
 

Predators rip the heart out of farming  

THE surge in maize prices due to drought in the US should dispel any optimism about global food 

security.  There is no stockpile and we could run out of affordable food before running out of oil.  

While better grain prices will help SA crop farmers, poultry and feedlot producers are having 

nightmares because feed is their main expense. So are poor consumers whose staple diet is maize 

meal and who also spend most of their income on food.  

This unhappy situation warrants a closer look at the negative effects overzealous green lobbyists 

can exert on food security in developing countries. While they do force governments to take more 

seriously environmental issues, the lobbyists play a dangerous game when they use half-truths and 

even blatant lies to whip up emotions in a gullible public  

It remains to be seen what effect green opinion on factors such as genetic modification, carbon 

miles, and greenhouse gasses emitted by ruminants will have on farming profits and therefore the 

availability of food. But the SA livestock industry is worried about the hype around predator control 

strategies in the extensive farming regions.  

This is where red meat (the delicacy many of the lobbyists can afford to braai every Sunday) is 

grown on natural pastures, usually without the need to supplement animals with expensive 

grain-based licks or antibiotics. The natural veld is the cheapest source of healthy feed for cattle, 

sheep and goats – and represents a production system that does not compete with humans for food.  

Small-stock farmers are now losing more than 6 000 animals, mostly young sheep and goats, a 

day to predators such as caracals and black-backed jackals. This amounts to losses of more than R1.2 

billion per year while rampant stock theft costs them an additional estimated R600 million.  

No wonder many – also plagued by political uncertainty – see predation as the last straw and 

either switch to other types of farming or simply pack up. The result, of course, is a shrinking national 

flock, rising meat prices, and further job losses. In short, out-of-control predator populations – 

particularly black-backed jackals – are ripping the heart out of the already depressed rural economy.  

Basically, extensive livestock farms are vast stretches of untamed veld often including 

inhospitable mountain ranges and thick riverine forests offering ideal habitats for predators to feed, 

shelter and breed. Here, unlike 200 years ago, carnivores not only have their own “natural” diet, but 

also a regular supply of easy-to-catch sheep and goats.  

This tremendous increase in the food source – together with the fact that we’ve exterminated the 

natural enemies of so many species – is possibly the main reason for the sharp rise in caracal and 

jackal populations. In effect, farmers have, over several centuries, unwittingly modified the food chain.  

And, as in the case of global warming, there seems to be little we can do to rectify that.  

Some ecologists disagree, saying the increase is merely a survival mechanism in response to 

persecution by humans. They argue predators regulate their own populations in parks and reserves, 

where they maintain stable numbers. However, there are no figures showing how many of these 

predators breed in parks and then disperse into neighbouring farmland.  



While farmers concede that the centuries-old war against predators has not made any 

quantifiable impact on losses incurred, they insist the situation could have been worse, reasoning that 

failing to take out at least a percentage of the problem animals every year is playing with bankruptcy.  

The farmers claim that the predator management methods advocated by animal rights groups 

and activists are more intrusive and not nearly as wildlife friendly as they are made out to be, 

although they do favour problem-causing predators.  

They describe some of the ideas championed by environmentalists as loony and not the best to 

handle conflict between humans and wildlife.  

Non-lethal predator management in livestock farming areas certainly is not simply a case of 

corralling flocks at night, employing night watchmen, or keeping donkeys or ostriches close by. Even 

when it is possible to kraal animals at night (impossible with large flocks), the method is not foolproof, 

as the superopportunistic and adaptable blackbacked jackals soon turn to hunting during the day.  

There is evidence that most “predator-friendly” management methods are cruel to other wildlife 

on a farm.  

For example, livestock-guarding sheepdogs don’t target only blackbacked jackals and caracals but 

also harmless creatures such as bateared foxes and small antelope. Further, dog lovers object to these 

dogs being exposed to the elements, without human companionship and care.  

Sirens and alarms designed to keep jackals away also disturb birds and kudus and only work until 

the predators habituate to them – usually within six weeks. Fences disrupt the movements of all sorts 

of mammals. Protective collars can force predators to change their killing methods or switch attention 

from sheep to stemboks and duikers – species which have lately been growing in numbers.  

A paper by John Shivik, USDA, Wildlife Services, National Wildlife Research Centre and Utah State 

University, takes these arguments further.  

“As the knowledge on non-lethal techniques grows, there is a need to categorise and understand 

the plethora of methods that are being advertised by both scientists and charlatans. Many methods 

that are applicable in small pasture situations, for instance, may have little or no use in large, 

open-range situations,” he says.  

North America’s main stock predators are coyotes and bobcats.  

Shivik believes the future of development and application of management techniques depends on 

good science in a complex social and political environment.  

“Efforts must be made to understand and limit habituation, to produce non-lethal techniques that 

work at the landscape and population scale, and to devise methods with maximal effectiveness but 

minimal cost and complexity. Producers should be educated about techniques that work and which of 

them are merely a waste of time and money,” he says.  

He notes, for example, that while some private organisations fund compensation programmes 

and encourage public support where damage due to predation is linked to particularly valued species 

such as wolves, the economic logic of compensating farmers for stock losses is limited because this 

does nothing to reduce the level of predation.  



A possible solution could lie in the zoning of land.  

“This concept acknowledges the need for different management goals and priorities in different 

areas and adapts methods, rules, and recommendations to vary within individual geographic zones.  

“Some areas would be managed to be free of predators and designated for livestock, but other 

areas would be designated as wild places where predators roam with minimal human disturbance,” he 

explains.  

A common misconception is that increasing biodiversity on a farm will decrease livestock losses to 

predation because the predators will have more “natural” prey to feed on. Shivik cautions that 

diversionary feeding or altering prey populations may not be effective in the long term.  

“It may be useful to increase game availability, or place carcasses or other alternative food 

supplies in areas near livestock and allow predators to consume these resources, so that livestock 

remain unmolested. But even well-fed predators may harass and kill livestock, and multiple years of 

diversionary feeding may result in increased numbers and concentrations of predators and a larger 

potential for conflict,” he says.  

Other researchers have also shot down the notion that predators go only for sick or weak lambs.  

Looking at the above, extensive livestock farmers in SA urgently need help and guidance based 

on proven facts and not on the whims or fancies of armchair conservationists who have been 

mesmerised by the leopard/gintrap debate in the Cape Fold Mountains.  

Leopards are very habitat-bound and trouble only a tiny percentage of farmers.  

Some believe that the real problem-causing predator, the blackbacked jackal, has multiplied to 

the extent that it now exceeds the ecological carrying capacity by an unmanageable number. The only 

way of restoring the “natural” balance and food pyramid would be to reintroduce the bigger, competing 

predators such as hyenas and lions – something that obviously is not an option in this day and age.  

Desperately needed is money to finance research aimed at finding practical ways to manage the 

escalating predation problem.  

Reducing losses just by half could translate into the creation of thousands of jobs along the 

supply chain. Instead, the country could increasingly become reliant on imported mutton.  

Roelof Bezuidenhout 
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