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Critical scholars have started analysing conservation as a ‘mode of production’, which entails conservation’s
inclination to transform the value of nature into capital. This mode of production is underpinned by labour
relations that have thus far escaped systematic analysis. To fill this gap, I use Smiths’ reading of the capitalist
production of space to develop the concept of conservation labour geographies which untangles the spatial out
comes of the dialectical relation between the production of conservation space and labour. The concept is
concretized through an analysis of the historical development of the private wildlife economy in the Lowveld
area of South Africa. Through this case study I argue that private nature reserves subsume communal and state
properties -beyond its fence- into exploitative symbiotic conservation labour geographies. I do this by firstly
demonstrating that conservation labour geographies are an outcome of the historical production of conservation
space because the development of the private wildlife economy in the Lowveld reinforced geographical differ
entiation by reproducing a spatialized and racialised division of labour. Secondly, I show that these labour ge
ographies are characterised by the unpaid reproductive work of spouses and in-laws, traumatised rangers, and a
racially segregated landscapes within the reserve and between the reserves and the former Bantustans. Finally, I
conclude by proposing ‘conservation labour geographies’ as an analytical tool to unpack the interrelations be
tween labour and the production of conservation spaces.

1. Introduction
Questions about labour in conservation have thus far escaped a
systematic analysis because nature conservation has often been framed
in opposition to extractive forms of industry (Sodikoff, 2009). Conse
quently, there remains a caveat in our understanding about how con
servation labour is produced, how value is created from conservation
commodities and the broader implications of conservation land use on
labour regimes in rural areas. Perceiving this gap, Neimark et al. (2020)
explore precarious labour in the service-based green economy. They
argue that local people’s labour in the green economy has not received
sustained analysis because it is often framed as ‘local participation’.
Similarly, Carrier (2010, 674) notes that Fairtrade products and ecotourism have “the general tendency to obscure the people and pro
cesses, of which labour power is a component, that are part of creating
an object and of bringing it to market”. In their study of the intersection
between immigration and environmentalism in the ski resort town of
Aspen, USA, Park and Pellow (2011) observe that

“the luxury goods and services that distinguish Aspen, that make it a
“world-class” resort town are possible in large part because of the
workers from all over the world […] In some respects this is a bizarre
story of a town that prides itself on being environmentally conscious
[…] and simultaneously decry as eyesore the “ugly” trailer homes
where low-income immigrants live” (Park and Pellow, 2011, 2).
Together, these studies show that mainstream environmentalism,
‘ethical’ products and high-end exclusive environmental products and
experiences tend to obscure the material and social conditions that bring
them into existence. Along with Neimark et al.’s (2020) analysis of
precarious labour, Sodikoff’s (2009, 2012) analysis of low-wage con
servation labour in Madagascar, and Ramutsindela’s (2015) exploration
of the intersection between labour, philanthropy and land claims in
South Africa, I aim to contribute to the growing literature on labour in
the conservation of biodiversity. I extend this work, however, to
conceptualize conservation labour geographies more generally as a way of
unpacking labour in the ‘conservation mode of production’. The latter
entails conservation’s inclination to transform the value of nature into
capital, while I propose conservation labour geographies as a way of
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untangling the spatial outcomes of the dialectical relation between the
production of conservation space and labour. In addition, I contribute to
this body of work by exploring the Lowveld’s conservation labour ge
ography. Through this case study, I argue that the unpaid reproductive
labour that occurs in homes and communities, is indispensable to the
production of conservation commodities in private nature reserves and
the conservation mode of production more broadly. Conservation labour
refers to workers involved in the production of conservation spaces and
commodities including the material (game breeders) and non-material
(marketing) aspects of these spaces. For the scope of this paper this in
cludes, but is not limited to; rangers, anti-poaching units, tour guides,
security guards, maintenance and hospitality staff. Conventionally, the
latter has been dealt with in tourism literature (Ivanov, 2020; Cave and
Kilic, 2010), however, nature reserves across the world depend on rev
enue generated from eco-tourism where hospitality staff expend their
labour power to produce conservation commodities such as experiences.
This analysis is premised on the notion that the capitalist production
of space intertwines the production of labour. It therefore privileges the
production of physical space because, since its inception, conservation
in South Africa has been directly producing physical spaces through
farm conversions (Brandt and Spierenburg, 2014), the construction of
airstrips in nature reserves, the establishment of transfrontier conser
vation areas (DeMotts, 2017) and wildlife based residential estates.
Conservation is also indirectly linked to the development of mega in
frastructures -such as the Kruger Mpumalanga International Airportwhich ties conservation to the production of space ‘beyond the fence’.
Unlike extractive industries such as mining, the physical production of
conservation space has not created ghastly environmental degradation
on site. Nevertheless, researchers have demonstrated that conservation
land use significantly affects local peoples’ livelihoods (Sinthumule,

2016), it has led to evictions in Mozambique (Lunstrum, 2010) and
undermined the land restitution process in South Africa (Ramutsindela,
2015). Moreover, as this paper will show the production of conservation
space is dialectically related to the production and reproduction of
labour.
This analysis is based on ethnographic fieldwork carried out in the
Lowveld region of South Africa over the course of 16 months between
2016 and 2019. During this time, I was based in Hoedspruit, a small
town surrounded by private nature reserves. I interviewed 150 people
involved in conservation such as government officials, rangers, guides,
hospitality staff, trackers, land claimants, and reserve managers. I also
conducted four life histories with older participants and attended nature
conservation meetings and conferences. Along with life histories,
archival documents from the National Archives of South Africa in Pre
toria were used to understand the history of the Lowveld. The Lowveld
region is sandwiched between the east of the northern Drakensberg
mountains (home to the Blyde canyon nature reserve) and the west of
Kruger National Park. It traverses the Limpopo and Mpumalanga prov
inces and is characterised by sprawling citrus farms and private wildlife
reserves on the north end, while the south-east is characterised by
burgeoning villages within the Bushbuckridge municipality (Fig. 1). The
geography of this area, in particular the stark land use differences be
tween Bushbuckridge and nature reserves, is central to the argument I
advance.
In what follows, I introduce literature on the conservation mode of
production, labour geographies and the production of space. The former
necessitates an analysis of labour that produces conservation commod
ities, while the latter two allow us to start developing a conceptualiza
tion of conservation labour geographies. Having brought these
literatures together, the following section discusses the production of

