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Livestock in West Africa

In 2014, the Association for the Promotion of Livestock in the Sahel and Savannah (APESS)
commissioned several livestock studies in various Sahelian countries of West Africa1. In
April 2015, a summary of this work was the subject of a summary report published by Inter-Réseaux Développement Rural and SOS Faim2.

Changing production methods.

May 2015

While farming traditions reach far back, modes of production have evolved considerably. The often evoked duality of farmers (sedentary) and breeders (mobile) must be highly
qualified. More and more farmers develop farming and agro-pastoral activities. Farmers
are also investing in livestock breeding, especially for fertilizer and draft animals: these
are agro-breeders. Finally, new players are emerging, with large herds. Often these are
traders who have invested in breeding.

Livestock, a significant part of the economy of the Sahelian region of West Africa
Livestock is a leading sector and often represents over a third of the agricultural gross domestic product in the Sahelian zones. And, despite the repeated climate and food crises,
the size of the herd is growing rapidly. This increase is due to increased demand for milk
and meat, in line with higher incomes and increasing urbanization.

However, some sectors are being put to the test
Various factors explain the friction:
|| Production conditions tend to deteriorate: prices are too low; competition for space
is constantly increasing, generating conflicts with the competing demands of agriculture; climate crises exacerbate these tensions.

Livestock is a
leading sector
and often
represents over
a third of the
agricultural gross
domestic product
in the Sahelian
zones.

|| Even if it is of benefit to the sector, supply is not keeping up with demand, especially
from urban and coastal areas, which can create danger as it encourages competition
from other producing regions, e.g. southern Africa.
|| Ruminant producers have to face the challenge of competition from white meats
(poultry), which are heavily consumed locally.
|| And finally, the dairy industry is still fragile and unable to meet demand, which results
in the short-term response of importing milk powder at prices that eliminate any competition.

Despite the economic stakes, political support is not yet at the level required.
As part of the Maputo agreement, African countries committed to devoting 10% of their
budgets to agriculture. Only 10 countries have so far managed to keep that commitment.
But in any event, we note that efforts are being made to channel budgets primarily into
agriculture and food security. Livestock on average represents 10% of agricultural expenditure and therefore maximum 1% of total state budgets. In addition, the focus is
mostly on so-called modern, industrial breeding. However, things have started changing ... slowly. Thus, the ECOWAS’3 Regional Agricultural Investment Programme (PRIA) 18%
of investment targets breeding and focuses primarily on the pastoralists’ physical environment (water, corridors, fighting fires) and the development of value chains (dairies,
slaughterhouses, markets, and so forth.)

1 Le financement public dans l’élevage au Sahel depuis 10 ans : un double sous-investissement – Association pour la Promotion de
l’Elevage au Sahel et en Savane (APESS) – July 2014.
2 Bulletin de Synthèse Souveraineté Alimentaire : le paradoxe de l’élevage au Sahel : forts enjeux, faibles soutiens ; n° 16 ; April
2015 https://www.sosfaim.org/be/publication/le-paradoxe-de-lelevage-au-sahel-forts-enjeux-faibles-soutiens/
3

Economic Community of West African States.
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Benin - an overview

In 2012 in Benin, the national association of professional organizations of breeders (ANOPER), which has 35,000 members4 in 75% of municipalities nationwide, started research on
the challenges its members dealt with. This improved knowledge of how family farms
started and evolved then enabled the association to formulate strategic guidelines, in a
participatory manner (over 1,000 farmers actively involved), to meet the challenges they
faced5.

May 2015

An analysis of the national context

Benin has experienced several of the significant developments seen in West Africa:
Gogoundo cattle market © Marine Lefebvre – SOS Faim
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A mode of production in evolution: while Benin has had ruminant breeders since the 18th
century (about 10 generations), the way they conduct their activities has steadily evolved
until they became agro-pastoralists and settled.
|| A rapidly growing herd: FAOSTAT shows a 661% increase in beef production (in tonnes)
between 1961 and 2012.
|| Global demand continues to grow.
|| The same tensions as seen across the sub-region.
|| Little support or political indifference.
However, there is a greater preponderance of cattle farming, typical of the savannah
countries (in the Sahel region, small ruminants predominate) and Benin performs better
in this regard than other savannah regions.
Statistically, agricultural gross domestic product in Benin for the period 1999/2005 was
34.2% of GDP and livestock’s weighting was 5.9%. Livestock therefore represents the second largest activity in the country’s agricultural sector with an estimated population in
2013 of 2,166,000 cattle, 860,000 sheep and 1,716,000 goats.
4

It is estimated that it affects about 300,000 people and accounts for 95% of national beef production.

