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Executive Summary 

The livestock sector has direct and indirect relevance to all 17 Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs), in particular those focusing on poverty, hunger, health, gender equality, economic growth, 

climate action, biodiversity and land use. The interactions between these goals are complex and 

dynamic, posing challenges to how best inform decision makers on the current and potential benefits 

as well as associated risks, with a view to provide forward-looking, viable and robust evidence for 

planning and monitoring. 

This document focuses on the type of data and information required for holistic and evidence-based 

reporting on the livestock sector, and illustrates the challenges associated with the multitude of 

information available about the sector in three major domains: nutrition and health; livelihood and 

inclusiveness; environment and climate. 

Suggested action by the Sub-Committee 

The Sub-Committee is invited to recommend COAG to: 

 acknowledge the multiple connections of livestock production systems and value chains with 

the broader agrifood systems; and 

 recommend FAO to strengthen its support to Members for the collection, dissemination and 

uptake of livestock related data to improve formulation of policies and investments. 

Queries on the substantive content of the document may be addressed to: 

Keith Sumption 

Officer in charge 

Animal Production and Health (NSA) 
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I. Introduction 

1. The livestock sector has direct or indirect relevance to each of the 17 Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs), in particular SDGs 1 (No Poverty), 2 (Zero Hunger), 3 (Good Health and 

Well-being), 5 (Gender Equality), 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth), 10 (Reduced Inequalities), 

13 (Climate Action) and 15 (Life on Land). The interactions between these goals are complex and 

dynamic, posing challenges to how information on the livestock sector can be best reported to 

accurately convey the opportunities as well as the challenges. 

2. This document summarises the main information available on the livestock sector, including 

about livestock-derived food and non-food products and services, to show the multiple perspectives 

that can be taken when looking at the sector. It discusses ways to support science- and evidence-based 

awareness of the opportunities, manage trade-offs, and promote transformative actions that scale up 

the livestock sector contribution to achieving the SDGs. It also highlights the need for a holistic 

approach that captures the interconnected nature of the SDGs, and the significant diversity both of 

livestock production systems and supply chains around the world and of social, economic, 

environmental and institutional conditions. A good example is One Health, an integrated and holistic 

approach that aims to sustainably balance and optimize the health of people, animals and ecosystems. 

II. Nutrition and health 

3. Between 720 and 810 million people in the world face hunger1 and billions more face different 

forms of malnutrition including micronutrient deficiencies, overweight, obesity and diet-related non 

communicable diseases. Micronutrient deficiency affects more than two billion people worldwide. The 

World Health Organization estimates that 42 percent of children less than 5 years of age and 40 

percent of pregnant women worldwide are anaemic. Malnutrition impedes cognitive and physical 

development in children. Livestock-derived food represents 33 percent of the world’s protein and 

17 percent of its calories,2 as well as providing fatty acids, vitamins and many essential micronutrients 

and bioactive components such as iron, calcium, zinc, choline, vitamin B12 and vitamin A, which 

come in more bioavailable forms than in plant-based foods. However, consumption is not equitably 

distributed across regions, gender, age-group or income levels. Many do not consume sufficient 

terrestrial animal source food 3 to meet their nutritional needs, in particular in Sub-Saharan Africa and 

in South Asia, while others consume more than their dietary needs, such as in high income countries. 

For example, average meat consumption, as estimated from Food Balance Sheets, varies between 

100 kg per person per year in North America to 4 kg in some sub-Saharan African countries.4 Actual 

dietary intake of livestock-derived food may be even lower but population-based data are largely 

unavailable. 

                                                      

1 FAO, International Fund for Agricultural Development, United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), World 

Food Programme (WFP) & WHO. 2021. In Brief to The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World 2021. 

Transforming food systems for food security, improved nutrition and affordable healthy diets for all. Rome, 

FAO. 40 pp. (also available at https://www.fao.org/3/cb5409en/cb5409en.pdf). 
2 FAO. 2018. World Livestock: Transforming the livestock sector through the Sustainable Development Goals. 

Rome. 220 pp. (also available at https://doi.org/10.4060/ca1201en). 
3 comprise all food products from terrestrial animals (mammalian species, avian species and insects), both from 

animal production systems and hunting of wild animals; 
4 FAO. 2022. FAOSTAT. In: FAO [online]. Rome. [Cited 12 January 2022]. 

https://www.fao.org/faostat/en/#home 

https://www.fao.org/3/cb5409en/cb5409en.pdf
https://doi.org/10.4060/ca1201en
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4. At the same time, livestock and livestock food products also present risks to human health. 

