainers.
Training includes formal sessions as well as informal
farm visits and demonstrations. In addition to training
in livestock husbandry and environmental conservation,
groups have requested training in food processing,
marketing and human nutrition ameng others.

A spiriTuALITY

= \5 Spirituality is common to all people, regardless
4 ‘\ of their religion or beliefs. It is expressed in

their values, sense of connection to the Earth and shared

vision of the future, Often spirituality creates a strong bond

among group members, giving them faith, hepe and a

sense of responsibility to work together for a better future.

HEIFER INTERNATIONAL'S CORNERSTONES FOR JUST AND SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT
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It is a myth that raising rabbits is easy. Successful farmers are either well trained or gain valuable
experience with time. Often, such farmers seem to have a natural talent for raising rabbits. Nonetheless,
good training and development of special skills and experience are necessary for steady meat production.

Most project training staff who work in agricultural development have not raised rabbits. Despite good
intentions, many have insufficient background to conduct a meat rabbit training course. Many otherwise
promising rabbit projects have failed. This track record needs to be reversed. Rabbit experts are a
seemingly rare commodity. However, some notable projects involved a local rabbit expert who was a farmer,
who raised rabbits successfully for many years, and who had the ability and goodwill to teach others.
Before training others, a trainer should either be literate or be closely assisted by project staff. Ideally, a
trainer has received rabbit training and/or has raised meat rabbits successfully.

The purpose of this book is to guide the trainer in achieving self-confidence and competency in planning
and conducting a rabbit training course and, moreover, in designing a viable rabbit project. The uitimate
“target group” for whom this book is intended is families who desire a higher quality diet and an alternate
source of income, living in both developed and developing countries.

In fact, during the Great Depression, there was a record rabbit population in the U.S. This was because
many families combined their “victory garden” with raising rabbits to produce enough food to eat, including
inexpensive meat. Rabbits were largely fed garden “wastes” and homegrown forages. Unfortunately, it
appears that in some ways history may be repeating itself with the present global economy.

Detailed scientific or technical books on rabbit production are availabie. The trainers should have several
of these books on their bookshelves as a supplemental resource. There is no intent by the author to
duplicate this useful information. Instead, a list of selected general texts appears at the end of this book.

This book contains only the essential information needed by the trainer in order to develop lesson plans
or lectures on sustainable rabbit farming for limited-resource farmers to later become successful. Detailed
technical infermation and use of scientific terms have been limited. In addition, practical “how-to” manuals
should be developed by organizations or institutions working in the farmer's region and should reflect local
cultural values, practices and traditions.

Section 1, “Planning a Successful Rabbit Project,” was not found in the first edition of this book. This
section provides a field-proven working model that offers a new approach to designing and executing a
successful rabbit project, based on the author’s experiences in Africa, Asia, Eastern Europe, Latin America
and the Caribbean. This section deals with the logistics of rabbit project development, from feasibility
through evaluation stages. Section 2, “The Learning Guides and Lessons,” was developed to assist the
trainer in preparing lesson plans that should supplement practical experiences in raising meat rabbits. In
addition, each module is introduced by a learning guide that includes learning objectives, terms to know,
recommended demonstrations, training group discussions or take home assignments, and sample visuat
aids.

Good luck in developing a thriving and successful rabbit project!

S.D. Lukefahr

4 | TABLE OF CONTENTS
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PLANNING A SUCCESSFUL RABBIT PROJECT

Developing a successful meat rabbit project is a real challenge, but the
benefits can potentially far outweigh the investment and sacrifices incurred.
In the mission of livelihood development, raising rabbits is simply a means by
which our goals can be accomplished. In a world that presently faces many
human-caused environmental and economic problems, the rabbit is becoming
more recognized as a partial solution to alleviating human suffering. This
recognition is largely attributed to the rabbit’s ability to reproduce and grow
on an inexpensive, forage-based diet from small farm plots (as opposed to
costly cereal grains produced from fossil fuel and commercial fertilizer). By
the same token, if well fed and managed by the farmer, the rabbit is basically
a healthy animal, not requiring routine use of antibiotics, coccidiostats,
dewormers or vaccinations. Moreover, rabbit meat is highly nutritious and

the supply is continuous for the family. There have been many cases where
farmers have greatly increased their income by selling surplus rabbits. Also,
rabbit manure makes excellent organic material for composting, vermiculture,
fertilizer for fishponds, etc. However, these advantages only become realized
if the project is initially well planned and executed.

The purpose of this section is to present the Small-Scale Rabbit Production
Model (SSRPM), which is a planning tool used to develop successful rabbit
projects. This section should be most useful to those who work closely with
communities in developing viable rabbit projects.

