
Now there is a significant body of new research focussing on 
the specific economic value of the donkey to its owner – an 
owner who is often impoverished, lives in deep rural areas 
with little or no infrastructure or alternative options to 
generate income or perform household tasks. 

This newest research confirms earlier 
findings regarding the value of donkeys 
for their owners. Here actual financial 
analysis has been included, putting a 
monetary value to the donkeys for 
their owners, whether for own use, 
creating income for the owner or 
providing services to others. The 
role of gender empowerment is 
also examined. Women benefit 
more from working donkeys 
than is commonly recognised. 
Mechanisation would negate this.

Decision makers value Cost 
Benefit Analyses to demonstrate 
whether a decision, project or 
circumstance should be accepted 
or rejected based on its ability to 
provide greater benefits than its total 
cost. Cost Benefit Analysis of donkey 
ownership, as well as that of utilising the 
skin for export, is examined in the research 
featured here.

The full Master’s thesis: A Donkey’s Worth in South Africa: 
Domestic Laborer or Export Product; Socioeconomic impacts 
of China’s skin trade on South African donkey owners by 

Kristen Binda is available in Donkeys for Africa’s library.

These proposals and findings can be applied in 
many other countries. 

We urge all concerned with improving 
the quality of life to study the above 

information and use it in advocacy 
actions. 
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Kristen Binda

Domestic labourer or export product?

This animal 
lover has been 
a dedicated 
horserider from 
the age of five. 
Her passion 
for animals, 
particularly 
working animals, 
led to her 
assisting and 
also teaching 

English in 2015 at a Working Animal 
Welfare project with Atlas Mules in 
Imlil, Morocco. She has volunteered at 

students’, women’s and self-help support 
programmes in Antigua, Guatemala; 
Oregon USA and Accra, Ghana.

On the academic front Kristen studied 
undergraduate courses in Sociology 
and International Development at the 
University of Ghana in Accra. 

She obtained her Bachelor of Science 
degree in Sociology from Southern 
Oregon University, USA with honours. 
She completed the third semester of 
the Master’s program in Development 
and Agricultural Economics at the 

University of Pretoria, South Africa.

Current research 
The thesis featured in this Special 
Edition of Donkeys for Africa newsletter 
earned Kristen her Master’s degree in 
International Economics and Political 
Science at Charles University: Prague, 
Czech Republic, awarded with 
distinction and superior honours.

Well done, Kristen, and thank you 
from all the working donkeys that may 
potentially benefit from your research.

Much research, time and effort has gone into examining the impact of the donkey skin 
trade on donkeys and their owners from a welfare point of view. The role of donkeys as 
“work-horses” for their owners has also been touched on. 

About the Author

SPECIAL REPORT ON THE IMPACT OF THE DONKEY SKIN TRADE

Please share this  
information with your colleagues.

This Master’s thesis, 
Policy document and  
Presentation is  
available in  
our library.
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Export market 
The burgeoning market for ejiao, a Traditional Chinese 
Medicine made from donkey hides is a growing issue. The 
business opportunity of sourcing donkey skins for export 
to China has impacted on Africa, particularly on rural 
populations who have missed out on 
development opportunities.  

Little has been done to 
quantitatively compare the economic 
benefits of owning working donkeys 
against the income obtained by 
selling the animals to traders for 
their skins.

Most of the investigations into the donkey hide business focus 
on the welfare aspects for the animals. The hardships suffered 
by their owners when they no longer have donkeys to work for 
them, are also recognised. 

Research question 
“Are donkeys in South Africa more valuable as domestic 
labourers or as export products for China’s ejiao market?” The 
value of donkeys as domestic labourers within South Africa, 
along with China’s rapidly expanding market for ejiao and 
simultaneous consumption of donkeys, is examined. 

Procedure 
Assessment of worth and value were based on two criteria. 
First, the economic contributions of donkeys for their 
owners and communities, thus their economic value/worth. 

