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Abstract
The world production of beef, pork and poultry has increased by 260% over the last fifty 

years and now exceeds 320 million tons per year (in the carcass weight equivalent). The most 
dynamic was poultry, which is now the most mass-produced meat category with more than 
118 million tons in 2017. The world’s largest poultry producers are the USA, China, EU-28, 
and Brazil. Pork was produced in the volume of almost 118 million tons in 2017. The largest 
producers were China, the EU-28 and USA. The smallest share of the main types of meat is 
currently beef (around 70 million tons produced in 2017), although in 1970 beef was the most 
produced meat in the world. The largest beef producers are the USA, Brazil, EU-28, and 
China.
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Introduction

With the ever-increasing population and also with the improving standard of living, 
demand for high quality food products, which has particularly included meat for centuries, 
has been increasing. Comparing the world production of meat over the last fifty years, 
it can be seen that it has increased from 89.35 million tons in 1970 to 320.70 million 
tons (Note: Meat production is provided in statistics in the carcass weight equivalent 
and the same metric is used in this paper) in 2017, which means a nearly 260% increase 
(OECD-FAO, 2019). The portions of individual types of meat have also changed. While 
in 1970, beef represented the category of meat with the largest volume corresponding to 
38.37 million tons (Windhorst, 2008), in the year before last it placed third with 69.94 
million tons (an increase by 82.3%). In 1970, pork was in the second place. At that time, 
its world production reached 35.80 million tons. But ten years later, in 1980, production 
of pork with the volume of 52.68 million tons exceeded the production of beef (45.57 
million tons). In 2017, the world production amounted to 117.98 million tons, which means 
an increase by 230% compared to the year 1970. As compared with the increase of beef 
production, it is obvious that the production of pork indicated much stronger dynamics 
over the last 50 years. In the year before last, pork placed second (like in the year 1970) 
from the point of view of the quantity produced. In 2017, for the first time in the history of 
mankind, poultry ranked first.

In 1970, the world production of poultry reached 15.19 million tons (Windhorst, 2008), 
which gave it third place in the rankings following beef and pork. Over the last 30 years, 
the situation has changed and poultry, the production of which reached 69.67 million tons 
in the year 2000, placing second and coming after pork (with 90.12 million tons) and before 
beef (with 56.92 million tons). The dynamics of poultry production has been very strong 
over the last few decades. When, in 2013, it was expected that poultry would place first in 
2021 in terms of produced quantity (Windhorst and Wilke, 2013), this assumption came 
true much earlier – in the year before last. In 2017, based on the OECD-FAO statistics, 
poultry became the category of meat with the highest production in the world, with its 
production volume reaching 118.08 million tons. As compared with 1970, production of 
poultry increased by more than 100 million tons, i.e. by 611.5%!
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Production of meat in selected countries of the world in the year 2017
China is the most populated country in the world and also the biggest producer of 

meat. In the year before last, China produced 84.77 million tons of meat, which was 
more than one quarter of the world production (OECD-FAO, 2019). The largest portion 
represented pork with 53.65 million tons, poultry production amounted to 19.16 million 
tons and the quantity of produced beef attained 7.30 million tons. In spite of the high 
production intended for the domestic market, China is also an important importer of meat. 
In 2017, China imported 770 thousand tons of beef, 1.39 million tons of pork, and 581 tons 
of poultry. Export of meat amounted to nearly 700 thousand tons (380 thousand tons of 
poultry, 252 thousand tons of pork, and 36 thousand tons of beef).

,Following China, the EU-28 and the USA, the fourth biggest producer of meat in 
the world in 2017 was Brazil with its production amounting to 27.61 million tons. 
The largest portion was represented by poultry (13.99 million tons), followed by beef 
(9.80 million tons) and pork (3.73 million tons). Brazil is an important meat exporter. 
A quarter of its domestic production amounting to 6.84 million tons (of which 4.42 million 
tons of poultry was the biggest item) was exported. On the other hand, its imports amounting to 
83 thousand tons were nearly negligible.

Russia has recently become an important producer of meat (with 9.61 million tons in 
2017).  The largest share of its production is represented by poultry (4.58 million tons 
in 2017), followed by pork and beef. However, domestic production has not been able 
to satisfy the demand yet. In 2017, 1.34 million tons of meat was imported to Russia, 
while the exports amounted to 211 thousand tons. According to published information, 
Russia achieved self-sufficiency in the segment of poultry in 2018 with its production of 
approximately 5 million tons. 

India has become an important producer of meat with its 6.75 million tons in 2017 but, on 
a per capita basis, this figure is still very low. The largest portion is represented by poultry 
(2.99 million tons), followed by buffalo meat amounting to 2.66 million tons (buffalo 
meat is classified as beef for the purpose of statistics). Pork was produced in the quantity 
of 359 thousand tons (OECD-FAO, 2019). India does not import practically any meat. 
On the contrary, it ranks among important exporters of beef (buffalo) meat. In 2017, 
1.65 million tons of this commodity was exported.

Australia is a country with a high production of beef and it also focuses on exports in 
this segment. In the year 2017, Australia produced 5 million tons of meat, of which 53.4% 
(2.67 million tons) was beef. Exports accounted for 73% of the produced meat (1.95 million 
tons). The production of poultry amounted to 1.28 million tons, while 385 thousand tons of 
pork was produced. Imports of pork amounted to 312 thousand tons. 

