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Editoriale

Editorial

L’allevamento non rimase esente dal subire gli effetti dell’intensa ondata di moderniz-
zazione che investì l’agricoltura occidentale durante il XIX secolo. Negli ultimi tempi 
da parte della storiografia internazionale si è sviluppato un crescente dibattito sulle tra-
sformazioni ecologiche innescate dall’economia zootecnica. Infatti in alcune aree del 
pianeta le grandi mandrie trovarono particolari condizioni per imporsi come attività 
economica principale. Argentina, Uruguay, Stati Uniti, Australia sono alcuni degli sce-
nari in cui l’allevamento brado di migliaia di capi bestiame si rese possibile grazie alla 
disponibilità di sterminati pascoli di pianura. A trarre beneficio da queste vantaggiose 
condizioni ambientali per l’allargamento delle frontiere dell’allevamento furono anche 
le società europee le quali grazie alla rivoluzione dei trasporti e alla scoperta della catena 
del freddo ebbero accesso a un costante rifornimento di carne congelata e in conserva a 
prezzi molto contenuti. Allo scadere del XIX secolo la carne divenne uno dei prodotti che 
contribuì alla globalizzazione dei traffici commerciali e dei consumi alimentari derivan-
ti dall’industria. 
Tali processi coinvolsero anche il vecchio continente afflitto da una cronica penuria di 
animali da grossa taglia a causa anzitutto della netta insufficienza di terreni d’adibire 
a pascoli. I pascoli di montagna risultavano decisamente inadeguati, destinati in larga 
parte alla pastorizza transumante e al sostentamento di piccole economie familiari. L’al-
ternativa andava cercata in pianura con lo sviluppo di aziende zootecniche specializzate 
in grado di soddisfare la crescente domanda di carne e di prodotti lattiero-caseari prove-
nienti dalle grandi città. L’Italia partecipò a tale processo di trasformazione e il presente 
numero monografico di OS. Opificio della Storia mira a cogliere il senso di tale cambiamen-
to mettendo in evidenza una serie di casi di studio. Complessivamente i contributi che 
compongono il dossier Bovini. Dall’Allevamento tradizionale alla zootecnica industriale finiscono 
per comporre un quadro che consente di cogliere il passaggio da un allevamento tradizio-
nale a un altro molto più attento all’incremento della produttività.
È vero che negli ultimi tempi la pratica intensiva dell’allevamento ha sollevato parecchie 
critiche in quanto accusata di essere una delle principali fonti di inquinamento e di con-
sumo indiscriminato delle risorse naturali, a cominciare dall’acqua. Siamo in presenza, 
anche in un contesto di mutamento culturale, di influenti movimenti che propendono 
per un radicale ridimensionamento del consumo di carne. Nonostante attualmente ci 
sia una spiccata sensibilità verso l’impatto ecologico delle grandi aziende zootecniche, 
a metà del XIX secolo il quadro appariva radicalmente diverso. Allora il problema princi-
pale era quello del superamento dei vecchi e scarsamente produttivi sistemi di “tenuta 
delle bestie” attraverso la propagazione della cosiddetta zootecnia razionale. Processo 

Manuel Vaquero Piñeiro 
Università degli Studi di Perugia

manuel.vaqueropinero@unipg.it
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sostitutivo da collocare anzitutto in quelle aree del continente europeo più direttamente 
coinvolte nell’economia dell’allevamento stabulare.
Non a caso i saggi privilegiano quelle regioni dell’Europa occidentale contraddistinte 
dalla presenza di una solida base armentizia. L’Inghilterra, il nord della Penisola Iberica 
e l’area padana sono gli ambiti geografici indagati. Ovviamente rimangono fuori mol-
te altre situazioni e ambiti geografici altrettanto interessanti da indagare, speriamo in 
prossimi numeri. Per il momento e considerando che da un punto di vista storiografico 
in Italia ancora la storia dell’allevamento, da tenere distinta da quella della pastorizia, 
appare meno esplorata, i contributi qui raccolti compongono una lettura d’insieme delle 
trasformazioni. Se i saggi di Álvaro Aragón Ruano e Luca Mocarelli fissano il quadro di 
piena maturità raggiunto dalla zootecnia precedente al XIX secolo, gli altri contributi 
forniscono degli specifici approfondimenti in quanto evidenziano gli elementi innova-
tivi accaduti a partire dall’Ottocento: la selezione delle razze indagata da Luca Barducci 
a partire dal caso concreto dell’azienda dei principi Torlonia di San Mauro di Romagna 
(Rimini); il consolidamento di una letteratura scientifica esaminata da Omar Mazzotti 
e la costruzione di impianti e stalle parte integrante di un ricco e variegato patrimo-
nio architettonico rurale, così come si desume dai saggi di Anna Gallo e Barbara Galli. 
Rivoluzione della zootecnia ottocentesca da cogliere pure sul versante dei fertilizzanti 
chimici presentati in questa sede da Luca Andreoni. Infatti con l’arrivo dei concimi chi-
mici allo scadere del XIX secolo gli agricoltori finalmente potevano liberarsi dai limiti 
derivanti dal dover fare ricorso ai concimi organici. Una trasformazione delle sostanze 
rigeneratrici dei suoli che diede la possibilità alla zootecnia di rendersi autonoma dall’a-
gricoltura. La concimazione dei campi smette così di essere vincolata alla produzione 
di sostanze organiche animali e l’industria zootecnica, anche grazie al contemporaneo 
arrivo dei mangimi industriali, diventa uno specifico settore dell’economia agricola. 
Dunque emerge un quadro sfaccettato relativo a uno dei capitoli più ricco di conseguenze 
della rivoluzione agraria avviatasi dopo il XIX secolo.
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Towards an industrial pattern: 
historical development of livestock and 
stockbreeding in Cantabrian Spain1.