Secondly, the social contributions of donkeys for owners and 
communities, such as gender empowerment, expanded  
capabilities, improved life outcomes, increased access to 
necessities, etc.

Interviews were conducted with individuals and groups in 
certain areas of South Africa, with 
donkey owners, users of donkeys and 
non-donkey owners. 

Interview responses and cost-benefit 
analyses (CBA) were used to answer 
the research question and results were 
interpreted through Amartya Sen’s 

capability approach and Raul Prebisch’s dependency theory. 

Result 
The data showed that donkeys have the greatest value as 
domestic labourers for South African donkey owners and 
communities. Rather than maintaining value as foreign export 
products to China, the export of hides is instead, a loss for 
South African donkey owners and communities.

The issue of commercial donkey farming for production of 
hides was also examined. In summary it was found that the 
average 3-year cost per donkey (the time needed to produce 
an adequately sized hide) in commercial operation would be 
USD $679. With the current hide value of USD $400 – 500 
commercial donkey farmers in South Africa would operate at a 
loss. 

Researchers commonly highlight the importance of donkeys not 
only to their owners, but also to their surrounding community. 
This includes family members who  typically do not pay, 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. 

Research highlights
In most African countries rural communities use working animals instead of, or combined with, 
mechanization for farming and chores. Even in more developed areas such as towns, donkeys 
are used to convey goods such as building materials and to perform crucial cartage tasks. 

“Are donkeys in South Africa more 
valuable as domestic labourers or as 
export products for China’s ejiao market?”

“In many instances, donkey owners 
and their families are shown to 
greatly rely on their donkeys as 
primary or sole sources of income.”

“The underappreciated or unknown connection 
between equines, (and specifically donkeys) and 
development by governmental, private and non-
profit institutions has led to a generally low level 
of attention to the subject.”

Positive factors 
• Donkeys are increasingly being considered as a  
   sustainable alternative to mechanization.  
• Their use to aid in the advancement of women, in  
   societies which typically reserve working animal-use  
   and its subsequent economic gains for men, results in  
   gender empowerment. 
• Donkeys allow women the opportunity to earn income  
   for themselves and gain respect and social capital in  
   their community by lending donkeys for free or for  
   hired work to family and neighbours.  
• Substantial research piloted by veterinary studies  
   shows the suitability of donkeys versus other common  
   production and working livestock, especially in difficult  
   African environments.Simon Phiri
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This document argues for inclusion of donkeys into South 
African policies in order to tackle rural unemployment and 
poverty. The role of donkeys in rural settings has been under-
recognised and under-valued by development agencies and 
plans. Instead of focussing on increased mechanisation, the use 
of donkeys in rural development schemes should be promoted 
where appropriate. Care should be 
taken not to see mechanisation as a 
“one size fits all” solution.

Advantages 
Advantages of working donkeys 
are numerous. They are economical 
and low-maintenance to own 
and work, multi-tasking, easily 
managed by women and children, 
there is no need for roads, petro-
fuels, mechanical maintenance and replacement parts, and they 
“generally save time, increase human production and reduce 
human drudgery” Paul Starkey (1995).  

Traditionally there has been lack of support available for 
owners or communities regarding protecting their working 
donkeys. Lack of funds, unavailability of veterinary services 
and lack of education are contributing factors limiting greater 
profits from healthier, more productive donkeys working to 
their full capacity. 

Measures to implement:  
• Add donkeys to South African census tracking to enhance  
   understanding of total donkey population, use, economic  
   contribution to their owners and to the greater community; 
• Utilize results to implement subsidies in areas which require  
   greater support for donkey owners, such as veterinary  
   care, feeding subsidies, community water stations, education  
   outreach, legal enforcement, etc; 
• Include donkeys in South African agricultural livestock  
   policies and acts, and develop appropriate new legislation  
   regarding welfare, use, economic support etc. 

