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Background to the Tufts project on Pastoralism, Trade and Markets in Sudan 

 

Since 2010, the Feinstein International Center (FIC) at Tufts University have embarked on a 

major three-year research project on Pastoralism, Trade and Markets which is part of the 

UNEP Sudan Integrated Environment Project funded by UKaid from the Department for 

International Development1.  This Working Paper is part of a series of policy review working 

papers undertaken as a foundational activity to inform subsequent briefing papers, research 

studies, trainings etc. 

 

The Tufts work builds upon and expands on our earlier research on livelihoods and conflict, 

which involved studies of the early impact of conflict on people’s livelihoods, IDP’s livelihoods, 

migration patterns and remittance flows, and the marginalization and vulnerability of 

pastoralist livelihoods in Darfur.  The earlier undertakings, which spanned the years 2004-

2009, were widely disseminated and discussed by governments and aid agencies in an ongoing 

series of debriefings and dialogue in Sudan, North America and Europe.  

 

Our current research covers two separate but related fields; pastoralism and pastoralist 

livelihoods, and markets and trade in the Darfur region.  The pastoralist project aims to 

promote understanding of pastoralists livelihoods systems among local, national and 

international stakeholders and to strengthen the capacity of pastoralist leaders, organizations 

and other advocates to articulate the rational for pastoralism.  This work is in close partnership 

with a number of national and international partners, including UNEP, SOS Sahel Sudan, the 

Darfur Development and Reconstruction Agency, the International Institute of the 

Environment and Development and the Nomads Development Council.  It also depends on the 

support and participation of a wide network of national and local organizations, professionals 

and academics   

 

 

  

                                                
1
 The views presented in this paper are those of the author and do not necessarily represent the views 

of UNEP or UKaid from the Department for International Development. 
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Introduction 
 

This report is divided into three parts. Part I examines the contribution of livestock and 

pastoralists to the Sudanese national economy2, and assesses the reliability of statistical data 
on this subject. Part II discusses several key national government policies on taxation and trade 

that affect the economic welfare of pastoralists. Part III reviews the impact of current economic 

trends on pastoral production systems, focusing on the effect of increased commercial 

involvement on herd management practices and on the distribution of wealth in pastoral 

communities. 

Part I: The contribution of pastoralism to the national economy 

The size of livestock’s contribution to agricultural gross domestic product (GDP) is the most 

commonly quoted measure of livestock’s role in the overall national economy and it is the 

starting point for this assessment of the economic significance of pastoralism in Sudan. 

 

Sudan follows a production approach to estimating agricultural GDP. For livestock this 

approach involves four stages. First, national livestock populations are estimated. Second, 
production coefficients are applied to the livestock population estimates to generate estimates 

of the total quantity of animal products such as milk, animals for slaughter, and manure 
produced by the national herd. Third, national average producer prices are used to assign a 

monetary value – the gross value of production – to total output expressed in Sudanese 

currency for each kind of livestock product. Finally, input costs (intermediate costs) are 

deducted from the gross value of output to produce value added, the unit in which GDP is 

expressed. 

 

According to this methodology, the value added by livestock to the agricultural sector is 

derived from an estimation of the amount of products generated on average by a livestock 
population of a given size. Using this approach, initially no distinction needs to be made 

between production destined for commercial sale, for immediate consumption by producers, 

or for export. This is an advantage in a semi-commercialized economy, such as Sudan’s 

livestock sector, in which livestock owners consume a significant portion of what their herds 

produce. Home production for home consumption (or for informal local exchange and 

consumption) is frequently unrecorded in official marketing statistics. By basing estimates on 

total product output, Sudan’s livestock GDP estimates do not rely on incomplete marketing 

data and should, in principle, include subsistence production. 
 

The problem in Sudan is that the accuracy of the entire calculation rests on an estimate of the 

size of the country’s livestock population, and there has been no attempt to count the national 
herd since an aerial census was conducted in 1975 (Watson et al. various volumes from 1976 

and 1977). Figure 1 presents current official estimates of the numbers of livestock in Sudan 
from the early 20th century to the present. 

 

 

 

                                                
2
 The national data referred to in this paper reflect the former nation of Sudan, prior to the secession of the 

Republic of South Sudan in July 2011. Thus when referring to former Sudan, the terms northern Sudan and 

southern Sudan are used. Post July 2012, these correspond to the Republic of Sudan and the Republic of 

South Sudan. 
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Figure 1 

 
Source: MARF 

 
The numbers in Figure 1 have been generated by a variety of estimation procedures: the 

subjective estimates of experienced senior veterinary officers in the colonial period, an aerial 
survey in 1975, constant assumed rates of growth, and since the late 1980s, a herd growth and 

output model (Arab Organization for Agricultural Development 1987). Except for during an 

extreme drought in the mid-1980s, all these estimation techniques depict an ever larger 

national herd, with remarkably high rates of growth in the 1990s. The accuracy of these 

estimates is questionable simply because projections – however carefully they are constructed 

– are unlikely to reflect the dynamics of herd growth or decline over a thirty-six year period. 

