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This paper reviewed literature on the role of family chickens in poverty alleviation, food security and 
HIV/AIDS mitigation with particular reference to Botswana Network of People Living with HIV/AIDS 
(BONEPWA+). Family chickens play an important role in the nutrition and income generation of 
households in Botswana. Secondary sources of data collected from the family chicken project funded 
by the Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency (Sida) and currently implemented by 
BONEPWA+ were evaluated. The project supports vulnerable and disadvantaged groups such as home-
based care patients and volunteers, out-of-school youths, widows/widowers, orphans and vulnerable 
children, female-headed households, people living with disabilities and those living with HIV/AIDS. 
Thirty-one project groups have been supported countrywide. This review highlights the contribution of 
family chickens to the livelihoods of people living with HIV/AIDS (PLWHA). A total of 750 PLWHA 
directly benefitted from the project while 4500 indirectly benefited. Family chickens were consumed and 
sold to meet immediate family needs (e.g. the purchase of food and clothing), as well as to purchase 
other livestock (mainly goats) and building material. From October 2005 to September 2010, 6000 
chickens were sold while 250 goats were purchased from the chicken proceeds. Money from chicken 
sales was also used to fund transport to health facilities for medical treatment, to pay school fees and 
to purchase school requisites for children. These data indicate that family chickens play an important 
role in food security, nutrition security, poverty alleviation, HIV/AIDS mitigation and economic 
empowerment of the vulnerable and disadvantaged members of the communities. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Botswana has one of the highest HIV/AIDS prevalence 
rates in the world (Botswana Institute for Development 
Policy Analysis, 2006). Figure 1 illustrates the HIV 
prevalence by districts in Botswana. On average, HIV 
prevalence for the districts is estimated to be 31%. HIV 
prevalence is highest in the northern and eastern parts of 
Botswana (National AIDS Coordinating Agency, 2008). In 
each of the districts, HIV prevalence is higher among 
women than men. The HIV/AIDS epidemic has also 
resulted in increase in orphans  

Botswana Network of People living with HIV and AIDS 
(BONEPWA+), which is a national network of people 
living with HIV and AIDS (PLWHA), was established in 
2000 and has played a pivotal role in raising the status of 
family chickens (also referred to as village chickens). The 

BONEPWA+ food security (chicken component) has 
resulted in the government designing Livestock 
Management and Infrastructure Development (LIMID) 
programme, which supports resource-poor farmers and 
youths to rear indigenous Tswana chickens and goats. 
Swedish International Development Corporation Agency 
(Sida) has supported a family chicken project in 
Botswana since 2005. According to BONEPWA+ (2010), 
the main objective of the Sida funded project is to 
contribute to improved farm productivity, income and 
nutrition among PLWHA. 

The rearing of small livestock such as sheep, goats, 
poultry, guinea pigs and rabbits seems to be an effective 
HIV/AIDS mitigation strategy. In Botswana, Lesotho and 
Zambia,  family   chickens have  been shown  to  play  an  
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Figure 1. HIV prevalence by districts. 

Source: Botswana Sentinel Surveillance (2009) cited by Ministry of Health (2009).  

 
 
 
important role in households where there is a lack of 
able-bodied workers, such as households affected by 
HIV/AIDS or those that have a disabled family member. 
Simainga et al. (2011) reported that 79% of the 
respondents in Kalabo and Mongu districts of Zambia 
considered family poultry as one of the mitigation 
strategies against HIV/AIDS. According to Alders et al. 
(2005), in households headed by widows, children or 
grandparents, a chicken represents the easiest species 
to raise for sale and home consumption. This can provide 
a novel source of high quality protein and micronutrients, 
which play an important role in the nutrition of HIV/AIDS 
patients. Most of family poultry production is managed by 
women. 

The contribution of family chickens to household food 
security, poverty alleviation, economic empowerment and 
HIV/AIDS mitigation in Botswana is scantily documented. 
Therefore, this review endeavours to highlight the 
contribution of family chickens to the livelihoods of 
PLWHA in Botswana. 
 
 

ROLE OF BONEPWA+ IN FAMILY POULTRY 
PRODUCTION 
 

BONEPWA+ is currently implementing a Sida funded 
food security and nutrition project aimed at contributing to 
improved household income, food security and nutrition 
through economic empowerment of PLWHA in Botswana. 

