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Poultry industry in India has registered a phenomenal growth during the last four decades making it one among the world leaders in poultry production. The development of organized poultry has in fact masked the contribution of backyard poultry or house hold poultry in rural sector. As per 2003 quin quinneal livestock census, rural poultry constitute about 52% of the total poultry population at national level. Though statistics are not available, backyard poultry is significantly contributing to the nutritional and livelihood security amongst rural poor. 

Backyard poultry production in India is characterized by small flock size consisting of 5-10 predominantly non descript birds maintained in extensive system under zero input conditions. But fetch the owners much needed animal protein and supplementary income. Importance of backyard poultry is well recognized by Government of India and special programmes are formulated for its promotion. 

About Non- descript chicken: 
Maintaining small flock of local non descript fowls under free range condition by landless poor, small and marginal farmers is a common sight in rural areas. These birds are very popular due to their adaptability to local agro climatic conditions and management practices with prominent brooding behaviour and mothering ability. But these birds are small in size, poor layers (40-50 eggs/annum), with small clutch size and intense brooding behavior, thus making them not suitable for commercial exploitation in backyard production system.

Status of Native breeds: 
Though India possess 20 well defined native chicken breeds, their proportion in the backyard chicken population is very small. Most of the indigenous chicken breeds like Kadaknath and Nicobari fowls are common in tribal areas of their origin. 

Among native breeds, Aseel has special place in Indian culture. These birds are specially bred for cock fighting. It is known for heavy body size, long shanks, endurance and aggressive behaviour. It has also contributed in evolution of major broiler breeds. 

It is important to note that the native chicken breeds were never selected for higher production and are limited to certain pockets only. Thus native breeds are not contributing much in backyard poultry production. 

Traditionally a flock of 5-15 native breed or non –descript fowls are maintained by farm families to meet their dietary needs or to meet small cash needs.  They are maintained under range conditions thriving on insects, kitchen waste or grains in threshing floor during the season.  But backyard poultry hardly finds a place in the transformed agriculture setup.  Lack of suitable germplasm, scientific management practices, organized market channels, research priorities, policy options for Backyard Poultry Development and change in the attitude of rural producers are responsible for neglect of this sector which needs immediate and focused attention.

 Attributes of an Ideal backyard chicken:    If backyard chicken has to perform up to the expectations to meet the nutritional and livelihood security, it shall have the following attributes. 

· Medium in size

· Ability for flight to avoid predation

· Egg production of about 125-150  eggs/year in free range system
· Ability to thrive in harsh climate with little supplementary feeding
· Resistance to commonly occurring poultry diseases.

About Improved Backyard poultry varieties: 
Need for development of chicken genotypes suitable for backyard production in India was visualized by poultry breeders during eighties. 

Release of Giriraja chicken by Karnataka University of Agricultural Sciences in the year 1989 can be viewed as the first initiative by poultry breeders to develop varieties suitable for backyard rearing. The breeds viz White Plymoth rock , Red Cornish and New Hampshire available at broiler breeding project were utilized to bring out a bird with colour plumage, high egg production and body weight compared to local non- descript fowls and instantly became popular. 

Recently Karnataka Veterinary animal and fishery sciences University released “ Swarnadhara” chicken suitable for backyard production system which is smaller than Giriraja chicken but produce more eggs.
Taking que from the success of Giriraja birds, Project Directorate of Poultry ( PDP ) has evolved Vanaraja chicken utilizing the Red Cornish as male line and random bred meat control population as darn line. Vanaraja was released in the year 1998 at 46th Livestock and poultry show. 
“Krishibro” is another meat type genotype released by PDP using broiler germplasm available at PDP.

Subsequently, Gramapriya chicken was also developed by PDP on the specific request of Kerala farmers using Random bred meat control population as male line and a White Leghorn selected population as female line. These birds have more white plumage, medium in size and good egg laying capacity. Cockerels are better suited for tandury chicken preparation. 

During the same period CARI, Izatnagar produced CARI-gold using RIR as male line and White Leghorn as female line which is comparable to Gramapriya in its performance. 