Verso un modello industriale: sviluppo storico 
della zootecnica e dell’allevamento del bestiame 
nella Spagna Cantabrica. 

ÁLVARO ARAGÓN RUANO 
Universidad Pais Vasco

The Medieval roots of an extensive stockbreeding

The aim of this paper is to build an updated synthesis, covering the bibliography of the 
past forty years, regarding the evolution of stockbreeding in Cantabrian Spain (north 
of Spain), including, and comparing, Galicia, Asturias, Cantabria, the Basque Country 
and the Atlantic Navarre, from Medieval times to the 20th century, trying to discern 
how and why they progressed from an extensive to an intensive pattern.

The aim of this paper is to analyse the effects in the long-term of the evolution of 
livestock and stockbreeding in Cantabrian Spain. Until the 17th century, when 
American crops spread at different rates throughout the Cantabrian region, 
stockbreeding was based on an extensive pattern. But, since then, due to, above all, 
maize-growing as well as the expansion of grasslands and meadows, stockbreeding 
shifted towards intensive methods, which allowed the modernisation of the sector, 
by means of technological progress and the introduction of industrial exploitation 
systems from the 19th century onwards, even though different degrees of 
specialisation (meat, milk, etc.) were implemented, depending on the area. For that 
purpose, we are going to utilize the significant amount of recent literature available.

