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Overview of the research
Conservation of wildlife is frequently seen as a cost to 
governments, resulting in little investment in wildlife resources 
despite the extensive contributions that the wildlife economy 
can, and does, make in terms of employment and revenues. The 
African Leadership University’s School of Wildlife Conservation 
received funding to conduct research and produce the inaugural 
State of the Wildlife Economy in Africa Report to illustrate the 
current and potential value of wildlife to economies in Africa 
and through this to encourage investment in this important 
economic asset. The report development process highlighted 
data gaps that should encourage the collection of robust data 
related to wildlife economies in order to better understand the 
vast contribution of wildlife resources to local, national and 
regional economies.  For the purposes of this research, the 
wildlife	economy	is	defined	as:

“The Wildlife Economy uses wildlife, plants and animals (marine 
and terrestrial), as an economic asset to create value that aligns 
with conservation objectives and delivers sustainable growth and 
economic development” 

Wildlife economies can include a mix of consumptive and 
non-consumptive uses. The growth and development of the 
wildlife	economy	in	Africa	is	influenced	by	a	number	of	factors,	
including, amongst others:
•  The enabling environment which either facilitates (or not) 

various stakeholders, including communities and the 
private	sector,	to	engage	in	and	benefit	from	the	wildlife	
economy. This includes policy, legislation and supporting 
institutions

•  The stock of wildlife resources for use in the wildlife 
economy

•  Investment in wildlife resources to ‘grow’ the asset base 
on which the wildlife economy depends

•  Political will and support
•   Infrastructure to support the wildlife economy, such as 

roads, airports, hotels, etc. 

As	the	first	comprehensive	regional	assessment	of	the	wildlife	
economy in Africa, the State of the Wildlife Economy in Africa 
report has the following main objectives: 
1.   To provide an overview of the status of the wildlife 

economy in Africa, including country case studies
2.   To provide an overview of the regulatory framework 

governing the wildlife economy, including country case 
studies

3.   To highlight gaps in the data in terms of country data, 
as	well	as	data	specifically	relating	to	different	types	of	
wildlife economy activities

4.   To analyse and highlight best practices of particular 
relevance to the region, through the use of case studies 

5.			 To	provide	facts	and	figures	required	by	governments	
and investors to make informed decisions, track progress 
and provide guidance for implementation in terms of the 
wildlife economy

6.			 To	raise	the	profile	of	the	wildlife	economy	in	Africa	and	to	
highlight the importance of seeing wildlife as an asset to 
invest in

7.   To promote the learning of lessons between countries 
and organisations

8.   Where possible, to provide key recommendations for 
policy and practice 

The overall aim of the report is to highlight the potential of 
the wildlife economy and encourage more public and private 
investments in protected and conserved areas to improve 
biodiversity outcomes and support economic development. 
Success would include turning conservation into a growth 
industry, attracting young, inspired leaders, increasing private 
sector investment in wildlife resources and related businesses, 
involving	 communities	 and	 increasing	 their	 benefits	 and	
nature/wildlife becoming more abundant. Ultimately, the aim is 
to ensure that governments see wildlife as a key strategic asset 
and, therefore, create an enabling environment for the wildlife 
economy and the conservation of related wildlife resources.  

The	 first	 report	 focuses	 on	 five main wildlife economy 
activities: ecotourism, hunting, wildlife ranching, carbon 
finance	 and	 non-timber	 forest	 products.	 The	 activities	
included in the report had the criteria of having to contribute 
to both biodiversity conservation and social and/or economic 
development.	 For	 this	 report,	 the	 activities	 are	 defined	 as	
follows:

Ecotourism includes non-consumptive tourism related 
to nature/wildlife.

Hunting includes trophy hunting, game meat hunting, 
as	well	as	some	aspects	of	fishing,	such	as	artisanal,	
small-scale	and	recreational	fishing.

Wildlife ranching includes the breeding of wild/
indigenous animals for hunting, game meat, products 
and other uses.

Other consumptive use includes non-timber forest 
products used commercially and for subsistence 
purposes.

The carbon market includes projects that earn income 
through REDD+ and other mechanisms that sequester 
carbon, reduce greenhouse gas emissions and 
conserve/preserve natural systems of carbon.

The full report covers 54 countries in Africa. Data for all 54 
countries was, however, not available and a selection of case 
study countries, with diversity in terms of geographic location, 
biomes, wildlife economy activities, policy and socio-economic 
context were selected (selection criteria described below). 
Throughout the report, text boxes have been included covering 
other countries in order to cover as many countries on the 
continent	 as	 possible	 and	 to	 provide	 examples	 of	 different	
approaches to the wildlife economy, as well as innovative 
examples and best practices. Wherever possible, attempt has 
been made to allow for generalisations, and where not possible, 
caveats	or	specific	enabling	factors	have	been	highlighted.	

The case study countries were selected based on the following 
criteria:
1.  A diversity of regions: to ensure that we included one 

example from each of the regions: East Africa; Southern 
Africa; West Africa and Central Africa 

2.   Diversity of wildlife economy activities: to make 
sure that the case study countries included a diversity 
of activities rather than focusing on one activity such as 
ecotourism,	and	to	make	sure	that	as	many	different	
activities were covered as possible, including ecotourism, 
trophy hunting, game meat hunting, wildlife ranching, 
non-timber forest products, carbon projects (current and 
future),	artisanal	fisheries,	etc.	

3.   Diversity of enabling environments: to enable an 
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analysis	of	different	policy,	legislation	and	institutions	and	
their	effectiveness	in	supporting	the	wildlife	economy

4. Diversity of biomes and ecosystems, including forest,
marine, savannah, fynbos, miombo woodland, tropical
rainforest, etc.

5. Availability of data: we chose countries where we had
a number of in-country contacts to assist with on the
ground research, given that the team couldn't travel due
to the COVID pandemic.

Based on this selection process, the case study countries 
are Gabon, Ghana, Kenya, Rwanda and South Africa.  Future 
reports	will	focus	on	different	case	study	countries	each	time.

Data collection process
A	 project	 of	 this	 magnitude	 requires	 a	 number	 of	 different	
approaches to gathering the data and information required to 
present analyses and a useful picture of the wildlife economy 
in Africa. Given various time constraints to develop this report, 
and the impacts of COVID-19 on travel and access to printed 
documents, it was decided to focus on conducting a literature 
review,	as	well	as	desktop	research,	with	a	focus	on	five	case	
study countries as well as, where possible, contacting in-country 
sources to gather data. Future research aims to conduct more 
primary research and data collection, based on the data gaps 
identified	in	this	report.	All	currency	amounts	in	the	report	have	
been converted to USD for comparison purposes, with the local 
currency amount still included, using the average annual USD 
rate for the year of the data. Some graphs and tables have, 
however,	been	kept	in	the	local	currency	because	fluctuations	
in	the	exchange	rates	can	affect	the	USD	amount	in	such	a	way	
that	 it	 does	 not	 reflect	 the	 true	 local	 and	 national	 economic	
impacts as well as the local currency amounts do. 

During the research for this report, it was found that very few 
countries in Africa have a good understanding of the value of 
the wildlife economy at a national level. For certain wildlife 
economy activities there was information and data available at 
a local, and often only a project level, and often this data was 
only collected for the duration of the project, or when funding 
was available. This resulted in data for the continent, as well 
as per country, largely being inconsistent, incomparable, and 
often quite old. The overall research project highlights a large 

gap in data on the value of the wildlife economy and the 
important need to have consistent, comparable data to ensure 
that the value of the wildlife economy is truly understood. 
This information would allow for better policy and investment 
decision making and would encourage greater investment in 
the wildlife economy once the true value is understood. 

Research for the case study countries included contacting 
relevant	 contacts	 in	 the	 specific	 countries,	 an	 extensive	
literature review and engaging stakeholders to collect as 
much relevant, up-to-date data as possible. The complexity of 
stakeholders involved in the wildlife economy and the fact that 
a large amount of activity also occurs in the informal sector, 
also	results	 in	a	difficulty	 in	collecting	and	collating	data	 that	
provides	a	true	reflection	of	the	value	of	the	wildlife	economy.	
The data collection process was in no way exhaustive and was 
done with the purpose of providing an illustrative overview 
of the wildlife economy in Africa. The Ghana and Kenya case 
studies have already been published and this South Africa case 
study	is	the	third	and	final	case	study	to	be	published	before	
the full report publication in February 2021.

All country case studies follow the same structure to allow for 
comparisons and ease of reading. The general structure is as 
follows:

Country map with key statistics
Wildlife economy summary graphic
Key points related to the wildlife economy
Introduction/background: conservation and socio-economic
Regulatory framework/enabling environment
Wildlife economy activities (where relevant):

Ecotourism
Hunting 
Wildlife ranching
Carbon
Non-timber forest products
Other activities

 Summary
 References

Additional notes
Average ZAR/USD exchange rates are used for the year of the 
data: it is important to take into consideration that there have 
been	large	fluctuations	in	the	ZAR/USD	exchange	rate	over	the	
last 10 years, which impacts on the USD amounts in this case 
study.	The	ZAR	amounts	provide	a	better	reflection	of	the	local	
and national economic impacts over time.

This case study uses research that informed the development 
of the National Biodiversity Economy Strategy aimed at 
sustainably growing the biodiversity economy of the country. 
The terms “wildlife economy” and “biodiversity economy” are 
used interchangeably and refer to the same activities in this 
case study. 

In terms of understanding and referencing in this case study: 
the Department of Environment, Forestry and Fishery (DEFF) 
was	previously	called	the	Department	of	Environmental	Affairs	
(DEA) and the Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries 
(DAFF) is now the Department of Agriculture, Land Reform and 
Rural Development. These changes took place in June 2019. 
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CASE STUDY:
SOUTH AFRICA
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SOUTH AFRICA

Sources: Sink et al. (2019). Skowno et al. (2019). Transparency 
International (2020). UNEP-WCMC (2020). Van Deveneter et al. (2109). 
World Bank (2019). World Bank (2020)

Conservation

Socio-economic/governance

Species numbers

Protected areas

GDP growth rate  

5.4%
Gini	coefficient	

0.63 

GDP per capita (USD)

6001.40

Total population 

57.78 million 

Transparency International 
Corruption perception index 

Ranked 70th   
out of 180 countries 

World Bank Ease of Doing 
Business ranking  

Ranked 67th   
out of 190 countries in 2019

1,224,385 km2 land 
area 

224,640km2 marine 
and coastal area 
protected

53 forest nature 
reserves 

1,611 protected areas 
(8.63% coverage)

22 national parks 

39 marine protected 
areas (14.56%) 

8.48% terrestrial 
protected areas 

5 Natural World 
Heritage Sites

23 Ramsar Sites 

9 UNESCO MAB-
Biosphere reserves

6 Transfrontier Parks/
Conservation Areas

404 reptile species 

125 amphibian species 

336 mammals 

732  birds 

658 freshwater fish
  
13,000 marine fish 

Forest reserve
Private
Ramsar site
WHU
Marine protected area
National Park
Other protected area
Lake
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Overview of the Wildlife 
Economy in South Africa Carbon finance 

•	 The	first	carbon	credits	were	issued	in	
South Africa in June 2008 

• Given that a number of the carbon projects 
are	privately	managed,	it	is	difficult	to	
determine the value of this activity.

