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The livestock subsector in Nigeria has huge potential both 
as a source of animal protein for consumption and as a 
lucrative income generating enterprise. However, the 
ongoing clashes between herdsmen and farmers in Nigeria 
have become not only an issue of national concern but one 
of national security. Nigeria’s current reality on this issue is 
neither new nor unique. It is a mere manifestation of a 
historical phenomenon experienced by developed nations 
such as the United Kingdom and the United States of 
America as well as a more recent occurrence in developing 
countries including Burkina Faso, Sudan, Mali, Cameroon 
Ghana, and Niger (Azeez et al., 2015; Abba and Usman, 
2008). 
 
The tragedy of the commons is an age-old economic theory 
by William Foster Lloyd which dates back to 1833. The 
theory explains how common resources will be overused 
when not properly regulated (Lloyd, 1833).  The idea 
popularized in 1968, by an ecologist, Garrett Hardin, is 
actually playing out in Nigeria today. With an open grazing 
system, it is expected that each herdsman will try to keep as 
many cattle as possible on the commons (free grasses/feed 
from nature). This kind of arrangement he claimed, may 
work reasonably satisfactorily for centuries because tribal 
wars, poaching, and disease keep the numbers of both the 
cattle and farmers well below the carrying capacity of the 
land (Garrett, 1968). Eventually, the day of reckoning 
arrives. At this point, the situation begins to degenerate, and 
the tragedy occurs. How? Well, as a rational being, each 
herdsman seeks to maximize his gain and would want to 
keep adding to his herd size, not minding the negative effect 
of additional overgrazing created by his animals. But this 
conclusion is typically reached by each and every rational 
herdsman as he pursues his own interest; particularly in a 
society that believes that some resources are actually free.  
Where not checked, this situation results in chaos. Hence, 
there is a tragedy which manifests in the ruin/depletion of 

the commons; conflict of interest and bloodshed as cattle 
owners strive to secure new/additional grazing land.   
 
The above scenario is an apt description of what is 
unfolding in Nigeria today; a country that still operates an 
open and unregulated grazing system in virtually all its 
States. I will briefly share thoughts I got from a trip to some 
livestock farms in Michigan with a Vet Doctor, Dr. Rod. 
These visits confirmed my position that Nigeria’s situation 
is really not novel or unique, propelling me to explore the 
issue further.  
 

 
 

RANGE LAND 

 I learned that the USA had a history of open range in 
various parts of the country.  This is a system where cattle 
can roam freely regardless of land ownership. The open 
range system caused serious problems with overstocking. 
There was inefficiency in the US beef production system. 
Cattle were moved around by “cattlemen” or “cowboys” 
based on the location/availability of grass at any given time. 
However, in the 1850s, there was widespread introduction 
of cattle feed yards which marked the beginning of an 
innovation in the industry. This led to the enactment of 
“fence law”; fence law addressed issues of livestock (cattle 
inclusive) running at large and fences were required to keep 
them confined. Bared wires invented in the 1870s were very 
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helpful in this effort (Wilson et al., 1965).   The current 
practice is that open government land is rented to only one 
producer who has the sole right to access that land.  This 
provides an incentive to the producer to manage the land 
without overgrazing it. 

 
The USA has over 100 million cattle and calves (beef and 
dairy) widely dispersed across the country. It is the world’s 
largest beef producer and second largest exporter (USDA, 
2017). The American cattle population is more than five 
times the 20 million cattle reported by the Nigerian Ministry 
of Agriculture and Rural Development for 2011. A unique 
feature of the cattle production in the USA that caught my 
attention is the grassland management and grazing system 
with range and pasture lands. Cattle are not allowed to graze 
in the “open”. Pasture lands are diverse types of land where 
the primary vegetation produced are herbaceous plants and 
shrubs.  
 

 

To supplement the use of grazing, cattle farmers in the USA, 
with the help of special feeds and breeding programs 
continue to get more milk and beef. Cattle feeds are specially 
formulated with corn, soybean, alfalfa and other 
supplements. These crops are basically cultivated for this 
purpose around May – July and September/October. Also 
worth noting, is the mechanization of all farming 
operations, right from crop production to milking and other 
activities related to cattle rearing.  
 
Despite the advantages of feedlots (cattle spend their last 4-
6 months with thousands of others in feed yards, where they 
are fattened before being slaughtered) in shaping the US 
beef industry, there are some challenges with their use. 