5 Pour l’essor d’un élevage familial de ruminants qui nourrit le Bénin et sécurise l’avenir des éleveurs. 30 points de repère. Document d’Orientation Stratégique de l’ANOPER ; December 2014. http://www.inter-reseaux.org/ressources-thematiques/article/anoperpour-l-essor-d-un-elevage
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Value of cattle,
sheep, goat and
pig products
in € millions.
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The table below shows the value generated by various sectors, with a clear dominance of
mainly transhumant cattle (81.2%), concentrated especially in the north of the country,
where the climate is Sudano-Sahelian and Sudanese.
Despite the sector performing well, breeding is little valued at the national level.
On one side, three economic disincentives exist: prices offered for production are too
low; processing facilities are lacking, especially for milk; and, funding for investment is
not available to farmers.

May 2015

On the other hand, two social barriers discourage breeders: they suffer prejudice and are
poorly integrated into Beninese society; uncertain access to resources hampers production and is a source of conflict and land tenure remains precarious.
And as has been reported for the whole of ECOWAS, public support is at best tentative. As
shown in the graph below, the agricultural sector was far from being the first priority of
public policy. And breeding is particularly neglected. Furthermore, the debate extends to
the breeding model required: in Benin, the intensive livestock business model is indeed
uppermost in the minds of policymakers and intellectuals, despite the very small weighting it currently holds6.
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However, positive signals exist such as ECOWAS’s common agricultural policy guidelines
and its Regional Agricultural Investment Programme, as well as various steps taken at the
national level: development of pastoral and animal husbandry codes, drafting of a farm
bill and establishment of a regional planning policy.
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And several striking paradoxes:
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Source : FAO,
revue des filières bétail/viande lait au Bénin, 2013.

Tensions around space and access to resources have increased. Breeders are considered
foreigners and their ostracism is both violent (men killed) and recent (the last 20 years),
while cohabitation between herders and farmers, based on complementarity and cooperation, had been peaceful and successful for over two centuries. Some breeders have
therefore resumed transhumance and live instable lives. On the other hand, and the tensions are probably partly to blame, children are not taking up the activity to the same
degree and thus there is a need to build new relationships between the generations.

6

Intensive cattle breeding currently represents 0.13%.

Public efforts to develop agriculture in Benin
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The current social tensions are often attributed to the land shortages. The paradox is
that only 17% of cultivatable land is harvested annually in Benin and that the theoretical
pastoral terrain covers more than 50% of the total land area.
These savannah are more productive than those in other regions and, therefore, the
country is very attractive to transhumant Sahelian breeders (from Niger, Burkina Faso,
and Northern Nigeria): this leads to the gravitational centre for livestock shifting southwards, resulting in social tensions and clashes. Yet, livestock as a share of agricultural
GDP is significantly lower than in the rest of ECOWAS (17.2% against 44%).

© Marine Lefebvre – SOS Faim
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The dominant farming method (mobile) is described as a scourge and considered unsuitable, yet it accounts for 75% of national beef production value.
This complex diagnosis led to three key ideas in the breeders’ organization, ANOPER
|| The future is troubling even if it is potentially promising > we must react!
|| We must act together
|| In order to do so, ANOPER must be better organized.
As a result, ANOPER engaged in an in-depth analysis process, over three years, considering
both contextual elements, as well as the experiences of small breeders.

The experience of small breeders
The analysis of the national context made use of the results of a survey of a limited sample of 19 small breeders, who participated voluntarily, that looked at their situations,
their achievements and family strategy. ANOPER considered this approach important,
since previous work (Dr Gruber - 20057) had shown that experts and breeders answered
the same questions differently, while it is predominantly the opinions of experts that influence opinions and policy.
© Marine Lefebvre – SOS Faim

Farming Dynamics 36

| May 2015 | 5

livestock in west africa  

The profile of family farms in the sample
Members

People
Active
(employed) per farm

Average age
% children in school
of household head

340

171

58.5 years

17.8

39%

They are therefore relatively small farms, with a high percentage of assets and relatively
few children. The average age of household heads is high and families are beginning to
invest, relatively recently, in schooling their children.

7 In Judex, M., Röhrig, J., Schulz, O. et Thamm, H.-P. (éditeurs) (2009) : IMPETUS Atlas du Bénin. Résultats de recherche 2000-2007.
Troisième édition. Department of Geography, University of Bonn, Germany.
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A simplified assessment

A “simplified assessment”
method was used, which
was developed with
Jacques Faye for ROPPA*
in 2001.

