
Prom an economic point of view, the 
process of extensification involves 
the reduction of capital and labour 

costs as well as making the best use of 
natural resources. Therefore capital and 
labour are partially replaced by the use 
of natural resource land. Thus with 
spontaneous production it is possible to 
achieve a level of labour productivity 
and income comparable to that of oth­
er activities. This type of system requires 
a series of changes in the inputs and an 
adaptation of the production processes 
to achieve a better technical and eco­
nomic balance in the use of the produc­
tion resources. 
Quite apart from the ecological and en­
vironmental considerations related to 
intensive processes , the reasons for 
adopting such a system can be divided 
into two categories: the production 
costs , and production levels. For the 
first , the high costs of capital investment 
and labour make it essential for farm 
managers to limit their use wherever 
possible to reduce costs while at the 
same time maintaining the same pro­
duction levels. 
As regards the second, production sur­
pluses involving high storage costs and 
prices fluctuations induce the farm 
manager to curb production and there­
by reduce the use of production fac­
tors. 
The extensive system is already used in 
some areas of Italy for rearing sheep and 
cattle. The returns on capital and labour 
can be increased by making use of land 
which is otherwise unproductive , often 
due to the climate or the nature of the 
soil. The expansion of this farming 
system does however require new pro­
duction techniques involving structural 
and functional changes which include: 
use of capital , fodder and irrigation sup­
plies, availability of and management of 
the land and rearing methods. Tradition­
al and hardier breeds of cattle have 
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I Abstract 

Around 64.6% of the beef/ veal consumed in the country is domestic produce. It fall to 50% if the 
number of live animals imported from abroad is taken into consideration. 
Looking at cattle breeding, in the last years there has been a decrease in all categories of animals 
with the notable exception of beef cows. The figures for the period between 1986 and 1993 show an 
overall 15% decrease in the number of cattle reared, while in the same period the number of beef 
cows increased by 69%. Despite this increase, the number of beef cows still remains small, 652,000 
heads in 1993, which were 22% of cows and 9% of the total number of cattle. 
The production of mutton and lamb increased by about 20% between 1986 and 1994 reaching 57,000 
tons. Given the increase in consumption in recent years, the rate of self-sufficiency of mutton has 
still remained arount 54%. 
The limited availability of fodder, low rainfall and the characteristics of soil, found in most of hilly 
and mountain Italian Regions, make it hard to achieve satisfactory economic results. The prospects 
for breeding sheep and cattle through the extensive farming system with a low investment of capital 
and labour and ample use of land depend on the availability of land. An optimal combination of 
pasture and fallow land is needed for the production of hay thus ensuring a supply of animal fodder 
at reasonable prices and the best use of available capital. These conditions are however hard to find, 
due to difficulties involved in the system of land tenure, the current legislation on renting, the 
inefficiency of the cooperative system and high land prices which limit the possibilities of acquiring 
the necessary land to develop an economically viable extensive system. 

