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Cattle and livelihoods spotlight Ethiopia 

Introduction  

Livestock contributes to people’s livelihoods through numerous channels: income, food, 
employment, transport, draft power, manure, savings and insurance, social status etc. Nationally 
representative multi-topic household surveys, which have a focus on agriculture, allow us to 
determine income from different activities, production practices and consumption patterns, also 
shedding light on cash income and nutrition related benefits from livestock. This brief estimates 
the benefits livestock generate for households in different cattle production systems using data 
from the Central Statistical Agency (CSA) 2015/16 Ethiopia Socioeconomic Survey.  

Cattle production is one of the main agricultural industries in Ethiopia. The country produces 
over 3.8 billion litres of milk and ~1 million tonnes of beef per year valued at USD 2.5 billion 
and USD 5.1 billion, respectively. As part of the implementation of Africa Sustainable Livestock 

2050 (ASL2050), the Ministries responsible for livestock, health, agriculture, and the 
environment have engaged stakeholders to assess the current and long-term impact of livestock 
production systems on the economy and people’s livelihoods, on public health and on the 
environment. Due to the importance and scale of cattle production, cattle dairy and beef were 
selected as priority commodities for assessment. The stakeholders agreed on five distinct 
classifications of production systems related to these two commodities. Table 1 contains the 
definition of these production systems; a more detailed description can be found in the ASL2050 

Livestock Production Systems Spotlight Ethiopia. 

Table 1. Short description of cattle production systems in Ethiopia 

Production system Short description 

Mixed crop-livestock 

(dairy and beef) 

Subsistence oriented farming concentrated in the mid- and high-altitude agroecological 
zones where cereals and cash crops are the dominant farm activities. Cattle are primarily 

kept to supply draft power, however milk is an integral part of production. Old oxen that 
retire from ploughing are commonly sold or conditioned and finished. 

Pastoral/Agro-

pastoral (dairy and 

beef) 

Rangeland based livestock production system aimed at exploitation of the natural or semi-

natural vegetation via domestic animals, in particular ruminants. The main product is milk 
and the main function of livestock is subsistence, although social and cultural functions are 

also important. Excess young males are sold to highlanders, where they are used as 
draught oxen, or to feedlot operators. 

Urban/Peri-urban 

(dairy and beef) 

Urban/Peri-urban dairy is an expanding production system largely found in the highlands 

and concentrated in the Addis Ababa milk shed area as well as around the regional capital 
cities where there is an adequate market for fresh milk. Smallholder farmers and landless 

households around urban areas fatten a few animals at a time. Fattening is mostly done 
after the oxen in the mixed crop-livestock system have retired from farm work/ploughing 

in order to replace them with younger animals. 

Dairy commercial Specialized commercial dairy systems involving higher levels of investment are 
concentrated in the central highland plateau. In terms of scale of operation, the farms are 

classified as large-, small- or medium-scale. Being licensed farms with operational business 
plans, they are market oriented specifically targeting consumers in urban areas. The 

animals do not provide draft power but their manure is used as fertilizer. 

Commercial feedlots There are more than 300 feedlots operating in Ethiopia, predominantly in East Shoa 
(Oromia). Animals are entirely confined in a yard with watering and feeding facilities for a 

finishing duration of 3-6 months. 

 

The household survey data was designed to cover multi-topic information on peoples’ 

livelihoods, and allows estimation of total income derived from all agricultural and non-

agricultural activities. The detailed information on location, herd size, breeds, marketing 

activities, feeding, watering and housing practices make identification of cattle keeping 

households and their classification in one of the production systems possible. This grouping 

allows us to analyse the contribution of cattle keeping to livelihoods through income and 
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consumption, sorted by different production systems. The survey was not designed specifically to 

characterize cattle keepers, therefore the representation at the sub-regional level might be 

different from the actual number of holdings in each system. However, it is the only source that 

gives detailed information on all income generating activities, production practices and other 

household characteristics. At the same time, the small number of both commercial feedlots – 

which are attracting foreign investors and will play an important role in the country’s future beef 

production – and large scale commercial dairy enterprises, does not allow the livelihoods 

analysis to include these operators. Hence this brief concentrates on the mixed crop-livestock, 

pastoral/agro-pastoral, and urban/peri-urban (small- and medium-scale) dairy commercial 

systems. Due to their nature, pastoral systems are likely to be underrepresented in the data. For 

more information on the survey design and sampling, please refer to Annex 2. 

Population depending on cattle 

Cattle are a very common asset in Ethiopian households; 12.5 million households, or 70 percent 

of the total population, depend fully or partly on cattle for their livelihoods (Table 1). This figure 

is an underestimation, as it only includes people living in cattle keeping households and does not 

count everyone employed along the value chain. Cattle are predominantly kept in mixed crop-

livestock system – more than 10 million households keep cattle in this form. The pastoral and 

agro-pastoral systems follow, comprising nearly one million households. Statistics on holdings in 

the pastoral, urban/peri-urban and commercial dairy systems are not necessarily representative 

given the small number of observations in the sample.  

