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Improving Livelihoods of Rural Communities in South Africa: 
Emphasizing Donkeys as a Development Tool 
 
Executive Summary:  
 
Donkeys remain integral to the daily life of many rural residents in South Africa, yet their 
contributions are unacknowledged in a formal policy sphere. This leads to lowered welfare 
conditions, poor security from disease or illness and lack of protection from theft – all of which 
directly impact donkey owners through lowered income or work potential from the animal. In areas 
where donkeys have proven to be a more applicable option than mechanization, rural poverty and 
unemployment are widespread issues. Enhancing the capacity of donkeys through increased policy 
awareness, protection and support will in-turn enhance the incomes of those in the small 
communities who depend upon them. 
 
Policy Goals 
 

1. Reduce impacts of extremely high levels of rural unemployment and poverty in rural areas by 
strengthening capacity of donkeys in communities to provide informal employment 

2. Increase spending-power of rural citizens through increased donkey use for tasks versus 
hiring trucks and tractors 

3. Elevate sustainability and self-sufficiency within rural areas through increasing dependence 
upon donkeys versus mechanization where applicable  

 
Policy Objective 
 
Decrease rural poverty by 20% in donkey-reliant communities which have shown to be incompatible 
with mechanization efforts through improving support of donkey owners through subsidies of basic 
veterinary care, increased education outreach, and community support.  
 
Policy Recommendation 
 
This paper advocates for the addition of donkeys into the South African livestock census and formal 
livestock policies as well as the development of subsidies for donkey-owners to improve economic 
outcomes by improving their animals’ welfare in areas where mechanization is shown to be an 
inadequate development enhancement. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The aim of this analysis is to argue for altering rural development schemes targeting unemployment 
and poverty in South Africa from focusing on increased mechanization, to bolstering the use of 
donkeys within the country. The analysis argues for the advantages of donkeys versus automated 
and technological implementations in specific areas and discusses the necessary steps of adding 
donkeys into existing agricultural policies and increasing support for owners and donkey-reliant 
communities. Ultimately, donkeys are viewed here as an alternative to mechanization in specific 
locations, with the objective to decrease poverty in these locations by 20% through increasing 
informal employment for donkey owners and allowing for greater economic efficiency for community 
members who must hire for daily tasks and chores. 
 
This policy paper is comprised of seven parts, first working through the issue with a background 
examination of the use of donkeys in Africa and South Africa more specifically, and an overview of 
the correlations between donkeys and development. Next, it moves into the targeted policy 
problems of rural unemployment and poverty, as well as discussing the threats faced by donkey-
owners and donkey-reliant communities due to lack of protections and acknowledgement in the 
wider South African political scene. Third, prominent theories and approaches examined, followed 
by an analysis of primary data collected through surveys of donkey owners in rural South Africa which 
highlights personal and communal experiences with donkeys and their actualized roles in daily life. 
Fifth, current mechanization schemes aimed towards improving development in rural South Africa 
are explored alongside an expanded proposal for shifting towards donkey-focused policies in 
appropriate areas. Section 6 provides and overview of the greater South African political setting, and 
a stakeholder and criteria review.  Finally, section seven concludes with policy recommendations 
through a detailed outline which provides the measures, qualifications and strategies required to 
implement change. 
 
1. BACKGROUND 
 
Use of donkeys in Africa: The function of equines for most of the developing world (Asia, Africa and 
Latin America primarily) remains in a working capacity and correlates with relatively low economic, 
infrastructural and technological development levels. The often underappreciated or unknown 
connection between equines, and specifically donkeys and development by governmental, private 
and nonprofit institutions has led to a generally low level of knowledge and attention to the subject. 
Jill Goulder (2016), through her comparative research of working animals in ancient versus modern 
societies, found that donkeys – historically and today – are used year-round in Africa as means of 
transport and additional income through hiring or lending practices by owners, and for ploughing 
during wet seasons.  

 
Paul Starkey (1995), coordinator for the Animal Traction Network of East and Southern Africa 
(ATNESA) research group summarized common functions of donkeys in the daily life of rural South 
Africans. He noted that donkeys carry water which saves time that can be used for other, more 
productive tasks; till soil on crop-producing land and assist in its harvest by then transporting those 
crops; carry goods, household items and construction materials; take people to rural clinics to seek 
medical attention or transport those who cannot walk (young, sick, old or pregnant) and “generally 
save time, increase human production and reduce human drudgery”. Finally, researchers commonly 
cite the applicability of donkeys not only to their owners, but also to their surrounding community. 
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This includes family members who are typically not charged, those who pay for owners of donkeys 
to perform tasks for them, or those who hire donkeys from owners to perform donkey-powered work 
such as transport of self or materials (crops, water and firewood for example) or agricultural tasks. 
 