Japan ranks among the countries with strong dependence. In the year before last, its 
domestic production amounted to 3.25 million tons (1.67 million tons of pork, 1.52 million 
tons of poultry, and 0.46 million tons of beef). Imports of meat reached 2.51 million tons. 
Japan belongs to the leading importers of pork (1.23 million tons in 2017) as well as beef 
(729 thousand tons).

Production of meat in the EU-28

In the year 2017, the 28 EU Member States produced a total of 45.2 million tons of 
meat. More than a half of this amount (51.8%) was pork. Just to give you a comparison, 
the annual production of milk amounted to 170.1 million tons over the same period 
(Eurostat, 2018). In 2017, the 28 EU Member States produced a total of 23.4 million tons 
of pork, a decrease of 0.9% on a year-on-year basis. Nevertheless, it was 1.0 million tons 
more than in the years 2012 and 2013. Nearly one quarter of the pork (23.3%, i.e.5.5 
million tons) was produced in Germany, followed by Spain with 18.8% (4.3 million tons) 
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(Tab.1). A total of 13.241 million tons of poultry was produced, by 0.5% more on a year-
on-year basis. Since 2010, the increase has reached 20.7%. Poland definitely dominates 
this commodity (with its share of 17.7%), followed by the United Kingdom (13.7%), and 
France (12.5%).

The production of beef and veal meat stagnated in 2017 at a level of 7.8 million tons. 
Three Member States produce nearly a half of this volume: France (18.4%), Germany 
(15.8%), and the United Kingdom (13.2%). Two thirds of the veal meat were also produced 
in three countries: Spain (25.1%), The Netherlands (23.0%), and France (19.3%).

The logical conclusion is that the biggest meat producers in absolute numbers are 
the countries with the highest populations, or where applicable, with the largest acreage: 
Germany (a total of pork, beef, and poultry amounting to 8.1 million tons), Spain 
(6.5 million tons), and France (5.3 million tons).
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Table1. Production of meat in the EU-28 in 2017 (the data is given in thousands of tons of the carcass weight 
equivalent; source: Eurostat, 2018)

Country Pork Beef Poultry Total Population Average
       per capita
Belgium 1.045 282 463 1.790 11.4 157.0
Bulgaria 71 7 104 182 7.1 25.6
Czech Republic 211 68 159 438 10.6 41.3
Denmark 1.530 124 148 1.802 5.7 316.1
Germany 5.455 1.124 1.514 8.093 82.5 98.1
Estonia 42 9 13 64 1.3 49.2
Ireland 294 617 152 1.063 4.8 221.5
Greece 81 44 214 339 10.8 31.4
Spain 4.299 644 1.529 6.472 46.5 139.2
France 2.177 1.442 1.650 5.269 67.0 78.6
Croatia 71 42 65 178 4.2 42.4
Italy 1.467 756 1.327 3.550 60.6 58.6
Cyprus 44 8 25 77 0.9 85.6
Latvia 33 17 34 84 2.0 42.0
Lithuania 61 41 111 213 2.8 76.1
Luxembourg 13 10 0 23 0.6 38.3
Hungary 435 27 485 947 9.8 96.6
Malta 5 1 4 10 0.5 20.0
The Netherlands 1.456 439 1.059 2.954 17.1 172.7
Austria 505 226 132 863 8.8 98.1
Poland 1.990 559 2.344 4.893 38.0 128.8
Portugal 356 91 341 788 10.3 76.5
Romania 328 59 405 792 19.6 40.4
Slovenia 22 36 69 127 2.1 60.5
Slovakia 49 8 53 110 5.4 20.4
Finland 179 85 129 393 5.5 71.5
Sweden 240 132 159 531 10.0 53.1
United Kingdom 903 905 1.812 3.620 65.8 55.0

Note: Population is presented in millions of citizens in a given country; the average value per capita is provided 
in kg for the year 2017.



Conclusion

According to forecasts published by OECD-FAO, the production of meat in the global 
context will continue to rise. An increase of up to 367 million tons is expected in 2027 
(OECD-FAO, 2018). All continents will participate in the meat production development, 
with the highest contribution on the part of Asia. By the year 2027, production on this 
continent is expected to rise by more than 24 million tons, from 134.5 to 158.6 million 
tons. Latin America is expected to become the continent with the second strongest 
dynamics (with the expected increase from 51.5 million tons to 61.2 million tons, i.e. by 
nearly 10 million tons). These will be followed by North America (with an increase of 
6.4 million tons), Africa (plus 4.1 million tons), Europe (an increase of 2.5 million tons), 
and Oceania (less than a million tons).  

The relatively low current and future increase in meat production in the EU (more aptly 
described as stagnation) has its roots in the slightly decreasing demand for this food category 
on the domestic market. The causes can be found in three areas. On one hand, the number of 
persons who voluntarily give up eating meat for ethical reasons is increasing. The number 
of vegetarians is particularly increasing among young people under the age of 25. Another 
cause of the decreasing consumption of meat relates to issues associated with “sustainable 
development”. Considering the fact that raising animals for meat is accompanied with 
a certain environmental burden, the number of individuals in Western Europe who limit 
their consumption of meat to attain the world’s sustainable development is increasing.

And last, but not least, the health aspect can be mentioned. In January, The Lancet 
magazine published the results of a study in which 37 specialists from 16 countries 
collaborated over a period of more than two years. The daily intake of meat based on 
domestic hooved mammals should attain 14 grams (!)on average, with the maximum 
consumption amounting to 28 g. With poultry, the average consumption should be 
29 g with the maximum not exceeding 58 g (Willett et al., 2019). According to the study, 
the average daily intake of meat should be 43 grams, which corresponds to less than 16 kg 
of meat annually.  
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