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A rapid overview of sheep sector in France

Lea Valero

A quite small sector with 
64 036 sheep owners but only 17 764 professionalms

Interbev (2022)

6 542 dedicated to milk production
(Roquefort – Atlantic Pyrenees – Corse)

2nd production area
39 % of milk production (Bedou, 2022)

59 910 dedicated to meat production
43 % of meat production
Nouvelle-Aquitaine – Occitanie 

(Idele, 2021)

Main sustainable issues of French sheep sector:
Environment:

• Impacts on global warming & environment
• Climate change: decrease of forage yields (Moreau et al., 2020)

• Water accessibility in rangelands (Faure, 2022)

Social:
• Renewal of farmers (Idele, 2022)

• Farmer’s workload (Chauvat, 2022)

Economical:
• Farmers income (Chauvat, 2022)

• Sheep meat consumption (Idele, 2021)

Do the dairy and meat 
sheep sectors in French 
Pyrenees face the same 

challenges ?
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Do the dairy and meat sheep 
sectors in French Pyrenees 
face the same challenges?

Material & Methods
Survey-based methodological 
approach on sheep sectors’ 

stakeholders

Making of appointments

Toward an exhaustive 
representation of stakeholders

August – October 2022

Within a teaching session lasting 3 weeks, carried out by 23 Master 2 students

Preparation
Literature review
Design of 3 interview guides: 
farmer, “upstream” & 
“downstream” stakeholders

Data collection
Face-to-face semi-
strutured interview
Minutes of each interview 
Analysis grid

Analysis 
Analysis grid
Thematic & crossing 
analysis
Report & oral 
presentation

October-November 2022

A-L Jacquot
A-L Jacquot
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Facts of sheep sector in French Pyrenees 
« So close, so different… »

Ariège, Haute-Garonne & Hautes-Pyrénées
Central Pyrenees

●Milk sheep on territory: 
436 000 sheeps 

84% located in Pays-Basque 
(24 % of national sheep milk 

production)

●Local breeds: Manech tête 
rousse/noire,Basco-béarnaise

●PGI Agneau des Pyrénées (suckling 
lamb) 

      PDO Ossau-Iraty

Atlantic-Pyrenees             
Pays-Basque & Béarn

●Meat sheep on territory: 
163 000 sheeps (2019)

●Local breeds: Tarasconnaise, 
Castillonnaise…

●PGI Agneau des Pyrénées (fat lamb),  
PDO Barège-Gavarnie

Farm 
1,5 AWU
35 ha UAA
340 ewes
194 l/ewe
Grass-based diet
69% feed sufficiency

Farm 
Diverse systems based 
on forage (rangelands – 
transhumance – mixed 
crop – livestock system,…)

Students literature review, Idele 2021

4



Map of interviewed stakeholders

Results: a description of interviewed stakeholders

Atlantic-Pyrenees Milk sector

8 “upstream” stakeholders
(R&D institute, inter-branch, extension, rangeland manager …)
8 farmers
6 “downstream” stakeholders
Cheese factory, milk factory, meat factory, DOP Union)

Central Pyrenees Meat sector

8 “upstream” stakeholders
(R&D institute, extension, rangeland manager…)
5 farmers
1 “downstream” stakeholders (slaughterhouse)
1 national sheep sector manager
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• Globally, sheep sector self-perceived as a low-emission production (compared to others)
 Farmers barely mention it (except recycling device)
 Upstream and downstream federate to figure out possible leeway to reduce GHG emissions

• Climate change impacts are perceived as a threat but not as terrible as other regions
But some specific and emerging issues

 Parasitism
 “parasites are moving faster than climate change, and they're adapting” A11

 Fertility (       ), intense heat periods in May and June (mainly “out of season” reproduction 
system  DOP specifications)

 Forage and rangelands yields & water access
 Less favorable climatic conditions in Central Pyrenees 

Genetic improvement

Adaptation of grazing & ranging practices

Rotational grazing Transhumance 
seen as the main means of adaptation 

to face climate changeStocking rate

Environmental issues: “we're not the hardest hit”
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Working conditions : seasonal esp. in dairy systems
 Opportunity to take vacations and get involved both personally and professionally

  “Meat” sheep farmers feel they have more free time and flexibility

    Seasonal work also for slaughterhouse  difficulty to find workforce
 

Transmissibility of sheep farms & renewal of farmers’ generations
 A true concern for all stakeholders

 But better than other livestock productions or other regions
Small farm size, with a relevant income 
Mainly family farm transfers (95% in Atlantic Pyrenees)

 Setting up outside the family can be more difficult 
 Being a farm employee can help setting up (and being accepted)

 But great pressure on housing in tourist areas

“Although the initial investment to establish a farm is low, subsidies are essentials” F

Social issues: “a rather optimistic situation”

“There are low periods and high peaks of work, 
that's the game [in sheep production]” F

"The region has been spared the most because 
of its strong sense of cultural identity” D
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Sheep sector structuration : a clear difference between milk and meat

a well-structured sector around PDO 
Ossau-Iraty

maintaining the structure of the sector 
through the added value of the 

production (& sharing it)

a lack of structuration of meat sector 
implying difficulties to

Value & 
promote the 
product

Federate 
farmer

Maintain food-chain actors 
on territory esp. 
slaughterhouses

“ [ODO Ossau-Iraty, a place where] the stakeholders 
can confront, discuss and agree" U

"A sector that has never managed to organise itself, that doesn't 
know how to produce what it needs when it needs it". U

Sufficient farmer income?
 Upstream and downstream stakeholders : not high enough

    But farmers do not complain

Economic issues: greater differences between       &

Economic dependencies

Spanish market (suckling lamb, feed 
concentrates & dehydrated alfalfa)

Subsidies
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Societal issues: “is there a future ?”

“Lenny the lamb”

A drop of lamb meat consumption threatening both sectors
   Young consumers barely not consume it

Syndrome “baby” product

A majority of stakeholders knows they have to deal with 
societal expectations:
 5 / 8 dairy farmers adapted their facilities to welcome visitors

 But few stakeholders spontaneously mention possible future 
issues
 Tail docking, alternatives to reproductive hormones
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A particular asset: transhumance, as one of the 
main ways for sectors to meet the challenges 

A traditional practice

Maintain the landscape open

contributes to regional identity & economy
In line with societal expectations

Sheep farming is only found in less-favoured areas, and is the 
last line of defence against abandoned land - FAttractiveness factor

“Sheperd” way of style (but in line with reality?)Access to low-cost feed 
resources

Summer grass yields and water 
accessibility in the future?

Working & life conditions of sheperds 
(still improving the comfort /accessibility of summer huts)

Predation, a threat for a majority of stakeholders, 
implying great fears and tensions

Laurent Ferrière
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➔ n = 23 students
➔ Score from 1 to 10 
(1 weakest, 10 strongest)

And finally, what do the students think about it ? 

Social Economy Environment

Same perceptions than stakeholders

But meat sector have greater possibilities 
to improve social and economic aspects in 

the future

11because they are future professionals !



Thank you for your attention

Thank you for all the interviewed 
stakeholders
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