I Resume 

E1Iviro1l 64,6% de la vimlde de boeuf/ veau c01lsommee da1ls le pays est de productio" ,wtio"ale. Elle 
tombe a 50% si 0" tie1lt compte du 110mb re d'a1limaux vivants importes de l'etra1lger. 
Ces dertlieres a1llleeS Oil a assisle ii. une dil"i"utio1l de l'elevage bp viI' de plusieurs categories d'a1linlaUX 
a l'exceptio1l des vacbes allaita1ltes. Les cbiffres pour la periode 1986-1993 III01ltre1ll u1le baisse globale 
de 15% du 1Iolllbre de tlUes de betail elevees, ta1ldis que dalls la IIIeme periode le 1Iolllbre de vacbes 
allaita1ltes a augme1lte de 69%. Malgre cette augmentation, le 110mb re de vacbes allaita1ltes reste qua1ld 
memefaible, 652.000 tetes en 1993 qui etaie," 22% de vacbes et 9% du 110mb re total de bovi1ls. 
La productio1l de moutoll et d'ag1leau a augme1lte d 'e1lviron 20% e1ltre 1986 et 1994 en atteigna1lt 57.000 
tonnes. Mais, CO",pte lell" de l'accroissement de la cOllSOln1llation pendant ces dernieres an1lees, le taux 
d 'auto-su.f{lsance du mouton a reste autour de 54%. 
La falble disponibilite de fourrage, les rares pluies et les caracteristiques du sol de la plupart des 
terres de colll1le et de m01ltagne e1l Italie, ont re1ld" difficile l'obte1llio1l de resuitats eCOllOmiques 
satisfaisa1lls. Les perspectives pour l'elevage ovill et bovi1l base sur un systeme exte1lsif a faible 
i1lvestisseme,lI de capital et de mal1l d'oeuvre et U1l vaste emploi de terre so'" liees a la dispo1libilite 
de la terre. Ilfaut dlsposer de la combi,wiso1l optimale du paturage et de la jacbere pour la productio1l 
du fOi1l et assurer ai1lsi u1le fourtliture de fourrage a1lilllal a des prix raiso"nables et avec la meilleure 
utilisatio1l du capitaL Ces c01lditio1ls S01lt qua1ld meme rares a trouver a cause des difficultes Impllcltes 
de la structure de la propriete f01lciere, de la leglslatio1l actuelle sur le fertllage, des defaillmlces du 
systeme cooperatif et des prix eleves des terres, qui limite1lt les possibilites d 'acquerir la terre 
necessaire permettallt de developper UII systeme exte1lsif economiqueme", viable. 
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largely disappeared due to the reduction 
in their importance for both economic 
and structural reasons. This has made it 
hard for many cattle breeders to survive. 
Added to this there is a shortage of suit­
able land where extensive forage can be 
produced at acceptable costs and the 
problems of the land tenure system. So 
it is clear that there are a number of dif­
ficulties to be overcome if an extensive 
system is used to rear cattle and sheep 
in an efficient and cost effective way. 
Nevertheless there have been changes in 
the productive system over the last few 
years . There is public concern about the 
impact of agriculture on the environ­
ment, in terms of maintaining or increas­
ing biodiversity, on landscape value and 
recreational use of land, on pollution 
and water quality and on animal wel­
fare. This provides a glimpse of the pos­
sibilities offered by a different approach 
towards the use of productive resourc­
es, which can lead to an increase in the 
economic efficiency linked with forms of 
territorial integration and social and ec­
onomic development. 

Beef production 

The position of beef industry in Italy 

Today Italy produces about 902,000 tons 
of beef annually, higher than the figures 
for 1986 (table 1). There has therefore 
been a rise in internal production, due 
to the greater number of cattle sent to 
slaughter mainly as a result of the appli­
cation of European Community regula­
tions regarding the rearing of dairy cat­
tle which establish limits on the milk 
quota . Another reason is the continuous 
increase in the weight of slaughtered an­
imals. In fact the average weight of an­
imals slaughtered over the last fifteen 
years has risen from 250 kg to 400 kg 
for animals . The change in the net 
weight per head of slaughtered cattle 
maintains high levels even with the vari­
ation in the corresponding number of 
cattle. This shows that the practice of 
keeping the animals alive as long as pos­
sible has become fairly common prac­
tice. The purpose of this is not so much 
to prolong their productive life, as to ob­
tain an increase in weight and thereby 
a major return on the capital invested in 
breeding. 
The availability of beef in Italy strongly 
affected by the size of the imports. 
Around 64.6% of the beef/veal con­
sumed in the country is domestic pro­
duce. Although this falls to 50% if the 
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number of live animals imported from 
abroad is taken into consideration. In 
fact about 1.5 million cattle are import­
ed from main EU markets mainly from 
France. They are then reared, fattened, 
slaughtered and sold as meat. Conse­
quently, more than 50% of the beef/veal 
consumed in Italy comes from abroad. 
The supply of imports has always been 
conSiderable, both of live cattle for rear­
ing and slaughter and of fresh and fro­
zen meat, and this weighs heavily on the 
deficit in the agricultural balance sheet. 
The meat industry has a deficit which 
has become chronic, the figure for 1994 
was -495,000 tons. This was slightly bet­
ter than in 1986 which recorded a drop 
of 11%. In terms of commercial value , 
the beef trade showed a loss of Lit. 4,224 
billion. This is the most significant fig­
ure in the Italian agriculture/ food indus­
try and constitutes 40% of the relative 
deficit. 
However, imports generally decreased 
between 1986 and 1994. This was large­
ly due to the fall in the value of the li­
ra which increased the cost of import­
ing both live animals and meat. This dis-

couraged people from buying imported 
meat although it did not produce a cor­
responding advantage in terms of ex­
ports. Since this product is not consid­
ered representative of the Italian produc­
tion system. 
A significant change can be seen in the 
nature of imports over the years. Until 
the beginning of the 1980s the percent­
age of live cattle imported was greater 
than that of fresh and frozen meat. Now 
the latter represents about 60% of total 
imports while cattle account for about 
38% (table 2). 
This demonstrates a tendency towards a 
relatively greater interest in downstream 
phases of the meat system, where the 
meat processing industries and modern 
distribution, both undergoing rapid ex­
pansion, intervene directly on the mar­
ket. The sector upstream of breeding, al­
though still important, has become rel­
atively less important. 
As regards the imported live cattle , these 
can be divided into two distinct catego­
ries: the animals for slaughter (14%), to 
satisfy the demands of the slaughter­
houses and the meat industry, and the 

Table 1 Italian supply balance of beef/Veal and sheepmeat (1986-1944) (carcass weight in 000 tonnes). 