Table 2. Number of holdings and people keeping cattle 

Production system 

Number of cattle 

keeping 

households 

Number of people 

living in cattle 

keeping households 

Average 

household size 

Mixed crop-livestock  10 583 073  57 715 530 5.5  

Pastoral/Agro-pastoral 948 544  5 952 244 6.3  

Urban/Peri-urban 612 644 3 439 022 5.6  

Dairy commercial 425 733 2 283 074 5.4  

Total 12 569 994 69 389 870   

 

Contribution to household net income 

Cattle keeping is not only very widespread, but it contributes substantially to income as well as to 

nutrition through consumption from farmers’ own production. Net income is measured as the 

sum of all incoming revenues minus operating costs. In particular, net income from livestock 

activities is measured as cash income (revenues from live animal and product sales) and value of 

own consumption minus operating costs such as live animal purchase, feed, water and medical 

expenses1.  

Figure 1 shows the share of different activities in total disposable income by households in the 

different cattle production systems. These activities include livestock, crop, off-farm self-

employment, wage income from employment (salaries) and transfers (including public and 

private, international and domestic transfers). Livestock is the biggest income contributor in 

pastoral and agro-pastoral (65 percent), dairy commercial (55 percent) and urban/peri-urban 

systems (47 percent). As mentioned before, the dairy commercial sector includes observations of 

                                                           
1 Detailed description of the income calculation can be found in Annex 1. 
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small- and medium scale enterprises; if large-scale operations were included, this share would be 

presumably higher. In the mixed crop-livestock system, livestock is the second most important 

source of income (34 percent) after crop activities. Crops are the second most important 

contributor to total income in the pastoral and commercial systems, while wages from 

employment account for 20 percent of income in urban/peri-urban systems. It is important to 

note that the shares are influenced by the profitability of the activities in a given year: the share of 

livestock income in total income may be low in some households where livestock is an important 

income generating activity as the operating surplus was low due to high costs such as animal 

purchases. 

Figure 1. Share of different income sources in total annual household income, by production 

system 

 

Table 3 shows the average annual household income (involving all income generating activities) 

and average annual income from livestock and cattle activities by the different cattle production 

systems defined by the stakeholders. Households in mixed crop-livestock systems have on 

average the lowest total income, followed by the pastoral/agro-pastoral, urban/peri-urban and 

dairy commercial systems. 

Table 3. Average annual total income, income from livestock and cattle activities per 

household 

Production system 
Average annual HH income (Birr) 

Total income2 Livestock activities Cattle activities 

Mixed crop-livestock  14 512   6 260   4 698  

Pastoral/Agro-pastoral  23 497   16 702   11 950  

Urban/Peri-urban  26 968   10 511   9 664  

Dairy commercial  32 080   19 499   18 279  

 

Between 31 percent and 48 percent of total income is derived from cattle (Table 4).  

                                                           
2 Total household income aggregates calculated by Rural Livelihoods Information System (RuLIS – FAO, 

forthcoming) based on Ethiopia Socioeconomic Survey 2015/16 
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These figures, however, are an underestimate as they do not account for the value of manure, 

draft power, social status, transport, savings, insurance etc. The last two columns of Table 4 

show that in each production system, manure and draft power use is very common 

Table 4. Share of livestock and cattle income over total net household income 

Production system 

Share of 

livestock 

income over 

total income 

Share of 

income from 

cattle over 

total income 

% of 

households 

using dung 

from cattle 

% of 

households 

using draft 

power from 

cattle 

Mixed crop-livestock 34% 31% 87% 69% 

Pastoral/Agro-pastoral 65% 48% 41% 50% 

Urban/Peri-urban 47% 43% 77% 42% 

Dairy commercial 55% 48% 95% 80% 

 

At the national level, mixed crop-livestock systems have the highest contribution to the total net 

income from different production systems, providing two thirds of the total net income generated 

(Table 5). However, the net income generated per animal sheds light on great differences in 

profitability which in turn emanates from productivity differences: mixed crop-livestock systems 

have an annual net income of 986 Birr per animal while one animal in the dairy commercial 

system provides nearly 3,000 Birr operating surplus. 

Table 5. Total net income and net income per animal by production systems 

Production system (PS) 

Total net cattle 

income by PS 

(Birr) 

Share of total 

income by PS 

Net annual income 

per cattle (Birr) 

Mixed crop-livestock 49 714 112 414 67% 986 

Pastoral/Agro-pastoral 11 335 347 421 15% 1 394 

Urban/Peri-urban 5 920 532 190 8% 2 932 

Dairy commercial 7 781 896 875 10% 2 922 

TOTAL 74 751 888 900 100%  

 

Cattle keeping can generate revenue through milk production (and derived products), beef 

production and sale of live cattle. Figure 2 shows the share of these activities in total revenue. 

