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L arge African land carnivores, 
some of which are close to the 
borderline of extinction, may 

be viewed upon by many as figures 
of natural beauty. However, for those 
who are forced to live along side 
large carnivores, and for those who 
rely on livestock farming as their live-
lihood, large carnivores may be seen 
as nothing more than a nuisance. 

The aim of this paper is to in-
vestigate the role that humans play 
in influencing conflict, and to deter-
mine whether livestock depredation 

is a contemporary leading factor as 
to why conflict exists. Using two 
methods of primary research, ques-
tionnaires and interviews, data were 
collected from a variety of locations 
including; Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda, 
Zambia, Botswana, Zimbabwe and 
South Africa. Respondents were 
asked to express their views and 
disclose information concerning the 
fundamental reasons why conflict 
exists, the effect that conflict has on 
both humans and large carnivores, 
and how conflict can be alleviated. 

Before we go any further we 
have to ask the question: Is there 
actually a problem, or has the topic 
been blown out of proportion? Ac-
cording to the data collected the an-
swer is certainly yes, conflict be-
tween humans and carnivores is a 
big problem for both parties. A hun-
dred percent of respondents ex-
pressed that they had experienced 
an incident where a predator had 
been caught or accused of killing 
livestock, indicating that there is defi-
nitely a problem concerning livestock 
predation. In addition, the results 
also indicated that a substantial 
number of large carnivores are killed 
in some areas in response to live-
stock depredation.  

There is no doubt that some 
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wildlife species do genuinely 
threaten human lives and livelihoods 
(Woodroffe et al, 2007). For example 
in Tanzania, as well as being re-
nowned as livestock killers, lions 
Panthera leo are also regarded as 
man eaters, with more than 563 peo-
ple killed and 308 injured within the 
period of 1990 – 2004 (Packer et al, 
2005).  

Lions as well as other predators 
like leopards Panthera pardus, spot-
ted hyena Crocuta crocuta, and Afri-
can wild dogs Lycaon pictus are 
widely perceived as being persistent 
killers of livestock. Adding fuel to 
their negative perception, these 
predators are particularly likely to kill 
multiple animals on each attack, thus 
causing great economic loss 
(Schiess-Meier et al. 2007; Butler 
2000, Woodroffe et al. 2007).  

Interest is focused on both sides 
of the problem. From a human per-
spective negative perceptions to-
wards carnivores are there because 
of the economic cost of having 
predators on their land. Livestock 
production in Africa ranges from 
large scale ranching operations to 
small scale subsistence livestock 
ownership, typical of the majority of 
rural Africa, many of these people 
face formidable economic pressure 
(Hemson 2003).  

The difference between large 
scale and small scale operations can 
be big. A study area in central Kenya 
revealed that commercial ranchers 
own an average of 1,536 head of 
cattle; whereas community members 
own an average of 8 head of cattle 
(Romanach et al. 2007). As negative 
attitudes towards predators are often 
related to economic loss (Lindsey et 

al. 2005), stock lost to predation, 
even when very few, can be signifi-
cant to small scale producers 
(Swarner 2004, Butler 2000). The 
outcome of a study in Zimbabwe 
(Butler 2000) showed that the aver-
age loss per livestock owning house-
hold to predation was $13 per year, 
this was 12% of each household’s 
net annual income, in this type of 
case, lethal control may seem like an 
effective and convenient way of 
dealing with problem (Swarner 
2004). 

However, in contrast of these 
negative perceptions it is worth re-
membering that carnivores are built 
to kill and eat other animals, and 
livestock are built to be eaten 
(Fascione et al. 2004). It is widely 
agreed that carnivores are forced 
into conflict with humans. If natural 
prey is available, predators take wild 
species in preference to domestic 
stock. Yet if natural prey densities 
are low, predators will increasingly 
prey on livestock as an alternative 
food source (Schiess-Meier et al. 
2007). Livestock depredation is often 
most serious when wild prey has 
been reduced by agricultural devel-
opment or widespread bush meat 
poaching (African Lion Working 
Group 2006).   