2. POLICY PROBLEM 
 
Rural unemployment: The most recently released report by Statistics South Africa (2017) with 
findings from their Quarterly Labour Force Survey places official unemployment in South Africa at    
27 %, and expanded unemployment rate (which includes discouraged job-seekers, a high-percentage 
of which reside in rural areas) at 37 %. Agriculture is accounted for as one of the ten most populated 
industries in the country, and accounts for 849,000 people. However, further disaggregation by 
employment type lists only “skilled agriculture”, of which donkey owners utilizing them for 
employment are not included in. Due to the disinclusion of donkeys, their performed work and 
subsequently their owners in census data these numbers are likely significantly less than in reality. 
Paul Starkey, in his 1994 survey, estimated that over 1 million people in South Africa directly or in-
directly benefitted from donkeys in their communities and expected that number to grow, largely 
due to the reasons stated above regarding donkeys and development in the 21st century. 
Unemployment reports by region show quarterly trends from all provinces of South Africa. During in-
person interviews with the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (NSPCA) in 
October of 2018, I was able to determine the four provinces with highest populations of donkeys: 
North West province, Limpopo province, Mpumalanga province and the Northern Cape. The 
expanded unemployment rates are indicated below: 
 
Table 1. Expanded unemployment rate of South African provinces with highest rates of donkey usage 
 

Province North West Limpopo Mpumalanga Northern Cape 
Expanded 
unemployment 
rate 

42.9% 38.8% 41.1% 38.6% 

 

Source: Stats SA report, Quarterly Labour Force Survey, 2017; Table E: Unemployment rate by province  
 
The report also shows that unemployed South Africans are most likely to be those who have not 
completed secondary school, a key trait which I found from in-person interviews with donkey owners 
and a widespread issue plaguing rural areas of the country as well.  
 
Rural Poverty: Poverty goes hand-in-hand with lower rates of education and statistically, also within 
rural areas in the case of developing countries. Statistics South Africa also compiles comprehensive 
reports on poverty levels within the country. Their report, Poverty Trends in South Africa, from 2017 
(with most recent data from 2015) details how 55% of the South African population is classified as 
“Upper Bound Poverty Level Poor”, while 25.2% are classified as living in “extreme poverty.” One of 
the stated goals of South Africa’s current National Development Plan is to lower their relatively high 
Gini Coefficient, which in 2015 was .68 (Stats SA). As mentioned earlier, divisions of class which exist 
in rural spaces often occur between historically privileged, cattle-owning community members and 
those reliant on other forms of livestock such as donkeys. Increased awareness of, and support for 
donkey owners in these communities may serve as step towards remedying persistent income 
inequality present within rural spaces. The report ranks each South African province by highest levels 
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of poverty and established the four most donkey-reliant provinces (as mentioned earlier) amongst 
the poorest of South Africa’s 9 provinces in 2016, aside from the Northern Cape. 
 
Table 2. Poverty ranking of South African provinces with highest rates of donkey usage 
 

Province North West Limpopo Mpumalanga Northern Cape 
Poverty ranking amongst South 
African Provinces (1-9, with 9 being 
poorest) 

7 8 6 4 

 

Source: Stats SA report, Poverty Trends in South Africa, 2017; Table 2.6: Ranking of poverty headcount from 2001 to 2016. 
 
These areas are highly correlated with rural populations, which the report found have country-wide 
rates of poverty at 81.3%, substantially higher than those found in urban spaces (40.6%) in South 
Africa. Based on this, the share of people living in poverty in South Africa in 2015 was 53.9% of the 
country’s total population and are significantly poorer than the urban poor as well. With donkeys 
consistently noted as tools to ameliorate poverty in rural spaces with limited options, the 
enhancement of their use is certainly justified. 
 
Lack of protection: Due to their unrecognized status, unknown actual number, and unknown full 
contribution to the South African economy there is minimal support available for owners or 
communities who are suddenly faced with threats to their donkeys. Most commonly, this occurs in 
the form of disease (and welfare conditions), extreme natural disasters (fire, earthquake, floods etc.), 
and market threats such as a sudden demand for donkey products from outside markets. The 
intensive working conditions paired with lacking medical care for donkeys due to the correlated 
poverty many of their owners and lack of access in rural spaces leads to a host of medical issues (Burn 
et al., 2010). This impairs their ability to work to full capacity and is regularly cited as a primary issue 
for owners who would otherwise receive greater profits from a healthier, more productive donkey 
(Burn et al., 2010; Geiger and Hovorka, 2015). Furthermore, prevention of diseases through 
vaccinations and regular de-worming, which is recommended by veterinary authorities, is often not 
implemented due to lack of funds, unavailability of veterinary services and lack of education on 
necessary preventative medical measures for owners (Burn et al., 2010). 