Ecotourism
• The total contribution (both direct & indirect) of 

travel & tourism in 2019 was USD 24.6 billion (7% 
of the total economy) along with 1.4 million jobs

• In 2015 tourism related to biodiversity contribut-
ed USD 1.2 billion, with more than 88,000 people 
directly employed

• The South African Tourism Satellite Account 
estimates leisure tourism as contributing USD 6.3 
billion in 2017

Wildlife filming and photography
• There is an enormous demand locally and 

internationally for wildlife and landscape photographs 
and	footage	for	film

•	 SANParks	earned	income	from	‘location	fee	for	filming	
rights’ in 2018 USD 189,000

Fisheries
•	 Recreational	fishing	is	worth	approx.	USD	143	million	

per	annum	&	subsistence	fishing	a	further	
 USD 3.2 million per annum
•	 Recreational	fishing	currently	supports	94,000	

employment opportunities
•	 The	total	value	of	subsistence	fishing	is	estimated	
 at approximately USD 2.2 million 

Non-timber forest products
• It is estimated that the informal African Traditional 

Medicine industry is valued at about USD 1.4 billion 
per year 

• The estimated size of the biotrade market segment 
(as measured by the total revenue generated by 
this segment in 2013) was approximately USD 39 
million, with the domestic retail value being ap-
proximately USD 155 million

Sources:	DEA,	2016.	Hara	et	al.,	2008.	Joubert	&	Poole,	2018.	Kitshoff-Botha,	2020b.	SACRAA,	2017.	SANParks,	2019.	SANParks,	2020.	Scholtz	&	de	Villiers,	2018.	Sinovas	et	al.,	2016.	Taylor	et	al.,	2015.	Williams	et	al.,	2013.	WTTC,	2020

Hunting
• Hunting is one of the largest revenue contributors 

to the wildlife industry
• 85% of hunting revenues in South Africa come 

from domestic hunters, mostly for meat/biltong.   
• In 2018, local hunters contributed approximately 

USD 700 million and foreign hunters 
approximately USD 123 million, providing an 
estimated total of USD 823 million 

Wildlife ranching
• There are an estimated 8,979 wildlife 

ranches in South Africa
• In 2014, the direct contribution of 

wildlife ranching was approximately 
USD 438 million

South African policy & legislation has allowed the private 
sector to own wildlife on private lands, which has led to 
an increase in the number of game ranches & growth in 
the wildlife economy

Wildlife trade
• Between 2005 and 2014, the value of 

South Africa’s CITES exports as reported 
by South Africa was estimated at USD 1.1 
billion

• In 2018, SANParks revenue from the sale 
of	fauna	and	flora	was	USD	1.3	million
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© Credit: Sue Snyman

Key messages

• The National Biodiversity Economy Strategy
(NBES) highlights South Africa’s vision for its wildlife 
economy: A thriving, inclusive and sustainable
wildlife economy for the wellbeing of all South
Africans.

• There are numerous layers of complexity in
terms of the management of, and legislation
related to, the wildlife economy.

• The sustainable growth of the wildlife economy
requires private sector, government and
community partnerships to be successful.

• Private ownership of wildlife in South Africa
has supported the development and growth of
the wildlife economy as it has allowed for tangible
benefits	 to	 the	 private	 sector,	 and	 therefore
provided an incentive for investment.

• The wildlife economy comprises a
combination of agriculture, ecotourism and
conservation characteristics.

• Hunting is one of the largest revenue
contributors to the wildlife economy, with
around two-thirds of the value of the hunting 
sub-sector coming from ancillary goods and
services such as equipment, transport,
accommodation and taxidermy (DEA, 2016).

• 52% of wildlife ranches engage in multiple
economic activities (Taylor et al., 2015).

• South Africa has regulations in place to govern
bioprospecting, access and bene it-sharing
activities in accordance with its obligations as a
signatory of the Convention on Biological Diversity
(CBD).

• There is a strong consumer demand for products 
containing indigenous plant resources and bee
products as an ingredient (DEA, 2016).
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Introduction to South Africa’s 
natural resources and biodiversity
South Africa is one of the most biodiverse countries in the 
world due to its species diversity, rate of endemism and diverse 
ecosystems (SANBI, 2019). With just 2% of the world’s land area, 
it has 10% of the world’s plant species and 7% of its reptile, bird 
and mammal species (SANBI, 2019). Endemism rates reach 
56% for amphibians, 65% for plants and up to 70% for 
invertebrates (SANBI, 2019). Marine biodiversity is also high, 
with more than 11,000 species found in South African waters 
– about 15% of global marine species (SANBI, 2019). More than 
25% of these are endemic to South Africa (South Africa, 2019).  

South Africa has the world’s richest temperate flora, with 
20,401 recorded indigenous vascular plant species, constituting 
about 7% of the world’s plant diversity (Skowno et al., 2019).  In 
addition, some 13,763 species (65% of the country’s and >4% of 
the	globe’s	flora)	are	endemic	while	2,033	are	alien.	Of	all	 the	
plant species, 2,062 plants are used for medicinal purposes and 
656 are frequently traded (ibid).  Approximately 1,300 plant 
species are edible and are used for food (ibid).   South Africa 
has over 67,000 recorded animal species. Insects have the 
greatest diversity and represent 72% of animal species (48,240 
species) (ibid). Of these beetles are the largest insect group with 
17,000 species and there are also over 20 species of edible 
insects utilized mostly by rural South Africans (ibid). 

This diversity is, however, under threat, with National Red 
List assessments indicating that 9% of South Africa’s reptiles, 
15% of its mammals and 15% of its birds are threatened 
(excluding Near Threatened species).  Almost a quarter of South 
Africa’s terrestrial ecosystem types are threatened: there are 
35 Critically Endangered, 39 Endangered and 29 Vulnerable 
terrestrial ecosystem types (Skowno et al., 2019).

The 6th South African National Report to the CBD (DEFF, 
2018a) states that the government allocates 0.93% of GDP 
to the biodiversity sector. Investment in natural resource 
management from 1995 to 2018 totalled ZAR 16.6 billion / USD 
125.3 million (DEFF, 2018a). Based on the latest available data 
(2016), the nominal annual growth in GDP of the bioprospecting 
and wildlife sectors has been above 10% up until 2014, after 

which it slowed down to 4.5% (DEFF, 2018a). It is important to 
note that the national accounting for the biodiversity economy 
is still being developed and requires improvements in order to 
fully capture the value of the biodiversity economy. 
 
One of the major threats to biodiversity in South Africa is 
habitat loss and degradation, resulting from alternative land 
uses for urban, industrial and mining development, agriculture, 
biofuel production, canalisation (aquatic) and trawling (marine) 
(CBD, 2020). Other threats include alien invasive species and 
their hybridisation with local species, over-harvesting (especially 
marine),	discharge	of	industrial	effluents	into	water	systems	and	
climate change (CBD, 2020). Human population growth plays a 
role in driving the majority of these threats (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: Population growth
Source: World Bank, 2020.

Socio-economic overview
South Africa has an economy with a diversified structure, 
which has been critical in terms of its historical and 
current growth performance (Statistics South Africa, 2020). 
Manufacturing makes up the largest share of the economy, 
though its relative importance has been declining (Statistics 
South Africa, 2020). The South African economy grew by 1.3% 
in 2017 and 0.8% in 2018, with the World Bank projecting 2019 
growth at 1.3%, accelerating further to 1.7% in 2020 (World 
Bank, 2020), though this has been severely impacted by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. In fact, GDP fell by just over 16% between 
the	 first	 and	 second	 quarters	 of	 2020,	 giving	 an	 annualised	
growth rate of minus 51% (Statistics South Africa, 2020). 

Despite South Africa having one of the most advanced 
economies on the continent, the unemployment rate in the 
first	quarter	of	2020	was	30.1%	(Statistics	South	Africa,	2020);	
South Africa is known as one of the most unequal countries 
in the world,	reporting	a	per	capita	expenditure	Gini	coefficient	
of 0.67 in 2006, which then fell to 0.65 in 2015 (Statistics South 
Africa, 2020) and is now at 0.63 (World Bank, 2020).

According to the CBD (2020), a recent estimate placed the 
total value added to the South African economy by all 
provisioning, regulating and cultural ecosystem services, 
excluding the marine environment and the value generated by 
the extraction of water resources, at approx. ZAR 73 billion / 
USD 5.5 billion per annum (which is approximately 7% of the 
country’s annual GDP). Additionally, the majority of South 
Africans are highly dependent on natural resources for 
their livelihoods, wellbeing and health care (it is estimated 
that over 70% of South Africans use traditional medicinal plants 
as their primary source of health care) (CBD, 2020).
      

Regulatory framework of the wildlife 
economy 
The National Biodiversity Economy Strategy (NBES) (2016) 
states that the biodiversity economy encompasses the 
businesses and economic activities that either directly 
depend on biodiversity for their core business or that 
contribute to conservation of biodiversity through their 
activities (DEA, 2016b). The NBES (DEA, 2016b) has the 
following principles: 
• Conservation of biodiversity and ecological infrastructure
• Sustainable use of indigenous resources
•	 Fair	and	equitable	beneficiation
• Socio-economic sustainability
• Incentive-driven compliance to regulation
• Ethical practices
• Improving quality and standards of products
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Operation Phakisa (“phakisa” means to hurry up in Sesotho, 
one	 of	 South	 Africa’s	 official	 languages),	 a	 South	 African	
Government Programme, is an innovative, pioneering 
approach that is designed to enable the government to 
implement its policies and programmes better, faster and 
more	 effectively.	 The	 Operation	 Phakisa	 methodology	
develops detailed implementation plans for each work 
stream. Various projects are being implemented and progress 
is reported to the Department of Planning, Monitoring and 
Evaluation.

The Biodiversity Economy Lab of Phakisa was developed 
over	 five	 weeks	 by	 more	 than	 60	 stakeholders	 from	 the	
public, private, civil society sectors. The purpose of the Lab 
was to prioritise issues, develop solutions and action plans to 

unlock growth, job creation and transformation in the wildlife 
sector,	 the	bioprospecting/biotrade	 sector	 (defined	 later	 in	
the	case	study),	and	coastal	and	marine	tourism	sectors. 
  The	 wildlife work stream detailed initiatives to actively 
facilitate transformation of the sector through prioritisation 
of land for wildlife economy activities, and establishing, 
supporting and capacitating new entrants in the sector. An 
opportunity	was	also	identified	to	drive	growth	by	unlocking	
demand and promoting ‘value’ and production, particularly 
of game meat. The work stream also developed initiatives to 
strengthen an enabling environment for the wildlife sector, 
address the reputation and conservation risks in the sector, 
and also leverage on protected and surrounding areas to 
unlock	economic	potential. 
 

The bioprospecting work stream detailed initiatives to 
increase supply of high-value indigenous plant species 
through mass cultivation and sustainable harvesting, 
and increase demand and local value-add through better 
coordination of stakeholders, harnessing existing initiatives 
and accelerating innovation in the sector through a new Bio 
Products Advancement Network South Africa (BioPANZA). It 
also developed enabling initiatives to simplify the regulatory 
environment so as to enhance growth and transform the 
sector through direct involvement of communities and 
holders	of	traditional	knowledge. 
 
For	more	information	see: https://www.operationphakisa.
gov.za/operations/Biodiversity/Pages/default.aspx

Source: R. Vorwerk, DEFF, 2020, pers. comm., 8 Oct 

Text box 1

Operation Phakisa
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The NBES aims to guide the sustainable growth of the wildlife and 
bioprospecting industries and to provide a basis for addressing 
constraints to growth, ensuring sustainability, identifying clear 
stakeholder responsibilities, and monitoring progress (DEA, 
2016b). The NBES also seeks to contribute to the transformation 
of the biodiversity economy in South Africa through inclusive 
economic opportunities,	reflected	by	a	sector	that	is	equitable	
– including equitable access to resources, equitable and fair
processes and procedures, and equitable in distribution of
resources	(i.e.,	business,	human,	financial,	 indigenous	species,
land, water) in the market (DEA, 2016b).

According	 to	 the	 Department	 of	 Environmental	 Affairs	 (DEA)	
(2016b), the biodiversity economy is an ideal development 
and transformation sector in the South African context, for 
several reasons: 
• There exists a strong and growing domestic and interna-

tional demand for the products and services produced by
this sector

• It realises the economic value of indigenous species and,
in many cases, indigenous/traditional knowledge

• It facilitates rural economic development
• It has very high value-add potential
• It has a high potential to earn foreign currency
• It enables the development of new product markets

The NBES estimates that the sector’s GDP contribution could be 
ZAR 14 billion / USD 952 million by 2030, and that it could more 
than double the number of jobs over the same period (DEA, 
2017).