These may be direct, such as through the transmission of zoonotic pathogens including brucellosis, 

avian influenza and the Middle East respiratory syndrome coronavirus. While designed to protect 

animal and human health, excessive or unregulated use of antibiotics in livestock may exacerbate 

future human costs of antimicrobial resistance. Meanwhile, indirect risks can arise when terrestrial 

animal source food is consumed in excess. A prospective cohort study, the Prospective Urban Rural 

Epidemiology that included 21 countries with representation from low-, middle- and high-income 

countries, showed that higher intakes of processed red meats increased risks of total mortality and 

cardiovascular disease but there were non-significant findings for unprocessed red meat and poultry on 

the negative health outcomes.5 

5. Livestock contribute to SDG2 in multiple ways. Monogastrics and ruminants contribute about 

the same level to global protein production (Table 1), but poultry and pigs have been the main source 

of growth in meat consumption over the past decades, with their consumption increasing by more than 

50 percent between 1990 and 2019, compared with about a 7 percent decrease in per-capita 

consumption of beef, sheep meat and goat meat as estimated from the Food Balance Sheets.6 While 

ruminants rely mostly on grasses, monogastrics rely more on human-edible feed such as cereals: 

ruminants require on average 0.6 kg of human-edible plant protein to produce 1 kg of animal protein, 

while monogastrics require 2 kg. 

Table 1. Feed conversion efficiency in livestock production7 

 Million tons of 

animal protein 

produced/year 

Kg dry 

matter/kg 

protein 

Kg edible dry 

matter/kg 

protein 

Kg edible dry 

matter/kg meat 

Kg edible 

protein/kg 

protein 

Ruminants 36 355 133 6 2.8 0.6 

Monogastrics 38 246 30 16 3.2 2.0 

All livestock 74 601 80 12 3.1 1.3 

 

6. FAO supports Members in crafting context-specific food-based dietary guidelines (FBDGs), 

which offer evidence on the multiple and different roles terrestrial animal source food can play in 

balanced and healthy diets. National FBDGs should be updated with recommendations that provide 

ranges for daily intake of terrestrial animal source food based on population's nutritional requirements 

in different phases of the life course and in line with the existing dietary patterns. These 

recommendations should consider the implications of under consumption and over consumption of 

terrestrial animal source food given the increasing coexistence of micronutrient deficiencies and 

chronic disease. FBDGS should also start considering different socio-economic and agro-ecological 

conditions, such as water availability, land-use and climatic patterns. FAO has documented8 how 

livestock can be an efficient and resilient food source in areas unsuitable for crop production. 

                                                      

5 Romaina et al. 2021. Unprocessed and processed meat intake with mortality and cardiovascular disease in 21 

countries [Prospective Urban Rural Epidemiology (PURE) Study]: a prospective cohort study. In The American 

Journal of Clinical Nutrition, Volume 114, Issue 3, September 2021, pps. 1049–1058 (Also available at: 

https://doi.org/10.1093/ajcn/nqaa448). 
6 FAO. 2022. FAOSTAT. In: FAO [online]. Rome. [Cited 12 January 2022]. 
7 Mottet, A., de Haan, C., Falcucci, A., Tempio, G., Opio, C. & Gerber, P. 2017. Livestock: On our plates or 

eating at our table? A new analysis of the feed/food debate. Global Food Security, 14 : 1–8. (also available at 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S2211912416300013?casa_token=o8syMmIQP-

sAAAAA:uZMfiK8xChfNmyCZc0MPINTFV1-

7MABpsIFaEAC98K9tLyGydecSZo2DVBrWp4hxFeGWhJvd). 
8 For example, see FAO. 2017. The future of food and agriculture – Trends and challenges. Rome. 180 pp. (also 

available at https://www.fao.org/3/i6583e/i6583e.pdf). 

https://doi.org/10.1093/ajcn/nqaa448
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S2211912416300013?casa_token=o8syMmIQP-sAAAAA:uZMfiK8xChfNmyCZc0MPINTFV1-7MABpsIFaEAC98K9tLyGydecSZo2DVBrWp4hxFeGWhJvd
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S2211912416300013?casa_token=o8syMmIQP-sAAAAA:uZMfiK8xChfNmyCZc0MPINTFV1-7MABpsIFaEAC98K9tLyGydecSZo2DVBrWp4hxFeGWhJvd
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S2211912416300013?casa_token=o8syMmIQP-sAAAAA:uZMfiK8xChfNmyCZc0MPINTFV1-7MABpsIFaEAC98K9tLyGydecSZo2DVBrWp4hxFeGWhJvd
https://www.fao.org/3/i6583e/i6583e.pdf
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III. Livelihoods and inclusiveness 

7. Around 10 percent of the world’s population live below the poverty line of USD 1.90 per 

person per day. Livestock can play a major role in supporting livelihoods, a key target for SDG 1. 

