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The main objective of this review paper is to identify and characterize the numerous roles that small 
ruminants attribute for the well beings of humankind, rural development, especially for rural 
communities. Sheep and goats are widely adapted to different climates around the world and are found 
in all production systems. They also have lower feed requirements compared to other livestock because 
of their small body size. This allows easy integration of small ruminants into different farming systems. 
Human population growth in different parts of the world has been forcing the conversion of many former 
grazing areas into croplands needed for increased food production. However, the increase in human 
population result in the increase the demand for sheep and goat meat in turn also increased their 
importance in lowland pastoral areas as a source of cash income, food security. Small ruminants play 
very important economic and socio-cultural roles for the wellbeing of rural households, such as food 
supply, source of income, asset saving, source of employment, soil fertility, livelihoods, agricultural 
diversification and sustainable agricultural production. The social functions correspond to the symbolic 
values and the use of animals for the fulfillment of a set of rituals and social obligations of families and 
communities. Small ruminants gives social status to its owners once it is considered a common mean of 
demonstrating wealth and provides economic status as it facilitates the access to informal credits and 
loans to the households. Also used in traditional rituals, ceremonies and festivities and is given as a gift 
in worships. 
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Sheep and goats have been economically, 
nutritionally and culturally very important to 
mankind for over 7000 years (Aziz, 2010). 
Rearing of small ruminants like sheep and goats 
would have lasting effects in bringing about social 
change by improving the incomes of these people. 
The ruminants provide their owners with a vast 
range of products and services. Very often, there 
are no banking facilities in rural areas and an easy 
way to store cash for future needs is through the 
purchase of sheep and goats (IBC, 2004). 

In Ethiopia, agriculture in general and livestock in 
particular play pivotal roles in the nation’s 
economy. The majority of the population depends 
upon agriculture for their livelihoods. Livestock are 
an integral component of the farming systems 
present in Ethiopia; cattle, horses, donkeys, 
sheep and goats serve various functions from 
supplying draught power to meat and milk 
production to serving as a source of savings 
(Tilahun, 1994). 
Small ruminants are of economic importance to 
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small-holder farmers and especially women. The 
total income share of small ruminants tends to be 
inversely related to size of land-holding, 
suggesting that small ruminants are of particular 
importance for landless people especially women. 
In some cultural settings, women are often not 
entitled to own land and since agriculture (crop 
production) provides only seasonal employment, 
rearing small ruminants would provide 
employment and income as a subsidiary 
occupation. Livestock are often regarded as 
producers of milk and meat, income generators, 
and reservoirs of wealth (Coppock et al, 2006).  
In fact, in some areas, small ruminants have been 
described as the ‘village bank’. From the 
foregoing, small ruminants play an important role 
in ensuring rural women’s financial security and 
data supports (Maxwell, 1990) that women are 
better managers of household resources than 
men. Thus, an improvement in the financial 
security of rural women through rearing small 
ruminants would inevitably translate to better 
living conditions for households. 
Small ruminants are often preferred over large 
ruminants. However, the real importance of 
individual species is dependent on the total 
population of individual species and also the 
extent of their development. Goats and sheep are 
conveniently cared for by unpaid family labor 
(women and children), occupy little housing space 
and supply both meat and milk in quantities 
suitable for immediate family consumption. Their 
potential value in less developed countries has 
been emphasized (Devendra, 1980). In Latin 
America, the importance of small animals over 
large animals in small farms is being advocated in 
order to alleviate the serious economic and 
nutritional predicament of small farmers and their 
families (Huss, 1982). 

Small ruminant production system 
Globally, numbers of cattle, goats, and sheep 
increased from 1979 to 2009; with percentage 
increases of 14 % (cattle), 93 % (goats), and 1 % 
(sheep) (FAO, 2011). Livestock production system 
and the relative importance and potential for 
increased production by livestock species in 
varied areas differ markedly due to differences in 
resource endowment, climate, population, disease 
incidence, level of economic development, 
research support and government economic 
policies (Beets et al., 1990). In Ethiopia, sheep 
and goats are maintained under two broad 
production systems (Tembely, 1998; EARO, 
2000).  

Mixed crop-livestock farming system 
In the central highlands of Ethiopia small 
ruminants depend mostly on grazing fallow lands, 
overgrazed natural pasture and crop residues 
usually with no extra-supplement and receive 
minimum health care. Farmers maintain one to 
three rams (depending on the size of the flock) for 
year round breeding (Tembely, 1998). Productivity 
is low and is under nutritional stress for much of 
the year due to cropping intensity (EARO, 2000). 

