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Although much has been said about livestock’s role in achieving food security, 

in reality, the subject has been only partially addressed and no current document 

fully covers the topic. Recognizing that food security is central to 

international development – and to the mandate of FAO - this report tells 

the story of livestock and food security from three perspectives.

It begins by presenting a global overview, examining the role that livestock play in 

human nutrition, the world food supply and access to food particularly for 

poor families. Next it moves from the global level to a human perspective, 

examining the way in which livestock contributes to the food security of 

three different human populations –livestock-dependent societies, 

small-scale mixed farmers and urban dwellers.

The final part of the report looks to the future. It discusses the expected demand 

for livestock source food and the way that increased demand can be met with ever 

more limited resources. It reviews the drivers that led to the livestock revolution, 

how these have changed and what the implications will be for livestock 

contributing to resilient food systems of the future.
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Foreword

Feeding the world’s poor is one of the most pressing challenges of the present day, as human popula-
tions grow and put increasing strain on natural resources. Livestock have an important part to play, 
as they provide high-quality protein to consumers and regular income to producers. To fulfil their 
potential sustainably, they must be managed with care. Water, fossil fuel and grain are used in rearing 
animals, and there is an urgent need to use these resources more efficiently, to recycle and reduce 
waste, and to create a positive balance sheet in livestock’s contribution to global food supplies.

One of the hardest challenges for food security is ensuring that all who need food have the means 
to buy it, particularly when volatile economies and natural disasters make already weak livelihoods 
even more unstable. Here livestock make a vital contribution as generators of cash flow and eco-
nomic buffers, provided that market chains are organised to provide openings for small scale pro-
ducers and traders and those in remote areas.

Livestock perform a variety of functions in different human societies. Communities dependent 
on livestock, those who practice mixed farming on a small scale, and consumers in cities, each have 
specific demands on farm animals and their products and distinct food security concerns. Differ-
ent geographical regions also have their own perspectives, with the emerging economies acting as 
growth engines and the developed countries driving food safety and environmental regulations. All 
share a need for food systems to be sustainable and resilient. Each region and type of community 
will have an influence in shaping livestock’s contribution to the food security of the future.

	 Samuel Jutzi
	 Director
	 Animal Production and Health Division
	 FAO



x

ACI	 Agrifood Consulting
ABARE	 Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics
BFREPA	 British Free Range Egg Producers Association
BMI	 Body mass index
BSE	 Bovine spongiform encephalopathy
CBPP	 Contagious bovine pleuropneumonia
CFS	 Committee on World Food Security
COMESA	 Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa
EC	 European Commission
EU	 European Union
FAO	 Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations
FMD	 Foot-and-mouth disease
FARM-Africa	 Food and Agriculture Research Management-Africa
GDP	 Gross domestic product
Hh	 Household
HPAI	 Highly pathogenic avian influenza 
ICASEPS	 Indonesian Center for Agro-socioecoomic and Policy Studies
IFAD	 International Fund for Agricultural Development
IGAD	 Intergovernmental Authority for Development (East Africa)
IMF	 International Monetary Fund
Kcal	 Kilocalorie
LEAD	 Livestock, Environment and Development
LEGS	 Livestock Emergency Guidelines and Standards
MDG	 Millennium Development Goal
N	 Nitrogen
NDDB	 National Dairy Development Board (India)
OECD	 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
OIE	 World Organisation for Animal Health
P	 Phosphorus
PRSP	 Poverty reduction strategy paper
RIGA	 Rural income generating activities
RVF	 Rift Valley fever
SFU	 Sheep forage unit
SOFA	 State of Food and Agriculture
TB	 Tuberculosis
TLU	 Tropical livestock unit
UNFPA	 United Nations Population Fund 
UNSC	UN  Standing Committee on Nutrition
UNU	 United Nations University
WHO	 World Health Organization 
WFP	 World Food Programme 

Acronym list



xi

Although much has been said about livestock’s 
role in achieving food security, in reality, the 
subject has been only partially addressed and no 
current document fully covers the topic. This 
report is an attempt to fill the gap. 

It expands the 2009 State of Food and Agri-
culture (SOFA) (FAO, 2009b) section which 
examined the multiple roles played by livestock 
in the food security of the poor and advocated 
for support of smallholders, both in responding 
to opportunities in livestock production and in 
finding other opportunities within a broad rural 
development strategy.

Recognizing that food security is central to 
international development – and to the mandate 
of the Food and Agriculture Organization of 
the United Nation (FAO) – the report tells the 
story of livestock and food security from three 
perspectives.

