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INTRODUCTION 
The French ministry of agriculture and fisheries realised a census about the structure of French 
agricultural holdings, from the beginning of November 2000 to the end of February 2001. The 
last one had been made in 1988. It was a good opportunity to specify the sheep breeds used in 
the French farms and their hierarchy. 
 
MATERIAL AND METHODS 
Organisation of the census. In each French department, the lists of farmers were verified 
before the beginning of the census and teams of interviewers were constituted. The interviews 
realised for the census began in November 2000 and finished at the end of February 2001. The 
data collected were recorded in each department statistical service of agriculture and 
transmitted to the central level in Toulouse where they were aggregated and computed. 
 
Questions about sheep livestock. In this census, farmers were asked questions about animal 
productions, especially sheep livestock. For the first time in French agriculture censuses, a 
question was asked on the sheep breed exploited in flocks, beside the traditional questions of 
this type of survey. The classification and the codification were defined according to those 
used by the French national flock-books, which identifies 60 different ovine pure breeds and 
several types of crossing. The dominant breed of ewes was determined considering the number 
of ewes for each “canton” (a French administrative subdivision) in order to process the map 
presented below. 
 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
The census showed 95,700 of the 664,000 French farms were involved in sheep production 
(Table 1). Compared to the 1988 census, they also confirmed the long diminution trend of the 
suckling ewes’ number and the increasing number of milking ewes (Gabrysiak and Fraysse, 
2001). Since 1988, the number of French farms owning sheep strongly declined, in relation 
with the decrease of the number of flocks directed to meat production (- 43 %). This 
phenomenon is continuous since 1983, due to difficulties met by French farmers on the sheep 
meat market. The global effective present in meat sheep farms lost 18 % on its 1988 level, with 
a fall of 1,4 million ewes (Fraysse, 2002). However, the average size of the active flocks 
increased in 2000, while it had remained stable between the censuses of 1979 and 1988. Less 
directly connected to the meat market, dairy sheep flocks, whose first end is milk production 
for cheese making, resist better and delivered to dairies about 230 million litres of milk in 
2000. Now, 21 % of the French ewes are run for milk production against 15 % in 1988. 
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Table 1. Number of sheep farms, held animals and average size according to the censuses 
 

 
Censuses 

 

 
1979 

 
1988 

 
2000 

 
2000/1988 

 
Farms owning : 
 

 
thousands of farms 

 

Sheep 197.2 165.1 95.7 - 42 % 
Suckling ewes 191.9 153.9 87.9 - 43 % 
Milking ewes  7.3 6.1 - 16 % 

 
Held animals 
 

 
millions of heads 

 

Sheep 13.0 11.5 9.4 - 18 % 
Suckling ewes 8.2 6.6 5.2 - 21 % 
Milking ewes  1.2 1.4 17 % 

 
Average size 
 

 
Average number of heads 

 

Sheep 66 70 98 41 % 
Suckling ewes 43 43 59 38 % 
Milking ewes 
 

-  164 230 40 % 

 
Dairy sheep flocks are mainly regrouped in three traditional areas : the Roquefort area (80 % 
of the dairy collecting), the “Pyrenees-Atlantiques” department (16 %) and Corsica (3 %). 
These three areas value the milk production of local breeds’ ewes mainly in making cheeses, 
benefiting from an origin guaranteed label (AOC). The Roquefort area extends over seven 
departments (Aveyron, Tarn, Tarn-et-Garonne, Lozere, Gard, Herault and Aude) where milk is 
produced by Lacaune ewes. It is mainly cheese-made in Roquefort, even if diversification 
products develop widely for about fifteen years, opening new outlets. In the Pyrenees, red and 
black face Manech and Basco-Bearnaise give milk for "Ossau-Iraty" guaranteed cheeses and 
ewe-cow mixed cheeses. Corsica also benefits from an AOC for the brocciu, a luxe by-product 
of varied cheese making processes, valuing the milk of the Corsican race ewes. The number of 
dairy sheep flocks is reduced by 16 % in 2000 with regard to 1988, with a 17 % growth of the 
ewes’ number. However, autumn sample surveys on sheep livestock seem to show a 
stabilisation, even a light regression of the milking ewes stock for two years. The average size 
of milking flocks, much higher than that of suckling ones, testifies of the greater specialisation 
degree of these farms (Fraysse, 2002). 
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The census highlights the crossing importance in the French ovine livestock (Table 2, 
Figure 1). For 30 %, ewes held in the French farms arise from crossing. The shepherds’ 
objective is to associate the maternal abilities of the rustic races to the butchery abilities of 
males used for crossing. As shown table 2, Lacaune, with 1.2 million ewes, among which 
820,000 are exploited for milk production, stays the main ovine pure race used in French 
flocks. It concentrates about 18 % of the French ewes. The number of Lacaune ewes is three 
times higher than the “Blanc du Massif Central” one, the second more important French sheep 
breed. The “Blanc du Massif Central”, a rustic race adapted to conditions of difficult 
environment and benefiting from a long sexual season, counts 360,000 heads. Texel, a race 
with good abilities for butchery, counts 300,000 ewes. Beside the importance of Crossing and 
Lacaune, French sheep flocks are still marked by the number and diversity of their races. For 
bovine production, three breeds concentrate 66 % of the French cows (Fraysse, 2002 ; Fraysse 
and Gabrysiak, 2002). To reach the same percentage in ovine production, the ewes’ number of 
the 22 first pure breeds is needed. 
 
Table 2. French sheep breeds according to the 2000 French agriculture census 
 

 

Breed 

 

 
Ewes 

(1 000 heads) 

 

Breed 

 
Ewes 

(1 000 heads) 

Crossing 1 951 Corsican 92 
Lacaune 1 164 Basco-Bearnais 85 
Blanc du Massif 
Central 

359 Inra 401 42 

Texel 296 Merino de l’Est 39 
Arles Merino 283 Limousin 38 
Charollais 282 Berrichon du Cher 37 
Red-face Manech 277 Mourerous 36 
Prealpes du Sud 241 Rava 34 
Ile-de-France 236 Precoce (Merino) 29 
Suffolk 166 Charmoise 24 
Tarasconnais 152 Velay Black 22 
Black-face Manech 121 Roussin de la Hague 22 
Rouge de l'Ouest 111 Grivette 21 
Caussenard du Lot 108 Caussenard des garrigues 19 
Vendeen 
 

105 Other pure breeds 133 
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Figure 1. The French sheep breed’s map in 2000 (dominant breed by canton) 
 

 
 
CONCLUSION 
In the ovine sector, the census of 2000 confirms the results of surveys led on sheep livestock 
and on the farms structure since 1988. Flocks are bigger than in 1988 but they are less 
numerous and the total number of sheep keeps on declining, increasing the dependence of the 
French ovine market face to face of its outside suppliers. In 1980, France produced 80 % of its 
needs in sheep meat. In 2000, its production only covered 44 % of it. Despite its decline started 
in the eighties, French ovine production kept a real diversity of local breeds, adapted to the 
areas where they are exploited. 
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