
 

 

WITH EXPERTISE AND PASSION, DAIRY FARMER FROM WISCONSIN IMPROVES 

DAIRYING IN THE SOUTH ASIAN ISLAND NATION OF SRI LANKA  

Gary Ruegsegger has dairy in his blood. Born into a dairy farming family in Wisconsin, he was 

expected to take over the management of the farm someday. Towards this objective, Gary 

obtained a bachelor’s degree in Animal Sciences, a master’s degree in Business Management, 

and a master’s and a doctoral degree in Dairy Cattle Nutrition. But when Gary participated in 

the Peace Corps volunteer program, his plans were almost derailed.  

In 1987, Gary joined the Peace Corps and was sent to Jamaica where he provided small 

dairies with dairy extension advice and dairy cooperatives’ leadership with management 

guidance. After this experience Gary wanted to make a career of international development 

but decided with his wife that owning and managing the family dairy farm was better for 

raising children. Twenty-three years later, while in semi-retirement, Gary decided to live out 

his dream of helping farmers in less developed countries improve their dairy businesses.  

Following his passion for international volunteering, Gary participated in Farmer to Farmer 

and other programs in Latin America and East Africa. When the United States Department of 

Agriculture (USDA) funded Market-Oriented Dairy (MOD) project in Sri Lanka needed a 

Volunteer Expert to improve the management capabilities of large dairy farms in the country, 

he was a perfect fit. 

Sri Lankan dairy farmers require significant assistance with the management of their dairy 

farm enterprises. As the Dairy Farm Management Volunteer Expert for MOD, Gary made two 

visits to the country and spent nearly four months working on different large-scale dairy 

farms. He provided technical assistance and training to the farms on dairy farm management 

and best practices in operating mid-to-large-sized dairy farms. Gary spent approximately a 

month at each farm, first observing and assessing all aspects of the dairy farm management 

practices and then providing hands-on training and guidance on how to improve farm 

management in order to increase milk production, improve milk quality, and increase farm 

productivity. 

The farms that received Gary’s guidance were able to see measurable impact. By 

implementing the basic best management practices introduced by Gary, one such farm not 

only managed to quadruple their milk production within just one year, but also began to 

command a higher price for their milk. Due to improved calf management practices taught by 

Gary, the farm also reduced their calf mortality rate by 90 percent. The anticipated long-term 

impact of Gary’s assistance on these farms is a lower cost of production, increases in the 
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quality and quantity of their milk production, and improved financial performance all due to 

improved farm management practices. 

In recognition of Gary’s contribution towards the development of MOD’s beneficiary farms, 

International Executive Service Corps (IESC), the Washington D.C. based implementing 

partner of the MOD project, awarded the Frank Pace award for 2019 to Gary for his 

outstanding support to the MOD project’s implementation. While presenting the award, 

IESC’s President and CEO David Hartingh said, “You went above and beyond by dedicating 

significant time to truly getting to know the farms and farm hands, working many hours a 

week including weekends. Your assistance changed managerial behavior and created results 

on the farms that you helped. The transfer of knowledge and technical assistance you 

provided will help the farms grow and create jobs in Sri Lanka’s rural economy.”   

Gary’s interactive approach to training provided valuable managerial expertise and new 

initiatives for solving production challenges. Gary has gained respect from the large farming 

community in Sri Lanka and as a result, several other large farm owners have requested his 

assistance and are awaiting his arrival in Sri Lanka for his next assignment.  

Gary’s patient and personable approach to providing technical assistance to beneficiary farms 
exceeded expectations 

Here Gary provides hands-on training, showing best practices and demonstrating the benefit of his 
recommendations to farm managers and staff by explaining the “why” behind the methods. This ensured 

behavioral change and the sustainability of these measures.  
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Gary’s successful contribution to the development of large farms also has had a wider 

national impact. Gary’s assistance began at a time when many farmers were giving up 

dairying because Sri Lanka’s imported cattle farms were facing severe stress due to the 

challenges associated with imported breeds and insufficient capacity in the country to 

manage these herds. Gary has demonstrated that utilizing correct nutrition and farm 

management practices can not only revive the health and productivity of these animals, but 

that applying these best practices can help turnaround other large dairy farms. Well managed 

and successful large farms are crucial if the country is to become self-sufficient in dairy. 

Commenting on his Sri Lankan experience, Gary said, “We could not have achieved the 

progress we made with the dairy farmers in Sri Lanka while I was on assignment without the 

great assistance and guidance provided by the MOD team. I especially want to thank the 

team for their dedication and motivation to improve the Sri Lankan dairy industry and 

allowing me to be a part of their continuing education, dairy promotion and technical training 

programs for the dairy industry of Sri Lanka.”  

  

 

 

Market-Oriented Dairy (MOD) Project, based in Sri Lanka, is funded by the United States Department of 

Agriculture (USDA) ‘Food for Progress’ initiative and implemented by IESC. The project aims to double the 

milk production of participating dairy farmers and enable them to obtain a higher price premium for fresh 

milk through interventions primarily designed to enhance their technical knowledge and create an 

entrepreneurial, business-oriented mindset. The project also supports enterprises along the dairy value 

chain to meet the demands of the country’s dairy sector to catalyze a sustainable growth. The project’s sub-

partners are Sarvodaya, University of Florida, Global Dairy Platform and SEAF. 


