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IN the last few months, the government has shown some significant signs of giving the national dairy sector the kind of attention it deserved. Prime Minister Yousuf Raza Gilani has called for the formulation of a National Livestock and Dairy Development Policy, while the southern province has decided to set up the Sindh Dairy and Meat Development Company (SDMDC) to harness the potential of a sector that rightly complains of official negligence. 

Being the fourth largest producer of milk in the world – behind India, China and the United States – the potential of the dairy sector is beyond doubt. Eight million farming households produce around 35 billion litres of milk annually from around 50 million animals. According to a document released by the Lahore-based Institute of Public Policy, the milk produced annually is worth Rs177 billion and is the largest product in the entire agriculture sector. 

Going a step further, the Pakistan Dairy Development Company (PDDC), which is a public-private enterprise set up in 2005 by the ministry of industries, production and special initiatives, maintains that overall, the contribution of dairying to the national economy is as high as Rs540 billion, with 97 per cent of it being informal non-documented economic activity. 

The irony is that the country, far from being an exporter of milk or dairy products, struggles to maintain fresh supplies to its urban centres. A delegation of potential investors from New Zealand which had visited the country recently estimated that the daily shortage in Karachi alone was worth four million litres. 

This is so because despite huge production, the industry is hampered by the fact that it has no sustainable Cool Chain which may ensure freshness at source before refrigerated transport may bring it to the cities. 

Only three per cent of the milk is processed, while the rest is consumed internally. There are two ways in which the demand-supply gap at urban centres is bridged packed and branded milk which is supplied by large-scale operators, and adulteration of the milk – adding water or caustic soda – by dairy farmers. 

The impact of the missing cool chain can be seen by the fact that about 20 per cent of the total production gets wasted; a massive seven billion litres per year. A couple of years ago, law and order situation had made it impossible to pick up the daily supply from farms situated within Karachi. As a result, 10 million litres of milk had to be dispatched to the drains in just two days. At the time, there were 800,000 cattle milking 2.5 million litres every 12 hours, but the farmers had no facility to store it. They don’t have it even today and the story is worse in rural and remote areas except for farms that have been on the roll of milk processing companies that have made arrangements along professional lines to ensure a cool chain. 

The establishment of the PDDC – better known as simply Dairy Pakistan – has been a move in the right direction. Targeting what it calls the White Revolution, the PDDC has charted out a three-phase strategy that aims at turning things around in a few years’ time. As part of the first phase, it has set up around 1,200 cooling tanks and 900 model farms in rural areas. 

The next phase will basically focus on developing community farms, improving farming techniques and providing farm-to-market access to the farmers. 

Industry sources maintain that without such initiatives, the potential of dairy farming in the country will remain unrealised because the adoption of modern farming techniques is the only way Pakistan can ever hope to increase its per-animal yield which today is abysmal. 

According to PDDC data, the huge animal population of 50 million suffers from low productivity compared to global players. It is estimated that Pakistan has three times the animals that Germany has, but yields are one-fifth of Germany’s and one-third of New Zealand’s. For the US, the figure is one-seventh, representing a significant loss in potential economic and social value. 

The main cause of low yield is imbalanced feeding because of shortage of fodder and water two to three times a year. In addition to shortages, feeding of animals is practised according to the farmers’ experience and tradition, without any training or knowledge of ration formulation based on production levels. One last factor on this count is the primitive milking technique still in vogue in most parts of the country. 

The initiatives now being planned at the federal and Sindh levels, if executed properly and professionally, will not only increase the national milk production, but will also take a major stride towards inclusive growth and sustainable development because of the mostly rural setting in which the sector operates. As many as 30 million people are associated with the sector directly or indirectly nationwide. 

The provincial government, according to a recent announcement, is setting up the Sindh Dairy and Meat Development Company (SDMDC) with an initial fund of Rs930 million from the Annual Development Programme. According to the plan, the provincial government would release Rs1 billion for each of the next three years to help the company stabilise its operations. From thereon, it would become a self-financing entity, which would generate business to run its operations. 

While such steps tend to take a direct approach to the issues involved, they will have an automatic impact on those living on the sectoral periphery which will make the intended white revolution even more broad-spectrum. For instance, fodder supply projects are likely to make the most of the situation. Likewise, in low-cost dairying countries, major items of farm equipment tend to be owned and operated by a rural contractor rather than each farmer owning expensive equipment which may be used only seasonally. Dairy Pakistan’s plan to introduce low-cost practices into the dairy sector is likely to support the introduction of rural contractors. 

