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Many local livestock breeds and minor species are in decline and may be lost 
because they cannot compete with high-yielding exotic breeds. Conserving these 
breeds is important: many have unique traits, such as hardiness and disease 
resistance, that are vital for future livestock production. One way to help ensure 
their survival may be to sell products from these breeds to high-value, specialist 
markets.

The Global Plan of Action for Animal Genetic Resources acknowledges the 
importance of market access to the sustainable use of livestock diversity and 
calls for development of markets for products derived from local species and 
breeds, and for strengthening processes that add value to their products. 

This publication describes eight examples of marketing of livestock products 
(wool, cashmere, milk, meat and hides) from local breeds of Bactrian camels, 
dromedaries, goats and sheep in seven countries in Africa, Asia and Latin 
America. It shows how they have kept local breeds in use, while enabling the 
small-scale livestock keepers and pastoralists who raise them to improve their 
livelihoods.
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Executive summary

Throughout the world and over centuries, small-scale livestock keepers and pastoralists 
have developed animal breeds that are well suited to their local conditions. These breeds 
are hardy and disease-resistant; they can survive on little water and scant vegetation. They 
can continue producing meat and milk in areas where modern, imported breeds succumb 
without expensive housing, feed and veterinary care. They enable people to earn a living in 
otherwise inhospitable areas, and embody valuable genetics for future breeding efforts. 

Nevertheless, these breeds are in danger of disappearing, pushed out by modern pro-
duction techniques and out-competed by exotic breeds. Finding niche markets for their 
products is one possible way of ensuring the survival of these breeds, and enabling the 
people who keep them to earn more from their existing lifestyle. 

EIGHT CASES
This book describes eight cases from Africa, Asia and Latin America where outside interven-
tions have attempted to develop markets for specialty products from local breeds. The cases 
include wool, cashmere, meat, hides, milk and dairy products, from dromedaries, Bactrian 
camels, sheep and goats. The countries represented are Argentina, India, Kyrgyzstan, Mau-
ritania, Mongolia, Somalia and South Africa. Some of the initiatives targeted urban markets 
within the country; others were aimed at the export market.

The case from India features wool from the Deccani sheep, a brown-wooled breed 
native to the Deccan Plateau of southern India. Shramik Kala, a federation of self-help 
groups, buys Deccani wool, weaves it into a range of attractive bags and other handicrafts, 
then sells them to Europe, Japan and the United States, as well as within India. Shramik 
Kala developed this new value chain when the previous market, blankets for use by the 
army and police, collapsed.

The case from Kyrgyzstan deals with cashmere from local goats in the Pamir moun-
tains. Currently the goat herders produce low-value, whole fleeces, which they sell to 
buyers from China. The Odessa Centre and the Kyrgyz Cashmere Producers’ Association 
are exploring ways for goat keepers to comb out the valuable, fine cashmere and sell it 
separately to a new group of buyers from Europe and Japan.

Bactrian camels in southern Mongolia also produce an under-valued product – wool. 
A group of volunteers, along with the New Zealand Nature Institute, is organizing local 
women to spin the wool into yarn and to export it to the United States, where it is sold to 
hobby knitters. 

The first of the two Argentina cases also deals with wool. The Linca sheep breed is 
raised by the Mapuche people in the foothills of the Andes in Patagonia. There is little 
demand for its coloured wool, so flocks of Linca have been declining. Aided by an NGO, the 
government and a research institute, a network of women has formed a community sales 
outlet, the Mercado de la Estepa “Quimey Piuke”, to sell ponchos and other traditional 
items made from the Linca wool.
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In the rural Eastern Cape province of South Africa, the government has established an 
abattoir and tannery to slaughter and process the region’s native goats. This cooperative-
run factory produces meat, sausages and burgers, as well as leather cushions and other 
handicrafts. It sells the meat products to the Muslim community in nearby towns, and the 
handicrafts through specialist stores throughout South Africa.

The second case from Argentina also deals with goat meat. A group of local institu-
tions in Neuquén province, in Patagonia, has applied for a Protected Domain of Origin 
designation for the meat of the local Criollo goat breed. This meat is marketed to urban 
consumers in Neuquén and nearby provinces.

The final two cases focus on milk from dromedaries. In Mauritania, the Tiviski dairy is 
a private company that buys milk from pastoralist herders in the south of the country, chills 
it and transports it to its dairy in Nouakchott, the capital. There it produces high-quality 
pasteurized milk, as well as other dairy products. Tiviski has invented camel cheese, and is 
trying to get regulatory approval to export this to the European Union, a huge potential 
market.

In Somalia, our case paints the picture of a marketing system for dromedary milk that 
is run by a loose network of female traders. Despite the lack of any central organization, 
this network collects milk from pastoralist encampments in the interior of Puntland, in 
northeastern Somalia, transports it to Boosaso, a town on the coast, and sells it uncooled 
and untreated at markets there. Attempts to improve this chain have had mixed success: 
low-budget, community-based investments (such as aluminium cans) have been successful, 
but a new central dairy runs well below capacity.