According to Martin (2015), feedlots concentrate animal 
waste and other hazardous substances that pollute the air 
and the water with their runoff. Finishing cattle in this way 
also consumes huge amounts of grain and water. He further 
showed that beef feedlots spread pollution for miles. 
 

 

Another important development in the USA livestock 
sector, which started in 2015 was the grass-fed beef 
industry. The USDA definition of grass fed beef requires 
that such animal must be on grass for its entire life and must 
be fed on grass, grass-based silage and hay, and other 
roughages. This method of raising cattle is less cost-
effective than the system of fattening cattle on feedlots. 
Grass-fed beef in the USA are not usually sold in traditional 
markets. They are high priced branded products.  Grass-fed 
cattle are of table size (go to slaughter) at between 18 and 
24 months of age, against the 14 months for feedlot cattle.  
 
In sum, what is usual in many parts of the USA or any 
developed country may be unusual in a developing country 
such as Nigeria. However, considering the vast expanse of 
land in Nigeria, cattle may not necessarily be confined or 
fenced. There is, however, an urgent need for alternative 
grazing opportunities which include dedication of lands for 
forage purposes and effective use of cover crops in a grazing 
system.  
 
Plant species can be cultivated (pasture) in various parts of 
Nigeria and such lands can be considered as a type of 
cropland. Rangeland consists of natural grass or shrubs, not 
typically planted. Nigerian cattle can graze on pasture or 
rangelands. It should be noted that rangelands may not 
recover from uncontrolled and unregulated cattle 

PASTURE LAND 

FATTENED CATTLE IN A FEEDLOT 
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management, while pasture lands can be restored. Apart 
from its high profitability, a well-designed, coordinated, 
controlled and managed grazing system has a multiplier 
positive effect on agricultural productivity. 

 
 
 
 
 
References  

Abba, G.S. and Usaman, T. (2008). Farmer-Pastoralist Conflict in West Africa: Exploring the Causes and Consequences. 
Information, Society and Justice 1(2): 163 – 184   

Azeez, O., Michael, F. and Ufo, O.U. (2015). The Cattle are “Ghanaians” but the Herders are Strangers: Farmer-Herder 
Conflicts, Expulsion Policy, and Pastoralist. Question in Agogo, Ghana. African Studies Quarterly 15(2): 53 – 64 

http://www.africa.ufl.edu/asq/v15/v15i2a3.pdf 
Garrett, H. (1968). The Tragedy of the Commons. Science, New Series, 162(3859): 1243 – 1248. Published by American 

Association for the Advancement of Science. http://www.jstor.org/stable/1724745 Accessed 12/02/2017  
Hardin, G (1968). "The Tragedy of the Commons". Science. 162 (3859): 1243–

1248. doi:10.1126/science.162.3859.1243. PMID 5699198. https://grassfedexchange.com/blog/sysco-goes-grass-fed-with-
irish-supplier 

Kolehmainen, J.I. (2004)"Finnish newspapers and periodicals in Michigan," Michigan history magazine. Lansing, Michigan 
Historical Commission. 24(1):119-127. http://www.suku.fi/emi/art/article213e.htm (accessed 11/29/2017). 

 Lloyd, William Forster (1833). Two lectures on the checks to population. England: Oxford University. 
https://archive.org/details/twolecturesonch00lloygoog Retrieved 12-02-2017 

Martin, R. (2015). Food System Policy Program at the Johns Hopkins Center for a Livable Future. 
https://www.wsj.com/articles/is-feedlot-beef-bad-for-the-environment-1436757037 

Michigan Information Centre (2000). https://www.michigan.gov/documents/co_mcd_26764_7.PDF accessed 12/02/2017 
Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development (2011). Cattle Production in Nigeria. 

https://www.premiumtimesng.com/news/top-news/204577-nigeria-releases-census-goats-sheep-pigs-livestocks-
country.html Accessed 11/30/2017 

United States Department of Agriculture https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/main/national/landuse/rangepasture/ 
Assessed 12/01/2017 

USDA/NASS-Michigan (2014). Michigan’s Food and Agriculture Industry. 
https://www.michigan.gov/documents/mdard/MDARD_Food__Ag_Brochure_2016_553426_7.pdf     accessed 
12/02/2017 