 

There are also theoretical reasons to suppose that the official livestock population estimates 
are unlikely to be accurate. There are two generally accepted interpretations of 

herbivore/livestock population dynamics – disequilibrium and equilibrium models (Ellis and 

Swift 1988; Caughley 1977) – and the Sudanese herd growth model conforms to neither of 

these alternatives. In the disequilibrium model, population changes are driven by climatic 

factors that cause abrupt shifts in animal mortality and reproductive rates, and 

correspondingly large swings in animal numbers. In the equilibrium model, population 

changes are driven by incremental ‘density dependent’ alterations in recruitment and death 

rates, basically a slowing of herd growth as animal numbers approach carrying capacity. The 
official Sudanese model to predict herd growth assumes relatively constant 

reproductive/recruitment and mortality rates irrespective of herd size and current weather 

conditions, and resembles neither theoretical alternative. 

 

Preparations may be afoot in the Ministry of Animal Resources and Fisheries to undertake a 

new livestock census, but the Minister declined to confirm this possibility, and the results of 

any new livestock census would, at best, be available in several years. In the meantime, a 

clearer understanding of the size of Sudan’s national herd depends on a re-examination of 

evidence that is currently available. At least seven states have attempted to count their 

livestock – either from the air or using ground surveys – since the last national aerial count of 

1975: Jonglei in 1983, Gezira in 1986, Red Sea in 1989, Khartoum in 1999, River Nile in 2006 

and North and South Kordofan in 2010. Annex I assembles – I believe for the first time – the 
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results of these state-level censuses, the 2010 national and state-level official projections, and 

the estimates from the 1975 aerial census for individual states. This material points to several 
conclusions: 

 

• The censuses in Gezira and Red Sea State were undertaken in the 1980s following a 

severe drought that caused widespread livestock die-offs. These censuses record much 

steeper falls in livestock numbers than the declines depicted nationally in official 

estimates.  Livestock producers in Gezira have unusually good access to irrigated 

forage; livestock production in Red Sea State is reliant on very low and erratic rainfall. 
These are by Sudanese standards two contrasting environments for livestock keeping. 

That both of these states recorded large declines in livestock numbers suggests that 

official estimates underestimated herd losses due to drought in the 1980s. 

 

• The 2010 census results and 2010 official estimates of livestock numbers in South 

Kordofan are roughly similar, a remarkable result given that official estimates have 

been extrapolated from data last collected in 1975. 

 

• The 2010 census results and official estimates of livestock numbers in North Kordofan 
are very different for each herd species, but the official estimates are roughly equivalent 

to the surveyed livestock biomass estimates when the different herd species are 

converted to the standard TLU (Tropical Livestock Unit, equal to 0.7 cattle, 1 camel, or 

0.1 sheep or goats). 

 

• River Nile census results for 2006 and official estimates for 2009 are substantially at 

variance both in terms of total livestock biomass and in terms of the estimated 

populations of different herd species. 

 

• The census returns for Jonglei (1983) and Gezira (1986) are based on several aerial 

counts conducted at different times of the year, and document wide seasonal swings in 

livestock populations due to nomadic herd movement. These fluctuations underscore 

the unavoidable degree of imprecision in livestock population estimates that refer to 

areas that are a part of a larger migratory system. 

 

In sum, the state-level livestock census since 1975 point in no consistent direction, sometimes 

matching and sometimes deviating from official estimates by a wide margin. The only tentative 

conclusion that can be drawn is that the accuracy of official estimates – when these are finally 

field checked – is likely to vary state by state. 
 

My impression is that senior Sudanese officials are aware of the unreliable nature of national 
livestock population estimates, and since livestock population estimates are the basis for 

livestock GDP calculations, unverified estimates of the size of the national herd contribute to 

official scepticism about the accuracy of official livestock GDP estimates. A truly compelling 

case for the national economic importance of livestock therefore depends on a new national 

livestock census. 

 

Our inability to verify current estimates of livestock GDP is unfortunate because it would 

appear that livestock make a very significant contribution to Sudan’s domestic economy. 
Sudan’s agricultural sector GDP includes crop, livestock, fisheries and forest production. Figure 
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2 shows that livestock production has provided more than 60% of the official estimated value 

added to this sector in recent years, and is a substantially more important contributor to 
agricultural sector GDP than crop agriculture. 

 
Figure 2 

 
Source: Central Bureau of Statistics, unpublished data 

 
Figure 3 examines the contribution of the agricultural sector as a whole (crop, livestock, 

forestry and fisheries combined) to national GDP. The period covered in Figure 3 begins in the 

late 1990s before petroleum was exported from Sudan. At this time agriculture was clearly the 

most important sector in the Sudanese economy, providing just under half of national GDP. 

With the rise of oil exports the relative importance of agriculture has declined, but at no time 

has the contribution of petroleum to GDP equalled the contribution of the agricultural sector, of 

which livestock forms the biggest part. Livestock remains a major contributor to domestic 

economic performance. 

 

Figure 3 

 
Source: Central Bureau of Statistics, unpublished data 
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Livestock make a smaller contribution to national exports than they do to GDP (Figure 4). 

Before oil exports began, livestock and crops combined provided about four fifths of Sudan’s 
exports by value, with by far the greater contribution coming from the crop sector. Following 

the advent of oil, the combined significance of crop and livestock exports has fallen to between 
five and ten percent of total national exports. Since 2000 Sudan has run an overall trade deficit 

every year with the exception of 2000. The extent to which a sector of the economy is able to 

contribute to export earnings is, therefore, of considerable interest to policy makers. 

 

Figure 4 

 
Source: Central Bureau of Statistics, unpublished data 

 

Since 2000 live sheep have been Sudan’s most important livestock export commodity, followed 
in importance by hides and skins, camels and goats. The great bulk of live sheep and goats are 

officially exported to Saudi Arabia following quarantine and, with the exception of the cross 
border trade to Chad, Libya and Egypt, it would appear that official live animal and meat export 

statistics capture most of the trade in these products. I have, however, obtained no estimates of 

the likely volume and value of the unofficial cross-border livestock trade from Sudan. 