The Strategy highlights that the wildlife industry value 
chain is centred on game and wildlife farming/ranching 
activities that relate to the stocking, trading, breeding, viewing 
and hunting of game, and all the services and goods required 
to support this value chain (DEA, 2016b). The key drivers of 

this value chain include domestic and international hunters, 
domestic and international photographic tourists and a growing 
retail market demand for wildlife products such as game meat 
and taxidermy products (DEA, 2016b). This sector is therefore 
characterised by an interesting combination of agriculture, 
ecotourism and conservation characteristics (DEA, 2016b), 
which results in numerous layers of complexity in terms of 
the management of, and legislation related to, the sector 
(see Figure 2). 

The	NBES	emphasises	that	the	effective	implementation	of	the	
legislative provisions (National Environmental Management 
Biodiversity Act No. 10 of 2004) on the use of indigenous 
biological/genetic	resources,	and	the	effective	support	of	small	
enterprises	in	this	field,	is	reliant on a sound knowledge and 
understanding of the wildlife economy (DEA, 2016b). This 
highlights the importance of robust, comparable, up-to-date 
data to inform policy and decision-making. 

As can be seen in Figure 2, South Africa has extensive legislation 
related to the environment/biodiversity, which impacts on the 
wildlife economy in various ways. Chapter Three includes more 
information on the enabling environment and policy framework 
for South Africa, including a non-exhaustive list of key legislation 
relating	to	the	wildlife	economy,	 involving	numerous	different	
departments and stakeholders and highlighting that the wildlife 
economy is complex, multifaceted and multi-sectoral.

Institutions for managing the 
wildlife economy
In South Africa, more than 400 private organisations focus on 
conservation, wildlife and the general environment, while more 
than 30 botanical and horticultural organisations concentrate 
on	the	conservation	of	the	country’s	flora	(South	Africa,	2020).	

Research organisations supporting the government include: 
the Institute of Commercial Forestry Research, the Forestry and 
Agriculture	 Biotechnology	 Institute,	 Council	 for	 the	 Scientific	
and Industrial Research (CSIR), and the South African National 
Biodiversity Institute (SANBI). The government sectors provide 
oversight and include national and provincial departments as 
well as conservation agencies. Academic institutions, NGOs, 
research councils and local governments are supporting 
sectors providing implementation support. Investors and the 
private sector, including banks, entrepreneurs, private-public 
partnerships (PPPs) etc., are responsible for operationalisation 
and economic development, and communities are involved in 
implementation and economic development (DEA, 2016).

Wildlife economy activities in South 
Africa
The wildlife economy in South Africa has been growing 
consistently faster than the general economy, contributing 
ZAR 3 billion / USD 276.5 million to GDP in 2014 – almost double 
the contribution made by the sector in 2008. It is, however, 
unclear as to how resilient these growth rates are to market 
perturbations, and as mentioned earlier, national accounting 
for the wildlife economy is still being developed and requires 
improvements in order to fully capture the value of the wildlife 
economy. 

The sector has shown a stable growth in job creation (see 
Text	 Box	 4).	 These	 figures	 demonstrate	 two	 significant	
characteristics. Firstly, the absolute numbers are important; 
these are large sectors that make a substantial impact on the 
national economy, directly as well as indirectly (DEA, 2017). The 
wildlife economy is also a significant direct job creator, as well 
as creating jobs in all related value chains (DEA, 2017), which as 
the COVID-19 pandemic has shown, are far-reaching. Secondly, 
the sustainable growth of the wildlife economy requires 
private sector, government and community partnerships 
if it is to be successful (DEA, 2017), and therefore requires 
collaboration and innovation. 

The wildlife economy in SA, as defined by the DEA at 
the Biodiversity Economy Lab of Phakisa (DEA, 2016a), 
consists of three sub-sectors, namely wildlife ranching, 
wildlife activities and wildlife products. These sub-sectors 
are linked 

“South Africa’s vision for its biodiversity 
economy: A thriving, inclusive and sustainable 
wildlife economy for the wellbeing of all South 
Africans”

“The wildlife economy is regulated by the public 
sector and operationalised by the private sector, 
with support from academic and research 
organisations”
(DEA, 2016a)
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Figure 2: Main regulatory framework in South Africa
Source: DEA, 2016b.
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Driver et al. (2019) conducted a study to determine the extent 
to which South Africa’s biodiversity assets contribute to 
providing jobs. An initial estimate was developed of 388,000 
direct jobs related to biodiversity in 2014, representing 2.5% 
of national employment. The estimate was subsequently 
updated to 418,000 biodiversity-related jobs in 2017, 
representing 2.6% of national employment. Of these, 17% 
(72,000) were jobs involved in conserving biodiversity, and 
83% (346,000) were jobs that depend on using biodiversity, 
including both harvest based and non-harvest based. The 
number of jobs that depend on using biodiversity is likely 
to be an underestimate, as data was available only for some 
biodiversity-related sectors or sub-sectors. The results 

suggest strong potential for biodiversity assets to support 
long-term inclusive growth and employment outside major 
urban centres, with further work needed to quantify this 
potential and to determine how best it can be enabled. 

For every job dedicated to conserving or managing South 
Africa’s biodiversity assets and ecological infrastructure, 
approximately five jobs depend on utilising biodiversity. 

The	 implication	 is	 that	 current	 efforts	 to	 conserve	 and	
manage biodiversity should not be seen simply as an end in 
themselves or a cost to the economy, but as an investment 
in a resource that supports wider economic activity and 

employment. See also Chidakel et al. (2019), which shows 
that the return on investment of public funds in Kruger 
National	Park	 is	significant,	due	to	the	multipliers	from	the	
private tourism lodges in the Greater Kruger landscape. 

Source: Driver et al. (2019). 

Text box 4

Biodiversity-related employment in South Africa

SANParks was established under the National Environmental Management: Protected 
Areas Act, 2003 (Act No. 57 of 2003) with a mandate to oversee the conservation of 
South Africa’s biodiversity, landscapes and associated heritage assets through a system 
of national parks. The core mandate of SANParks includes: conservation management 
through the national parks system, constituency building and people-focused ecotourism 
management ((DEFF, n.d).  The original National Parks Board was, however, established 
in 1926.

SANBI was established in terms of the National Environmental Management: Biodiversity 
Act, 2004 (Act No. 10 of 2004) with a mandate to play a leading role in South Africa’s 
national commitment to biodiversity management. In partnership with the Department 
of Environment, Forestry and Fisheries and the biodiversity sector, SANBI leads the 
biodiversity research agenda; provides knowledge and information, policy support and 
advice, manages gardens as windows to biodiversity for leisure, enjoyment, spiritual 
upliftment and education, and engages in ecosystem restoration and rehabilitation 
programmes, and best-practice models to manage biodiversity better (DEFF, n.d).

Text box 2

South African National Biodiversity 
Institute (SANBI)

Text box 3

South African National Parks 
(SANParks)
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Wildlife activities. This sub-sector focuses primarily on trophy 
hunting, hunting in order to produce biltong (dried game meat), 
and wildlife viewing (ecotourism). Secondary contributors 
include accommodation, transport, equipment and supplies 
(arms, ammunition, etc.), and taxidermy. Hunting is one 
of the largest revenue contributors to the wildlife 
economy and has seen rapid growth, with revenues doubling 
since 2007 (DEA, 2016). Around two-thirds of the value of 
the hunting sub-sector comes from ancillary goods and 
services, such as equipment, transport, accommodation 
and taxidermy (DEA, 2016b).

SA is uniquely positioned to capitalise on the tremendous 
opportunity that the game industry presents, if the industry 
is developed appropriately. Sustainable and inclusive wildlife 
breeding approaches will deliver economic value and preserve 
our wildlife heritage for generations to come.
Cyril Ramaphosa, President of the Republic of South Africa, 2010

Wildlife products. This sub-sector focuses primarily on 
game meat processing, skin and hide production, and other 
products such as curios, jewellery and decorations. Secondary 
contributors include packaging and transportation. In 2013, 

South Africa produced more than 6,000 tonnes of game 
meat of which two-thirds was for domestic consumption and 
the remainder exported (DEA, 2016). Other wildlife products 
– including hides and skins, bones and ivory – are a relatively
small opportunity (DEA, 2016), possibly due to relevant national 
and Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species
of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) trade restrictions.

Figure 4 gives a situation analysis of four selected sub-sectors of 
the biodiversity and conservation sector in South Africa (2014) 
with projections based on a 2013 baseline and shows the growth 
in revenue for the various elements of the wildlife economy 
from 2007-2014, demonstrating a year-on-year increase.

The	next	sections	detail	different	wildlife	economy	activities.	

 Tourism
In 2019, the total contribution (both direct and indirect) of 
travel and tourism to the South African economy was ZAR 
354.98 billion / USD 24.6 billion (7% of the total economy) 
along with 1.4 million jobs (9.1% of total employment) (WTTC, 
2020).	Due	to	the	sector’s	multiplier	effect,	the	total	number	of	

Figure 4: Revenue of the wildlife economy by sub-sector (2007-2014), ZAR 
billion 
Source: DEA, 2016.

and frequently all fall under the term “wildlife ranching,” which 
is,	in	some	cases,	then	defined	as	comprising	four	sub-sectors:	
hunting, live sales (including breeding), wildlife products 
(including game meat) and ecotourism. In this report, the 
breakdown used by DEA (2016b) is followed. 

Wildlife ranching. This sub-sector focuses primarily on 
breeding and live sales, with secondary contributors including 
translocation services, veterinary services, and fencing and 
maintenance. There are an estimated 8,979 wildlife ranches 
in South Africa, of which approximately half are in Limpopo 
province (Taylor et al., 2015). The average wildlife ranch is 
approximately 2,100 ha (there is, however, a large variance 
ranging from small properties to in excess of 50,000 ha) 
in extent (DEA, 2016), which in many areas has resulted in 
fragmentation, and in some cases where farms are too small to 
host large mammal species, resulting in the formation of larger 
reserves such as Sabi Sands and Timbavati, each consisting 
of a number of private farms. Commercial/private wildlife 
ranches cover 14% of the country’s landmass, covering 
approximately 17.04 million hectares, which is greater than the 
area covered by state-protected areas (Taylor et al., 2015). 

Figure 3 shows the growth in the wildlife industry in 

terms of employment from 2008 to 2013 (no newer 

data was available). 
Source: National Biodiversity Economy Strategy, 2013, in DEA, 2017.
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direct and indirect jobs supported by tourism in 2017 was 1.5 
million, with total direct and indirect GDP contribution being 
ZAR 412.5 billion / USD 31 billion in the same period (Stats SA, 
2018, in Department of Tourism, 2019). The Tourism Satellite 
Account (TSA) (last developed in 2017) reported that the tourism 
sector’s direct contribution to GDP and direct employment 
was	increased	significantly	–	to	ZAR	130.2	billion	/	USD	9.8	billion	
(2.8% of total GDP) and 722,013 (4.5 % of total employment) 
respectively in 2017; the report covered all tourism in South 
Africa (Department of Tourism 2019). By using leisure tourism 
as a proxy for wildlife tourism, then 64% of visitors are wildlife 
tourists, and consequently the wildlife contribution would be 
USD 6.3 billion in 2017. This is likely an overestimate as leisure 
tourists also include visiting family and friends. However, even 
if the percentage is halved, the value of wildlife tourism is still 
substantial at USD 3.15 billion. (For more on Tourism Satellite 
Accounts, see the general ecotourism section in Chapter Two 
of the report.)
 
Total visitor spend (direct and indirect) in 2019 was ZAR 
129.9 billion / USD 9 billion (8.6% of total exports) (WTTC, 
2020). Of this total, 64% comprised leisure spending (USD 
5.76 billion) and 55% covered domestic spending (WTTC, 
2020). The contribution of leisure spending to the economy is 

substantial and much of this is wildlife tourism of some sort: 
ecotourism, hunting, beach tourism, etc. According to 2018 
Stats SA data, one in 22 South Africans are employed in the 
tourism sector and while this includes tourism unrelated to 
wildlife, it highlights the importance of tourism employment, 
given	 the	 country’s	 unemployment	 rate	 of	 30.1%	 in	 the	 first	
quarter of 2020 (Stats SA, 2020). 