Extensive/Intensive
Livestock
Stockbreeding
Transhumance
Cantabrian Spain

ABSTRACT KEYWORDS

SH5_8 Cultural studies, cultural identities and 
memories, cultural heritage
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During the High and Late Medieval times, cattle, owing to its strategic impact on agri-
culture and human nutrition, and pigs were the most important livestock, economically 
speaking, however, generally, there was a quantitative balance with small ruminants. 
Nonetheless, from the 11th century in the Western-Central Cantabrian area the number 
of sheep considerably increased, when local nobility’s consolidation led to the shaping 
of manorial domains, resulting in large flocks of sheep2. In the Eastern Cantabria (Bis-
cay, Guipúzcoa, North of Álava and Atlantic Navarre), although sheep flocks predomi-
nated in the Navarrese Pyrenees and the Mediterranean slope, the process dated back to 
the 14th century, when sheep rearing flocks began to spread, becoming quantitatively 
predominant at the end of the 16th century3.
Until the changes caused by the spread of maize, among the different Cantabrian re-
gions there was a confluence of different forms of pasture usage and stockbreeding re-
gimes, depending on the natural conditions, political context, use and mobility man-
agements undertaken by different social groups. Four principal systems of vertical and 
horizontal seasonal movements were: non-transhumant herding as a complement of 
agriculture, associated with the housed livestock of villages and short-distance or valley 
transhumance (2-5 km); a transterminance between nearby villages (5-20 km); a special-
ised stockbreeding, conducted by transhumant stockmen, who performed a middle-dis-
tance transhumance, coast-to-mountains (60-90 km), all of them related to cattle; and, 
finally, a speculative stockbreeding, tied to long-distance transhumance (hundred ki-
lometres), from Central and Southern Iberian peninsula, connected to flocks of sheep4.
 Housed or sedentary stockbreeding, which was practised seasonally through the valleys, 
meant the management of three different areas. Close to the villages, croplands, private 
or common, allowed livestock grazing stubble fields, once crops were collected -derrota de 
mieses-, in semi-collective enclosures (i.e. ería) and until they were again fertilised and 
prepared for sowing. Furthermore, from the aforementioned farming area, there were 
grasslands and meadows (i.e. mortera), under different exploitation regimes, private or 
semi-collective, usually used during spring and autumn, being some of them enclosure 
and devoted to oxen and cows for agricultural works. At a further distance, summer 
pastures, wide common open field areas of pasture as well as scrubland in upland com-
mons, fed cattle, horses and sheep. Nearby, large woodlands, private or commons, were 
used for minor livestock and pigs. During winter the livestock remained housed or en-
joyed erias and nearby grasslands, grazing during the day and spending nights in the 
stable. When spring arrived, from coastal and inland areas livestock moved to the in-
termediate pastures until summer, when they went up to the high mountain summer 
pastures, until autumn5.
In the case of Asturias, as a result of the aforementioned appropriation of pasture ar-
eas by the aristocracy, one of the most remarkable cases of extensive medium-distance 
transhumance was that of vaqueiros d’alzada, who appeared as an individualised group 
from the 16th century. Families moved with all their belongings and livestock from win-
ter settlement to summer dwellings: they spent the winter at coastal or middle range 
mountainous locations, whereas during summer they went up to the uplands; they also 
worked as carriers and traders, during summer, between Asturias and Castile, obtaining 
enough money to buy cereals and textiles, and throughout Asturias in winter. Another 
significant case was that of pasiegos in Cantabria, who moved to summer pastures in 
spring, until the autumn (called muda) and were devoted to exporting cattle and milk 
products from Cantabria to the Castilian Meseta6. 
However, Galicia and the Basque Country did not follow this pattern. Galicia remained 
practicing housed farming and short-distance transhumance around peasant’s and 
lords’ own properties and the complementary use of commons (villages’ commons and 
montes de varas or de voces), enjoyed in co-ownership for pasture and firewood, throughout 
the Medieval and the Early Modern period7. Whereas, in the Basque area, including Bis-
cay, Guipúzcoa, the North of Álava and the Atlantic Navarre, there was a short-distance 
transhumance, between the base and summit of the valleys, and a transterminance, 
between nearby towns, no more than 20 km away8. 
With regards to the long transhumance, from the 10th to the 12th centuries, North-west-
ern Iberian monasteries started to acquire pastures, brañas and grazing lands, for cattle, 
connecting vast pasture areas in the north and the south of the Cantabrian Mountains, 
including mid-mountain areas and the coast. From the 13th century at least, sheep 
flocks and shepherds arrived in the Asturian upland pastures and rented them, hav-
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ing come from Extremadura or Salamanca, following the Leonese track, until October, 
when they came back to the winter pastures9. A similar long-distance transhumance 
was carried out after the 15th century and until the middle of the 19th century, from 
Extremadura and Castile to the Ancares mountains (Lugo), along the border between 
Galicia, Castile, Leon and Asturias10. Something similar occurred in Álava during the 
Early Modern period, when the Mesta’s sheep herds began hiring pastures in Valdere-