 
Market threats are a relatively recent arrival for donkey owners within developing countries, 
including South Africa due to the burgeoning global trade for donkey skins to fuel demand for ejiao, 
a Chinese Traditional Medicine. South Africa was hit especially hard by the trade from 2014-2017 in 
rural areas, many of which experienced massive theft of their donkeys, or felt forced to sell for low 
prices (De Greef, 2017). South Africa maintains an export quota for donkey hide exports, which is 
currently 10,500 yet there are estimates that over 1 million skins were shipped from South Africa in 
2016 (The Donkey Sanctuary UK, 2017). While South African officials like the National Prosecuting 
Authority, the NSPCA and provincial police departments have attempted to respond to theft cases, 
it is often difficult to provide compensation for owners who lose donkeys through theft due to their 
unregulated and underrecognized status.  

 
Losing donkeys to widespread issues like disease or theft results in an increased price for replacement 
as market-prices tend to respond quickly to demand-related pressures. For donkey-reliant owners 
who utilize the animals as a source of income in areas with little alternative options this can have 
devastating impacts for them and their families. For community members who relied on cheaper 
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sources of labor by hiring donkeys versus cars or tractors this equates to a larger monthly expenditure 
for basic household services which are essential in rural areas (primarily transportation and collecting 
water and firewood). Additionally, for households which depended on donkeys not as a source of 
income, but as a source of increased self-sufficiency to complete activities themselves, they feel the 
burden of either increased physical labor if they cannot afford to hire others or increased financial 
expenditure as well. 
 
3. THEORIES & APPROACHES 
 
Consensus among NGO’s and academics: A common theme amongst the most active NGO’s 
responding to both the donkey and human welfare issues implicit in their use in developing countries 
is the issue of lack of representation of donkeys (and subsequently, the people who rely on them) at 
policy level. While rural populations draw a substantial amount of attention from development 
agendas, donkeys are hardly addressed despite the fundamental role they play in these communities. 
Groups like The Donkey Sanctuary UK, The Brooke, World Horse Welfare and SPANA work globally to 
address the issues faced by working equines and highlight the special role that donkeys have in some 
of the most resource-poor areas. All are regular proponents of adding donkeys to existing agriculture 
policies in developing countries however, as a more sustainable method to improve the human lives 
who depend upon them. 
 
The relatively small, but dedicated academic circle focused on socio-economic impacts of working 
equines, and especially working donkeys in developing countries is quick to agree that lack of focused 
policy attention is one of the primary issues facing donkeys and their owners. Joy Pritchard (2005), 
notes this phenomenon by stating, “to all intents and purposes they are absent from agricultural and 
animal health policy, research and education, despite the fact that they carryout essential functions 
in the lives of both rural and urban people.” She details how the lack of recognition for donkeys is 
predominant amongst politicians who view working animals as “less sophisticated” means of 
development, and also the issues behind that mentality in international institutions as well. Burn et 
al. (2010) emphasize this point, but acknowledge some of the problems facing groups trying to 
address donkeys and their owners at a policy level: “targeting aid towards communities with the 
most vulnerable animals can be challenging, especially since very little is known about the 
geographical and demographic distribution of these different types of problems.” Geiger et al. (2015) 
addresses the disparity between donkeys and cattle in rural areas, saying in comparison to cattle: 
 
 “donkeys are placeless with limited resource investment, political attention, health concern and have 
low market value, earning their owners little socio-political status. Donkey lives are deemed ‘wasted’, 
little is known about them and their contributions to human livelihood are overlooked and broadly 
undervalued.” 
 
Linking donkeys to SDG’s to improve rural livelihoods: The Brooke, The Donkey Sanctuary and World 
Horse Welfare have built upon research which establishes donkeys and working equines as helpful 
development tools and argue for their application to ten of the seventeen SDG’s. Only recently have 
donkeys been linked directly to distinctive development goals, yet this move has already increased 
awareness within development spaces of the benefits that they provide. The SDG’s were set in 2015 
with a time frame through 2030 and aim to build upon the success of the previous set of Millennium 
Development Goals (MDG’s), while emphasizing an updated approach to address the shortcomings 
of the MDG’s as well. The expanded scope of the SDG’s has opened doors for groups like The Donkey 
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Sanctuary and World Horse Welfare to connect working equines (including donkeys) into larger 
development agendas.  
 
The following 6 key areas and goals in their report Sustainable Development Goals: How the Welfare 
of Working Equids Delivers for Development, essentially work to summarize the research outlined 
above. Under the first area, “Strengthening Livelihoods” they have assigned SDG 1 – No Poverty, SDG 
8 – Decent Work and Economic Growth and SDG 17 – Partnerships for the Goals. Second, is “Building 
Resilience” which is assigned SDG 2 – Zero Hunger, SDG 8 – Decent Work and Economic Growth and 
SDG 13 – Climate Action. Area three, “Enabling Education” aligns with SDG 4 – Quality Education, 
area four, “Empowering Women”, is matched with SDG 5 – Gender Equality, and area five, “Access 
to Water” coincides with SDG 6 – Clean Water and Sanitation. Finally, area six, “Productive Farming” 
is assigned to SDG 2 – Zero Hunger, and SDG 12 – Responsible Consumption and Production. 