According to the Department of Tourism (2019), there were a 
total of 10.5 million tourist arrivals to South Africa in 2018, and 
ZAR 82.5 billion / USD 6.2 billion in direct spend by international 
tourists (SA Tourism, 2018, in Department of Tourism, 2019). 
The TSA found that domestic tourism contributed more 
to internal tourism expenditure than inbound tourism. 
According to SA Tourism, total domestic tourism excursions 
trips amounted to 17.7 million in 2018 (Department of Tourism, 
2019). Although domestic spend is lower, the number of 
domestic trips also highlights the importance of the domestic 
tourism market to the economy. The importance of the 
domestic market has been further highlighted by the COVID-19 
pandemic. 

 Ecotourism
*The	 Global	 Ecotourism	 Network	 defines	 ecotourism as 
“responsible travel to natural areas that conserves the environment, 
sustains the wellbeing of the local people, and creates knowledge 
and understanding through interpretation and education of 
all involved (visitors, staff and the visited)” (Global Ecotourism 
Network, 2016). Only photographic tourism is included in this 
definition	 and	 this	 definition	 is	 used	 as	 such	 throughout	 this	
report. 

As	was	 found	 in	 all	 the	 case	 studies,	 data	 related	 specifically	
to	ecotourism	was	difficult	to	disaggregate	from	total	 tourism	
data.  This section attempts to provide information based 
on South African National Parks tourism statistics and other 
ecotourism statistics found. 

According to Joubert & Poole (2018), tourism related to 
biodiversity generated direct spend of ZAR 31 billion / 
USD 2.4 billion in the South African economy in 2015, with 
domestic tourism accounting for 52% of this demand (ZAR 16 

billion / USD 1.3 billion) and foreign or inbound tourism for 48% 
(ZAR 15 billion / USD 1.2 billion). The direct contribution to 
GDP in 2015 was ZAR 14.8 billion / USD 1.2 billion (0.4% of 
GDP). 

Tourism related to biodiversity also accounted for more than 
88,000 direct jobs (12% of direct tourism jobs) in 2015 and 
accounted for more than ZAR 1 billion / USD 78 million of 
taxes on products (Joubert & Poole, 2018). 

In 2016, 14% of all tourism activities undertaken by 
foreign tourists whilst visiting South Africa incorporated 
a biodiversity asset (Ibid.), while 45% of tourists from 
Europe and the Americas participate in biodiversity-
related activities and attractions. There is therefore 
scope for growth in this sub-sector, with the concomitant 
potential for increased job creation within the broader wildlife 
economy. In consequence, national tourism and economic 
growth strategies should incorporate tourism related to 
biodiversity/wildlife as a focus area (Ibid.). 

Tourism centred on seals (viewing and snorkelling) employed 
at least 30 people in 2013 and had a direct value of ZAR 5 
million / USD 518,000 (estimated overall value ZAR 25 million / 
USD 2.6 million). In the same year, shark diving created 
some 249 jobs and had a direct value of ZAR 113 million / 
USD 11.7 million (overall value estimated around ZAR 571 million 
/ approx. USD 59.2 million) (DEA, 2015, in Joubert & Poole, 2018). 

South Africa has extensive coastal and ocean environments 
that have considerable ecotourism potential. In 2013, the 
direct value of South Africa’s marine ecotourism sector was 
estimated at ZAR 400 million / USD 41.5 million with the 
indirect value estimated at ZAR 2 billion / USD 207 million 
(DEA, 2015, in Joubert & Poole, 2018). In total, coastal tourism 
contributed an estimated ZAR 26 billion / USD 2.7 billion to 
South Africa’s national income (Turpie & Wilson, 2011, in Joubert 
& Poole, 2018).

Based on foreign tourism data, in South Africa, there are four 
broad categories of biodiversity tourism assets. In order 
of the most visited, these are: 1) nature-based attractions; 
2) partaking in wildlife activities; 3) visiting a beach; and 4) 
participating in an adventure activity (Joubert & Poole, 2018). 

Figure 5: South African tourism statistics (2013-

2019)
Source: South African Tourism, 2020.
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The following examples highlight the diverse range of 
tourism activities that form part of the wildlife economy.  
Although the data is old, the examples highlight the 
potential	for	diversification.		

Birding Tourism: According to a study by the Department 
of Trade and Industry (DTI) in 2010, birding is one of the 
fastest growing nature-based tourism activities in the 
world, with between 21,000 and 40,000 birders to South 
Africa per annum. Of these, between 8,000 and 16,000 are 
international visitors, who cumulatively spend between 
ZAR 309 million /  USD 42 million and ZAR 618 million / 
USD 85 million annually (Joubert & Poole, 2018). 

Boulder’s Beach Penguin Colony in Table Mountain 
National Park is valued at around ZAR 311 million / approx. 
USD 23.5 million per annum and projected to generate ZAR 
6.8 billion / USD 513 million over the next 30 years while 
creating 885 jobs (van Zyl & Kinghorn, 2018, in Joubert & 
Poole, 2018). 

The estimated direct value of land-based whale watching 
sector was valued at ZAR 80 million / USD 8.3 million 
(overall value of ZAR 400 million / USD 41.4 million) in 2013. 
Boat-based whale watching provided employment for 184 
people and attracted 42,812 tourists with a direct value of 
ZAR 21 million / USD 2.2 million (overall value of ZAR 105 
million / USD 10.9 million) in 2013 (Joubert & Poole, 2018). 

Text box 5

Examples of 
different types of 
ecotourism in South 
Africa

© Credit: Wilderness Safaris
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80% generated from tourism

SANParks has a wildlife economy project which involves 
communities in the wildlife economy through game 
farming, breeding and eco-tourism.

Accommodation 
comprising SANParks-operated 
overnight facilities

Conservation 
Fees 
including Wild Card

Activities 
SANParks-operated

Concession Fees 
from private sector operated lodges

Other Tourism 
Income 
such as cancellations, conferencing 
and laundromat

ZAR 1.6 billion 
(approx. USD 120 million) 

SANParks annual 
report
2017/2018 

Tourism revenue 

Text box 6

Parastatal 
ecotourism –  
SANParks

7 million
visitors
(64,6% of tourists were 
South African)

ZAR 718 million 
(approx. USD 54 million)

ZAR 101 million 
(approx. USD 7.6 million)

ZAR 83 million 
(approx. USD 6.2 million)

ZAR 41 million 
(approx. USD 3.1 million)

ZAR 579 million 
(approx. USD 43.5 million)

SANParks Operates in 
19 Regions of South Afria

Source:  SANParks, 2019
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For domestic visitors, the most important biodiversity tourism 
assets are ranked as: 1: beach; 2) parks and gardens; 3) wildlife; 
4) mountain areas; 5) water sports areas; 6) adventure activity
areas; 7) outdoor/nature-based attractions and 8) hunting
(Ibid.).

The	diversity	of	natural	resources	allows	for	a	diversification	of	
activities and the conservation of these resources is critical to 
the long-term sustainability and success of ecotourism. 

 Wildlife Ranching 
In the 1960s, wildlife ranching was a small part of the agricultural 
sector in South Africa, with a handful of landowners using 
wildlife commercially (Taylor et al., 2015). Only 17% of South 
Africa’s agricultural land has a high production potential 
(NAMC, 2006). Wildlife ranching, therefore, may be regarded 
as one of the best development options for the more marginal 
agricultural areas of South Africa (NAMC, 2006). The realisation 
in the 1970s and 1980s that the sustainable use of wildlife could 
be	financially	viable,	followed	by	the	Game Theft Act of 1991, 
which provided certain ownership rights to landowners over 
wild animals held in adequately enclosed areas, provided the 

incentive for a major shift in farming activities across South 
Africa and led to huge growth of wildlife ranching as a land 
use (see Figure 6) (Taylor et al., 2015). See Taylor et al. (2015) 
for the full history of wildlife ranching in South Africa.   Today, 
South Africa has more wildlife than at any time in the past 
100 years, and wildlife ranching – including the increase 
in number and expansion of properties – has played an 
important role in preventing extinction of species such as 
rhino, bontebok, black wildebeest and Cape mountain zebra 
(Kitshoff-Botha	and	Selier,	2020,	pers.	comm.).

Recently the Government Gazette No. 42464, dated 17 May 
2019, amended Table 7 of the Animal Improvement Act (Act 
no. 62 of 1998) to include at least 32 new wild animal species, 
including 24 indigenous mammals, including threatened and 
rare species such as cheetah, white and black rhinoceros, and 
suni (Somers et al., 2020). By declaring these wild animals as 
“landrace breeds” (in Table 7 of the regulations), the Act implies 
that they are locally-developed breeds and the Act typically 
provides for landrace breeds to be bred and ‘genetically 
improved’ to obtain superior domesticated animals with 
enhanced production and performance (Somers et al., 2020). 
According to Selier et al. (2018), Russo et al. (2019) and Somers 

et al (2020), the genetic consequences of intensive or semi-
intensive breeding (farming) of wildlife species are negative 
and considerable; Somers et al. (2020) go further to argue that 
the process and reasons given for the addition of indigenous wild 
game species as landraces is a risk to South Africa’s biodiversity 
heritage as enshrined in the Constitution. In response to the 
perverse incentive to intensively breed wildlife, new regulatory 
tools and assessments are currently being developed that 
would seek to sustain the wildness of populations (Child et al., 
2019). For example, as one of the outcomes of the Biodiversity 
Economy	 Lab,	 a	 certification	 scheme	 is	 being	 developed	 for	
the industry; see the general wildlife ranching section for more 
information. The Gazette is currently being legally challenged 
due to a number of processes that were not correctly followed. 

Game meat
The production of game meat, an important product of wildlife 
ranches in South Africa, is regulated through the Meat Safety 
Act (No. 40 of 2000) and through draft Game Meat Regulations, 
which were developed to address an exemption for game meat 
from Section 11(1)(i) of the Meat Safety Act, which requires that 
no dead animal may be presented at an abattoir for slaughter 
(Martindale, 2019). These regulations have been in draft for over 
10 years but provide the basis for the harvesting, handling and 
production of game meat in South Africa (Martindale, 2019). 

Utilising wildlife for food may also increase national food 
security (Child, 2018). In 2014, an estimated 21,220 tonnes 
of game meat and a further 18,930 tonnes from biltong 
hunting across 21 species was produced (Taylor et al., 2015). 
Utilising indigenous herbivores may have lower net carbon 
emissions than livestock production due to the lower inputs 
needed in production, and lower shipment costs associated 
with supplying local and regional markets directly (Child, 2018). 
According	 to	 Kitshoff-Botha,	 (2020),	 game processing had a 
direct economic value of ZAR 4.5 billion / USD 340 million 
in 2018. Revenues from game meat have grown at an annual 
rate of 18% since 2008 (see Figure 7), and it is estimated that by 
2030 South Africa could produce up to 206,000 tonnes of game 
meat a year, driven in part by a projected 50% increase in land 
available for wildlife ranches (DEA, 2016b). 

Figure 6: Number of wildlife ranches and land area 

in South Africa (1908-2014)
Sources: Van der Merwe et al., 2004; NAMC, 2006; Carruthers, 2008, in Taylor et al., 
2015.

Figure 7: Revenue from game meat, ZAR billions
Source: DEA, 2016.
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Nambiti Private Game Reserve has a range of wildlife 
economy activities, including nature-based tourism, live 
capture of game and the production of game meat. It is also 
an interesting model of cooperation between a local 
community and the private sector. 

The Senzo’kuhle Nkos’uNodada Communal Trust is a legal 
entity that represents 136 successful land claimants from 
the Elandslaagte Community. The land was transferred to 
the community in June 2009 and all decisions are taken by 
the Trustees, as it is not under any tribal authority. 

The community owns a 50-bed lodge and the Department 
of Rural Development and Land Reform has purchased 
another site for the community that can accommodate up 
to 30 beds, but this site has not yet been developed. 