 

If official livestock export statistics are reliable, then livestock exports make a modest 

contribution to total national exports. Livestock make a larger contribution to Sudan’s 

domestic economy, but current GDP estimates are unreliable because there is no evidence on 

the size of the national herd.  An up to date livestock census is therefore needed in order to 

make a more convincing case for the overall economic importance of livestock in Sudan. 

 

Figures 1-4 refer to the size and economic outputs of Sudanese livestock. The conventional rule 
of thumb is that 80-90% of Sudanese livestock are pastoral animals (AOAD 1987), but I have 

located no attempt to justify this estimate or to define pastoral animals for enumeration 

purposes. Based on conventional wisdom, it could be said that 80-90% of livestock GDP and 

exports can be attributed to pastoralists. This is a crude and unsubstantiated estimate, but 

probably the best that can be done given the dearth of evidence. 
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Part II: The economic effects of government policies on pastoral producers 

Taxation regime and barriers to exports by pastoralists 

Multiple, high taxes were the marketing problem most frequently cited by sheep traders 

interviewed in primary and secondary markets in 2005 (Dirani et al. 2009). Whether the 

livestock trade was more heavily taxed than other agricultural exports is, however, unclear, 

and Table 1 assembles some evidence from 2005-06 on this issue. The data at the top of the 

table comes from a Diagnostic Trade Integration Study conducted as part of the effort to 

prepare Sudan for possible admission to the WTO (DTIS 2008). Data in the bottom of the table 
was collected for an ILRI-sponsored study of sheep marketing (Dirani 2009). In recalculating 

data from these reports, it was impossible to distinguish between commercial fees and 

commissions for genuine services rendered versus those that served as a disguised form of 

rent extraction or taxation. I have therefore included all commissions and fees in the estimates 

in Table 1. 

 

Table 1 presents a mixed picture. Certain crops – notably sugar, sesame and groundnuts – 

appear to be more heavily taxed than livestock, while cotton and to a lesser extent sorghum is 
more lightly taxed. Sugar is anomalous because the state owned virtually all sugar 

plantations/refineries in the mid-2000s and sugar taxes, though extraordinarily high, were 

little more than an internal government accounting device. There can be little doubt, however 

that oilseeds – sesame and groundnuts – were taxed more heavily than livestock in this period. 

 

Table 2 examines the proportion of the export value of agricultural products that is captured 

by producers. From this different perspective, it would again appear that livestock producers 

are not unusually disadvantaged, with sheep herders retaining more of the value of their 
export production than any of the other classes of producer listed in Table 2. 
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Table 1: Taxes, fees and commissions as a proportion of export prices 

Product and trade route Marketing costs 

Data from DTIS report 

Cattle from Nyala to Omdurman1 6.7% taxes only as % of domestic sale price, 2006 

Sheep from Kordofan to Port 
Sudan1 

14.65% taxes and fees as % export price, 2006 

Sheep Nyala to Port Sudan1 10.54% taxes and fees as % export price, 2006 

Lambs by air to Jeddah1 5.41% taxes only, 2006 (de facto taxation is doubled 
by wastage, effectively about 10.8) 

Sugar ex-factory2 34.8% tax rate, 2006 

Cotton (Barakat, Gezira)3 1% tax and fees as % of export prices, 2006  

Cotton (Acala, Gezira)3 1% tax and fees as % of export prices, 2006 

Groundnuts (shelled, Gezira)3 15% tax and fees as % of export prices, 2006 

Sorghum (Gezira)3 4% tax and fees as % of export prices, 2006 

Sorghum (rainfed, Gedarif)3 6% tax and fees as % of export prices, 2006 

Sesame (Sennar/Blue Nile)3 17% tax and fees as % of export prices, 2006 

Groundnuts (El Obeid)3 20% tax and fees as % of export prices, 2006 

Data from Dirani et al. 2009 

Lambs, Gedarif to Sawakin4 7.93% taxes, fees and commissions as % of export 

prices, 2005 

Lambs, Damazeen to Sawakin4 5.66% taxes, fees and commissions as % of export 
prices, 2005 

Lanbs El Khowei to Sawakin4 5.73% taxes, fees and commissions as % of export 

prices, 2005 

Fadous Co. to Sawakin, live 

sheep5 

5.72% taxes, fees and commissions as % of export 

prices, 2005 

H.H. Co to Sawakin, live sheep5 7.47% taxes, fees and commissions as % of export 

prices, 2005 

Live sheep Gedarif State to 

Sawakin6 

6.05% taxes, fees and commissions as % of export 

prices, 2005 

Mutton from Gedarif State6 6.97% taxes, fees and commissions as % of export 

prices, 2005 

Sources: 1recalculated from marketing chain data in Appendix E, DTIS 2008; 2Table 3.5, DTIS 
2008; 3Table 2.5, DTIS 2008; 4Recalculated from Table 34 Dirani et al. 2009; 6Recalculated 

from Table 36 Dirani et al. 2009 
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Table 2: Producers’ share of export value for selected agricultural commodities and 

livestock 

 

Crop Producers’ 

share as % of 

export price 

Sesame 70% 

Groundnuts  51% 

Gum Arabic 35% 

Sheep 71% 

Cattle  48% 

Source: Recalculated from tables in SIFSIA (2011) 

 

Figures 5 and 6 examine our problem from yet a third angle – the extent to which the prices 
received by Sudanese agriculturalists for their products deviated from estimated free market 

prices (Faki and Taha 2007). In these calculations, ‘nominal rates of assistance’ (NRA) near 
zero indicate the unimpeded operation of market prices, positive NRA values imply farming 

subsidies, and negative values signify market distortions that undervalue agricultural output. 

