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About
We investigated if greater use of home-grown 
forages and by-product feeds for intensive 
beef can maintain good production and econ-
omic performances, ensure animal health and 
welfare as well as reduce the farms’ environ-
mental impact.

Challenge

Beef production is blamed to be environmen-
tally unsustainable because a) much of their 
diets can be eaten directly by humans and b) 
for its gas emissions into the atmosphere. If 
the industry is to improve sustainability, farms 
need to know what conditions will allow them 
to reduce their harmful impact without re-
ducing profitability or assess whether subsi-
dies are justified for adopting good farming 
practices.

SusCatt - Increasing productivity, resource efficiency and product quality 
to increase the economic competitiveness of forage and grazing based 
cattle production systems

2.3.1

Some data shows intensive farms have been 
reducing their environmental impact, when 
managed carefully. In terms of emissions per 
kilogram of animal protein produced, metha-
ne has decreased by more than half since the 
mid-sixties, thanks to increasing efficiency 
within the national farming system as a whole. 
The same considerations can be made for ot-
her negative impacts such as acidification and 
eutrophication.

Limousine beef cattle reared on a SusCatt farm. Photo: Dr. Gior-
gia Riuzzi.

The Italian context

Livestock farming, particularly those confined 
to housing with no grazing area, has been the 
target of environmental and ethical accusati-
ons for years. Although this sector, especially 
in the Po Valley, has crucial importance, more 
than 40% of the meat consumed in Italy co-
mes from other countries – is this importation 
sustainable? In fact, the national beef herd has 
remained stable over recent years. However, 
according to a report by Veneto Agricoltura 
on the Veneto region, the biggest Italian beef 
producer, from 2007 to 2017, the number 
of beef farms and of beef cattle dropped by 
37.5% and 11.9%, respectively. Meanwhile, 
the average beef herd size increased from 48 
to 68 units. This suggests that recently the 
Common Agricultural Policy has not increased 

the beef cattle population but is encouraging 
the remaining farmers to work more effective-
ly, adopting good practices.
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What we want to demonstrate

The assessment of the beef rearing system should be 
based on several linked aspects including: 

• mitigating effect of crop cultivation to produce fe-
eds;

• reducing chemical fertilizers and recycling nutri-
ents from manures;

• feeding appropriate industrial by-products and ho-
me-grown feeds, especially forages.

On this last topic, the diets on 792 farms were evaluat-
ed to identify what was being fed. On average, by-pro-
duct feeds and non-maize forages each provide 20% of 
the diet dry matter. The main by-products were beet 
pulp, molasses, distillers’ grain and bran, coming from 
the production of sugar, alcoholic beverages and the 
milling industry. The Po Valley is characterized by a high 
level of anthropization, and associated food and drink 
manufacture. Whilst this might reduce the land availa-
ble for farming, especially grazing, it does offer an ideal 
opportunity and supply of by-product feeds.Therefo-
re, changing beef rearing towards a circular economy 
scenario making good use of home-grown feeds and 
recycling other industries’ wastes will improve the pro-
duction chain sustainability within the agricultural and 
farming systems.

Parthenaise beef cattle reared on a SusCatt farm. Photo: Dr. Giorgia 
Riuzzi.

Results

SusCatt seeks new knowledge whose application will 
be helpful to improve farm environmental efficiency, 
animal welfare and product quality. For these reasons, 
they perfectly fit within the national research activiti-
es and technical assistance initiatives that have been 
carried out with the aim of enhancing the production 
chain sustainability.

SusCatt partners visiting an Italian farm involved in the project. 
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