Agro pastoral and pastoral system 
Small ruminant production is associated with the 
purely livestock based nomadic and 
transhumance pastoral production systems based 
largely on range, primarily using natural 
vegetation. In the lowlands of Ethiopia, livestock is 
comprised of large flocks and herds of sheep and 
goats, cattle and camels mainly transhumants, 
where only surplus are sold at local markets or 
trekked to major consumption centers. Extensive 
livestock keeping is the backbone of the 
economies of the lowlands (EARO, 2000).  
Livestock production systems in Ethiopia have 
evolved largely as a result of the influence of the 
natural production environments and socio-
economic circumstances of farmers/pastoralists, 
rather than market forces. Livestock production is 
of subsistence nature. Like all other livestock 
species, sheep and goat in Ethiopia are kept 
under traditional extensive systems with no or 
minimal inputs and improved technologies, which 
results in characteristically low productivity 
(Solomon G. et al, 2010). They are virtually kept 
as scavengers, particularly inthe mixed crop-
livestock systems. Sheep and goat are largely 
produced in mixed crop-livestock, specialized 
pastoral and agro-pastoral systems. Market-
oriented or commercialproduction is almost non-
existent. Small flock sizes predominate in the 
highland mixedcrop–livestock systems because of 
land and capital limitations. Relatively larger flocks 
aremaintained in the lowland (agro) pastoral 
systems (Solomon G. et al, 2010) 

General Advantages of small ruminant  
Small ruminants, in common with other ruminants, 
can convert low quality fibrous feeds to high 
quality products. Moreover, certain characteristics 
of sheep and goats bear special mention because 
of their relevance to agricultural development 
efforts. Their small size, early maturity and low 
capital investment per head particularly suit them 
to the needs of limited resource producers. They 
often contribute needs of household for cash 
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income and food, in small but timely amounts. 
They can range over wider areas, select a larger 
variety of plants, and repopulate faster than large 
ruminants after droughts (World Bank, 1983). 
Sheep and goats are highly adaptable to a broad 
range of environments. Certain breeds of sheep 
and goats are tolerant to diseases and parasites 
such as helminthosis (Rege, 1993). Sheep and 
goats have short generation cycles and high 
reproductive rates which lead to high production 
efficiency. Goats are more effective at selective 
grazing and the efficiency of converting feed into 
milk is higher than in other dairy animals (Rege, 
1993). Sheep and goat are easy to handle and 
generally require little input. Sheep and goat 
production does not require elaborate facilities 
and equipment. Sheep consume roughage as 
their primary feed and help control weeds. Sheep 
provide two sources of cash income: lamb and 
wool. Sheep require a minimum amount of 
supplemental feeding and Sheep and goat can 
provide a quick return on investment. 
The small size of sheep and goats has distinct 
economic, managerial, and biological advantages. 
Low individual values mean a small initial 
investment and correspondingly small risk of loss 
by individual deaths. They occupy little housing 
space, lower feed requirements, and supply both 
meat and milk in quantities suitable for immediate 
family consumption, which is important in view of 
lack of means of preservation (Ibrahim, 1998). For 
similar reasons, Dinksew and Girma (2000) 
reported that sheep production is becoming a 
viable alternative for urban production considered 
as a means to fulfill parts of home consumption 
and income needs during severe shortage of 
cash. 

Contribution of small ruminant in food 
security 
Food security has been defined as all people, at 
all time, having physical and economic access to 
sufficient, safe and nutritious food that meets their 
dietary needs and food preferences for an active 
and healthy life (Clay, 2002). Household food 
security is the application of this concept to the 
family level, with individuals within households as 
the focus of concern. Dimensions of food security 
are availability, accessibility, utilization/nutritional 
value and stability (John et al., 2013). Food 
insecurity and malnutrition are major challenges. 
The five African countries with the most number of 
people in a state of hunger or malnutrition are 
Ethiopia (32.1 million), Tanzania (15.7 million), 
Nigeria (12.1 million), Kenya (11 million), and 

Uganda (10.7 million) (Africa food security and 
hunger, 2014). 
Sheep and goats are widely distributed and 
adapted to a wide range of environmental 
diversity (EARO, 2000; Ibrahim, 1998). They are 
of great importance as major sources of livelihood 
(Tembely, 1998) and contribute to the sustenance 
of landless, smallholder and marginal farmers 
especially to the poor in the rural areas throughout 
the developing countries. Small ruminants make 
an important contribution to household food 
security. The annual estimate of sheep and goat 
consumption in Ethiopia is 1,078,000 and 
1,128,000, respectively (Hirpa and Abebe, 2008). 
Livestock directly contribute to human food 
security by transforming vegetation from non 
arable dry lands, crop residues, by-products from 
food processing, and organic waste into human 
food that is of high nutrient density and nutritional 
quality. Small ruminants thus offer one of the most 
efficient means of utilizing resources that would 
otherwise go unexploited, in both rural and urban 
areas (World Bank. 2008).  
Small ruminant was ranked the most important 
livestock species, followed by cattle. Looking at 
the different gender groups, cattle were 
considered the most important livestock species 
by men in both categories, closely followed by 
sheep. Sheep were the most important livestock 
species in the highlands and goats in the 
lowlands. In the midlands, cattle were most 
important for women, men and youth men (H.D. 
Wodajo, et al., 2020). The role of sheep and goats 
as a continuous source of protein during and 
immediately following a period of drought is one 
major reason for making them the most important 
component of livestock in pastoral and agro-
pastoral production system.  

