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from animal feed and inputs to the final 

food product - is controlled by a few large 

multinational companies.

This development has benefitted urban 

consumers by making livestock products 

available at low prices, but its side-effects 

have been alarming:

•  The concentration of huge numbers of 

animals in a single production unit cre-

ates ideal conditions for the outbreak 

of epidemic diseases, requiring the rou-

tine use of antibiotics. When diseases 

do break out – as in the cases of bird 

flu, swine flu, and others - they often 

quickly spread around the globe, crea-

ting enormous costs that are borne by 

the tax payer. 

•  This type of production is extremely 

energy intensive and depends on huge 

inputs of fossil fuels, industrial fertilizers, 

and other synthetic chemicals. Intensive 

livestock production is one of the big-

gest emitters of greenhouse gases.

•  The concentration of animals leads to 

an accumulation of their wastes, which 

by IFPRI, the International Food Policy 

Research Institute, in 1999, the Livestock 

Revolution entails the spread of industrial 

animal production systems in which large 

numbers of animals – ranging from hund-

reds to hundreds of thousand - of the 

same species are confined in one place. 

This trend, which is said to be demand-

driven by the rapidly growing middle class 

in developing countries, also brings about 

a change in ownership structures: family 

owned farms are replaced by ‘integrated’ 

set-ups in which the whole value chain - 

Livestock is the most important asset of the poor in 
rural areas: about 70% of the world’s one billion poor 
people - defined as those living on less than US$ 
1.25 per day - are partially or totally dependent on 
livestock. Farm animals generate cash income, but 
also food, fibre, fuel, fertilizer and traction; they act 
as a ‘bank on hooves’ and medium of exchange for 
maintaining social relationships. 

A TOOL FOR 
COUNTERING 

THE LIVESTOCK 
REVOLUTION?

Livestock Keepers’ Rights:

By ilse Köhler-rollefson

On top of these many essential 

functions and services that lives-

tock provide, they are also self-

replicating. In short: livestock ownership 

empowers! Small wonder then that many 

charitable and donor agencies that seek 

to alleviate poverty in developing countries 

focus on livestock related interventions.

The Livestock Revolution

But parallel to these efforts, a phenome-

non dubbed the ‘Livestock Revolution’ 

is conquering the globe. First identified 
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achieve this is by creating policy envi-

ronments that enable small and medium 

sized livestock keepers to be competitive 

and earn a decent livelihood from animal 

husbandry. There are many communi-

ties and ethnic groups which have an 

ancient culture of livestock keeping and 

have accumulated tremendous wisdom 

in sustainable and humane livestock 

keeping. This is rapidly being eroded 

by an unsupportive policy environment. 

This knowledge and wisdom needs to be 

saved, rekindled and rejuvenated. 

Given the critical dependence of the 

majority of the world’s poor on livestock, 

the future trajectories of livestock deve-

lopment are of major importance: not only 

for concerned consumers in developed 

countries, but especially for rural develop-

ment and poverty alleviation in developing 

countries. In addition to unfair competition 

from an industry that routinely externalizes 

its huge environmental costs, there have 

been cases in which industrial systems 

have blatantly sought to be protected at 

the expense of smallholder livestock kee-

find, activists, citing EU data, state that 

the number of pig farmers in Romania 

declined by 90% between 2003 and 2007 

following the entry into the country of US 

hog giant Smithfield.

This corporate take-over is supported by 

a number of factors: large subsidies for 

industrial producers; the current world 

trade system which pits producers in dis-

tant places against each other, making the 

margin per animal very low; the low status 

and reputation of livestock keeping as a 

career and, finally a paradigm about lives-

tock development, held by scientists and 

policy makers, that only considers the out-

put of products and ignores externalities. 

Dispersed livestock keeping essential  

for sustainability

For livestock production to once again 

become sustainable the concentrated 

production mode, with its many harmful 

externalities, must be replaced with a 

much more dispersed and decentralized 

approach that is humane, labour intensive 

and produces healthier food. The way to 

RubRiEK

FARM 
ANIMALS 
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HOOVES

pollute both the air and water. 

