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What Feed Statistics Tell Us about the Health 
of Animal Production and the World Economy

For the past seven years, Alltech has analysed the 
animal feed industry in depth, resulting in a one-
of-a-kind annual survey that demonstrates the 
globalisation of what was once the most local of 
sectors: agriculture. In a global food chain, inputs 
such as animal feed reflect the overall health and 
evolution of both the industry and the economy at 
large. Changes in the demand for, and pricing of, 
animal feed reflect trends in consumer preferences, 
population growth, investment opportunities, economic 
development, animal husbandry and overall 
economic circumstances. 

Drawn on data from 130 countries, including visits 
to more than 30,000 feed mills, the annual Alltech 
Global Feed Survey (GFS) report has become a 
bellwether of global economic trends, sometimes 
flagging changes before other indicators do. The 
market for animal feed has a direct impact on food 
prices, making the relative health of the global feed 
industry an interesting proxy for the health of the 
agricultural sector and, by extension, the overall 
global economy. Although the US and China are the 
two biggest markets, there are plenty of interesting 
insights from around the world, including some 
interesting growth in the pet food industry.

 
Eight Wonders from the 2017 Alltech Global Feed Survey

1. Barn to Bank Account: Feed Prices Directly Impact the  
   Price of Food
The cost of our food is directly affected by the cost of the 
food that our food eats: Approximately 70% of the cost of 
producing meat, milk and eggs is determined by the price 
of feed, which in turn is driven by the price of grains and 
vegetable proteins such as soybeans. This year, the GFS 
showed global drops in the cost of feed for pigs (5%), laying 
hens (7%) and chickens (7%) compared to the previous 
year. Although these price drops come at the expense of 
margins for crop farmers, they reduce the cost of raising 
animals. Unfortunately, lower feed costs don’t translate 
to immediate price cuts at the grocery store. First, the 
decreases vary significantly by region. More importantly, as 
with many price changes, it takes time before the benefits 
trickle down to the grocery store shelf. 

2. Agricultural Businesses are Growing but Consolidating
The feed industry is showing both rationalisation and 
consolidation. Over the last five years, while global 
feed production has grown steadily at 1.6% per annum, 
there has also been a drop in the number of feed 
mills (7% in the last year). Fewer mills producing more 
feed reflect the continued consolidation of the feed  
industry. 

The consolidation parallels the growing demand for 
animal protein, which is expected to increase 73% by 2050 
as incomes rise. The growing market both encourages and 
facilitates farmers and feed millers to find more efficient 
ways to produce meat, milk and eggs.

3. Europe Reforms
The European Union (EU) established the Common 
Agricultural Policy (CAP) in 1962. Designed to ensure food 
security for the continent, it was spectacularly successful, 
leading to excess production and what the press termed 
“mountains” of butter and “lakes” of wine and milk as 
farmers increased the productivity of their farms in 
response to attractive prices. As a reaction to this, the EU 
capped production through quotas, which led to further 
market distortions. A substantial reform in the last two years 
restructured CAP payments so that European farm prices 
are now linked to global prices. Quotas were eliminated, but 
the EU maintained a single payment subsidy to encourage 
farmers to remain on the land. 

4. Heading South to India, which is Not “Heading South” At All!
India is expected to soon pass China in total population, 
making it the most inhabited country on the planet. Its 
economy is projected to grow at 8%, thanks to the Goods 
and Services Tax, according to Forbes. This is strongly 
reflected in the country’s high dairy feed production, 
which indicates the populace’s love of milk, particularly 
as a source of protein for the roughly 40% of Indians who 
are vegetarian. India is second in dairy feed production 
to the US, up 14% over last year, and overall number six 
in feed production. India’s fish farming is exploding, egg 
consumption is growing and consumption of chicken is 
substantially up over the past five years, although it saw 
a slight decrease in 2017 due to external factors. India is 
clearly the shining light in farming’s future. 

5. China: Every Year is the Year of the Pig
China and the US account for more than one-third of global 
feed production, but there are notable disparities in their 
focal areas: China leads in feed for pigs, chickens and 
aquaculture, while the US leads in beef and dairy. China 
produces more than 25% of the world’s pig feed: 75.5 million 
metric tons (mmt), double the next-largest producer (the 
US). However, the Chinese market is changing dramatically as 
the government moves to address food safety, pollution and 
other environmental concerns. A disproportionate number  
of these problems have originated on smaller farms, many 
of which are being forced out of business. It is estimated 
that the number of sows in China has decreased by nearly 
40% over the past three years. Still, pig feed and pork meat 
production statistics have been relatively unaffected. The 
remaining farms are larger and more efficient and have 
increased their productivity to pick up the slack. Other 
countries, particularly the US and Brazil, have increased 
exports to China to meet the demand for pork by Chinese 
consumers. 