The principal objective of the project is to promote family 
chickens, backyard gardens (vegetable production), and 
capacity building and mentoring of people that are 
infected and affected by HIV and AIDS. The project offers 
support to vulnerable and disadvantaged groups such as 
home-based care patients and volunteers, out of school 
youths, widows/widowers, orphans and vulnerable 
children, female headed households, people living with 
disabilities and PLWHA (BONEPWA+, 2009). The 
emphasis of this review is on the family chicken 
component of the food and nutrition security project. 

According to BONEPWA+ (2010), the food security 
project covered 31 support groups involving 750 
beneficiaries countrywide. Each beneficiary was given 
five indigenous Tswana chickens (1 cock and 4 point of 
lay hens) which served as breeding stock. It was thought 
that this flock size would be easy to manage by the 
rearers the majority of whom are rearing livestock for the 
first time. This sex ratio (1 cock to 4 hens) in this study is 
low compared to Cobb breeders (Cobb-Vantress Inc., 
2008) that recommend 9-10 cocks per 100 hens. 
Therefore, the sex ratio in the present study is likely to 
result in underutilization of the cock. Compared to 
commercial chickens, Tswana chickens are hardy and 
can scavenge for feed; and hence are ideal for the village 
environment. In addition, British Lottery Fund supported 
family chicken projects in Maun and Tsabong, whereas 
Forum  Syd  supported  a   goat    project    in   Bobonong 



 
 
 
 
(BONEPWA+, 2010). Recently, BONEPWA+ has started 
to provide incubation services to family chicken rearers in 
Maun, Radisele and Tsabong. 

Each project beneficiary also received a moringa plant 
(Moringa oleifera) to ensure good health and nutrition of 
household recipients, as well as, as good health of the 
flock. Yang et al. (2006) reported that moringa added to 
fodder could be a potential bioceutical agent to substitute 
for antibiotics in livestock production. Furthermore, the 
workers showed that the consumption of moringa 
enhances the immune response of nutrient sufficient sub-
jects. Also, consumption of nutrient and photochemical-
rich vegetables, like moringa, leads to a better immune 
response compared to consumption of vegetables that 
are rich in fibre but lower in nutrient content such as 
cabbage. 

Moringa has a range of medicinal uses with high 
nutriational value. Different parts of this plant contain a 
profile of important minerals, and are a good source of 
protein, vitamins, beta-carotene, amino acids and various 
phenolics (Anwar et al., 2007). In Uganda, Nalule et al. 
(2011) reported the use of moringa leaves in the control 
of helminthes in livestock. Moringa leaves and green 
fresh pods are used as vegetables by humans and are 
rich in carotene and ascorbic acid with a good profile of 
amino acids (Makkar and Becker, 1997).  

The study of Kakengi et al. (2007) reported inclusion of 
10% Moringa oleifera leaf meal (MOLM) in the diets for 
laying hens to be optimal and that an addition of MOLM 
above 10% required high energy based feeds for better 
utilization. Egg weight was higher when 10% MOLM was 
included in the diets for laying hens and decreased with 
levels above 10%. The workers concluded that MOLM 
could completely replace sunflower seed cake up to 20% 
without any detrimental effect in laying chickens. 

According to BONEPWA+ (2010), 750 PLWHA 
benefited directly from the project while 4500 people 
benefited indirectly. The people that benefited indirectly 
from the food security project are those that were 
donated chickens to, by project beneficiaries under the 
pass-on-gift model which is encouraged by BONEPWA+. 
According to the pass-on-gift model, project beneficiaries 
share the project benefits by donating some chickens to 
other vulnerable members of the communities within and 
outside their villages. This indicates that assistance to 
PLWHA is extended to an additional six people who are 
usually family members and/or relatives.  

The majority of the project beneficiaries were females 
the majority of whom are caregivers and unemployed 
suggesting that the project is contributing to HIV/AIDS 
mitigation and economic empowerment. In order to 
reduce mortality in family chickens, BONEPWA+ provides 
vaccines and helps to administer them (vaccines). This 
indicates that BONEPWA+ is rendering extension service 
to the family chicken rearers. Moreki  and  Dikeme(2011) 
concluded that  the effects of HIV and AIDS scourge at 
household   level    has    reduced    after    beneficiaries 
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started rearing family chickens since beneficiaries are 
now able to feed their households resulting in reduced 
dependency on government hand-outs, family members 
and relatives. 
 