THE PROMISE OF NICHE MARKETING
These cases show some of the promise and pitfalls of niche marketing of products from 
local breeds. On one hand niche markets may be vital for the survival of many local breeds 
which cannot compete with higher-producing exotic breeds in mass markets. On the other 
hand, many local breeds may be ideally suited for niche markets: they have unique char-
acteristics (coloured wool or hides, extra-fine fibre, meat or milk with special tastes). Many 
of these traits (such as coloured wool) are undesirable in the mass market, but are ideal for 
certain market segments – if they are marketed in the right way.

Marketing of products from local breeds can also take advantage of two other charac-
teristics of local breeds: traditional processing techniques (to produce handicrafts or gar-
ments with distinctive designs) and strong local ties (since these breeds are found only in 
certain localities and are raised by certain ethnic groups). Both can be powerful features on 
which to base a marketing strategy.

Overall, the cases demonstrate that niche marketing of products from local breeds 
can generate employment and income for the poor – both livestock keepers and others 
involved in processing and trading the product. It can empower women, reverse the decline 
in the breeds concerned, and conserve both the environment and cultural values. It can be 
pro-poor because it is the poor who tend to keep local breeds, and because the type of 
work and amount of income generated may make it unattractive for wealthier individuals. 
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MARKETING STRATEGIES
There are various approaches to exploiting a niche market. Among our cases, the most 
common involved finding new markets, either for an existing product (this is known as 
market development), or for an entirely new product (called diversification). Less com-
mon were approaches involving existing markets, either for an existing product (market 
penetration) or for a new product (product development). After finding a market and 
developing a value chain, several of the enterprises later shifted their strategy towards 
lower-risk approaches – either by exploiting existing markets further, or by promoting exist-
ing products.

The cases richly illustrate various aspects of the four Ps of marketing: product, price, 
place and promotion. They exploited the special features of the product: for example by 
differentiating them from competing products in terms of colour, taste, texture or quality. 
Many of these features depended on the particular traits of the livestock breed – coloured 
wool, fibre fineness, meat taste, and so on.

None of the cases tried to compete on price. This is to be expected, since niche prod-
ucts are almost always higher-priced than the nearest mass-market equivalents. Several 
enterprises positioned their products at the upper end of the market by ensuring quality or 
by adding value to the raw product.

In terms of place, the cases used a variety of sales outlets, including their own stores, 
third-party retailers, visiting buyers, exports, and the internet. Running its own stores ena-
bled an enterprise to capture more of the value of the final product, but limited the number 
of customers reached and meant incurring the costs and logistical burden of managing a 
retail operation.

The enterprises used various approaches for promotion of their products. They all drew 
customers’ attention to the unique features of the products or emphasized the products’ 
linkages to their area of origin. Most had some form of branding or labelling, and two had 
protected their products with geographical indications (a kind of trademark to show the 
area of origin).

HOW TO GO ABOUT NICHE MARKETING
The interventions included four types of activities: improving animal production; process-
ing; organizing; and building a value chain. Of these, improving animal production was 
part of only two of the cases. The focus of all of the cases was more on processing the 
product, organizing local people, and building a value chain to link livestock keepers with 
the market. Accordingly, most of the initiatives worked with groups of processors – spin-
ners, weavers, dairy staff, transporters, designers, traders, etc., rather than (or as well as) 
the livestock keepers themselves. This shows that for marketing projects, it is necessary to 
work with people throughout the value chain, and that the livestock keepers, at the begin-
ning of the chain, may not be the first or most important point of contact, even if they and 
their animals are intended as the main beneficiaries.

The majority of the cases involved a champion – a person or organization with a spe-
cial interest in promoting the enterprise and making sure it works. Individual champions 
included the founder/owner of a company, a local member of parliament, and committed 
individuals; organizational champions included NGOs, government agencies, research insti-
tutes and donor organizations.
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Research was vital to the success of most of the cases. It included research on the exist-
ing production process (often done in a participatory way with livestock keepers and other 
local people), products (usually done by specialist research bodies), and markets (done by 
marketing organizations and consultants).

Most of the enterprises introduced new technology – sometimes expensive and sophis-
ticated (a new factory), and sometimes cheap and simple (combs to separate fine cashmere 
from coarser fibres). In some cases, the cheaper, simpler technology was more effective 
than the expensive large-scale investments.

At least four types of training were provided: increasing or improving production 
(such as hygienic milk collection), processing to add value to products (such as spinning, 
weaving, sorting and grading), organization (group formation and cooperative manage-
ment), and enterprise development (including business and marketing skills).

