
CASE STUDY: HERDING FOR HEALTH IN SOUTH AFRICA 
Jobs for wildlife, water, and wealth in Africa 
 
Livestock production in southern Africa 
Livestock production is one of the oldest livelihoods on the African continent. For 
over 2,000 years African pastoralists have grazed alongside wildlife. Due to 
population increases and economic development trends, however, southern 
Africa’s stock farmers are no longer able to lead nomadic lifestyles. Increasingly, 
stock farming in South Africa is responsible for the degradation of vegetation, 
wetlands, and biodiversity. Fence-based grazing management systems can result 
in farming areas being continuously grazed—with associated species loss, erosion, 
and carbon emission impacts. This negatively impacts the economic livelihoods of 
farmers and puts pressure on adjacent protected areas. As a result, livestock 
farmers and conservationists have been historically at odds with one another—
each blaming the other for loss of the commodity they value most. 

Barriers to market entry for communal farmers 
In South Africa, communal farmers face several barriers to market access, 
including poor rangeland conditions from historic overgrazing, poor animal 
condition, distance to markets, low market ‘readiness’, and legislative barriers due 
to the presence of foot and mouth disease.
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Piloting sustainable livestock production in South Africa  
In 2008, with funding from the Hansen Family Foundation, Conservation South 
Africa began piloting a model of livestock production that would support a 
sustainable wildlife economy. The resulting Meat Naturally (MN) model deploys 
rigorous science-based practices, utilizing innovations such as conservation 
agreements, Ecorangers, mobile auctions, mobile abattoirs, and a social enterprise 
based on sustainable red meat value chains. Through contractual, voluntary 
stewardship agreements with communal farmers, the Meat Naturally program 
works with farmers to overcome obstacles like predator conflict, unemployment, 
soil erosion, farm management, access to water, and healthy grazing regimes.



PROJECT TIMELINE 
The Meat Naturally initiative has been developed over the course of 10 years, with extensive 
investments made in pilot demonstrations.

RESULTS 
Meat Naturally is now a commercial enterprise, supported by Conservation South Africa. Meat 
Naturally Ltd. provides market access and manages livestock product sales for farmers who 
sign negotiated conservation agreements. Through service agreements, the farmers 
associations that sell through Meat Naturally are given shares in the social enterprise and will 
receive dividends based on their sales contributions. This augments the business case for local 
farmers to participate in conservation agreements and join Meat Naturally. As the number of 
participating farmers increases, and with more consistent supply across seasons, Meat 
Naturally attracts more buyers looking for a community-based product on a steady-supply 
basis. 

Notably, Meat Naturally has ground-tested interesting solutions that overcome market access 
barriers facing rural communities. For example, on the Eastern Cape of South Africa, mobile 
auctions have facilitated interactions between rural farmers on communal lands and 
commercial buyers. As another example, in regions bordering conservation areas with the 
presence of foot and mouth disease, Meat Naturally has successfully piloted a mobile abattoir. 
It is hoped that these actions will allow for EU trade standard beef to be sold from these areas, 
which will further provide a sustainable incentive for communal land management.
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2012
Ecoranger program launched. 
Ecorangers herd livestock in a 
biodiversity-sensitive way.

2016
Meat Naturally PTY 
launches as a social 
enterprise.

2015
Program expands to three 
states in South Africa.
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2008
Meat Naturally initiative starts through 
partnership with SA National Parks.

NEXT STEPS 
Conservation South Africa, together with partners, is seeking to expand the Meat Naturally 
Model to several GDSA countries in southern Africa; fundraising and resource mobilization 
efforts to support this expansion are ongoing. It is hoped that these expanded efforts will result 
in the restoration and conservation of 1 million hectares of high biodiversity rangelands, 
through the improved livestock management by more than 15,000 farmers. Lessons from the 
expanded implementation of this initiative will be shared via the Gaborone Declaration for 
Sustainability in Africa (GDSA). 

For more information on this project, please contact Sarah Frazee (sfrazee@conservation.org)

2017
Partnership negotiated with 
the Peace Parks 
Foundation for future 
expansion to four countries.