 
The first rung on the livestock ladder 
 
Small livestock, especially family chickens, can provide 
the start of the owner climbing the “livestock ladder”, 
leading to ownership of other livestock species such as 
goats and cattle (Dolberg, 2003). BONEPWA+ (2010) 
reported that rearing family chickens has resulted in 
beneficiaries owning other livestock such as goats, thus 
providing the start of the owners climbing the societal 
ladder. From October 2005 to October 2010, the 
beneficiaries of a Sida funded chicken project purchased 
250 goats from the proceeds of chickens. In addition, a 
beneficiary in Bobonong reported having bought a cow 
from the chicken proceeds, whereas another beneficiary 
bought donkeys which are used for draught power and 
transport (BONEPWA+ 2010). This suggests that the 
rearing of chickens could enable rural families to start 
owning more valuable livestock such as goats and cattle, 
which are considered status symbols in most African 
countries including Botswana. 
 
 
Improved food security 
 
Nutrition is critically important to people receiving 
antiretroviral therapy, as malnourished HIV-infected 
people progress more quickly to AIDS. Some ways of 
improving the nutrition component of mitigation strategies 
include promoting block farming, school gardening, 
community kitchens for orphans and vulnerable children, 
home-based care nutrition support and nutrition 
campaigns and training (Economic Commission for 
Africa, 2006).  

According to Disele et al. (2001), to prolong life PLWHA 
need adequate supply of protein for muscle building and 
body tissue maintenance; carbohydrates for energy and 
to prevent loss of weight and anorexia nervosa; and 
vitamins for body process regulation and boosting of the 
immune system, in particular vitamin C, A, the B-group, 
folic acid and minerals such as iron and zinc. Poor 
nutrition contributes to poor health, low labour 
productivity, low income, and livelihood insecurity. These 
factors put people, particularly women and girls, at risk of 
HIV infection as they are forced to migrate for waged 
labour or to engage in transactional sex work for income 
(Anon, 2006). 

Food security projects in Botswana, Lesotho and 
Zambia have shown that family chickens play a crucial 
role in nutrition and food security among PLWHA. Rural 
Self-Help Development Agency (2011) in Lesotho 
reported that some people consider family chickens as an 
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option to  mitigate  HIV  and  AIDS  after  realizing  that 
chickens can be the easiest way of obtaining daily 
nutritional requirements. In their study in Botswana, 
Moreki et al. (2011a) reported that chickens provided 
relish and hence were the main supplier of good quality 
proteins (meat and eggs) to the households. 

Eggs in particular offer a great nutritional bargain as 
they contain approximately 315 kilojoules and are an 
ideal protein source. Additionally, eggs supply an array of 
vitamins such as A and B12, and are one of the best food 
sources of vitamin K, a bone-boosting nutrient. Also, 
eggs provide choline, a B vitamin that plays a role in 
brain development (Alders et al., 2003) and energy 
metabolism. Again, eggs are an ideal carrier for enriching 
human diets with important dietary minerals such as 
selenium and iodine. Selenium is required for the activity 
of the enzyme glutathione peroxidase — a key mediator 
of oxidant stress, other peroxidase enzymes (PHGHPX 
and GSHx-PI), and iodothyronine deiodinase (necessary 
for formation of triiodothyronine from thyroxine) (Patrick, 
1999). Jacques (2006) states that selenium is involved in 
the proper functioning of the immune system or inhibiting 
the progression from HIV to AIDS.  

The disease (AIDS) is reported to be less prevalent in 
countries with high selenium soil content than those with 
low selenium content. Selenium is required for sperm 
motility, and may reduce the risk of miscarriage. The 
conversion of thyroxine (T4) to the biologically active 
triiodothyronine (T3) also involves selenium. Stone et al. 
(2010) observed that numerous studies have reported 
low selenium status in HIV-infected individuals, and that 
serum selenium concentration declines with disease 
progression. Eggs and chicken meat are good sources of 
selenium. 
 