Building some form of institution featured in all eight cases, but the type of institution 
varied widely: a loose, spontaneous network; production and marketing groups; coordina-
tion bodies; large, formal cooperatives; and a private company. Most of these institutions 
had specialist functions and were active only at one point in the chain, though the larger 
ones had multiple functions and covered most or all of the chain. None of the institutions 
attempted to manage all aspects of the chain. 

Building institutions is particularly difficult in pastoralist areas because of many factors, 
including mobile lifestyles and a suspicion of outsiders. Institutions that build on existing 
social structures, such as kinship ties or trading relationships, are likely to be more success-
ful than those that attempt to start from scratch. 

THE CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES OF NICHE MARKETING
Niche marketing of local breeds faces many challenges.

Local breeds often suffer from a lack of recognition of the value of their products. 
The products may currently have low quality or be available only in small quantities 
or during certain seasons.
Local conditions are often demanding, with distance, drought, disease, and a lack of 
infrastructure and services all making production and marketing difficult to manage.
Organizing producers and processors may be difficult, especially among mobile pas-
toralists. 
Livestock keepers may lack the capacity to manage a market-oriented business. 
Government policies and institutions may be unsupportive.
It can be difficult to identify a suitable market for products and to establish reliable 
links with customers, especially in export markets.

Despite these challenges, we can identify many opportunities for niche marketing of 
local breeds:

Local breeds can produce unique products that can generate significant levels of 
demand and can help rescue a threatened breed from further decline or extinction.
Exploiting a local breed is one of the few ways to increase employment and incomes 
in remote, marginal areas, allowing local residents to maintain their livelihoods.
Basing an enterprise on a local breed can take advantage of livestock keepers’ indig-
enous knowledge and local people’s traditional culture, encouraging the conservation 
of both.
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Enterprises based on local breeds build on local resources and initiatives. They are 
likely to be cheaper and more sustainable than enterprises based on imported breeds 
and technologies.
A value chain based on local breeds can generate new sources of income, such as 
tourism or handicrafts. This income benefits local people directly.
An enterprise based on local breeds is likely to be pro-poor and pro-women, since it 
is normally the poorer livestock keepers and women who maintain the breeds or who 
have the skills to process the products.
A value chain based on local breeds builds the skills of local people and empowers 
them in relation to the outside world.
Livestock breeds can stimulate enthusiasm among their supporters like few other 
products. Such enthusiasm may be vital for marketing efforts to succeed.

RECOMMENDATIONS
Use existing resources. The initiative should be based on existing resources: the 
livestock breed, natural resources and human resources, and use the environment in 
a sustainable way.
Identify a suitable entry point. To conserve a breed or benefit livestock keepers, 
it may be better to focus on some aspect of the chain other than working directly 
with livestock keepers. For example, developing an urban-based processing industry 
to increase demand for the raw materials may be the best way to benefit livestock 
keepers (or conserve the breed).
Start small. The initiative should invest first in human capital and at a small scale, 
rather than in costly infrastructure. If the activity works, it should then seek more 
capital investment.
Do the research. It should be based on a thorough understanding of the production 
system, the product and the market. That means studying the breed and its charac-
teristics, the livestock keepers and their production system, the range of potential 
products, and the potential customers for the products.
Identify special characteristics of the breed. The initiative should seek ways to 
market products that reflect these characteristics: by creating new products, refining 
existing traditional products, or finding new markets for existing products.
Find a viable business model. The initiative should generate income for all actors 
in the value chain.
Focus on quality. It should emphasize the need to maintain quality. A niche product 
can command higher prices only if it is superior to alternative products. 
Build capacity. The initiative should stimulate the creation of strong local institutions 
and train people in technical and management skills.
Don’t depend too much on outsiders. The initiative may require significant sup-
port from outsiders over the medium term, but should not depend on expertise or 
funding from outsiders over the long term. 
Ensure long-term demand. The product chosen should be one where demand is 
likely to grow over the long term. 
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Don’t put all your eggs in one basket. The initiative should be based on a range 
of products and markets: that way, it is not a disaster if one product fails to sell or 
one customer refuses to buy.

CONCLUSIONS
Niche marketing can provide opportunities for sustainable production in marginal areas 
and can improve the livelihoods of livestock keepers and people involved in the processing 
and trade of products. It may especially benefit women and the poor. It can also be a tool 
for conserving breeds. 

Efforts to promote niche marketing may help local people connect to markets for the 
first time, giving them skills that they can use in exploring other markets and developing 
other enterprises. 

Niche markets may allow actors early in the value chain – livestock keepers and small-
scale processors – to capture a greater share of the end-value than in a mass market. This 
will make it attractive for these actors to continue and expand their businesses.

Niche marketing is by nature relatively small-scale. For large numbers of producers, it 
cannot replace the need to produce products for a wider, mass market. But for local breeds, 
it may be possible to find a match between the qualities of the breed, the features of a par-
ticular product, and the demands of a specific market. Making this match will help conserve 
the breed as well as provide a livelihood for people involved in the value chain.
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Introduction
Ilse Köhler-Rollefson and Paul Mundy

Livestock production is booming. It already accounts for 40% of the world’s agricultural 
gross domestic product, and livestock production is the fastest-growing sub-sector of agri-
culture (FAO 2009). Global meat and milk production are expected to double in the first 
half of the 21st century.

