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>Five million wild herbivores on private lands

• 933 privately protected areas (2% of country)
• ~9000 private wildlife ranches (14-17% of country)



What can we learn from 
South Africa’s wildlife 
economy for aligning 
conservation and         
development in a changing 
world?



https://www.wildeconomy.org

https://www.wildeconomy.org/home


The wildlife economy has a diverse economic portfolio

Game meat production

Game breeding

Hunting

Ecotourism

Meat 
production

Wildlife-based land-uses 

Livestock ranching

Revenue / ha              
= USD 404

Return on investment 
= 2 – 7%

Jobs / 100 ha = 0.8

Revenue / ha              
= USD 131

Return on investment  
= 3 – 4%

Jobs / 100 ha = 0.4

Slide credit: M Child
Sustainable Wildlife 
Economies Project



International hunting and wildlife-based tourism 

are key economic drivers

International hunting is the 
largest contributor to revenue 

and thus very important for 
making the wildlife economy (and 

habitat conservation) viable.

There is potential for domestic 
hunting and game meat 

production to be significantly 
upscaled with the right 

infrastructure and marketing 
investment.Surveyed wildlife properties
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The diverse wildlife ranch enterprises

6 major revenue-generating 
activities on wildlife ranches:

Ecotourism

Hunting (trophy)

Hunting (meat)

Wildlife breeding

Game meat (‘venison’)

Agriculture (livestock/cultivation)

Trophy hunting Ecotourism Wildlife breeding

Trophy hunting & 
meat

Wildlife & 
agriculture

Mixed hunting

Denner et al 2024; Artwork © Danielle Botha
Sustainable Wildlife Economies Project



The diverse wildlife ranch enterprises

Trophy hunting Ecotourism Wildlife breeding

Trophy hunting & 
meat

Wildlife & 
agriculture

Mixed hunting

Diverse impacts:
- all models outperform 
livestock farms with more 
women and permanent 
employees

- specialised models 
employ more people

- specialised models have 
higher profits and returns 
on investment Denner et al 2024; Artwork © Danielle Botha

Sustainable Wildlife Economies Project



The diverse wildlife ranch enterprises

Trophy hunting Ecotourism Wildlife breeding

Trophy hunting & 
meat

Wildlife & 
agriculture

Mixed hunting

Diverse requirements:
- specialised models 
require greater 
investment in land, 
infrastructure, and 
wildlife stocks

Denner et al 2024; Artwork © Danielle Botha
Sustainable Wildlife Economies Project



The diverse wildlife ranch enterprises

Trophy hunting Ecotourism Wildlife breeding

Trophy hunting & 
meat

Wildlife & 
agriculture

Mixed hunting

Diverse resilience:
- mixed models were 
more resilient in the 
pandemic

- tourism and game 
markets are volatile

- livestock buffers ranches 
in bad years

Clements et al. 2022 Nature Sustainability; Artwork © Danielle Botha
Sustainable Wildlife Economies Project



The diverse wildlife ranch enterprises

Trophy hunting Ecotourism Wildlife breeding

Trophy hunting & 
meat

Wildlife & 
agriculture

Mixed hunting

Diverse resilience:
- mixed models were 
more resilient in the 
pandemic

- tourism and game 
markets are volatile

- livestock buffers ranches 
in bad years
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Plains game
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Gemsbok

Impala
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Karlin Muller unpubl. Sustainable Wildlife Economies Project



Creating an inclusive wildlife economy: 

insights from emerging ranches

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

ca
tt

le

go
at

s

sh
ee

p

b
ilt

o
n

g 
h

u
n

ti
n

g

cu
lt

iv
at

io
n

tr
o

p
h

y 
h

u
n

ti
n

g

ev
en

ts

ec
o

to
u

ri
sm

w
ild

lif
e 

b
re

ed
in

g

ve
n

is
o

n

%
 o

f 
p

ro
p

er
ti

es

Current activity Planned activity

Shwababa et al, in revision, Land Use Policy. 
Sustainable Wildlife Economies Project



New market entrants size constraints and opportunities

Shwababa et al, in revision, Land Use Policy. 



New market entrants wildlife constraints and opportunities

Shwababa et al, in revision, Land Use Policy. 



Wildlife loans to unlock inclusive wildlife economies

Sustainable Wildlife Economies Project



Investment to unlock inclusive wildlife economies

Sustainable Wildlife Economies Project



Investment to 
unlock inclusive 
wildlife economies

Trophy hunting wildlife ranch

Size: generally large properties and high investment requirements

Number of game species: at least 12 species (median of 15)

Investment requirements: At least R10 mil in land and 

infrastructure (median R26 mil) and R17 mil in game (median = 

R51 mil)

Revenues: At least R2 mil (median R4 mil)

ROI: 2% (range 1 to 8%) 

Considerations: CAE if large game and / or hunting year-round, 

roads, waterpoints, mid-range accommodation unless using an 

outfitter with other accommodation.  Requires sufficient 

population sizes for trophy animals (only ~6% of population). 

Highly dependent on international hunters. Low/mid-range 

ecotourism in non-hunting months can augment income if the 

property has accommodation facilities. Hunted meat can be sold if 

the enterprise has access to an abattoir. 

Economic activities

(% of total revenues)

Breeding
Ecotourism

Meat 
hunting

Meat 
sales

Trophy 
hunting

Livestock

Other



Lessons learned from South 
Africa’s wildlife economy

• Devolving wildlife ownership rights 
results in  diverse wildlife enterprises

• Leads to diversity in conservation and 
socio-economic contributions

• Building resilience: celebrate diversity 
and allow for adaptation

• Learn from established sector to 
support emerging ranchers
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