
Are grasslands under threat?
Brief analysis of FAO statistical data on pasture and fodder crops

Introduction

Grasslands, including sown pasture and rangeland, are among the largest ecosystems in the world and 
contribute to the livelihoods of more than 800 million people. They are a source of goods and services such as food 
and forage, energy and wildlife habitat, and also provide carbon and water storage and watershed protection for 
many major river systems. Grasslands are important for in situ conservation of genetic resources. Of a total of 10 
000 species, only 100 to 150 forage species have been cultivated, but many more hold potential for sustainable 
agriculture. 

Estimates of the proportion of the earth's land area covered by grasslands vary between 20 and 40 percent, 
depending on the definition. Those differences are due to a lack of harmonization in the definition of grasslands. 
Using FAO’s data and definition, it is possible to estimate the world area of Pasture and Fodder Crops at 3.5 
billion ha (35 000 000 sq km) in 2000, representing 26% of the world land area and 70% of the world 
agricultural area (Table 1.1). 

 
Table 1.1 (Source FAOSTAT)

This study is the initial part of an analysis of FAO statistical data relating to the grassland world, carried out using 
the FAO distinction between Pasture and Fodder Crops. 

The main purpose of this research is to analyse the extent and importance of Pasture and Fodder Crops worldwide 
and to evaluate changes in their dimensions in the last 30 years, in different geographical zones.

This study is composed of two parts: 

●     An overview of the trends of land area occupied by the sum of Pasture and Fodder Crops;
●     Separate analyses of the geographical location and extent over time of Pasture and Fodder Crops.

1.1 Pasture and Fodder Crop Trends 

Map 1 - 1980

Map 2 - 1990

Map 3 - 2000

The graph below shows trends in the percentage of land area occupied by the sum of Pasture and Fodder Crops, 
showing that during the last 30 years, the total land area under Pasture and Fodder Crops has decreased in Africa 
and Oceania, while it has increased in Europe and Asia. 

The reduction of African pasture can be explained essentially by a significant reduction of pasture in Eastern Africa, 
partially due to the fact that large grassland areas have been destroyed or converted to agricultural land 
(click here for further data). 



1.2 Pasture

Map 4 - 1980

Map 5 - 1990

Map 6 - 2000

Table 1.2 below summarizes the collected data on Pasture, classified by continents. Two elements can be 
emphasized:

●     Europe: the increase of pasture area is partly due to the fact that, since 2000, data collected for Europe 
include information for the Russian Federation and also because European policies such as the "set-
aside" measures, that obliges farmers to leave a given portion of their agricultural land in fallow, as a 
condition for benefiting from direct payments. The obligation can be fulfilled also by cultivating non-food 
crops on set-aside land under the "non-food on set-aside" (NFSA) regime.

●     Africa: the reduction of African pasture can be explained essentially by a significant reduction of pasture in 
Eastern Africa, partially due to the fact that large grassland areas have been destroyed or converted 
to agricultural land . 

Table 1.2 (Source: FAOSTAT)



 

1.3 Fodder Crops

Map 7 - Area 1980 Map 10 - Production 1980

Map 8 - Area 1990 Map 11 - Production 1990

Map 9 - Area 2000 Map 12 - Production 2000

Table 1.3 below summarizes the collected data on Fodder Crops classified by macro areas. Some elements that can 
be emphasized are:

●     Africa: in Northern Africa, even when there is an increase in the harvested area, the quantity of fodder crops 
produced is still decreasing due to the reduction in yield per hectare;

●     Central America: there is an increase in the harvested area and in the absolute quantity produced, but 
yield per hectare is smaller that in 1980 with a low point in 1990 (click here for further data). Comparing 
these data with the number of livestock, it is possible to assert that an increase in the number of grazing 
animals saw a parallel decrease in fodder crop productivity. Further investigations are needed in order to 
explore the cause of fodder crop yield decrease and to achieve sustainable fodder crop production 
intensification;

●     South America: the data show the fodder crop harvested area has fallen by half, partially due to an 
increase in the area cultivated with soybeans (click here for further data). 



Table 1.3 (Source: FAOSTAT)

 

2. Conclusion

The conclusions that can be drawn from this brief analysis of FAOSTAT grasslands data are:

●     Lack of data: further data on rangelands need to be included in FAOSTAT, and grasslands information 
needs to be divided into the main agro-ecological zones;

●     Definition harmonization: harmonization of grassland definitions needs to be improved in order to 
increase accuracy in the analysis and in the calculation of the proportion of the Earth covered by grasslands;

●     Recommendation for the future: further work on the economic value of grasslands and rangeland 
production and on the cause of decreasing fodder crop productivity in Africa and Central America need to be 
carried out.
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Pasture represents basic feed resources for livestock worldwide and 
refers to grasses, legumes and/or other herbage used or suitable for the 
grazing of animals. 

FAOSTAT divides the data between: 

●     Temporary meadows & pastures: Land cultivated for a period of 
less than five years for growing herbaceous forage crops for 
mowing or pasture. A period of less than 5 years is used to 
differentiate between temporary and permanent meadows;

●     Permanent meadows & pastures: Land used permanently for 
grazing (five years or more) which includes herbaceous forage 
crops, either cultivated or growing wild (wild shrubs, wild prairie or 
grazing land).
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Fodder crops are crops cultivated primarily for animal feed. They may be classified as either 
temporary or permanent crops. The former are cultivated and harvested like any other crop. 
Permanent fodder crops relate to land used permanently (for five years or more) for herbaceous 
forage crops, either cultivated or growing wild (i.e. wild prairie or grazing land), and may include 
some parts of forest land if it is used for grazing. (Source FAO) 

FAOSTAT provides data for “Selected Fodder Crop” that basically includes information on area 
harvested, yield per hectare and production quantity for the following crops:

Source: FAO
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