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THE setting up of a separate federal ministry for livestock and dairy development two years ago raised hopes that steps would be taken to realise the potential of the livestock sector. But a reality check offers no promising outlook as there is no reliable data to plan future development strategy.
According to estimates of various official sources, livestock population varies from 50 million to 66 million animals. The sheer difference of 16 million animals between the two figures is a cause of concern.

On Pakistan’s world ranking in milk production, various official documents differ between third to sixth positions. The figures of actual milk production are as erratic as the world ranking on animal population; they vary from 35 to 46 billion litres per year.

The market realities, however, contradict them with estimated high milk production (even 35 billion litres). The country with a population of 170 million must have a per capita availability of over 200 litres or otherwise close to 250 litres per person. That does not seem to be the case given for ever increasing prices of milk – both processed and open. Beef and mutton prices have gone up the same way.

Policymakers need to get their priorities right and figures credible for better planning. The country like the United States has a population of 9.5 million animals. It actually brought the animal population down from 25 million, but took the milk production up from 3,000 litres to 13,000 litres. Pakistan needs to go the same way; reduce animal population and increase milk productivity.

The federal ministry for livestock and dairy development needs to lead the way. Almost all livestock experts believe that Pakistan has the potential to quickly multiply production of milk and its products. Despite having good breeds and potential to develop them, milk and its products are still imported.

A two-pronged national strategy on livestock development must begin with culling the bad stock and developing elite breeds. If Pakistan categorises its animal
population (supposing it is 66 million) into three classes, it would roughly have 22 million better, 22 million average and 22 million poor animals. If it gets rid of the assumed 22 million animals of bad stock and exports meat, it would not only get billion of dollars in foreign exchange but also spare precious fodder for the rest of the animals. Each of these 22 million animals would roughly yield 200 kilos of meat and Iran has recently offered a price of $15 per kg. So, it would not only bring the money in, but also spare 22 million maunds of fodder and 66 million litres of water on daily basis for better breeds.

The only problem in this scenario is the poverty of owners, who have these animals. The federal government can first pump the money into rural areas and then recover it through exports, or it can develop some other mechanism for compensating owners of these animals. But it was an essential step to clear the bad backlog and start afresh.

Of the remaining 44 million animals, it needs to develop a mechanism for genetic analysis and traceability. In fact the University of Veterinary and Animal Sciences (UVAS), Lahore, has developed and executed such a system on its own farms. There, they keep complete record – its pedigree, genetic analysis – of each animal and sifting elite breed from the rest. Each animal has an individual identity and record. The system needs to be expanded slowly to cover other districts, divisions, provinces and the entire country.

Fortunately, the country is the proud host of two precious breeds – Neeli Ravi (buffalo) and Sahiwal (cow) – that can be compared to any animal in the world.

Currently, both these breeds hardly form two to three per cent of the animal population. An effort should be made at the national level to gradually increase their population.

The increase should be a target-oriented effort – increasing from three to 10 per cent in the next five years, and to 50 per cent in the next ten years. Experts believe that it was possible, and could be done easily.

“Pakistan can literally turn things around in next ten years if it sets national targets of population replacement,” says Prof Dr Muhammad Nawaz, a livestock academician. It is just a matter of putting things in the right perspective and then pursue them. The country has all the potential to do it, and do it right, he insists.

Experts believe that livestock development is 70 per cent a matter of nutrition and 30 per cent of diseases and animal husbandry.

The country is falling behind on nutrition more than anything else. Some 71 per cent of livestock farmers are either landless (38 per cent) or own less than five acres (33 per cent). It means that over 70 per cent of animals are mal- or under-nourished – mainly depending on casual grazing, affecting their health and productivity. Only 30 per cent stock affords the luxury of silage-based diet. Couple this diet pattern with impure parentage, and poor performance of these animals is not hard to understand.

Once the government selects good breeds and ensures balanced diet, the rest would only be a matter of procedural animal husbandry – more of farmers’ awareness.

The livestock and dairy development ministry needs to lead a national effort and push provincial and district setups into it. It has the genetics and human potential to do it.

The only thing that is needed is political will to develop and execute such a strategy.

