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‘Local knowledge is a primary determinant of productivity’:
Local knowledge in cattle management in an agro-pastoralist community

Andreas Wilkes
(Center for Biodiversity and Indigenous Knowledge)

Abstract: In China, productivity increases are widely thought to be due to the application of science and
technology. The purpose of this paper is to provide an example of one case in which local knowledge can
be shown to increase productivity. This paper describes the cattle-management practices of the ethnic
minority inhabitants of one village in northwest Yunnan, and shows how some of these practices aim to and
succeed in maintaining cattle productivity. Section 2 provides the background to the study site, describing
livelihoods in Doyon village and presenting data on trends in cattle numbers. Since an increase in humbers
of cattle does not itself indicate rising productivity, this section also explains what productivity means in
the local context. Section 3 describes cattle management practices in two different hamlets, and
demonstrates that the different ways in which cattle are raised represent different means for enhancing
productivity. Local knowledge associated with these practices is also described. Section 4 shows that these
practices also result in positive economic outcomes for households. The final section argues that the
potential of local knowledge to make positive contributions to development must be taken seriously.
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