Costs have not been accounted for in this graph, since some costs would be difficult to fairly 

allocate across the different activities. Milk production is the most dominant contributor across 

all production systems. This does not come as a surprise as households do not regularly slaughter 

animals for beef and usually sell animals to traders, who in turn transfer them to feedlots and 

slaughterhouses for beef production.  
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Figure 2. Share of activities in total gross revenue from cattle 

 

Milk produced by smallholders is predominantly used for home consumption – in the mixed 

crop-livestock and pastoral/ agro-pastoral systems only 25 percent to 33 percent of the 

production is sold. In the commercial dairy sector, however, milk is produced for market and the 

average annual net income from milk production is substantially higher than in the other 

production systems. It is important to note that the data mainly captures small-scale and some 

medium-scale commercial dairy farms: if we look at the share of home consumption for farms 

with at least 10 cattle, the proportion of milk sold increases to 92 percent (data not shown). 

Table 6. Average share of sales and consumption in milk production 

Production System 

Average revenue 

from milk 

production 

% milk 

production 

sold 

% milk 

production 

consumed 

Mixed crop-livestock  4 333  25% 75% 

Pastoral/Agro-pastoral  9 105  33% 67% 

Urban/Peri-urban  9 624  44% 56% 

Dairy commercial  17 918  87% 13% 

All PS  5 706  30% 70% 

 

Contribution to nutrition 

The household survey probes detailed information on consumption practices for a reference 

period of 7 days. It was revealed that only 54 percent of households in Ethiopia regularly 

consume animal source food3. Since these products are generally more expensive than others, 

consumption depends highly on income levels and poorer households have often incentives to 

sell rather than consume high-priced animal products. Table 7 presents consumption of milk by 

income group. Only 30 percent of the poorest households consume milk, and the consumed 

quantity is less than half of that consumed by the richest quintile. Furthermore, the poorest 40 

percent of households depend highly on their own production, with more than 70 percent of their 

consumption coming from their own animals. 

                                                           
3 ASL2050 Ethiopia Country Brief 
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Table 7. Milk consumption in Ethiopia by income groups 

Income group Consuming dairy 

Consumption 

per capita per 

week (g) 

Share of own 

production in 

consumption 

Poorest quintile 30% 324 71% 

Moderately poor quintile 34% 427 72% 

Middle quintile 45% 592 62% 

Moderately rich quintile 44% 714 53% 

Richest quintile 57% 779 31% 

 

Beef consumption from own production is generally low (Table 8). As shown in the income 

shares of different cattle activities above, most households do not slaughter the animal 

themselves but sell the live animals to traders or commercial feedlots. The same trend between 

income levels and consumption prevalence and quantity can be seen – the higher the level of 

income the more people consume beef. 

Table 8. Beef consumption in Ethiopia by income groups 

Income group 
Proportion 

consuming beef 

Consumption 

per capita per 

week (g) 

Share of own 

production in 

consumption 

Poorest quintile 5% 186 0% 

Moderately poor quintile 6% 149 0% 

Middle quintile 13% 191 3% 

Moderately rich quintile 19% 221 3% 

Richest quintile 40% 412 0% 

 

Table 9 shows average weekly milk and meat consumption per capita and share of own 

production in consumption for the different production systems. Milk consumption is highest in 

the pastoral and agro-pastoral systems, and most of the consumption is coming from own 

production. 

Table 9. Milk consumption in Ethiopia by production systems 

Production system Milk Beef 

Average 
weekly 
consumption 
per capita (g) 

Share of own 
production in 
consumption 
(%) 

Average 
weekly 
consumption 
per capita (g) 

Share of own 
production in 
consumption 
(%) 

Mixed crop-livestock  588  81% 262 3% 

Pastoral/Agro-pastoral  1 047  81% 196 4% 

Urban/Peri-urban  555  44% 293 0% 

Dairy commercial  460  49% 246 0% 

 

Conclusion 

Results of the household survey show that livestock activities are major contributors to 

livelihoods through income and nutrition related benefits, with cattle and cattle products playing 

a significant role. These results are an underestimation because non-marketable livestock 
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outputs, such as draft power and manure, have not been accounted for. They also underestimate 

the potential benefits livestock can generate if current productivity gaps due to lack of access to 

inputs, technology, information and basic services were addressed – only 50 percent of the 

holding have at least one cattle vaccinated, and 66 percent reported to have access to veterinary 

services.  