Fig. 1. Map of the Lowveld: Northern Drakensberg mountains on the west. Kruger National park (dark green) in the east. Hoedspruit in the North and the Bush
buckridge municipality in the south. Brown depicts nature reserves around Bushbuckridge. (DEAFF Protected Area Registry, 2021). (For interpretation of the ref
erences to colour in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)
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space during the apartheid era and the implications this had on labour.
Furthermore, by analysing the social reproduction of labourers, I show
that conservation labour relations permeate into neighbouring com
munities where unpaid family members do the necessary reproductive
work to maintain the conservation labourer. By bringing together the
historical and the contemporary labour dynamics, I argue that the
Lowveld’s conservation labour geographies are characterised by private
nature reserves that subsume properties beyond their fence into sym
biotic but exploitative labour relations. I conclude by proposing con
servation labour geographies as a way of making sense of the relation
between the production of conservation space and the production of
labour.

conservation as a mode of production forces us to critically explore la
bour in order to better understand what it takes to produce conserva
tions’ consumptive and non-consumptive commodities. This is
imperative because as Neimark et al. (2020, 2) note “despite their
contribution to the creation of financial value, the ever-expanding local
labour force [in the environmental service-based economy] often lack
formal recognition, conceptualisation and appropriate compensation”.
To start unpacking labour, I turn to labour geographies which Herod
(1997, 3) suggests is “an effort to see the making of the economic ge
ography of capitalism through the eyes of labour by understanding how
workers seek to make space in particular ways, that is to say, how they
seek to make the landscape in their own image”. At the time, Herod was
responding to the neoclassical approach to labour and Marxian ap
proaches to labour in economic geography which he suggests had
privileged capitalism in understanding how economic spaces were
produced. This, he argues, had led to an under theorization of labour as
an active geographical agent. Herod is explicit that highlighting labour
as an agent is not to suggest that labour is the main driver of economic
geographies, but rather that capital alone does not shape economic ge
ographies. The challenge then is to develop an empirically based
conception of labour geographies that teases out the tensions between
and within capital and labour. To do this one needs to take seriously how
space is produced in a capitalist society. To this end, Herod (1997) re
flects on Marxist geographers’ treatment of the production of space. He
argues that the works of Neil Smith, David Harvey and Doreen Massey
“are truly pathbreaking in the way in which they have encouraged
Anglophonic (and other) Marxist geographers to think about the dy
namics of uneven development under capitalism and the relationship
between space and accumulation. Yet, they are also somewhat prob
lematic in the way in which they conceive of and/or marginalize the
roles of workers in shaping the economic geography of capitalism”
(Herod, 1997, 11). Herod refers to this as a geography of labour which
he suggests could do well to recognise the centrality of labourers in cocreating space in what he calls labour geography. Heeding Herod’s call,
labour geographies has developed significantly since then1 with scholars
such as Coe and Jordhus-Lier (2011) arguing that labour geographers
assessing agency, need to take seriously social relations and structural
constraints such as state regulation in order to have a nuanced reading of
labour agency. This is an important consideration and speaks to the need
to dialectically conceptualise relations between workers’ material ac
tivities and abstracted labour geographies.2
I cannot do justice to the robust literature on conservation mode of
production and labour geographies. What I want to do here rather, is to
demonstrate how the former can be used to scaffold conservation labour
geographies. As mentioned already, labour geographies entail exploring
how labourers co-create space. For this reason, I segway into a reading of
the production of space because labour geography is fundamentally about
“the homologous and dialectical relationship between the social and
spatial structures arising from the mode of production and concretely
expressed in particular social formations” (Soja, 1980, 213), simply how
space is produced. Without getting bogged down in the debate on space
(Castells, 1977; Harvey, 2014; Lefebvre, 1991; Soja, 1980), I tease out
ideas about space from Marxist geographers that can be analytically
useful for conceptualizing conservation labour geographies. I do this
cognisant of Herod (1997, 3) cautionary note that workers also “seek to
make space in particular ways to ensure their own self-reproduction and,
ultimately, survival — even if this is self-reproduction and survival as
workers in a capitalist society”. Evidently, capital and labour are

2. The production of space in the conservation mode of
production
Critical scholars have analysed conservation as a ‘mode of produc
tion’ which entails the transformation of the value of nature into capital
through various conservation initiatives and processes (Brockington and
Scholfield, 2010). This body of work argues that conservation initiatives
and organizations transform various aspects of nature into commodities,
thus placing conservation squarely within the broader capitalist mode of
production. Kelly (2011), sees this relationship in the early days when
people were dispossessed of their land in order to create protected areas.
She highlights the relationship “between Marx’s concept of primitive
accumulation and exclusionary conservation practices, such as the cre
ation of protected areas which enclose land and exclude resident pop
ulations” (Kelly, 2011, 684). Short of being a once-off historical event,
Kelly also explores the links between public conservation areas and
private forms of commodification such as eco-tourism, photographic
safaris and privatization of genetic material which are characteristic of
primitive accumulation. Garland (2008, 62) advances a similar argu
ment by “suggest[ing] that wildlife conservation be conceived as a
particular kind of capitalist production, one which lays claim to the
intrinsic, or natural, capital game animals represent, augments this value
through various mediations, and ultimately transforms it into capital of a
more convertible and globally ramifying kind” [italics added]. Garland
invites us to view conservation as a productive process where conser
vation of wildlife is transformed into commodities through various me
diations. One such mediation that remains central to the production
processes is labour, without which there would be no conservation
commodities.
In nature reserves, these commodities include non-consumptive
products such as safari drives, bush walks, wildlife education and ac
commodation, consumptive products such as live sales of wildlife, tro
phy and meat hunting, taxidermy and breeding. Nature conservation is
thus in the business of producing both consumptive and nonconsumptive commodities such as experiences, good feelings, animals
and trophies. These commodities hinge on conservation NonGovernmental Organizations (NGOs) which make nature legible for
capital. These NGOs “work within a broader framework of capitalist
endeavour, facilitating economic growth, creating new commodities,
promoting and legitimizing visions that require considerable alterations
of nature and society” (Brockington and Scholfield, 2010, 570). These
visions of nature, Igoe (2017) convincingly shows, are mediated through
spectacular images that conceal the conditions of their production while
simultaneously these ‘select elements of space’ come to represent whole
societies, ecosystems, and people.
Collectively, analysis of conservation as a mode of production has
intertwined a myriad of actors, politico-legal institutions, processes, and
ideologies which ultimately work to transform various natures into
commodities for sale on the capitalist market. Consequently, as
(Ramutsindela, 2015, 2260) observes there is “a need to know what
happens to labour when capitalism penetrates into conservation areas
and infuses new systems of value”. The intervention of this paper is to
contribute to this work by centring labour because analysing