Livestock value chains constitute the third most important source of income, after crop production and 

non-agricultural employment. Between 500 million and 1.7 billion people,9 many of them poor, 

depend directly or indirectly on livestock for their livelihoods. This figure range is due to various 

levels of people’s involvement in the livestock sector, from primary production to processing, 

technical support and services, wholesaling and retailing. The importance of acknowledging and citing 

the methodology and data sources used when reporting on livestock and livelihoods, therefore, cannot 

be overstated. 

8. Livestock are catalytic in helping rural households achieve their livelihood objectives through 

their multiple roles: 

 enhancing human capital by providing access to food, good health and regular year-round 

labour; 

 building social capital and strengthening cultural diversity and heritage; 

 contributing to the stock of the natural capital; 

 increasing physical capital and providing transport, draught power, fertilizer and energy; 

 providing financial capital, regular income flow and a mechanism for savings, and serving as 

liquid assets; and 

 serving as an important asset for economic resilience against external shocks. 

9. Globally, livestock’s share of agricultural output is about 40 percent in developed countries, 

and 20 percent in developing countries.10 This difference is due to the level of demand for terrestrial 

animal source food as well as differences in value addition to livestock products which, in turn, 

depend on the level of development of the processing industry and of the overall infrastructural and 

institutional framework. 

10. The global demand for meat, dairy products and eggs is expected to increase by 52 percent, 

40 percent and 39 percent respectively in a business-as-usual scenario between 2012 and 2050,11 

creating economic opportunities. Developing countries, and especially their urban areas, will account 

for most of the growth of this demand. However, the ability to take advantage of these opportunities is 

not equal for all. Small-scale producers have little access and bargaining power in either input or 

output markets. Many small-scale producers are women, who often have less access to productive 

resources and markets than men. Large-scale producers, conversely, often have sufficient knowledge 

and resources to effectively benefit from the growing market for terrestrial animal source food. 

IV. Environment and climate 

11. In some landscapes such as dryland, rangelands and mountainous areas, livestock are among 

the most productive ways to produce food, though these areas contribute small amounts to the global 

supply of terrestrial animal source food. Many studies show how the presence of livestock can 

contribute to bioeconomies that increase soil and plant health, and harness energy efficiencies. 

Permanent meadows and pastures, which typically co-evolve with herbivores and cover around 

                                                      

9 FAO. No date. Decent Rural Employment: Agricultural sub-sectors: Livestock. In: FAO [online]. Rome. [Cited 

14 January 2022]. https://www.fao.org/rural-employment/agricultural-sub-sectors/livestock/en/ 
10 FAO. 2018. World Livestock: Transforming the livestock sector through the Sustainable Development Goals. 

Rome. 220 pp. (also available at https://doi.org/10.4060/ca1201en). 
11 FAO. 2018. The future of food and agriculture – Alternative pathways to 2050. Rome. 224 pp. (also available 

at https://www.fao.org/publications/fofa/en/). 

https://doi.org/10.4060/ca1201en
https://www.fao.org/publications/fofa/en/
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25 percent of the Earth’s terrestrial surface,12 store 10–30 percent of terrestrial carbon and have the 

potential to store more if sustainably managed.13 

12. Livestock produce more greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions per kg of product than cereals and 

other plant foods. However, they are also more nutrient-dense (see Section II above), which makes 

their emissions per nutritional content lower than many plant food sources14. Livestock play a key role 

in nutrient cycling in sustainable ecosystems, especially for nitrogen and phosphorus. 

13. The livestock sector draws significantly on water resources and contribute in some areas to 

land-use change, particularly through forest encroachment for feed production and pasture, resulting in 

deforestation, habitat fragmentation and biodiversity loss. 

14. Climate change affects livestock directly (e.g. through heat stress, increased morbidity and 

mortality) and indirectly (e.g. through quality and availability of feed and forages, and animal 

diseases). Small-scale livestock producers, including pastoralists, are among the most vulnerable to 

climate change, particularly to extreme weather events. 

