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Message from the Project Manager

The northern part of Ghana is facing unreliable food
supply. In particular, due to insufficient animal protein
supply, the physical development of children is greatly
delayed compared with children in the southern part of
the country. The harsh climatic conditions in that region
makes rearing of conventional livestock very difficult.
Since 2010 we have been collaborating to domesticate
the large rodent named grasscutter (Thryonomys
swinderianus) as a new livestock species in Ghana. In
2014, we started to support the breeding of grasscutters
in Upper West Region in the northern part of Ghana.
Since hunting wildlife is likely to adversely impact the
ecological balance and involves the risk of zoonotic
infection, we are promoting grasscutter domestication
to secure safe animal protein for the local people.

This grasscutter project was sponsored by the Japan
International Cooperation Agency (JICA), KAKENHI, JSPS
Bilateral Joint Research Project and JST aXis Project. Also,
we launched a new NGO, Grasscutter Initiative for Rural
Transformation (GIfT) to continue the mission of the
grasscutter project through the support of the Ajinomoto
AIN program and Innovate UK. In March 2024, six years
of support by Ajinomoto AIN program ended. We are
very grateful for their continuous support.

This Newsletter is the 10th issue. As a result of our
activities for 10 years, the number of captive grasscutters
in the target area increased and farmers have started to
get benefits by selling and consuming reared grasscutters.
In addition, breeding facilities for improved breeding was
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A group photo with caretakers of grasscutter breeding facility
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A group photo with some staff of the University farm
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set up at the Livestock and Poultry Research Centre of
the University of Ghana. Through our collaborations, Mr.
Xorlali Azimey received a scholarship from the Japanese
government to study grasscutters at the Graduate School
of Kyoto University. Although activities were limited in
2020 and 2021 due to the global spread of COVID-19
and the inability to visit from Japan for the workshop,
the efforts of the local staff made it possible to hold
workshops and to visit farmers while taking precautions
to avoid COVID infection. In 2021 and 2022, we had
hybrid workshops by connecting Wa (on-site) with Accra
and Japan through online. In 2024, Japanese researchers
visited Ghana and we had workshop on-site after five
years. We also visited Ajinomoto Ghana Office, JICA
Ghana Office, Degas Ltd and the Japanese Embassy. In
order to preserve the grasscutter meat foralongtime and
expand sales, we have initiated the commercialization of
canned grasscutter meat. We developed the product,
established a manufacturing site, and obtained Food and
Drugs Authority (FDA) permission.

Mr. Uji and Mr. Shinkai of the Ajinomoto Foundation
contributed to this Newsletter. | would like to express
heartfelt thanks to MOFA, farmers, project members,
and supporting organizations for their tremendous
contribution for such a long time to achieve successful
results. I hope that there will be unprecedented progress
in nutrition improvement and economic development in
this region.

Prof. Miho Inoue-Murayama
(Professor, WRC, Kyoto University)

A visit to a beneficiary farm
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Message from supporter

My name is Kenji Shinkai and |
am in charge of the AIN program
at the Ajinomoto Foundation.
AIN is a grant program aiming
at improving the quality of life
of people through support for
international cooperation activities
in local communities in the field of
“Food and Nutrition”. AIN started
in 1999, as a 90th anniversary
project of Ajinomoto Co., Inc., was
transferred to a public interest
incorporated  foundation, The
Ajinomoto Foundation, in April
2017 and continues to this day.
Grant achievements: a total of
more than 100 projects in 26
countries, a total of about 500 million yen (up to 2023).
The uniqueness of AIN is not only the financial support,
but also the system to share the accumulated knowledge
of international support and the necessity of methods for
solving various problems and visualization of results in
providing international assistance. Also, “Lessons Learned”
from past successes and failures are generously shared.