1
For a detailed summary see Castree (2007) who a decade later took stock of
the sub-discipline and pointed to several areas where labour geographies could
better carve out distinct theoretical contributions.
2
The scholarly interest in labourers as shapers of their geography is exem
plified by the tourism labour geographies special issue published in the Tourism
Geographies in 2018.
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dialectically “space forming and space-contingent” (Soja, 1980, 211), as
Herod notes this could be in service of the same goal, that is, capitalisms
expansion or they could be diametrically opposed. For the scope of this
paper, I explore how conservation labour and capital produce labour
geographies.
My reading of space follows Smith who notes that physical space is a
social product, where “the production of space also implies the pro
duction of the meaning, concepts, and consciousness of space which are
inseparably linked to its physical production” (2008, 107). Smith, along
with other scholars, build on Henri Lefebvre (1991) by conceptualizing
the idea that the development and reproduction of capitalism and
capitalist social relations was contingent on the production of material
geographies that would enable capitals growth. Smith proposes a capi
talist production of space which is undergirded by the contradiction
between “the increased differentiation of space on the one hand, and the
equalizing tendency of capital, toward the emancipation from space, on
the other” (Smith, 2008, 130). While Smith uses this foundation to build
the theory of uneven development, I turn towards a conceptualization of
conservations labour geographies premised on the production of space.
Reading space this way is useful because capitalism more broadly pro
duces spaces that are integral for its reproduction (Harvey, 2014). What
this means in practice is that in South Africa the land, labour and live
lihoods ‘questions’ “continue to constitute in their social and spatial
interconnections” (Hart and Sitas, 2004, 30). The next section will thus
illustrate that the development of private conservation spaces is ho
mologous with the production of labour and a fundamental shift in the
means of production.
In addition, developing conservation labour geographies premised
on the idea that space is created socially is useful because conceptuali
zations of labour need to consider non-wage sources that contribute to
the labourer’s social reproduction (Scully, 2012) most of which occurs in
villages, churches, local taverns and markets. In advancing social
reproduction theory, Marxist feminists have convincingly demonstrated
that the reproduction of labourers outside of commodity production is
central to the production of capital (Bhattacharya, 2017). Fraser (2014)
notes that in a capitalist society some of these material social practices
such as housework and schooling occur outside of the market in homes
and communities. This naturally brings in a spatial element to the
analysis of labour which Bhattacharya (2017, 7) proposes could be
considered as “two separate but conjoined spaces—spaces of production
of value (points of production) and spaces for reproduction of labor
power”. While these are by no means hard boundaries what I want to
highlight is that “material practices are spatial practices” (Norton and
Katz, 2017, 7). As such, the second last section discusses conservation
labourers’ material social practices.
Conservation labour geographies are timely because conservation is
often posited as a solution to global environmental degradation. Prac
tically, this means that land will continue to be set aside for conservation
while existing conservation spaces are reconfigured to respond to the
pressures of wildlife crime, budget cuts and climate change. Conserva
tionists, development practitioners and economists therefore need to
seriously reconsider mainstream conservation models which this paper
will show can exacerbate racialised division of labour and inequalities.

white capitalist class to secure labour needs in industrial manufacturing.
Wolpe’s much-cited work has been instructive in our understanding of
the relationship between pre-capitalist and capitalist modes of produc
tion during apartheid. These modes of production created a labour flux
between the Bantustans and industrial manufacturing in the cities, thus
binding these locales together. Bantustans refer to areas that were
designated exclusively for black people during apartheid. All sectors,
including transport, mining, and farming, were implicated in the labour
politics during this period. However, this section focuses on the labour
geographies between the Bantustans and commercial agricultural farms
in the Lowveld region in order to conceptualise conservation’s labour
geographies.
3.1. Evictions
From the 1920s there were systematic evictions of black people from
their land in the northern Lowveld region as per the provisions of the
1913 Land Act. The Act prohibited black people from purchasing and
owning land outside of scheduled native areas (Bantustans) which -at
the time- made up only 7% of land in South Africa (Feinberg and Horn,
2009). The Beaumont and Stubbs commissions of 1916 and 1917
respectively, recommended that more land should be set aside for
exclusive non-white occupation to augment that which had been
gazetted in 1913. The Stubbs Commission further recommended that the
area lying between the Northern Drakensberg Mountains and the Kruger
Park be set aside for native occupation, this area included land within
present-day Bushbuckridge municipality (Desmond, 1971). According
to the Stubbs commission, this area was unfit for human occupation due
to malaria and water shortages, this however, did not dissuade the state
from forcing black people to live in this area. In addition to land re
strictions the act also prohibited sharecropping and imposed labour
tenancy on white-owned farms (Niehaus et al., 2001).
Consequently, in 1920 when European farmers purchased land on
the foothills of present-day Blyde Canyon Nature Reserve, they were
confronted with what they referred to as a ‘native problem’. That is,
there were 180 Mapulana3 families who had been living on these lands
for over 40 years. As a result of earlier surveying, much of these lands
had already been transformed from naha (meaning place in Sepulana) to
farm parcels making them legible for capitalist appropriation. The
government disregarded pre-existing ownership and use rights and sold
these farms to white male individuals, land prospecting companies and
mines (Thornton, 2002). According to the archive, the native families
had 1150 cattle and 6000 sheep and goats. Over the course of that year
correspondence between the Native Commissioner of Lydenburg and the
Sub-Native Commissioner of Graskop would reveal how the ‘native
problem’ was solved and more broadly how primitive accumulation laid
the ground for agricultural expansion in the Lowveld. In one letter4, we
learn that “a large number of the native residents have accepted farm
labour conditions, and those that are not required for labour will remain
on these farms on rent paying terms”. In addition, elderly natives were
deemed “no use for labour” and those that owned stock were unwanted
by the new farmer. Stock owners and the elderly, along with those who
refused to enter into labour agreements were evicted to Bushbuckridge.
Those that were retained on white-owned commercial farms stayed
on as labour tenants who had to work on the farm in exchange for
lodging. These early evictions irrevocably transformed the spatial
ordering of the Lowveld area such that in the north white-owned agri
cultural farms established on the land of Mapulana set in motion a new
mode of production. Conversely, Bushbuckridge became a dumping
ground for people not needed for their labour. The added pressure on the

