
 

USDA FUNDED MARKET-ORIENTED DAIRY PROJECT IN SRI LANKA SUPPORTS 

ORGANIC FODDER CULTIVATION  

Organic overnight. This is where Sri Lanka’s cultivators found themselves when the country 

was faced with an economic crisis and a national directive banning inorganic fertilizer to save 

foreign exchange on imported inorganic fertilizers. The sudden directive applied pressure on 

dairy farmers growing their own fodder and newly emerging commercial fodder cultivators both 

being supported by the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) funded Market-

Oriented Dairy (MOD) Project. 

As good animal nutrition is key to increasing milk production, high quality fodder is an essential 

input to the dairy sector. The MOD project, since its inception in 2017, has been working to 

encourage dairy farmers with access to land to grow nutritious fodder types. As many dairy 

 MOD supported commercial fodder cultivator, Mr. Rashad (center) grows Sorghum, Super Napier and 

CO4 in his 10-acre land using layer manure and fish-tonic vermitea. He plans to add five more acres in 

the near future. 
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farmers lack sufficient land, MOD introduced a new segment to the market with the 

development of commercial fodder cultivators to respond to the demand for fodder from dairy 

producers. MOD promotes best practices for fodder cultivation such as variety selection, 

planting, harvesting, irrigation methods, soil nutrition, harvesting calendars (including block 

cultivation to fulfill the demand), and organic solutions such as vermicompost, vermitea and 

vermiwash preparation and application. With MOD support, 91 commercial fodder cultivators 

are sustaining the cultivation of 390 hectares of high-quality fodder. MOD also supports these 

cultivators by facilitating market linkages with medium- and large-scale dairy farms as well as 

MOD-developed silage entrepreneurs who are interested in purchasing fodder.  

These fodder cultivators faced many hardships through the country’s worsening economic crisis 

and the unavailability of inorganic fertilizers. While most of these cultivators were reluctant to 

start using organic fertilizer options, a few stepped up to embrace the challenge, including 

thirteen growers who are primarily growing napier varieties, such as super napier, red napier, 

and CO3-6 types. MOD’s three regional managers leading the growth of the commercial fodder 

sector, Mr. Manel Kulathunga, Mr. Thelaksan Thevathasan, and Mr. Sanjeewa Rathnayake 

provided guidance and support to ensure each entrepreneur correctly applied their preferred 

fertilizer type to get the best possible yield. “With such a high demand for green fodder,” 

explained Mr. Manel, “we were determined that these cultivators receive the necessary support 

to continue to fulfill the needs of dairy farmers. The high demand also created an attractive 

market price for their crops.” 

Thanks to MOD’s guidance and mentorship, these fodder cultivators successfully grew 161 

hectares of commercial use fodder using purely organic fertilizers such as cow manure, layer 

and broiler manure, goat manure, vermicompost and fish vermitea, and sludge cakes from 

agricultural wastes. Interestingly, the cultivators reported that despite a relative decline in 

yields and increased production costs driven by the economic crisis and demand pressures, 

 Youth entrepreneur, Mr. Madubashana (left) successfully cultivating napier varieties in 11 acres using 

layer manure with plans to expand cultivation by another 25 acres. 
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they were able to increase their income due to rising demand and higher prices in the fodder 

market. This ensured a consistent supply to the market. 

Ten of these 13 fodder cultivators are interested in continuing to use organic fertilizers even 

now that chemical fertilizers are slowly returning to the market at very steep prices. The 

balance three cultivators will adopt the hybrid model proposed by the MOD field team using 

minimal inorganic fertilizer balanced with organic fertilizer to improve yields while reducing 

costs. Those intending to maintain organic methods cited personal preferences for continuing 

with this sustainable model as it improves the soil structure, texture and aeration which 

improves soil fertility and increases water retention ability. Over time, the improved soil 

structure helps stimulate healthy root development and prevents soil erosion.  

“The circumstances were such that we had to convert to organic cultivation. We could have 

given up, but we didn’t, and our customers appreciate that,” explained Mr. Rashad, one of the 

leading organic cultivators. “Although chemical fertilizer is now available on the market, it 

comes at a very high cost and is not easily accessible. So, the hybrid fertilizer model where 

only a minimal quantity of inorganic fertilizer is used, will help us further improve yields without 

impacting cost of production.”   

Mr. Dushmantha started his sorghum cultivation just as the use of chemical fertilizer was 

prohibited in the country, so he began his journey using biofertilizers available on the market. 

 Mr. Dushmantha showing the thick stalk of Sorghum grown using agriculture sludge cakes (right and 

center) and Mr. Madanayake shows off growth of his mother stock of Super Napier using cow manure. 
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While looking for the best options, his friend recommended the use of sludge cakes made of 

crop waste. “The sludge cakes really worked well for me,” 

he noted. “Sorghum yields increased to about 9,000 kg per acre, a 50 percent increase from 

when biofertilizers were used. The stalks grew to 12 feet in height from a mere 7 feet before.”  

In Mr. Dushmantha’s case, the fertilizer costs fell by over 80 percent when he switched from 

biofertilizers to sludge cakes and the market price for his fodder crops increased by 25 percent. 

“By incorporating the best management practices in cultivating fodder taught by MOD and with 

their continued guidance, I went from a breakeven point when using biofertilizers to earning a 

respectable profit margin,” he added. In addition to sorghum, his napier varieties and vegetable 

crops are also performing well.  

Mr. Asoka Kuruppu, MOD’s Business and Value Chain Director, asserted that “It is a credit to 

these cultivators and our field team for ensuring a continued supply of high-quality grasses. 

The recycling of animal and agricultural wastes back into the farm is ensuring a regenerative 

model to the dairy sector and the hybrid fertilizer regime proposed to the cultivators will help 

sustain the supply chain while minimizing harm to the planet.” Given the increasing demand 

for fresh fodder for the dairy sector and the willingness to pay a high price for quality fodder, 

these cultivators have already set plans to double their acreage. 

Of the 6,108 dairy farmers MOD has trained to date, 24% have started using manure as 

fertilizer in their own cultivations with 9% selling the manure to other cultivators. The MOD 

project, together with their private and public sector partners, has commissioned a research 

study to optimize the integrated use of effective microorganisms, vermi products, and organic 

manures to minimize the use of chemical fertilizer in fodder cultivation through the estimation 

of fodder yield and quality. The study will focus on the premier fodder crops used in Sri Lanka 

such as Hybrid Napier, Fodder Sorghum, Fodder Maize, and hybrid Brachiaria varieties/cultivars 

as well as Mulato II as a new crop to be introduced to the country. 

 

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 sustainable growth. The project’s sub-

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