In brief, the SSRPM consists of three interrelated sets of factors. The first
are internal production factors that directly involve decisions made by the
farmer, such as the suitability and/or performance of breeding stock and
the availability of local resources used for diets, housing and equipment
and to promote health. Intermediate developmental factors address the
agency or program staff managing the project and include feasibility, design,
implementation, monitoring and evaluation. External environmental factors—
ecological, economical and sociological—are measures that reflect project
sensitivity in the sense that the farmer should be concerned about these
factors. For example, is the market environment favorable for rabbit meat
sales? Also, does the community accept the involvement of women who are
engaged in the rabbit project?

Obviously, one weak link in the sustainability wheel can cause the model to
either suddenly collapse or be driven off track toward project failure. Bearing
these interrelated factors in mind, a useful approach is to question whether
any one of these three-tiered aspects or factors creates the situation of
farmer dependency. Limited-resource farmers should not have to rely, for
example, on exotic breeds, commercial feeds, imported welded wire, long-
term technical supervisory assistance, husband approval, formal markets,

PLANNING A SUCCESSFUL RABBIT PROJECT| 11




Figure 1.1. The Small-Scale Rabbit Productien Modet (SSRPM} Wheel of Sustainability

etc. Careful planning of new projects or timely modification of existing ones
is absolutely vital to ensure lack of such dependency situations, which will
aid to promote sustainability or ultimate project success.

The “Information Request Form” used by Heifer International is provided
in the Appendices of this book as an overview of what a livestock project
proposal might ook like. When used in the initial stages of proposing

a project, this form helps groups define their goals and methods for
meeting them. This form aiso provides Heifer International with a clearer
understanding of a group’s purpose, capabilities and situation. In addition
to serving as a guideline, the “Information Request Form” may also

be presented as an actual project proposal and submitted to Heifer
International for funding consideration. Once complete, a project proposal
should be sent to the Heifer country office closest to the proposed project
location. If the appropriate country or regional office is unknown, this
information may be requested via e-mail at info@heifer.org or by writing

to Heifer International, 1 World Avenue, Little Rock, AR 72202, USA.
Information is also available at the organization's wehsite, www.heifer.org.

12 | SECTION 1



SMALL-SCALE RABBIT PRODUCTION MODEL - INTERNAL FACTORS

M e R T R TP PTTT T PTPRRTY |

As stated in the introduction, the internal factors of the Small-Scale Rabbit
Praduction Model (SSRPM) consider those aspects of rabbit production that
involve decisions made by the farmer. As shown in the SSRPM figure, the
internal factors inciude diet, genetics, health, housing and equipment, and
other factors. In the context of sustainability, each factor must not only be
accessible but renewable, and at the same time, affordable to the farmer.

The approach used for this chapter is to assess sustainability for a
potentiai rabbit project as if the person was actually preparing a feasibility
report. Basically, this approach represents a checklist that determines if
each internal factor receives a positive or negative checkmark toward the
overall decision of whether to start a rabbit project. In order to assess the
internal factors, it is recommended that the person who may be involved
in conducting a feasibility report actually visit several successful rabbit
farms or projects in the region or country where the rabbit project is being
proposed.

DIET

Diet quality has been a major limiting factor of production in many rabbit
programs. Reasons include insufficient farmer training, low farmer
motivation, lack of a feeding strategy plan, adverse season, etc. Selection
of farmers for training and the quality of the training program are covered in
Part 2.

For diet and ail other internal factors, the rabbit project should reflect an
integrative and sustainable farming systems model, This system is driven
by the sun (rather than fossil fuel and nuclear energy) as the ultimate
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energy source to grow crops that are efficient in the photosynthetic process.
Functional integration among all farm components (e.g., livestock, fish
ponds, garden and forage plots), whereby the total yield of food from the
farm is greater than the sum of its parts, should be the focus. On small
farms, grass and legume forages, byproducts from field crops, refuse from
garden plants and kitchen wastes are suitable as feedstuffs for rabbits,

and represent clear alternatives to fossil fuel-based cereal grain production.
ideally, in the case of limited-resource farmers in the lesser developed
countries (LDCs), feedstuffs for rabbits should be procured from the farm
using inexpensive and renewable resources. Although it is generally not
recommended for farmers to depend on purchased commercial concentrate
feeds, exceptions may exist, such as the use of a limited quantity of
commercial concentrates that may be justified on the basis that high-market
rabbit prices exist.

While forage plots are strongly recommended, some successful projects
have been designed that promoted a simple rabbit-garden integrative
model. In 1993, the author served as a consultant for Heifer International
in Zimbabwe, where it was observed that a project supported by GTZ
(Deutsche Gesellschaft fur Technische Zusammenarbeit) trained farmers

to adopt the rabbit-garden model where garden “wastes” were used as
primary feeds, forages as secondary feeds and homemade concentrates as
supplements that were prepared using local grains (e.g., rapoko, mhunga
and sorghum) and grain byproducts grown on the farm.