The above mentioned varieties are evolved by crossing exotic broiler or dual purpose breeds. Though they became popular among farming community, many have opined that most of these improved varieties are prone for predation, require supplementary feeding to perform at optimum level and the farmers are dependent on breeders for replacements. 

In subsequent years poultry breeders tried to overcome the above factors by manipulating the breeds used which can be viewed as second phase in backyard poultry breeding initiatives. JNKVV Jabalpur evolved Krishna –J variety using dwarf gene population. 
Central Avian Research Institute, Izatnagar released CARI – Nirbeek, CARI – Syhma, UPCARI, HITCARI by crossing Aseel, Kadaknath, Frizzle and Naked neck chicken with Delham Red breed, with an aim to incorporate desirable traits of native chicken breeds in new genotypes. 
Several private agencies also developed their own coloured chicken like Kroiler and Indbro suitable for backyard or small scale production system and finding acceptance in several pockets.    

However, most of them are strait crosses of indigenous and exotic breeds and cannot breed true in farmer’s field. 

After reviewing the above poultry breeding initiatives in backyard production system, a need was felt to develop designer birds having the attributes such as medium body size, long shanks, better flight , egg production ranging between 125-150 eggs, ability to resist common diseases, able to with stand adverse climatic conditions and suitable for regeneration in backyard. 

AICRP on Poultry Breeding, Sri Venkateswara Veterinary University, Hyderabad took the initiative by developing a cocktail genotype with three exotic breeds viz. RIR, Delham red white leghorn and also incorporating local fowls’ inheritance at 25% level. The population so developed was stablised by inter-se mating and selection for about five generations. This synthetic variety was named as  “RAJASRI”. It is capable of producing about 150 – 170 eggs with a medium built body, good flight and ability to with stand commonly occurring diseases. . 
Future Needs: 
Most of the work in backyard poultry breeding was carried out at ICAR /SAU research institutes and the genetic material is available only in limited quantity. In future when scaling up is planned, research institutes may not be able to meet the demand. Hence public and private partnership (PPP) initiatives need to be planned for future. 

Improved varieties so far available also need supplementary diet, health care and prophylactic measures for optimum performance. Hence developing location specific package of practices for each of the variety is need of the hour. 

As the requirement of individual farmer is very small and are scattered in an operating area, promotion of chick rearing units as separate enterprise for rural youth may yield desirable results in up scaling the backyard poultry production. 

Need to establish a Network of Rural Hatchery Cum Grower Units:

It is not with in the scope and reach of the research institutes that produce an improved genotype to meet the demand for supply of fertile eggs or chicks or growers to the entire farming community in its operational area on continuous basis.  The improved backyard poultry, which were evolved by a combination of exotic breeds, does not have brooding instinct.  It needs either simultaneous maintenance of brooding hens or hatcheries.   Further, as the requirement of each farmer is small, brooding the chicks also become difficult for the individual farmers.  It is possible to overcome the above hurdles by establishing rural hatchery cum grower units by training the rural educated unemployed youth.   Such units shall have a small combined hatcher of about 5000 eggs capacity and brooder cum grower house to maintain the chicks up to 6 - 8 weeks age. This facilitates constant supply of growers after completing required vaccination schedule.  Thus twin objectives of rural employment generation and maintenance of grower supply chain can be achieved.

 Maintenance of Parent Stock:
Research institutes, which have evolved the backyard poultry working under ICAR or SAUs, have  to transfer the technology to public or private sector for faster dissemination.  The initial demand for parent stock by rural hatchery cum grower units has to be met from the Research Institutes that develop the particular variety.  Once the stocks are established in the operational area, the fertile eggs can be procured from the farmers themselves.  Thus a healthy symbiotic relationship between farmers and hatchery cum grower unit can be fostered.
Management of Backyard poultry: 