Analysis in terms of NRA is a more comprehensive measure of market imperfections than an 

examination of taxation alone, since it reflects the combined impact of taxation, marketing 

restrictions (such as monopolies) and exchange rate distortions. 

 

Figure 5 examines the Nominal Rate of Assistance to Sudanese agricultural production as a 

whole (including livestock) versus the NRA for livestock alone. Both values have been negative 

for over half a century, implying a consistent anti-agricultural bias in Sudanese economic 

policy, with livestock suffering more than the agricultural sector in general. 

 
Figure 5 Nominal Rates of Assistance to agricultural production in Sudan, 1955-

2004 

  

 
 

Source: Faki and Taha (2007) 

 

Figure 6 presents the long-term NRAs for three chronically disadvantaged agricultural sectors: 
livestock, gum arabic and groundnuts. On the whole, livestock owners may suffer more than 
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farmers as a result of government policy (Fig. 5), but Figure 6 makes it clear that pastoralists 

are probably no more disadvantaged than certain kinds of crop farmers. 
 

Figure 6 Nominal Rates of Assistance to livestock, groundnuts and gum arabic 

production in Sudan, 1955-2004 

 

 
Source: Faki and Taha (2007) 

 

In sum, it is likely that pastoralists are economically disadvantaged not because government 

policy targets them in particular, but because they are part of a wider class of producers with 

characteristics that leave them open to exploitation – numerous, small, geographically and 
politically marginal producers engaged in traditional, rainfed agriculture. At least livestock 

producers have not been condemned to the mismanagement and destructive extractions of a 

state marketing monopoly, which has been the unenviable fate of gum Arabic producers. 3   

 

There are also aspects of government livestock policy that serve pastoralists reasonably well. 

Foremost amongst these relative successes is the live animal quarantine system, which has 

helped Sudan retain 10% of the world market share in officially recognized sheep exports 

                                                
3
 In many respects, gum arabic rather than livestock is the classic Sudanese case of monopolistic marketing, 

exploitative pricing, and declining world market share.  A recent review of the export of gum Arabic summed 
up the situation as follows: 
 

Sudan’s effort to manage exports through GAC [Gum Arabic Company, given the exclusive export 
concession in 1969] has led to the appropriation of gains by actors other than small-scale producers. 
Close to 40 years after the exclusive concession was granted, the situation can be summarized as 
follows: 

• Sudan’s share of the world market is below 50 % [down from around 80% when GAC took 
over; 
• Producers’ price is around 15 percent of the f.o.b. price; 
• Production and consequently exports have been declining for the past forty years 
 at an average rate of 2.2 percent per annum; 
• Low prices received by farmers for gum arabic pushed them to favor crop 
cultivation over acacia trees; the reduced tree cover has left large areas prone to 
wind and water erosion; 
• Marketing arrangements have led to the creation of a cartel of international buyers 
of gum, as well as to the entry of less regulated competitors (Chad and Nigeria) (Couteaudier 
2007: 10). 
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(DTIS 2008).  The importance of Sudan’s quarantine system is clear if we compare the history 

of live animal exports from Sudan and from counties that have no quarantine system. When the 
Rift Valley Fever outbreak occurred in the Horn of Africa in 2000-01, Sudan was again 

exporting sheep to Saudi Arabia in 2002. In contrast, areas of Somalia (Somaliland and 
Puntland) without internationally recognized states were not permitted by the Saudi 

authorities to export again until 2009, by which time Djibouti had grabbed market share by 

(like Sudan) instituting a state-sanctioned quarantine system (in 2006). During the ban, Somali 

traders developed unofficial methods of selling animals to Saudi Arabia though Oman and 

Yemen, but at reduced profits and increased risks of exploitation by traders in those countries 

(Majid 2010). Majid refers to ‘the stamp of credibility that a sovereign country can bring to the 
sensitive issue of livestock health regulations’ (2010: 3). Whatever its deficiencies, the 

Sudanese quarantine system has retained this credibility, to the considerable (but hard to 
measure) benefit of Sudanese sheep producers, traders and exporters.  

 

Does the current trade embargo between the Sudan and South Sudan differentially affect 

pastoral producers? 

Available information on contemporary livestock trading in South Sudan is based on sources 

that are now about a decade out of date (Guvale 2001; King and Mukasa-Mugerwa 2002). 

Neither source discusses North-South Sudan livestock trading in any detail, though King and 

Mukasa-Mugerwa map trade routes from South Sudan heading north. Both sources emphasize 

the potential importance (and existing constraints) to trade between South Sudan and Kenya, 

Uganda and Congo: 

 

The major markets for livestock moving out of South Sudanese rural markets are in the 
neighbouring countries – Congo, Kenya and Uganda. The border trade generates a 

significant flow of livestock and other agricultural produce… Most pastoralists 

participate in the trade because it helps them to acquire more wealth and prestige… The 

South Sudan livestock marketing system, therefore, appears to be functioning primarily 

as a pipeline for transit animals moving [to] …border countries of Congo, Kenya and 
Uganda (Guvele 2001: 3-4). 