It is based on semi-structured in-depth interviews of volunteer families, who are addressed all together
(with wives, children and often brothers of the head of the household). The interviews are conducted in
three stages: First, to establish an overview of the farm; then a detailed analysis of the results of the last
season (plant and animal production, production costs, the family budget) to calculate the family farm’s
coverage rate**; finally, the family is invited to discuss these results and a discussion of family strategies
ensues. After the talks, the data is processed and analysed and various indicators are calculated and compared. In ANOPER’s study, the unit used to define a family farm was that of people who share meals and are
therefore paid out of the same budget.

May 2015

* Network of Farmer Organizations and West African Producers
** The coverage rate is the number of months and days that primary production helps feed and care for the family. It measures
food security but also the performance of family farms.

© Marine Lefebvre – SOS Faim

The main results
The coverage rate is encouraging. Indeed, for the season in question (2012), the average
coverage rate is 15 months and 9 days. So we are dealing with family farms that generally
produce a surplus. These figures can be compared with a similar study by APESS8 of 130
farms in the savannah areas of seven West and Central African countries: coverage rate
of 10 months and 26 days.
It is also interesting to calculate the proportion of cereals consumed by families, which
comes from the family farm: it is relatively high, averaging 73%.

© Marine Lefebvre – SOS Faim

A first conclusion, therefore, is that it is quite possible for a family farmer in Benin to live
off their own production.
But the results do not only benefit the farmers themselves. Indeed, only 34% of production is allocated to feeding the 340 farm members, which means that 66% is sold or given
away and thus contributes to the feeding, especially with animal products (meat, milk,
cheese, eggs), of a larger number of Beninese in rural areas, but also in the cities to where
the products are transported.
Small breeders thus contribute to national wealth: they generate an average gross
primary product per family of 3,825,000 CFA francs per year (€5,831).
© Marine Lefebvre – SOS Faim
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Even though the survey sample is small and not statistically reliable, the overall results
were useful for the breeders association (ANOPER) for two main reasons:
|| To support advocacy efforts showing this ruminant breeding system can be effective
and therefore deserves public support.
|| To show their own members they should not be discouraged and that their activity can
be profitable.

Production factors
The family farms that were the subject of the study had relatively large cultivatable acreage, averaging 10.89 hectares, which enabled 58% of the farms to let land lie fallow. Often
land tenure was relatively secure in the sense that the farms had been occupied for generations. However, family generally had no deeds to their land. By contrast, for pastoral
activity space constraints are significant and require practicing transhumance over long
distances or at least to envisage doing so.

8

Association for the Promotion of Livestock in the Sahel and Savannah.
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Livestock is the most precious capital family farms possess and of these cattle dominate
accounting for 78% of farm incomes.

© Marine Lefebvre – SOS Faim

What agricultural equipment there is, is rudimentary: only 47% of farms have a plough;
there are almost no carts; on the other hand, when it comes to “two wheels” farms have
bicycles or even motorcycles.
There is only basic breeding equipment (ropes, sticks, buckets, basins, and so forth).There
is no fodder storage infrastructure (hangars).

May 2015

In general, the farms do not generate large sums of money and they do not use the services of financial institutions. The bank for these breeders is their herd.

Human resources:
the roles within the family
Women play an important
role in animal husbandry.

They add dairy and its processing to the farm; in many cases, they take care of the small animals and in all
cases the children help breed the poultry. Men are primarily responsible for large herds. In terms of crop
production, women are involved in agricultural work in the family’s fields and often produce all or part of
the soya bean, cowpea and rice harvest. Finally, along with the children, they harvest the forest (cashews,
shea).

*

Legume - a very common bean variety in Africa.

Production strategies
Family farms combine agriculture and livestock, but prioritise livestock. This accounts
for 57% of farm incomes compared to 43% for agriculture. However, the combination of
agriculture and livestock is not necessarily synonymous with integration. Transhumance
necessarily means that organic fertilization of the soil and feeding animals with crop residues are underexploited practices.
In terms of livestock, as has already been noted, cattle9 dominate, accounting for 78% of
the livestock contribution and 47.5% of total flows to family farms. Feed comes mainly
from grazing and often to limit the risks, there are two herds in transhumance while a
dairy core (4 to 10 cows) remains at the farm. Milk production is 2 litres per day in winter
and 1 litre per day in the dry season. Milk accounts for 25% of a farm’s total income and
is therefore the breeder’s main asset. Milk production and its processing into cheese is
traditionally assigned to women.