As a 30% shareholder in Nambiti Private Game Reserve (Pty) 
Ltd., the Senzo’kuhle Nkos’uNodada Communal Trust is 
entitled to 30% of the profits generated by the operation 
of the reserve.

The Senzo’kuhle Nkos’uNodada Communal Trust and its 
beneficiaries	gain	from	Nambiti	Private	Game	Reserve	in	a	
number of ways, including: 
• Payment of the lease fee by Nambiti Private Game 

Reserve (Pty) Ltd.
• Ownership and operation of Springbok Lodge and 

another undeveloped lodge site.
•	 Sharing	in	the	profits	earned	by	the	operation	of	the	

reserve	–	i.e.	live	off-takes	and	sale	of	game	meat.

There are other lodge sites, owned by a variety of private 
sector companies and individuals that have a lease 
arrangement with the reserve’s management company 

entitling them to traversing rights across the remainder of 
the property. 

The Reserve has a monthly turnover in excess of 
ZAR	4	million.	USD	369,000,	which	has	significant	implications	
for	the	local	and	regional	economy.	The	financial	turnover	of	
the lodges varies depending on size and occupancy levels. 

Revenue for some of the lodges in 2014:
• Springbok Lodge – over ZAR 1 million / USD 92,000 per 

month 
• Lions Valley Lodge – over ZAR 600,000 / USD 55,000 per 

month 
• Esiwini Lodge – ZAR 145,000 / USD 13,000 per month 

(this is one of the smallest lodges with the lowest 
occupancy)

Revenue generation through live game sales totalled ZAR 
861,213 / USD 89,000 in 2013 and ZAR 1,526,688 / USD 
141,000	in	2014.	Profits	that	are	made	through	the	operation	
of	 the	 reserve	 include	 revenue	 generated	 through	 live-off	
takes and the sale of game meat.

In total over 220 people are employed at the reserve: 54 
people in reserve operation and management and over 170 
people in the reserve’s lodges.

The reserve undertakes sustainable production of 
game meat for commercial sale, including the provision 
of	 an	 important	 local	 source	 of	 affordable	 meat	 to	 the	
communities living around the reserve. The operation of the 
abattoir and butchery generated ZAR 900,000 / USD 93,000 
in 2013, and ZAR 840,000 / USD 77,000 in 2014. 

Source: Martindale, 2015.

Text box 7

Diversifying wildlife economy activities and engaging the community: 
The case of Nambiti Private Game Reserve, KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa

Nambiti Private Game Reserve management 

arrangements and structure

Lodge owners
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Game capture industry and 
auctions/sales
The game capture industry has grown significantly over 
the years. The	first	official	 live	wildlife	auction	in	South	Africa	
was held in Limpopo Province in 1975, when 128 animals were 
sold (Bothma et al., 2010a, in Taylor et al., 2015). The game 
capture industry now has an annual turnover in excess of 
ZAR 100 million / USD 7.5 million and provides employment 
for	a	 significant	number	of	people.	The	Wildlife	Translocation	
Association’s members annually capture and translocate 
approximately 130,000 game animals (Wildlife Translocation 
Association, 2020). The game capture industry is one of the 
important elements of the value chain of wildlife ranching that 
needs to be accounted for and requires supportive policy and 
legislation. Figure 8 shows estimated revenues from auctions 

and private sales in South Africa from 2008 to 2014, highlighting 
the important contribution of game sales in terms of revenues 
and the concomitant taxes. 

In 2017, SANParks revenue from the sale of fauna and flora 
was ZAR 42 million / USD 3.2 million, and in 2018 it was ZAR 
17.6	million	/	USD	1.3	million	(SANParks,	2019).	The	fluctuation	
in sales, largely through auctions, depends on a number of 
factors, including demand, supply, and climatic conditions, such 
as droughts. 

Crocodile and ostrich farming are both large sources of revenue 
and employment in South Africa (through captive breeding, 
hunting, ecotourism, and the meat, skin and feather trade), 
but due to the fact that they, in general, do not contribute to 
biodiversity conservation in South Africa, they have not been 
included as wildlife economy activities in this report. 

Wildlife ranching values
Results from Taylor et al. (2020) highlight the value of wildlife 
properties in terms of mean revenue per hectare, as well as 
mean number of jobs per hectare. It is likely that the return on 
assets for wildlife ranching is higher than livestock farming, 
especially in arid areas, as wild herbivores are better adapted 
to these environments, thus requiring fewer resources such as 
supplementary feeding (Child, 2018). Wildlife ranching may 
provide more stable returns over time – particularly during 
highly variable climatic conditions and increasingly dry climates 
– and the diverse range of possible income sources from wildlife 
ranching may result in more consistent returns over time, as
economic	 activities	 are	 fluid	 and	 adaptable	 depending	 on
demand (Child, 2018). For example, Taylor et al. (2015) found
that 52% of wildlife ranches engage in multiple economic
activities. The high returns on wildlife-only properties

may be due to the supportive policy and legislation in 
South Africa, which allows for sustainable use and creates 
markets for wildlife goods and services.

Taylor et al.’s (2020) research did not look at the conservation 
impacts of land uses, but stated that if the sustainable-use 
approach of wildlife ranching does prove to be a legitimate 
way	 to	 conserve	biodiversity,	 then	 in	addition	 to	 the	financial	
and	social	benefits	highlighted,	it	would	be	advisable	for	other	
African countries to consider similar conservation models on 
private	 land,	especially	given	the	effects	of	climate	change	on	
agriculture and wildlife becoming increasingly competitive. 
De Vos et al.’s (2019) research also highlighted the value of 
enabling legislative environments to facilitate privately-
protected area (PPA) establishment and the use of 
resources, and demonstrated the potential of PPAs as a long-
term conservation strategy. The COVID-19 pandemic has further 
highlighted	the	need	for	diversified	land-use	strategies	that	are	
not solely reliant on international visitors. 

Results from Taylor et al.’s (2015) surveys conducted with 
wildlife farm owners in 2014 produced the results in Table 2.

Some challenges related to the wildlife ranching industry in 
South Africa include (adapted from Taylor et al., 2015): 
• Lack of knowledge about how many wildlife ranches

there are, where they are, how big they are, what land
uses they practice etc., limiting an ability to assess the
overall social, economic and conservation contribution of
the sector.

• An inefficient provincial permitting system where
attaining permits for various activities can be is a slow
process that frustrates the wildlife ranching sector and can 
have	negative	financial	impacts.

• Game meat production that is currently hampered by the
lack of game meat regulations – this is being worked on,
but progress has been slow.

• Disease risk due to translocating wildlife without proper
oversight (a bio-security hazard). There is generally
insufficient	knowledge	of	wildlife	diseases	and	insufficient
capacity to deal with the needs of wildlife ranchers in a
prompt manner.

• The slow progress towards a more inclusive sector
whereby emerging farmers are able to enter the industry
and establish their businesses.

Table 1: Mean revenue and jobs per hectare for different land uses

All wildlife 
properties

Wildlife-only 
properties

Mixed farms Commercial 
livestock

Mean revenue per hectare USD 404 USD 540 USD 233 USD 131

Mean number of jobs per hectare 0.0088 0.0097 0.0077 0.0037

Source: Taylor et al., 2020.

Figure 8 Estimated revenue from auctions and 

private sales, ZAR billions
Source: DEA, 2016.

ST
A

TE
 O

F 
TH

E
 W

IL
D

LI
FE

 E
C

O
N

O
M

Y 
IN

 A
FR

IC
A

23



The South African Wildlife Forum was established in 2006, 
with the aim to create a platform for constructive 
interaction between government and the wildlife 
sector. The Wildlife Forum has been repositioned as one of 
the outcomes of the Biodiversity Economy Lab: to facilitate 
the advancement of transformation and economic growth, 
to promote the sustainable utilisation of indigenous 
biological resources and to create an enabling environment 
to	achieve	these	outcomes. 

Vision: To contribute towards a thriving, inclusive and 
ecologically-sustainable wildlife economy, for the wellbeing 
of all South Africans as contained in section 24 of the 
Constitution of the Republic of South Africa.

Objectives: To ensure that, as a collective, it facilitates the 
advancement of transformation and economic growth, 
promotes the sustainable utilisation of wildlife resources, 
and creates an enabling environment to achieve these 
outcomes. 

 Functions: 
a) Provide input into relevant policy and law-making

processes that support its objective, and any other
matter relevant to the wildlife sector

b)  Implement any relevant initiatives of the wildlife stream
of the Biodiversity Economy Lab and monitoring
progress thereon.

c) Implement any other relevant initiatives as may be
directed or approved by the Minister and monitoring
progress thereon.

d)  Establish a standing committee that evaluates and
reports to the Wildlife Forum on the performance and
effectiveness	of	the	Wildlife	Forum	on	an	ongoing	basis.

e) Report to the Director-General on the progress on
matters relevant to the Wildlife Forum within 30 days of
each	financial	year-end.

f) Establish	task	teams	to	deal	with	specific	technical
issues, as and when required.

Members of the Wildlife Forum: Representatives of 
government institutions: National Departments; South 
African Local Government Association; nine provincial 
departments/organs of state responsible for nature 
conservation; South African National Biodiversity Institute; 
representatives of the national organised wildlife and 
hunting industries such as Confederation of Hunting 
Associations of South Africa (CHASA), Endangered 
Wildlife Trust (EWT), Professional Hunters Association of 
South Africa (PHASA), South African Hunters and Game 
Conservation Association (SAHGCA), Wildlife Translocation 
Association (WTA), Wildlife Ranching South Africa (WRSA) – 
amongst	others. 

Source: R. Vorwerk, DEFF, 2020, pers. comm., 8 Oct.

Text box 8

South African Wildlife Forum

• The growing global negative sentiment against trophy
hunting – if this sub-sector were to be closed, the South
African wildlife ranching sector would be negatively
impacted	financially.

• The Game Theft Act, which gives ownership rights over
wildlife and which has been instrumental in the growth of
the	sector,	can	only	be	applied	if	a	property	has	a	certificate
of adequate enclosure (called an exemption permit in some 
provinces). Accordingly, a property must be adequately
fenced for landowners to have full ownership claims over
animals; such fencing must heavily restrict animal
movement if there are dangerous species present (e.g.,
lion,	 buffalo,	 elephant,	 etc.).	 Such	 fencing	 requirements
however result in the restricted movements of all large
mammals, impacting the opportunity for evolutionary
adaptation. This restriction also results in relatively small
properties, which in turn lessens the attraction of the
property to foreign hunters.  (A. Taylor, 2020, pers. comm.,
16 Sept.).

Results from Wildlife Forum survey 
A short survey was sent to the South African Wildlife Forum (see 
Text Box 8) in June 2020. Only nine people responded, so the 
analysis has not been included but some useful information 
was obtained in terms of qualitative responses on the current 
and potential value of the wildlife economy in South Africa. 
These are included below:

• The success of the South African wildlife economy is based 
on three principles:

1) Principle of market-based economics, directed toward 
protecting South Africa’s natural resources and leaving a 
lasting legacy for future generations
2) Enabling legislative environment:
Policy of sustainable utilisation enshrined in South Africa’s 
constitution
1991 Game Theft Act, which allowed for the private 
ownership of wild animals
3) Significant	 investment	 from	 the	 private	 sector	 in 
wildlife ranches and game
4) Obstructive legislation results in animals losing their 
value,  which eventually has a negative effect on investment 
(and  therefore conservation of) those species.

ST
A

TE
 O

F 
TH

E
 W

IL
D

LI
FE

 E
C

O
N

O
M

Y 
IN

 A
FR

IC
A

24



All respondents said that:
• An enabling environment (in terms of enabling legislation and 

institutions) was essential in ensuring a successful wildlife
economy. Eighty-nine per cent highlighted the importance
of the ownership (legal rights) of wildlife; and for 78% being
allowed to use wildlife sustainably was important.

Other enabling conditions mentioned included: 
• “A concerted programme at the school level to ensure that we

develop a population that fully understands what the concept of 
sustainable utilisation really is. This is to counter the myth that
wildlife, somehow as opposed to domesticated species, does not
regenerate itself on an ongoing basis when correctly managed.”