 

There is, however, some evidence that the supply of animals for export from southern Sudan 

exceeds demand, which would suggest the need for additional markets to absorb surplus 

animals. In 2002 Sudanese traders restricted the flow of cattle into Uganda, but it was unclear 

whether they did this to support price levels in Uganda or simply to maintain a trading 
monopoly (King and Mukasa-Mugerwa 2002). 

 
The historical importance of the cattle trade to Sudan was documented by the southern Sudan 

Regional Ministry of Agriculture in the late 1970s before the outbreak of renewed civil war. At 

this time demand for trade cattle came from three main areas: tsetse infested regions of 

southern Sudan which could not raise their own animals, the large southern towns of Juba, 

Wau and Malakal, and Sudan. Several north-south trade routes are mentioned: 

 

• Bentiu district northward to Kordofan (Kadugli and El Obeid) and onwards to Kosti and 

Omdurman 

• From Malakal to Kosti 

• From Bentiu and Bahr El Ghazal to Abyei. 

 
The relative importance of different markets in the late 1970s was summarized as follows: 
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Sales from the [Southern] Region to Northern Sudan, partly for consumption within the 
country and partly for export, represent one major outlet which could be further 

developed as a stimulus to offtake from the Regional herd. One further potential 
external market may also exist; the Uganda government some years ago approached the 

Regional Government expressing an interest in importing cattle. Export from the Region 

on the hoof or by road via Nimule might prove a key to a major long-term market 

(Duncan 1980s: 5). 

 

In sum, the historical importance of the north-south cattle trade suggests that South Sudan 
pastoralists have been disadvantaged by the loss of northern market outlets for their animals. 

On the other hand, the most recent analyses of livestock marketing in South Sudan hardly 
discuss this issue, placing emphasis instead on the potential for increased trade with Kenya, 

Uganda and Congo. 

Part III: Economic Trends 

In the 1960s and early 1970s approximately 97-98% of all of Sudan’s export earnings came 
from agriculture (Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Natural Resources 1974; Department of 

Agriculture 1967), and by far the bulk of these earnings came from crop rather than livestock 

production. For example, in the decade from 1957 to 1966, only 6.58% of all agricultural 

exports came from livestock, and in 1971 and 1972 the livestock contribution was 3.55% and 

5.46%, respectively. These figures suggest that the importance placed on crop agriculture in 

official government thinking and policy may reflect the historical importance of crop exports in 

the late colonial and early independence period. 

 
Since that time, however, there has been a gradual shift. In the late 1990s before oil exports 

began, crops and livestock combined provided roughly 80% of Sudan’s exports, and crop 
exports were still more valuable than livestock and livestock products, but by a narrower 

margin.  In the most recent year for which there are records, 2009, livestock exports made up 

nearly half of all agricultural exports – 47% of the total. Export levels fluctuate and 2009 was 

an unusually good year for livestock. Nonetheless, in the thirteen year period since 1997, 

livestock and livestock products have on average provided 27% of the value of Sudan’s 

agricultural exports – despite occasional RVF (Rift Valley Fever) embargos and the disruption 

of livestock trade caused by the Darfur conflict. This is a major shift in the relative value of crop 

and livestock exports since the early days of independence. 

 

Circumstantial evidence of the impact of commercialization on herd management is provided 

by a livestock survey in 2010 that documents a shift in the species composition of pastoral 
herds in North Kordofan. The 2010 official livestock population estimates (Table 3) were 

generated by a model that assumes constant conditions. In comparison to actual 2010 survey 
results, the official model has underestimated the number of sheep by several orders of 

magnitude and overestimated the numbers of all other herd species. There would appear to 

have been a shift in the species composition of Kordofan herds in favour of Sudan’s most 

important export species - sheep. I have not, however, located field studies that discuss this 

shift. 
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Table 3: North Kordofan livestock population estimates – 1975-2010 

Cattle Sheep Goats Camels 

Total 

TLU 

1975  937,127 2,470,580 1,683,647 851,587 

2009 

official 935,168 7,150,679 3,591,410 1,185,858 

 2010 

official 960,503 7,223,357 3,605,603 1,212,613 
 2010 IFAD 465,000 22,265,000 2,064,000 747,000 

 

TLU 2010 

official 672,352 722,336 360,560 1,212,613 2,967,861 

TLU 2010 

IFAD survey 325,500 2,226,500 206,400 747,000 3,505,400 

Source: Information Center, Ministry of Animal Resources and Fisheries for 2009 and 2010 

official statistics; IFAD unpublished records for 2010; Sudan National Livestock Census and 

Resource Inventory, Resource Management and Research for 1975 

 

Ideally, one would like to investigate the connection between changing macroeconomic 

indicators and shifts in productive strategies at the local level by pastoral households and 

communities. Examination of this potential connection depends on the availability of evidence, 

and there seems to have been an (understandable) shift in research emphasis in recent 

decades away from economically oriented field studies, to issues of resource access and 

conflict. With respect to commercialization among pastoralists in northern Sudan, this review 

examines work by Casciarri (2003, 2009), Young (1987), and Michael (1987, 1991, 1997), and 

for southern Sudan, Hutchinson (1996), Burton (1978) and Lako (1981). 

