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Introduction

The difficulties relating to conveying live animals on foot or by truck to coastal countries has recently led the 
countries of the Sahel to become more and more interested in relaunching the export of refrigerated meat. This 
policy was already implemented from the 1970s to the 1990s, especially in Burkina Faso, Mali, Niger, but with very 
mixed success.
For most Sahel countries, exporting live animals entails too many difficulties relating to administrative hassles 
and the high cost of conveying livestock. In this context, for the past few years, countries of the Sahel have shown a 
marked desire to favor exporting refrigerated meat to coastal countries. The functioning of this industry is simple: 
rather than sending live animals, they are slaughtered on-site in refrigerated abattoirs and the refrigerated carcasses 
are then exported.

Throughout the 1970s already, the CEBV (Community Economic du Bétail et de la Viande – Economic Community of 
Livestock and Meat) developed laws dealing on one hand with meat quality, and on the other hand, with harmonizing 
the customs laws applicable to the livestock and meat trade in West Africa. In this favorable legal context, between 
the 1970s and 1990s, many Sahel countries (Burkina Faso, Mali, Niger) built refrigerated abattoirs in order to export 
meat to the countries of the subregion (Nigeria, Côte d’Ivoire, Togo, Ghana, Benin). It is therefore essential to take 
a closer look at the advantages and disadvantages of the policy of exporting refrigerated meat by first examining 
the specific content of this policy.

This brief has been translated from the original version in French
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A. A policy founded on expected advantages

1.	 Animals	are	slaughtered	in	refrigerated	
abattoirs	and	the	carcasses	are	exported	by	
road	transportation

The basis of the policy to relaunch refrigerated meat 
exportation relies on slaughtering the animals on-site 
(in the producing Sahel countries) in well-equipped refri-
gerated abattoirs, and then on exporting the refrigerated 
carcasses to the coastal countries by truck (air transpor-
tation is too costly and rail transportation is non-functio-
nal on a large scale).

2.	 The	livestock	industry	is	therefore	
modernized	and	the	problems	related	to	
conveying	live	animals	are	avoided

The policy to relaunch the export of refrigerated meat 
is considered to be an improvement on the traditional 
industry, which will become more modern and efficient 
because most of the problems with conveying live animals 
will be avoided. Furthermore, this modernization has 
direct effects on the intensification of livestock farming. 
For example, in Burkina Faso, the Workshop to Relaunch 
the Export of Meat in January 2009 reported the inten-
tion to set up semi-intensive finishing areas “in concentric 
arrangement” in order to produce certified quality meat.

3.	 Qualified	jobs	are	created,	especially	
butchers	and	operators	of	the	cold	chain

The high number of animals to be slaughtered on-site and 
the necessity to prepare quality carcasses for export calls 
for the professionalization of certain jobs in this industry 
into qualified jobs: butchers for cutting meat, operators of 
the cold chain, meat processing agents, etc.

4.	 The	5th	quarter	remains	in	the	producing	
country

Instead of ending up in the coastal countries where live 
animals are slaughtered, the 5th quarter (head, tail, feet, 
skin, horns, noble offal such as the liver, kidneys, and 
heart, offal of lower quality such as intestines and sto-
machs) will remain in the producing country. This will 
constitute added value at the national level (skins, horns), 
as well as a source of food with the offal.

5.	 Existing	infrastructures	can	be	put	to	work

Relaunching the industry can use abattoirs and cold sto-
rage rooms that are already in place, which will need to 
be refurbished and better equipped.

6.	 Existing	professional	networks	can	be	used

Existing professional networks (national or sub-regio-
nal confederations of exporting traders) can be used to 
relaunch the industry. In these networks, operators who 
have the means to invest in this new industry will be 
favored by making significant contributions of funds.