Legume forages are typically the most important source of protein for
rabbits. Dietary energy can be derived from many sources. The feeding of
stale bread and tortillas, cull or surplus farm produce, and kitchen scraps
is oftentimes suitable as energy feeds for rabbits. The use of molasses
blocks is a feasible feeding alternative for subsistence farmers (described
in the Feeds and Feeding module). Of relevance, the composition of the
diet invariably changes over season as certain ingredients become more or
less abundant {especially between wet and dry seasons). Proper training of
farmers involving a forage security plan is essential.

In light of the above discussion, the key to a sustainable feeding program
is that the number of rabbits on the farm does not exceed the on-farm feed
supply. Hence, such a potential for a forage- or garden-based diet must
exist for a favorable recommendation to be made concerning diets in the
feasibility report.

GENETICS

If local breeds exist that are adaptable to a particular environment,
possessing unique genes for novel traits, and if the population size
is adequate (i.e., not critical or endangered status), it is generally
recommended that limited-resource farmers should utilize such local
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stocks. This practice will also promote the conservation of the breed(s).
Although exotic breeds have been introduced throughout the LDCs, more
research is warranted to ascertain their suitability relative to local breeds,
assuming the latter exist. In some past projects, exotic breeds adapted
poorly, resulting in project failure. In other projects, exotic breeds performed
well, but contributed to the extinction of local breeds (“genetic erosion™).

At the country level, this breeding issue needs to be clearly addressed to
promote sustainability of genetic resources. In short, research comparing
local to exotic breeds should precede the distribution of exotic breeds to
farmers.

In Egypt and Uruguay, for example, imported lines developed in Spain of
commercial-bred New Zealand Whites perform relatively well. Stilt in other
project cases, farmers have been impressed by the production of F, animals
(first generation cross of exotic and local breeds); however, in the context of
sustainability, how does the farmer breed and maintain the F, animal when
replacements are needed (i.e., “the F, quandry”)? Is a dependency situation
possibly created between the typical government breeding station and the
farmer? If the breeding station later closes, will farmers be less encouraged
to stay in business? We should avoid making farmers dependent on stock
from a limited number of breeding farms or stations. Ideally, good quality
breeding stock can become locally available if farmers practice good
breeding management, which they learn through training.

Ancther pertinent issue is appropriate breeding and/or selection practices
that constitute a genetic improvement program. In adverse environments,
local breeds may display novel or functional traits, such as long ears, non
dense or sparse fur, and the ability to subsist on forages with limited or no
commercial supplements. In this situation, it is imperative that research
be conducted to justify selection practices aimed at merely increasing
production {e.g., litter size and growth rate). Instead, it would bode well for
the feasibility report if good quality breeding stock can be easily obtained
from area farmers or a reputable commercial source at a reasonable cost.

HEALTH

Rabbits are a rustic species ideally suited for backyard or small-scale
rearing. In many development projects, even under harsh or limiting
conditions, rabbits are seldom vaccinated or given antibiotics, dewormers,
coccidiostats or other prophylactic drugs or health promotants. Yet, rabbits
are often observed to be healthy and productive. These attributes certainly
reflect the essence of sustainability.

Of course, there are exceptions. In countries or regions afflicted with VHD
(viral Hemorrhagic Disease} and Myxomatosis, rabbits are particularly
vulnerable (covered in the Disease Control module). While vaccination may
be necessary, it may not always be feasible at the farmer’s level. In the

SMALL-SCALE RABBIT PRODUCTION MODEL - INTERNAL FACTORS | 15



realm of sustainability, governments should obviously protect their rabbit
industry from sources of potential bio-contamination, or else sustainability
is at stake. For example, outbreaks of Myxomatosis often follow the rain
season when mosquito swarms are prevalent. Other biting insects, such
as fleas and lice may also spread the disease, so effective insect control
measures at the farm level are critical.

Under so-called primitive conditions, the more commonly observed
diseases that can be controlled more easily than viral diseases are

ear mites, skin mange, coccidiosis and a variety of bacterial infections.
Although most diseases are usually treatable if detected early (using local
and effective remedies), the key is prevention. It is imperative that proper
and practical training of farmers, as well as of project support staff (e.g.,
social workers and extension or veterinary agents), be conducted. The
author has found that the root of most rabbit problems on small farms is
faulty feeding and/or poor sanitation practices, which can be addressed
initially during farmer training. Secondly, and of equal importance, is timely
on-farm visits {project supervision) by a rabbit project expert, which is
essential to ensure that sustainability is not sacrificed by rampant disease
outbreaks that should have been effectively prevented or controlled. The
existence of such actual or potential resources or support systems is
critical for a positive feasibility report.