Much of this growth has been through large-scale production systems, often managed 
by large companies and raising thousands of animals (millions in the case of poultry) under 
intensive, controlled conditions. But such “factory farms” and large-scale ranches bring 
with them a catalogue of food-security and environmental problems. Growing animal feed 
takes about a third of the globe’s arable area, using land that could be used to grow crops 
for human consumption. Keeping large numbers of genetically similar animals together 
facilitates disease outbreaks and encourages farmers to use more and more antibiotics. 
Overgrazing results in soil erosion and biodiversity loss. Effluent from huge feedlots pol-
lutes streams and groundwater. Cows belch out greenhouse gases that warm the planet 
(Steinfeld et al. 2006).

SMALL-SCALE LIVESTOCK PRODUCERS AND PASTORALISTS
Small-scale producers and pastoralists offer an alternative. They produce a range of food 
(meat, milk, eggs), products (hides, wool, dung), and services (transport, land preparation), 
often in a more environmentally friendly way than large-scale operations. They raise many 
of their animals on land that cannot be used to grow crops: along roadsides and field 
boundaries, on fallow land, and in areas that are too dry or wet, too cold or hot, or too 
steep and rocky for cropping. The animals live off natural vegetation or crop by-products 
and do not compete with humans for cereals. They recycle waste products such as crop 
residues and kitchen scraps, fertilize arable soil for the next season’s crop, and produce 
dung that millions use as cooking fuel. 

These livestock produce greenhouse gases, to be sure, but most of these gases would 
result anyway even without grazing: after all, wild herbivores, termites and other decom-
posers also convert vegetation into carbon dioxide, without producing the meat and milk 
that people need.

Small-scale livestock production and pastoralism are economically important. The liveli-
hoods of about one billion poor people depend on livestock. About 70% of the world’s 880 
million rural poor people who live on less than US $1 per day are at least partially depend-
ent on livestock for their livelihoods. For more than 200 million smallholder farmers in Asia, 
Africa and Latin America, livestock are the main source of income, and for about 120 mil-
lion pastoralists worldwide, livestock production is the principal source of livelihood. 

Many of these producers raise animals mainly for subsistence. Many others, however, 
sell all or part of their livestock produce. But they face enormous hurdles in doing so. Many 
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live in remote areas, devoid of infrastructure such as electricity, roads and cooling facili-
ties, and far from services such as extension advice, markets and veterinary care. Support 
systems are typically geared to large-scale producers or intensive production. Dairies say it 
is too costly to collect small amounts of milk from small-scale producers, or complain it is 
impossible to ensure the quality of their milk. Abattoirs may automatically grade pastoral-
ists’ animals lower than equivalent animals raised under intensive conditions. Livestock 
keepers themselves are often poorly organized. For pastoralists, unpredictable rainfall, 
scattered grazing, a mobile lifestyle, and cultural values favouring large herds make it hard 
for them to supply a market on a reliable basis.

Efforts to ensure that poor and marginalized livestock keepers benefit from the enor-
mous potential of livestock have had a depressing record. Most attempts to enable livestock 
keepers to participate in the market have focused on raising their production by introduc-
ing “superior germplasm”, i.e. replacing or upgrading existing, locally adapted breeds with 
high-yielding, exotic animals. But these exotic animals are demanding: without intensive 
care, ample supplies of good feed and regular veterinary attention, they fail to grow, pro-
duce milk or lay eggs. Many farmers cannot afford to provide such ideal conditions. Many 
animals sicken and die, leaving their owners poorer. 

At the same time, increases in production lead to lower prices for livestock products, 
squeezing out small, uncompetitive livestock keepers. Only ever-larger farmers can stay 
in business. This has been called the “treadmill phenomenon” (Röling 2009). In North 
America and Europe, livestock production has become highly concentrated in a few hands. 
If developing countries follow this trend, this will have dire consequences for the poor. 
Small-scale livestock keepers and pastoralists in these countries need ways to remain com-
petitive if they are to stay in business.

LOCAL BREEDS AND SPECIES
Many of the animals kept by small-scale livestock keepers and pastoralists are local breeds. 
These are vital to food security and livelihoods. Under better conditions, they may not 
produce as much as their high-yielding relatives, but in the harsh environments where they 
developed, they can produce under conditions where other breeds cannot survive. They 
are less prone to fall prey to diseases, and are a low-risk proposition for livestock keepers. 
Many have unique traits, such as disease resistance and drought tolerance, and represent 
an important source of genetic diversity that animal breeders can use in responding to pest 
and disease outbreaks and climate change. They are also integral parts of their environ-
ment that help sustain biodiversity. Many play a central role in the cultures of the people 
who keep them.

