Grasscutter Keeping Project
in Ghana

Enhancing Livelihoods in Ghana
through Improvement in Native Livestock Production
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Background

Grasscutter (Thryonomys swinderianus, cane rat) meat
is relished by almost all Ghanaians thereby making it
the most expensive meat in the country. The idea to
domesticate grasscutters started due to the problems of
environmental destruction that are caused by grasscutter
hunting through bushfires, risk of zoonotic infection
associated with increased interaction with wildlife and
wildlife depletion. Domestication is still on-going but
mainly concentrated in the southern part of Ghana. This
project is part of the efforts to promote domestication of
grasscutters in the Upper West region of Ghana in order
to improve household protein intake and income.

The Ghana Grasscutter Project was born through the
collaborative efforts of Kyoto University and University
of Ghana. The project started in March 2014 and will
last for three years with the aim of supplying tame
grasscutters to farmers in selected communities in the
Upper West region of Ghana.

The overarching goal of this project is to improve
livelihoods through grasscutter production by way
of extra income and improved protein intake. The
project also aims to educate local people on the need
to preserve the environment. In this regard, the project
will organize seminars in schools in the project area to
educate students on the dangers of bushmeat hunting.
Local people will also be educated on improved nutrition.
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Project Scope

Grasscutter production unlike the conventional livestock
has some challenges especially with handling due to
the aggressive nature of the animal. The project aims
to among other things collect information on breeding,
nutrition, housing and health from farmers and NGOs
that have been involved in championing grasscutter
domestication and compile this informationinto a rearing
manual which will be used to train prospective farmers.
Training workshops or individual training would be
conducted for all farmers. The project will train not only
prospective grasscutter farmers but all leaders involved
in the grasscutter value chain including researchers.

The communities selected for the project cut across
six districts in the Upper West region namely Wa
East, Lawra, Lambussie-Karni, Jirapa, Sissala East and
Nandom. The communities and farmers were selected in
collaboration with the Upper West regional branch of the
Ministry of Food and Agriculture (MOFA). MOFA has the
mandate to promote food production in all the regions of
Ghana and therefore this project falls within their scope
of operation and hence their willingness to support to
make it successful.

The project covers a wide area in the region as can be
seen on the map below. The stars show the location of
the selected communities.
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Project Implementation

The project started with an introductory seminar at
the University of Ghana by scientists from Japan. The
seminar was attended by grasscutter researchers at the
University of Ghana who made useful suggestions for
the success of the project. The researchers stressed the
need to find ways to address the challenge of dry season
feeding which may hamper the success of the project.

The members of the project visited all selected
communities to explain in detail the purpose of the
project as a development assistance from the Japanese
government through the Japan International Co-
operation Agency (JICA). JICA is supporting the project
with about 50 million Japanese yen (approx. $ 400,000)
which will be disbursed over the three year project
duration. Under the project, each selected farmer would
be given a cage and four grasscutters comprising a male
and three females. The farmers would be given technical
support by way of training and extension services. The
farmers are then expected to produce the grasscutters to
sell for extra income or use for domestic consumption to
address their protein needs.

It is worthy to note that the Upper West Region is one
of the poorest regions in Ghana and as such it has the
associated challenges of lack of education, malnutrition
and poor health. This project aims to address some of
these challenges by supporting households.

A farmer explaining to a Japanese guest how he feeds
the grasscutters
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Project members conducting a survey
in one of the selected communities
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Project Activities

The project members visited the communities selected
for the project to explain to the local people the purpose

of the project.
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Explanation of the purpose of the project to intended beneficiaries

HRZFHDORRNOFAR

A workshop was held to educate the farmers and
the Agricultural Extension Agents (AEAs) on vari-
ous aspects of the grasscutter husbandry including

basic genetic improvement
techniques, nutrition and
health management.