HOUSING AND EQUIPMENT

Ideally, housing and equipment should be constructed from local and
renewable materials. Local materials should be renewable without exploiting
the environment. In some development projects, limited and less expensive
poultry wire netting is only used for portions of the front-side of hutches,
simply for viewing ease. A disadvantage of the use of wood materials (e.g.,

A hutch in Cameroon made from rapphia palmwood. Also, the forage is fed in suspended bundles and a
supplemental feed is provided using a bamboo feeder.
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bamboo and rapphia palm) is that rabbits will eventually chew through the
wood if the hutches are not properly maintained. If the farmer allows this

to happen, rabbits could escape. Also, a weakened hutch structure makes
rabbits more vulnerabie to predation. In addition, a disadvantage of the use
of non-plant materials (e.g., concrete, mud and stone) is that rabbits can dig
or burrow their way out from the pen enclosure, again, if not maintained.

In some cases, welded wire is preferred, especially for farmers who are
well established, but it should only be used without placing the farmer at
high economic risk. In El Salvador, farmers initially used welded wire to
have good housing, which encouraged their long-term project commitment
(J. McNitt, personal communication). However, a development organization
should seriously address what farmers will do to replace their initially
provided wire hutches after they wear out. It is generally more cost-effective
for farmers to better maintain, repair and replace renewable hutches or pen
enclosures than to make farmers dependent on the purchase of expensive
welded wire.

Pastured rabbit system. The pen contains young growing rabbits.

A number of alternative housing systems have been reported in the
literature. The pit system, consisting of cool underground cells, has been
described by Dr. Alessandro Finzi, a rabbit scientist from ltaly, and has
been adopted for rabbit rearing in hot climates like the Saharan region.

A semi, free-range system has also been developed by Dr. Finzi in which
rabbits are maintained at ground level in large enclosures where they are
allowed to burrow underground. In both systems, feed is brought to the
rabbits, typically consisting of fresh-cut forages tied and hung in bundles.
Another free-range system was observed in Uganda by the author where
farmers released their rabbits in the mornings to graze for forage on their
farms, and later were collected and placed in small huts during the evening

SMALL-SCALE RABBIT PRODUCTION MODEL - INTERNAL FACTORS | 17




(with forage provided) as a safeguard against predators and thieves. In the
village, dogs were actually trained to protect the rabbits. Another alternative
housing system evaluated in the U.S. is called “pastured rabbits.” In this
system, rabbit fryers were kindled in conventional cages, and after weaning
were fed out in movable grazing pens that were rotated daily over grass
pastures. Reasonable production was reported. This system is an option for
producers striving to create a more naturally grown, grass-finished product
to attract the more health-conscious consumers in which premium market
prices are paid.

In all cases, the potential should exist for sustainable housing or pen
systems to be adopted by farmers. The system should be simple

and inexpensive for farmers, encouraging self-sufficiency rather than
dependency. In terms of the feasibility report, if local building materials are
not available (e.g., scarcity of wood due to deforestation) and if wire is too
costly to import or for farmers to afford, then this factor would receive a
negative checkmark.

Other internal factors may exist {e.g., climate, predation or thievery risk,
and waste disposal), depending on the local situation.

The following table provides a general guide that can be modified and
expanded to determine sustainability issues that involve internal,
intermediate and external factors.

Table 1.1, Sustainable and non-sustainable measures addressing the internal factors

of the Smali-Scale Rabbit Production Model?

Factor Sustainable Non-sustainable
Genetics Appropriate stock, Non-adapted exotics,

Sound selection practices Unsound selection practices
Housing Renewable resources Costly imported, welded wire
Diet On-farm resources Commercial feeds
Health Prevention/local remedies Costly medications
Management On-farm integration Non-integration

* This table is only a general guide; in loca! situations, exceptions may well exist {e.g., an exotic breed that has been locally
evalvated may be suitable and welded wire may be justified, for example, if the project has a revolving fund program),
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SMALL-SCALE RABBIT PRODUCTION MODEL - INTERMEDIATE FACTORS
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Intermediate factors are the guiding project developmental components
that include feasibility, design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation.
The purpose of this chapter is to highlight the role of the intermediate tier
of factors that comprises the SSRPM. This chapter, which is intentionally
longer than that of Parts 1 and 3, should be especially useful to planners
who are involved in managing development projects, such as employees of
a development organization, extension training staff, missionaries, social
workers and Peace Corps volunteers. At the end of this chapter, a brief
presentation of The Heifer Model used by Heifer International to develop
community-based projects will be provided.