 
Leveraging these connections to the SDG’s and South Africa’s ambitions to be a leader amongst 
African countries to meet the goals could be a powerful tool for implementing policy change in rural 
areas which targets the populations that the MDG’s were critiqued for “leaving out”. Without 
comprehensively addressing rural areas and assessing how to meet residents “where they are” and 
rather, forcing a modernized view of development upon them, South African officials are at risk of 
continuing previous patterns, and rural communities will suffer from continued lack of support and 
access where it is truly needed. 
 
4. DISRUPTING THE DEVELOPMENT STATUS-QUO 
 
Neoliberal policies and development schemes which, in their attempt to advance the overall capacity 
of developing countries, have actually resulted in further marginalization and isolation of many in 
their targeted areas (Leftwich, 2000). Starkey and Priyanthi Fernando (2000) state that while in some 
countries and for some groups, modernization processes have achieved their stated goals (increased 
agricultural output, urbanization, movement away from traditional cultures, higher educational 
achievement, and better health and social provisions), others face greater levels of economic and 
social inequality than before. Often, the people facing the brunt of poor development strategies are 
those with less resources, reside in rural areas and are the most vulnerable in society (Leftwich, 
2000). Starkey and Fernando assert that in some cases, the use of donkeys can “allow disadvantaged 
people to re-establish links with the social and economic processes from which they have been 
excluded,” and to “withstand some of the threats that ‘development’ has had on their lives and 
livelihoods.”  
 
The areas where donkeys are identified as being most successful in filling these development gaps 
are commonly emphasized surrounding their capacity to fill voids where mechanization in Africa 
(especially in form of tractors and automobiles) has been unattainable or fallen short due to its 
inapplicability to unique economic, social and infrastructural barriers. In Donkeys and Development: 
Socio-economic Aspects of Donkey Use in Africa, Starkey and Fernando advance the use of donkeys 
in ameliorating damaging effects of development regimes to rural communities. They note that land 
takeover for commercial, export-oriented farming, population pressures, political incentivization for 
sedentarization and privatization of quality land and recurrent droughts have resulted in a loss of 
valuable grazing and cultivation land for smallholder farmers. Utilizing donkeys serves as an 
economical solution to rising challenges for smallholder farmers and rural households in Africa as 
they allow for inexpensive cultivation on increasingly smaller and less arid plots of land and negate 
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dependence on expensive and often unreliable inputs in remote areas such as fuel, spare parts for 
mechanized tools (tires, mechanical equipment, batteries, wiring etc.).  
 
While mechanization and technological advancement has proven extremely beneficial in numerous 
development programs, it is not a one-size-fits-all approach. High rates of unemployment, low levels 
of necessary infrastructural development to support inputs for mechanized technology, and costs of 
maintaining equipment all serve as substantial barriers to including mechanization in rural settings. 
Aid and government programs seeking to enhance production must be cautious in their attempts to 
“drop” mechanization into communities which are not well-established to successfully adopt it. A key 
indicator of such a setting may be the high prevalence of donkey usage in the areas. Rather than 
input mechanization where it is likely inapplicable in a long-term sense, aid and government groups 
would be better-suited to an approach which emphasizes donkeys as an already functioning, locally 
supplied and sustained yet under-supported tool. 
 
5. DATA ANALYSIS 
 
During a period of research in South Africa from January – February 2019, I surveyed 23 donkey 
owners and three groups of community members in three donkey-reliant villages of the country: 
Bahananoa, Hluvukani and Disaneng. My interviews assessed the application, costs and benefits of 
donkeys in these rural communities and attempted to draw a conclusion regarding the 
socioeconomic value of donkeys in the three areas. The results have been corroborated with the 
NSPCA and were noted to be generally applicable to other donkey-reliant communities throughout 
South Africa. Below, I have provided a brief synopsis of the most relevant findings to this policy 
analysis. Demographics are first presented for the three regions to provide a snapshot of the 
demographic and socioeconomic conditions faced by residents. 
 
Secondary Data: Limited data exists for the villages I visited, the most recent South African Census 
was completed in 2011 and for these locations lists a select number of variables. Demographic data 
collected for the larger municipalities does however provide greater insight to overall trends of the 
larger area. However, this should not be viewed as completely reflective of the interview locations 
as they were significantly smaller and had generally even lower development indicators than 
municipalities as a whole. 
 