 

Both Young on the Rashaayda and Michael on the Hawazma Baggara of Kordofan describe 

situations in which pastoral involvement in international labour migration has funded 
investment in herding by poorer pastoralists, increased the religious prestige of migrants, and 

undermined traditional status hierarchies (between ‘free’ and ‘slave’ in the Rashaayda case): 

 

The infusion of cash into the Rashaayda’s economy has also enabled them to respond 

productively to worsening ecological conditions in Sudan. Those Rashaayda who lost 

their herds due to overgrazing were able to make the transition to sedentary life by 

using the wage that they earned abroad to establish new homes and businesses in urban 

areas. Others, who still wished to maintain their pastoral activities and interests, 
supplemented their decreasingly productive livestock operations with migrant labour 

and thereby managed to keep their families fed and secure. At the same time, 

neighbours and close kin, which had served to facilitate nomadic pastoralism, were used 

to make labour migration possible by providing means for the migrant’s household to 

replace his lost labour. In other words, this change in economic activities gave a new 

raison d’etre to certain old institutions and strengthened them (Young 1987: 215). 

 

Hawazma labour migration is not undertaken with the aim of escaping an unprofitable 
economic mode. It is not undertaken as a last resort by failing husbandry men. In fact, 

labour migration enables some previously sedentary Hawazma to become full-time 
herders. The purpose of labour migration appears to be to achieve maximum herd 

increase with minimum investment (Michael 1991:69). 
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[T]he Hawazma have found that participation in international wage labour migration is 
a successful strategy to accelerate their success as herdsmen and women milk 

marketers (Michael 1991: 70). 
 

Michael also ascribes positive outcomes to commercial milk marketing by women: 

 

What is clear is that women do not sell milk because their husbands cannot support 

them; and men do not go for international wage labour because they are failing 

herdsmen. Rather, by an apparently egalitarian strategy and gender-based labour 
interdependence, both men and women can attain a common goal of successful nomadic 

pastoralism. An interesting twist, then, in this so-called patriarchal society, is that in 
order for men to free themselves to participate in wage labour and to achieve the 

pastoralist goal of increasing herds, women have to be more autonomous, not only in 

their personal lives, but as independent income earners. This is accomplished by men 
providing more milch cows and agreeing to women being marketers. (Michael 1997). 

 

The counterweight to this optimistic picture is provided by Casciarri who sees the Ahmada of 

Butana and the Awlad Nuba of South Kordofan succumbing to global capitalism and ‘liberal 

ideology values.’ This process is, according to Casciarri, demonstrated by the destructive 

spread among the Ahmada of mechanized transport, changing pastoral diets that now include 

purchased food items, the substitution of local handicrafts by industrial manufactures, and the 

increasing cost of marriage payments and ceremonies (2002: 37-43). For Casciarri, the 
persistence of traditional institutions – work parties, collective blood money payments, 

resource sharing, and voluntary associations – is viewed as ‘the silent resistance of communal 
values in the face of spreading market-based relations and logic’ (Casciarri 2009: 85). While 

other publications by this author may contain ethnographic substantiation, I could find in the 

publications reviewed here no evidence that commercialization increased social stratification 

or economic inequality. 

  

For the Nuer of southern Sudan, Hutchinson (1996) provides a thorough examination of the 
relationship between commercialization and pastoral institutions. According to Hutchinson, 

trade in livestock and access to money had little impact prior to the 1970s because Nuer sold 
cattle or acquired money only in order to buy additional cattle, which hardly challenged 

existing institutions (see Burton 1978 for a similar assessment of the cattle traded among the 

Atuot, another pastoral group in southern Sudan). However, by the time she conducted field 

work among the Nuer in the 1980s this had begun to change. The changes hinged on the 

distinction between bridewealth cattle – which were subject to a complex network of 

inheritable rights and obligations as part of an ancestral herd – versus purchased cattle, which 

were less subject to the claims of kinsmen. As one Nuer informants put it: ‘A cow of your wages 

is a cow of your sweat and no one has right in it other than you’ (1996: 86). This innovation 
had far reaching implications in a patriarchal gerontocracy in which power was based on the 

control of cattle: 

 
With the expansion of the market economy, young Nuer men became far less dependent 

on the goodwill of their fathers, older brothers, and paternal and maternal uncles in the 
collection of bridewealth cattle than they were, say, during the late 1930s and 1940s. 

Consequently, the abilities of senior men to amass power in the form of cattle wealth 

declined accordingly… Although these developments could contribute in the long run to 
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the development of sharper wealth inequalities among men, it would be difficult, I think, 

to convince many contemporary Nuer of this possibility. In fact, several men and 
women argued that the introduction of money and the creation of local cattle, grain and 

labour markets had significantly eased previous social inequalities inherent in the cattle 
economy itself – most notably, inequalities based on birth order and on relative family 

size. (1996: 93).4  

 

The purchase of cattle also contributed to Nuer marital stability. Divorce among the Nuer 

involves the return of bridewealth cattle. Because bridewealth cattle were routinely used by a 

family that received them to contract further marriages, the demand to return the cattle 
involved in one marriage could trigger a wave of obligatory livestock reallocations that 

destabilized additional households. Purchased cattle minimized this risk: 
 

A young man could attempt to reduce the risk that his own marriage would someday be 

weakened by the divorce of a female relative by including as many cattle of money in his 
bridewealth settlement as possible. For unlike cattle of girls, purchased cattle did not 

conduct shock waves created by other people’s divorces. Since they came directly from 

the market, they could be reclaimed, in principle, only by the groom himself (1996: 95). 