BeelIVeal Sheepmeat 

1986 1994 1986-94 1986 1994 1986-94 
000 tonnes 000 tonnes Change % 000 tonnes 000 tonnes Change % 

Gross internal production 889 902 1.46 47 57 21 .27 
Imports 733 616 -15.96 37 50 35.13 
Available production 1,622 1,518 - 6.41 84 107 27.38 
Exports 137 121 -11.68 0 0 -
Internal use 1,462 1,397 - 4.44 84 107 27.38 
Gross consumption (Kg/head/year) 25.5 24.6 -3.53 1,8 2 11.11 
Self-sufficiency rate (%) 60.8 64.6 6.25 56 53 -5.35 
Commercial balace -596 -495 -16.94 -37 - 50 35.13 

Source: Istat. 

Table 2 Live animals and beef imports. 

1993 Head Value Value 
(Milions lires) % 

Pure-bred breeding animals 34,895 67,054 1.45 
Stock animals 1,306,605 1,345,918 29.11 
of which cattle > 300 Kg 893,596 593,023 12.82 
Animals for slaughter 213,404 345,152 7.46 
Total live animals 1,554,904 1,758,124 38.03 

000 Tonnes 
Fresh meat 373 2,639,789 57.09 
Frozen meat 31.6 145,442 3.14 
Prepared and preserved meat 13.1 79,954 1.73 

Total 4,623,309 100 

Source: Istat. 



stock animals (84%) used for fattening 
and of interest to the breeders. It can al­
so be noted that the weight/ head of the 
livestock imported for breeders has in­
creased constantly over the years. This 
reflects the fact that the breeders in the 
exporting countries try to prolong the 
production cycle to achieve a major 
meat transformation value. Furthermore 
these countries have been hit by the ef­
fects of limits on milk production and 
the consequent reduction in the number 
of calves born. It is also true that Italian 
breeders run fewer risks linked with the 
transport and weaning of calves that are 
too young. 
In Italy, the demand for beef is almost 
stable at about 25 kg per year per cap­
ita. Over the last few years there has 
been an increase in meat consumption 
as a whole, but whereas the demand 
for beef has remained stable, the de­
mand for fowl and rabbits and pork has 
increased. 
At present , out of the entire demand 
for meat beef accounts for around 27%, 
pork approximately 36%, mutton 2% 
and fowl and rabbits 31% When con­
Sidering total food consumption beef 
accounts for 10% of the family food 
bill. 

Land use and production structures 

Cattle breeding in Italy is concentrated 
mainly in the north. Piedmont, Veneto, 
Emilia Romagna and Lombardy held 
about 62% of the cattle and about 63% 
of the beef produced in Italy. If a com­
parison is made between the production 
in the lowlands and that in the highlands 
it can be seen that 17% is produced in 
the mountain areas, 29% in the hills, and 
54% in the plains (table 3). 
While the distribution of farms is 31% in 
the mountains, 41% in the hills and 27% 
in the plains. These figures illustrate that 
the greatest number of cattle is hold in 
the plains where the type of farming is 
intensive. In fact if the number of ani-
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mals (Livestock Unit) per hectare of uti­
lized forage area is calculated it can be 
seen that in the plains this is 3.8 while 
in the hills it is 0.74 and in the moun­
tains 0.41. This illustrates the different 
system of production and breeding and 
therefore a difference in the use of fod­
der producing land between the low­
lands and highlands. In the plains, apart 
from the breeding of milk cows, meat 
production consists of a specialised and 
industrialised system of fattening calves. 
This is mainly concentrated in the Lom­
bardy, Veneto, Friuli Venezia Giulia and 
Emilia Romagna regions where there is 
a high production of animal foodstuffs 
particularly corn. 
In other areas where such fodder is less 
available, an industrial system is more dif­
ficult to implement, the farms are gener­
ally smaller with fewer head of cattle and 
tend towards an extensive farming system. 
Looking at cattle breeding and rearing 
as a whole there has been a decrease 
both in the number of cattle and the 
number of holders. The figures from the 
1982 and 1990 censuses show a 10% re­
duction in the number of cattle and a 
36% reduction in the number of holders. 
The reduction in cattle rearing has been 
even more pronounced in the lowlands 
where the number of farms has fallen by 
40% and the number of cattle by 11%. 
There has been a smaller decrease in the 
mountains with a fall of 31% in the num­
ber of holders and 4.8% in the number 
of cattle. The hills however have shown 
a relatively higher decrease in the num­
ber of cattle of around 12% and a 36% 
drop in the number of holders. 
The prospects of the EU milk quotas as 
well as the increasing competition in 
milk and meat production have led to a 
change in the production system favour­
ing larger and, relatively, more industri­
alised farms, while the smaller and more 
marginal ones have been eliminated. In 
the lowland areas where the climate and 
agricultural conditions provide a wide 
range of production and economic alter-

