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Abstract

There is growing concern about the impact of agriculture on the environment, and growing demand for environmentally sustainable food systems. The rising global demand for livestock products (meat, milk, fat, fiber, hides), the continuing degradation of rangeland ecosystems in drylands, and the increasing environmental degradation and inequality caused by industrial livestock production, underline the urgency for achieving an innovative transformation in production and consumption in the livestock sector.  The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development recognizes the importance of supporting the innovativeness in smallholder pastoral systems while also increasing productivity and simultaneously protecting biological diversity, managing waste and reducing greenhouse gases.  However, the lack of accurate and verifiable information on pastoralists and rangelands worldwide can hamper sustainable decisions. Pastoralists and natural rangelands continue to be undervalued in comparison to industrial livestock or other forest and agricultural pursuits, despite a growing list of home-grown and successful innovations in what is often regarded as “traditional” pastoralism. UNEA-4 provides a timely opportunity for Ministers of Environment and other stakeholders to discuss the direction that policies should take. It can provide guidance on concrete actions for UN Environment and its partner champions of environmental sustainability. 


Unsustainable livestock systems, food security and halting biodiversity loss

Consumption of meat and eggs has risen exponentially in the past three decades, due to a combination of population growth, rising incomes and urbanization. World per capita consumption of meat was 30 kg/capita/year in 1980, growing to 41.2 kg/capita/year in 2005.  If current trends continue, this is expected to increase to 45.3 kg/capita by 2030.   

Production from the livestock sector is also growing at an unprecedented rate. Globally, the supply of animal protein per capita increased by about 29% between 1992 and 2014, and annual meat production is projected to increase from 218 million tons in 1997–1999 to 376 million tons by 2030. Today, 40% of all arable land is being used to produce animal feed for industrial livestock systems and the figure is rising. UNEP estimates that the cereals used to produce feed for animals could instead feed 3.5 billion people. On the other hand, 86% of dry matter fed to livestock in small farming and pastoral systems is made of nature-based materials that are not currently eaten by humans. 

Livestock’s impact on biodiversity can be either positive or negative.  Conversion of tropical forests into cultivated pastures is one of the main causes of biodiversity loss in the Amazon and other tropical regions. Production of feed from lands converted to agriculture is another. On the other hand, many dryland ecosystems remain healthy and can sometimes have higher species diversity as a result of being grazed by livestock. 

Fifty percent of fertilizer applied to agricultural land, and 70% of herbicide used in agriculture are attributed to animal feed production. In some countries, as much as 40% of the chemicals are in excess and released to the environment, resulting in dead zones and marine hypoxia – the impact of feed production can therefore reach into the seas and oceans.  

Feed production uses 37% of all water for crop production. The grey water footprint (pollution of surface or groundwater) for industrial livestock is more than double that of pasture-raised livestock. Waste management from intensive systems is also an increasing challenge, especially in urban and peri-urban areas. Although banned internationally for the past decade, some types of persistent organic pollutants (especially dioxins) continue to appear in meat products from industrial sources due to contaminated feed.

The environmental impact of the industrial livestock industry is poorly regulated in most countries, and therefore producers do not factor in the costs of remediation. On the contrary, many countries provide subsidies and other incentives in favor of industrial livestock systems, which act as disincentives to the nature-based systems. Industrial livestock production frequently produces unsaleable surpluses that glut the market, out-compete with more labor-intensive production systems in rural areas, and result in substantial milk and meat waste and loss. 

Concerns about the environmental impact of the livestock sector are increasingly raised with calls to reduce (or even eliminate) consumption of livestock products. These arguments overlook the role pastoralism plays in protecting biodiversity and safeguarding ecosystem services in the world’s rangelands 

The positive role of pastoralism and rangelands

Nature-based production, often called pastoralism, relies on rangelands in grasslands, savannas, dry forests, drylands, tundra and other similar ecosystems. Pastoralists in developing countries are generally portrayed as primitive, outmoded, unproductive and environmentally destructive. As a result, authorities encourage pastoralists to settle, and prioritize the industrialization of livestock production.  Pastoralists in developed countries often face stiff competition from industrial systems or do not benefit from government subsidies. 

Rangelands are the largest land cover type in more than a third of the world’s major river systems and play a vital role in water supply and water quality. Rangelands store a third of all terrestrial carbon and contribute to climate change mitigation. Improved grazing management of the world’s 5 billion hectares of grassland could sequester 9.8% of anthropogenic emissions. Rangelands also harbor extensive biodiversity, including species and habitats that are co-evolved with, and therefore dependent on, grazing animals. The majority of the world’s rangelands are unsuitable for crop cultivation and therefore rangeland-based livestock do not compete with humans for food.
Expansion of monoculture cropping is one of the most significant threats to biological diversity.  Rangelands are becoming more fragmented with less ecological connectivity within drylands, mountain areas, forest/taiga and tundras.