© Marine Lefebvre – SOS Faim
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Small ruminants (sheep, goats) and poultry are seen rather as supplementary, accounting
for 14% and 8%, respectively, of the livestock contribution.
Breeders take the health of their herd very seriously; related expenditure, especially for
vaccinating the herd, is the most expensive cost in livestock production (52%).
Livestock production is mainly market-oriented (65%), with milk, small ruminants and
poultry, once the family’s needs have been met. Conversely, live cattle are only sold in
case of urgent need.
For agricultural production, we observe the opposite: 66% goes to own consumption and
crop production generates very little income. This production is quite diverse, with more
than 6 crops on average per family farm.

9

At the family farms surveyed, herds ranged from 15 to over 200 head.
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Other elements of family farm policy: how to survive and progress?
|| Securing food and livestock
Families feed themselves primarily with products from their farms (53%) compared to
purchases (47%).But they are increasingly dependent on meeting new consumer needs
generated by the evolution of lifestyles: energy (batteries and fuel for motorcycles) and
mobile phones. Interviews with families showed that farmers were not aware of how
large a share of their budget went on these expenses.
“If you have a lot of food, the animals are safe”. For traditional breeders, the cattle are
not a commodity, but an endowment, capital that guarantees not only economic security
but also psychological and social security for families. Cattle is sold only when necessary,
and therefore often in unfavourable circumstances.

For traditional
breeders, the
cattle are not a
commodity, but
an endowment.

|| Controlling production and consumption expenses
Production expenses are limited to 14% of the value of production. There are three main
reasons for this low percentage: farms have little call for labour from outside the family;
for breeding, almost no food is bought and expenses relate mainly to animal health; for
agriculture, spending is moderate because farms use their own seed and have their animals to fertilize their land.
Daily consumption expenditure per person for food, health and sanitation, energy and
communications amounted to 425 FCFA (€0.65). Food accounted for the largest part (70%),
followed by energy and communication (19%), health (8%) and hygiene (3%).
|| Sharing the wealth
Gift-giving is widespread in families in the study: it is a two-fold part of their culture: first,
the traditional gift of the “tied cow” or “cow of friendship”, on the other hand, the practice of zakat10 in Muslim culture. These gifts represent 9% of the value of domestic production and can be seen as a form of social investment.
Overall the study identified a number of strengths (8) and weaknesses (6) of family
farmers, suggesting ways to consolidate family farmers (strengths) and outlining ways
ANOPER could support its members (weaknesses).

10 Zakat is an alms for the poor and amounts in principle to 2.5% of revenues.
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|| Milk: family farmers’ main asset, and one that women are
responsible for. It is undervalued.
|| Integrated breeding and farming: fertilizer helps agricultural productivity that in a manner protects the herd.

Milk

Integrated
breeding
and farming

Family
structure

|| Quality of animals and seeds: the families have real expertise in the selection of livestock races and saved seed.

May 2015

|| Good equipment is a guarantee of success for the family
farmers.

|| Family members perform the bulk of the work: which helps
control costs, as well as ensure greater accountability.
Good
organization

Family farms

Quality
animals
and seed

|| Control of all three dimensions of the market: access,
knowledge of channels, control over price setting. ANOPER’s
role is important in this respect.
|| Production is well organized and farm members’ roles are clear.

Market
control

Good
equipment
Family
labour

|| Families have well-functioning structures, which also plays
a role in the success of the family farm. The role of women
is noteworthy, they rule within the house, while men take
care of interests outside the home. Their cooperation with
one another is essential.
|| Poor integration of livestock and agriculture is a source of

Source : éclairages sur la dynamique des exploitations familiales
d’éleveurs ruminants du Bénin; Loïc Barbedette; 2013.

Weaknesses
weakness. This is reinforced by low levels of skill in agriculture.
|| Social and natural disasters: these include both health
problems and situations like epidemics, drought, and cattle
rustling. ANOPER has an important role to play in informing
its members of options to insure against these calamities.

Poor
integration

Disinterest
amongst young

Disasters

|| Land insecurity: Land is used for generations, but without
title. Risk of expropriation is very real. In addition, access to
grazing land increasingly involves conflict.
|| Lack of equipment is detrimental to family farms.
|| Animal health: Expenditure on health is a very significant cost
on farms, underlining how seriously farmers take this issue.

Family farms

|| Disinterest amongst the young for breeding, but especially
for agriculture. This problem has become more acute since
the 2000s.
Animal
health

Land tenure

Lack
of equipment

Source : éclairages sur la dynamique des exploitations familiales
d’éleveurs ruminants du Bénin; Loïc Barbedette; 2013.
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What the future holds

The two most “likely” scenarios11, in the 2025-2030 timeframe, are based on the same assumptions: increased demand for milk and meat products due to rising incomes, population growth and increasing urbanization in the south of the country:

Farming Dynamics 36

|| A majority of experts, believe the most credible hypothesis is that in the short term the
size of the herd will increase to cope with the growing demand. We may nevertheless
be entitled to doubt the sustainability of such a trend given the increasing scarcity of
pastures.

