
 

Cash Cows in Shurugwi   
How fatted cows have given farmers cause to celebrate 
 
Cattle in Zimbabwe 
Cattle farming remains one of the most profitable ventures in 
Zimbabwean agriculture and is viable around the country as demand 
for beef continues to rise. Both larger commercial farms and 
communal farms contribute to national beef production and high 
monetary value is placed on cattle across Zimbabwe. However, not 
only is farming cattle a lucrative enterprise, culturally, cattle hold a 
symbolic significance. Traditionally, cows are kept as symbols of 
wealth, they may be used to pay lobola (the bride price) or taken as 
fines for infidelity. Retaining cattle is in some households seen as a 
priority over selling them in favour of paying for their children’s 
education and slaughter tends therefore to be reserved for important 
celebrations, such as weddings, elders’ funerals and traditional 
ceremonies. 
 
The Market Development component of the DFID-funded Livelihoods 
and Food Security Programme (LFSP) has worked with farmers in 
three districts in the provinces of Manicaland and Midlands to 
facilitate wider and better use of pen fattening farming techniques. 
The initiative was not simply about encouraging farmers to sell their 
cattle on but also to make the most of this opportunity - fattened cattle 
produced through pen fattening are able to fetch prices far superior 
to those that are not as well-nourished and underweight. With 
smallholder farmers often struggling to maximise the profitability of 
their businesses, this scheme had the potential to make a significant 
improvement to rural livelihoods as it raised the income generated by 

each sale. The £47,635,000 initiative targeted a key area of potential 
growth for the farmers’ small businesses, co-creating and testing a 
business model that sought to enhance the value of smallholders’ 
produce. Overall, the scheme has seen some impressive results. 
 
LFSP’s approach 
 

The Pen Fattening Model 
 

 



 

 
LFSP worked with several farm groups across the two provinces 
looking at key factors in successfully rearing cattle for onward sale. 
By targeting different areas along the cattle value chain, with an 
approach that was suited to more limited space and resources, pen 
fattening successfully added to farmers’ profits.  
 
The pen fattening technique, or ‘feedlotting’, involves limiting the area 
in which the cattle is reared and strategically managing their diets. 
Farmers are encouraged to feed a balanced, protein rich diet to cattle 
selected for fattening over a set time period. This increases their 
weight and in turn adds to the individual value of the cattle as 
abattoirs attribute higher grades to heavier, healthy cattle. 
 
Providing support to allow farmers to engage with key market 
players, LFSP has been able to increase farmer profits. Working 
alongside farmers to better integrate them into viable market 
channels, often in groups to benefit from economies of scale, the 
initiative has developed a network of prospective buyers of produce. 
Additionally, it has helped them gain access to different financing 
tools to ensure farmers are able to fund the pen fattening 
programmes. 
 
Shurugwi livelihoods 
In the Midlands province, communities have been working in group 
structures to use this farming technique collaboratively. Together, 
they have constructed enclosures for the cattle to trial pen fattening 
with LFSP’s guidance. In Shurugwi, a small town in the province, the 
fattening programme began in August 2016 with 45 male and female 
farmers participating.  

 
One farming group, Advance Shurugwi, had a pen of eight cattle, 
who were fattened over 60 days. Three of these cows belonged to 
Mr Shadreck Kubvoruno, whose father had worked with cattle as a 
farm worker as he grew up in the 1970s. He recalls, “The cattle I grew 
up seeing were beautiful, had shiny skin and were well cared for. This 
is when I slowly began to relate with cattle and see the business side 
of them rather than the old adage of keeping them as a symbol of 
wealth”. Like many smallholders in rural Zimbabwe, he had been 
obliged to sell to middlemen offering low prices for cattle. 
 
Keen to improve his 
ability to profit from 
farming cattle, Mr 
Kubvoruno sought out 
other buyers. His first 
cow sold for $1,127 as 
opposed to the $600 
middlemen offered in 
the past. LFSP were 
able to link him to 
Coopers to provide 
him with additional information on pen fattening and business. 
Additionally, LFSP forged links to financing parties to obtain loans to 
fund the extra investment in cattle feed and built connections 
between farmers and prospective buyers. Just months the 
introduction of pen fattening to the region, the first sale to an abattoir 
was made. Prospects of contract farming were also opened up by 
LFSP’s market links, helping to secure a steady income for farmers 
from communities in the region like Mr Kubvoruno and allowing their 
businesses to prosper in the long-term.  