Feed Production of Primary Species
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6. Fish: Riding the Wave of Consumer Demand for  
    Sustainable and Healthy Protein
Last year, farmed fish production surpassed wild-caught 
fish for the first time. Aquaculture is the now the fastest-
growing sector in the feed business, up 12% in 2016. As the 
health benefits of omega-3 fatty acids (particularly DHA) 
have become known, the demand for fish has increased. 
Aquaculture will be an essential part of meeting prosumers’ 
demands for sustainable fish.

7. Chicken: Becoming the World’s Favourite Meat 
There are more than 50 billion chickens grown each year in 
the world. Easy to raise and indigenous to most cultures and 
cuisines, the chicken (or near relatives) was domesticated 
about 3000 years ago. Requiring fewer natural resources 
to produce than any other land species and with a short 
lifecycle, chicken production has grown rapidly. Large-scale 
farms now dominate the industry, accounting for more 
than 75% of production. Growth in chicken production has 
driven the total amount of feed required, which is not yet 
being offset by genetic improvements in chicken digestion. 
According to the USDA, the world broiler meat production 
was 89.5 million tons in 2016 and is set to increase to a 
record 90.4 million tons in 2017. Continued growth will make 
chicken the world’s favourite meat within the next five years, 
moving pork into second place.

8. Pampered Pets: Food Demand Reflects Prosperity
Pet food production statistics are not generally released, 
but there are ways to estimate production numbers. Seven 
of the top 10 producers are based in the US, and the US 
produced an estimated 8.1 mmt of feed for the pet industry 
(collectively, the EU produced over 8 mmt). This is still by 
far the highest-ranking country in pet food production, 
but other countries are increasingly growing their pet food 
production numbers as well. For example, Brazil was second 
in production with an estimated 2.5 mmt. Other countries 
with high pet food production rates include France, the UK, 
Germany and Mexico. 

It is also good to note that several countries that had 
not previously reported estimation in pet food production 
included numbers for 2016. This is indicative of a couple 
of different things: growth, for one. But it may also show 
there are better reporting procedures of feed mills and 
manufacturers regarding pet food. This would mean that 

there is a developing interest in these markets and the 
value of this information is increasing. 

Pet food trends mimic those of the food business in 
general, and spending on pet food mirrors economic 
development and progress. The pet food industry is growing 
robustly, with a 22% increase over the last five years (4% per 
annum). Additionally, it should be noted that consumers 
are trading up to premium feeds, so the value of pet food is 
increasing even more than volume.

The growth in the pet food industry is also indicative 
of overall growth in the pet industry as a whole, including 
toys, clothing and veterinary care. In fact, the companion 
animal market in Brazil is expected to have a compound 
annual growth rate of 5.9% and reach $6.9 billion by 2020.  
What has been shown in the pet food portion of the survey 
is a growth in the past two years of 4%. Other countries 
have nearly doubled in the past two years, including both 
France and the UK. This further indicates the incredible 
growth of the pet food industry for well-developed 
nations as middle-class segments continue to grow in 
wealth and pets are viewed more and more as family  
members.

These developments in the pet industry are facilitated 
by online markets and spending. Even as people continue 
to rely more heavily on online purchasing for clothes, food 
and other main household goods, the same is true for those 
searching for pet products. 
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Veterinarians who want to understand the world of food 
production and the global winds that are shaping farming 
would do well to become familiar with this feed survey. The 
numbers capture trends and the degree to which animal 
agriculture is consolidating and intensifying in a way that 
other data does not. The growth in Africa and Asia, the 
correlation between horse and pet food with a country’s 
economy, and the continued growth in the consumption of 
poultry and farmed fish all reflect the macro trends that will 
shape the future of the animal health profession. 

How the GFS is Created
For seven years, we have been collecting and analysing 
data on the global feed industry, gathering information 
from more than 130 countries, visits to more than 30,000 
feed mills worldwide and local contacts, including local 
and regional feed associations. The result is the most 
comprehensive data available on the feed sector, which 
is now used by organisations such as the Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO.org) 
and the International Feed Industry Federation (IFIF.org) in 
setting policy and recommendations.
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