3. Producing conservation space in the Lowveld
Conservation labour geographies are an outcome of the history of the
production of conservation space. This section discusses the develop
ment of the private wildlife economy from the 1920s to illustrate how
the production of conservation space as we know it today is tied to the
creation of labour before and during the apartheid era. This develop
ment was nested within the broader racialized segregationist policies
resulting in a labour geography that intertwines private property and
villages.
The creation of property in South Africa is characterized by primitive
accumulation. According to Wolpe (1972) this was an attempt by the

3
Mapulana are Northern Sotho people from the northern Lowveld, they
speak Sepulana
4
Letter From Sgd. J.E.D Travers to Mr Hook The Sub-Native Commissioner of
Graskop dated 23 August 1920
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sparse natural resources resulted in poor crop yields and soil erosion
(Niehaus, 2006). The production of space through surveying, evictions,
erection of fences and farm infrastructure changed the physical land
scape, altered the meanings associated with these lands and disrupted
the social organization of Mapulana. The latter was exacerbated by the
prerogative of the district to move families where ever there was space
irrespective of family ties.5
Regionally more white people, including British ex-soldiers were
moving into the area, this migration was stimulated by the rising prices
of citrus, cotton and tobacco (Packard, 2001). This period was followed
by more evictions, the 1948 National Party win, the codification of laws
such as the Game Ordinance No.23 of 1949 and the Group Areas Act
1950 which further entrenched racial segregation. The 1960s were also
characterised by continued evictions of black people into Bushbuckridge
which had become a native reserve. A betterment scheme was thus
introduced to deal with population pressures and land shortages. This
included reorganizing space to create compact households so that more
displaced people could be accommodated, as a result, households lost
their grazing land and stock limitations were imposed (Niehaus et al.,
2001). This led to overcrowding and contestations over land (Ntsebeza,
2003). This production of space was clearly intertwined with the pro
duction of nature because evictions coupled with the establishment of
the native reserves increased pressures on natural resources resulting in
environmental degradation. Niehaus (2006, 529) notes that as a result of
these livelihood restrictions “labour migrancy to South Africa’s indus
trial and mining centres now became an imperative for survival”.
By 1972 Bushbuckridge was divided into the Gazankulu and Lebowa
Bantustans for Tsonga and Pedi people respectively (Pollard et al., 2003)
and in 1973 Gazankulu was awarded self-governance (Dlamini, 2020).
The Bantustans in “Bushbuckridge became a dumping ground for […]
surplus black farm labour” (Ramutsindela and Simon, 1999, 483). The
farms in the Bantustans were owned by the state, private landlords and
prospecting companies who expected tenants to pay rent, grazing fees
and ploughing fees to the agricultural officer (Mather, 1995; Niehaus,
1993).
Wolpe (1972) argues that the apartheid state deliberately main
tained a marginal economy within the Bantustans in order to augment
the reproduction of migrant labourers because workers were not paid
enough to reproduce themselves. This mobility of labour between
capitalist mining and farming enterprises and the Bantustans inter
twined these landscapes into exploitative labour geographies. Moreover,
as Wolpe (1972) notes, Bantustans economy and subsistence activities
though geographically removed and unremunerated, were indispens
able to the capitalist mode of production in South Africa. This echoes
Smith’s proposition that the capitalist production of space invariably
creates and depends on spatial differentiation. In the South African
context evictions and subsequent developments created an infra
structural and labour deficit in the Bantustans and economic centres
respectively. Furthermore, in creating commercial farms, black people
were transformed from owners to labourers, tenants and squatters on
land that had been theirs (Packard, 2001). This resulted in severe tenure
insecurity for labour tenants and farm dwellers6 in particular because a
white farmer could legally evict tenants after giving them 3 months’
notice. Consequently, spatial differentiation manifested not just in the
physical landscape but also in the socio-economic standing of black
people.
These labour arrangements set in motion an apartheid labour regime
which Bezuidenhout and Fakier (2006) suggest was characterised, first,
by a racial division of labour and second, by a migrant labour system
imposed on black labourers in order to deny them permanent residency

in the industrial hubs. What is implicit in Bezuidenhout and Fakier’s
(2006) analysis is that this labour regime was the result of a violent
capitalist production of space, itself the manifestation of dialectically
intertwined relation between capital and labour. By this I mean while
state subsidized commercial farmers (Arrighi et al., 2010) invested in
the physical landscape to grow their farms, workers in turn expended
their labour to work the farm meanwhile surplus labour in the Bantu
stans built new homes and farmed under restricted conditions. This la
bour regime locked private and communal property into a mutually
symbiotic relationship which favoured the interests of private property.
These evictions fundamentally reorganised the geospatial ordering of
the Lowveld.