However, there are no accurate and global data for the extent and health of rangelands in the world, or the population, distribution, types and livelihoods of pastoralists. The UNEP/GRID-Arendal report “A case of Benign Neglect” (UNEA/document number…) confirms the lack of such critical information, which can hamper appropriate policies, programs and legislation supporting pastoralism and rangelands. For too long, projects, programs and statistics have combined information about pastoralists with other rural land users. The lack of disaggregation of data is a serious constraint to addressing the specific challenges of sustainable rangelands and pastoralism. 

Case studies suggest that land degradation in rangelands is high, and that poverty among pastoralists is also high. But there is also evidence that shows that pastoralism can significantly contribute to GDP – pastoralism’s share of the agricultural GDP in some countries can reach 70–80% (for example, in Mauritania, Sudan, and Mongolia). Pastoralism also benefits around 1.3 billion people along the value chain worldwide. 

In recent years, there has been rigorous scientific evidence that questions the long-forecast demise of pastoral systems. Pastoral mobility has been shown to promote healthier ecosystems, and greater wildlife compatibility, and is better adjusted to the high levels of climatic risk in the drylands. In corridors between protected areas,  ecological connectivity and integrity of biodiversity can be ensured by appropriate movement of livestock. Pastoralism has been shown to produce from 2 to 10 times more output per unit area than some of the alternative land uses that have been proposed as a replacement. Pastoralism is a low-external-input system that optimizes the use of available resources in drylands. Grazing by pastoralist animals has an equivalent function to wild herbivores, promoting biodiversity and healthy ecosystems. Pastoralism is a natural adaptation to climatically uncertain and variable environments, and generally more resilient and adaptive than sedentary farming in drylands. But encroachment and habitat fragmentation make pastoralism more vulnerable to climate change and other types of environmental stress. A lack of global awareness of the value of pastoralists as stewards and strong allies for nature conservation, and the value of natural rangelands in ensuring environmental sustainability, is of major concern. 

Innovative solutions building on traditions that work

Effective innovations imply coming up with new tools to face new realities or challenges. While changes promoted from outside pastoralist systems often misunderstand their functioning and disrupt beneficial tools, innovations arisen from inside pastoralist communities usually provide solutions to new problems. Pastoralists often learn best from other fellow pastoralist that have upscaled successful innovations. Other successful innovations arise from processes where pastoralist voice was previously consulted and was determinant in shaping them.

Nature-based, free-range pastoral systems are hampered by lack of conducive policies. Insecurity of land tenure, including tenure of natural resources and other common property managed by local communities and restrictions to mobility of livestock, remains at the heart of unsustainable management of rangelands. However, statutory recognition of common property tenure is now found in countries as diverse as Spain, Scotland, Bolivia, Senegal, and Uganda. China’s national grasslands law allows for communal control of pastures by village-level groups. In Nigeria, as a response to increasing conflicts over land between crop farmers and pastoralists, a federal Commission was established in 2011 that is in charge of acquiring with due compensation, establishing and improving grazing routes and reserves, including issuing permits for their use.  

Pastoralists are faced with relatively high transaction costs and unable to compete fairly in local, national or global markets due to inadequate investments in infrastructure and basic services. Many face long distances to processing plants, lack of access to formal markets, poor access to information and fair contracts, lack of financial services such as credit facilities, excessive government bureaucracy and fees, and insufficient and inadequate access to education and to human and animal health services. 

Australia now has the world’s largest area of certified organic rangeland (about 10 million hectares). In Spain, the Parliament enacted a law in 1995 to re-establish 120,000 kilometers of traditional transhumance routes, some of which run for 100 kilometers in length, including providing subsidies for establishing watering and veterinary services along the routes. The European Council Regulation 1698/2005 preserves high nature value farming, including mountain pastoralism. In the 1990s, Switzerland passed a law whereby pastoralists were compensated for feeding animals on “coarse fodder” of mountain pastures in recognition of the benefits to biodiversity (particularly birds) and prevention of bush encroachment and fires. Diné sheepherders in southwest USA in partnership with the Presidia Slow Food project have successfully marketed products from endangered Navajo-Churro sheep. The Kalahari Grass Fed Beef is the first of its kind to be certified in Africa, and “Bird friendly” beef certification is now practiced in the Pampas. The Laponia World Heritage site in northern Sweden combines sustainable reindeer husbandry, biodiversity conservation, and tourism together through a governance system that recognizes and incorporates reindeer herders’ traditional knowledge into the decision-making process. Such landscape managing and labeling practices could highlight the ecological benefits of free-range livestock, as well as the benefits for human health and humane treatment of animals. 