Table 3 Number of holders and head of cattle at different altitudes. 

Holders Anmals Average Holders Animals 
1990 1990 herd size 1982·90 1982·90 

% % (animals) Change % Change % 

Mountain 31.5 17.45 13.4 - 31.47 -4.87 
Hill 41.4 29.06 17.0 - 36.72 -12.65 
Plain 27.1 53.49 47.9 - 40.02 -11.34 

Total 319,566 7,759,059 24.3 -36.13 -10.67 

Source: Agricultural census. 

natives the reduction in the cattle breed­
ing has been more marked. This has par­
ticularly affected the smaller family-run 
farms. On the other hand, in the moun­
tains where there has also been a de­
crease in the number of farms the num­
ber of animals on each farm has gener­
ally remained stable. This development 
has meant a growth in the size of herds 
where the average number of cattle per 
farm has increased from 17 in 1982 to 
24 in 1990. 
The same pattern can be seen for fod­
der-producing land where there was al­
so a reduction in the period between the 
two censuses. The amount of grazing 
land and pastures decreased by 9% while 
land used to grow animal fodder in ro­
tation decreased by 10%. Here again, the 
reduction is more marked in the plains 
and less in the mountain, a trend direct­
ly linked to the reduction in the num­
ber of cattle. 
The figures for herd size class per hold­
er indicate that over 70% of holders have 
less than 20 head of cattle which repre­
sent about 20% of the total number of 
cattle , whereas 60% of cattle are reared 
in 10% of farms. The same pattern emerg­
es when for farm size class in hectares 
of utilized agricultural area: 65% of farms 
have less than 10% of the utilized agri­
cultural area and rear about 30% of all 
cattle. Whereas 15% of farms have more 
than 20 hectares of arable land and rear 
about 45% of all cattle (figures 1 and 2). 
Another interesting aspect, linked with 
technological innovation and new types 
of organisation in cattle breeding, is the 
age of the breeders. A survey of special­
ised beef cattle and mixed cattle breed­
ers carried out by ISTAT revealed that 
52% of breeders were over 55 years old 
and that their standard gross value-add­
ed accounted for about 45% of the to­
tal. There is therefore quite a high num­
ber of relatively old producers with lit­
tle chance of being replaced by a young­
er generation, and a relatively low in­
come (figure 3). 

lU/Ha Permanent Green 
forage area glassland+pasture fodder 

1990 1982·90 1982·92 
Change % Change % 

0.41 -7.06 -1.36 
0.74 -9.65 -7.58 
3.80 -14.93 -16.46 

1.20 - 8.71 -9.62 
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Technical and economic 
aspects of production systems 
The contraction in cattle breeding has 
been apparent in all categories of an­
imal with the notable exception of 
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beef cows. 
In fact the figures for the period between 
1986 and 1993 show an overall decrease 
of 15% in the number of cattle reared, 
while in the same period the number of 

<S 6·9 10 - 19 20·49 50-99 > 100 
Herd sfze c:I __ 

Figure 1 . Distribution of farm and bead of cattle according to berd size cklss. 

I D Fam I 
• Head 

No land <I 2·5 5-10 10-20 20-50 

Size f:1 .. ln ha UAA 

Figure 2 . Distribution of farm and bead of cattle according to farm size cklss (Ha UAA). 

