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was without regular financial income. The results of our sur-
vey are corroborated by figures from research the adminis-
tration did some 5 years earlier in Dzoti and Wuparo
conservancies and neighbouring rangelands. The govern-
mental report stated that the richest 20% of farmers owned
more than half of the livestock in the area (54%) while the
poorest 20% of farmers only owned 4% of all cattle (Ministry
of Lands and Resettlement 2015c).
The unequal distribution of livestock wealth directly

translated into a differentiated pattern of pastoral land
use. We took GPS dates of all cattle-owning households
in Sangwali and Samduno. A clear spatial structure
emerged.21 Rich livestock owners preferred to keep their
herds north of the Kongola–Sangwali–Linyanti road in a
savannah landscape immediately south of Mudumu Na-
tional Park. Generally, grazing was better there, and graz-
ing pressure was lower. Wealthy cattle owners had also
drilled private boreholes during the course of the last dec-
ade. The majority of boreholes recorded were drilled in
2017 and 2018. None of the herd owners stayed perman-
ently with these cattle herds. Most of them resided either
in Sangwali or in Samduno, and only hired herders resided
permanently at the cattle camp. Figure 3 shows that no
farmers of categories 3 (10 to 30 cattle) and 4 (less than
10 cattle) had their cattle herded north of the road during
the dry season of 2019.22 Their cattle were herded from
and around the two villages. Whereas cattle herded north
of the road relied almost entirely on boreholes during the
long dry season, those living in the village used the
Kwando River or one of its many arms for watering.

These figures and spatial patterns of livestock hus-
bandry suggest that social status and cattle ownership
are closely connected. Wealth in cattle was positively
commented upon, and wealthy herd owners showed
pride in disclosing their wealth in cattle. During a wealth
ranking, an informant exclaimed ‘how can you be rich
and not have cattle?’ suggesting that wealth in money
habitually translates into wealth in cattle. The fact that
some traditional authorities did not command significant
cattle numbers was commented upon frowningly—it was
something that required special explanation. Wealth in
cattle translates into other fields of wealth accumulation.
Those wealthy herd owners who had established a cattle
camp at a privately drilled borehole north of the Kon-
gola–Sangwali–Linyanti road regularly also had huge
fields close to the place they kept their cattle. In fact,
many of them thought of large fields and large herds of
cattle as complementary. A number of them used oxen
from their herds to plough their expansive fields on
which they cultivated mainly maize but also sorghum
and millet. Most of the produce was for sale to mills in
Katima Mulilo. They commanded three or four spans of
four or six oxen, which were run by farmhands. With
such accumulated draught power, even large fields could
be ploughed within a short time period. Some of the
wealthy herd owners also relied on tractors for plough-
ing their fields. They would rather sell an ox and pay for
the tractor with it than count on manual ploughing.
Wealthy herd owners also often owned a car. A car is al-
most a necessity in order to run a bush camp. Hired
herders have to be supplied throughout the year, and in
case the pump breaks, water has to be transported to
outlying cattle posts.
We interviewed wealthy cattle farmers on the why’s and

how’s of cattle husbandry. Several times we heard that ‘cat-
tle are like a bank account’ and that it is ‘the traditional way
of saving’. In the previous section, we have heard that the
‘traditional way of saving’ is in fact not that old. Herd
owners recounted how, as young labour migrants, they
were advised (almost ordered) by their seniors to buy cattle

Table 2 Cattle owners arranged according to wealth categories resulting from a wealth-ranking exercise

Sangwali Percent Estimated number of cattle
for each wealth category

% of total herd Samduno Percent Estimated number of cattle
for each wealth category

% of total herd

Wealth 1 6 11 600 39 3 10 300 28

Wealth 2 7 13 350 23 7 23 350 33

Wealth 3 12 23 360 24 10 32 300 28

Wealth 4 22 42 220 14 11 36 110 10

Unranked 6 11 0 – 0 – 0 –

Total 53 100 1530 100 31 101 1060 99

Estimated cattle per wealth category: wealth 1, 100 cattle; wealth 2, 50 cattle; wealth 3, 30 cattle; and wealth 4, 10 cattle