• “Government's transparent and public support for the wildlife
industry, and especially for the principle of sustainable
utilisation, e.g., as in Namibia where the government is very
clear, even on international stages, on their support of and
confidence in the principle of sustainable utilisation. Engagement
and interaction amongst the various government departments.
The wildlife industry is being affected by e.g., the Departments
of Environmental Affairs (NEMBA and provincial); Agriculture
(bio-security / game meat); DTI (businesses, taxidermy); SAPS
(firearms for business purposes, anti-poaching, etc.); SARS
(ownership of wildlife); Health (game meat), etc. Private wildlife
ranchers should also be assisted with disaster relief, including
drought relief, which currently does not happen. This might be

because the legislation is so outdated that wildlife is not seen as 
a category to qualify for such assistance.”

• “A formal scientific and business development support
structure.”

• “The need for government and other decision-makers to
understand the role that wildlife economy has to reshape rural
economic development and improve people's livelihoods –
political will.”

 Hunting 
Hunting in South Africa is divided into two classes: biltong 
and trophy hunting, with biltong hunters usually being local 
and trophy hunters being primarily foreigners (Saayman et 
al.,	2018).	Biltong	hunting	 is	defined	by	Taylor	et	al.	 (2015)	as	
the hunting of non-domesticated animals, performed as a 
recreational	activity	by	 local	hunters,	normally	using	a	 rifle	or	
bow, with the purpose of obtaining meat. This meat may be 
processed into biltong or sausage and is mostly consumed by 
the hunter and his/her family or friends, but it may also be sold 
to local butcheries (Taylor et al., 2015). Hunters spend money 
on the animals (through the purchase of permits), as well as 
on accommodation, equipment, clothing, meat processing, 
taxidermy and food and beverages. In South Africa, most 

hunting takes place on private farms in rural areas with high 
levels of unemployment and some of the lowest incomes in the 
country (Saayman et al., 2018). 

Consumptive hunting contributed ZAR 8.6 billion / USD 891 
million to the economy in 2015 (35% growth from 2013 to 
2015) (van der Merwe et al., 2015). 

The	 table	 and	 figures	 show	 different	 sources	 of	 data,	 with	
differing	 values,	 highlighting	 the need for consistent data 
collection and analysis in order to provide a true reflection 
of the hunting industry in South Africa, especially given 
recent negative attitudes towards hunting in general. 

No matter the source, hunting is shown to be one of the largest 
revenue contributors to the wildlife industry in South Africa.  
Between 60% and 70% of the value of the hunting sector 
comes from the ancillary goods and services (DEA, 2016b): 
• ZAR 3 billion / USD 235 million pre-hunt (including live sales,

equipment, transport and fees)
• ZAR 5.1 billion / USD 399 million during the hunt (including

local and international hunting, accommodation, food and
beverage, tourism)

• ZAR 2 billion / USD 156 million for post-hunt (including meat
processing, taxidermy and game meat)

The ability of the private sector to own wildlife and create 
value chains	is	different	to	many	other	African	countries,	and	
has allowed the sector to grow and provide substantial 
benefits to local and national economies in SA. 

Other socio-economic contributions of hunting in South 
Africa	include	(Kitshoff-Botha,	2020):	
• Employment (skilled and unskilled), especially in rural areas

where there are few other employment opportunities
• Sustainable livelihoods
• Training and transfer of skills
• Land reform
• Rural upliftment
• Self-employment
• Food security
• Entrepreneurial opportunities

South Africa currently has fewer than 8,000 international 

Table 2: Wildlife farm owner survey results

Activity Value

Total number of herbivores on all wildlife ranches 5.987 million

Number of animals sold in South Africa 225,500

Total revenue generated (turnover) from live sales (including private sales and auction) ZAR 4.328 billion / USD 339 million

Number of animals trophy hunted in South Africa 130,186

Total revenue generated (turnover) from animals trophy hunted ZAR 1,956 billion / USD 153 million

Number of animals hunted for biltong in South Africa 277,027

Total revenue generated (turnover) from animals hunted for biltong ZAR 0,651 billion / USD 51 million

Total number of animals culled in South Africa 176,969

Total value of game meat produced (excludes meat from biltong hunting) ZAR 0.612 billion / USD 48 million

Total number of jobs created by wildlife ranching sector 65,172

Source: Taylor et al., 2015. ST
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hunters per year, but the revenue per hunter has increased 
steadily (DEA, 2016). About 60% of hunters are from North 
America and 33% from Europe. The majority of animals hunted 
are impala, warthog, springbok and kudu, but hunters pay as 
much as USD 300,000 to hunt expensive trophy species e.g., 
black rhinoceros: USD 26,500 and lion: USD 21,200 (DEA, 2016).

South Africa has a competitive hunting offering compared 
to other African countries such as Botswana, Namibia, 
Mozambique, Tanzania and Zimbabwe, as the country has a 
wide variety of game, and is known as an excellent destination 
for	‘combo’	trips	–	combining	hunting,	fishing	and	safari	activities	
(DEA, 2016). However, hunting the “Big Five” is relatively 
expensive in South Africa (only in Namibia is the cost slightly 
higher), and regulations on firearms and trophy exports are 
considered to be challenging (DEA, 2016). When hunting takes 
place on ranches, on average, the hunting areas tend to be 
smaller because of the requirement for fencing (A. Taylor, 2020, 
pers. comm.), which can also increase the costs. Social pressure 
in source markets against hunting is also creating an additional 
challenge.

In 2019, local hunters contributed ZAR 11.6 billion / USD 875 
million (85%) and international hunters contributed ZAR 2.1 
billion / USD 158 million (15%) (Kitshoff-Botha,	2020).	Revenue	
from domestic hunters has increased from ZAR 28,000 / USD 
2,191 per hunter in 2000 to nearly ZAR 40,000 / USD 3,130 per 

hunter in 2015 – despite a decrease in the number of animals 
per hunter (DEA, 2016). 

The overall contribution of hunting to local and national 
economies is extensive. The COVID-19 pandemic and the 
resultant lockdowns have had widespread negative impacts 
in many rural areas as they coincided with South Africa’s peak 
hunting	season	(April-August).	Kitshoff-Botha	(2020)	estimates 
a loss of ZAR 3.8 billion / USD 245 million to wildlife ranchers 
as a result of cancellations in 2020 and a further loss of 
ZAR 3.1 billion / USD 200 million in terms of a decline in new 
bookings from April to December 2020.
For more information on wildlife ranching and hunting in 
South Africa, see the general sections on wildlife ranching and 
hunting in Chapter Two of the report. 

 Small-scale fisheries and 
recreational fishing
In	 South	 Africa,	 the	 fishing	 industry	 consists	 of	 wild	 capture	

fisheries,	 which	 range	 from	 highly-industrialised	 capital-
intensive	fishing	industries,	to	more	accessible	fishing	industries,	
which	 include	 subsistence	 fisheries	 and	 also	 an	 aquaculture	
component (Stats SA, 2013).

Wild capture: This includes commercial, recreational and 
subsistence	 fisheries.	 The	 commercial	 fishing	 sector	 can	
be broken down into highly-industrialised, capital-intensive 
fisheries	which	operate	in	deep	water	and	'near-shore'	fisheries.	
The	management	and	utilisation	of	this	country's	fisheries	are	
governed by an overarching policy known as the Marine Living 
Resources Act (MLRA), 1998 (Act No. 18 of 1999) (Stats SA, 2013).

Aquaculture: Aquaculture is new in South Africa and has room 
for development. In the past it focused on high-value species 
such as abalone, mussels and oysters. Aquaculture in South 
Africa is divided into freshwater and marine aquaculture (Stats 
SA, 2013). Freshwater aquaculture in 2010 had the production 
of trout as the highest, at 950 tonnes, aquarium species second 
at 600 tonnes and koi carp third at 520 tonnes (Stats SA, 2013). 
The	 top	 three	 marine	 aquaculture	 fisheries	 in	 2010	 were:	
seaweed at 2,015 tonnes, abalone at 1,015 tonnes and mussels 
at 700 tonnes (Stats SA, 2013).

Approximately 147 coastal communities (approximately 
29,000 individual fishers) participated in small-scale 

85% of hunting revenues in South Africa come from 
domestic hunters, mostly for meat/biltong.

Table 3: Hunting values from various sources 

Variables Income/jobs Reference

Total revenue generated from animals hunted on 
all game farms in SA

ZAR 1.96 billion / USD 133 million Taylor et al. (2015)

Impact of hunting on SA economy USD 206.1 million
12,742 jobs

Southwick Associates (2015)

Total impact of trophy hunting on SA economy Direct contribution of USD 250 million
Using the Social Account Matrix for SA, it was found that hunting in total contributed USD 341 million and 
17,685 employment opportunities

Saayman et al. (2018)

Hunting (domestic and foreign) (in 2015) ZAR 8.5 billion / USD 665 million Biodiversity Lab PowerPoint (2016)

Contribution of hunters (in 2018) Local hunters contributed ZAR 11.9 billion (85%) / USD 700 million
International hunters contributed ZAR 2.1 billion (15%) / USD 123.5 million
TOTAL: USD 823 million

Kitshoff-Botha	(2020b)
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fisheries in 2016 (DAFF, 2013 in Driver et al., 2019). The total 
value of subsistence fishing is estimated at approximately 
ZAR 16 million / USD 2.2 million (Hara et al., 2008, in Veldtman 
et	 al.,	 2018).	 Small-scale	 fisheries	 contribute	 less	 than	 1%	 to	
South Africa’s GDP, but the sector is important in terms of 
employment and food security to poor coastal communities 
(Isaac & Hara, 2015, in Veldtman et al., 2018). 

Recreational fishing: There are approximately 1.3 million 
recreational anglers in South Africa with an annual 
spend of ZAR 19 billion / USD 14.3 million and an economic 
importance (contribution to production) of ZAR 36 billion / USD 

27 million (SACRAA, 2017). This industry currently supports 
94,000 employment opportunities (SACRAA, 2017). 

The Carbon Market
The first carbon credits were issued in South Africa in 
June 2008 (Scholtz & de Villiers, 2018). To date, there are 228 
Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) projects that have been 
submitted to the Department of Minerals and Energy – 189 
Project Idea Notes and 39 Project Design Documents (PDDs) 
(Ibid.). Two notable CDM projects in South Africa are the Kuyasa 
Housing	Project	and	the	eThekwini	Municipality	Landfill	(Ibid.).	
The	table	below	shows	examples	of	afforestation/reforestation	
projects in South Africa, though little data was found on 
estimated revenues. See Text Box 9 for information on South 
Africa’s carbon tax.

The National Terrestrial Carbon Sink Assessment (2015) found 
that South Africa’s forest biome has significant carbon 
stocks per hectare, but due to its limited spatial extent, 
the total carbon stock located in forests is amongst the 
lowest when comparing vegetation classes. In comparison, 

the grassland and savannah biomes together contain 
approximately three-quarters of South Africa’s terrestrial 
carbon stock and account for over 90% of Gross Primary 
Production occurring within the country (National Terrestrial 
Carbon Sink Assessment, 2015). Projects in smaller but high-
stock potential and high-sequestration rate vegetation types, 
such as forests and thickets, may be viable at project scale, 

but can only make a limited national contribution (Ibid.). The 
potential in the arid biomes for projects which are both viable 
and nationally meaningful was found to be very small (Ibid.). 
The study found that the bulk of carbon is stored in the soil, 
which currently does not count towards many carbon storage 

The rights of “subsistence fishers” have been 
recognised and application can be made under 
section 13 of the MLRA Act. Section 19 of the Act 
makes provision for the formal identification of 
fishing communities and subsistence fishers.
(FAO, 2018).

Bioprospecting is defined as searching for, 
collecting, harvesting and extracting living or 
dead indigenous species, or derivatives and 
genetic material thereof, for commercial or 
industrial purposes.
(DEA, 2016).