Trends indicate that human ex-
pansion, encroachment, and human 
caused fragmentation is the main 
outstanding cause of livestock dep-
redation and thus human – predator 
conflict. Like the rest of the world, 
Africa’s human population is grow-
ing. In Kenya, human population 
growth is 3.8% per year (Romanach 
et al. 2007), Tanzania’s human 
population has risen from 23.1 mil-
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lion in 1988 to 34.6 million in 2002 
(Packer et al. 2005), and over the 
past 100 years Botswana’s human 
population has grown from 120,000 
to 1.7 million (Schiess-Meier et al. 
2007). Accompanying the human 
population growth has been the ex-
pansion of agricultural land and in-
creased livestock numbers, resulting 
in increasing isolation of conserva-
tion areas and decreasing wildlife 
(Hackel 1999).  

In Africa, more than 50% of the 
increased agricultural production 
since 1961 has resulted from culti-
vating new areas. Between 1981 
and 1993 Africa as a whole saw a 
5.8% increase in cropland and ap-
proximately 12% increase in live-
stock numbers (Hackel 1999). In 
Botswana over the past 50 years, 
the cattle population has grown from 
400,000 to 3 million. With this more 
land has consequently been trans-
formed into livestock grazing areas. 

Livestock are persistently encroach-
ing on the edges of protected areas, 
and sometimes several kilometres 
inside reserves (Schiess-Meier et al. 
2007). Human alteration of carnivore 
habitat has without a doubt led to 
escalated conflicts (Treves and 
Karanth 2003). The difficulty is that 
these areas are often prime habitat, 
and livestock farmers are heavily 
reliant on the resources within these 
areas (Hazzah 2006).  

With alteration of wildlife habitat 
often comes extirpation of wildlife 
species, and lethal control in order to 
establish human interests has had a 
significant effect on some species 
population numbers. For instance, 
the current population collapse of 
African wild dogs can be attributed to 
lethal control (Swarner 2004). Afri-
can wild dog population numbers are 
currently at approximately 5,750 indi-
viduals (Lindsey et al. 2005). The 
same can be said for the current 

Lion Guardi-
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Tsavo eco-
system, 
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population collapse of cheetah Aci-
nonyx jubatus, whose species popu-
lation has fallen from an estimated 
30,000 in 1975, to fewer than 15,000 
in the 1990s. The largest remaining 
cheetah population is in Namibia 
with approximately 2,500 animals 
(Marker et al. 2003), in the Serengeti 
National Park, Tanzania, the chee-
tah population numbers are danger-
ously low, approximately 200 – 250 
animals (Kelly 2001).  

Conflict with pastoral farmers 
over livestock depredation has been, 
and still is a key factor of large carni-
vore population decline (Hazzah 
2006; Romanach et al. 2007). The 
decline of population sizes and distri-
bution of large carnivores in Africa 
because of retributive killings has 
resulted in some species being in-
creasingly limited to protected areas. 
In addition, there are limited pro-
tected areas in Africa which still sup-
port significant populations of large 
carnivores (Romanach et al. 2007; 
Schiess-Meier et al. 2007). The per-
secution of animals that are consid-
ered pests has driven several spe-
cies to extinction, and has contrib-
uted to the endangerment of many 
others (Woodroffe et al. 2007). 
Therefore, for large carnivore spe-
cies, their continued existence relies 
on mitigating livestock depredation 
and thus lethal control (Swarner 
2004). 

However, with such an expan-
sive human population growth occur-
ring, what can be done to alleviate 
the hardship caused by depredation, 
and in turn prevent lethal control 
from taking place?  

Data indicate that although 
physical barriers are essential for 

keeping people and wildlife apart, 
they are not completely effective. 
The problems found with the use of 
physical barriers are not only the 
great cost in erecting and maintain-
ing them (Muruthi 2005; Marker et al. 
2003; Woodroffe et al. 2007), but 
given time even the most extensive 
barriers will not impede predators for 
long (Treves and Karanth 2003). 
Warthogs dig holes under fences 
allowing access for predators (du 
Plessis and Smit 2002; Marker et al. 
2003), and where some fences 
might be effective against a lion or a 
cheetah, they may not be effective 
against leopards that could easily 
jump over them (du Plessis and Smit 
2002). Therefore a successful man-
agement plan for a predator species 
is reliant on effective livestock hus-
bandry and education, as well as 
financial incentives for those people 
who are affected by the conflict.  