Since livestock were first domesticated 12 000 years ago, more than 7 000 breeds of 
livestock have been developed (FAO 2007b, p. 7). Many of these breeds are local: they 
have been adapted to a specific habitat and shaped, often over centuries, by the cultural 
preferences of a particular community or ethnic group. Examples are the Boran cattle 
(raised by the Borana people of northern Kenya and southern Ethiopia), the Garut sheep 
(raised in the mountains of West Java and used for fighting), and the Nari cattle raised by 
pastoralists in India. 

Local breeds contrast with “international” or exotic, high-performing breeds, which 
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were produced through intensive selection for very specific traits, often with the use of 
biotechnology. Examples of such breeds are black-and-white Holstein-Friesian dairy cattle, 
Large White pigs, and Rhode Island Red chickens.

An alarming trend is the disappearance of large numbers of local livestock breeds. 
An estimated 209 breeds of cattle, 180 breeds of sheep, and 40 breeds of chickens have 
become extinct. In all, some 11% of mammalian breeds and 2% of avian breeds are 
thought to be extinct. The loss of such breeds continues: some 210 cattle breeds and 179 
sheep breeds are classified as “critical” or “endangered” (FAO 2007b, p. 39). 

There are many reasons for this loss of breeds. Breeds that produce less meat, milk or 
eggs are being replaced by higher-yielding types (FAO 2007b). Stockholders who maintain 
traditional, local breeds cannot compete, so either switch to the exotic breeds or give up 
production altogether. In developing countries, governments, development projects and 
private companies try to persuade farmers to keep exotic breeds or promote cross-breeding 
to “improve” the local breeds. Other factors include increasing mechanization and speciali-
zation of farming, land-use changes, and policy failures (Box 1).

Governments are sufficiently concerned about this erosion of livestock breeds to issue 
a Global Plan of Action for Animal Genetic Resources (FAO 2007a). This contains recom-
mendations on monitoring the loss of breeds, their sustainable use and development, their 
conservation, and policies, institutions and capacity building to manage animal genetic 
resources.

Many of the problems associated with local breeds also face “minor” livestock species, 
other than the “big five” of cattle, sheep, goats, pigs and chickens. Such minor species 
include dromedaries and Bactrian camels, donkeys and yaks. Like local breeds, they con-
tinue to produce under difficult conditions, but they are being pushed aside by the “big 
five”, which receive far more attention from policymakers, donors, researchers, extension 

BOX 1

Erosion of animal genetic resources

“This erosion has many causes, including changes in production systems, mechaniza-

tion, the loss of rangeland grazing resources, natural calamities, disease outbreaks, 

inappropriate breeding policies and practices, inappropriate introduction of exotic 

breeds, loss of animal keepers’ security of tenure on land and access to other natural 

resources, changing cultural practices, the erosion of customary institutions and social 

relations, the influence of population growth and urbanization, and the failure to 

assess the impact of practices in terms of sustainability, and develop adequate poli-

cies and economic measures. Erosion of animal genetic resources threatens the ability 

of farmers and livestock keepers to respond to environmental and socio-economic 

changes, including changing diets and consumer preferences.”

Source: Global Plan of Action for Animal Genetic Resources (FAO 2007a, p. 5)
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personnel and veterinary staff. They also often perform specific economic roles that may 
be replaced easily as technology changes.

HOW TO MAINTAIN LOCAL BREEDS?
The erosion of local livestock breeds and minor species is a complex problem, with no sin-
gle solution: FAO’s Global Plan of Action contains no less than 23 strategic priorities, each 
specifying several associated actions.

This book focuses on one approach – promoting the use of niche markets for the 
products of local livestock breeds and minor species. A series of international agreements 
support this approach. Under Strategic Priority 6 of the Global Plan of Action two action 
points call on governments to promote the marketing of products based on local breeds 
and species (Box 2). 

Supporting livestock keepers to add value to their traditional breeds also contributes to 
achieving two of the eight Millennium Development Goals (Box 3). 

The Convention on Biological Diversity (Box 4) obliges governments to support tradi-
tional lifestyles, biological diversity and cultural practices – of which local breeds and spe-
cies are an integral part.

WHAT IS NICHE MARKETING?
Niche marketing provides a product or service to a fairly small segment of a market. It 
can be contrasted with a mass market: one that serves the large majority of consumers. 
Mass-market products in the same category are generally hard to distinguish from one 
another and compete largely on price. Many such products are traded in bulk on commod-
ity exchanges before they are processed and packaged to be sold to consumers.

For livestock, examples of mass-market products are the beef, chicken or milk sold in 
supermarkets or butcher’s shops, and the wool that goes into the vast majority of woollen 

BOX 2

Global Plan of Action for Animal Genetic Resources

Strategic Priority 6: Support indigenous and local production systems and associated 

knowledge systems of importance to the maintenance and sustainable use of animal 

genetic resources.