 

The preceding review is inconclusive because it covers only a small part of the literature on 

pastoral economic change and inequality. However, at least in Sudan in the 1980s, available 

evidence suggests that commercialization was not promoting economic inequality or 

institutional instability among Sudanese pastoralists. 

CONCLUSIONS 

According to official statistics, livestock has consistently provided more than 60% of the 

estimated value added by agriculture to the Sudanese economy and is a substantially more 

important contributor to national agricultural GDP than crop farming. At no time in the last 

decade has the contribution of petroleum to GDP come close to equalling the contribution of 

agriculture, of which livestock provides the biggest part. Livestock is by value the largest 
subsector of Sudan’s domestic economy, larger even than petroleum. The great bulk of all 

livestock production – possibly 90% of the total, though no one really knows the actual figure – 

comes from small holders and migratory producers. To a remarkable extent, the Sudanese 

economy is based on a combination of mobile and sedentary pastoral and agro-pastoral 

production by farming and herding households in almost every region and state. 

 
Unfortunately, the last twenty years has produced little research among Sudanese pastoralists 

or agro-pastoralists that addresses the policy implications of these findings (Casciarri and 
Ahmed 2009). There may be good reasons for this neglect, but it has left the research 

community with little fresh information to contribute to policy debates about the national 

economic significance of livestock, or about the social implications of commercializing pastoral 

production. 

 

                                                
4
 Similar conditions seemed to have prevailed among the Dinka in the 1970s: ‘Young men who belong to poor 

households cannot marry because of lack of cattle for payment as bride-rice. This group of poor Dinka form 
the majority of migrants to the North or other parts of the South. Those who migrate and come back with 
savings, or who send home part of these savings to be invested in cattle, demand, on coming back to the 
area, full rights in disposing of the animals – something that runs counter to traditionally held value and 
customs, where such authority was in the hand so the family head’ (Lako 1981: 28, 29). 
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Should Tufts/FIC choose to address these topics, Kordofan provides an appropriate setting in 

which to do so. Unlike most of Sudan, for North and South Kordofan we have recent field-based 
estimates of the size and composition of livestock populations (IFAD 2010). Kordofan is known 

to be an important source of sheep for export (Dirani et al 2009), and the changing species 
composition of herds in Kordofan reflects these commercial influences. Finally, Michael (1987, 

1991, 1997) and others provide at least some comparative baseline data at the household level 

on economic conditions among pastoralists in the 1980s and 1990s. Research on the 

economics of pastoral livestock production in Kordofan would appear to be a practical 

possibility; it would also address a genuine gap in the current policy-relevant literature on 

Sudanese pastoralism. 
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ANNEX I: LIVESTOCK POPULATIONS 

 

Livestock populations - 1975 

NORTHERN STATES 1975 

 

Cattle Sheep Goats Camels Donkeys Horses/M Source 

        North Darfur 907,081 1,409,533 1,193,613 226,103 151,212 39,598 22 

South Darfur 2,735,360 1,232,024 1,117,220 142,083 104,038 25,600 21 

North 

Kordofan 937,127 2,470,580 1,683,647 851,587 108,912 4,472 23 
South 

Kordofan 1,467,367 830,053 696,030 1,798 32,867 998 24 

Kassala 642,883 1,589,532 925,009 567,949 69,844 1,084 14 

Blue Nile  1,006,000 1,041,000 435,000 41,000 

  

AOAD 
1987:  

Gezira  503,916 216,321 1,143,711 146,051 103,583 5,330 11 

White Nile  1,563,568 2,207,686 657,336 77,877 61,346 3,873 13 

Northern  14,419 208,615 151,969 114,613 

  

AOAD 

1987: 

245 

Nile Province  43,717 272,488 263,030 59,058 41,969 647 16 

Khartoum 56,871 269,920 429,969 13,740 26,444 463 12 

 SOUTHERN STATES 1975 

 
Cattle Sheep Goats Camels Donkeys Horses/M Volume 

Upper Nile  1,428,092 1,047,465 375,866 4,922 3,081 0 18A 

Jongoli 
 

1,404,553 174,619 460,900 0 0 3,179 18B 

Bahr el Gazal  1,227,707 718,238 604,099 0 1,346 0 20A 

El Buheyrat 700,719 333,130 303,946 0 38 0 20B 
East 

Equitoria 797,774 914,824 240,485 28,430 3,734 0 19A 

West 

Equitoria 229 1,269 20,055 0 0 0 19B 

 TOTAL   15,437,383 14,937,297 10,701,885 2,275,211 708,414 85,244 

 Source: Sudan National Livestock Census and Resource Inventory, Resource Management and Research, various volumes cited in 

the Table, and Rehabilitation of the Agricultural Statistical Information System in Sudan, Volume I, Main Report, Arab 
Organization for Agricultural Development, 1987, for Northern and Blue Nile Provinces.    
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Livestock population by states - 2010 

 

Cattle Sheep Goats Camels 

North 

Kordofan 968503 7223357 3065603 1212613 

South 

Kordofan 7349936 3098701 3366678 519163 

North Darfur 668176 3760104 2888827 578337 

South Darfur 4217861 3843430 2997429 155795 

West Darfur 4050817 3905925 4387541 417919 

Elgedarif  1044025 2135239 1055616 334705 

Kassala 960503 2020665 1668134 674496 

Red Sea  125283 416632 716777 280154 

Blue Nile  2004528 3905925 451786 13869 

Sennar 1461635 1374886 1633382 114188 

Elgezira 2463899 2473753 2137297 120660 

White Nile 3466163 2551871 2549987 34673 

Northern 250566 979085 1146842 48079 

River Nile 83522 1005125 1203316 11877 

Khartoum 250566 442672 642927 6472 

Northern 

States 29357983 39137369 30452141 4623000 

 