Table 3. Demographic Indicators from 2011 South African Census, Interview Locations 
 

Location Population Households Area Female/Male Race 

Bahananoa 1,473 355 6.23 km 54 % F 
46 % M 

100% Black African 

Hluvukani 9,631 2,191 7.67 km 55 % F 
45 % M 

99% Black African 

Disaneng 7,229 1,768 27.62 km 53 % F 
47 % M 

99% Black African 

 
Table 4. Demographic Indicators from 2016 Interim Census Report, Local Municipalities of Interview 
Locations 
 

Location Population No 
School 

High School 
Graduate 

Higher 
Education 

Piped 
Water 
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Blouberg 
(Bahananoa) 

172,601 20 % 19 % 6 % 1 % 

Bushbuck Ridge 
(Hluvukani) 

546,251  16 %  33 % 6 % 7 % 

Mafikeng 
(Disaneng) 

314,394 7 %  30 % 11 % 23 % 

 
Table 5. Poverty Ranking and Expanded Unemployment Rate at Provincial Level of Interview Locations 
 

Province North 
West 
(Disaneng) 

Limpopo 
(Bahananoa) 

Mpumalanga 
(Hluvukani) 

Poverty ranking amongst South African Provinces 
(1-9, with 9 being poorest) 

7 8 6 

Expanded unemployment rate 43 % 39 % 41 % 
 

Source: Stats SA report, Poverty Trends in South Africa, 2017 Table 2.6: Ranking of poverty headcount from 2001 to 2016; 
Stats SA report, Quarterly Labour Force Survey, 2017 Table E: Unemployment rate by province  
 
Primary Data: In each interview, I asked a set of demographic, qualitative, and quantitative questions. 
From my research, I found that the average picture of a donkey owner in the areas of South Africa 
where I undertook interviews is a Black South African male in his mid-forties with an eighth-grade 
education. His household is between six to seven people, and he provides for them either entirely 
through donkey-related income or through a combination of donkey-related income and other form 
of income. He has owned donkeys for roughly twenty years and has nine, but only works between 
five or six of them because the remainder are under two years old or nursing mothers. He uses the 
donkeys primarily for collecting water, firewood and sand as well as cultivating and they serve as a 
source of transportation as well. 
 
The section below outlines responses from the 23 individual interview respondents as well as some 
group responses. This data is broken down through tabled replies, qualitative summarization of 
responses and narratives and a CBA of donkey ownership. Ultimately, the data shows the importance 
of donkeys to rural residents who face relatively harsh settings in South Africa, and how these animals 
serve as a tool to ameliorate development challenges where modernization, mechanization and 
technology have failed. 
 
Table 6. Occupational Demographics 
 

Occupation Type Frequency  
Donkey-related work only 7 
Pension or other government support 
only 

1 

Donkey-related work & pension or other 
governmental support 

3 

Cattle ownership only 0 
Donkey-related work & cattle ownership 3 
Pension or other government support & 
cattle ownership 

2 

Formal employment only 0 
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Table 7. Donkey-related Activity Combinations 
 

Activity combination Frequency 
Water and firewood collection 4 
Water, firewood and sand collection 1 
Water, Firewood, and sand collection 
Cultivation 6 

Water, firewood and sand collection 
Transport of self and goods 1 

Water, firewood and sand collection 
Transport of self and goods 
Other  

1 

Water and firewood collection 
Cultivation 4 

Water and firewood collection 
Transport of self or goods 5 

Firewood and sand collection 
Transport of self or goods 
Funerals and other community events 

1 
 

 
It should be considered that while a number of respondents specifically mentioned transportation as 
a primary reason, the implicit nature of all other tasks requires donkeys for transportation to and 
from the performed work-activity as well, thus their role as the “wheels” of some rural communities 
cannot be overlooked. 
 
Table 8. Different Contexts of Donkey Use 
 

Function of benefit Frequency 
Household use only 7 
Household and hired use 14 
Household and free community use 2 

 
Donkeys are relied upon as laborers for household income for over half of the interviewed 
participants. It is important to note that there is no function seen where donkeys are used entirely 
as only hired workers for an owner, they always have a dual function where they both earn income 
for the family and serve as a laborer for the family. Free community use is noted where explicitly 
mentioned, however it likely occurs much more often than indicated due to the close-knit, communal 
nature of these communities and the intricate role that donkeys have in day-to-day functions. 
Additionally, those donkeys which fall under the category, “both,” likely perform free-community 
work functions but were not brought up in the interviews since the discussions largely centered upon 
their economic contributions for those owners who perform hired work.  
 

Formal employment & other 1 
Other 3 
Unemployed  2 
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Q1: What would happen if you don’t have donkeys? 
 
Here, the respondents helped me to see the gravity of what a life without donkeys would feel like, 
many stating that they “could not survive”, “would suffer”, or “couldn’t eat” if they did not have the 
donkeys assisting them in their paid or unpaid work. Sarina, from Bahananoa, has six working 
donkeys and lives with her six grown children and six grandchildren at home. She does not use the 
donkeys for income as she receives pension payments and occasionally sells items from the roadside 
like school shoes, uniforms, salt, purses and wallets. She mentioned that rather than making income 
from the donkeys, they save it because without them they would need to hire donkeys from other 
local families and pay them each time they need water, sand, firewood or cultivation. 
 