21We thank Luca Wilke, Antonio Bollig, Fabian Fwelimbi, and Bennett
K. for taking up the tiresome work to collect GPS data at each
household, and Mirijam Zickel for the spatial presentation.
22The turn of wealthy cattle farmers towards these lands is also a
result of the establishment of Nkasa Rupara National Park. The
wetlands of the National Park became inaccessible after the
conservation area was gazetted in 1990 and especially so after the
refurbishment of the park in the mid-2010s. Smallholder cattle owners
use wetlands along the park’s boundaries.
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with their salaries and wages (and not to buy other com-
modities).23 We reckon that similar ideas may be at work
as Ferguson recorded in Lesotho in the 1980s. Salaries are
in fact still being transferred into cattle habitually. While
cash money, according to Ferguson (1994), was rapidly
spent to cater for the different needs of a large family, cattle
were more secure capital for Lesotho’s labour migrants.
Hence, men transfer monetary income into a wealth cat-
egory that is more durable. Informants reported that there
is a vibrant internal cattle market and that one can always
buy cattle.24 Cattle buying was depicted as easy to accom-
plish: the buyer just needs a copy of his ID and the ori-
ginal stock book, while the seller needs a letter of
confirmation from the tribal council presenting him as the
true owner of the head of cattle to be sold. The confirm-
ation letter would also specify the type of cow and the
number of cows being transacted. We were introduced to
the practice of a WhatsApp group that was primarily

geared towards facilitating cattle transactions. The seller
would put a photograph of the head of cattle he wanted to
sell, his desired price, and his contact details online and
wait for buyers to bid. Wealthy herders—as mentioned, all
equipped with good salaries—reported that there is a dir-
ect pressure to buy cattle with your first salary and to in-
vest part of later salaries in cattle. They alleged that this
would prevent salaries from being spent on consumables.
What about those herd owners residing in the village?

They too kept cattle in order to have draught oxen, which
could be helpful to draw a sledge and transport water, fire-
wood, or reeds and mud for house construction from the
well or from the wetlands into the village. People not own-
ing oxen have to pay for the transport of water or reeds or
for ploughing services (c. N$150–200, i.e. €10–13 per
day). Smaller herds of cattle were often jointly kept with
close relatives keeping their cattle in one enclosure (see
Table 3). We found a number of cases where three or
more herd owners kept their cattle together in one enclos-
ure and had them jointly managed. Cattle kept within the
village were rarely watered within the village due to regu-
lation by the local khuta. Village-based cattle owners have
to water their cattle out of the village at the river. Trek-
king cattle to the river or to one of its tributaries (molapo)
is an arduous and sometimes also dangerous task as croc-
odiles lurk in the muddy waters in some numbers.
We did not have a conclusive look at the gendered as-

pects of cattle ownership. However, it is obvious that both
in wealth categories 1 and 2, in the two villages we had a
closer look at, there was just one woman household head
(out of 13 households). The case study below shows that
women owned cattle and, like their male age-mates, trans-
ferred salaries into cattle, but generally, they owned fewer
animals than their male relatives. Apparently, quite a
number of the women had their cattle herded within
somebody else’s herd. A number of very poor households
in our household sample were female-headed, and of
course, none of them owned cattle. Hence, cattle owner-
ship has a gendered dimension, privileging male house-
hold heads over female household heads, elderly men over
younger men, and salary earners over unemployed people.
These privileges translate into a spatial pattern which con-
servation planning does not take any account of. Conser-
vancies plan space as a landscape characterized by
different geo-biophysical features, degrees of biodiversity,
and overall settlement and land-use patterns. They deter-
mine the zonation and land-use planning of a conser-
vancy. The same space however is characterized by
hierarchically-ordered claims to land, wealth, and unequal
access to cattle (including oxen), ploughs, and tractors.