What is Carbon Tax (CBT)? The CBT is a new tax in response 
to climate change, which is aimed at reducing greenhouse 
gas	 (GHG)	 emissions	 in	 a	 sustainable,	 cost-effective	
and	 affordable	 manner.	 It	 gives	 effect	 to	 the	 polluter-
pays principle and helps to ensure that companies and 
consumers take the negative-adverse costs (externalities) 
of climate change into account in their future production, 
consumption and investment decisions. 

When was CBT implemented? The Carbon Tax Act of 2019 
came	 into	 effect	 on	 1	 June	 2019.	 It	 is	 administered	 and	
collected by the South African Revenue Service (SARS) and is 
assessed, collected and enforced as an environmental levy 
in terms of the Customs and Excise Act, 1964, read with the 
relevant provisions of the Carbon Tax Act, 2019.

Who is CBT for? The CBT is imposed on entities in the 
country that operate emissions-generation facilities at a 
combined installed capacity equal to or above the carbon 
tax threshold. 

Which goods are subject to CBT? The carbon dioxide 
equivalent	of	greenhouse	gas	emissions,	as	defined	 in	 the	
Carbon Tax Act, 2019, are subject to CBT.

How are CBT emissions determined? The emissions 
subject to CBT are determined in accordance with either 
an approved reporting methodology of the Department 
of Environment, Forestry and Fisheries (DEFF), or the 
prescribed formulas in terms of the Carbon Tax Act, 2019. 

How is the CBT liability calculated?	The	first	phase	has	a	
carbon tax rate of ZAR 120 / USD 9) per tonne of carbon 
dioxide equivalent emissions. This rate will increase 
annually	 by	 inflation	 plus	 2%	 until	 2022,	 and	 annually	 by	
inflation	 thereafter.	 Significant	 industry-specific	 tax-free	
emissions allowances ranging from 60% - 95% will result in 
a modest nett carbon tax rate ranging from ZAR 6 to ZAR 
48 / USD 0.45 to USD 3.62) per tonne of carbon dioxide 
equivalent emissions to provide current emitters time to 
transition their operations to cleaner technologies through 
investments	in	energy	efficiency,	renewables,	and	other low-
carbon measures.

Source: DEFF, 2020.

Text box 9

South Africa’s Carbon Tax
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projects. Woody biomass was the next largest store and the 
stores in herbaceous biomass and litter were found to be too 
small and too ephemeral to matter much in terms of carbon 
project potential (Ibid.).

 Forest products
“Forest products” is the term used throughout the report to 
describe non-timber forest products, but the South African 
government includes all of these under bioprospecting/
biotrade, which is also included separately under this heading 
in this report.

Only 0.5% of South Africa’s total land area is covered by 
natural forests (South Africa, 2020b), with more than 1,700 
indigenous tree and shrub species occurring. A number of 
natural forest areas, e.g., Tsitsikamma National Park, are 
important tourist attractions, with almost half of all natural 
forests found on private property or land under communal 
tender. There are some 2,000 medicinal plant species in South 
Africa, with around 656 commonly-traded (Williams et al., 2013). 
Traditional medicines are used by 70% of the population, 
are essential to the work of some 200,000 Traditional Health 
Practitioners, and provide a further approximately 93,000 
income-generating activities (employment) in the informal 
sector for harvesters and traders (Williams et al., 2013). It is 
estimated that the informal African Traditional Medicine 
(ATM) industry is valued at about ZAR 18 billion / USD 1.4 
billion per year, with as much as 40,000 tonnes of medicinal 
plant raw material traded per year in the informal sector 
(Williams et al., 2013). This largely unsustainable informal 
medicinal sector remains generally unpoliced by authorities 
and it impacts detrimentally on the environment, as well as 
being	only	of	 temporary	benefit	whilst	 stocks	 last	 (N.	Crouch,	
2020, pers. comm.). There are a number of non-timber forest 
products (NTFPs) used in South Africa; this section will, however, 
only focus on a few of the primary products in formal biotrade.

Bioprospecting/Biotrade
South Africa has regulations in place to govern bioprospecting, 
access and benefit-sharing activities in accordance with its 
obligations as a signatory to the CBD. Although the potential of 
this sector is massive, the potential impact on biodiversity 

can also be large if the cultivation of indigenous plants 
becomes industrial: this must be taken into consideration and 
monitored. See for example Wynberg (2016) on the impacts of 
the Rooibos industry on biodiversity as a result of extensive 
cultivation on virgin land. 

Based	 on	 South	 Africa’s	 Bioprospecting,	 Access	 and	 Benefit-
Sharing Regulatory Framework, Guidelines for Providers, Users 
and Regulators, examples of some product categories include: 
medicines,	 industrial	 enzymes,	 essential	 oils,	 food	 flavouring,	
fragrances,	cosmetics,	emulsifiers,	oleoresins,	colours,	extracts	
and new plant varieties. An internet search and survey of 
stores conducted in South Africa (DEFF, 2020) indicated that 
bioprospecting	 products	 could	 only	 be	 found	 in	 five	 of	 these	
bioprospecting market segments, namely: cosmetics, oils, food 
flavouring,	fragrances	and	medicine	(complementary	medicine).	

In 2012/2013, the biotrade segment (of indigenous plant and 
bee products) was estimated to include 225 biotraders that 
traded 24 indigenous plant species and bee products (DEA, 
2016). The largest resource used in products was Aloe ferox, 
followed by Apis mellifera (bee products), Aspalathus linearis 
(Rooibos) and Pelargonium sidoides (DEFF, 2020). Categories of 
biotraders include those who trade in raw materials (Category 
1); those that develop intermediary products (Category 2), and 
those	that	handle	the	final	product	(Category	3).	

The estimated size of the biotrade market segment, as measured 
by the total revenue generated by this segment in 2013, 
was ZAR 580 million / USD 39 million (DEA, 2016). The bulk 
(71%) of this, an estimated ZAR 410 million / USD 4.23 million, 
was exported as raw or semi-processed products, i.e., dried 
whole, chopped, powdered plant material or extracted gel, 
crystal or powder products; the remainder was sold on to the 
value-added bio-products, which were sold in turn within the 
domestic retail market (DEA, 2016).

The formal domestic retail market in South Africa in 2012/2013 
had 549 products containing indigenous plant and bee 
products on the shelves, with the total revenue produced 
from value-added bio-products in the domestic retail 
market being approximately ZAR 1.5 billion / USD 155 
million in 2013	(DEA,	2016).	Figure	9	shows	the	five	local	value-
added product categories.

 The importance of indigenous plant resources and bee products 
as an ingredient in these value-added product categories is 
revealed by the comparative values of retail sales of products 
with and without these indigenous resources as an ingredient. 
Products containing indigenous plant resources and bee 
products as an ingredient sell between 50% and 100% more 
by retail value than products without these as an ingredient 
(DEA, 2016). This is evidence of a strong consumer demand 
for products containing indigenous plant resources and bee 
products as an ingredient (DEA, 2016). The industry also has 
scope for value addition, as farm prices of indigenous plant 
resources and bee products range from ZAR 3/kg to ZAR 70/
kg, whereas extracts and concentrates vary from ZAR 220/kg to 
ZAR 1,000/kg (Poole & Crouch, 2018). The size of the estimated 
wild harvesting and cultivation revenue is ZAR 41 million / USD 
4.2 million and ZAR 57 million / USD 5.9 million per year (Ibid.).

According to Poole & Crouch (2018) the bio-resources 
economic sector is an ideal development sector in the South 
African context for the following reasons: 
• Realises the economic potential of indigenous species
• Facilitates rural economic development
• Has a high value-added potential
• Has a high potential to earn foreign currency
• Enables the development of new product markets
• Is a 100% renewable industry if managed for sustainability

The biotrade market showed an average annualised 6% 
growth per year from 2001 to 2011 (DEA, 2016). The potential 
market size of the bioprospecting industry, based on resource 
permit application data, is at least ZAR 2,15 million / USD 
222,800 per year (DEFF, 2020). This means that the current 
industry has reached only about 20% of its potential. DEFF 
(2020) estimates that this market may grow to between ZAR 600 
and ZAR 800 million / USD 62 to USD 90 million over the period 
2018 – 2023.

The GDP contribution of cultivation, wild harvesting and bio-
trading is currently a relatively small industry; the growth 
potential of the industry is therefore high, and there remains 
much potential for GDP growth – but only if it is undertaken 
sustainably.	 This	 will	 be	 highly	 beneficial	 to	 rural	 economic	
development. The bioprospecting sector is also an important 
job creation sector as job creation occurs throughout the whole 
value chain. 
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Text box 10

Cape Aloe harvesting in South Africa

The Cape (or Bitter) Aloe is South Africa’s most heavily wild-
harvested and commercially-traded indigenous plant, the 
leaves harvested for pharmaceutical and cosmetic purposes. 
First exported to Europe in 1761 (DEA, 2014), its primary 
product is the bitter juice from the leaves used to make aloe 
bitters, widely considered to have laxative, antioxidant, 
anti-inflammatory, anti-arthritic and antimicrobial 
properties. Most (>95%) plants are still wild-harvested, with 
a small amount under cultivation (DEA, 2014). There are no 
restrictions on export, except for those associated with CITES. 
A	CITES	II	appendix	amendment	to	exclude	finished	products	
of Aloe ferox from regulation under CITES was accepted by 
Parties to the Convention in 2019. This facilitates the in-
country processing of both primary and secondary 
extracts from leaf material, thereby promoting 
the sustainable and efficient use of wild-harvested 
aloe resources whilst simultaneously benefiting 
community livelihoods and local economies. Aloe ferox 
extract comprised the vast majority of South Africa’s CITES 
plant exports between 2005 and 2014, and is also one of the 
top three highest-value CITES products exported from 
South Africa over this time period, earning the country an 
estimated USD 153.8 million (Sinovas et al., 2016). 

Cape Aloe harvesting or “tapping” occurs over a large area 
of the Eastern and Western Cape provinces, typically by 
harvesters who are poor and have little education. Harvesting 
takes place on communal land, with the agreement of the 
Chief, or on private land – in which case a proportion of 
income is paid to the landowner. Leaves are cut by hand, 
leaving some on the plant, and stacked in a circle to drain. The 
sap is then sold to a middleman, processor or exporter. The 
bulk of the harvested aloe products are exported, primarily 
to Europe and North America. There are close to 20 local 
companies involved in the local and international sale of 

A. ferox raw	materials	and/or	finished	products	containing	A.
ferox extracts.
Traditional knowledge regarding Cape Aloe harvesting is
held in harvesting families and is passed from generation to
generation. Women are disproportionately represented
among aloe tappers, particularly in the Eastern Cape
Province where most are women. In 2007, estimated returns
to rural harvesters were estimated at USD 830,000 – USD
1,034,500. Estimates, which include the retail chain, suggest
that the value of the industry is between USD 20 million and
USD 90 million (DEA, 2014).

A key challenge is increasing the ability of communities to 
form producer associations and carry out value-adding, as 
this	requires	financial	support,	training	and	capacity-building.	
From a conservation perspective, it is important to ensure 
that harvesters receive regular training on sustainable 
harvest techniques (Melin et al., 2017).

Source: Kumalo, 2019.
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Protected areas are under pressure to deliver ecologically, 
socially and economically. The South African National 
Environmental Management: Protected Areas Act (Act No. 57 of 
2003) states that one of the purposes of protected areas is 
to provide for the sustainable use of natural and biological 
resources. However, the challenge for protected areas 
is putting resource harvesting systems in place that can 
facilitate equitable, legal and controlled access to resources, 
enhancing social relevance (through positively impacting 
human wellbeing), and in so doing, build a vested interest 
in conservation while maintaining ecological integrity and 
economic viability (Swemmer, Mmethi & Twine, 2017). 
 
The Mopane Worm: The caterpillar of the Emperor Moth 
(Imbrassia belina)	 is	 of	 significant	 ecological	 importance	 as	
it consumes and produces huge quantities of dry matter in 
the mopane veld – more so than elephant! The pupae and 
caterpillar stages are a crucial source of food in the dry season 
for people, animals and birds, however, they are overharvested 
in many areas.

