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Cattle farming is mentioned among the world’s worst environmentally destructive activities: it devours resources, pollutes groundwater and is a climate killer. These claims are all true – but not universally so. Pastoralists have managed their livestock in harmony with nature for millennia. As recent publications on the
subject confirm, they actually help conserve ecosystems.
Livestock-farming supplies high-quality food in areas
where there is no or only little arable land. However,
the people who rely on it are barely considered in the
meat consumption debate, which considers mostly the industrialised world. It is wrong to judge cattle
farming exclusively on the basis of carbon intensity
(the carbon emissions generated per kilo of meat produced or per litre of milk). To the 800 million hungry
people in the world – most of whom have no access to
essential, high-quality animal proteins – such a debate must seem cynical.
The discussion on the environmental burden of ever-gro-
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Many forums tend to neglect the role that small farmers and pastoralists can – and should – play in the
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Pastoralists help in many ways to preserve ecosystems and food security.

provision of animal proteins, a vital requirement. This
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Pastoralism itself has evolved over millennia. Nomadic herders have developed complex management
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ability to adapt to local conditions. They will cope less
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land rights should be strengthened. Moreover, they
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Urbanisation, privatisation of rangelands, political
marginalisation and conflicts are only a few of the
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– by climate change, which impacts negatively on the
resilience of nomadic peoples.
Loss of pastoral land through conversion to arable farming is also a problem. Patches of wetland in dryland
areas and fertile valleys in mountainous regions play
a crucial role in pastoralist systems; they are a vital
source of water and a seasonal refuge. If the resources they provide are not available at critical times,
the entire land use/livestock management system is
jeopardised. In a paper focusing on the issue of pastoralism versus irrigated agriculture (IIED, 2013), the

16

VPH Journal 9th edition