5
Letter from The Chief native commissioner northern areas to the secretary
of native affairs dated 26 April 1940.
6
Farm dwellers are people that live on commercial farms on rent paying
terms or as families of farm labourers

7
The Province of the Transvaal Official Gazette Vol. 195 No. 3182 dated 24
November 1965
8
Nature Conservation Ordinance, 1967 published in The Province of the
Transvaal Official gazette Vol 203 No. 3306 dated 13 December 1967,

3.2. The establishment of game reserves
As evictions continued in the 1960s, some expropriated farms,
including present-day Timbavati private nature reserve, converted from
livestock to wildlife ranching. Many of these were gazetted officially as
nature reserves in the same period. Carruthers (2008) attributes these
farm conversions to: advances in scientific research, the slump of wool
and livestock prices globally, development of wildlife policies, rise in
stock theft and increasing labour costs. Furthermore, she notes that as a
result of international sanctions against the apartheid regime and the
withdrawal of state subsidies, livestock farming became less lucrative
for white commercial farmers. In the 60s over ten private nature reserves
were gazetted around Hoedspruit. This could be attributed to the
proclamation of the Nature Conservation Ordinance No. 17 of 1967.
These changes were occurring decades after the South African Railways
and Harbours corporation, through its Publicity and Travel Department
was marketing South Africa globally “as a place of unique flora, un
surpassed sunshine, exotic animals, and picturesque native life” (Dla
mini, 2020, 118).
In November 1965, Blyderivierspoort nature reserve was gazetted7
and the Mapulana were evicted to Bushbuckridge in one of the most
explicit nature reserves inspired evictions. The enclosure and reintroduction of wild animals altered labour needs on farms and placed
more restrictions on farm labourers livelihoods and mobility. Evictions
demonstrate that land expropriations are usually followed by nefarious
policies that further alienate the producer from the means of subsis
tence. This reaffirms that primitive accumulation is an ongoing process
(De Angelis, 2001). In the Lowveld, this included game policies pro
hibiting non-white people from sitting on the Nature Conservation
Advisory Board and Nature Conservation Advisory Committee and the
continued criminalization of hunting in the Bantustans8. These policies
were often justified as environmental protection, however the Transvaal
Game Protection Association (18 November 1903) implies otherwise. In
it, it is stated that “the destruction of game by the natives…enables a
large number of natives to live on this means who would otherwise have
to maintain themselves by labour” (cited in Ramutsindela, 2003, 43).
Taken together, wildlife policies in particular those that limited use
rights, served to maintain white ownership over land and wildlife while
eroding the material base for labourers’ reproduction thus consolidating
their need for waged labour. This echoes (Marx, 1876, 633) sentiments
that the capitalist process of production “produces not only commod
ities, not only surplus-value, but it also produces and reproduces the
capital relation; on the one side the capitalist, on the other the wagelabourer”. Bhandar (2018) takes this a step further and demonstrates
how the realization of private property produced racial subjectivities
that rendered local peoples inferior social and political subjects. Simi
larly, the production of conservation space in the Lowveld
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fundamentally altered the economy which in turn reinforced spatialised
and racialised subjectivities in the division of labour. Furthermore, it
legally defined who belongs in conservation and how they should
belong.
With this brief history, I showed that the wildlife economy cannot be
divorced from the broader racialised violent capitalist production of
space during the apartheid era. The production of conservation spaces in
the Lowveld including the Kruger National Park (Ramutsindela and
Shabangu, 2013), Manyeleti game reserve (Mahony and Van Zyl, 2001)
and Mala Mala (Alasow, 2020) were predicated on land expropriations,
alienation of black farmers from their means of subsistence, labour
exploitation, farm conversions and consolidation. These developments
were nested within the broader racist capitalist apartheid regime and
resulted in the creation of waged labour. It is against this backdrop that I
suggest that the making of the economic geography of conservation
created a labour geography which I will work out later. For now, it is
important to state that the implications of this have been generationally
cumulative. This is evidenced by the unchanged racialised spatial dif
ferentiation of the Lowveld such that Bushbuckridge, home to evictees is
bordered by white-owned nature reserves in the north and east. These
evictees and their descendants constitute the labour in private nature
reserves today. They live in an area with a crippled public health care
system, high unemployment rates and inconsistent access to drinkable
water which was flagged in the 1917 Stubbs commission report. It is
within this context that the following section discusses the conservation
labour geographies between Bushbuckridge and the private nature re
serves by privileging the experiences and material practices of black
low-wage earners.

especially as it pertained to their role in their families and communities.
In spite of this diversity, many commonalities could be drawn.
4.1. Conservation labour
Nature reserves have resident staff and staff that commute from
Bushbuckridge to the reserve every day. While there are overlaps in
many of their experiences, some experiences were unique to each group
of labourers. Resident staff live on the reserve for 21 days and in return
get seven days off. The hostel-style living arrangements, distance from
schools and general inaccessibility of the nature reserves meant that a
low-wage workers family could not live with them on the reserve.
Consequently, workers spent protracted periods of time away from their
family. In the Mala Mala game reserve, Alasow (2020) found that this
arrangement afforded employers large control over employees’ lives.
Similarly, Ramutsindela (2015) finds that labour settlement in the
Londolozi game reserve enables employers to monitor labourers while
also saving on transport costs. For female staff who do most of the
reproductive work this meant employing a caretaker or relying on the
goodwill of extended family to care for their children while they were at
work.
On the nature reserve, managers and low-wage earners compounds
were located on different sites. This essentially meant that black staff
and white staff live in separate compounds, as one environmental
educator noted “the lower you go on the spectrum the darker it gets”
(interview 10 03 18). Low-wage staff shared rooms (2 or 3 people),
communal ablution facilities and in some reserves a communal kitchen.
Reserve managers on the other hand were sometimes employed as a
‘managerial couple’ and thus furnished with a family house which in
cludes a private kitchen and ablution facilities. The differences between
managers and labourers’ quality of life on the reserve is synonymous
with racial inequalities across much of South Africa. These inequalities
are manifested in the spatiality of most cities where the rich (often
white) and poor (often black) are separated by a road, train tracks or an
open field. The nature reserve is clearly a microcosm of broader segre
gationist geography. This echoes Neely and Samura (2011, 1940) who
argue that “space is also often a more tangible manifestation of systemic
racial inequalities”. Some workers, including housekeeping and chefs
worked flexible days depending on the presence of overnight guests. In
between these gigs, one cleaner manned her own fruit and vegetable
stall which her sister or daughter took care of in her absence. Some
private chefs on the other hand moved from one reserve or lodge to
another with some hiatuses in between. When international travel was
suspended as a result of COVID-19, many of these flexible workers were
left destitute and unable to access state relief funds due to their lack of
contracts.
I use Lily’s story to illustrate the life of a day labourer. Lily9, a mother
of three, is a permanent employee at a rehabilitation centre which prides
itself in having a conservation ethos by re-introducing animals into the
wild. She has been working in this facility for two years and prior to this,
she held a job at another reserve in the area. Lily has moved from one
low-skilled job to another due to her lack of formal education. Every
working day she wakes up at 3 am, boils bathing water and packs ev
eryone’s lunch. At 4.20 am she leaves her children with her mother in
order to catch the 5 am bus to work. At 6 am she is already walking the 2
km stretch -in big 5 territory- from the nature reserve gate to the main
reception area where she works. Her job includes cleaning the animal
pens and maintaining the fence line. With regards to the latter task, the
pick-up truck drops each person about 2 km transacts from each other,
with the purpose of working your way to your colleague. Neither Lily
nor her colleagues carry a rifle even though the facility is located on a
reserve with predators and big mammals. She earns 3300 ZAR p/m and
spends 480 ZAR on a monthly bus ticket. Some working mothers were