jo, Treviño and Rioja Alavesa, causing many conflicts from the end of the 16th centu-
ry and increasing their presence during the 18th and the 19th centuries11. Medium and 
long-distance transhumance were also practised in the Basque and Navarrese Atlantic 
area during the Middle Ages and Early Modern period. From the 12th to the 14th centu-
ries, Navarrese ecclesiastic institutions, such as the Cathedral of Pamplona or the Mon-
astery of Orreaga-Roncesvalles set up a dense network of seles and meadows, where their 
cattle grazed, both during winter and summer, in Navarre, Guipúzcoa, Labourd, Low 
Navarre, Soule and Bearn, carrying out a long-distance seasonal transhumance, which 
allowed then to hold large livestock. Furthermore, annually, thousands of sheep and 
cattle from Pyrenean Navarrese valleys spent winter in the French plateau and Barde-
nas, coming back by summer, accompanied by herds of Navarrese Ribera12. At the same 
time, from the beginning of the 16th century, as a result of the Castilian conquest of 
the Navarrese kingdom, flocks of cattle and pigs from bordering villages of Guipúzcoa 
and Álava spent the autumn grazing on acorns in Navarrese woodlands, in order to be 
fattened; even, pig herds from Soria and Rioja arrived in Navarre, nearby the border of 
Guipúzcoa, for the same purpose13. 
In general, thanks to the archives and archaeology, it is stated that during the Roman 
period and the High Middle Ages, the Cantabrian area, from Galicia to the Pyrenees, 
underwent a hard anthroposation -some scholars consider that the Anthropocene era in 
the Pyrenees began during the 12th and the 13th centuries14-, trying to spread agriculture 
and stockbreeding, which were complementary. Hence, from the 8th century at least, 
a deforestation process occurred, causing the disappearance of beech, oaks and pines, 
mostly in the mountain heights. By the 9th and the 10th centuries, the stockbreeding 
areas and mobility described seems to be well established: prata (grassland), pascua (pas-
ture) and branneas (mountain heights’ pasture areas or seles). These terms were usual-
ly related to monasteries and ecclesiastical lordship from the Castilian Meseta, most-
ly interested in cattle, which were managed by cow-keepers, noticeably from the 12th 
century onwards15. Cantabrian peasants usually were smallholders, with properties of 
no more than 3 hectares, including some meadows and very small number of animals, 
being forced to make use of commons. From the High Medieval period, the majority of 
peasants signed livestock shared farming agreements, called comuña in Asturias, in or-
der to supplement their incomes, by reason of which they could make use of livestock as 
workforce and benefit from their fertiliser, milk, wool, etc., whilst in turn taking care 
of the animals and compensating the owner, in case of animals’ death or loss caused 
by negligence. This type of agreement was also very common in the Basque and Atlan-
tic Navarre case, from the 15th century, being signed by both a livestock owner and a 
farmer, who may have been neighbours or live in different villages, never more than 
20 km apart, for a period of between three to eight years, enabling the transterminance 
and breaking of the limits imposed by short-distance transhumance. It seems that the 
importance of these kinds of agreements depended on the accessibility of the commons, 
cheapening the cost of breeding, which, in Cantabria, moved from oxen breeding and 
fattening to livestock rearing16.
From the 12th to the 16th centuries, the foundation of towns in Cantabrian Spain set up 
a process of appropriation and privatisation of pasturelands by the councils, diverting 
them from the common uses of the neighbours, which caused considerable trials and 
conflicts. In the case of the Western-Central Cantabrian area, the strengthening of a 
lay aristocracy, involved in the Council government, led to an increasing pressure on 
ecclesiastic entities, councils and small villages, in order to control summer pastures 
of the Cantabrian Mountains, with the aim of establishing a speculative stockbreeding 
related to the Castilian Meseta and other parts of the Cantabrian Sea coast, promoting 
extensive legal proceedings against councils and cow-keepers during the 15th and the 
16th centuries. Consequently, this aristocracy favoured the presence of flocks from the 
Mesta’s sheep. Additionally, all around the Cantabrian area a steadily weakening of 
old ecclesiastic lordships occurred, causing the leaving of their traditional economies 
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and focusing on more profitable activities. For instance, Western Asturian monasteries 
stopped acquiring new pasture areas, and during the 15th and the 16th centuries, they 
started renting their properties, and even converting them into croplands17. Similarly, 
in the Basque Country and Navarre ecclesiastic institutions, such as Orreaga-Ronces-
valles, Saint John of Jerusalem or the Cathedral of Pamplona opted, firstly, at the end of 
the 14th century and the beginning of the 15th century, to delegate the management of 
their seles and pasturelands to local private agents, and later, at the end of the 15th cen-
tury and the beginning of the 16th century, they chose to gradually leave their properties 
in the hands of the councils, by means of perpetual census or sales18.
In short, up until the introduction and generalisation of maize, the Cantabrian stock-
breeding was an extensive and limited activity, complementary to agriculture, despite 
undergoing various improvements, in some latitudes, towards intensification and spec-
ulation, performed by smallholders, with some exceptions, combining vertical and hor-
izontal seasonal movements.