Livestock and global food 
security
The first section of the report presents a glob-
al overview, examining the role that livestock 
play in various dimensions of food security. It 
describes the place of livestock products in hu-
man nutrition, the contribution of livestock to 
the world food supply and its stability, and it 
discusses the way that livestock can affect food 
access, particularly for poor families, as a direct 
source of food and a source of income. 

“Measuring food security” explains the ways 
that food security is defined and measured, and 
provides an overview of trends in food security 
worldwide and by region. It is intended as back-
ground for those not familiar with the subject.

“Livestock food in the diet” describes the 
place of livestock products in human nutrition. 
Noting that the definition of food security in-
cludes the need for an “adequate diet”, it dis-
cusses the positive contributions that livestock 

products can make to the diet and the possible 
consequences of over consumption.

“Livestock and food supply” describes the 
contribution of livestock to the world food sup-
ply, directly through production of meat, milk 
and eggs, and indirectly through supplying trac-
tion and manure to cropping. It examines the 
factors that cause food supplies to become un-
stable and ways that livestock can mitigate dam-
aging effects. It also reviews the causes of insta-
bility in the supply of livestock source foods.

“Access to food” deals with food access, ex-
amining the way livestock can improve house-
hold and individual access to food, particularly 
for poor families, and provide food and income. 
It also reviews the impact of gender dynamics 
on access to livestock source foods within fami-
lies and the ability of families to earn income 
from livestock.

Three human populations, three 
food security situations
The second section shifts from the global level 
to a human perspective, examining the way in 
which livestock contributes to the food secu-
rity of three different human populations – 
livestock-dependent pastoralists and ranchers, 
small-scale mixed farmers and urban dwellers. 
The chapters briefly describe the main issues 
each population faces and then introduce related 
case studies to examine certain points in more 
practical detail. 

“Livestock dependent societies” examines the 
situation faced by livestock-dependent societies, 
including pastoralists, who are the main focus 
of the chapter, and ranchers. In both systems, 
livestock provide the foundation of livelihoods 
and contribute to food security both locally and 
globally. Mongolia is used as a case study, be-
cause it has a long history of livestock depend-
ence but, as in other livestock dependent socie-
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ties, is changing in response to external pressures 
and new opportunities.

“Small-scale mixed farmers” focuses on 
small-scale mixed farmers for whom livestock 
provide both food and the means to obtain it. 
For these farmers, livestock are an important, 
but not necessarily the most important, part 
of their livelihood portfolios. The chapter re-
views the contributions that livestock in these 
systems currently make to food security, the 
constraints to expanding their contribution and 
the prospects for small-scale mixed farming. 
Nepal is used as a case study because it has a 
large number of small-scale mixed farmers who 
face strong resource and market constraints and 
therefore provide a good illustration of the chal-
lenges they face in increasing production from 
their farms. 

“City populations” considers the case of city 
populations, growing in number worldwide. 
For the inhabitants of large cities, animal prod-
ucts are essentially a commodity to be consumed 
– unlike the livestock-dependent and small-scale 
mixed farmers who are both producers and 
consumers. The chapter considers the place of 
livestock products in the urban diet, the logis-
tics of feeding city populations, and the factors 
driving the livestock production systems and 
market chains that supply cities. It compares the 
approaches taken by different countries, draw-
ing the most detailed information from China 
and the United States of America (USA), which 
define their “foodsheds” – the surrounding area 
that can provide food for a city – in two very 
different ways. 

Feeding the future
The final part of the report looks to the future. 
It discusses the expected demand for livestock 
source food and the way that increased demand 
can be met with ever more limited resources. It 
reviews the drivers that led to the livestock rev-
olution, how these have changed and what the 
implications will be for livestock contributing to 
food security.

“Producing enough food” considers the task 

of producing enough food for future popula-
tions. It reviews FAO’s projections of growth 
in demand for livestock source foods between 
2010 and 2050, discusses the assumptions that 
were made in these calculations and the impli-
cations of any changes. It argues that reducing 
various forms of waste in livestock food systems 
will be an essential component of meeting future 
demand. Returning to the three populations of 
the previous section, it reviews where the em-
phasis may lie for each one in reducing waste 
and increasing efficiency.

“Building resilience” looks at the possibilities 
for improving resilience in livestock food sys-
tems and the increasing concern about the in-
stability of food supply and access during what 
are termed “protracted crises”. Livestock food 
systems must be prepared to respond to these 
crises, which will require building an increased 
capacity to deal with change and recover from 
shocks. The chapter reviews some of the factors 
that may create vulnerability in livestock food 
systems and suggests ways to mitigate them. 

“Conclusions” summarizes the main mes-
sages of the entire report. It concludes that live-
stock make a positive contribution to food secu-
rity but, at the same time, suggests that livestock 
need to be managed carefully to avoid externali-
ties. 