4. Social reproduction of black conservation labourers
I have shown how conservation labour was produced in the 1900s by
privileging capitals’ production of conservation space in the central
Lowveld. This ultimately intertwined private conservation property and
communal land into the same economic landscape. In what follows, I
turn to the material and non-material aspects of black conservation
labourers in private nature reserves as a way of further demonstrating
how private conservation subsumes communal property into its labour
geographies. This analysis follows the works of Marxist feminists who
argue that a comprehensive analysis of production in a capitalist system
needs to take seriously the social sphere that reproduces labourers
(Bhattacharya, 2017). Similarly, Norton and Katz (2017, 8) state that
capitalism appropriates “nonmonetized or noncapitalist material prac
tices…material social practices and relationships outside of the waged
labor–capital relationship”. It is these nonmonetized social relations that
continue to intertwine private conservation and the ex-Bantustans into a
labour geography.
A useful entry point is to read contemporary conservation labour in
the Lowveld within the context of the production of conservation space
which was discussed in the previous section and within the broader
context of unemployment in South Africa. The former speaks to how this
labour was created while the latter -as this section will show- helps to
highlight how the spatial reach of the conservation mode of production
extends beyond the private nature reserve itself. The unemployment rate
in South Africa is 29.1%. In the Bushbuckridge municipality, home to
the former Lebowa and Gazankulu Bantustans discussed in the previous
section, it is a staggering 52.1% (StatsSA, 2021). Most labourers that
were interviewed for this research come from this area while a few
others lived in Ga-Sekororo and Metz. They included rangers, security
guards, cleaners, maintenance, gardeners, anti-poaching personnel,
trackers, cooks, environmental educators, and guides. Their daily tasks
and terms of employment varied widely meaning their experiences of
working in conservation were diverse. Within this collective, rangers,
trackers and anti-poaching were exclusively men, while housekeeping
were only women. Furthermore, rangers, trackers and head chefs earned
the most. Moreover, their subjectivities and positionalities differed
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not as lucky as Lily. With a salary of 3500p/m ZAR one labourer spent
625 ZAR p/m on transport in addition to 700 ZAR p/m for a nanny.
Lily’s story is not unique. On weekdays at 5 am, more than 20 buses
transport workers from Acornhoek to private nature reserves and
Hoedspruit. She is one of the hundreds of employees that make the daily
commute to produce conservation commodities under the aforemen
tioned conditions. Notwithstanding these labour conditions, many
labourers ‘choose’ to remain in their jobs. The reason for this was
summed up by a cleaner in a 4-star lodge who stated that “we just stick it
out because we do not have other options” (interview 5 07 19), similarly
a ranger asserts that “the salary is not enough but it is better than
nothing” (interview, 25 07 19). The low salaries compounded feeling
unvalued as conservationists. This is captured by an NGO field worker
who lamented that

spite of not “signing up for the trauma and tension of being on stand-by
or in combat”. Along with clandestine informant networks in commu
nities, this further demonstrates the novel ways in which conservations’
labour geography operates.
Due to the racialised nature of the war on poaching, black rangers
were treated with suspicion because they are seen to come from com
munities that harbour poachers. This was captured by a white trainer
while commenting on development in the Bushbuckridge area, he asked
rhetorically “there are so many big houses coming up in that area, where
does the money come from?” (interview 08 03 18). Comments like this
are indicative of the toxic mistrust in the conservation community. As a
result, it has become commonplace to administer polygraph tests on all
staff members in private reserves. This has invariably resulted in a
heightened sense of job insecurity among staff members. The afore
mentioned threats, insecurity and constant fear that rangers and their
families experience constitute the material reproductive conditions
undergirding the conservation mode of production. That a tourist can
safely enjoy bird watching on a private nature reserve is enabled by men
who have taken arms to protect wildlife at the expense of theirs and their
familiy’s safety and wellbeing