Action 2: Support indigenous and local livestock systems of importance to ani-

mal genetic resources, including through the removal of factors contributing to 

genetic erosion. Support may include… appropriate access to… the market… 

and adding value to their specialist products.

Action 4: Promote the development of niche markets for products derived from 

indigenous and local species and breeds, and strengthen processes to add value 

to their primary products.

Source: FAO (2007a, p. 20), emphasis added
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clothes. Consumers do not generally care where the meat, milk or wool comes from or how 
it has been produced, and manufacturers make no attempt to tell them.

A niche market, by contrast, serves only a small segment of the market, or a specific 
group of consumers. Products are distinguished from the mass market by special qualities 

BOX 3

Millennium Development Goals 

Goal 1: Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger

Target 1a: Reduce by half the proportion of people living on less than a dollar a 

day.

Target 1b: Achieve full and productive employment and decent work for all, 

including women and young people.

Goal 7: Ensure environmental sustainability

Target 7a: Integrate the principles of sustainable development into country poli-

cies and programmes; reverse loss of environmental resources.

Target 7b: Reduce biodiversity loss, achieving, by 2010, a significant reduction in 

the rate of loss.

Source: UNDP (2000)

BOX 4

Convention on Biological Diversity

Article 8. In situ conservation

Article 8(j): … respect, preserve and maintain knowledge, innovations and 

practices of indigenous and local communities embodying traditional lifestyles 

relevant for the conservation and sustainable use of biological diversity and pro-

mote their wider application with the approval and involvement of the holders 

of such knowledge, innovations and practices and encourage the equitable shar-

ing of the benefits arising from the utilization of such knowledge, innovations 

and practices.

Article 10. Sustainable use of components of biological diversity

Article 10(c): Protect and encourage customary use of biological resources in 

accordance with traditional cultural practices that are compatible with conserva-

tion or sustainable use requirements.

Source: CBD (1992).
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or labelling. A market niche can be a specific geographical area, a specialty industry, an 
ethnic group, an age group, or a particular group of people (such as diabetics or people 
with an allergy). Because they are special, niche products may command higher prices than 
mass products. 

For livestock, examples of niche products are cheeses such as Gruyère and Wensleydale, 
specialty sausages and hams, ultra-fine cashmere, and craft items made of wool or leather. 
Consumers buy these products for their special flavour or other qualities (for example, 
because the animals were raised locally or the items are associated with a specific culture). 
Manufacturers take care to inform consumers about these special qualities – for example, 
on packaging or labels, by selling them through certain shops, or by having sales staff tell 
customers about the product’s characteristics. They use stringent controls to ensure their 
product has the required quality, and may seek to protect it legally (for example, through 
a protected designation of origin) to prevent other suppliers from passing off another 
product as a niche item.

There is no hard line between a mass market and a niche market. Indeed, manufac-
turers of mass products often try to differentiate their products from the competition in 
some way, for example by claiming the product has certain characteristics (such as low-fat 
yoghurt containing whole fruit) or through distinctive packaging or branding. In this way 
they try to carve out a niche for themselves into an otherwise mass market.

WHY NICHE MARKETS?
Should a group of producers, a development project or entrepreneur supply their product 
to the mass market, or consider developing a niche market? For small enterprises, niche 
markets offer several advantages over mass marketing:

The initial costs are lower, since it is not necessary to produce large amounts of the 
product, invest heavily in equipment, or advertise it widely.
It enables the enterprise to focus on its strengths: it can develop products that it is 
good at producing and marketing. That may give them a real advantage over poten-
tial competitors.
The niche may be currently unserved, and the competition may ignore it, either 
because they are unaware of it or because they think it is too small to worry about.

Nevertheless, niche marketing has disadvantages:
A niche market can disappear quickly as economic conditions and fashions change.
Larger companies may target the niche as it grows in value or size and thus becomes 
more attractive. A small enterprise may not be able to deal with such competition.
Niches are not always neat and easy to define. They may be scattered geographically, 
and targeting and promotion may be difficult or expensive.

LOCAL BREEDS AND NICHE MARKETS
Producers and processors of local breeds may be forced to enter niche markets because of 
necessity. Local breeds usually cost less to maintain than intensively raised exotic animals, 
but they tend to produce less meat or milk. That means their production costs per unit out-
put may be higher. Small-scale livestock keepers who raise local breeds may not be able to 
compete with large-scale producers with exotic animals, or with cheap, imported products. 
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The small-scale producers need to differentiate their product in order to make a living. That 
means developing a niche market.