The changes induced by maize:
towards the intensification of agriculture and stockbreeding

The effects of the introduction and wide spreading of maize, from the final third of the 16th 
century and the first three decades of the 17th century, were not always the same through-
out Cantabrian Spain: while in some places it resulted in the decrease of livestock, in other 
areas its expansion was facilitated. Thus, within the different regions, there were a wide 
range of situations, considering natural and economic constraints: as in some places the 
introduction of maize led to the decrease of cattle and the increase of small ruminants, in 
others it resulted in the consolidation of cattle. In general, due to the combination of wheat 
and maize, agriculture and stockbreeding yields significantly increased.
In Galicia, from the 1630s the balance between the inland and coastal areas was disturbed. 
On the coast, where maize was introduced earlier and faster, the drop in livestock number 
was dramatic, while in the inland, it was more limited. Surprisingly, this reduction drew 
a growth of housed livestock in the coast, and of extensive livestock in those places located 
beyond 300 metres in altitude. Accordingly, two main processes were established: on the 
one hand, a progressive predominance of cows, over oxen, came about, being stronger 
in lowlands than in higher ones; and, on the other hand, as a consequence of the demo-
graphic growth, an atomization of agriculture and stockbreeding farms occurred. The pro-
gression of croplands gradually began to occupy the best pasturelands for cattle, where-
as the privatisation of commons by oligarchies and the subsequent distribution among 
peasants in personalised leased batches (foro) caused the increase of peasants without 
livestock. In short, the changes underwent by Galician farming in the middle of the 18th 
century were the consequence of the spreading of maize and the subsequent expansion 
of croplands: transited from a silvopastoral economy, in which the extensive feeding of 
livestock abounded, to a cereal economy, where the smallholders just insured the animals 
they could feed in their own croplands and meadows19.
Similarly, in Asturias, due to the clearing and deforestation of commons, the spreading 
of maize caused the decrease of horses, cattle and pigs, which began to be housed, as 
well as sheep. At the same time, the possession of cattle expanded among farm holders. 
Maize provided housed livestock with nourishment during winter, but without relin-
quishing natural pastures in the meadows and mountain heights. The stabling of live-
stock eased the growth of milk production, breeding and work capacity, and increased 
available manure, through which the reduction in the number of animal heads was 
compensated and agriculture was benefited20.
In Cantabria, indebted peasants lost their properties and were forced to sell their live-
stock. Until the end of the 16th century cattle predominated, although the difference 
with respect to minor livestock was higher in the inland and mountainous areas than in 
the coast. Despite this, from the middle of the 17th century onwards, livestock increased 
spectacularly, due to the expansion of maize and artificial meadows. Consequently, in 
coastal areas overall livestock tripled in number and in the inland rose as high as 65 per-
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cent; however, the most remarkable process was the impressive rise of small livestock, 
which surpassed that of cattle, above all in the mountainous areas of the inland, as a 
consequence of the stabling of cattle and pigs, but also due to the emergence of surplus 
animals, which were then exported to Castile and other Cantabrian areas. The natu-
ral differences within Cantabria, caused a division of labour, through a specialisation 
between districts: an inland devoted to livestock breeding and meat, butter and milky 
production to be exported to the north of Castile (Leon, Palencia and Burgos), Biscay 
Guipúzcoa and Navarre; and the coastal areas barely able to maintain draught animals21.
Finally, in Atlantic Navarre and the Basque Country the livestock number increased be-
tween 20 and 50 percent, above all minor livestock, and the number of livestock owners 
rose 40 percent. The climatic and orographic constraints caused a division of work: sheep 
underwent an impressive growth in Atlantic Navarre and the east of Guipúzcoa, until the 
19th century, associated to a higher impact of maize, which allowed a greater stabling 
of cattle, abandoning partially or totally the upland pastures (semi-housed system), oc-
cupied by sheep flocks; whereas cattle, associated to a higher and longer continuity of 
wheat, remained predominating in many towns of the western part of Guipúzcoa and 
Biscay, up until 1865. Minor livestock’s growth enabled the development of meat, milky 
products, leather and wool markets, with new possibilities from France due to Colbert’s 
industrial policy, during the 17th century, when food habits began to change, with a 
higher consume of lamb meat, local or imported from France and Extremadura, milk, 
cheese and butter, exported to Biscay, guts and animal limbs. The conflicts caused by the 
clash between agriculture and stockbreeding forced the enclosure of some commons, 
which launched a prolonged process of privatisation of those areas. Even, as a result 
of changes performed by the generalisation of maize, finally, short-distance transhu-
mance and transterminance turned into a middle-distance transhumance, from the 
coast to the mountain summits, from the 1750s22.

Progressive steps in favour of specialisation
and industrialisation of stockbreeding