An instructor at the car-
pentry department of Wa
Technical Institute was con-
tracted to construct the
grasscutter cages. Students
at the Institute had the op-
portunity to learn and to
practice how to construct
grasscutter cages for the
first time. This is important
for the future expansion of
the project in the region
because the students come
from different locations in
the region and could use
their skills in their various
towns and villages.
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Construction and transportation of the cages
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A project member explains to the project team how records are
taken for the livelihood survey
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Livelihood survey

In order to assess the impact of the project on the
households selected, a livelihood survey is being
conducted. This survey records all household incomes
and expenditures as well as farm outputs and household
consumptions. The survey covers the period before the
introduction ofgrasscutters, duringthetime of rearingand
after the project has ended. This survey will inform future
livelihood interventions and make recommendations for
improvement of such interventions.

A pilot farmer with his grasscutters
HARABTERRE TV IAAY Y —

Pilot farms

So far, the project has been successfully piloted in Lawra.
Based on the success of the pilot farm, five more farms
were set up in Lawra and Jirapa. These farms will be
training grounds to train prospective grasscutter farmers.
The success of these farms is therefore expected to
inspire both prospective beneficiary and non-beneficiary
farmers.
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The project team visited farmers in the project area to assess the
conditions of the farms
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A pilot farmer with his grasscutter cage
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Laboratory work

Laboratory analysis is an integral part of this project.
This includes the development of genetic markers and
using the markers to breed tame and highly productive
grasscutters. Many markers have been developed and
genotyping of individuals is in progress.

Feeding of grasscutters in the dry season is a major
challenge to farmers. In order to overcome this challenge,
it is important to identify the variety of plants that
grasscutters eat in the wild. Feed analysis of the stomach
content of the wild grasscutters revealed many plant
speciesthatthey eat. Theirfeed composed predominantly
of grasses. However, legumes, shrubs and fruits of trees
were also found in significant proportions. These findings
will help to improve the feeding of grasscutters for better
growth.

A breeding male grasscutter
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A docile grasscutter being caressed by a farmer
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Public relations and training in Japan

In November 2014, we had a seminar and exhibition in
Kyoto to showcase nature in Ghana and the Ghanaian
culture. This seminar was attended by people from
industry, academicians and the general public. Also,
project members visited Shizuoka to learn about farming
systems and food consumption.
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An exhibition to showcase nature and Ghanaian culture
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Students were trained and equipped with skills at Kyoto
University and Gifu University to genotype animals and
survey infections. These skills will be applied to genotype
grasscutters in order to identify superior animals that
can be used for breeding. These skills will also be applied
to monitor the health of the animals.

A visit by the Ghanaian team to a farm in Japan
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Project members and trainees attended a conference in Japan to
introduce the project
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A trainee collecting samples to analyze in the lab as part of her
training
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Experiences of some members

My name is Naoki Matsuura
and | am an Assistant Profes-
! sor at the University of Shi-
zuoka, Japan. | am an ecolog-
ical anthropologist studying
local livelihoods and cultures
in central African rainforests
especially in Gabon and DRC.
| am also interested in the integration between wildlife
conservation and local development. (see also my web-
site: http://babongo.o0.007.jp/index.php/english-page/)

In this project, | am doing a survey on the livelihood and
natural resource utilization by local people and educate
them on environmental conservation. It is very stimulat-
ing for me to learn about the lifestyle and culture highly
different from rainforest area. On the other hand, | have
come to believe that the importance of local participa-
tion and mutual understanding with local people is very
common for the success of conservation and develop-
ment projects in spite of the difference in the environ-
ment. Based on my experience of practices in central Af-
rica, | hope to contribute to the progress of this project
by providing an anthropological viewpoint.

« Hi, my name is Kaori, Assistant
| Professor of Gender Equality Pro-
motion Office at Saga University,
Japan. | have been dealing with
several research projects on gen-
der and reproductive health issues
with social and cultural aspects
in Japan and in other countries.
Gender issues are important for better life for men and
women, however, it has been underestimated. | hope to
work together with local women in this project dealing
with grasscutter. | visited the project site in 2014 and |
am looking forward to another visit!