PROJECT FEASIBILITY

The purpose of conducting & feasibility study is to determine whether the
rabbit project should be started. Is it a locally appropriate solution to the
so-called human problem (typically being hunger and/or poverty)? Itis
paramount that the community has the opportunity to actively participate,
primarily through meetings, to reach a consensus in making the initial
request to a program organization to explore the feasibility of a rabbit
project. Hence, from the very onset, the idea is their own. A sense of project
ownership is critical to ultimate project success.

Historically, many rabbit projects have failed in terms of the non-realization
of its program goal and objectives. To the novice, it all sounds too good to be
true: people in need will all benefit from the abundant meat supply and their
incomes will rapidly increase. What sounds too good to be true often is.

Often times, the failed project was the direct consequence of being a non-
appropriate intervention or was simply a bad idea in the first place. For
example, perhaps there was no competent rabbit expert, such that critical
knowledge was never learned by farmers, or the culture forbade visits by
male extension agents to homes where women raised rabbits, or simply that
farmers were never genuinely interested in the rabbit project idea because it
was someone else's idea that was imposed upon the community.

Six common reasons for past rabbit project failure include: a feasibility study
was never conducted; there was littie or no community involvement; there
was a lack of rabbit market activities; there were no rabbit experts available;
farmers were poorly trained and/or supervised; and there was no project
spread or multiplication involving new rabbit farmers.

Fundamentally, a potential rabbit project must be strongly justified in all areas

{i.e., internal, intermediate and external factors) to be recommended for its
initiation, support and development. In determining the feasibility of a rabbit
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project, the program staff needs to first assess the internal SSRPM factors
from the standpoint of appropriate resources and/or technology. For major
projects, it is recommended that a rabbit expert be hired as a consultant,

A feasibility checklist should be developed to address internal and external
SSRPM factors from the standpoint of technicai soundness (Tables 2.1
and 2.2). At a community meeting, the checklist shouid be introduced and

discussed,
able e oject feasib e e g to inte 0
Factor Topic
Diet 1) Do renewable on-farm resources potentially exist?
2) What forage species, grass and legume, are locally available?
3) What garden plant byproducts are available?
4) Need for commercial feeds/supplements?
Genetics 1) Availability of hardy, local breeding stock?
2) If exotic breeds exist, have they been evaluated or researched to
determing their suitability for use by farmers under local conditions?
Health 1} What are the common rabbit diseases in the area?
2) Are local remedies available that can either prevent or treat diseases?
Housing 1) Do low-cost, renewable resources exist for constructing cages and
feeding and watering equipment?
2} Is wire for cages affordable to farmers? If not, can wire be provided
through a revolving fund program?

Factor

Table 2.2. Sample rabbit project feasibility checklist relating to external factors

Topic

Ecological

1) Can a rabbit enterprise promote the conservation of farmer's
on-farm resources?

2) Can a rabbit enterprise be integrated into present farming practices?

3) Promotion of nutrient flow/cycles?

Economical

1) Does the farmer have sufficient capital to invest and operate a rabbit
enterprise?

2) Do markets for rabbits exist or can these be developed?

3} Can a pay-back on a loan be developed whereby offspring from
the initially received breeding stock are returned to the program for
distribution to anather family?

4} What is the calculated net return to labor?

Social

1) Does the family have the interest and time to operate a rabbit
enterprise?

2) Would families plan on consuming rabbit meat on a regular basis?

3) Would a family member be willing to attend regular rabbit farmer
meetings?

4) Is the farmer willing to help his neighbors when they begin their own
rabbit enterprise?

5} Does the community support the rabbit project?

20 | SECTION 1 - PART 2




in addition, the feasibility checklist can he modified and expanded to
include all relevant SSRPM internal and external factors that reflect the
local situation. In certain cases, it is desired to interview a random sample
of representative farmers and other relevant groups. The community group
could provide a list of farmers’ names from which the sample could be
drawn. Later, the farmers’ responses are analyzed, results are interpreted
and conclusions are made to recommend whether or not to initiate the
project.

Other sources of information are also needed to develop a more
comprehensive feasibility report. Besides farmers, interviews may also
involve, for example, potential business buyers of rabbit meat when
markets are later developed, extension specialists who may coordinate the
technical assistance of agents to supervise rabbit farmers and local social
workers who may be interested in specific outcomes of the rabbit project
{e.g., the empowerment of women and economic, health and nutritional
impact on the family).