B. A policy that includes major limitations and disadvantages

1.	 Setting	up	a	relaunch	of	exporting	
refrigerated	meat	is	costly,	and	deals	with	
limited	governmental	budgets

Relaunching the refrigerated meat industry requires very 
costly investment in getting existing abattoirs up to code, 
in the fleets of refrigerated trucks, and in training qualified 
staff (veterinarians, butchers, cold agents). Furthermore, 
operational costs will be high, especially for the cold 
chain and truck transportation, and especially in the cur-
rent context of the energy crisis. In addition, the financial 
capacities of Sahel countries are limited. The funding will, 
therefore, call mostly on private parties, but they, too, have 
their own limitations.

For example, in Bamako, the abattoir was built in 1965 
and renovated in 1980. The renovation required significant 
investment. In Niamey, the construction of a new refrige-
rated abattoir was assessed at 16 billion CFA francs. To 
do this, a contract was signed in 2009 with an Australian 
company (Agriculture Africa). This company will also be 
involved in operating the abattoir, with an announced pro-
duction volume of 40,000 tons of meat per year.

2.	 Meat	is	a	highly	perishable	product	that	must	
be	transported	under	refrigeration	and	sold	
quickly

Meat is a perishable product that must meet strict hygiene 
standards. However, currently, the cross-border transpor-
tation conditions in West Africa includes risks that affect 
both live animals and refrigerated meat. In some way, a 
truck breaking down or hassles at the border can even be 
more detrimental to meat than to live animals.

Furthermore, once arrived at the terminal market, meat 
must be sold fast because it deteriorates quickly. There is 
also competition from imported refrigerated meat (Latin 
America, Asia) that may be perceived as “cleaner” by the 
consumer.
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3.	 Importing	refrigerated	meat	from	the	Sahel	
includes	disadvantages	for	coastal	countries

For coastal countries, importing live animals has major 
advantages that will be lost with refrigerated meat :

a) On-site slaughtering allows coastal countries to profit 
from the infrastructures in which they have invested for 
a long time (abattoirs and slaughtering chains, livestock 
markets). 

b) Coastal countries prefer live animals in order to 
keep the 5th quarter because they use it all. Coastal 
countries, in particular, consume skin in sauces, and in 
countries such as Togo, people prefer fresh (“twitching”) 
meat to meat preserved for several days cold. Moreover, 
for operators in terminal markets, the 5th quarter is 
also a factor for profit. If they lose all these advantages, 
the coastal countries may buy Sahel meat at a reduced 
rate or even buy meat from elsewhere.

Already from the 1970s to the 1990s, when Sahel coun-
tries exported refrigerated meat, the issue of the 5th 
quarter was always the subject of debate. For example, 
Burkina Faso exported not only refrigerated meat but also 
refrigerated offal.

4.	 Exporting	refrigerated	meat	may	lead	to	a	
loss	of	jobs	in	traditional	sectors

If the export of refrigerated meat should substitute tra-
ditional practices of exporting on foot or by truck, many 
jobs may be lost, especially those of accompanying the 
animals. However, there is no certainty that the qualified 
jobs created (especially for abattoirs and the cold chain) 
will be able to make up for these losses.

It should also be considered that jobs will also be lost in 
the coastal countries, especially with butchers working 
in abattoirs.

5.	 The	final	cost	of	refrigerated	meat	may	be	
high

The cost of slaughtering, preparing the carcasses, the cold 
chain, and transportation of meat can be high. According 
to a study by the OCDE, some analysts think that trans-
portation costs will be so high that Sahel meat may not 
be competitive compared with other frozen or refrigerated 
meat imported at a lower cost.

At this price, refrigerated meat will be of special inte-
rest to specific segments of the market: richer urban 
consumers, and companies and supermarkets that sell 
European-style cuts of meat.

In the late 1980s, when Burkina Faso was still exporting 
refrigerated meat to Côte d’Ivoire, a significant portion of 
the transportation and management costs was covered by 
the state and by sponsors in the form of subsidies. It was 
observed that without these subsidies, the actual price 
of meat would have been much higher, or 30% over the 
normal price in the markets of Abidjan or Lagos.