Nalus, from Hluvukani uses his seven donkeys for ploughing, collecting water and firewood primarily 
for hired work. He supports his wife and two children and said that “without donkeys life would be 
very difficult. I would have to go to a bigger city to look for a job”. Thato, from an even smaller village 
near Disaneng, called Mothibistand, is part of a family of five with no current income source. At the 
time of the interview their four donkeys, which they used for transport and collecting firewood and 
water, had been missing for quite a while. He wasn’t sure what to attribute this to but stated the 
family had been trying hard to find them. Thato said they had to spend money to hire cars for 
transportation, or tractors for firewood and water and had not be able to pay for as much food as 
was necessary for the family. 
 
Q2: What would happen if your donkeys were sold, stolen or unable to work?  
 
This was the most difficult question to receive an answer for, and I find it critical to acknowledge how 
intensely difficult it was for owners to imagine or describe a scenario in which their donkeys were 
sold, stolen or unable to work. This displayed to me the seemingly irreplaceable role they have. 
 
William from Bahananoa, said “I cannot allow it. Life would collapse.” The most poignant answers I 
received from this question came from those who actually had lost donkeys, most likely to the skin 
trade. Beki from Hluvukani said he had fifteen before six were stolen in 2016, around the time when 
he said Chinese men had come through the area offering “low prices” to buy donkeys. After the six 
were stolen he said he had no energy to work for a long time because he was so worried and tired 
from looking for them. Another respondent, Neo, in Disaneng had six donkeys stolen in 2015, also 
suspected from the donkey skin trade as it had been a highly targeted area at the time. He stated 
similarly to Beki, that those which were taken were his best six and working was more difficult until 
his others were trained and stronger. Mant, from the same area had five stolen in 2014 and 
acknowledged how difficult it was because his family depends on them for a wide array of daily tasks. 
 
Q3: Would you use something else to replace your donkey if it was gone? 
 
This question worked generally as a follow-up to Q2, so there was a lower response rate due to the 
difficulty of comprehending or imagining the scenario in which donkeys might have to be fully 
replaced. However, I did receive four possible options as replacement which were 1) get more 
donkeys 2) hire someone else with donkeys 3) hire a tractor or car, and 4) perform activities entirely 
by hand. 
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Table 9. Possible Donkey Replacement Options 
 

Replacement Method Frequency 
Get more donkeys 5 
Hire someone else with donkeys 5 
Hire tractor or car 5 
Perform activities entirely by hand 1 
NA 6 

 
The majority of respondents said they would remain in use of donkeys either by buying more or hiring 
others with them to do necessary tasks. It is significant that owners felt so attached to using donkeys 
that they would not consider other alternatives. This is most likely attributable to infrastructural, 
financial or access barriers to mechanized technology. 
 
Q4: Why hire someone with donkeys instead of a car for collecting firewood or water? 
 
Participants of a group interviews in Bahananoa mentioned they would expect to pay around 50 SAR 
a day to hire others to get firewood and water with donkeys (~1,500 SAR total), or 600-700 SAR a 
month to hire a tractor twice to collect firewood and water (~ 2,600 SAR total). Direct responses to 
this question from a group interview in Hluvukani are listed below: 
 

- “Donkeys are much cheaper” 
- About 100-150 SAR to hire someone with a donkey to fetch water or firewood but to hire a 

car for the same job would be about 190-200 SAR 
- For ploughing the price is about 250 SAR for a plot with a donkey versus using a tractor 

which would be about 400 SAR 
- Seems like half the residents hire donkeys and the other half hire cars or tractors  

 
Table 10. Cost-Benefit Analysis of Individual Donkeys for Donkey-Income-Earning Owners Per Year 
 

Mean cost per donkey 210 SAR 
Mean income per donkey 1,634 SAR 
Result Benefit of 1,424 SAR 

 
The cost-benefit analysis shows that on average, individual working donkeys benefit donkey-income-
earning owners around 1,424 SAR each year. The average number of working donkeys for owners 
who use them as an income source and were included in the benefit analysis was seven, thus, on 
average owners may experience a benefit of 9,968 SAR from their herd each year. 
 
Summary of results: The results of these surveys clearly show the usefulness in application of donkeys 
to specific areas of rural communities within South Africa and the integral role they have in the day-
to-day functions of a variety of households. Where mechanization in form of tractors, trucks and cars 
could be applied, it typically is not due to cost restrictions surrounding fuel, maintenance and 
supplies. Those costs are avoided by potential owners of mechanized tools, as well as community 
members who instead, favor low-cost, readily available options which work for their small-scale, 
localized needs. The ease of use of donkeys makes them ideal in these communities for a wide variety 
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of tasks, whereas machinery such as a tractor may only be applicable to one or a few necessary tasks. 
The agility and maneuverability of donkeys also proves useful for navigating rural terrain which would 
render machinery obsolete or run the risk of damage which could not easily be repaired due to a 
lacking infrastructure of mechanics and repair shops.  
 
