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Role of Livestock in Agriculture: A Pillar of Sustainable Rural Economy

Naresh Kumar, Javana Ram

1. Introduction
Livestock is an indispensable component of the agrarian economy, especially in countries like India,
where nearly 58% of the rural population depends on agriculture for livelihood (Economic Survey of India,
2020-21). Livestock not only supports agriculture by providing animal power and organic manure but also
offers a reliable source of income, employment, nutrition, and resilience to millions of small and marginal
farmers.

According to the 20" Livestock Census (2019), India owns 535.78 million livestock, including cattle,
buffaloes, sheep, goats, pigs and poultry. These animals significantly contribute to food production, economic

development, and social empowerment, making them central to sustainable agricultural growth.
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2. Livestock as Agricultural Power
2.1. Draught Animal Power (DAP)
Draught animals such as bullocks, camels, and buffaloes provide essential traction for
ploughing, carting, and irrigation in small-scale farming systems. in india, approximately 52%
of the total farm power is still derived from animal sources in rainfed and hilly areas (DAHD,
2021). This traditional power source is especially vital in tribal and remote villages where

mechanization is economically unviable.

3. Economic Role of Livestock
3.1. Contribution to GDP
The livestock sector contributed 30.13% to Gross Value Added (GVA) of agriculture
and allied sectors and about 4.35% to national GDP in 2020-21 (Economic Survey).
3.2. income Generation
Livestock is a liquid asset, especially important for marginal farmers with little or no
land. A single cow or goat can provide daily earnings through milk or meat, ensuring

household financial stability.
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3.3. Dairy as a Livelihood
india is the world’s largest producer of milk with 221 million tonnes in 2021-22
(NDDB). Over 70 million rural households, mostly small and marginal farmers, are involved
in dairy farming (NDDB, 2022).
4. Employment and Social Equity
4.1. Rural Employment
The livestock sector supports direct and indirect employment for over 16 million
people, with opportunities in rearing, feed production, healthcare, processing, and marketing.
4.2. Women Empowerment
Women make up 60-70% of the labor force in livestock rearing (FAO, 2020). They are
primarily responsible for feeding, milking, cleaning, and caring for the animals. Ownership of
livestock improves women’s social status, decision-making power, and access to microcredit.
5. Livestock for Food and Nutritional Security
5.1. Source of High-Quality Protein
Livestock products such as milk, meat, and eggs provide essential proteins, fats,
vitamins (A, B12), iron, and zinc. Regular consumption of these foods is linked to better growth
and reduced anemia in children.
5.2. Addressing Malnutrition
Livestock ownership is positively associated with dietary diversity and child nutrition
outcomes in rural households (NFHS-5, 2020-21).
6. Organic inputs and Soil Fertility
6.1. Farm Yard Manure (FYM)
Dung and urine are rich in nitrogen, phosphorus, potassium (NPK) and improve soil
texture and fertility. One cow yields 15-20 kg of dung/day, enough to fertilize a small field.
6.2. Vermicomposting & Biogas
Livestock waste is now widely used in vermicomposting and biogas production,
reducing chemical input use and providing clean energy.
6.3. Role in Circular Farming
integration of livestock with cropping ensures waste recycling, reducing pollution and
input costs.
7. Livestock and Climate Resilience

7.1. Livelihood Security in Crisis
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Livestock is often referred to as a "bank on hooves" an asset that can be sold in
emergencies like drought or crop failure. During COViD-19 and other crises, livestock-based
income cushioned rural households from extreme poverty.

7.2. Climate-Smart Agriculture

integrated livestock-crop systems improve resilience to climate shocks, particularly in
drylands. However, unmanaged livestock also contributes to methane emissions, requiring
improved feeding and breeding practices.

8. Cultural and Traditional Significance
in india, livestock is deeply embedded in rituals, festivals, and customs.
o Cows are considered sacred.
o Oxen are worshipped during Pola festival.
o Animal exchange is part of dowries in some regions.
Animals are also used in social negotiations, loans, and bartering, giving them economic and

emotional significance.

Conclusion

Livestock is more than a farming companion—it is the economic engine of rural households, a
nutritional buffer, and a cultural symbol. its integration into agriculture promotes sustainability, income
diversification, employment generation, and resilience in the face of crises. A future-ready agricultural
policy must recognize livestock as not just a support system, but a core pillar of india's rural

development.
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