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Animal Agriculture in Somalia: Environmental, Social, and Economic Impacts
Somalia, located in the Horn of Africa, has an estimated population of 19 million, with about 70-75% of the population living in rural areas (United Nations Population Division, 2023). Due to its largely arid climate, the country's agricultural sector faces significant challenges, especially in cultivating crops. However, animal agriculture, particularly pastoralism, is an essential aspect of Somalia’s economy, society, and culture. My interest in animal agriculture in Somalia is deeply personal. My grandfather is a farmer who has lived his entire life within the pastoralist tradition, experiencing firsthand the challenges and rewards of raising livestock in Somalia’s harsh environment. His stories of managing herds, navigating droughts, and sustaining his family through livestock have given me a unique perspective on how crucial animal agriculture is to Somali communities.  This essay explores the environmental, social, and economic impacts of animal agriculture in Somalia and discusses how the livestock sector can help address food insecurity, improve livelihoods, and stimulate economic growth in the country. 
Somalia’s environment presents significant limitations for traditional farming due to its arid and semi-arid climate. Only around 5-10% of the land is arable, and the country experiences erratic rainfall, making large-scale farming unfeasible in many regions (United Nations Environment Programme, 2020). However, animal agriculture is well-suited to Somalia’s harsh conditions. Livestock such as camels, goats, sheep, and cattle have been adapted to the dry and rugged landscape, providing a reliable source of food and income for rural households (Food and Agriculture Organization, 2021).
The traditional practice of pastoralism, where herders move with their livestock to access different grazing areas, helps to minimize land degradation by allowing for the natural recovery of pastures (World Bank, 2020). However, overgrazing and deforestation are concerns in some areas, especially in the absence of adequate grazing management systems. Despite these challenges, animal agriculture can be part of the solution to environmental degradation. According to the United Nations Environment Programme (2020), integrating sustainable practices such as rotational grazing and agroforestry systems could mitigate negative environmental impacts.
Somali families, especially those in rural areas, often have large family sizes, with 5-7 children being typical, and sometimes multiple generations living together. They predominantly live in simple homes, which can be traditional thatched huts or concrete houses, depending on the region. The typical family diet includes staple foods like sorghum, rice, wheat, and maize, as well as meat from livestock such as goats, camels, and cattle. They often rely on subsistence farming and pastoralism for food, though many also purchase food from local markets.  
In rural pastoralist households, women oversee providing food for their family members gathering and cooking food from the household’s own production or making purchases using money earned through the rural economy. Women are often responsible for daily animal milking, obtaining domestic supplies from nearby stores or trade posts, and, in some cases, selling milk, butter, or hides to non-pastoral neighbors. While women typically control the income from selling livestock products and use it to purchase grains, tea, and sugar for the household, men generally control larger revenues from selling meat or cattle. This creates a strong link between women’s earnings and household nutrition, especially for children, which research shows may have a greater impact on children’s health than men’s income (Zecca & Saima, 2025). 
However, traditional gender norms can limit women’s economic empowerment for example, in some communities, milking camels is reserved for men, as camels are considered sacred, and women are not permitted access (Food and Agriculture Organization [FAO], 2022). Cooking is typically done over an open fire in rural areas, while urban families may use gas or electric stoves. Many families face challenges in securing a stable income, often relying on agriculture, livestock herding, or informal labor.The average wage is low, especially in rural areas, where access to education and healthcare can be limited and costly. While urban areas may have better access to electricity, water, and sanitation, many rural families still rely on wells, pit toilets, and solar power. Major barriers Somali families face include food insecurity, limited access to quality education and healthcare, and economic instability, all exacerbated by environmental challenges such as drought and political unrest.
Furthermore, animal agriculture can help combat desertification, which is a significant issue in Somalia. By using livestock to graze on certain areas, pastoralist communities contribute to maintaining the landscape and reducing soil erosion, especially when combined with climate-smart practices. One study by the International Livestock Research Institute (2019) indicates that better animal management practices could improve productivity and sustainability in Somalia’s drylands. Animal agriculture plays a crucial role in supporting Somali families, especially in rural areas. For many, livestock is not only a source of food but also a source of social capital and financial security. Somali families often use livestock to settle debts, exchange dowries, or demonstrate social status (United Nations Development Programme, 2017). Livestock, especially camels, goats, and cattle, are essential for providing milk, meat, and wool, which are vital sources of nutrition in rural communities. Additionally, animal products like milk are especially important for children, providing necessary nutrients in areas with limited access to other food sources (World Health Organization, 2020).