The way the livestock sector will evolve in the coming years, in response both to broad economic 

development and the implementation of the Ethiopia Livestock Master Plan, will significantly 

affect the livelihoods of a large share of the Ethiopian population. 
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Appendix 

1. Livestock income calculation 

Livestock income is calculated using the approach of the FAO Rural Livelihoods Information 

System. On the revenue side, cash income from live animal and product (milk, meat, eggs etc.) 

sales and value of products self-consumed is counted. There is some information that we cannot 

capture using the survey: a proper evaluation of the change in the value of stock cannot be done, 

since weight gain/loss and changes in value due to age are not available. Additionally, value of 

dung and draft power use are not included, though the prevalence of use is asked and presented 

in the tables of the text. On the cost side, we deduct the value of livestock purchased and other 

operational costs including feed, water, medical expenses etc. Livestock sales and purchase 

prices are determined using self-reported values, taking the median price for each species at the 

lowest administrative level where at least 3 prices are observable. 

Revenues (+) Costs (-) 

A. Livestock activities: change in the cash value of the stock at the average price 

Livestock sold (alive) Livestock bought 
Livestock additional expenditures4 

Crop used as feed 
Technical assistance/extension costs 

B. Livestock products and by-products production 

Livestock by-/products sold 
Livestock products self-consumed 

Livestock by-/products additional expenditures  
 
 
 

 

2. Household survey design and survey weights 

The Ethiopia Socioeconomic Survey 2015/16 round is based on a sample of nearly 5,000 

households and is representative at the regional level for Amhara, Oromia, SNNP and Tigray. For 

other regions, estimates can be produced as a combined as “Other regions”. The sample has been 

determined based on location and population, therefore there are some limitations when looking 

at livestock statistics. 

The survey weights are used to extrapolate the information on the sample to the population. 

Simply put, each households in the sample is assigned a weight, which represents the number of 

households that that household is representative of. The sum of the weights, therefore, is equal to 

the total number of households in the country. As these weights have been designed based on 

population and location, therefore they will be overestimating cattle population in areas where 

                                                           
4 Total value of additional cash expenditures on hired labour [1], fodder[2], medicine[3], vaccination[4], 

utensils[5]. 
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humans are more densely populated than cattle and underestimating in areas where the density 

of human population is lower than that of cattle. For more information on the survey design, 

please refer to the Basic Information Document of the survey5. 

3. Additional tables 

Table A3.1. Herd size distribution by production system 

Production system Herd size 

10th 
percentile 

25th 
percentile 

Median Mean 75th 
percentile 

90th 
percentile 

Mixed crop-livestock 1 2 4 5 6 10 

Pastoral, Agro-pastoral 2 4 7 9 13 19 

Urban/Peri-urban 1 2 3 4 4 6 

Dairy commercial 3 4 6 6 7 10 

 

Table A3.2 Share of different cattle activities in gross revenue (Figure 2) Note that this is 

different from the net incomes presented in the text, as gross revenue does not include deduction 

of costs.  

 

Table A3.3. Income from beef production, percentage sold and consumed 

 Average income from 

beef production 
% beef sold 

% beef own 

consumption 

Mixed crop-livestock 0  80% 20% 

Pastoral/Agro-

pastoral 

 92  100% 0% 

Urban/Peri-urban 0 0 0% 

Dairy commercial 17 0 100% 

All PS  73  87% 13% 

 

Table A3.4. Net household income of total population  

 

Number of 

households 

Average annual HH income 

(Birr) 

Share of 

livestock 

income 

over total 

income 

Share of 

income 

from cattle 

over total 

income 

  
Total 

income 
Livestock 
activities 

Cattle 

National 20 015 122 18 699   4 956   3 311 26% 21% 

Urban households 5 401 056  29 000  640  443  4% 3% 

Rural households 14 614 066  14 893  6 551 4 371  33% 28% 

Poor households (societal 

poverty line) 

10 633 943 14 844   5 108   3 172  28% 24% 

Livestock keeper 

households 

14 529 923 15 820  6 824   4 561  35% 29% 

Cattle keeper households 12 569 994  16 425   7 835  5 374  38% 33% 

                                                           
5 http://microdata.worldbank.org/index.php/catalog/2783 

 

http://microdata.worldbank.org/index.php/catalog/2783
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Cattle households, male 

ownership 

3 294 360  15 813   6 535   4 600  36% 38% 

Cattle households, female 

ownership 

1 991 702  15 155   8 723   4 803  40% 33% 

Cattle households, joint 

ownership 

6 785 785  16 936   8 047   5 750  38% 32% 

 

Table A3.5. Share of own production in consumption 

Share of own consumption Milk Beef 

National 56% 1% 

Urban households 10% 0% 

Rural households 75% 3% 

Poor households (societal poverty line) 63% 0% 

Livestock keeper households 74% 2% 

Cattle keeper households 79% 3% 

Cattle households, male ownership 80% 3% 

Cattle households, female ownership 75% 0% 

Cattle households, joint ownership 79% 3% 
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