“if you look into lodges, black people are working in conservation
but they are on the ground…what about up there? Only white peo
ple. They are the ones calling the shots and doing all the luxurious
things, us, we are down there!” (interview 24 08 18).
Very few private reserves have black managers as captured in the
previous quote. Managerial positions in lodges and ‘scientific’ jobs in
nature reserves were often occupied by expats and local white people.
This mirrors national trends where in spite of being 8% of the national
population white people make up 65.6% of top management jobs across
all sectors (Department of Labour, 2020). This could be attributed to the
fact that private reserves never had to go through a mandatory trans
formation process as state-owned national parks (See Maguranyanga,
2009). Consequently, private nature reserves and conservation NGOs
remain predominantly white at the managerial level. While reflecting on
their employment conditions under this racialised division of labour,
labourers often stated that “white people still have apartheid” (Inter
view 07 06 18). This was said in reference to the discriminatory treat
ment black labourers experienced at work. These racial inequalities on
game farms and ecotourism facilities have been conceptualised as
paternalistic (Brandt and Spierenburg, 2014; Koot, 2016). All these
concerns are compounded by the local labour department which has a
reputation of not conducting inspections. Furthermore, in cases of dis
putes about contracts, overtime or salaries employers would subvert the
process by not showing up to meetings. These claims could not be
corroborated as attempts to meet with representatives of the labour
department were declined several times.
In addition to the aforementioned issues, the increase in wildlife
crime and the responses to it has necessitated an expanded discussion on
labour. While militarised anti-poaching has been critiqued by scholars
(Büscher and Ramutsindela, 2016; Lunstrum, 2014), the growing de
mand for Anti-Poaching Units (APUs) has resulted in employment for
many young black men from adjacent communities. In South Africa,
where paid work is tied to a sense of dignity (Noble et al., 2008), antipoaching agencies are playing a crucial role in giving some young
men a sense of purpose. This is, however, happening within the context
of mounting dead bodies and traumatised labourers (Duffy et al., 2019).
Consequently, even though the bulk of the material war on poaching is
fought within private nature reserves, the implications permeate into
surrounding communities where black APUs and rangers bear the brunt
of it when they travel between Bushbuckridge and private reserves. This
was made explicit by an APU recruit who notes that relations with his
neighbours have soured because they think he goes home to spy on
them. He has also been threatened by community members who have
lost loved ones at the hands of the APUs. When he is at work his family
shoulders this animosity and is unsurprisingly opposed to him working
in anti-poaching. At home and unarmed, APUs and rangers spoke about
a persistent sense of anxiety over their safety. At work, they felt safe but
constantly worried about their family’s safety. Annecke and Masubelele
(2016, 200) capture this in their study on Kruger National Park, they
noted that both rangers and their families were shouldering the stress, in

4.2. Beyond the fence
Collectively, the lived experiences of day staff and resident staff show
that as they produce conservation spaces for tourists and residents to
enjoy “the most prestigious and best managed game estates in the
Hoedspruit area” (Moditlo wildlife estate website, 2020) and “explore
our beautiful landscape and wildlife” (Kapama private game reserve
website, 2020), they do so within a mode of production that barely
enables its workers’ reproduction. Furthermore, the experiences of APUs
and rangers expose the fact that as they patrol, surveil and track wildlife,
they secure and reproduce the space for continued accumulation while
the conservation mode of production simultaneously externalizes the
psychological costs of the war on poaching to communities. Funda
mentally, these material practices show that communal properties and
resources are intertwined in conservations labour geography.
This is achieved in two ways, first the degenerating subsistence
farming that supplemented labourers’ reproduction during apartheid is
now augmented by social grants from the state. In Bushbuckridge, Ragie
et al. (2020) found that of the 590 households surveyed, 82% accessed
social grants. Furthermore, given the centrality of land and natural re
sources in social reproduction in the Global South (Cousins et al., 2018)
most labourers had vegetable gardens while a privileged few also had
livestock (See Ragie et al., 2020) in their yards which were inevitably
tended by their kin while they are away. Thus, nature reserves pay
meagre salaries to workers while simultaneously leeching off the unpaid
labour carried out by wives, in-laws and grandparents who remain in the
villages. While most of these do not participate in the ‘formal economy’
some scrape a living as street vendors while others wait outside hard
ware stores hoping to be picked up for a day’s work. The findings also
affirm Bezuidenhout and Fakier (2006) who note that entry into the
formal job market has not resulted in an equitable share of household
work. Rather, women like Lily now suffer a double burden of domestic
labour and an eight-hour workday. Within the fence, these social
reproductive activities occurring in homes and communities are hidden
from scenes such as Fig. 2 and especially Fig. 3 which is often accom
panied by captions evoking notions of wilderness. In addition to being
hidden from the tourists view these material practices remain unac
counted for in the conservation mode of production.
The second aspect which intertwines villages and nature reserves has
to do with how this pool of under-skilled workers is replenished. Ac
cording to Chisholm (2012), the apartheid state established a racially
differentiated schooling system aimed at maintaining white domination.
Coupled with the eroding public education system in democratic South
Africa it is unsurprising that most labourers never finished high school
let alone higher education. Statistics South Africa puts the latter at only
7

L. Thakholi

Geoforum 123 (2021) 1–11

Fig. 4. Water shortages in Ga-Sekororo village.
Fig. 2. a labourer sitting at the back of a pick-up truck.

Fig. 5. Aftermath of a service delivery protest.
Fig. 3. A guide and tracker team on a sunset game drive.

of the country have been linked to growing inequality in South Africa as
a result of the adoption of neoliberal policies by the ruling government
and a general feeling of disappointment in the democratic state (Alex
ander, 2010). These protests force motorists to take alternative routes
while others have resulted in property damage. It is unclear if conser
vation labourers participated in protests, however what is very apparent
here is that within the sphere of reproduction citizens participate in
various forms of political action which have spatial implications not just
for themselves but the wider region. By looking beyond the fence,
workers subjectivities and positionalities as more than just workers
becomes clear (See Coe and Jordhus-Lier, 2011). Furthermore, this ex
poses the inequalities which find expression in the uneven geography
between reserves and villages.
Apart from protests, workers often noted that due to the size of the
reserves and time spent at work, it was often difficult to organize col
lective action within the reserves. In spite of the fact that some of them
had been or were part of a trade union, workers expressed doubts about
the effectiveness of the unions. Nonetheless, workers still shaped the
economic landscape of conservation in variegated ways across space and
time. For instance, some labourers had moved from one reserve to
another in search of better facilities, more pay and kinder supervisors.
Some reserves had earned themselves a reputation for underpaying staff
and overall mean managers, worker thus cautioned job seekers to avoid
or at the very least to use these as a stepping stone to better paying re
serves. In addition, managers often hired based on employee referrals,

