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Abstract

There is a growing recognition within national
policy that South Africa’s wildlife economy holds the
potential to contribute to both socio-economic
development and biodiversity conservation. Recent
policy initiatives outline a broad strategy aimed at
guiding the country’s biodiversity economy, empha-
sizing the importance of enhancing the sustainable
use of wildlife to promote socio-economic growth
and transformation. However, the efficacy of these
proposed strategies and policies in achieving the
dual goals of biodiversity conservation and eco-
nomic development largely hinges on the behaviour
of markets. Game price data present a unique oppor-
tunity to investigate the dynamics of one crucial
market within this economy: the trade of game
animals. Here we use game auction and international
trophy hunting data to assess variations in market
price trends of game animals between 1991 and
2022. Additionally, we analyse the number of game
animals sold and hunted, as well as the frequency of
exports, to understand the potential drivers of these
trends. Our findings reveal that auction prices for
plains and high-value game animals exhibited a
gradual increase from 1991 until 2012. However,
between 2015 and 2017, these prices experienced a
sharp rise, followed by a considerable decline from
2018 onwards. The number of international trophy
hunts showed a gradual upward trend with notable
declines in 2020. Variations in market price trends
highlight the necessity to investigate potential drivers
of such fluctuations. Our work carries significant
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implications for policy development and decision-
making processes, and for the effective manage-
ment of wildlife to achieve conservation objectives.

Keywords: wildlife economy, game prices, socio-
economic development.

Introduction

South Africa’s wildlife economy makes important
contributions to the country’s biodiversity conser-
vation, tourism industry, and rural development
(Taylor, Lindsey, Nicholson, Relton & Davies-
Mostert, 2020; Taylor et al. 2021; Denner,
Clements, Child & de Vos 2024). With private
game ranches covering 17-20% of the country’s
land surface area (Taylor et al. 2020), South Africa
has realized the potential of its wildlife economy
through national policies that aim at fostering
socio-economic development and biodiver-
sity conservation (DFFE 2024). Trophy hunting
and live trade in game are pillars of the wildlife
economy (Taylor et al. 2020). Game prices are
influenced by interconnected political, economic
and ecological factors (Van der Merwe, Saayman
& Krugell 2004; Dalerum, Miranda, Muhiz &
Rodriguez 2018). However, the impact of market
dynamics, such as game price fluctuations, on the
wildlife economy’s ability to achieve these socio-
economic and conservation goals remains poorly
understood. Analysing game price data is crucial
to understand the risks of relying on volatile
markets for these outcomes.

Methods
We compiled data on the price and number of
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species per year of ten plains game species sold
live on auction and three high-value game species
trophy hunted (Taylor, Lindsey & Davies-Mostert
2016). Mean prices per species per year were
calculated. We used auction data from various
sources: Dalerum et al. (2018) (1991-2012),
R. Nowers' (Western Cape Department of Agricul-
ture) (2013-2015), and online auction house
Wildswinkel (https://wildswinkel.co.za/) (2016—
2022). Prices were adjusted for inflation using the
consumer price index (SSA 2024) and presented
in South African Rand (ZAR). Mean international
trophy hunting prices of high-value game between
2010 and 2022 were obtained from annual Depart-
ment of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment
(DFFE)* Professional Hunting Registers and
presented in United States Dollars (USD). The
total number of trophy-hunted animals served as a
proxy for exports, as none of the species analysed
are listed under the Convention on International
Trade in Endangered Species (CITES).

Results

Trends in mean auction prices for plains and
high-value game gradually increase from 1991
until 2012 (Fig. 1). Between 2015 and 2017,
plains game experienced notable market price
increases. Kudu (Tragelaphus strepsiceros) prices
surged by over 1000% from 2012 and 2015. From
2018 onwards, game prices declined, with eland
(Tragelaphus oryx) prices dropping 766% from
2016 to 2022. An exception was black wildebeest
(Connochaetes gnu) prices, which saw a 1422%
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increase in their mean price over this period. No
considerable trends in the number of animals sold
on auction was observed.

High-value trophy species experienced a market
spike in 2011, followed by a decline in 2019
(Fig. 2). The trophy hunting price of the Cape
buffalo (Syncerus caffer) increased by 89% in
2011 but dropped by 64% in 2012. Prices then
stabilized, with another decline by 41% in 2019,
followed by steady trends until 2022. Roan
(Hippotragus equinus) and sable antelope
(H. nigen) exhibited similar patterns. The number
of trophy-hunted sable antelope gradually
increased from 2010 until 2019, dropped by 94%
in 2020, and surged by 1650% in 2022.

Discussion

The analysis reveals the volatile nature in South
Africa’s game market prices over the past three
decades, highlighting the complex dynamics of the
wildlife economy. The Game Theft Act of 1991
(South Africa 1991) played a key role in expanding
wildlife ranching by granting ownership rights to
farmers with adequate fencing, contributing to the
sector's growth. A shift from livestock to game
farming in the early 1990s, driven by this policy
and reduced agricultural subsidies post-1994,
likely contributed to rising game prices (Carruthers
2008). In 2004, the South African government
introduced ring-fencing provisions to curb tax
avoidance by requiring game farms to prove
commercial viability (National Treasury 2003).
This policy shift likely prompted farmers and inves-
tors to focus on high-value species and intensify
operations, driving up demand and, consequently,
game prices. As a result, live game sales turnover
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Fig. 1. Log mean auction prices of plains game species in South Africa between 1991 and 2022.
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Fig. 2. Mean international trophy hunting price and total number hunted per year for high-value game species in South

Africa between 2010 and 2022.

surged nearly 2000% between 2005 and 2014
(Cloete 2015), with over 9000 farms covering
more than 10 million hectares (Taylor et al. 2016).
The growth of game farms may have ledto arise in
game numbers and trophy hunts, as observed with
sable antelope (Fig. 2). However, a speculative
price bubble from 2015 to 2017 led to sharp infla-
tion followed by a market correction (Coetzee
2019), as indicated in observed trends (Fig. 1).
Price fluctuations may also stem from outliers and
exchange rate influences, coupled with recent
impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. Despite the
economic focus of South Africa’s game industry,
socio-political factors can drive market trends that
may undermine its conservation potential. Imple-
menting stabilization measures, such as incentive-
driven certification schemes, could support long-
term socio-economic and conservation objectives
in South Africa’s game ranching industry.
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