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Article  Gijs Aarts on Herding for the Markets nov 
2015. 
 
In this article, Gijs Aarts describes 3 options to bridge the gap between herders in extensive 
livestock systems and (urban) markets. The article is a contribution to the debate at the 
Extensive Livestock Expo (4-6 Nov, Nairobi) with the conference theme ‘Herding for the 
Markets’. Mr. Aarts worked for FAO and Cordaid and has 20 years of experience in projects 
for pastoralist communities and in community disaster risk reduction.  
 

“With less animals we have to provide a better 
product for the market”  
 

The above quote is from an elder in a Borana community in the 
Moyale area. The Borana is one of the many ethic groups living in 
the Arid and Semi-arid Lands (ASAL) of the Horn of Africa. 
Traditionally they are pastoralists, depending on nomadic livestock 
production for their livelihood. However in the last decades they 
have been struck several times by droughts that have threatened 
their lives and the lives of their herds. This quote reflects the 
feelings of several community leaders in the CMDRR programme 
which I coordinated for Cordaid in the arid and semi-arid lands in 
the Horn of Africa.  

 

CMDRR stands for Community Managed Disaster Risk Reduction. This programme aims to 
support local communities to cope in an ever changing and challenging environment.  As a 
first step, communities were asked to analyse and prioritise the hazards that were 
threatening their livelihood and draw a picture of the vision/dream they had for the future. 
Based on this analysis and the vision an action plan was developed of interventions to pave 
the path towards the realisation of the dream. 
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A hazard may result in a disaster if a community is vulnerable and has no capacity to cope 
with the effects of the hazard. So the action plans aim to decrease the vulnerability of a 
community and/or strengthen the capacity of the communities and its individuals.  

The hazards that emerged in the CMDRR programme are:  

Drought/climate change. The frequency of prolonged dry spells has increased, resulting in 
repeated stress periods for the pastoralists. The relatively short period between the dry spells 
does not allow the herds to recover before the next dry spell hits.  

Animal diseases. Animal diseases were already present also in the past, and with the 
introduction of Community Animal Health Workers a good effort has been made to manage 
the health status of animals. However, dry spells contribute to animals being more 
susceptible to diseases. 

Limited mobility, competing claims on grazing areas. Examples of these claims are 
game reserves and arable production. The latter compete for the more fertile areas, with a 
better water provision. These areas are key in the calendar of pastoralist mobility: without 
them the use of less fertile areas is threatened too. 

Population growth. In pastoralist areas, population growth rates of about 3% have been 
reported. This means that the population has doubled in 25 years. This leads to migration, 
but also to a competition between pastoralists over an ever-shrinking area of rangeland. 

Low interest from central authorities. Pastoralist areas show limited investments in roads, 
water, health care and education. There is limited understanding of mobility as a strategy for 
pastoralists.  

 

In summary, the bleak future for pastoralist communities is more people in a smaller area 
while the climate becomes dryer and rainfall patterns less reliable. The Borana elder who 
was quoted in the title pointed to the market as a way to cope with these hazards. His idea is 
that timely sales of some animals help to buy feed for the remaining part of the herd.  

 

How to herd for the markets?  

The action plans with these communities included strategies to improve the animal 
productivity. In the plans, improving animal nutrition is an important aspect.  

The graph on next page shows the live weight development of cattle in an extensive system. 
In the traditional extensive pastoralist system 85 % of the feed consumed is used for 
maintenance. This comes down to 39 kg of feed for 1 kg of meat. Better feeding means 
animals can reach slaughter weight earlier. The ratio of feed for maintenance : feed for 
growth improves.  

The graph also shows slower growth in the dry season or even negative growth: that is when 
animals are losing weight. Weight recovery in the rainy season is a relatively efficient 
process.  
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A. Primitive extensive beef production (natural pastures without any feed supplementation, unimproved breeds); age at 

slaughter: 6–7 years; 85 percent of feed needed for maintenance only; feed conversion rate: 39 feed units/kg carcass. 
A1. As above, but 180 days in feedlot starting when animals are 2.5-3 years old (Mokwa cattle ranch system, Nigeria). 
B. Primitive breeding, slightly improved rearing, unimproved breeds; feedlot for 150 days; age at slaughter approximately 

35 months; 66 percent of feed needed for maintenance only; feed conversion rate: 16 feed units/kg carcass. 
C. Improved breeding and rearing (based on improved pasture, unimproved breeds); feedlot for 150 days; age at 

slaughter: 30 months; 63 percent of feed needed for maintenance only; feed conversion rate: 13 feed units/kg carcass. 
D. Very intensive production (Italian vitellone - early weaning, no pasture phase, high energy ration from birth to slaughter; 

specialized beef breeds or crossbred bulls); age at slaughter: 13–14 months; 54 percent of feed for maintenance; feed 
conversion rate: 7 feed units/kg carcass. 