During the 1750s, according to the Cadastre of the Marquis of La Ensenada, West-
ern-Central Cantabrian area (Galicia, Asturias and Cantabria) concentrated 46 percent 
of Castilian Crown’s cattle. Probably, these figures suffered from the epizooty occurred 
in 1774-1775. Even though Spanish authorities reacted quickly and co-ordinately -which 
explains why did not affected Spain as much as France- and banned the introduction of 
French cattle and the mobility of animals from one territory to the other, and veterinari-
ans and surgeons practiced many necropsies, reported symptoms, remedies, results and 
proposals, and applied bloodlettings, enemas, washings, poultices, cleansings, cool 
water baths, etc., apart from Navarre, Alava, Guipúzcoa and Biscay, Santander, Aragon 
and Granada were also affected. Livestock in Galicia and Asturias had a major diversi-
fication and, along with cattle, sheep and pigs had a certain importance, whereas in 
Cantabria there was a higher cattle specialisation, due to the expansion of meadows. 
The aftermaths of the expansion of maize resulted in a cereal-oriented economy, the re-
duction, husbandry and selection of livestock, prioritising farming uses ahead of silvo-
pastoral utilisation; i.e. a shift from an extensive farming system to an intensive one, 
based on maize, or the combination of maize, wheat, and fodder. At the same time, this 
process led to a specialisation and differentiation, depending on geographic constraints 
(humidity, altitude and slopes), between those districts devoted to a cereal economy and 
those better prepared for the harvest of grass, where there was an abundance of mead-
ows, agriculture had a secondary position and stockbreeding was more diversified and 
connected to market demands. Partly, due to this specialisation and a more market-ori-
ented economy fairs and markets began to proliferate throughout the 18th and the 19th 
centuries, but also due to the spreading of potatoes and artificial meadows, mostly in 
Galicia, Asturias and Cantabria, and, finally, as a result of the development of urban 
centres such a Ferrol, Coruña, Gijon, Santander, Bilbao or San Sebastian, that required 
a higher meat and milk consumption23.
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Th e process of specialisation increased, during the 19th century, causing the expan-
sion of artifi cial meadows and upland pastures in the Western-Central Cantabrian 
area, which were more abundant in the inland and mountainous districts than along 
the coast, and in Cantabria, including the Basque Country, than in Asturias or Galicia. 
Along with better feeding of livestock, foreign species were introduced and mixed with 
local ones, trying to improve yields, from England and France for meat and from Swit-
zerland and Holland for milk. Consequently, there was a remarkable diversity among 
Cantabrian areas, with the exception of Galicia, where the small scale of lands, based 
on polyculture, were handicapped by the high rate of rents and taxes. In Asturias some 
districts were specialised in the production of meat and others in milk production, caus-
ing the development of small industrial manufactures of butter and cheese. From the 
1880s, Cantabria opted for the production of milk - coinciding with the increasing rates 
and massive consumption of milk, due to the improvement of workers’ salaries, the ex-
pansion of livestock and milk industries, and the fact that milk started being considered 
healthy - and the Basque Country specialised in meat manufacturing. According to a 
survey from 1865, Galicia’s livestock was devoted to farming and selling elderly livestock 
heads for meat, whereas in Cantabria, and less in Asturias, they initiated a resolute spe-
cialisation, where most of the livestock was devoted to breeding and selling, and, due to 
the development of industrialisation and subsequent increase of income levels, Basque 
stockbreeding focused on meat production24.

Cattle

Galicia
Asturias
Cantabria
Basque Country

763,554
311,294
136,062
199,641

Table 1. Livestock distribution in Cantabrian Spain (1865)25.