Commercial harvesting of Mopane Worms inside the 
Kruger National Park (KNP): Pilot Project 
• Carried out in 2010/11 over the harvest season (December 

to January)
• 263 people from 16 villages adjacent to KNP participated in 

and	benefited	from	the	pilot	project
• Selection of harvesters was carried out through the 

Traditional Authority for each village
• SANParks rangers accompanied the harvesters for safety 

reasons
 
Social Impact
Positive Impact
• Strengthened culture and social cohesion
• Shared beliefs and customs
• Community stability and character

 Potential Negative Impact
• Considering harvesting limitations, negative reactions from 

harvesters not selected 
• Full transparency needed in the selection process and 

full public participation, as those not selected suspected 
nepotism

• Potential and perceived risks of harvesting inside a Protected 
Area

• Negative perceptions by tourists of harvesters inside 
Protected Area could erode the sipport of tourists

 
Ecological Impact
Positive
• Improved understanding of the natural system and life cycle 

of Mopane Worm – empowering decision-making
• Ability to self-regulate harvest quota
• Build support for Protected Area which could build 

Constituency
• Requires improved understanding of Mopane Worm 

breakouts
Negative
• Potential risk of over-harvest inside Protected Area

Economic Impact
Positive
•	 Improved	local	food	security,	specifically	important	protein	

source in winter as product can be dried and stored
• Improved revenue and more secure livelihoods – additional 

potential revenue (potential earning of between USD 15 and 
USD 20 per day at approximately USD 4 per kg dried

• Contributing the equivalent of over half of the average 
household income during harvest months

Negative
• Seasonal and unreliable (unpredictable breakout timing and 

volume) 
• Short timeframes for harvest (1 – 2 week period)
 
Source: Swemmer et al., 2011; 2017; 2020.

Text box 11

Mopane worm harvesting in South Africa
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Honeybush is a small, typical fynbos shrub, with the 
commercial wild-harvested honeybush crop consisting 
of ‘bergtee’ (C. intermedia) making up 85% of the harvest, 
‘vleitee’ (C. subternata) constituting about 10% of the wild 
crop, and smaller quantities of the less palatable C. maculata, 
and C. plicata making up the rest of the crop. The tea, which 
is	made	from	the	shoots	of	the	shrub,	contains	no	caffeine	
and also has a much lower tannin content than oriental teas. 
In 2017, the value on the overseas market was ZAR 1,000/kg 
/ USD 78/kg. 

There	 is	 a	 significant	 amount	 of	 value-adding	 that	 occurs	

in the honeybush value chain. The values of honeybush 
delivered to the factory in 2017 (ZAR 1 = USD 13.31 in 2017) 
is as follows: 
• ZAR 12.00 per kilogram for wild ‘bergtee,’ (C. intermedia) 

when	the	source	is	a	certified	‘organic’	farm
• ZAR 11.00 per kilogram for wild ‘bergtee,’ (C. intermedia)
• ZAR 9.00 - 10.00 per kilogram for ‘vleitee’ (C. subternata), 

C. plicata and C. maculata, wild or cultivated

About 90% of the annual honeybush tea crop is exported to 
The Netherlands, Germany and the UK, with retail values of 
honeybush tea on the overseas market ranging from USD 

42 to USD 95, whereas on the local market the retail price 
ranges from USD 9 to USD 16.

Source: McGregor, 2017

Text box 12

Honeybush

Table 4: Afforestation/reforestation projects in South Africa – examples 

Project name Key stakeholders Annual emission 
reductions (tCo2)

Total emission reductions 
(tCO2) / Duration (years) 

Estimated total revenue (ZAR) and other 
data

Tree planting in SA townships Schools; hospitals; clinics; parks; Food and Trees for 
Africa (FTFA); GCX; Community-Based Educators (CBEs); 
EcoSolutions 

9.2 tonnes of CO2e 
per annum
 

369 tonnes of carbon 
dioxide equivalent (CO2e) 
over a 40-year period 

No data

Peri-urban bamboo planting in 
townships

Food and Trees for Africa (FTFA); township communities; 
Community-Based Educator (CBEs)

60 kilo-tonnes CO2e 
per annum

39,568 tCO2e over a 20-year 
period

No data; 100 jobs created

Renecon	grouped	afforestation	
project

EcoSolutions; Grouped projects; farm employees 63 tCo2 per annum
 

1,257 tCo2 over a 20-year 
period

No data

Kuzuko Private Game Reserve 
Thicket Restoration Project

Spekboom Trading (Pty) Ltd; C4 EcoSolutions (C4ES); 
Gujarat India

44,206 tonnes of 
CO2e per annum

2.4 million tonnes of carbon 
dioxide over 54 years 

No data; 121 laborers employed seasonally 
in tree planting activities for five years

Addo Elephant National Park, 
Baviaanskloof Nature Reserve 
and Great Fish River Nature 
Reserve Restoration Project 
(ABFRP)

Department of Water (National Working for Water 
Programme); Eastern Cape Parks Board; SANParks; 
C4 EcoSolutions; Conservation Support Services (CSS); 
Restoration Research Group: local Farmers Associations; 
ARR project workers; Baviaanskloof Farmers Union

 38,722 tonnes of 
CO2e per annum 
 

2.28 million tonnes of 
carbon dioxide equivalent 
(CO2e) over a 60-year period

4,500,000; the project implementer employs 
124 staff. 300 people could be employed 
with the expansion of the project.

Source: Verra Registry, n.d. and REDD projects database, n.d.ST
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The informal market for indigenous resource-based 
products is estimated to be extremely large and can be 
found in all provinces of the country. A number of research 
studies have been conducted on the informal trade of biological 
resources in South Africa. According to a study of the Economics 
of the Traditional Medicine Trade in South Africa by Mander et 
al. (2007):
• The traditional medicines market in South Africa is

estimated to be worth ZAR 2.9 billion / USD 300.5 million
per year, representing 5.6% of the National Health Budget.

• There are 27 million consumers of traditional medicines.
• At least 133,000 people are employed in the trade in

traditional medicines, with a large percentage being rural
women.

• The traditional medicine market is supplied by 771 plant
species.

The biotrade sector in South Africa is an important contributor 
to local and national economies. The importance of sustainable 
harvesting and use of resources is, however, of critical 
importance. 
Source: DEFF, 2020; Biodiversity Economy Lab, 2016

Film industry
According to a study done by the National Film and Video 
Foundation (NFVF) (2017) the total investment or expenditure 
made	in	the	South	African	film	industry	in	the	2016/17	financial	
year	resulted	in	the	following	economic	benefits:	

•Contributed to the GDP by ZAR 5.4 billion / USD 367 million
•A direct impact of ZAR 4.4 billion / USD 299 million on economic 

production lead to an increase of approximately ZAR 12.2
billion / USD 830 million on total production in the economy. 

• The net operational expenditure produced in the four
financial years analysed in the study amounted to ZAR 17.5
billion / USD 1.2 billion.

• The total number of jobs amounted to 21,626.
• An increase by a multiple of 4.9 in the employment multiplier 

for every ZAR 1 invested. Therefore, the success of the
South African film industry is as a result of an increase in
employment opportunities.

• Feature	 films	 and	 documentaries	 comprise	 27.3%	 and	 are
the largest segments of the industry.

Media 234 Ltd (2018) highlighted the following strengths of the 
SA film industry: 
• A strong production skill and capacity base
• World-class facilities and equipment
• Extensive public sector incentives and funding
• Significant	cinema	infrastructure

Although	 the	 film	 industry	 figures	 above	 are	 not	 focused	 on	
wildlife or natural areas, the results highlight the potential in 
Africa	 in	 terms	of	 the	film	 industry	and	 its	ability	 to	generate	
income and employment. This is untapped opportunity in 
terms of the wildlife economy. 

According to SANParks (2020), there is an enormous demand 
locally and internationally for wildlife and landscape 
photographs and footage for film, television, books, 
advertising, etc. This demand has resulted in national parks 
under SANParks management being inundated with requests 
for	 commercial	 filming	 or	 photography	 permits	 and	 resulted	
in the release (2009) of a procedure for applying for permits 
(SANParks, 2020). The list of various fees can be found on the 
SANParks website. SANParks earned income from ‘location 
fee for filming rights’ in 2017 amounting to ZAR 2,8 million 
/ USD 210,000 and in 2018 of ZAR 2.5 million / USD 189,000 
(SANParks, 2019). This is additional revenue for the protected 
area network, though only a small amount of its potential, and 
illustrates the potential income that countries can earn from 
wildlife	films,	photography	and	events.	

 Wildlife trade
Sinovas et al (2016) found that between 2005 and 2014, the 
value of South Africa’s CITES exports as reported by South 
Africa was estimated at USD 1.1 billion. The products with the 
highest total estimated value exported from South Africa were 
live Psittacus erithacus (African Grey Parrot; USD 278 million), 
extract of A. ferox (USD 153.8 million), and skins of C. niloticus 
(USD 126.1 million) (Sinovas et al, 2016). This illustrates that the 
legal trade in wildlife also earns a significant amount of 
revenue for the country. Sinovas et al (2016) reported that 
41% of the Aloe ferox goes to Argentina, 15% to Italy and 12% 
to Germany. 56% of mammal trophies go to the United States 
(Sinovas et al, 2016). 

Challenges in terms of the wildlife 
economy 
Broad	 challenges	 identified	 at	 the	 Biodiversity	 Economy	 Lab	
(DEA, 2016) included:
• Lack of transformation of the biodiversity economy sector

(due to barriers such as high capital costs), including game
ranching, hunting and associated industries, biotrade and
bioprospecting activities

• Risk of future growth stagnation
• An enabling environment that does not support the game

meat industry
• Skewed beneficiation from wildlife economy revenues
• Insufficient funding and capacity for implementation

of skills development, technology transfer and income-
generating initiatives

• Lack of available equipment and skills to engage in the
biotechnology aspect of bioprospecting

• Insufficient appreciation of the value and potential of
the natural product sector in poverty alleviation

Figure 9: Local value-added products 
Source: Poole & Crouch, 2018.
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Recommendations to grow the 
wildlife economy 
The main recommendation to grow the wildlife economy in 
South Africa include the following (DEA, 2016): 
• Develop a toolkit	of	effective	wildlife business stewardship 

and partnership models
• Promote sustainable use as a foundation for conservation 

and growth of the biodiversity economy
• Develop a strategic marketing campaign and value 

proposition for mixed game and livestock systems
• Establish mechanisms to allow for holistic and integrated 

management of	 animal	 health	 and	 conflict	 issues	 at	 the	
livestock-wildlife interface

• Fast track the development of norms and standards to 
actively manage and mitigate critical wildlife economy risks 
such as intensive and selective breeding, animal diseases, 
intensive bioprospecting and invasive species

• Expand, upskill and resource extension services to 
facilitate the growth of the wildlife economy

For more information on the Biodiversity Economy in South 
Africa and the current pilot projects visit: 
https://thegamechanger.co.za/ 
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Conclusion
Different	 aspects	 of	 the	 wildlife	 economy	 have	 developed	 in	
South Africa over many years, with more focus recently on 
explicit policy and legislation and investment, which culminated 
in the Biodiversity Lab and the NBES of 2016. The private 
ownership of wildlife has certainly played an important role 
in terms of the growth in the wildlife economy, as this provides 
direct tangible benefits to the private sector. Greater cross-
sectoral collaboration is important going forward to ensure that 
the goals and objectives of the NBES are sustainably achieved. 

Finally, a large portion of the wildlife economy lies within the 
informal	 sector,	 and	 the	 official	 definition	 and	 subsequent	
regulation of the wildlife economy excludes this. Given that 
data is inconsistent, with the majority of data found being from 
2014/2015, it is likely that the overall contribution to the wildlife 
economy is a lot higher and needs to be accounted for in order 
to have a true understanding of the contribution of the wildlife 
economy to the local and national economy in South Africa. 

© Credit: Wilderness SafarisST
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