6.	 The	supply	of	and	demand	for	refrigerated	
meat	must	be	guaranteed	and	stable

In order for the industry to work, exporters of refrigerated 
meat in countries of the Sahel must be guaranteed to have 
firm, regular orders. The exporters must also be able to 
provide the required tonnage every time. The possibility 
of regularly mobilizing a large number of high-quality 
animals must, therefore, be guaranteed. However, uns-
table conditions exist where the animals are farmed, in 
addition to limitations of semi-intensive farming of large 
livestock due to reduced availability of livestock feed in 
the sub-region.

Already between 1963 and 1971, exporting refrigerated 
meat between Burkina Faso and Côte d’Ivoire had already 
reached a maximum of 1,200 tons per year. Then came the 
crisis of the worldwide market of agricultural products of 
1974-75, which manifested itself by significant fluctua-
tions of bovine meat. In spite of creating a government 
company in Burkina Faso, ONERA, these exports reduced, 
with an average of only 630 tons per year between 1980 
and 1986, falling to less than 20 tons in 1989. In this 
context, ONERA could not continue business and was 
dissolved in 1989, also under the influence of structural 
adjustments.

Looking back at these lessons from the past, a prospec-
tive study of livestock farming in Burkina Faso carried out 
in 1990 (IEMVT-SEDES) highlighted the difficulties of the 
long-term maintenance of a stable balance between the 
supply and demand of refrigerated meat in order to make 
the industry profitable.

Another example is Niger, where the construction and 
operation of the new abattoir in Niamey by an Australian 
company includes a pastoral development program 
aiming to guarantee the abattoir with regular provisions of 
quality livestock and in a sufficient quantity to guarantee 
its long-lasting operation. If this supply is not guaranteed 
in a stable way, the entire industry will be compromised.
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7.	 The	sustainability	of	the	industry	requires	
rigorous	management

The management of the refrigerated meat industry 
requires rigorous management. Starting investments are 
high. Equipment must be well maintained, hygiene stan-
dards must be respected, and the cold chain must be per-
fect. Seeking out firm orders, negotiating contracts, and 
meat transportation logistics require constant work.

Thus, after several years of operations in refrigerated 
meat in Burkina Faso, the financial reports from 1988 
revealed that the actual costs of the services rendered 
were higher than 90% compared with the factored cost. 
This resulted in  accumulated losses for the state of 1.1 
billion CFA francs for the Ouagadougou abattoir only. In 
1991, along with the one in Bobo-Dioulasso, both abattoirs 
were facing bankruptcy and had lost all of their capital.

In this context, the prospective study of livestock farming 
in Burkina Faso in 1991 brought up the numerous mana-
gement problems in the abattoirs in Ouagadougou and 
Bobo-Dioulasso, which in ten years, resulted in signifi-
cant financial losses, while the installations and equip-
ment degraded over time.

In conclusion, exporting refrigerated meat is a costly 
and risky operation. The status of current reflection on 
relaunching the export of refrigerated meat and the les-
sons from past experiences show that the advantages 
gained by this industry should be properly weighed against 
the costs involved and the risks to be taken.

Furthermore, we cannot base the entire livestock export 
policy solely on refrigerated meat at the expense of live 
animals. Even though this is a priority currently for several 
Sahel countries, substituting meat exports with exporting 
animals by foot may encounter several constraints. As a 
result, the option that appears to be most favorable is to 
operate a functional split between both types of indus-
try. Exporting quality meat may satisfy the needs of cer-
tain segments (“niche markets”), but animals on foot will 
continue to satisfy the needs of mass demand. It is inte-
resting to note that in the past, Niger set up a combined 
industry of trading livestock on foot and exporting carcass 
meat.

Finally, the price of meat is a critical factor in the suc-
cess of the entire export policy. The success of an export 
policy of exporting refrigerated meat from the Sahel to 
the coastal countries depends greatly on the final price of 
meat upon arrival, once all the costs and profit margins 
are taken into consideration. If the price is too high, the 
risk is that the coastal countries will get around the Sahel 
market and favor refrigerated or frozen meat from other 
countries. This risk is even greater since we are currently 
witnessing the opening of worldwide markets.
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