•  Animal welfare is a huge concern.

•  The system is vulnerable to shocks and 

puts long-term food security at a peril 

since it utilizes mono-cultures of both 

feed crops (maize and soy) and lives-

tock (whose genes are also owned by 

companies). 

•  The automated production units elimi-

nate rural jobs, leading to a rural exo-

dus. This has enormous implications for 

rural livestock keepers: in the US rural 

poverty is higher in areas where indu-

strial production sites are located. 

Small-scale livestock keepers  

are losing out

As the Livestock Revolution has spread 

from North America to Europe and much 

of Asia, small and medium-sized livestock 

producers who raise animals in a sustai-

nable and usually fairly humane way, 

making use of local resources, are being 

forced out of business. While data about 

the impact of the Livestock Revolution on 

rural smallholders are generally hard to 
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pers. For instance in the wake of bird flu, 

backyard poultry keepers in Southeast 

Asia were prohibited from keeping chic-

kens in the vicinity of the large production 

units that were the likely cause of the 

outbreaks. In Egypt, about a million pigs 

belonging to minority Copts were culled 

to stop the spread of swine flu, thereby 

destroying their livelihoods. The increased 

patenting of genetic sequences is another 

trend that is threatening to undermine 

the ability of livestock keepers to breed 

animals.

Arguably, these developments repre-

sent a serious curtailing of fundamental 

human rights, since people have had 

the right to keep and breed livestock for 

the last 10,000 years. In response to this 

(LIFE Network, 2009). The Declaration 

also clarifies the term ‘livestock keeper’, 

breaking it down into two specific groups: 

indigenous livestock keepers repre-

senting those communities who have a 

long-standing cultural association with 

their livestock and have developed their 

breeds through a process of interaction 

with a specific territory or landscape and 

ecological livestock keepers who may be 

modern but adhere to standards that lar-

gely correspond to organic principles, i.e. 

sustaining their animals largely on natural 

vegetation or home-grown fodder and 

crop by-products and without artificial 

feed additives. 

A large number of civil society organizati-

ons and livestock keepers’ organizations 

have already signed up to the Declaration 

on Livestock Keepers’ Rights. Govern-

ments were initially reluctant to support 

Livestock Keepers’ Rights, but in the 

aftermath of the Nagoya Protocol on 

Access and Benefit-Sharing negotiated 

during the last meeting of the Convention 

on Biological Diversity in October 2010, 

they now seem to be changing their 

minds. This became apparent during the 

thirteenth session of the Commission on 

Genetic Resources for Food and Agricul-

ture (CGRFA) held at FAO in Rome in July, 

2011 during which some governments 

recommended that ‘Livestock Keepers’ 

Rights should be addressed’. 
 
Ilse Köhler-Rollefson coordinates the League 
for Pastoral Peoples and Endogenous Livestock 
Development (LPP), a research and advocacy 
organisation for ecological and equitable lives-
tock development. She divides her time between 
Germany and Rajasthan where she lives among 
the Raika pastoralists. 

scenario, civil society has developed the 

concept of ‘Livestock Keepers’ Rights’, 

a bundle of rights that would enable and 

support traditional and small-scale lives-

tock keepers to continue keeping animals 

and use them to maintain and improve 

their incomes and livelihoods (see box). 

The process of developing this charter 

involved a series of grassroots level con-

sultations that took place in Kenya, India, 

Italy, Ethiopia, and South Africa. These 

meetings involved hundreds of livestock 

keepers representing more than 20 coun-

tries. 

The three principles and five rights have 

been compiled into the ‘Declaration on 

Livestock Keepers Rights’ which referen-

ces them to existing legal frameworks 

LIVESTOCK IS THE 
MOST IMPORTANT 
ASSET OF THE POOR 
IN RURAL AREAS

Principles:
Livestock Keepers are creators 
of breeds and custodians of ani-
mal genetic resources for food 
and agriculture. 
Livestock Keepers and the 
sustainable use of traditional 
breeds are dependent on the 
conservation of their respective 
ecosystems. 
Traditional breeds represent 

collective property, products 
of indigenous knowledge and 
cultural expression of Livestock 
Keepers. 