Ag. holder· years 

Figure 3 . Distribution of spedaUzed and mixed beef farms and standard gross value·added according 
to age of bolders. 
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beef cows increased by 69%. Despite this 
increase the number of beef cows still 
remains small 652,000 head in 1993 
which was 22% of cows and 9% of the 
total number of cattle (table 4). 
This reflects a growing tendency, to­
wards a much more specialised system 
of animal production which favours the 
large size farms with more livestock, 
where agronomic and soil conditions are 
favorables, and tends to eliminate the 
smaller farms . The EU premium schemes 
for suckling cows has persuaded many 
farms to continue production or to con­
vert from breeding cows for milk to 
breeding cows for meat. 
The number of heifers decreased 
between 1986 and 1993 by 34% and milk 
cows decreased by 24%. The fixing of 
quotas by the EU has reduced the num­
ber of cows involved in dairy produc­
tion. Another significant factor is the re­
duction in the number of young cattle 
between 1 and 2 years old especially 
males which are those bred for fatten­
ing. This is confirmed by the reduction 
in the number of calves imported from 
abroad for fattening and the fall in the 
number of farms which are engaged in 
this type of activity. 
Consequently it seems that there has 
been a reduction in the breeding of bul­
locks, where calves weighing 250-300 kg 
are fattened up to at least 600 kg in one 
year. This is the result of an increase in 
breeding costs, and especially that of 
calves to be fattened mainly imported 
from abroad. Another factor has been 
that the production of silo-corn, which 
is the most important source of animal 
fodder, has become much less cost ef­
fective. Because of its highly specialised 
nature, the breeding of calves for fatten­
ing is an innovative and standardized 
process which requires a low level of la­
bour and management. 
The intensive rearing of bullocks no 
longer depends on the availability of 
land. Once the problem of disposing 
with organic waste has been dealt with , 
animals can be fed without occupying 
large quantities of land, often using by­
products obtained from the transforma­
tion of sugar-beet and other low cost 
food. To ensure an efficient organisation 
and benefit from economies of scale 
making breeding profitable an average 
farm will have 600-700 animals, this re­
duces fixed costs and makes it possible 
to have high productivity of labour. This 
type of rearing is supported by a fairly 
efficient farm organisation based on con­
tracts between the breeder and the 
slaughterer-distributor which reduce the 



Table 4 Came numbers according to category. 

1986 
000 head 

Animals under 1 year old 2.534 
- of which females 1.152 
Animals 1 year old bul under 2 2.055 
- of which females 978 
Animals 2 years old and over 4.231 
- of which: 
heifers' 654 
dairy cows 3.021 
beef cows 384 

Tolal 8.819 

Source: Islat. 

• Only for replacement. 

costs of production and marketing. 
Beef cattle breeding in the mountains 
and hills adopts an extensive system 
making use of meadows and pastures. 
This form of breeding is not very wide­
spread despite the fact that two thirds of 
Italy is mountains and hills. Due to the 
unfavourable climate and terrain in most 
of the Apennine region, extensive farm­
ing whether outdoor or partly outdoor 
is not economically viable . In fact most 
of the pasture land in the hills and 
mountains is not only inaccessible in au­
tumn and winter, it is also very dry dur­
ing the summer. Consequently, pasture 
can only be used for a period of about 
five-six months , except in some areas of 
Lazio and Tuscany. For the rest of the 
year the animals have to be kept in the 
barn and fed using other farm and no­
farm fodder resources. The size of the 
herd does not therefore just depend on 
the availability of grazing land but also 
on the productivity of that pasture and 
on the ratio between the pasture and 
land which can be cultivated with fod­
der crops to feed the animals when in 
the barn. 
Feeding is therefore a crucial element in 
extensive farming. This has led to re­
search into the best conditions under 
which a balance can be found between 
the use of natural resources and satisfy­
ing the dietary needs of the animals to 
obtain the yield required. The climate 
and the condition of the land are inap­
propriate for a satisfactory use of pas­
ture. The best balance would appear to 
be pasture which is suitable for half the 
year together with land which can be 
cultivated for fodder. The right balance 
between these is essential for the ade­
quate maintenance of the herd and good 
economic results. For these reasons the 
number of cattle per hectare remains low 
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1993 1986·93 
000 head Change % 