Donkeys’ ability to create employment in rural areas which have little formalized economic activity 
is a point which should be positively considered and studied more. Income generation from donkeys 
was a significant reason for ownership for many of my interview participants, who cited that they 
would have no employment otherwise or would be forced to migrate to urban centers to search for 
work. As a tool which is shown to generate employment (in a low-cost manner) by filling needs of 
the broader community, donkeys are solidly positioned as a sensible option for increasing income in 
rural communities. Additionally, the value of donkeys for community members who must hire others 
to perform necessary chores for them (water, firewood and sand collection) is that they save income 
as opposed to the hiring of tractors, trucks or cars. Increasing rural residents’ ability to spend money 
on essential items such as school materials and fees, food and other household goods is a markedly 
positive alternative to paying increased prices to owners of machinery who pass along fuel and 
maintenance costs which leave the community. The concerns, and reported damage surrounding 
lost, injured or stolen donkeys for the communities echoes how important they are and was 
repeatedly discussed as a primary issue involved in donkey ownership. In these communities, the use 
of donkeys is not a lesser option than machinery, it is, in specific cases, a much more suited and 
functional one. 
 
6. POLICY CONSIDERATIONS 

 
Overview of South African political system: South Africa is operated as a constitutional democracy 
with three levels of government and independent judiciary, with separate levels of legislative and 
executive authority in the spheres of national, provincial, and local levels of government as well as 
limited authority in specific instances for tribal leadership. There are 46 separate government 
departments which operate under this system, nine of which would potentially be relevant actors for 
instituting and engaging in donkey/donkey-owner related policies, and four of which would likely be 
primary actors and are mentioned below. 

 
Relevant government departments: The primary actor for implementing and monitoring agricultural 
policies in South Africa is the Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries. Their stated vision 
is, “United and transformed agriculture, forestry and fisheries sector that ensures food security for all 
and economic prosperity,” with a mission of “Advancing food security and transformation of the 
sector through innovative, inclusive and sustainable policies, legislation and programmes”. Their four 
strategic goals and objectives are “SG1: Effective and efficient leadership, governance and 
administration; SG2: Enhance production, employment and economic growth in the sector; SG3: 
Enabling environment for food security and sector transformation; and SG4: Sustainable use of 
natural resources in the sector.” Their site lists no current policies for donkeys other than the already 
stated export/import quotas and joint requirements for equine slaughter (of which donkeys fall 
under) for South Africa. 

 
Next, and likely for an important partnership, is the Department of Planning, Monitoring and 
Evaluation, whose goal was outlined by current minister, Dr. Nkosazana Dlamini Zuma. He said, “The 
DPME focuses on planning, monitoring and evaluation through implementing a number of 
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programmes. It provides guidance to departments on how to improve the quality of the plans they 
produce and ensure greater alignment with the National Development Plan.” Thus, this department 
will be essential in determining how to best address donkey-reliant communities and build policy 
that draws them back into the economic and political fabric of South African rural life. The 
Department of Rural Development and Land Reform as well as the Department of Tribal Affairs are 
two additional departments which hold promise as potential partners. The Department of Rural 
Development and Land Reform primarily targets its efforts at reconciling land disputes which are 
remnants of colonial and apartheid eras but would likely serve as helpful entities in protecting 
communal grazing lands versus calls for privatization if brought on board with donkey-focused 
policies. 
 
Stakeholder Analysis: From my in-depth experience researching the socioeconomic value of donkeys 
in South Africa during 2018-2019, I derived a first-hand understanding of the various stakeholders 
involved and have listed them in the table below. 
 
Table 11. Stakeholders 
 
Stakeholder 
Group 

Nature of interest in policy 
decision 

Potential 
impact of 
policy 

Relative 
importance 
of interest 

Importance 
of group 

Influence 
(power) of 
group 

First degree stakeholders 
Donkey 
owners 

Improved economic security 
to sustain livelihood for self 
and family, food and work 
security 

High High High Low 

Family of 
donkey owners 

Improved livelihood and 
lessened physical burden due 
to increased capacity of 
donkeys, food and work 
security 

High High High Low 

Community 
members who 
benefit from 
donkeys 

Lessened physical burdens 
due to increased capacity of 
donkeys, increased communal 
food security and economic 
growth 

High High High Low 

Second degree stakeholders 
Community 
veterinary 
officials 

Increased veterinary 
responsibility in rural areas, 
collaborating with a 
potentially new group of 
residents than before, 
necessary training and 
increased income 

Medium High Medium Medium 

Rural 
development 
officials 

Increased institutional 
responsibility, training and 
employment 

Medium High High High 



Kristen Binda 
Policy Analysis, JSM 691 
 

 13 

South African 
animal welfare 
organizations 
(NSPCA) 