Policy development  
Suggested policy development should be based on findings 
from census data, and through working with specialist 
organizations such as The Donkey Sanctuary, The Brooke, 
SPANA and NSPCA to establish accurate policies which reflect 
rural donkey owners’ circumstances.

Linking donkeys to Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDG’s) to improve 
rural livelihoods can provide powerful 
leverage in 
advocacy.  
 
Refer to the 
report in the 
DfA library: 
Sustainable 

Development Goals: How the 
Welfare of Working Equids Delivers 
for Development.

Please share any successes or 
challenges in this regard you have 
had with Donkeys for Africa.

Policy paper
The Policy Paper provides valuable guidance for 
advocacy, not only in South Africa but also elsewhere 
where similar challenges prevail.

The Policy Paper: Improving Livelihoods of Rural Communities in South Africa

“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.”

Pertinent Policy Goals are: 
1. To reduce extremely high levels of unemployment and  
    poverty in rural areas by strengthening capacity of  
    donkeys to provide informal employment.

2. To increase spending-power of rural citizens through  
    increased use of donkeys for tasks versus the expense of  
    hiring trucks and tractors.

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

Sarnel C
alitz



Pg 4  DONKEYS for AFRICA JULY 2019  

editor@donkeysforafrica.org 

Donkeys-for-Africa

www.donkeysforafrica.org 

Policy makers, politicians and business 
people understand and favour hard 
financial figures. We trust that the results 
of this research and the related Policy 
Paper will speak to them. Advocacy 
from a different departure point, using 
the findings from this investigation, can 
better the lives of populations who are 
dependent on their donkeys for survival.

We value the work and intelligence that 
has gone into producing this research 
and the related papers.  

We applaud the thesis supervisor: Dr. 
Vladimir Kvaca, Ph.D. for accepting this 
somewhat unusual topic for the Master’s 
dissertation. Further appreciation goes 
to everyone who assisted Kristen in her 
work, from the academic supervisors 
and supporters, to the interpreters who 
facilitated interviews, and to the rural 
people who willingly opened their hearts 
and minds to embrace the interview 
process – a novel experience for most 
of them. And last but not least, to all 

the donkeys, mainly unseen and often 
unappreciated by outsiders, who enable 
financial and sustainable survival for 
their owners by toiling tirelessly.  

Editorial comment
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Working donkey relevance 
Numerous bodies of research and successful 
projects exist, showing the relevance of working 
donkeys in their communities.

A prime example where donkeys are valued for 
their contributions to community welfare is that 
of the project amaTrac uluntu in the Eastern 
Cape region of South Africa. The role of donkeys 
as domestic labourers in transport and traction, 
creators of income and empowering women in the 
communities, and enhancing general community 
status and welfare, is evident in this undertaking. 
 
Additional information 
• Website: http://amatrac.wixsite.com/
amatraculuntu   
• Facebook page: www.facebook.com/
workingdonkeyowners 
• Profile in our Dec 2018 newsletter 
• The international report “Invisible Helpers” by 
Brooke (in our library) highlights the contributions 
of working equids to the lives of women. 

• The report Under the Skin, produced by  
The Donkey Sanctuary, set the standards for 
research and development of strategies around the 
export skins trade. This is also available in the DfA 
library. 

Feedback on current research 
The findings in the study highlighted in this 
Special Edition newsletter are relevant to most 
communities in Africa that own and work with 
donkeys.  We invite you to give us feedback, 
comments and ideas on the relevance of these 
results in YOUR setting. How can you use the 
policy suggestions in advocacy in your country? 
Let us know of any successes or failures.

Do you know of other related research regarding 
the economic value of donkeys as workers vs 
producers of skins for export? Hard facts and 
figures are needed to cut through the “emotional” 
aspects of welfare of the animals and owners, if 
policy makers are to sit up, take notice and take 
action. Please let us know of any such research.