AIN supported the Grasscutter Project for six years
from 2018 to 2023. In order to confirm the results of the
project at the end of February 2024, we visited farmers
in Wa, participated in a workshop and visited a breeding
facility at the University of Ghana in Accra. We were able
to see that the farmers are actively involved in grasscutter
breeding and very happy to eat their meat. In addition, at
the workshop, farmers who want to take on the challenge
of grasscutter breeding and increase the number of
individuals as much as possible discussed enthusiastically.
It is a great pleasure for me to be connected to the
Grasscutter Project as one of the AIN family and to learn
many new things. We hope that the Grasscutter Project
will continue to achieve great results in the future.

Keniji Shinkai (The Ajinomoto Foundation)
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On February 21, 2024, a workshop was held in Wa
Municipal. In any country, such meetings tend to lack
excitement and end up in a dull atmosphere. However,
this day was different. Every attendee listened intently,
and in the question-and-answer session, they were full
of enthusiasm as they tried to communicate in English,
which is not their native language.

The farmers may not be aware of the lofty ideal
of starting a new mammal domestication program.
However, the farmers' enthusiasm for the nutritional
improvements brought from Japan has been conveyed
to them. Perhaps their unique approach to producing
easy-to-keep, docile individuals is also stimulating the
monotony of their daily lives.

| often feel that Ghanaians are very reserved. When a
domestic flight lands and the fasten-belt sign goes off, no
one gets up from their seat until the cabin attendant tells
them to do so. They obey traffic signals. They don't honk
their horns in traffic jams. Despite such honesty, they
seem to be weak at adding value to their products, as
evidenced by the price difference between shea butter
or chocolate in European countries and Ghana, the
country of origin.

The most sustainable way to revitalize a region is to
earn money. Next step of honesty will bring Ghana's
bright future. “All it needs is courage, imagination, and
a little dough” is famous words in Chaplin's Limelight,
the courage to hold on to imagination is more precious
than the courage to make them come true. We support
all of you.

Hiroaki Uji (The Ajinomoto Foundation)

A larva that feeds on the leaves of the shea tree (right figure), the shea worm is a popular edible insect in the Upper West Region
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Future Grasscutter production
research on valorised feed

Training participants learning about meat processing techniques
from Dr Matsumoto. Participants received guidance from Japanese
experts and gained a better understanding of the importance of a
clean working environment and how to reduce the risk of infection.
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Everyone, the day is getting closer when the Grasscutter
will be processed and sold as canned meat. | sincerely
hope that this project will be a success. However, |
think that consumers will not only be happy, but also
have questions and complaints. In this situation, | am
reassured because you are regularly holding study
sessions and international workshops to present and
discuss excellent breeding and feeding techniques.

On 17th September 2024, we invited Mr. Tetsuya Kondo
(President of Kondo Electronics Co., Ltd.), a Kagawa
University research associate, to Ghana to teach how
important it is to keep the work environment tidy and
organised. During meat processing, human error is a risk,
so there is a need to improve skills, and during the canning
process, the key to success is to eliminate waste and ensure
that the necessary items are in place. We learnt that by
keeping the work environment clean and pointing out
each other's mistakes, we can reduce the risk of accidents
and improve the efficiency of work. Firstly, we learned
about measures to reduce the risk of contamination
from production to the dining table, as meat is easily
contaminated by microorganisms. For example, in Japan,
butchers have learned techniques to avoid touching the
contents of the intestinal tract and surface dirt during
meat processing, and | hope that Ghana will also make
use of the Japanese techniques we have taught them this
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Education session at a local primary school. Mr KONDO introduced

his work, and how robots help assemble Japanese products. He

emphasized the importance of hygiene!
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time. Secondly, we visited
an elementary school and
introduced the portable
Washlet that maintains
cleanliness after using the
toilet. We discussed a lot
about this product after
watching a video showing
how it is made through
the collaboration of
humans and robots. | think
students could imagine a
future where they would
be working with industrial

robots at a Grasscutter  This was my first visit to Ghana during the rainy season. | was impressed
meat canning factory. We  to see the land covered with green, which was different from the usual
earth color.
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are working hard to provide
the latest information to
support the farmers who
work in production sites.
Let's work hard together!