7.4% in the Bushbuckridge municipality. Consequently, private nature
reserves in the Lowveld can afford to pay workers below what is
necessary for their reproduction because lying in wait are 64.6% un
employed youth. Ironically, by reproducing conservation spaces which
have strict land use policies, workers inadvertently maintain the un
employment rates in their home communities. As Mbembe (2017, 3)
notes “if yesterday’s drama of the subject was exploitation by capital,
the tragedy of the multitude today is that they are unable to be exploited
at all. They are abandoned subjects, relegated to the role of a “super
fluous humanity”.
Consequently, when asked what the three most pressing issues in
their view is, all labourers mentioned road, water and unemployment.
Most secondary roads in the Bushbuckridge municipality are not tarred
resulting in muddy and slippery conditions when it rains. Furthermore,
most people get water from communal taps which run dry occasionally
(Fig. 4), forcing them to pay for water delivery. As mentioned already
the unemployment rate in the municipality is very high. As a result,
every now and then people take to the streets to demand better services
from their local councilors and the state in what has become commonly
known as service delivery protests10 (Fig. 5). Similar protests in other parts
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this resulted in some employees working together with close kin thus
making their 21 days stay at the reserve less lonely. Furthermore, some
resident staff contravened the ban on workplace romance. Even though
the biophysical environment of nature reserves hindered conservation
labourers ability to assert their political agency within the reserve,
workers nonetheless were still able to shape their work environment by
recommending their kin and having fun outside of work hours. This
affirms Coe and Jordhus-Lier (2011, 214) assertion that “the potential
for worker action should always be seen in relation to the formations of
capital, the state, the community and the labour market in which
workers are incontrovertibly yet variably embedded”.
A mapping of the conservation labour geographies of the Lowveld
has transported us from the private nature reserve which is character
ized by a racialized division of labour, and spatial segregation, this
mapping takes us onto the bus where on average a day labourer spends
17% of their salary on transport. This cartographic exercise finally
brings into view the labourers home where unemployed family members
do the necessary reproductive work including psychological work to
maintain the labourer. It reveals elders who are the castaways of con
servation land use in the 1960s and now patiently await the land resti
tution process. Finally, it brings into view an education system that year
in and year out churns out youth whose labour power is becoming
increasingly unnecessary for capitalist production. These labour flows
intertwine Bushbuckridge and private nature reserves into exploitative
symbiotic conservation labour geographies which I work out further in
the next section.

and reproducing themselves in the community- that spatially integrates
these differentiated spaces into the same economic geography.
Lastly, I pose some key considerations that conservation labour ge
ographies can help to ground. The first has to do with what Lipsitz
(2007) refers to as the ‘spatialization of race and the racialization of
space’. While it is clear from the Lowveld that the creation of conser
vation space reinforced a racialised division of labour I did not work this
out further. Rather, I unapologetically centred the lives of low-wage,
predominantly black labourers who are often rendered invisible by
conservationists and whose labour is not valorised in the same way that
white conservationists labour is celebrated. There remains a caveat is
our understanding of how whiteness intersects with the production of
conservation spaces explicitly. Burnett and Milani’s (2017) intersec
tional analysis of three anti-poaching campaign texts is revealing in this
regard. They show how race, gender and sexuality are used to legitimise
extrajudicial killings in South Africa, thus inscribing into space who
belongs and who does not. They suggest that “white masculinity is
valorised as “belonging” to Africa through its positioning at the centre of
the campaign as the protector of the land, while the violent black
poacher is pushed to the deviant periphery, as a threatening force”
(2017, 569).
Secondly, while this paper concentrated on the production end of the
labour geographies the next key consideration would involve a reading
of the labour geographies on the consumption end. As Büscher and
Fletcher (2015, 283) remind us, conservation -unlike other processes
that extract and transform natural capital into movable commodities“seeks to lock resources in place and thus commodify them in situ
through ostensibly non-consumptive use”. An implication of this is that
the labourer is not physically disassociated from non-consumptive
commodities, in fact a tracker and tourist can behold the same ante
lope. By dissecting these labour geographies vertically as Hartwick
(1998) does with the halo effect of gold we stumble upon intertwined
geographical scales which would further illuminate conservation
labour.
Lastly, the conservation mode of production is endorsed by many
state agencies. This is evidenced by the National Biodiversity Economy
Strategy of South Africa’s Department of Environment. In it, the wildlife
economy such as ecotourism and breeding are posited as a vehicle
through which biodiversity can be conserved, jobs created, and wealth
generated. Furthermore, most Southern African states have signed
treaties for the establishment of cross border conservation areas. A key
question here is; how does the production of cross border conservation
spaces explicitly intertwine questions of labour migration? Conservation
labour geographies can be used to continue untangling these tensions.

5. Towards conservation labour geographies
This paper contributes to the emerging literature that critically
analysis workers in the green economy by proposing conservation la
bour geographies as a way of unpacking questions of labour when the
conservation mode of production creates geographical differentiation
and expands across landscapes and intensifies production in space.
These labour geographies are themselves an outcome of the capitallabour relation which can be diametrically opposed or in service of a
similar outcome as workers carve out spaces to reproduce themselves.
Neimark et al. (2020) argued that the eco-precariat’s labour is often
concealed under the banner of ‘local participation’ and ‘benefit’. I agree
and would also add that by expanding the scope of analysis to include
workers spaces of reproduction we can uncover a host of hidden people
and processes that reproduce precarious labour. I used the notion
‘beyond the fence’ to capture the dynamic interrelations between con
servation spaces and neighbouring villages. I suggest that this approach
has methodological implications for labour geographies which would
benefit from ‘mapping’ the social reproduction of labourers to visibilise
the un-waged people and unremunerated institutions and processes that
maintain the production of low-wage labour. In addition, this would
highlight workers multiple subjectivities, revealing that wage labour
differs along lines of age, race, class, and nationality (Mohandesi and
Teitelman, 2017). By considering workers as more than just labourers we
can employ conservation labour geographies to better grasp where and
why workers exert their agency in particular ways (Coe and JordhusLier, 2011).
Conservation labour geographies are historical. As Ramutsindela’s
(2015) analysis of labour in the Londolozi game reserve shows, workers
compounds, from the 1970s already, were used to guarantee a supply of
labour. In addition, these labour geographies are steeped in the material
working conditions of labourers. By untangling these interrelations
through a reading of the history and social reproduction in the Lowveld,
I argue that private nature reserves subsume properties beyond their
fence into symbiotic but exploitative labour relations. In practice, this
means that the unpaid reproduction of labourers that occurs outside of
the reserve is indispensable to creating conservation commodities such
as good experiences, accommodation, and photographic safaris. At the
local level, it is the labourer -expending their labour power in the reserve
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