Role of small ruminant in economic security 
(income generation)  

Livestock are an important component of 
small holder farmer livelihoods in Ethiopia. Not 
only are they an important source of cash in-
come, they also provide draught power, milk, 
meat, and manure and hides and skins. Livestock 
thus play an important role in alleviating poverty 
(Ehui et al., 2002). Small ruminants are generally 
considered a key asset for smallholders playing 
significant economic and cultural roles and reared 
in different agro-ecological systems in Ethiopia as 
studies showed in Alaba and Dale districts of 
Southern Nations Nationalities and Peoples 
Region. 

The importance of small ruminants in income 



Tarekegn Derbib                              Contribution of small ruminant production in food and economic security 

 

                                                Animal Science Journal, 2021 volume 12(1): 28-33                                                               31 

 

generation and households’ social and financial 
security are well established in literature (Zelalem, 
1993; Baars, 1998; Workneh Ayalew, 2006). 
Small ruminants have a number of advantages for 
being an integral component of the pastoral 
production system. The small size of sheep and 
goats has distinct economic, managerial, and 
biological advantages. Economically, low 
individual values mean a small initial investment 
and correspondingly small risk of loss by 
individual deaths. Managerially, they are 
conveniently cared for by women and children, 
occupy little housing space, lower feed 
requirements, and supply both meat and milk in 
quantities suitable for immediate family 
consumption. 

A study by Knipscheer et al., (1983) indicated 
that the involvement of rural households in West 
Java in raising small ruminants is large. One out 
of every five farmers kept sheep or goats, and 
participation by farmers was as high as 30%. The 
contribution of goats and sheep to the total 
farming income is substantial 

Moreover, sheep and goats are kept for a 
variety of economic reasons including savings and 
investment, security and insurance, stability, and 
social functions. Sheep and goats appear to 
withstand drought better than cattle, and their 
short reproductive cycle allows them to quickly 
recover from rapid resumption of breeding 
following drought or devastating disease 
infestation. In contrast to large ruminants like 
cattle which are normally concentrated and 
remain in the hands of a restricted number of 
producers (high income rural households), small 
ruminants are dominant in almost every low 
income rural household. In the dry areas of 
Northern Nigeria, fewer than 20 percent of 
farmers own cattle (ILCA, 1980).The ownership 
pattern characterizes the legacy of sub-Saharan 
Africa’s rural economy as capital constraints limit 
access to cattle among poor households whilst 
small ruminants are well suited for their financial 
and labor resource capabilities. 

In terms of Tropical Ruminant Livestock Unit, 
sheep and goats represent only 13% of the 
estimated total Ethiopian ruminant livestock 
population but contribute highly significant product 
(EARO, 2000). Sheep and goats provide about 
12% of the value of livestock products consumed 
and 48% of the cash income generated at farm 
level, 46% of the value of national meat 
production, 25% of the domestic meat 
consumption with production surplus, 58% of the 
value of hide and skin production, 40% of fresh 

skins and hides production and 92% of the value 
of semi-processed skins and hides (ILCA, 1993; 
Zelalem, 1993). 
 
CONCLUSION 
Globally, majority of the population depends upon 
agriculture for their livelihoods. Livestock are an 
integral component of the farming systems. Sheep 
and goats are widely adapted to different climates 
around the world and are found in all production 
systems. 
Sheep and goats have been economically, 
nutritionally and socio-culturally very important to 
mankind. Small ruminants, in common with other 
ruminants, can convert low quality fibrous feeds to 
high quality products. Moreover, certain 
characteristics of sheep and goats bear special 
mention because of their relevance to agricultural 
development efforts. Their small size, early 
maturity and low capital investment per head 
particularly suit them to the needs of limited 
resource producers. In general, small ruminants 
play a great role in maximizing income generation 
thereby securing economic feasibility and meet 
food requirement and ensure sustainability of 
livelihood particularly of smallholder farmer’s. 
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