Sheep

1,536,304
368,180
128,902
393,058

Goats

308,231
92,181
60,760
64,026

Pigs

588,579
155,489
44,438
96,589

Draught animals

112,245
24,720
13,530
46,617

In Galicia, the traditional farming structures fell into crisis during the 1840s, as a con-
sequence of the serious diffi  culties undergone by the linen industry and the survival 
of the lease system, in a context of demographic pressure and transformations, which 
led the migration of people. Taking advantage of British markets liberalisation and the 
following demand of foreign food imports, and the beginning of certain specialisation of 
cattle, concentrated in coastal areas, close to ports, from 1842, but above all from 1869 to 
1883, more than 25,000 fattened oxen were sold to England, and later, as a consequence 
of the American meat rivalry and the English market loss, exportations were reoriented 
to Portugal and Spanish cities, facilitated by the development of railway in the Iberian 
Peninsula -from 1873 to 1929 cattle railway transport increased around tenfold, primar-
ily from Western-Central Cantabrian area towards, essentially, Madrid and Barcelona, 
and, secondarily, Rioja, the Basque Country and Castile, to provide then with meat, 
from Galicia, and milk and breeding cattle, from Cantabria-26.
From 1886 to 1935 the stockbreeding ceased being a complementary activity to become a 
hegemonic one: the rise of the demand, and the improvement of communications and 
the resulting reduction of costs, forced the specialisation of cattle and pigs. However, 
the higher diffi  culties to nourish livestock led Galicia to specialise in meat, while milk 
production was still aff ected by low yields, due to a lack of technological advances. At 
the end of this period, a dense network of cooperatives rose up, which allowed ordinary 
peasants to have a better adaptation to the new conditions of a capitalist development. 
After the Civil War - when Franco’s regime carried out a “counter-revolution”, against 
the agrarian reform intended by the Spanish Second Republic, basically focused on ag-
riculture, which restored lands to their previous owners, and almost marginalising the 
stockbreeding, though from the 1950s a major openness was applied, promoting the 
industrial or intensive stockbreeding pattern and the cereal production for fodder manu-
facturing, instead for humans -, a circumstantial stagnation occurred in all Cantabrian 
areas, hindering the process of intensifi cation. From the 1960s, that intensive pattern, 
based on milk production and the appearance of industrial systems -on account of for-
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eign investors-, was consolidated, resulting in a strong expansion of cattle and pigs. 
This resulted in the decline of working livestock (horses, donkeys, mules, etc.), because 
of the mechanisation of the meat and milk-oriented production, and the impressive 
drop of sheep, that was affected by a lack of shepherds, the migration of people and the 
expropriation of commons. Milk production remained growing until 1988, when Euro-
pean Economic Community rates caused a drop in cattle numbers27.
For its part, in Asturias the old farming structures broke down, slowly from 1840 until 
the Spanish Civil War and faster from 1940 until the entry of Spain in the European 
Economic Community. Two types of stockbreeding lived together: one advanced, rely-
ing on intensive exploitation of milk livestock; and traditional and semi-extensive the 
other, based on meat livestock. The stockbreeding orientation was encouraged by the 
élites, who controlled and were more interested in investing in meadows than in crop-
lands, obtaining higher yields. Similar to the rest of Spain, from the middle of the 19th 
century minor livestock dropped and working livestock increased, being predominant 
by 1891. This process was helped by the introduction of foreign species, from Switzer-
land, which were mixed with local species, even though milk industries (Arias) were 
still small. Despite the fact that from the 1940s livestock increased, based on meat 
exportation to Madrid, Barcelona or Bilbao, it was not until the 1960s when the ex-
tensive pattern turned into an intensive stockbreeding, due to the settlement of milk 
industries (Clas, Lagisa or Nestlé) and dairy plants along Asturias -in 1966 there were 24 
dairy plants in Spain-, and the expansion of livestock cereals and fodder, which caused 
an impressive growth of cattle. Specialisation increased since then, causing a progres-
sive drop in the number and the concentration of exploitation units, enhanced by the 
admission of Spain into the Eec28.
Cantabria made a solid attempt in favour of intensive cattle livestock, from a workforce 
pattern to milk livestock, enhanced by the expansion of meadows and the introduction 
of foreign races, firstly from Durham, for meat, and, later, from Switzerland and Hol-
land, for milk, becoming the principal centre of milk production in Spain, from the 
1920s. During the 18th century, due to the opening of Reinosa’s road, connecting the 
Castilian Meseta area with the Cantabrian Sea coast, stockbreeding was oriented to 
draught animals, whose demand kept on high rates, during the 19th century, due to 
the demographic expansion of the Castilian population and the demand from the con-
struction of railroad. Once the railway was established, a new cycle, related to com-
mercialisation of meat towards Spanish cities, began from 1860 to 1880. Later, the milk 
and breeding pattern was consolidated up to this day -even in the case of the Pas Valley, 
where peasants focused on breeding to sell young animals to the urban milk industries-, 
coinciding, firstly, with the development of small cheese industries around Santander 
and, later, with the settlement of milk industries from the beginning of the 20th cen-
tury (Nestlé, Sociedad Lechera Montañesa or Sam). From the 1950s onwards, the expan-
sion of milk industries continued, coinciding with higher rates, bearing in mind that 
during the 1960s and 1970s the milky products’ consumption moved from 73 kg to 130 
kg - being the chiefly milk, from 23 litres between 1865 and 1906 or 56 litres between 1906 
and 1933, to 115 litres between 1950 and 1980-, tendency which changed and dropped 
from the 1980s until the 2000s -around 100 litres during the 1990s, when increased the 
ingestion of cheese, yogurt and milk desserts -29.
Finally, in the Basque Country and the Atlantic Navarre changes towards a specialisa-
tion and improvement of stockbreeding yields dated back to the middle of the 19th cen-
tury, due to croplands’ expansion and the introduction of foreign cattle races (preferably 
from Switzerland), encouraged by regional governments’ (Diputaciones) initiative, by the 
means of competitions, exhibitions, genealogic registration, stallions, and assurance 
management, allowing to improve, above all, milk yields. Notwithstanding the low 
reliability of sources, similarly to other Cantabrian areas, livestock, both cattle and 
sheep, grew from 1840 to 1856, and decreased around 1891, more in Álava or Biscay than 
in Guipúzcoa, and grew again from 1891 to the 1930s. Despite this, the most important 
change took place as a result of industrialisation, which boosted the growth of rents, 
enhancing, on the one hand, the milk products’ demand from tourism and the indi-
rect consumption of cookies and chocolate, and, on the other hand, the consumption 
of meat and milk by working-class families from the end of the 19th century. However, 
from 1865 to 1962, as a consequence of meadows’ increase, cattle expanded and surpassed 
sheep, in Biscay -where the cattle specialisation was clearly higher- and Guipúzcoa -even 
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though Álava disguised overall fi gures-, being also prevalent in Pyrenees -where foreign 
races were introduced too, from 1936 to 1990, when they were overrun by pigs-, being 
specialised in milk production, mainly destined to fresh consumption. But, two decades 
later, sheep recovered its predominance again, until the present day. Sheep herds con-
tinued being very important, also dominant in the Pyrenees until 1936, owing to the 
extensive use of upland pastures, in spite of commons’ privatisation, producing meat 
for the human consumption and milk for the production of cheese. In any case, during 
the 1960s some dairy plants (Gurelesa in San Sebastian, Beyena and Ona in Bilbao) were 
opened supplying not only Basque cities, but also Madrid30.