Wilson, Lowell L.; MacDonald, K. G.; Mayo, H. H.; and Drewry, K. J., "Development of the Beef Cattle Industry" (1965). 
Historical Documents of the Purdue Cooperative Extension Service. Paper 3. http://docs.lib.purdue.edu/anrhist/3 

World Population Review (2017). http://worldpopulationreview.com/states/michigan-population/ . www.usda.gov 

 
 

GRASS-FED CATTLE 

http://www.africa.ufl.edu/asq/v15/v15i2a3.pdf
http://www.jstor.org/stable/1724745%20Accessed%2012/02/2017
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Digital_object_identifier
https://doi.org/10.1126%2Fscience.162.3859.1243
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/PubMed_Identifier
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/5699198


 
 
 

 

4   Nigeria Agricultural Policy Project Highlights. Scholar Program 15 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

This work is made possible by the generous support of the American people through the United States 
Agency for International Development (USAID) under the Feed the Future initiative through the Nigeria 
Agricultural Policy Project, Associate Cooperative Agreement Number AJD-620-LA-15-00001. The 
contents are the responsibility of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of USAID or the 
United States Government. 
 
Copyright © 2018, Michigan State University, and the International Food Policy Research Institute. All 
rights reserved. This material may be reproduced for personal and not-for-profit use without permission 
from but with acknowledgment to MSU, and IFPRI.  
 
Published by the Department of Agricultural, Food, and Resource Economics, Michigan State 

University, Justin S. Morrill Hall of Agriculture, 446 West Circle Dr., Room 202, East Lansing, Michigan 

48824.   

 

 

The author is an M.Sc. student at Kogi State University Anyigba, Nigeria. His supervisor is Mohammed Kebiru Ibrahim 

(Ph.D.) While at Michigan State University, Dr. Saweda Liverpool-Tasie provided guidance on his program and on this 

Highlight. 

 




Accessibility Report


		Filename: 

		Highlight_15ac.pdf




		Report created by: 

		

		Organization: 

		




[Enter personal and organization information through the Preferences > Identity dialog.]


Summary


The checker found no problems in this document.


		Needs manual check: 0

		Passed manually: 2

		Failed manually: 0

		Skipped: 3

		Passed: 27

		Failed: 0




Detailed Report


		Document



		Rule Name		Status		Description

		Accessibility permission flag		Passed		Accessibility permission flag must be set

		Image-only PDF		Passed		Document is not image-only PDF

		Tagged PDF		Passed		Document is tagged PDF

		Logical Reading Order		Passed manually		Document structure provides a logical reading order

		Primary language		Passed		Text language is specified

		Title		Passed		Document title is showing in title bar

		Bookmarks		Passed		Bookmarks are present in large documents

		Color contrast		Passed manually		Document has appropriate color contrast

		Page Content



		Rule Name		Status		Description

		Tagged content		Passed		All page content is tagged

		Tagged annotations		Passed		All annotations are tagged

		Tab order		Passed		Tab order is consistent with structure order

		Character encoding		Passed		Reliable character encoding is provided

		Tagged multimedia		Passed		All multimedia objects are tagged

		Screen flicker		Passed		Page will not cause screen flicker

		Scripts		Passed		No inaccessible scripts

		Timed responses		Passed		Page does not require timed responses

		Navigation links		Passed		Navigation links are not repetitive

		Forms



		Rule Name		Status		Description

		Tagged form fields		Passed		All form fields are tagged

		Field descriptions		Passed		All form fields have description

		Alternate Text



		Rule Name		Status		Description

		Figures alternate text		Passed		Figures require alternate text

		Nested alternate text		Skipped		Alternate text that will never be read

		Associated with content		Passed		Alternate text must be associated with some content

		Hides annotation		Passed		Alternate text should not hide annotation

		Other elements alternate text		Passed		Other elements that require alternate text

		Tables



		Rule Name		Status		Description

		Rows		Passed		TR must be a child of Table, THead, TBody, or TFoot

		TH and TD		Passed		TH and TD must be children of TR

		Headers		Skipped		Tables should have headers

		Regularity		Passed		Tables must contain the same number of columns in each row and rows in each column

		Summary		Skipped		Tables must have a summary

		Lists



		Rule Name		Status		Description

		List items		Passed		LI must be a child of L

		Lbl and LBody		Passed		Lbl and LBody must be children of LI

		Headings



		Rule Name		Status		Description

		Appropriate nesting		Passed		Appropriate nesting






Back to Top