Labour and the management of cattle
Village herds are frequently amalgamated, i.e. a herd be-
longs to a number of owners who are habitually closely

Table 3 Ownership relations in one homestead herd in
Samduno

Relation to head of household
or owner of the enclosure

Number
of cattle

Type of cattle

Household head and owner
of the enclosure

38 12 oxen, 17 cows, 3 bulls, 6
calves

Son 1 2 1 ox, 1 cow

Son 2 6 1 ox, 3 cows, 1 bull, 2 calves

Father’s brother’s son 17 ?

Wife 15 ?

Sister 1 3 1 cow, 1 bull, 1 calf

Sister 2 1 1 bull

Sister 3 5 2 cows, 2 bulls, 1 calf

Father’s sister 9 6 oxen, 2 cows, 1 calf

Father’s brother 28 16 cows, 8 bulls, 4 calves

Mother’s brother’s son 29 15 cows, 10 bulls, 4 calves

163

23Kangumu (2011:139–141) reports that in the 1960s and early 1970s,
up to 25 to 30 migrant labourers from the East Caprivi were recruited
per month to work on the Witwatersrand mines and that every
labourer returned with sufficient funds to invest into assets. He
concludes ‘For the young men, it was adventure and prestige, a chance
to acquire wealth, particularly bridewealth.’
24One reviewer justifiably inquired why the same ideas that Ferguson
encountered amongst mineworkers in Lesotho are found in the
Zambezi Region in Namibia. He/she alleges that long-distance migrant
workers from north-eastern Namibia to the mines in South Africa
‘brought back ideas about shoring up retirement wealth in cattle’.
Without having asked older men who had been working in mines in
South Africa exactly where their aspirations to become cattle owners
came from, they of course met with migrants from Lesotho there and
presumably discussed what they would do with the money they earned
in order to ensure future prosperity back home.
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related. They pool their cattle, put them up in the same
enclosure, and have them herded by hired shepherds they
employ. However, ownership relations are hidden, and in-
formants found it difficult to disclose such relations to
outsiders. Some claimed that even within the village, no-
body would really know whose cattle are in whose enclos-
ure let alone where these cattle came from, whether they
were bought from salaries or resulted from business and
whether they were inherited or perhaps only loans.25

Table 3 shows cattle ownership in one village herd;
the herd recorded was one of the largest village herds we
found. The 160 animals herded together and kept over-
night in one enclosure belonged to 11 owners. The
household head who owned the enclosure owned about
25% of the cattle. There were two other owners who

contributed about 20% each to the herd, and the
remaining owners had smaller shares of the herd.
For all herding arrangements we received reports on,

herders were paid in cash and in kind. Their salaries are
very low according to Namibian standards and lay be-
tween N$300 and N$800 (18 to 50 €) per month. On
top of the salary, they could expect simple but sufficient
food and a steady supply of water. A prior arrangement,
in which herders were paid one calf per year or every
third year, was no longer practised. Herd owners inter-
viewed on that topic suggested that there was an over-
supply of cattle herders from Zambia, Angola, and
Zimbabwe and that it was generally easy to find herders,
especially when modern means of communication or
established communication channels into Zambia could
be used. Some herd owners in fact went to southern
Zambia by vehicle and then visited the traditional au-
thority in one of the villages close to the international
boundary. They informed him that they were in need of
a herder. They claimed that within a day or two, they
would recruit a sufficient number of herders.

Fig. 3 Cattle farm size ranking of households and location of cattle herds

25It is difficult to give clear reasons for the reluctance to talk about
cattle ownership and the provenance of cattle. Our preliminary idea is
that ascertaining ownership relations and ascribing property to
somebody are perceived as motivating envy and other bad feelings
with others. Wealth clearly has two faces; it is certainly something to
be proud of but it can also endanger sociality.
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