Cattle

Galicia
Asturias
Cantabria
Basque Country

833,509
274,193
229,492
180,101

Table 2. Livestock distribution in Cantabrian Spain (1962)31.

Sheep

320,077
80,431
89,081
194,272

Goats

69,957
20,362
21,539
8,044

Pigs

636,361
94,283
24,441
49,255

Conclusions

Despite the modernisation and specialisation process felt by Cantabrian stockbreeding 
from the 18th century, shifting from a multifunctional livestock to one focused on the 
production of meat and milky products, mostly related to cattle, with the exception of the 
Basque Country that endures today, and from an extensive to an intensive and industrial 
pattern, currently two are the main problems of Cantabrian stockbreeding for the future: 
fi rstly, the extreme dependency of intensive stockbreeding on foreign raw materials to 
produce livestock feed; and, secondly, the small size and high number of exploitation uni-
ties, as well as the diversity of livestock species and activities, aff ected by the ineffi  ciency 
and the lack of specialisation, unsuitable to compete in the European union, in terms of 
market profi t. Th e rates system imposed by Eec is favouring the concentration of farm 
businesses, but also the abandonment of milk production. Nevertheless, technological 
change has been unequally applied and only some agents have been able to follow a proper 
specialisation rhythm. From the 1980s the tendency has been to reduce the number of 
producers, milk cows and milk production -coinciding with a shift in the consumption 
patt ern, from an expansive but reduced array of milky products to an less expansive, but 
more diversifi ed regime- and to increase the size of farms; in fact, the future seems to be 
headed by less, bigger, more effi  cient, with more productive animals, and less, but big-
ger, more modern and machine-aided plants, although a hard debate is arising around 
whether is more sustainable extensive stockbreeding or macro cattle and pigs farms, 
which have undergone a growth of between 9 and 13 percent from 2015 onwards32.
On the last 35 years, since Spain joined the Eec, pig and cattle meat have impressively 
increased, whereas sheep meat appears to have stagnated. As a result of a reduction in 
the number of farms -cattle number has increased from 2015, but there are 7,500 farms 
less-, the average size of pig herds doubled cattle herds. Th is way milk production has 
been determined by the limitations imposed by the European community rates, by a 
deep restructuration, resulting in the reduction of farm numbers -almost a sixth part-, 
but, at the same time, in a size growth, and by a growing intensifi cation. Current-
ly, milk production is concentrated in Cantabrian Spain (60 percent), preferentially 
in Galicia (40 percent). Extensive farming for cattle meat keeps on being important, 
behind the Western of Spain, characterized by dehesas. Despite this expansion, stock-
breeding products’ prices during the last 35 years have been evidently lower than con-
sumer’ prices, surviving by virtue of European help. Spain primarily exports its do-
mestic livestock productions, but the balance is negative compared with the imports 
of raw materials for animal food. Th erefore, nowadays, the industry survives as an 
extensive pattern for cattle meat production, but as an intensive one for pork, poultry 
meat, and cattle milk production33.
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Per contribuire ai numeri futuri della 
rivista con saggi e articoli si invita ad 
inviare un abstract della proposta, 
corredato di recapiti e di un breve 
profi lo biografi co, all’indirizzo e-mail 
resproretedistorici@gmail.com

La proposta di pubblicazione sarà
valutata dal Comitato di direzione e dal 
Comitato scientifi co.
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