 
Income generation 
 
From October 2009 to September 2010, PLWHA sold 
6000 chickens (BONEPWA+, 2010), indicating that 500 
chickens were sold per month across the districts. 
Therefore, on average each beneficiary sold 0.67 chicken 
per month. Money obtained from sale of chickens was 
used to enhance the lives of PLWHA and their family 
members.  

According to BONEPWA+ (2010), the majority of the 
patients said that they no longer defaulted from anti-
retroviral treatment after they started rearing family 
chickens as they were able to sell chickens to raise 
transport fares to health facilities for medical treatment. In 
addition, parents were able to purchase school requisites 
(uniforms, exercise books and pens) for their children, as 
well as to pay school fees (BONEPWA+, 2009, 2010).  

In agreement with Moreki et al. (2010), chickens were 
sold to purchase smallstock (sheep and goats) that 
supplied beneficiaries and their families with meat and 
milk, which are good sources  of  selenium.  Furthermore, 

 
 
 
 
proceeds from sale of chickens were also used to make 
improvements to beneficiaries’ homes (e.g., painting or 
fitting new windows in a house) and/or to partly finance 
construction of a new hut or house. Beneficiaries also 
sold birds to buy vegetable seeds, building material, 
furniture, chicken feeds and to pay for weeding labour in 
arable fields. The use of money for weeding labour is 
particularly important for people with disabilities and/or 
those that are bedridden who cannot perform weeding 
tasks (BONEPWA+, 2009, 2010). 

The purchase of goats is an important step for 
beneficiaries to start owning larger stock such as cattle. 
In addition, to meat production, goats also provide milk, 
which is an excellent source of selenium. BONEPWA+ 
(2009) reported that beneficiaries preferred tea with goat 
milk than cow milk. Project beneficiaries who are mainly 
women preferred to keep goats as they can be easily 
milked than cows. According to Lengkeek et al. (2008), 
PLHWA are less able to perform heavy work, to work for 
long periods or follow strict work schedules; there exists, 
therefore, the need to rear smallstock which are easy to 
keep as they require few inputs. 

Egg consumption and sales among rearers appeared 
to be low as eggs are used mainly for hatching. However, 
egg consumption and sales are likely to be high during 
summer and rainy seasons because hatchability is low 
during these periods due to high ambient temperature 
and high relative humidity. As a result, rearers usually sell 
and consume eggs to reduce losses in summer. 
 
 
Technical support  
 
Technical support to the beneficiaries of the family 
chicken project is provided jointly by BONEPWA+ and the 
Ministry of Agriculture. However, due to the vastness of 
the country and inadequacy of resources (extension staff 
and transport) support is inadequate. According to 
BONEPWA+ (2010), 750 PLWHA were trained in general 
poultry management.  

Fowl pox and NCD are some of the two common 
diseases that contribute to significant mortalities in family 
chickens in Botswana. Moreki et al. (2011b) reported the 
10 common chicken diseases in Botswana in order of 
prevalence to be coccidiosis, fowl pox, salmonellosis, 
avian mycoplasma, colisepticaemia, nutritional deficien-
cies, pediculosis, E-coli, NCD and infectious bursal 
disease.  

In order to reduce mortality, especially in chicks, 30 000 
chickens were vaccinated against Newcastle disease 
(NCD) and fowl pox using Lasota and fowl pox vaccines, 
and were also treated against internal and external 
parasites. In addition, BONEPWA+ supplied 500, 000 
doses of vaccines (NCD and fowl pox) and 20 tonnes of 
sorghum bran and soya bean cake to the project 
beneficiaries for free.  

A mixture of sorghum bran  and  soya  bean  cake  was 



 
 
 
 
supplied and used as supplementary feeds to the 
birds.Also, 500 moringa (Moringa mellifera) seedlings 
were distributed to the beneficiaries across the country 
(BONEPWA+ 2010). As indicated earlier, moringa has 
medicinal uses for both livestock and humans. 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
1. Family chickens contribute to income generation, 
improved nutrition and economic empowerment of the 
PLWHA. 
2. The Sida funded food security project has laid the 
foundation for government and development agencies to 
help mitigate HIV/AIDS on support groups. 
3. Technical support is inadequate. This calls for 
increased involvement of government extension service 
in family poultry production in order to reduce losses. 
4. The effect of moringa on health management of family 
chickens needs investigation. 
5. There is a need to evaluate the impact of the project 
on the lives of the beneficiaries. 
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