Livestock Keepers have the 
right to:
  make breeding decisions and 
breed the breeds they main-
tain.

  participate in policy formu-

lation and implementation 
processes on animal genetic 
resources for food and agri-
culture. 

   appropriate training and capa-
city building and equal access 
to relevant services enabling 
and supporting them to raise 
livestock and to better process 
and market their products. 

  participate in the identifica-

tion of research needs and 
research design with respect 
to their genetic resources, as 
is mandated by the principle 
of Prior Informed Consent.

  effectively access information 
on issues related to their local 
breeds and livestock diversity.

www.pastoralpeoples.org/.../
Declaration_on_LKRs_with_ini-
tial%20signatories_6.pdf

Livestock Keepers’ Rights 
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In organic animal husbandry, the use of 

antibiotics is either partially (as in the 

USA), or very (as in the EU) restricted. 

Organic dairy farmers in the Netherlands 

use one third the amount of antibiotics 

as their conventional counterparts: 2 

doses per cow per year as opposed to an 

average of 6 in conventional farming. In 

biodynamic dairy farming it is even less. A 

study has shown that, of the 350 organic 

dairy farms in the Netherland, 10% use 

an average of just a half dose or even less 

per year per cow and there 15 farmers 

who work completely without antibio-

tics. This has been achieved without any 

formal programme to reduce the use of 

antibiotics. In Denmark, organic farmers 

have set up such a programme, with the 

result of reducing the use of antibiotics by 

50% in one year. This shows that modern, 

highly productive organic dairy farms 

can work with less than 1 dose per cow 

per year. In poultry and pig production, 

organic farming shows also much better 

figures than their conventional counter-

parts. The Dutch organic pig sector uses 

30 times less antibiotics per animal than 

conventional pig producers. 

1 million Dutch people, out of a population 

of 16 million, are infected with ESBL. This 

can cause health problems, among the 

elderly, the ill and those in a bad condi-

tion. Nursing homes increasingly refuse 

entry to elderly people who are carriers of 

the ESBL bacterium, as they pose a threat 

to the other residents of the nursing home. 

A recent outbreak of EHEC-bacteria 

infection in northern Germany caused the 

deaths of many people and doctors were 

largely helpless as the bacteria did not 

respond to their usual tool, antibiotics. 

Several hospitals have struggled with a 

new resistant bacteria, Klebsiella (which 

causes pneumonia). It is becoming incre-

asingly evident that antibiotics are no 

longer a sustainable solution. For approxi-

mately 80 years they have been succes-

sfully applied but it was clear, even from 

the beginning, that bacteria will always 

develop resistance. Over the years the 

pharmaceutical industry has continually 

developed new types of antibiotics, nowa-

days we have so-called third and fourth 

generations. But the industry is no longer 

searching on a large-scale for future gene-

rations of antibiotics, the race no longer 

seems commercially interesting to them.

Antibiotics are the main, or at least one 

of the main, tools used to control bacte-

rial diseases. They are used extensively 

in human medical practice, but also in a 

structural way and in large quantities in 

conventional animal husbandry. 

Bad practice in human medicine, such as 

doctors too readily prescribing antibiotics, 

or patients not finishing courses of treat-

ment, increase the risk of antibiotic resi-

stant bacteria developing. The widespread 

use of antibiotics in agriculture, not just as 

a medicine, but also to stimulate meat or 

milk production, or at the end of the lacta-

tion period of cows’ poses a major threat 

in terms of reduced immunity. Research 

institutes advise that the use of antibiotics 

should be limited to the absolute minimum 

necessary in both human and veterinary 

medicine. 

In the Netherlands, 100% of chicken meat 

from intensive livestock farming and 85% 

of organic chicken meat is infected with 

ESBL bacteria, which are resistant to 

antibiotics. The public health organizati-

ons declared that the ministries of public 

health and agriculture do far too little to 

reduce the use of antibiotics in agriculture. 

Antibiotics in agriculture:

ORGANIC PRACTICES LEAD THE 
WAY IN REDUCING THEIR USE 
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