
Poultry Industry Grows across 
East Africa, but Challenges Remain

The global poultry population is approximately 16.2 

billion, of which 71.6 percent is found in developing 

countries. Chickens are the most popular poultry 

grown worldwide. In sub-Saharan Africa, rural chicken 

production makes up about 60 percent of poultry, with 

indigenous chickens accounting for 70 percent of the 

total chicken population. 

In East Africa, over 80 percent of the human 

population lives in rural areas, and over 75 percent of 

these households keep indigenous chickens. Poultry 

is an inexpensive, quality source of protein and is vital 

to reducing malnutrition among rural populations. The 

poultry sector has the potential to promote economic 

growth in developing countries.

Figure 1. Additional Extension presence is needed to assist smallholder farmers and disseminate information across 
much of sub-Saharan Africa.

Growth Potential and Challenges 
of Poultry Production

The poultry industry across East Africa (including the 

countries of Kenya, Rwanda, Tanzania, and Uganda) has 

been growing rapidly for the past 8–10 years, driven by 

rapid urbanization, growth of the middle class, a rise in 

the number of quick-service restaurants in urban areas, 

and a growing need for animal protein. Kenya’s poultry 

sector is the most mature, but the other three East African 

economies have also made significant inroads to growing 

and expanding their own poultry sectors. 

However, smallholder poultry farmers encounter several 

challenges, including these:
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• rising costs of farm inputs resulting from competition for 

key raw materials.

• inability to control poultry diseases because of 

increasing vaccine costs and lack of vaccine and disease 

knowledge and management.

• limited information regarding both input and output 

markets.

In fact, improved feeds and necessary vaccinations are the 

most limiting resources in indigenous poultry production.

A series of other challenges also hinder the growth 

of the commercial value chain across East Africa. These 

include the availability and production of high-quality 

feed at competitive prices. Despite policy changes to 

incentivize the import of raw materials for feed, challenges 

remain. For example, the disparity in terms of available land 

for corn cultivation means the cost and eventual market 

price for corn differs dramatically across East Africa. 

In addition, there is a shortage of day-old chicks 

across East Africa, making it difficult for farmers to plan and 

manage their costs. 

Finally, access to markets is often difficult. Citizens of 

the member states are, in principle, allowed to work, do 

business, and trade with one another freely. However, even 

though the East African Community is the most advanced 

economic bloc in Africa, it still faces challenges to 

implementing certain policies collectively.

The livestock industry contributes one-third of the 

protein that people consume worldwide, and the poultry 

sector has been the biggest contributor to the industry’s 

growth in recent years. Globally, poultry production has 

grown at more than 5 percent annually since the 1960s. 

Poultry’s contribution to world meat production doubled 

from 15 percent in 1960 to 30 percent in 2000. 

Poultry products are among the most affordable 

foods and are a healthy protein source with no 

religious restrictions. In addition, they have the lowest 

environmental footprint in terms of water use per kilogram 

of meat or eggs produced, land use, and environmental 

stress.

Despite these advantages, indigenous poultry 

production in rural areas continues to generate unrewarding 

returns. Although governmental and nongovernmental 

programs provide support to increase production and 

bridge the gap between the increasing demand and low 

supply of poultry products, weak management practices 

and traditional production practices continue to be used.

Increased Extension Presence Needed
Smallholders are unable to fully utilize available 

technologies, resulting in low productivity. Additional 

Extension personnel, particularly women, are needed 

to help smallholder farmers and disseminate information 

focused on best management practices, disease control 

and prevention, proper vaccination procedures, and 

biosecurity principles (Figure 1). 

While some improvements have been noted, many 

more field livestock Extension workers are needed, and 

the few existing ones need to be re-trained to equip them 

with new technologies and motivate them to get out in the 

field and help clients. Optimal productivity can only be 

obtained when technology is efficiently used. However, 

challenges abound, including gender issues, lack of 

adequate infrastructure, inability to reach individuals 

in remote areas, and competency levels of Extension 

personnel.

In addition, multiple other challenges impede the 

development of an effective supply chain network for 

poultry meat:

• selfish traders and middlemen

• a fragmented agricultural supply chain

• poor marketing infrastructure for poultry products

• weak transportation infrastructure

• ineffective warehousing and storage facilities

• lack of effective packaging, branding, marketing, and 

certification of poultry meat produced for local markets

• low productivity of small-scale farmers

• difficulty accessing financing for small-scale farmers

• inadequate safety and security of poultry meat

• lack of sophisticated technology to increase production 

capacity 

• inadequate availability of electrical power

Extension is a source of science-based information, 

and experts educate farmers on emerging production 

technologies that promote increased production. 

Smallholders with increased contacts with Extension 

experts are better informed and aware of trending issues 

in both input and output poultry markets. Training in 

agriculture has a positive and significant impact on 

technical knowledge, which equips smallholder farmers to 

increase production levels.

However, most smallholders are not adequately 

informed on current and emerging issues in poultry 

production. This limited access to training and Extension 

programming means rural smallholders have a high risk of 

uncertainty regarding the overall production process.
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Production Systems
The poultry sector in Africa today is a combination of 

three production systems:

1.  A local village (backyard) system (low input, low 

output).

2. A commercial production system (high input, high 

output) that uses exotic hybrid genetic stock in 

combination with commercial housing, feeding, 

veterinary, and biosecurity systems.

3. An intermediate system (intermediate input, 

intermediate output). 

Because of the rapidly increasing demand for poultry 

products across East Africa, the contribution of commercial 

production systems is growing. This growth is expected 

to continue at an even faster pace in the coming decades 

as population and urbanization increase and incomes rise. 

However, while the ratio of village to commercial chickens 

differs among countries, the largest volume of both eggs 

and poultry meat is still produced by the local village-type 

production system across East Africa.

The intermediate production system is gaining in 

popularity and offers unique opportunities for smallholder 

farmers to gradually transition from an extensive village 

production system to a more market-driven system that 

uses dual-purpose breeds that require somewhat less 

intensive management than commercial hybrid meat-

type breeds. These dual-purpose breeds will thrive on a 

combination of scavenging supplemented with limited 

commercial feed, whereas commercial meat-type hybrid 

birds are not good scavengers and should be fed only a 

commercial diet.

Summary
Feed (quality and cost), day-old chicks (cost and 

availability), limited or non-existent vaccination programs, 

access to markets, and a severe shortage of Extension 

personnel with poultry expertise are bottlenecks to 

expanding poultry production across East Africa. Meat 

consumption, driven particularly by chicken, is at such a 

level that supply can’t meet demand. The potential is great 

to develop the poultry industry across East Africa and 

improve the food security situation, although numerous 

challenges stand in the way. However, food security is 

critical to poverty reduction, sustainable growth, and 

economic stability. Improved training for both smallholder 

farmers and Extension personnel that focuses on feed 

quality and improved feeding programs, vaccination and 

disease control programs, and improved housing and 

biosecurity require immediate attention. In addition, forming 

production and marketing groups and improving the 

poultry value chain would allow smallholder farmers to 

obtain a premium for their products.
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