2,402 - 5.20 
995 -13.62 

1.628 - 20.29 
973 -0.51 

3,474 -17.87 

427 - 34.70 
2.277 - 24.62 

652 69.79 

7.514 -17.79 

about 0.6-0.8 per hectare , including feed 
supplied from outside the farm . The 
amount of labour involved is about one 
unit of labour to 40-60 animals, under 
these circumstances it is difficult to cov­
er costs. 
Under the extensive system the cow-calf 
enterprise does not seem to be econom­
ically viable . Feeding costs are about 40-
50% of the total production value and 
there is a high cost of labour, approxi­
mately 40-45% of the production value. 
Added to this there are the costs of en­
closing the land and stabling the ani­
mals. In an extensive system these costs 
should be minimal. But the nature of the 
terrain and structural problems involved 
in using the land do not always favour 
the quick and easy performance of the 
cultivation operations or the procure­
ment of the farm supplies thus increas­
ing the production costs . 
Given the low productivity of the land 
extensive farming does not therefore al­
ways allow a sufficient reduction in cap­
ital investment and labour costs to guar­
antee an adequate productivity and a 
satisfactory income. In some cases, in 
view of the large amount of feed re­
quired and not produced on the farm 
and the availability of arable land in the 
valleys often the breeding of native 
calves with intensive system is more 
convenient. The calves are fattened in 
the stall. In these cases the higher food 
conversion index and the greater value­
added make it possible to offset the costs 
and produce a satisfactory income. 
It is worth noting that a part of beef pro­
duction comes from the rearing of milk 
cattle. In these cases the production of 
beef comes from thousands of small 
dairy farms where beef production is a 
secondary and almost marginal activity . 
These contribute on the whole to a Iim-

ited share of that available. Particularly 
worth noting is the production of veal 
in the Lombardy and Veneto regions, 
reared on liquids, milk and milk substi­
tutes until they weigh 200 kg, in re­
sponse to consumer demand and pro­
viding good financial returns. 

Sheep production 

The position of sheep industry in Italy 

The production of mutton and lamb in­
creased by about 20% between 1986 and 
1994 reaching 57,000 tons. But, given the 
increase in consumption in recent years, 
the rate of self-sufficiency of mutton has 
remained around 54%. Meat imports 
have increased, while those of live sheep 
have remained stable. In this section of 
the market meat accounts for 50% of to­
tal imports the other 50% being live an­
imals . The latter are almost exclusively 
for slaughter, on average about 1,5 mil­
lion head. About 65-75% of sheep 
slaughtered are born and bred in Italy 
the rest are imported from abroad. 
More than 50% of these animals are 
lambs. There has in fact been an increase 
in the consumption of lamb in recent 
years in line with the average rise in in­
comes. 

Sheep flock size and structures 

Sheep breeding, where the animals are 
hardier and more adaptable, is a more 
appropriate system for making use of 
more difficult areas in the hills and 
mountains. In fact 39% of farms with 28% 
of sheep are found in the mountains, 
55% of farms rearing 58% of sheep in 
the hills and 6% of farms with 15% of 
sheep in the plains (table 5). Between 
the two censuses the number of farms 
fell by about 7.4% especially in the 
plains. In contrast the number of sheep 
bred during the same period rose by 29% 
overall and by 35% in the hills . The in­
crease in the number of sheep, still ris­
ing today, reflects an increase in con­
sumption at home and abroad of prod­
ucts derived from sheep and goats, in 
particular cheeses . 
The average number of sheep per farm 
is 54. An examination of the distribution 
of farms and the relative number of 
sheep per flock size class reveals that a 
large number of farms are very small. In 
this case, the decision to breed sheep 
usually arises from the need to earn a 
modest living, or integrate other farming 
activities, rather than as a response to 
commercial demand. In fact 76% of 
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Table 5 Number of holders and head of sheep at different a/tituted. 

Holders Animals 
1990 1990 

% % 

Mountain 38.63 28.54 
Hill 55.20 56.31 
Plain 6.16 15.25 

Total 163,160 8,729,253 

Source: Agricultural census. 

farms possess less than 50 head of 
sheep. Only 15% of farms have between 
100 and 500 head of sheep and provide 
55% of the total (figure 4). Most sheep 
breeding takes place in the central and 
southern Italy, with Sardinia , Sicily, La­
zio, Tuscany, Abruzzo and Apulia to­
gether accounting for 80%. 

Technical and economic 
aspects of production systems 

Sheep breeding is mainly based on the 
use of grazing land or pasture, although 
in recent years the practice of supple­
menting grass from pasture with concen­
trated feed and forage crops has become 
more widespread especially in periods 
when grass is scarce. This is the most 
widespread system of sheep rearing, the 
sheep are semi-nomadic, although there 
is a gradual tendency towards keeping 
them in one place . In most cases the 
sheep are reared on farms consisting of 
small scattered plots of land at a distance 
from each other rather than being con­
centrated in one place. In these cases 
there is no real farm just a collection of 
plots of land linked more or less casu­
ally under one owner. 
Taking Sardinia as the most typical ex­
ample, the average concentration of 