Again, for major funded projects, the feasibility team could even consist

of experts in fields of economics and marketing, extension training,

health, nutrition and sociology. Each team member would obtain relevant
information from a variety of sources. For example, the marketing specialist
would be fortunate to obtain copies of master's theses from universities
that engaged students who conducted a market feasibility study of rabbit
meat demand and/or sales, The thesis reports may have been one outcome
of a research grant that was awarded 10 a rabbit scientist who could be
involved in the program's feasibility report.

Finally, once the feasibility report is prepared, it should once again be
shared with the community. The community should be pleased if the
report's recommendation is favorable since they were directly involved in
the feasibility study. If such is the case, then the proposed project needs to
be designed and a source of funds identified to formally support the project.

PROJECT DESIGN

If the feasibility report recommends project initiation, then the next step

is for the program staff or consultant (while working closely with the
community) to carefully design the rabbit project. In many ways, a project
design is similar to a project proposal. Basicaily, a project design is a
bilueprint or work plan of how the project will be implemented, monitored
and evaluated considering all the critical internal and external factors of the
SSRPM. A project design will also include information from the feasibility
report so as to provide critical background and justification of the genuine
needs of the target group, as well as a clear show of the program goal and
objectives. An activity timetable should aiso be prepared that highlights the
calendar of major project events. Figure 2.1 is for a hypothetical 18-month
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project. Most rabbit projects supported by Heifer International cover a
two- to three-year funding period, followed by two years of monitoring.

Figure 2.1. Simplified activity timetable for a rabbit project

ACTIVITIES

Feasibility
Assessment

Project Design XX

Select Farmer
Trainees
Conduct
Training
Develop
Farmer X(X[X(x|[x|x|x
Leaders
Establish
Farmer Leader XIX|{Xx
Network

Project X
Evaluation

While there is no set format for developing a project design document,

the purpose is to provide enough detail so that it can be clearly followed
later. Moreover, it is just as important to allow for flexibility in the design

or blueprint plan. This sweeping statement deserves further explanation. A
project design closely parallels the detailed materials and methods section
of a journal manusctipt or the proposed procedures of a research grant.

A good scientist provides the critical detail necessary such that other
scientists can repeat the same experiment. In development, the individual
who designs the project is usually not the same person who will later
implement the project. The extent of detail should relate to the how, when,
who and where of the project. For example, in farmer training, how many
farmers will be trained, when will training occur, who will do the training and
where will training take place?

If the reader is not familiar with project designs or proposals, a sample from
Heifer International has been included in Appendix B of this book,

To reiterate, flexibility refers to the ability to make changes to the design
once the project is implemented, without adverse consequences being felt.
To illustrate, perhaps it was intended by design that 100 farmers would
receive rabbit training in the first year of the project in four groups or cycles,
but later it was realized that this figure was too ambitious, so the figure was
reduced to 50 farmers so that they could all receive high-quality training and
reguiar on-farm supervisory visits.
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To set the stage for describing intermediate factors, an example of a clear
program goal and specific objectives statements for a typical rabbit project
is presented, as follows:

Goal:

Benefit 300 farmers over three years by improving diet quality and
increasing farm income by establishing sustainable, small-scale rabbit
enterprises.

Objectives that support the goal:

1) Provide rabbit training to 100 farmers each year, 25 each quarter;

2) Distribute trios of breeding stock to trained farmers, who will initially
establish production enterprises of five to 10 does each, supported by
renewable local resources. Later, farmers will pass on breeding stock
(to honor their in-kind loan) to newly trained farmers to ensure project
multiplication;

3) Closely monitor production activities (weekly or biweekly) as farmers
expand operations to 10 to 20 does to ensure that families consume a
minimum of one to two rabbit fryers per week;

4) Coordinate market activities involving sales of surplus fryers such that
annual income on all farms is increased, on average, by 50%; and

5) Develop a rabbit farmer leader in each village (by the end of the year)
who will ultimately take over the program.

A broad or general goal statement is acceptable. However, objectives that
support the goal must be specific and measurable or quaniitative so that
the project’s impact can later be easily and objectively determined. For
instance, good objectives may follow the SMART rule. SMART objectives
are Specific, Measurable, Achievable, and they describe Results and are
Time-related.

As a working prototype for this chapter, five major components of a rabbit
project typically include:

1) Farmer training

2) Stock distribution

3} Rabbit production

4) Consumption/marketing

5} Leadership development

It is paramount to project success that farmers are well trained, which of
course assumes a competent trainer. But how should we select farmers
for training?

Actually, the program staff should not make this decision, but rather it is
best if the community makes this decision. Remember, this is a community
project. The best training involves small rather than large groups of
tarmers. Training should take place on a demonstration farm in the region
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(as opposed to a distant training center), and should not be conducted
intensely over several days, but rather in tandem over several weeks' time
as explained below.