In Somalia, livestock farming is often done through subsistence agriculture, with farmers cultivating small plots of land or raising livestock primarily for personal use. However, the country has faced numerous challenges, including prolonged periods of drought, political instability, and conflict, which have all threatened food security. The Somali Civil War and its aftermath have resulted in the destruction of infrastructure and disrupted agricultural production, increasing dependency on humanitarian aid (BBC News, 2022).Improving the health and productivity of livestock could be key to tackling food insecurity in the country. By investing in veterinary services, improving animal breeds, and ensuring access to essential water resources, Somalia could increase its livestock productivity, ensuring that families have reliable access to nutritious food. The expansion of pastoralist networks and market access for livestock products would not only ensure food security but also improve the livelihoods of rural communities (United Nations Development Programme, 2017).
The livestock sector is a significant contributor to Somalia’s economy, providing employment for approximately 60% of the population (Food and Agriculture Organization, 2021). Animal agriculture constitutes around 40% of the country’s GDP, and livestock exports, particularly camels, goats, and cattle, are vital to Somalia’s trade with the Arabian Peninsula (Food and Agriculture Organization, 2021). In fact, livestock exports are one of the few sources of foreign exchange for the country. The demand for Somali livestock products, such as meat and hides, is high, especially in the Gulf States, creating a vital trade relationship (World Bank, 2019).
Despite the livestock industry's potential, Somalia's economic development is hampered by a number of issues. Decades of conflict and political instability have resulted in a lack of infrastructure for the transportation of livestock and other agricultural products (United Nations Development Programme, 2017). Somali farmers also have limited access to modern farming equipment, veterinary care, and funding to grow their businesses. The economic potential of the animal agriculture industry is limited because the government has not yet created a comprehensive plan to promote the industry and increase market accessibility (World Bank, 2020).
The Somali economy might undergo a radical change if the livestock industry is improved through investments in market access, veterinary care, and infrastructure. Animal agriculture is a vital answer to many of Somalia's problems because the nation depends on livestock for food, revenue, and cultural preservation. Above all, concentrating on sustainable practices in the livestock industry may boost environmental sustainability and productivity. Somalia can lessen the negative environmental effects of livestock farming while boosting agricultural productivity by encouraging rotational grazing and enhancing water resource management.
 Increasing access to better breeds and enhancing livestock health through veterinary care can boost milk and meat production, which could greatly enhance rural communities' food security. The amount and quality of animal products, which are crucial to Somali diets, would increase if problems like disease outbreaks and inadequate animal nutrition were addressed (World Health Organization, 2020). Lastly, expanding the markets for Somali livestock products would give pastoralist communities access to new sources of income and encourage investment in rural infrastructure. In order to ensure that agricultural production is profitable, sustainable, and able to support the expanding population, the United Nations (2020) has underlined the significance of developing rural areas.
Building on these strategies, a focused and community-driven approach to veterinary care and sustainable livestock management could further enhance the sector’s impact on food security and economic development in Somalia. Training local pastoralists and animal health workers to provide veterinary services will build lasting capacity and promote culturally appropriate practices such as rotational grazing. This approach is feasible because it leverages existing community knowledge and can be piloted regionally before expanding nationally. Funding and support should come from partnerships between the Somali government, international organizations like the FAO and UNDP, and local cooperatives. 
Key stakeholders including pastoralist families, local workers, and government agencies will benefit from healthier livestock, increased incomes, and economic growth. In the short term, improved animal health will boost milk and meat production and provide more income opportunities, especially for women who sell livestock products. Long term, sustainable grazing and better market access will reduce environmental degradation and strengthen rural livelihoods. Similar models have been successful in neighboring countries like Kenya and Ethiopia, offering a proven framework Somalia can adapt. Starting with focused local programs allows for gradual scaling and ensures solutions are culturally appropriate and sustainable.
A vital part of Somalia's economy, society, and environment is animal agriculture despite the difficulties caused by its arid climate and political unrest. Food security, cultural identity, and economic growth all depend on animal agriculture. Somalia can use its livestock industry to combat food insecurity, support rural communities, and spur economic growth by emphasizing sustainable farming methods, enhancing livestock health, and increasing market accessibility. Ultimately, Somalia's road to development, stability, and recovery may be paved with animal agriculture.
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