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Sheep production –
a global perspective

Figure 1 Regional Sheep Population Split (2010)
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Figure 2 Global Sheep Numbers 2006 - 2010

D

uring October and November 2012, we visited
a number of focus groups with farmers in the
Eastern Cape, to present information on global trends
in sheep farming and to determine local thinking in
terms of wool and meat production. Below is some of
the global information discussed in the focus groups.

Sheep Populations
World sheep populations were found to be largest in
Asia, followed by Africa, where sheep numbers are
highest in Sudan and Nigeria. See Figure 1.
The global population of sheep between 2006 and 2010
was shown to be stable, although population density
had moved between countries over this time. See
Figure 2.
Predictions to 2020 are that global sheep numbers will
remain stable.
Sheep numbers in South African experienced a sharp
decline from 2000 to 2006, as a result of many factors
including theft, predation and land ownership changes
over that period. However, numbers have stabilised
over the last six years and are expected to remain
relatively stable going forward, with a nominal decline
to 2020. See Figure 3.
Figure 3 Number of heads of sheep in South Africa 2000 to 2011

Source: National Department of
Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries,
Trends in the Agricultural Sector 2011
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Figure 4: Global Wool Production

Wool production in tonnes is illustrated below
to compare output by country. See Figure 4.

Global Sheep Product Movement
In spite of other regions having larger sheep
numbers, Australia and New Zealand continue
to dominate sheep product exports to other
countries. China continues to increase imports
for fine and course wool, and the United States
and China remain net importers of sheep meat.
Asia, Africa and Latin America consume sheep
products within the region of production, and
Africa and Latin America do not currently
receive any sheep product imports.

Sheep Farmer Sentiment
In general, sheep farmer sentiment in most
countries surveyed was positive, with farmers
seeing a stable or positive trend in their flock
numbers.
Within the Eastern Cape farmer
groups surveyed, productivity was highlighted
as key for farmers, with the management of
animal health a main driver of productivity.
Challenges to sheep farming in South Africa
included high levels of predation and theft, both
of which required a different and more intensive
approach to management of a successful sheep
enterprise.
Fig 1, 2 & 4 Source: FAOSTAT October 2012
Arthur Redpath, BVM&S MRCVS, Global Head, Parasiticides
& Ruminant Health, Categories, Novartis Animal Health
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