May 2015

|| The other scenario involves the system changing with a reduction in the size of the
herds, production extending onto marginal land, breeding different species, increased
production and better cooperation between farmers and breeders. These changes
would be driven by environmental degradation. In this scenario, transhumant herds
would reduce in number. This is the hypothesis ANOPER believes in, in which they identify seven challenges:
|| Promoting the integration of agro-pastoralists in the national community to contribute to social peace.
|| Promoting a sustainable and acceptable agro-pastoral breeding model.
|| Strengthening family breeder-farmers through the provision of different types of
services.
|| Ensuring sustainable and equitable management of resources.
|| Successful advocacy in favour of well thought out policies (pastoral code, livestock code).
11 Though, the scenario of intensive industrial farming favoured by policymakers and intellectuals in Benin, should not be completely excluded.

1

2

Services for breeders

Represent breeders

3

Research
and innovation

4

Strengthen
the organization

Source : document d’orientation stratégique
de l’Anoper ; décembre 2014.

Cross-cutting issue: promote the sector

Outline of ANOPER’s
future strategy
Support agro-pastoralists
and agro-breeders to promote family breeding

2030 timeframe
Advocate on behalf of ruminant breeders,
defend their interests

Do independent research on
and reviews of family breeding

Meet funding requirements

Fulfil
Anoper's
vision
by meeting
the 7 challenges
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|| Being effective as a representative organization in order to fulfil all its missions.
|| Improve relations between men and women in families and communities and involve young people in building the farms of the future.
Defining these challenges helped set the direction for the organization, helped it formulate its vision of the future around what farmers do and don’t want. It is this approach
that established the broad lines of ANOPER’s future strategy.

Beninese
breeders Conclusion
worry as the The situation is paradoxical: a survey, albeit a statistically unrepresentative one, conductin 2013 by ANOPER presented positive results for the performance of family farms and
macroeconomic ed
was encouraging in terms of coverage of their food and health needs. Yet Beninese farmenvironment does ers worry as the macroeconomic environment does not favour them: public under-investin breeding, prioritizing intensive breeding methods, with the risk of land grabs and
not favour them. ment
being marginalized in society.
Agro-breeders want to act through their national association, ANOPER, in an organized
way. Hence this very important investment in a participatory strategic review on how
best to meet the challenges ahead and demonstrate once again their ability to adapt to a
rapidly changing environment.
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SOS Faim

This issue of Farming Dynamics was written by Marc MEES, in charge of knowledge
management at SOS FAIM based on the following key references, produced from work
initiated by two breeders’ associations that are SOS Faim partners (APESS and ANOPER):

May 2015

Bulletin de Synthèse Souveraineté Alimentaire : le paradoxe de l’élevage au Sahel : forts enjeux, faibles soutiens ; Inter-Réseaux Développement Rural et SOS Faim ; n° 16 ; April 2015.

Le financement public dans l’élevage au Sahel depuis 10 ans : un double sous-investissement. Association
pour la Promotion de l’Elevage au Sahel et en Savane (APESS) ; July 2014.
Eclairages sur la dynamique des exploitations familiales d’éleveurs ruminants du Bénin – Synthèse de
la recherche sur les exploitations familiales réalisée en 2012 et 2013 par l’Association Nationale des
Organisations Professionnelles d’Eleveurs de Ruminants du Bénin (ANOPER) ; Loïc Barbedette, sociologue ; ANOPER et SOS FAIM ; September-October 2013.
Pour l’essor d’un élevage familial de ruminants qui nourrit le Bénin et sécurise l’avenir des éleveurs. 30
points de repère. ANOPER Strategic Outlook Document; December 2014.
La situation actuelle de l’élevage et des éleveurs de ruminants – analyse et perspectives. Annex to the
ANOPER Strategic Outlook Document; December 2014.

SOS Faim Belgium and SOS Faim Luxembourg are two development NGOs active in
the fight against hunger and poverty in Africa and Latin America. In favouring an approach based on partnership with local stakeholders, the two SOS Faim entities support family farming by providing farmers in the south with technical, organizational
and financial support, and by raising the awareness of and mobilising people from the
North around issues relating to poverty and food security.
Apart from Farming Dynamics, SOS Faim publishes Zoom Microfinance, which provides analysis on the aims, models and implementation conditions of aid to micro
finance institutions. This publication is available for download in French, English and
Spanish on SOS Faim’s website: www.sosfaim.org.
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