Fortunately, many local breeds and species have a large but often unrecognized poten-
tial to produce items that customers appreciate and demand:

They have unique characteristics. Many local breeds produce items with particu-
lar qualities: coloured wool, patterned hides, super-fine fibre, meat that is especially 
tasty, or milk that has special qualities. Many of these traits (such as coloured wool) 
are undesirable in the mass market, but are ideal for certain market segments – if only 
they can be marketed in the right way.
Products of local breeds are often processed in traditional ways. Many local 
handicraft traditions have grown up using the products from a local breed. Coloured 
wool, for example, is woven to make traditional garments with specific patterns. The 
need to conserve milk or meat without refrigeration has led to the development of 
unique sausages and cheeses.
They have strong local ties. Many local breeds and species have strong ties with a 
particular area, ethnic group or way of life. These local ties can become an important 
selling point for the product: in buying a poncho or pashmina, a cheese or a rib-chop, 
tourists feel they can buy a little piece of the local area or can associate with or sup-
port the people who produced the item. 

The value of local breeds as sources of culinary delicacies is well established in parts 
of the developed world. In Europe, and especially in the Mediterranean countries (Italy, 
France, Spain), many specialty cheeses and meats are associated with particular breeds. 
In Germany, meat from such breeds as the Heidschnucke sheep and Schwäbisch-Hallische 
pig are at a premium in gourmet restaurants. In North America, too, there are efforts to 
market the meat and wool from heritage breeds. In these countries, the marketing of 
cheeses, sausages, wool and other specialty products has contributed to the conservation 
of indigenous breeds, enhanced regional identities and stimulated rural economies. From 
developing countries, however, examples of this approach are rare. 

BENEFITS OF NICHE MARKETS
Experience in developed countries suggests that developing niche markets for products 
based on local breeds and species offers several potential benefits.

Employment and income. Local breeds and species are often produced in rural 
areas with surplus labour and a lack of employment opportunities. Developing a mar-
ket for their products could generate employment and income for livestock keepers, 
their families, and others in livestock raising, food processing, handicrafts and trade.
Local breed conservation. Developing a market for the products of a local breed 
or species makes it more attractive for livestock keepers to continue raising such 
animals. Conserving a breed in situ, in the conditions in which it was originally 
developed, is likely to be far cheaper than the alternative: ex situ conservation of live 
animals on breeding farms, or the preservation of deep-frozen semen and embryos. 
Niche marketing offers a way to make in situ conservation profitable, without relying 
on government subsidies.
Environmental conservation. In conserving a breed, it is also necessary to conserve 
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the ecosystem where it is maintained. Maintaining a breed in itself may help maintain 
an ecosystem – for example where grazing suppresses the development of bush and 
maintains an open grassland. Niche marketing may also encourage local people to 
maintain an ecosystem and prevent its conversion to other uses. Indeed, many niche 
livestock products may require that the animals are grazed in a particular way rather 
than being stall-fed.
Gender. Promoting niche markets has the potential to enable women to gain skills 
and earn money, and to raise their status in traditional societies. Women and men 
may play specific roles in raising livestock (women often care for sheep, goats and 
chickens and are responsible for raising calves, while men tend the adult cattle), or 
in processing and trading products (men often shear sheep, while women spin and 
weave the wool).
Conserving cultural values. The culture of many livestock-keeping communities 
is closely intertwined with particular breeds. By providing the economic incentive 
to maintain the breed, niche marketing also contributes to conserving the culture. 
Many niche products are explicitly linked to the livestock keepers’ culture: they draw 
on traditional handicrafts, or rely on the specific roles that men and women play in 
livestock production, product processing and trade.

FINDING A NICHE
Various challenges face attempts to develop niche markets for local breeds and species. 
Many of these challenges are common to attempts to market any type of product pro-
duced by small-scale producers and pastoralists, or by producers in remote areas: a lack of 
infrastructure and services, a bias against small-scale production, a mobile lifestyle, etc. (see 
Small-scale livestock producers and pastoralists above).

Added to this are special problems relating to creating a niche market. Those aiming to 
do this will have to:

Identify existing products (or create new ones) that will attract a premium price.
Identify a market where these products can be sold.
Organize producers to produce and deliver products at an agreed price in a reliable 
manner.
Get producers to agree on quality criteria and to ensure that products attain these 
standards. 
Create a value chain to link the producers with the market, in ways that the producers 
benefit (so they have an interest in continuing to raise their particular breed).

Box 5 gives an example of an organization in India that is seeking niche markets for 
camel products: milk, wool and dung.

WHAT IS IN THIS BOOK
Can the niche marketing approach be used in developing countries? Under what circum-
stances does it work in these countries, is it economically sustainable, and does it really 
benefit the livestock keepers? What are the problems and hurdles of realizing and teasing 
out the potential of niche products from local breeds and species? 

This book assembles eight case studies from around the world (three from Africa, two 
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BOX 5

Exploring the promise of niche markets: Camels in Rajasthan

“If a camel dairy is set up, we can earn income of some 500–1 000 rupees per day and 

we will no longer be poor.”

