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What is climate change using the lens of livestock farming?

Climate change (CC) refers to a broad range of alterations in climatic and 
weather conditions. It is characterized by the rise in global temperatures 
(Global warming) that leads to changes in known climatic conditions of 
various regions. Further, it leads to climate extremes that affect feed and 
water resources as well as animal health and production.

How does climate change affect livestock production?

Climate change affects livestock production in several ways, including the 
following:

•	 Climate change affects dairy, meat, and wool production by 
altering feed availability, particularly in rangelands.

•	 Animals under heat distress eat less, leading to reduced 
growth performance.

•	 Climate change causes water scarcity and more frequent 
droughts, resulting in resource losses for livestock.

•	 Competition for grazing land and watering points intensifies 
due to scarce resources, leading to conflicts.

•	 Higher temperatures and changing rainfall patterns increase 
the prevalence of existing vector-borne diseases and parasites.

•	 Climate changes can introduce and lead to the spread of new 
diseases through altered transmission models.
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Cattle driven into the Kenyan capital Nairobi for new pasture amid a 
severe drought navigate through city traffic. Simon Maina/AFP via Getty 
Images

How can livestock farmers be supported to adapt to climate change?

Livestock farmers can be supported to adapt to climate change through the 
following way:

1)	 Production adjustments involve changes in livestock practices, 
such as:

•	 Diversifying the types of livestock kept and adopting intensive 
production and mixed livestock enterprises.

•	 Altering land use and implementing fodder irrigation.
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•	 Changing the timing of farm operations in line with the weather

•	 Adopting feed conservation strategies

Cattle killed by severe drought in Kenya in 2009 –. Lack of proper offtake 
programs leads to significant losses

Source: Thomas Mukoya/Reuters

2)	 Adaptive Breeding Strategies: Many local breeds have 
developed tolerance to heat and can thrive in conditions of poor nutrition, 
parasites infestation, and diseases. Adaptive measures include:

•	 Identifying and fortifying local breeds that have adapted to local 
climatic stress and feed sources.

•	 Enhancing local genetics through crossbreeding with breeds 
known for tolerance to heat and diseases.

3)	 Market responses: Improved market access interregional or 
extra continental markets and availability of credit schemes can improve 
livelihoods.
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4)	 Institutional and policy changes: Removing or introducing 
subsidies, insurance systems, income diversification practices and 
establishing livestock early warning systems to reduce losses to extreme 
weather conditions.

Source: Sara Jerving

5)	 Research and technology development: Working towards 
a better understanding of the impacts of climate change on livestock, 
developing new breeds and genetic types, improving animal health and 
enhancing water and soil management would support adaptation measures 
in the long term.

6)	 Capacity building for livestock keepers: Creation of awareness 
about climate change to understand and adapt to the changes.

7)	 Livestock management systems: Adopting Efficient and 
affordable practices in livestock management

•	 Provision of shade and water to reduce heat stress from increased 
temperature. 
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•	 Reduction of livestock numbers – a lower number of more 
productive animals leads to more efficient production and lower 
GHG emissions.

•	 Improved management of water resources through water saving 
irrigation, water harvesting and storage

Livestock and Green House Gases (GHG) emission 

Greenhouse gases (GHGs) are gases in the Earth’s atmosphere that trap heat, 
acting like the glass walls of a greenhouse—hence the name ‘greenhouse 
gases.’ They play a crucial role in regulating the Earth’s temperature. 
These gases can be released by animals, specifically ruminants, during 
the digestive process, as well as from manure and the production of feed 
and fodder.

GHG can be reduced by:

•	 Ensuring proper animal health: Healthy animals produce fewer 
gases.

•	 Managing manure (collection, storage, spreading): Production of 
biogas is environmentally friendly.

•	 Supervising feed crop production: Deforestation for fodder farming 
land accumulates GHGs.

•	 Selecting faster-growing breeds: They use less feed with better feed 
conversion efficiency.

•	 Implementing improved feeding management: Better quality diets 
with concentrates can lower GHG emissions.

•	 Managing grazing: Proper rotational grazing improves feed 
utilization.

•	 Reducing livestock production and consumption: Lowering the 
demand for meat and milk subsequently reduces production.
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Linkage between climate change, environmental health and public 
health

Adapted from: Wright et al., (2024)
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