Average Holders Animals 
herd size 1982-90 1982-90 
(animals) Change % Change % 

40 - 5.00 19.320 
55 - 8.36 35.50 

132 -13.54 29.03 

54 -7.44 29.40 

sheep is 3-5/ year for each hectare of pas­
ture. The average size of farm land is 
about 30-60 hectares, part of it is owned 
and part is rented and part is common 
land for public use. 
The amount of fallow land available for 
the production of hay is an important 
factor, in increasing the productivity and 
income of the farm. On average, taking 
into account the fact that most milking 
is still done by hand, these small farms 
have about 100-120 sheep for each unit 
of labour. As a result of this, especially 
where sheep are reared entirely on pas­
ture, productivity is generally quite low. 
In order to guarantee an income which 
is sufficient to cover production costs 
flocks have to consist of at least 300-500 
head of sheep. 
It is difficult to make rearing sheep a 
productive enterprise when the farm 
consists of a number of scattered plots 
of land, especially if it is very rough and 
wild. Consequently the availability of 
technical solutions and the way the farm 
is set-out and organised are the most var­
iable factors and determine whether 
sheep rearing is economically viable or 
not. Due to favourable market condi­
tions and the fact that a good income 
level can be made sheep rearing is on 
the increase. 
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Figure 4 - Distribution of farms and number of sbeep according to flock size class. 
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Prospects for extensification 
in beef and sheep system in 
Italy 

The development of cattle and sheep 
rearing should be examined in the light 
of recent changes in EU Agricultural Pol­
icy and the World Trade Organisation 
agreement. The EU is committed to re­
ducing the cost of export subsidies and, 
in line with the WTO agreement, to fix 
a minimum of imports from third world 
countries. This will create more compe­
tition in the beef, mutton and lamb sec­
tor within EU countries. It will also mean 
greater availability of these products es­
pecially from countries with a high lev­
el of production. These countries in par­
ticular will also need to search for new 
markets partly as a consequence of lim­
its established by EU policy. For Italy 
this will mean competing with beef, mut­
ton and lamb available from abroad at 
highly competitive prices. 
The changes in EU agricultural policy 
with regards to sheep and cattle are char­
acterised by the partial abandonment of 
the subsidies. This involves reducing 
guaranteed prices, and offering direct 
help to producers and encouraging the 
extensification of production. In practice 
this means that premium will be given 
for bullocks between 10 and 22 months 
instead of the current premium for new 
born calves. Subsidies will also be given 
for suckling cows, for the transformation 
of calves, for extensification plus an ad­
ditional premium for suckling cows. 
Again as part of the measures which ac­
companied the reform of common agri­
cultural policy, reg. No. 2078/ 92, the EU 
focused on extensification with the re­
duction of the number of sheep and cat­
tle per unit of fodder-producing-Iand the 
aim being to protect natural resources. 
In the scenario we are considering, this 
implies some reduction in inputs that 
would require an increase in area to sup­
port the same number of sheep and cat­
tle or, alternatively, a reduction in the 
number of animals if inputs are reduced 
and the mean are held constant. A third 
alternative could be to reduce inputs but 
maintain stocking rates and accept low­
er levels of individual animal perfor­
mance. Extensification obviously has dif­
ferent meanings depending upon the 
starting point. 
In Italy, for example, the approach of 
the new community agricultural policy 
could be interesting for breeders of typ­
ical Italian races. These farms usually 
consist of small to medium sized herds 