Experience shows it has been more effective to teach one lesson, such

as forage plot establishment, and then allow farmers a week or two to
adopt the innovation. Then, at the next training session, farmers receive

a new lesson (e.g., hutch construction), and so forth, until all the lessons
are taught and activities adopted, by which time the farmers are ready

to receive breeding stock. In general, farmers can better understand and
later recall the new knowledge if it is provided using a tandem approach,

as opposed to being overwhelmed by too much technical information over

a short period of time, Moreover, this approach offers incentives to help
identify highly motivated farmers who oblige by completing each lesson of
the rabbit training course and, after receiving breeding stock, will go on to
become successful rabbit farmers. The final lesson during training should
be one of sharing a rabbit meat meal with the farmers (followed by awarding
training course certificates), so that they will have this positive experience to
remember. To re-emphasize, such details should be clearly specified in the
project design document.

Stock distribution shouid result only after farmers have been well trained
and have prepared a proper place and established forage plots or gardens
for raising rabbits. There are two important issues here. First, to establish a
small enterprise of only a few rabbits for the farmer, such as five does and
one buck (a buck is not necessary if a neighbor has a good buck; this also
fosters community goodwill). The provision of only a few rabbits per farmer
allows the program to purchase fewer total rabbits and/or distribute fewer
rabbits to more farmers. The stock being provided to the farmer should be
at least three months old and ready to breed in two or three months, so
that the animals can first acclimatize to their new surroundings.

The second issue is a financial one. If affordable, farmers should purchase
the rabbits so that their value is appreciated. From experience, farmers
assign no sense of value to something that is given away freely. If they
cannot afford the stock, then an in-kind loan arrangement could be
considered. The repayment plan could be as simple as the subsequent
return of the same number in offspring as provided by the original parent
stock.

Successful production requires the timely supervisory visits of a rabbit
expert, which may be a specialist or an experienced extension agent or local
rabbit farmer leader. But, how timely is timely? A rule of thumb figure is to
visit the farmer at least every other week. The motive is to visit the farmer
often enough so that minor or potential problems can be remedied before
they become major problems that could lead to enterprise failure. Positive
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experiences should far outweigh negative ones, such that the farmer is
continually encouraged to persevere while gaining confidence. In other
words, his efforts are being rewarded. When a negative experience occurs,
such as young rabbits (kits) escaping through a hutch, the loss should be
portrayed as a valuable lesson in which the farmer learns how to better
maintain hutches. Further, if too many big problems are allowed among
farmers, then an escalating effect will occur, whereby the rate of project
abandonment by farmers gets out of control and then becomes irreversible.
A popular adage in development is that a failed project is worse than no
project at all (Bunch, 1982).

if production is successful, then the family should soon benefit from the
regular consumption of meat and increased income through the sales of
surplus fryers. It is this event where the original program goal and objectives
are most critically assessed. The project design should also specify that
basic records of farmers’ consumption and marketing activities will be kept.
Oftentimes, the rabbit program has the two-fold focus on nutrition and
income. if the primary goal is to improve diet quality, then, for an average
sized family, it might be recommended that the project design specifies, for
example, that for every three rabbits produced: two are consumed and one
is sold {excluding replacement needs). The opposite is recommended if the
primary program goal is economic.

As a guide, a live fryer weighing an average of 2.0 kilogram (kg) with a 60%
carcass yield (including head and edible organs) should produce about 1.0
kg of edible meat {85% yield) of which there should be approximately 200
grams (g) of protein (Table 2.3). Hence, two to five fryers should provide a
total of 400 to 1,000 g of animal protein per week.

If target groups for which rabbit projects are designed are meeting one-haif
of their daily protein requirements, the following calculations can be made.
Based on the daily protein requirement of 0.75 g/kg of body weight for
adults (for women: non-pregnant or lactating; FAQ/WHO/UNL 1985}, and a
mean body weight of 60 kg, five rabbit fryers consumed in one week would
meet one-half of the daily protein needs for the equivalent of 6.3 adults. Of
course, planners should adjust the above generic figures to develop realistic
goals to determine rabbit fryer consumption levels needed to bridge specific
protein gaps for individual families.

In terms of economic impact, for example, in Indonesia, a live rabbit
weighing between 2 and 3 kg sells for $1.22 U.S. per kg (Y. Raharjo,
personal communication). If a small family that rears 10 breeding does
consumes only two fryers a week, as many as 86 fryers with an average
live weight of 2.0 kg could be sold for $210 U.S. annually. This figure
represents 15.9% of the average annual income of farmers in Indonesia,
which ranges between $90 and $130 U.S. per month (Y. Raharjo, personal
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communication). If a larger family that rears 20 breeding does consumes
five fryers a week, a total of 120 fryers with an average live weight of 2 kg
could be sold for $293 U.S. annually. In contrast, if operations of either

10 or 20 does are maintained solely as sources of income {except for the
same number in doe replacements), $464 and $927 U.S. could possibly be
generated annually, respectively (Table 2.3).