Yoshiki Matsumoto

(Kagawa University, Faculty of Agriculture,
Associate Professor in Animal Science)

Hello, my name is Shoya Kondo.
It is my dream to visit developing
countries and through this project
I am gaining valuable experience.
Here, | would like to introduce some
of my activities.

The first activity was the capture
and extermination of ticks using
a device called i-Trap®. In recent
years, tick and mites have been
affecting the health of people and
livestock, and the risk of infection
is increasing, especially in Ghana
and other regions. To address
this problem, i-Trap® has been
successfully used to capture and
eliminate mites in poultry houses.
This method makes it possible to
protect the health of humans and
livestock while considering the
natural eco-system and maintaining
a sustainable environment. In the
future, we would like to engage in
research to identify the captured

| tried to install a mite trapping device and
learned the importance of animal welfare at a
poultry farm.
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mite using electron microscopy to determine their
species in Ghana. We also hope that similar initiatives
using local materials will lead to community-based
activities. | would like to learn about eco-systems in
Ghana with the aim of building a new resource cycle for
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animals and people suffering from health problems.

In the second activity, | visited grasscutter farmers to
install i-Trap® and explore issues on how to properly
manage and raise the animals. In doing this, | learnt about
the importance of 'animal welfare'. Animal welfare is an
essential concept for ensuring that livestock are raised
properly and in a healthy environment. Specifically, it
is important to provide a clean and safe environment
for livestock and to feed them appropriately to reduce
stress. Many farmers are aware of this, but this concept
needs to be widely spread worldwide. During our visit,
we also observed some farmers leaving dung untouched.
We feel that with the spread of animal welfare, research
on reviewing rearing systems and reducing the stress
animals are subjected to should also be promoted. By
observing the actual production sites, we realised that
we can contribute to the development of the livestock
industry in Ghana by helping people and livestock to
lead healthier lives. We are grateful for this valuable
opportunity.

Through these activities, we aim to contribute to a
healthier and more sustainable livestock industry in
Ghana, and we look forward to working with you in the
future.

Shoya Kondo (Kondo Electric Company, Researcher)

Sunrise in Ghana
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The left figure shows chickens on a
poultry farm and the right figure
shows a grasscutter with hair loss
symptoms. | want to determine the
level of mite contamination and to
take appropriate measures for the
health of livestock.
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A visit to an elementary school
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Research on
Grasscutter behaviour

My name is Xorlali Azimey, and | am a first-year master's
student at Kyoto University, Japan, conducting research
under the guidance of Prof. Miho Murayama at the
Wildlife Research Centre (WRC). My study focuses
on identifying genetic variations in grasscutters that
influence their behaviour during domestication.

Grasscutter meat is a prized delicacy across many
regions in Africa. It is celebrated for its flavour and is
widely accepted without religious restrictions. Despite
its popularity, the majority of grasscutter meat is still
sourced from the wild through unsustainable and
sometimes harmful hunting methods. This not only
disrupts ecosystems but also threatens the species due
to overexploitation.

The domestication of grasscutters is still in its infancy,
and one of the greatest challenges farmers face is the
animals’ aggressive behaviour in captivity. Grasscutters
are prone to self-inflicted injuries, aggressive mating-
related scratches, and sometimes even killing each other,
resulting in significant losses for farmers.

My research addresses this issue by studying the
genetic factors that influence grasscutter behaviour. The
goal is to identify variations in genes associated with
docility and breed (in the long run) grasscutters with
more manageable temperaments. By doing so, | hope
to promote wildlife conservation while enhancing the
sustainability and profitability of grasscutter farming.
In the long term, this research has the potential to
improve grasscutter domestication, contributing to both
economic growth and ecosystem preservation.

Azimey Xorlali
(Master’s student, Wildlife Research Center
of Kyoto University)
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Inspection of breeding facility at the University of Ghana
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2023 GIfT Workshop Report

Active discussion at the workshop
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The 2023 annual workshop was held in the MoFA
project space with grasscutter farmers, media reporters,
representatives from Ministry of Food and Agriculture
(MoFA), representatives from Women in Agricultural
Development (WIAD) and project members including
both Ghanaian and Japanese researchers on 21st
February, 2024. The workshop was organized under
the theme ‘Six years of Ajinomoto Foundation support;
progress and the way forward’.