 
Though resource poor farmers or tribals maintain backyard poultry, it is necessary to have basic housing to protect them from inclement weather, predators and during night.  Such a facility can be created using bamboo or locally available material mounted on wooden stand.  Altemately, a small enclosure can be built in backyard or animal house etc.  While constructing the poultry shelter, care must be taken for proper ventilation, prevention of rodents and convenience to clean the floor.  Sanitation of poultry shelter is equally important.  Training the rural women especially from below poverty line category is essential as they are mostly involved in rearing backyard poultry.Developmental agencies and extension organizations need to focus  on this  issue.
Importance of Supplementary Feeding:
The farmers do not generally provide supplementary feeding.  However, if the stocking is done over and above the carrying capacity of the dwelling, supplementary feeding becomes essential to maintain the health and production of flocks.  It is a general practice to feed gains, kitchen waste, soaked ground nut cake or bran by affordable farmers.  But if the backyard poultry takes the shape of a viable rural economic enterprise, demand for low cost poultry feeds may arise.  Then preparation of low cost poultry feeds using locally available unconventional ingredients and marketing can possibly open avenues for research and one more employment generating activity.
 Disease Surveillance and Control Measures 

 
Several viral, bacterial and protozoan diseases apart from a variety of internal  parasites are prevalent  in India.  Even though sufficient information on epidemiology of various poultry diseases is available in organized  poultry  farms, such information  is lacking in backyard poultry sector.  Ranikhet disease is the  most deadly disease causing  60-100% mortality in rural poultry .  Salmonellosis, Infectious Bronchitis (IB),  Infectious  Bursal Disease (IBD), Coryza are other major poultry diseases prevalent  in rural areas.  There is immediate need for collection and compilation of epidemiological information and generate epidemiological maps to evolve tangible location specific action plans for controlling the same.  It also helps in controlling greater losses in organized poultry sector.  Region specific vaccination schedules for curtailing poultry diseases will greatly help backyard poultry growers.   Similarly farmers must be educated on need for regular deworming especially in fowls maintained under scavenging conditions.  The services of educated young women can be utilized by the developmental  agencies  for such activities by imparting  the required skills.

Scope for Organic Poultry  Production:  
There is increasing  demand for organic products.  Hilly and tribal areas are still remained  untouched by commercial poultry operators for various reasons.  Further more, newly developed  germplasm suitable for backyard poultry is popular among the tribes.  This situation can favourably  used  for developing  organic poultry production.  Rearing of  poultry  under range conditions in remote tribal dwellings and hilly areas meets many pre-conditions of organic production.  Thus the demand for organic poultry products in national and international markets can be exploited for faster and safe  development  of these remote  tribal areas.  As  organic farming is a specialized activity that has to be carried  out under the supervision of accredited agencies, intervention by public or private sector agency  is very much required.  Hence, government of non-governmental organizations shall take the lead in initiating organic poultry farming in remote hilly  and tribal areas.
Require Innovative Market Interventions :
Brown  shell eggs and country birds  for table purpose are much  sought after  even urban areas and are fetching premium  price.  But collection  and  transportation of the same from farmers with small flock size scattered in  rural areas is a major challenge in backyard poultry.  Organizing  a network of  collection  centres similar to that of milk   procurement can be planned to link  rural production centres  with consumption centres.   Initially government intervention is required  to establish a workable  market model in co-operative sector or  private sector by promoting contract  farming.  “PROSHIKA” is  one such model  planned and executed by a voluntary development  agency in Bangladesh involving  poor and illiterate women who were benefited by organized  backyard poultry for gainful employment.  In any model, the farmers shall be involved in planning  and execution.  Further, strong  networks of infrastructure  like a chain of cold storage facilities and  processing  units have to be established in rural production  centres.

Capacity Building and Institutional  Support:
 
Women and aged mainly look after backyard  poultry.  Their knowledge on availability of  germplasm and scientific  management  is generally low.  Capacity  building  for these stakeholders  by developing suitable in situ training modules  of very short  duration followed by institutional support in providing suitable germplasm, health care  and marketing will greatly help backyard poultry to evolve into a viable rural economic enterprise.  The success of “PROSHIKA” model in Bangladesh is worth mentioning in this context.






























PAGE  
27