A women group in one of the communities selected for the project
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A visit of Japanese team to a grasscutter farm in Ghana
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Experiences of Trainees

| am Raphael A. AYIZANGA, an As-
sistant Lecturer in the Department
of Animal Science of the Universi-
ty of Ghana, Legon and currently
h pursuing a PhD with research fo-
@ cused on characterisation and ge-
netic diversity of indigenous animal genetic resources.

| was fortunate to benefit from the JICA sponsored
Ghana Grasscutter project to undertake training on mo-
lecular genetic tools, particularly PCR, genotyping and
sequencing at the Wildlife Research Centre of Kyoto Uni-
versity. | must confess that this training opportunity was
more useful than vocabulary can readily describe. It was
my first time of having the real molecular laboratory ex-
perience, right from pipetting such micro quantities, run-
ning PCR, genotyping, allele scoring, data analysis to the
construction of phylogenetic trees. The knowledge and
experiences gained will help me employ such molecular
genetic tools in the breeding and improvement of local
animal genetic resources including the grasscutter. To
JICA, | say arigatou gozaimashita.

By the end of the Ghana grasscutter project, | expect
that some tractable grasscutters would have been bred
and distributed to many more farmers in order to in-
crease grasscutter production in Ghana.

My name is Louisa Modupe Saw-
yerr and a beneficiary of the
Grasscutter keeping project in
Ghana. | am a self-inspired in-
dividual with an insatiable quest
for knowledge. Believing that
humans are surrounded by knowledge | take the plea-
sure in researching on conservation of health of the en-
vironment.

In May-June 2015, the project offered me the opportu-
nity to do a hands-on training in molecular techniques at
Gifu University, Japan. The training experience was awe-
some; new techniques like DNA extraction from tissue
samples of animals, loop-mediated isothermal amplifica-
tion and polymerase chain reactions were learnt. Fur-
thermore, skills acquired from the training will guide me
to do laboratory examinations for my PhD research work
which focuses on conservation and infectious diseases
in wild animals. Moreover skills obtained will enable
me contribute to the project by investigating infectious
diseases and intestinal bacteria of both wild and cap-
tive-bred animals to ensure the health of the breeding
animals and safety of the meat.

My expectation for the project is that it achieves its
aim of rearing grasscutter as an alternative to bushmeat
harvesting which in turn will reduce the risk of zoonotic
infections and impacts of hunting.
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Grasscutters being smoked. This is the traditional way of
processing grasscutters
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My name is Claudia Afua
Asare-Bediako. | am a gradu-
ate of the University of Gha-
na, Legon with a degree in
Animal Biology and Conser-
vation Science. My interest is
in the protection, conserva-
tion and sustainable utiliza-
tion of wildlife resources.

Through the Ghana Grasscutter Project, | travelled to
Japan to be trained in genetic analysis. My internship at
the Wildlife Research Centre, Kyoto University, is an ex-
perience | cannot compare to any other. My days in Kyo-
to were exciting and filled with laboratory work. | had
the opportunity to learn several techniques including
PCR, genotyping and sequencing under the supervision
of Dr. Christopher Adenyo. | believe the project will go a
long way to improve the livelihoods of the beneficiaries.
| expect that the project will get to a stage where it be-
comes self-sustaining and can be managed and expand-
ed solely by the beneficiaries.
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A soup prepared with grasscutter meat
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Grilled grasscutter meat
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Project team

Project Manager
Miho Murayama — Professor, Kyoto University

Project Coordinator
Christopher Adenyo
— Postdoctoral Researcher, Kyoto University

Team member in charge of breeding
Eiji Inoue — Assistant Professor, Kyoto University
Lecturer, Toho University (Oct. 2015-)

Team member in charge of nutrition
Kazunari Ushida
— Professor, Kyoto Prefectural University

Team members in charge of Pathology
Kenji Ohya — Associate Professor, Gifu University
Yasuhiro Takashima — Associate Professor, Gifu University

Team members in charge of Information and Education
Daiji Kimura

— Professor, Kyoto University

Gen Yamakoshi

— Associate Professor, Kyoto University

Kaori AMP Miyachi

— Assistant Professor, Saga University

Naoki Matsuura

— Assistant Professor, University of Shizuoka

Hikari Okamoto

— Part-time academic affairs staff, Kyoto University

Counterpart
Boniface B. Kayang
— Associate Professor, University of Ghana

Contact information

Website: http://grasscutter.sakuraweb.com/

Email: mmurayama@wrc.kyoto-u.ac.jp
adenyo.chris@gmail.com
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