Mool Singh Sodha

Mool Singh is owner of over 100 female camels in a remote corner of Rajasthan’s Thar 

Desert, in western India. His camels are his only asset. He used to earn a good income 

from selling young male animals to the Border Security Force, which used camels to 

patrol the open border with Pakistan. But when a fence and an asphalt road were 

constructed to mark the border, the Border Security Force no longer required camels, 

except for ceremonial purposes. Farmers too had switched to tractors, so the demand 

for draft camels fizzled out. 

As a result, in the early 2000s, the prices for camels dipped to an all-time low: they 

sold for not more than a sheep or a goat. Seeing no future in their profession, many 

camel breeders – in circumvention of Hindu beliefs against using camels for meat – 

began to sell their female camels for slaughter. The camel population dipped by 50% 

within 10 years.

In 2006, Lokhit Pashu-Palak Sansthan, a local NGO, started to investigate new 

ways of creating income from camels, beyond the traditional use that was limited to 

transportation. It promoted the milk as a treatment for diabetes, experimented with 

making ice cream from camel milk, had the wool tested for its marketability, developed 

paper made from camel dung, and organized the camel breeders into savings groups. 

This is still very much a work in progress, since certain interventions, such as setting up 

a dairy, require major investments by the government or private entrepreneurs. 

But seeing the variety of new products from their animals has changed the camel 

breeders’ attitudes. They had lost faith in what they were doing; now their eyes sparkle 

with excitement when asked about their camels. The women – traditionally cloistered 

inside the home – have gone on exposure tours to cow-milk dairies and are impatient 

to start selling camel milk. Prices for female camels have multiplied within the span of 

a couple of years because of their perceived potential as milk animals.

Independently of LPPS’s efforts, the market for camels as draft animals has picked 

up again because of the rise in oil prices, and there seems to be increasing appreciation 

for the camel as a means of adaptation to climate change. 

This story shows that animal genetic resources that have gone out of fashion can 

make a rapid comeback. And it also demonstrates the potential of niche marketing for 

conserving animal genetic resources. 

More information: LPPS, www.lpps.org
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from Asia and two from Latin America) about niche marketing of specialty products (wool, 
cashmere, hides, meat and milk) from goats, sheep, Bactrian camels and dromedaries. 
Some sell existing products; others have developed new products from their traditional 
breeds. Some sell their products in nearby areas; others tap high-value export markets. 
All have found ways to create markets for their products through innovative marketing, 
branding and product design, and by improving organization, production, processing and 
distribution.

These studies identify some of the important ingredients for successful niche-marketing 
initiatives with indigenous breeds: the need for an outside agent (a company, an NGO, 
donor-funded project or the government) to raise awareness about market potential and 
bring in technical expertise to realize it, the need for investment to develop infrastructure, 
the need for targeted applied research, the importance of design, the significance of train-
ing (including in business skills) and organizational development, the necessity of creating 
multi-stakeholder platforms between producers, support actors, processors, business peo-
ple and consumers.

FIGURE 1
Location of cases described in this book

Argentina
Woollen ponchos 
and handicrafts 
from Linca sheep

Argentina
Meat from
Criollo goats

Kyrgyzstan
Cashmere from 
jaidari goats

Mongolia
Wool from 
Bactrian camels

India
Woollen 
handicrafts from 
Deccani sheep

Mauritania
Milk and cheese 
from dromedaries

Somalia
Milk from 
dromedaries

South Africa
Meat, sausages and 
leather handicrafts 
from local goats
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These initiatives were established with different motivations: mainly to increase the 
incomes of livestock keepers and other local people, or to establish a profitable business. 
Only in a minority of cases was the conservation of the breed itself a major driving con-
cern. 

HOW THIS BOOK WAS PRODUCED
In 2008, the League for Pastoral Peoples and Endogenous Livestock Development (LPP) 
put out a call for papers on niche marketing for local breeds and minor species. Fourteen 
suggestions for topics were received – a number that perhaps reflects the small number 
of relevant experiences in this field worldwide. The eight most appropriate were selected 
and the authors were invited to submit full manuscripts, following a specific structure. The 
authors were then invited to a 3-day “writeshop”, which took place in Kalk Bay, Cape 
Town, South Africa, on 4–6 December 2008.

During the writeshop, the authors presented their manuscripts in turn. The other partici-
pants commented on and critiqued each manuscript. One of the team of three editors then 
assisted the author to revise the manuscript, and commissioned artwork from the artist 
who was present. These presentations took one-and-a-half days. The resulting manuscripts 
form the basis of Chapters 1 to 8 in this book.

During the second half of the writeshop, the participants analysed each of the manu-
scripts in terms of questions on the problem to be addressed, the risk or opportunity for the 
breed or species involved, the nature of the niche product, implementation and activities, 
actors and target audiences, successes, challenges, opportunities and potentials, gender, 
institution and policy, impact on the environment, and sustainability of the niche market-
ing effort. They then summarized the answers to these questions. Their discussions and 
outputs form the basis of Part 4 in this book.
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