
FINDING ROOM FOR BOTH WILDLIFE 
AND LIVESTOCK 

In today’s world of shrinking natural habitats and climate 

change, transboundary conservation is becoming ever 

more important to remaining wildlife populations. A five-

nation conservation area centered around southern Africa’s 

wildlife rich Kavango and Zambezi river basins (called 

KAZA for short) spans an extensive series of parks and 

reserves, and is home to the largest remaining population 

of elephants in the world (approximately 250,000). 

Southern Africa’s economy benefits increasingly from 

tourists who travel from around the world to view 

elephants and other iconic wildlife within this vast 

area. But local wildlife has suffered devastating effects 

due to a major artificial feature of the landscape 
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that has disrupted key migration paths and blocked 

access to seasonally important water and grazing. 

IMPACT OF VETERINARY FENCING 

Miles and miles of disease-control fencing were 

erected by governments starting in the late 1950s to 

separate domestic livestock and large wild mammals 

out of fear of the commercial ramifications for 

the beef trade of foot and mouth disease (FMD), 

a virus that wild African buffalo can carry. 

These vast fences have disrupted the migration paths 

of species such as wildebeest and red hartebeest, 

resulting in steep declines. In the Kalahari system in 

western Botswana, wildebeest numbers plummeted 

from 315,000 to 16,000, and hartebeest from 

293,000 to 45,000 in just over two decades. 
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Rural livestock producers living closest to wildlife (like 

African buffalo that harbor the FMD virus) are still 

prevented from selling their healthy cattle to profitable 

export markets. The resulting economic hardship to 

local communities is leading to increased resentment 

towards wildlife and conservation initiatives. 

DEVELOPING SOLUTIONS TO COMPLEX 
HEALTH, LAND-USE, AND LIVELIHOOD 
CHALLENGES 

While effective conservation requires dedicated action at 

the local level, conserving wildlife across KAZA—on the 

verge of becoming the largest land area dedicated  

to conservation on the planet—requires effort on a 

different scale. Cornell University’s College of Veterinary 
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Medicine and regional partners have the animal health

policy expertise needed to work with international

trade bodies to progress implementation of newly

available, non-fence-based approaches (related to how

cattle and beef processing are managed) for effectively

mitigating the risk of foot and mouth disease.

This groundbreaking work on “commodity-based trade” 

has the potential to facilitate access to beef markets 

for rural farmers living with wildlife, as well as diminish 

reliance on migration-disrupting veterinary fencing. If 

livestock agriculture is no longer solely dependent on 

veterinary fencing to manage FMD, then KAZA’s vision 

for the restoration of major movement corridors that 

are essential for the long-term survival of the region’s 

spectacular wildlife indeed has a chance of being realized.


