
The Sustainable Livestock Agenda (SLA) will have its first meeting in January 2013. 

Dr Michiel Scholtz will attend it on behalf of Red Meat Research and Development 

South Africa. 

   The SLA addresses global resource use issues related to the livestock sector. 

Land, water, nutrients, and climate change are the initial primary focus in order to 

support livelihoods, long-term food security and economic growth. It tackles these 

issues by guiding voluntary practice change involving the public and private sector, 

civil society and non-governmental organizations, academia and research, and inter-

governmental organizations, to promote a continuous improvement in natural 

resource use efficiency. 

   Demand growth for livestock products has to be accommodated within the context 

of a finite natural resource base, address climate change, and exploit opportunities 

for social and economic development. The livestock sector will only be able to 

respond to these multiple objectives through collective stakeholder action towards 

the necessary policy, institutional, and technical changes combined with supporting 

investment. The SLA uses consultation, information exchange, and knowledge-

based analyses to guide voluntary practice change.  

   The rate of conversion of critical natural resources like land, water, nutrients, and 

energy into livestock products and services, and emission intensity of Green House 

Gases (GHG), has been established as the common ground and broad direction of 

work for the SLA. Three operational focus areas: (i) Closing the efficiency gap; (ii) 

Restoring value to grasslands; and (iii) Towards zero discharge, have been identified 

for initial attention within this broad directive. 

 

Background 

 

Growing populations, income gains and urbanization have made livestock one of the 

fastest growingsub-sectors of agriculture. Growth in emerging economies has been 

particularly impressive and has been associated with a widespread transformation of 

the livestock sector. Much of this growth, however, has been unbalanced and 

generally not been accompanied by the required adjustments in sector policies, 

governance and investment. Consequently, the sector has particularly come into 

focus as concerns about dwindling resources, climate change, sustainability of food 



systems, public health protection, and the urgency of poverty reduction through 

agricultural development continue to increase. 

   Livestock are the world’s largest user of agricultural land, directly through grazing 

and indirectly through the use of feed crops. Livestock-source food requires more 

feed, energy and water resources per unit food product than most others, and will 

therefore only be able to maintain their role as providers of high quality nutrition if the 

clash between resource scarcity and demand growth can be solved. This will 

become even more important as the world’s agricultural production needs to 

increase by a projected 70 percent by 2050 to feed its then population of 9.3 billion. 

Globally, the livestock sector performs a broad range of economic and social 

functions for many different actors. This has, thus far, contributed to a diversity of 

approaches and an atomisation of efforts by contending coalitions rather than a 

coherent response towards the challenges the livestock sector faces. Growing 

pressure to improve the sector’s contribution to socially desirable outcomes, 

combined with the increasing global nature of markets, however, is progressively 

leading to a recognition that sector issues can only be tackled effectively through 

concerted action from all actors. 

   The Global SLA builds on the opportunities provided by this recognition to guide 

joint action onto a path of continuous sector improvement. 

 

Practice change 

 

Accommodating demand growth for livestock products within the context of a finite 

natural resource base requires changes in habits and practices from all 

stakeholders. Consultation and joint analysis among sector actors identified natural 

resource use efficiency, i.e. the rate of conversion of critical natural resources like 

land, water, nutrients, and energy into livestock products and services, and emission 

intensity of Green House Gases (GHG), as the common ground and broad direction 

of work for the SLA. 

   Within this broad direction of improved efficiency of natural resource use, actors 

identified three focus areas for initial attention: (i) Closing the efficiency gap; (ii) 

Restoring value to grasslands; and (iii) Towards zero discharge. 

 

Promoting continuous improvement 



Transforming knowledge into practice change to improve the efficiency of natural 

resource use as the sector grows, is the main challenge of the SLA. Changes in 

livestock sector practices take place where different actors are well connected 

allowing them to share new technologies and ideas from different sources. It has the 

following features: 

• It is often driven by entrepreneurs responding to market opportunities or 

threats; 

• It requires a combination of knowledge from different sources including, but 

not limited to research; 

• It requires investment in partnership and networks among sector actors, to 

link complementary knowledge, and to foster consensus, mutual respect and 

joint understanding. 

• It generally implies advocating and negotiating institutional and policy change. 

Exploiting the opportunities that the three focus areas provide, thus requires an 

enhanced flow of knowledge among actors and countries.  

• It also, critically, needs policy and institutional change to end the political and 

geographical marginalization of certain producer groups, to reward efficiency 

gains and resource stewardship, and to discourage wasteful practices which 

have thus far stifled technological and institutional change in parts of the 

sector. 