Various presentations were made by researchers on
topics relating to grasscutter production such as feed,
hygiene, health, genomics and processed grasscutter
meat. Specifically, the following topics were presented:
progress of the Ghana Grasscutter Project was presented
by Prof. Miho Murayama, AIN programmes and cases of
nutrition progress in the world was presented by Mr.
Kenji Shinkai (Ajinomoto Foundation staff), KOKO Plus,
food supplement for Ghanaian babies, was presented by
Mr. Hiroaki Uji (Ajinomoto Foundation staff), increasing
grasscutter stock through improved husbandry practices
was delivered by Dr. Christopher Adenyo, grasscutter
meat processing, product registration and marketing
was presented by Mr. Titus Dery, application of mouse
research to grasscutter domestication was delivered by
Prof. Tsuyoshi Koide and a stable grasscutter production
skills leading to the maintenance of entomophagy
in a rural eco-system was delivered by Prof. Yoshiki
Matsumoto. Thirty-seven people including farmers,
media persons, MoFA officials, AIN staff and project
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Project staff inspecting a beneficiary farm
BIEORE

Inspection of breeding facility at the University of Ghana
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members benefited from the presentations.

In the interactive session, farmers discussed their
successes and challenges in grasscutter keeping. Many
of the farmers expressed gratitude to GIfT and all
donors that have made the implementation of the
project possible. To them, the project has brought
a lot of benefits as they are able to gain extra income
from rearing grasscutters to support their household
livelihood and pay other bills.

Prior to the workshop, the project team members visited
some grasscutter farmers in the Wa municipality to have
face to face interactions concerning their husbandry
practices. The farmers visited were Mr. Chrisantus
Kpinye, Mr Aziz Dobile and Mr. Alfred Beyuo. The team
also paid a courtesy visit to the MoFA Regional Director
and to formally invite him for the workshop.

Titus S. S. Dery (GIfT staff)
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Project Team and Collaborators

Project Manager
Miho Murayama — Professor, Kyoto University

Project Coordinator
Christopher Adenyo
— Senior Research Fellow, University of Ghana

Team members in charge of Genome Analysis
Tsuyoshi Koide

— Associate Professor, National Institute of Genetics
Yuki Matsumoto

— Researcher, Anicom Specialty Medical Institute Inc.
Rob Ogden

— Specially Appointed Professor, Kyoto University,
Head of Conservation Genetics, University of Edinburgh
Emily Humble

— Researcher, University of Edinburgh

Xorlali Azimey

— Graduate student, Kyoto University

Yu Sato

— Assistant Professor, Kyoto University

Team member in charge of Breeding
Masaki Takasu — Associate Professor, Gifu University

Team members in charge of Nutrition
Kazunari Ushida

— Professor, Chubu University

Yoshiki Matsumoto

— Associate Professor, Kagawa University
Sayaka Tsuchida

— Lecturer, Chubu University

Team members in charge of Pathology
Yasuhiro Takashima — Associate Professor, Gifu University
Cornelia Appiah-Kwarteng — Lecturer, University of Ghana

Team members in charge of Information and Education
Titus Stanislaus Saanaakyaavuure Dery

— Staff, Grasscutter Initiative for Rural Transformation
Frederick Besil

— Staff, Grasscutter Initiative for Rural Transformation

Team member in charge of training and business
development

Irene Egyir

—Associate Professor, University of Ghana

Team member in charge of Accounting
Tomoko Kurihara

Counterpart
Boniface B. Kayang
— Professor, University of Ghana

Supporters

KAKENHI
The Ajinomoto Foundation AIN program
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Contact information
Website:
http://grasscutter.sakuraweb.com/

Email:
murayama.miho.5n@kyoto-u.ac.jp

adenyo.chris@gmail.com

@ Cover Photo
A group photograph with participants
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