Surveying the new territories of livestock farming


Since the end of the 20th century, livestock farming has taken a core position in societal, economic and environmental debates about food systems, especially in developed countries. They considered they had settled the problem by confining livestock farming either in patrimonialized landscapes, or in a milk or meat industry erased from the view of citizens and consumers. But the growing movement of protest against biotechnological innovation, the multiplying sanitary crisis, the mutations of man-animal relationships, the rise of vegetarianism and veganism, and last but not least, the issue of the sustainability of the western food system, have profoundly reshaped the landscape of livestock issues. The impact of the report Livestock's Long Shadow (Steinfeld et al., 2006) stands as sufficient proof of the intensity of the problem. But it also starts to elaborate new approaches leading out of our current consumption model and, on a more general level, of our doomed development model. As for the professions linked to livestock farming, they are deeply and frequently shaken by successive crisis and ordeals, reaching a tragic no-return point for a great number of them, in a context of benign neglect or true helplessness of State power on one side, and leading firms of the agri-food sector on the other. The stable, that used to be the place of bucolic representations, looks today like a place either of sheer suffering or of ingeniousness and reinvention of practices.


In a context that can let no social sciences researchers indifferent, it seems necessary to reconsider the roles and functions of livestock farming in developed countries. This problem quite evidently involves a specific contribution of geographers, even maybe a new form of “geographical look” that would not just question continuities and discontinuities in the geography of livestock farming, but that would also provide a new kind of qualitative analysis of the mutations of the link between livestock farming and territories. One cannot ignore the mirroring effect of the rationalisation process of both animals and consumers. The mono-functionality of livestock farming, traditionally oriented towards food only has been evolving for the past two decades into a much more complex set of practices leading to a functional fragmentation of livestock farming and to a process of complexification of its forms of territoriality. 


To begin with, let us remember that, whatever the reality of the present crisis, livestock farming and its industrial network keep playing a major economic role in many regions. In the EU, livestock farming represents 45% of the final agrarian production in value. European animal production industries (milk, meat, animal feed) represented a turnover of €400 billions in 2013. Jobs in the livestock farming sector are estimated at around 4 millions in the EU. Direct employment has to be multiplied between 1.2 and 2.5 times (depending on the kind of production) to obtain the true employment impact. In France, the jobs linked to livestock farming are estimated at 3.2% of the total national working population (Dumont et alii, 2016). This sector plays a very important role in the economic vitality of certain territories. But this role and some production models are getting criticised in the name of animal welfare, environmental issues or health and nutrition concern. New breeding practices are promoted, ancient forms rediscovered and new production models emerge that can locally be incorporated into circular economy models. These can also contribute to the re-territorialisation of economic activities as well as to the promotion of livestock by-products or non-food products, like wool or skin. They can also contribute to the strengthening of synergies between different agricultural productions, and even to the rehabilitation of some forms of breeding considered extinct, like semi-subsistence farming.


Livestock farming does not only play a role in food issues. As we rediscover the energetic functions of animals, draught animals for example, as well as the issues linked to biomass, we realize it takes a great part in emerging functions of agriculture, like “care farming” or “social farming”, playing a multi-functional role in the life of rural territories. It can thus become a platform for various practices: leisure, tourism and all kinds of local activities. This plays an important role in cultural and heritage issues, especially in Southern Europe. Pastoral practices, breeding know-how, and the impact of livestock in landscapes have a great impact on heritage values, leading to an important trend of national and international labeling or to the fixing of territorial sanctuaries (e.g. Unesco procedures). Heritage values and amenities are also strongly linked to food practices - specific dishes and products - not forgetting arts and crafts increasing the value of animal by-products (leather, horn, feathers, etc.). Livestock farming also produces important identity landmarks for territories considered at different scales, therefore offering an interesting lever for local and regional development policies. Finally, it can play a positive environmental role by contributing to land management (against flooding or fire risks as well as for maintaining biodiversity by ecological grazing for instance), and by maintaining landscape amenities, even in urban or suburban areas (Delfosse et alii, to be published). 

In this issue of Géocarrefour, we would like to question the new context, the forms and the emerging practices concerning domesticated animals in farming logics, mostly in developed countries. We shall welcome papers aiming at the study of territorial issues, their evolution, new forms and models, inventions and reinventions, with a special interest in the following axis:

· New societal demands on animal welfare and their impact on livestock farming dynamics in rural territories and on professional models diversity (evolution of professions, landowning issues, transmission by inheritance or setting up of new farmers, etc.).

· Confrontation of knowledge paradigms concerning animal husbandry (from vernacular practices to biosciences) ; Norms and their possible infringement concerning breeding, slaughtering, veterinary care, etc.

· The geography of the crisis of livestock farming systems, and the new approaches of its solving (thematic and monographical proposals) : new roles and functions of livestock farming, and the new approaches of economic and institutional enhancing of pastoral systems (landscape, quality of life, social amenities, environmental and energetic issues, etc.) ; livestock farming and re-territorialization of rural economy; territorialized food systems, circular economy; territorial resources linked to livestock farming, be they material (products and by-products) or immaterial (representations, etc.), and their joined enhancement;

· The new areas and geographical logics of livestock farming; the new local governances of livestock farming, urban areas included.

The number coordinators are Claire Delfosse (Université Lyon2-LER, claire.delfosses@wanadoo.fr) and Laurent Rieutort (Université de Clermont-Ferrand, UMR Territoire, laurent.rieutort@uca.fr). The authors can contact them to declare their interest and to ask all scientific questions in relation to this text. The articles are to be received no later than November 30th 2017 for a planned publication in 2018. They must respect the revue criterion (https://geocarrefour.revues.org/​1017). With a maximum of 40,000 characters, spaces included (the editorial reserves the right to reject articles of more than 60,000 characters), the articles will be evaluated by a double blind test by the reading committee.
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