It is a reality that throughout 
many parts of Africa, as is the case 
with many parts of the world, tradi-
tional livestock husbandry practices 
have typically been abandoned 
(Woodroffe et al. 2007). In Bot-
swana, livestock husbandry systems 
allow herds to roam free with little 
direct supervision (Hemson 2003; 
Frank et al. 2006). In a slightly differ-
ent context, pastoralists in east Af-
rica during the dry season are some-
times forced into travelling long dis-
tances in search of water and fod-
der. As temporary bomas have to be 
used in these circumstances, they 
usually lack in strength (Hazzah 
2006). Although these examples 
may seem different in extremity, they 
both have similar consequences. 
Wildlife species generally attack live-
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stock that are poorly defended; 
therefore wildlife damage is closely 
correlated to the effectiveness of the 
defences (Muruthi 2005). There is 
growing confidence that livestock 
depredation can be most effectively 
limited by improving static defences 
(Hemson 2003; Lindsey et al. 2005) 
such as reinforced stock enclosures, 
guard dogs and in-
creased vigilance of 
human guards, espe-
cially during certain 
per iods (Hemson 
2003). It is accurate to 
say that those with 
good livestock hus-
bandry systems rarely 
lose stock, and there-
fore rarely kill preda-
tors (Frank et al. 
2006).  

As persistently 
expressed throughout 
the data collected, the 
only realistic way that 
attitudes can be 
changed in order to 
prevent conflict is 
through financial in-
centive. If people see 
economic benefits 
from carnivores then it 
would be a step to-
wards mitigating or reducing the kill-
ing of carnivores (Hazzah 2006). 
Compensation schemes can be ef-
fective, but in essence may only in-
crease tolerance without preventing 
the problem from occurring, 
(Hemson 2003). So it may be more 
effective to allow communities and 
individuals that are affected by wild-
life to become active participants in, 
and enjoy tangible benefits from 

wildlife management (Muruthi 2005), 
thus bringing them closer to their 
national heritage. When people be-
come involved in enjoying tangible 
benefits from wildlife in their areas, it 
is often achieved through community 
based conservation (CBC) strate-
gies. CBC programs allow people 
living near protected areas to partici-

pate in land use pol-
icy and management 
decisions, they give 
people proprietorship 
over wildlife re-
sources, and people 
receive economic 
gain from wildlife 
conservation (Hackel 
1999). 
There are circum-
stances where effec-
tive conservation 
considerations re-
quire the removal of 
chronic problem ani-
mals (African Lion 
Work ing  Group 
2006) and sugges-
tions indicate that 
selected removal of 
stock killing preda-
tors, may help to 
avoid the spread of 
such behaviour 

throughout populations (Woodroffe 
and Frank 2005). However, many 
individual carnivores pose no threat 
to domestic animals or humans de-
spite having access to them for 
years, and lethal control methods 
often do not selectively target the 
individuals that cause economic 
losses (Treves and Karanth 2003). 
In lethal control it would be desirable 
to focus on those individuals actually 

The only 
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way that 
attitudes 
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changed is 
through 
financial 

incentives   
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causing the problems, but in reality 
the problem animal is not identified, 
and so any individual is killed to sat-
isfy the demand for action and re-
venge (Muruthi 2005).  

In conclusion, where livestock 
farming constitutes a major part of 
local livelihoods, high levels of con-
flict can occur between livestock 
owners and carnivores due to preda-
tion. Rural people will therefore 
sometimes understandably kill 
predators to defend their interests. In 
concurrence, it is fair to say that hu-
man – predator conflict in east and 
southern Africa, is principally linked 
to livestock depredations.  

Although the rising human 
population numbers and the transfor-
mation of wildlife habitats contribute 
as a major factor of predator – hu-
man conflict, evidence points to-
wards discontinued husbandry prac-
tices as another cause.  Physical 
barriers like fences are important but 
not 100% effective in preventing pre-
dation, so in order to prevent conflict, 
good husbandry practices need to 
be established or re-established in 
conjunction with physical barriers, 
especially in areas where conflict is 
high. In addition, income factors are 
of foremost significance in shaping 
the perceptions of carnivores by live-
stock farming communities. Negative 
perceptions are usually unabated 
because of the economic cost of 
having predators on their land. It is 
an inevitable certainty that in order to 
achieve co – existence, financial 
benefits derived from wildlife will 
need to be shared between commu-
nities that are affected by wildlife – 
human conflict. 

This research creates a pro-

found reflection covering the effect 
that a growing human population has 
on the natural world. Predators are 
forced into conflict with humans for a 
number of reasons relating to human 
population growth, unless these fac-
tors can be compromised, the future 
looks considerably bleak for large 
land predators in Africa. 
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