Cattle Sheep Goats Camels 

North Upper 

Nile  1039849 692651 460475 0 

Unity 
 

1248654 1609241 1837554 0 

Gongoli  1549333 1515499 1264133 0 

North Bahr 

Elgazal 1670440 1390509 1707231 0 

West Bahr 
Elgazal 1319648 1260312 1172907 0 

Albohairat 1386465 1333222 1533467 0 

Warab 1616151 1395717 1433553 0 

Bahar 

Elgabal 927094 1369678 1207660 0 

E. Equatoria 939623 1109283 1185939 0 

W. Equatoria 714113 1265520 1185939 0 

Southern 

States 12411369 12941632 12988859 0 

TOTAL   41761000 52079000 43441000 4623000 

 

Source: Information Center, Ministry of Animal Resources and Fisheries, unpublished records 
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Khartoum State 

 

 

Cattle Sheep Goats Camels 

1975 56,871 269,920 429,969 13,740 

1999 CBS 179,275 358,040 541,367 4,282 

2009 Official 236,909 438,218 640,396 6,329 

2010 Official 250,556 442,672 642,927 6,472 

Source: Information Center, Ministry of Animal Resources and Fisheries for 2009 and 2010;  Agricultural Census 

Results Khartoum State 1997-1998, Sudan Central Bureau of Statistics, for 1999; Sudan National Livestock Census 
and Resource Inventory, Resource Management and Research for 1975 

 

Gezira Project 

 

 

Cattle Sheep Goats Camels 

1965 145,326 231,379 160,845 5,515 

1975 ground 

survey 294,489 325,574 225,773 8,061 

1975 aerial 

survey 372,415 625,984 750,711 3,402 

1981 440,775 658,563 410,139 2,977 

1986 Feb 217,586 347,367 425,976 821 

1986 Ap 291,281 448,300 549,900 7,625 

Source: Gezira Livestock Integration Study Final Report, Volume IV, 1987 

 

Gezira State 
 

 

Cattle Sheep Goats Camels 

1975 503,916 216,321 1,143,711 146,051 

2009 2,456,373 2,448,863 2,128,884 117,998 

2010 2,463,899 2,473,753 2,137,297 120,660 

Source: Information Center, Ministry of Animal Resources and Fisheries for 2009 and 2010; Sudan National 

Livestock Census and Resource Inventory, Resource Management and Research for 1975 

 

Red Sea State 

 

 
Cattle Sheep Goats Camels 

1975 40,700 187,563 373,714 82,981 

1989 8,996 182,789 380,570 45,114 

2009 133,002 360,885 713,955 273,973 

2010 125,283 416,632 716,777 280,154 
Source: Integrated Livestock Surveys of Red Sea Province, Sudan, Environmental Research Group Oxford for 1975 

and 1989; Information Center, Ministry of Animal Resources and Fisheries for 2009 and 2010 
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South Kordofan 
 

 

Cattle Sheep Goats Camels 

1975 1,467,367 830,053 696,030 1,798 

2009 official 7,340,026 3,077,834 3,353,425 507,708 

2010 official 7,349,936 3,098,701 3,366,678 519,163 

2010 IFAD 7,129,000 3,802,000 2,422,000 451,000 

Source: Information Center, Ministry of Animal Resources and Fisheries for 2009 and 2010 official statistics;  IFAD 

unpublished records for 2010; Sudan National Livestock Census and Resource Inventory, Resource Management 

and Research for 1975 

 

North Kordofan 

 

 

Cattle Sheep Goats Camels 

1975  937,127 2,470,580 1,683,647 851,587 

2009 official 935,168 7,150,679 3,591,410 1,185,858 

2010 official 960,503 7,223,357 3,605,603 1,212,613 

2010 IFAD 465,000 22,265,000 2,064,000 747,000 

Source: Information Center, Ministry of Animal Resources and Fisheries for 2009 and 2010 official statistics;  IFAD 

unpublished records for 2010; Sudan National Livestock Census and Resource Inventory, Resource Management 

and Research for 1975 
 

River Nile 

 

 

Cattle Sheep Goats Camels 

1975 43,717 272,488 263,030 59,058 

2006  68,174 354,159 242,245 18,731 

2009 official 99,751 1,020,789 1,198,579 109,408 

2010 official 83,522 1,005,125 1,203,316 111,877 

Source: Information Center, Ministry of Animal Resources and Fisheries for 2006, 2009 and 2010; Sudan National 

Livestock Census and Resource Inventory, Resource Management and Research for 1975 

 

Jonglei State 
 

 

Cattle Sheep Goats Camels 

1975 1,404,553 174,619 460,900 0 

1982 mid-wet 

season 337,554 64,284 0 

1982 early dry 

season 350,052 73,976 0 

1982 late dry 

season 560,701 119,690 0 

2009 official 1541987 1500251 1259157 0 

2010 official 1549333 1515499 1264133 0 

Source: Information Center, Ministry of Animal Resources and Fisheries for 2009 and 2010; The Jonglei Canal: 

Impact and Opportunity, Howell et al. for 1982; Sudan National Livestock Census and Resource Inventory, Resource 

Management and Research for 1975 
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