15. The livestock sector is responsible for around 14.5 percent of global anthropogenic GHG 

emissions, with beef and cattle milk production accounting for two-thirds of the total due to feed 

production and enteric fermentation as the main sources. The total emissions correspond to the whole 

life cycle of animal products, with direct emissions from animals constituting around a third of them. 

Lower-productivity livestock production systems in tropical regions offer a great potential to mitigate 

the emission of GHG, if efficiency gains are achieved. 

16. FAO has also found GHG emissions from livestock production systems could be reduced by 

30 percent if all producers adopted the practices used by the most efficient ones (i.e. those who have 

the lowest emissions per kg of product).15 This applies in any given system, region and climate and 

includes practices for the management of feed (e.g. improvements for higher digestibility or better 

grazing management), herd (e.g. improvements in reproduction, genetics or animal health) and manure 

(e.g. biogas production or improved storage and application). 

17. Despite such promising mitigation opportunities, according to the World Bank,16 less than 

1 percent of funding for climate-related development projects worldwide from 2012 to 2017 was 

devoted to the livestock sector. However, lending commitments by the World Bank aiming at 

improving the livestock sector have increased in the past decade, with higher consideration for their 

climate co-benefits. 

18. Global support for reducing emissions of methane, an extremely potent but short-lived GHG, 

has grown since this can provide fast return in terms of reducing livestock's contribution to climate 

change. 

                                                      

12 International Livestock Research Institute (ILRI), International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), 

FAO, World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF), United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) & International 

Land Coalition (ILC). 2021. Rangelands Atlas. Nairobi, ILRI. 42 pp. (also available at 

https://www.rangelandsdata.org/atlas/sites/default/files/2021-06/Rangelands_web%20%28144%20dpi%29.pdf). 
13 Grace, J., San José, J., Meir, P., Miranda, H.S. & Montes, R. 2006. Productivity and carbon fluxes of tropical 

savannas. Journal of Biogeography, 33(3): 387–400. (also available at 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1365-2699.2005.01448.x). 
14 Werner, L.B., Flysjö, A. and Tholstrup, T., 2014. Greenhouse gas emissions of realistic dietary choices in 

Denmark: the carbon footprint and nutritional value of dairy products. Food & nutrition research, 58(1), p.20687. 
15 United Nations. 2013. Major reductions of greenhouse gas emissions from livestock within reach – UN 

agency. UN News, 26 September 2013. (also available at https://news.un.org/en/story/2013/09/450752-major-

reductions-greenhouse-gas-emissions-livestock-within-reach-un-agency). 
16 World Bank. 2020. Opportunities for Climate Finance in the Livestock Sector: Removing Obstacles and 

Realizing Potential. Washington, DC. 152 pp. (also available at http://hdl.handle.net/10986/35495). 

https://www.rangelandsdata.org/atlas/sites/default/files/2021-06/Rangelands_web%20%28144%20dpi%29.pdf
http://hdl.handle.net/10986/35495
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19. Other considerations are increasingly present in policy debates, including, but not limited to, 

animal welfare regulations and proposals for behavioural changes (for  example, changes in 

consumption pattern to help mitigate global warming. Given the potential of such behavioural 

changes, if applied on a large scale, for achieving various SDG targets, there is a need to develop and 

assure context-sensitive transitions and approaches as well as coherent enabling policy environments. 

The ongoing national dialogues in relation to the 2021 UN Food Systems Summit offer promising and 

inclusive pathways to address such considerations. For more information, see document 

COAG:LI/2022/INF/11 Livestock-related outcomes of the 2021 UN Food Systems Summit. 

V. Recommendations for reporting on the livestock sector 

20. Livestock contribute through a variety of channels to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development, often with some trade-offs and differently depending on production systems, socio-

economic contexts and agro-ecological conditions. 

21. Accurate information and knowledge-sharing are an essential part of the 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development and related transformation efforts. It is important for governments, 

multilateral organizations and other stakeholders that livestock policies are science and evidence based 

at the same time context-sensitive guiding to coherent and adapted policies and practices. 

22. Members need technical support to facilitate the collection of data and statistics on the 

livestock sector, assuring a multidimensional approach in analysing and describing its impact, on all 

dimensions of sustainability, in a way that takes into account the connections with the broader 

agrifood systems. 

23. Proper, fair and transparent use of evidence for policy making should be based on a holistic 

approach and accurate information. 