The need to disaggregate data and information

UNEP’s report “ A case of benign neglect: knowledge gaps about sustainability in rangelands and pastoralism” verifies the lack of adequate information globally on this issue. Most government statistics reported to UN agencies are not sufficiently disaggregated to allow a true picture of the state and trends among pastoralists or of rangelands.  Disaggregation is necessary because rangeland ecosystems are very different than other natural resources – evidence suggests that they do not tend towards an ecological equilibrium as do forests or other humid ecosystems. As a result rangelands respond to very different management methods. Similarly, pastoralists who have co-evolved with rangelands are faced with qualitatively different challenges and opportunities than farmers and other sedentary land users.  We cannot assume that what works best for farmers also works best for pastoralists. 


Background Documents

1. UNEA-4 Resolution directing UN Environment to follow-up on Resolution UNEA 2/L.24 [to be drafted]
2. UN Environment 2018. A case of benign neglect …
3. UNEA-2 Resolution L.24
4. IYRP Open Flyer
5. Others?

Exhibition

1. Needle-felt flowers of rangeland biodiversity (Roads Less Travelled initiative)
2. Photo exhibition (Roads Less Travelled and other partners)
3. Food and other products from pastoral areas?
4. Video films by/about pastoralists?
5. Flyers of the different types of pastoralism/rangeland around the world, with brief descriptions of innovative traditions that safeguard the ecosystems and livelihoods, and why they are under threat. 


OPTION : Organization of a Leadership DialogueMinisterial/Leadership Dialogue on “Tradition as Innovation: how to achieve sustainable pastoralism and protect rangelands for future generations” (3 hours) 

Leadership Dialogue Event proposed by:  Mongolia, Ethiopia, ILRI, IUCN, UN Environment, IRC, SRM, Yolda Initiative & Roads Less Travelled, …. [all tbc and added to]

Guiding questions: 

1. What are some of the successful and innovative life-cycle approaches to resource efficiency, energy, and chemical and waste management in the livestock sector in your country?
2. What are the challenges governments face in collecting disaggregated data and statistics on rangelands and pastoralists?
3. What policies can encourage innovations based on traditions that still work? How can policymakers and pastoralists alike transform their perspectives to achieve sustainability?

Agenda of the Leadership Dialogue event

Keynote speakers  (all tbc)(30 minutes in total):
· Overview of the significance of pastoralism and rangelands  - Dr. Ibrahim Thiaw, USG Special Advisor on the Sahel
· Grid-Arendal and UN Environment official launch of the UNEA report “ A Case of Benign Neglect: Knowledge gaps about sustainability in rangelands and pastoralism”– Dr. Kathrine Johnsen
· Global significance of pastoralism and rangelands, and efforts to designate an International Year of Rangelands and Pastoralists (IYRP) – Minister of Environment, Mongolia

Ministerial roundtable (2 hours):  [all governments that agree to partner will be listed here. Other governments can request to make a statement later. Usually 5 minutes to each Minister]

General debate/questions (30 minutes) 

Moderator  [someone who is a great communicator and used to facilitating ministerial dialogues; for example Susan MacMillan of ILRI who is based in Nairobi?]

Practical solutions emerging from the Leadership dialogue

1. Debate on a formal resolution presented to UNEA-4 [ref.xxx] providing direction to UN Environment on further actions regarding a global integrated assessment of rangelands and pastoralism.
2. Debate on the designation of an IYRP by the United Nations
3. More?




OPTION : Side Event
UNEA-4 Side Event “ Tradition as Innovation: how to achieve sustainable pastoralism and protect rangelands for future generations” (1.5 hours)

Side event proposed by:  Mongolia, Ethiopia, ILRI, IUCN, UN Environment, IRC, SRM, Yolda Initiative & Roads Less Travelled, …. [all tbc and added to]

Keynote speakers (10 minutes each) [all tbc]:
· Overview of the significance of rangelands and pastoralism - Dr. Dana Kelly, President of IRC
· Highlights from the report “ A Case of Benign Neglect: Knowledge gaps about sustainability in rangelands and pastoralism”– Dr. Kathrine Johnsen
· Sustainable pastoralism and rangelands in Mongolia, and call to designate an IYRP – Minister of Environment, Mongolia

Panelists (5-minute highlights of key messages) [funds need to be secured to bring pastoralists representatives to the event]:

A pastoralist representative from West Africa
A pastoralist representative from Eastern Africa
A government attendee from Australia, Canada, USA or Europe 
A government attendee from Latin America
An NGO representative (Yolda Initiative & Roads Less Travelled)
An NGO representative (IUCN)

General debate (30 minutes)
Moderator – Pablo Manzano, IUCN Commission on Ecosystem Management

Practical solutions emerging from the Side Event [this is a requirement of the Side Event application]

1. Debate on a formal resolution presented to UNEA-4 [ref.xxx] providing direction to UN Environment on further actions regarding a global integrated assessment of rangelands and pastoralism.
2. Debate on the designation of an IYRP by the United Nations
3. More?
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