FAO Intensive feeding systems for beef production in developing countries 
P. AURIOL 

 

 

 

 

Strategies in herding for markets 

The pastoralists already use different strategies to 
prevent animal weight loss in the dry season. The most 
important is herd mobility. A strategy used to maintain 
feed availability is to enclose part of the grazing area. 
This becomes a grazing reserve in the dry season. 
Sometimes, these reserves are improved with using new 
plant varieties. A similar strategy is the production or 
purchase of hay. This strategy is used for additional 
feeding of the most important animals like bulls, lactating 
cows, transport animals. 

 

Bring in additional feeds and by-products 

A second strategy is the introduction of better quality feed products, by-products of the agro-
industry or specifically produced feeds. 
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The sugar production leads to two by-products suited for animal fodder. Molasses is an 
energy rich feed that is used in fattening systems in many countries, in combination with 
forage. Cane tops are not as nutritious as molasses, but could at least help maintain their 
weight. According to the FAO, Kenya produces 550.000 MT of sugar, which leads to an 
estimated 138.000 MT of molasses and 1.800.00 MT of cane tops.  

Molasses combined with urea, liquid or in blocks, is used in South Africa, as an additional 
feed, to improve animal production in rangelands.  

  

 

Beer production also results in a by-product fit for animal production: brewery grains. Kenya 
produces approximately 500.000 MT of beer, resulting in 100.000 MT brewery grains. Other 
by-products are bran, straw and oilcakes. All these products are, if well used, excellent 
additional feeds, which can improve the production of the animals.  

Transport is a key issue in this strategy because you either bring feed to animals or the other 
way round. Bringing the animals to the feed makes sense if you consider the conversion rate 
of feed to meat and the fact animals can walk. Bringing feed to the animals makes sense in 
case of supplementary feeding (high value feedstuff like molasses urea blocks) or 
emergency feeding.  

 

A third strategy is the stratification of the production.  

A very different strategy is the stratification or zoning of production: this means that animal 
reproduction, rearing of youngsters and fattening happen in different areas. 

It is a system that is also used in other countries. The reproduction and rearing of the young 
animals is done in the more remote and less fertile areas. Raising the offspring requires 
better conditions, while the production of milk and meat is close to the markets. An example 
is the stratification of milk production around Mumbai, India.  

A private sector consortium has been planning such a system for beef production in Ethiopia. 
In the set-up, the pastoralists specialize in the production of yearlings. Before the dry season 
kicks in, these yearlings are transferred to a feedlot. The feedlot fattens  to the expected 
slaughter weight and brings them to the market. 
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Advantages for the pastoralist communities are: 

o With less animals they can provide a family income 
o Lower pressure on the decreasing natural pastures 
o Better maintenance of these pastures and possibilities to invest  
o Regular income if well organized with feedlot 

Advantages for the feedlot are: 

o Regular supply of an agreed quality of animals 
o Prices can be agreed upon in advance 
o Origin of the animals is known. Together the feedlot and pastoralist can invest 

in animal health 
o In a later stage cross-breeding could be introduced 

The stratification of production has the potential to decrease the number of animals needed 
per household to make a sustainable living. At the same time it will decrease the pressure on 
the grazing areas, since the animals will need a shorter period to reach the slaughter weight, 
or even are removed from the area for fattening elsewhere. And thus they can contribute to 
the dream of the Borena elders. 

 

The challenge. 

Pastoralists may choose one or more of these strategies to maintain or improve their income 
from animals. The business case for each of them needs to be written for pastoralists and 
their market partners. Balanced feeding can result in a live-weight gain of 1 kg per day. But 
the question is about the cost benefit analysis of feeding in each specific context.  
 
The challenge for pastoralists, researchers, 
practitioners, pastoralist organisations, and 
other stakeholders is to build business 
cases, using the actual data for the country, 
in order to find the optimal strategy to 
provide a better product for the market with 
less animals.  

If we do that, we help the young pastoralist 
who is willing to follow in the steps of their 
ancestors and carve a sustainable livelihood 
out of the dryland areas.  

 

 

 