operating a non specialised extensive 
farming system. They still however ac­
count for a relatively small part of na­
tional beef stock. Many of these breed­
ers will be eligible for a premium twice 
in the life of each animal, as on farms 
with less than 15 livestock units; further­
more, those with a density of 1.4 live­
stock units/hectare or less will benefit 
from the additional premium for bul­
locks and for suckling cows. 
Two possible approaches can be envis­
aged. The first, with more modest re­
sults, in the lowlands where a reduction 
in concentration of animals per hectare 
could be achieved by reducing the num­
ber of cattle reared, but this is limited to 
milk cow breeders. This is the only al­
ternative because an increase in the 
amount of land used for forage produc­
tion is hard to imagine, due partly to 
high prices and partly to the competi­
tionof more economically viable crops. 
This policy will however have little ef­
fect on the specialised beef breeders 
who own the majority of cattle for fat­
tening. The average size of these estab­
lishments of around 600-700 head, the 
limited use of land, the average slaugh­
ter age of 16-20 months, will exclude all 
or most of these breeders from any com­
pensation. Intensive farming located 
mainly on the lowlands, with its high 
level of specialisation and integration of 
productive and organisational processes, 
leaves little room for extensification as 
a change in anyone of the production 
factors (reduction in number of cattle or 
increase in land) would undoubtedly ef­
fect the economic advantages. 
A more practical approach for extensive 
farming can be envisaged for the hills 
and mountain regions . Here it is easier 
to reduce the already low cattle density 
by converting cultivated land to mead­
ows and/or permanent pastures and find 
other land, outside the farm to maintain 
a constant number of animals . It is im­
portant to remember however that the 
technical and economic results obtained 
from extensive farming in Italy are not 
very encouraging. 
The limited availability of fodder , low 
rainfall, and the characteristics of soil, 
found in most of Italy make it hard to 
achieve satisfactory economic results. 
The prospects for breeding sheep and 
cattle on the basis of an extensive farm­
ing system with a low investment of cap­
ital and labour and ample use of the land 
depends on the availability of the right 
kind of land. This land must allow an 
optimum combination of pasture and fal­
low land for the production of hay thus 
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ensuring a supply of animal fodder at 
reasonable prices and the best use of 
available capital. These conditions are 
however hard to find , due to difficulties 
involved in system of land tenure , the 
current legislation on renting, the ineffi­
ciency of the cooperative system and 
high land prices, which limit the pos­
sibilities of acquiring the necessary land 
to develop an economically viable ex­
tensive system. 
Land reform, improvements in agricultu­
ral conditions and easier transfer ef land 
are factors which could be instrumental 
in increaSing the extensive farming of 
cattle and sheep. This is especially true 
in the south of Italy and the Apennines 
in the north and centre, where the rural 
depopulation in recent years has re­
moved one of the obstacles. 
Moreover the greater attention given to 
quality policies, as illustrated by the 
community guidelines concerning geo­
graphical indications (no. 2081/ 92 and 
no. 2082/ 92) and the European Quality 
Beef initiative, offer a new direction to 
the production system, with a greater 
emphasis on quality. This can guarantee 
an increment in the added value which 
compensates for the reduction in quan­
tity produced. 
A positive feature that has become ap­
parent in recent years in Italy and which 
could revitalise sheep and cattle rearing 
is the production of increasingly larger 
quantities of fresh , high quality meat 
guaranteed by a trade mark. In recent 
years both the producers and the meat 
processors have been actively involved 
in stimulating the market by identifying 
the Italian breeds and linking the con­
cept of quality with that of the type of 
breed and the area of production. This 
approach is also of particular interest for 
extensive farming , where the rearing of 
native breeds from which quality beef 
can be obtained, makes it possible to 
circumvent the general market system 
and obtain higher prices. 
In conclusion, extensive farming due to 
its particular features can be seen as a 
production activity which could provide 
the economic and social conditions for 
a real development of the territory. This 
is particularly true in the hills and moun­
tain areas which constitute two thirds of 
Italy. It could pave the way to a great­
er integration of breeding and rearing 
systems with a geographical redistribu­
tion of farms involving a partial move of 
the more intensive breeding towards the 
more fertile hillside areas , in close con­
tact with the extensive farms, thus free­
ing the lowland areas. 

This, clearly, must be viewed as part of 
an overall picture where pure econom­
ic efficiency is linked with the recogni­
tion and reinforcement of the potential 
of the extensive breeding system. 
Extensification not only has effects on 
animal performance and output, but al­
so has implications for the development 
of diversity of flora and fauna, landscape 
management, animal health and welfare , 
environmental pollution and socio-eco­
nomic consequences. 
Increased production is no longer an ob­
jective. Instead the objectives can be 
considered in terms of economic sustain­
ability, the need to maintain farmer in­
come and the rural population and en­
vironmental sustainability, maintaining 
biodiversity or the slower depletion of 
environmental capital. 
There are a number of pressures which 
are forcing the beef and sheep indus­
tries in EU to adopt more extensive 
systems. There is a move towards link­
ing payments to farmers to environmen­
tal measures and in some cases there is 
specific legislation covering pollution. 
Consumers are also expressing concern 
about the production systems from 
which their meat is produced and de­
manding consistently high quality prod­
ucts. These change require farmers to 
adapt and there is a need for research 
and advice to allow them to do so. The 
challenge for researchers is to provide 
information which can allow these 
changes to take place while ensuring the 
economic and environmental sustain­
ability of beef and sheep production. 
The major requirements for research are 
to provide 1) options where economic 
sustainability can be improved without 
compromising environmental sustain­
ability; 2) information on the impact of 
pollutants as outputs from beef and 
sheep systems; 3) information on the ef­
fect of management systems on animal 
welfare and 4) understanding of relation­
ship between grazing management and 
biodiversity. • 
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