Increased institutional 
responsibility, training and 
potentially income 

High High High Medium 

Third degree stakeholders 
International 
equine welfare 
NGO’s 

Oversight of policy 
management from abroad, 
potential for increased 
funding from donors 

High Medium Medium Medium 

Development 
NGO’s 

Oversight of policy 
management, opportunity to 
expand outlook and broaden 
development horizons 

Medium Medium High High 

 
Criteria 
 

1. Effectiveness & administrative capacity: the effectiveness of implementation rests largely 
upon the monitoring and implementation of early steps. Without accurately assessing 
donkey-reliant communities, performing quality surveys and developing a sound method to 
track and analyze the data, future steps are likely to fall short and miss those who are most 
in need of the targeted changes. The rural, often isolated settings which are best targets for 
these kinds of changes must be prioritized, yet that requires drawing in local knowledge, 
language and communication styles which requires a sensitive approach by government 
officials and project staff who will need to build trust amongst communities. Collaboration 
between groups is required to bridge gaps of veterinary, development, and policy knowledge.  
 

2. Political feasibility: within South Africa the issues of corruption and political prioritization of 
“showy” projects which involve high levels of publicity (often in urban spaces) are a potential 
barrier. Additionally, those projects which stray from advocating traditionally accepted 
development projects (like mechanization) may be viewed as non-progressive and thus, not 
accepted. A deeper collaboration between local governments and tribal leadership from 
isolated, rural areas and larger policy-makers may help to bridge these gaps and enhance 
communication through expressing the true needs and capacity of individual communities. 

 
7. CONCLUSION & RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
The table below concludes with suggested policy measures, which are aimed to progress over a series 
of two years. As the current South African livestock census is finalizing in June, 2019 and the next will 
not be held until 2028, the emphasis on donkeys may be added as an interim project, one which 
commences in 2024. This allows for a baseline view, and trial run of necessary administrative and 
programmatic tasks associated with adding donkeys into the census and begins the process of 
understanding data.  
 
Once preliminary data has been collected and a greater understanding exists of South Africa’s 
population of donkeys, donkey owners, donkey-reliant communities and the economic benefits they 
provide as well as the issues faced by reliant humans, supportive programs may be put in place to 
boost outcomes in the form of increased informal employment opportunities and decreased rural 
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poverty. In tandem with these steps, the highlighted importance and understanding of donkeys as 
an agricultural tool and livelihood improvement may be utilized to build a common case for formally 
adding donkeys into South Africa’s livestock policies in similar ways to other livestock and wildlife in 
the country.  
 
Table 12. Measures, qualifications and strategies 
 
Measures Qualifications Strategy 
1. Add donkeys to South African 

census tracking to enhance 
understanding of total donkey 
population, use, economic 
contribution to owners and 
greater community 

Enough funding to adequately 
train surveyors to identify 
donkey owners, perform 
undertaking of research to 
identify what questions to 
ask/areas to address and 
actively seek to counteract 
previous, negative 
interactions between donkey 
owners and officials to reduce 
stigma or participating in 
official forums 

Coordinate with the Department 
of Agriculture, Forestry and 
Fisheries to ensure that donkeys 
are added to their existing 
census forms, collaborate and 
network with established equine 
welfare NGO’s to determine 
appropriate training methods 
and relevant questions to add to 
capture important donkey-
related data 

2. Utilize results to implement 
subsidies in areas which require 
greater support for donkey 
owners (veterinary care, 
feeding subsidies, community 
water stations, education 
outreach, legal enforcement 
etc.) 

Results must be assessed 
thoroughly to understand 
which areas donkeys and 
their owners have greatest 
need, which areas they 
contribute the most, and 
where there may be easily 
implementable overlaps 
between existing policy and 
donkeys in rural society 

Connect with existing research 
organizations in South Africa 
who process census data on 
other livestock and collaborate 
in the analysis of census data and 
subsequent policy proposals 
such as subsidies, 
protections/regulations, 
outreach and education 
programs etc. 

3. Include donkeys into South 
African agricultural livestock 
policies, acts, and develop 
appropriate new legislation 
regarding welfare, use, 
economic support etc. 

Must acknowledge unique 
challenges faced by donkey 
owners due to poverty, lack of 
access to veterinary care, 
modern transport and 
farming methods, climate 
change, gender barriers and 
lacking academic and 
husbandry education in rural 
locations in South Africa. 
Concerted effort to help 
donkey owners rise above 
critical stage of vulnerability 
towards greater degree of 
self-sufficiency in tandem 
with healthier, more 
productive working donkeys. 

Base suggested policy actions off 
of findings from census data, 
work with expert organizations 
such as The Donkey Sanctuary 
UK, The Brooke and NSPCA to 
establish accurate policies which 
are reflective of rural donkey 
owners’ circumstances.  
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