Table 2.3.  Projections of nutritional and economic impact from a small- to medium-

scale rabbit operation consisting of 10 ar 20 breeding does and one buck
from an extensive, farm-based production system

Item Weekly fryer consumption level by family
10 breeding does 20 breeding does
0 fryers | 2fryers | Ofryers | 5 fryers
Total protein intake, g 0 400 0 1,000
No. of adults meeting % of their daily 0 2.5 0 6.3
protein requirement
No. of fryers marketed per year 190 86 380 120
Total live weight of fryers marketed 380 176 960 240
per year, kg
Total revenue, USD 464 210 927 293
Income of mean annual farmer's 35.2 15.9 70.2 222
salary, %

Source: Modified from Lukefahr, $.0., 2007, Suategies for the development of small- and medium-scale rabbit farming in
Southeast Asia. Livestock Research for Rural Development, Valume 19, Article #138, Retrieved February 5, 2009,
from hitp:/ /www.levd.org/Irrd19/9/1uke19138.htm.

The development of local rabbit farmer experts or leaders is perhaps the
most important program activity. Another saying in development is that

this very activity is “how we can best work ourselves out of work.” In the
project design document, a description should appear of how the best rabbit
farmers will be identified and groomed by the program staff. To illustrate,

a potential farmer leader (much like an apprentice) can be taught one-on-
one how to informaily train new rabbit farmers on their own farm, and later
how to provide them with sound advice, breeding stock, forage materials,
marketing information, etc. However, besides being a best farmer, other
qualifications include enthusiasm and resourcefulness, natural abilities to
teach and to be a leader, and willingness to volunteer for the common good
of the community. It usually takes a bare minimum of six months to one year
to develop a farmer before he or she can emerge as a local farmer leader.
Since this role is voluntary, the reward involves personal pride, prestige and
respect by the community.

PROJECT IMPLEMENTATION

To implement or start the project, it is obvious that one foliows the design
document. it is also said in development that a project well designed is
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a project half accomplished; hence, emphasizing the importance of a
carefully designed project. The aim is to start small and develop the project
gradually, while allowing for necessary adjustments {due to change) to the
project design plan.

The first project activity usually relates to farmer training. It is essential that
the first cycle of farmers is carefully screened as candidates for training.

As stated previously, candidates should be selected by the community,
typically through a voting process, as those individuals who are the most
highly motivated and likely to eventually become successful rabbit farmers.
Instead, if the program selects the trainees, this could well cause jealousy
within the community. Moreover, candidates selected for training shouid
feel an obligation to the community because of the vote of confidence.

In addition, a strong match should exist between enthusiastic trainees

and a competent trainer. During training, it is important that farmers are
responsive by demonstrating their new knowledge, such as through active
discussions, construction of hutches and establishment of forage plots on
their own farms. These incentives effectively serve to further screen out
less-responsive farmers, so that more training efforts can be devoted to the
more responsive ones.
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A farmer training session in Guatemala. The trainer demonslrates how to properly handle a rabblt

Again, according to the design document, the final training lesson should
be on the nutritional value, preparation and consumption of rabbit meat
using local recipes. This experience usually leaves a lasting and favorable
impression on farmers to work hard toward the goal of providing for their
families highly nutritious rabbit meat on a regular basis.

Breeding stock should only be distributed to farmers who have completed

training and who have set up a proper place for raising rabbits. Farmers
should receive breeding stock on a timely basis, ideally within a month after
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completing ail requirements of training and site preparation. A community
celebration of this activity should also be planned, which further engenders
an obligation for farmers receiving breeding stock to do well. In some
projects, farmers sign agreement forms in the presence of the community
to testify that they will honor their breeding stock loan by later returning the
same number of offspring, which in turn will be distributed to the next cycle
or generation of trained farmers, also selected by the community.

Early rabbit production success or failure is a good test of the effectiveness
of training. Of course, those farmers who best understood what they
learned during training should be rewarded with the first arrival of several
healthy litters. Another aim of regular visits, however, is to test the farmer’s
understanding of critical knowledge by asking several questions followed by
discussion of the importance of such knowledge. Nonetheless, experience
is always the best teacher! Farmers should consider mistakes as positive
learning experiences, and not allow themselves to become too frustrated,

Once production occurs, the regular consumption of rabbit meat by the
family and the marketing of surpius rabbit fryers (for breeding stock and/
or for meat) should occur. Of course, these critical activities relate to the
original goal of improving diet quality and increasing fa