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ECONOMIC INCENTIVES TO CONSERVE WILDLIFE 

ON PRIVATE LANDS: ANALYSIS AND POLICY 

 

Abstract 

Some believe that provision of private property rights in wildlife on private land can provide 

a powerful economic incentive for nature conservation because it enables property owners to 

market such wildlife or its attributes.  If such marketing is profitable, private landholders will 

conserve the wildlife concerned and its required habitat.  But land is not always most 

profitably used for exploitation of wildlife, and many economic values of wildlife (such as 

non-use economic values) cannot be marketed.  The mobility of some wildlife (their fugitive 

nature) adds to the limitations of the private property approach.  While some species may be 

conserved by this approach, it is suboptimal as a single policy approach to nature 

conservation.  Nevertheless, it is being experimented with in the Northern Territory of 

Australia where landholders have the possibility of harvesting on their properties a quota of 

eggs and chicks of red-tailed black cockatoos for commercial sale.  This scheme is expected 

to provide an incentive to private landholders to retain hollow trees essential for the nesting 

of these birds.  Aspects of this approach are analysed using this case, and related ones, from 

Northern Australia.  It is noted that the private property rights approach adopted in southern 

Africa is unlikely to be equally successful everywhere. 

 

The long-term survival of some species depends on their ability to use private lands without 

severe harassment, either for their migration or to supplement their available resources, for 

example, the Asian elephant in Sri Lanka.  Nature conservation on private land is often a 

useful, if not essential, supplement to conservation on public lands.  Community and public 

incentives for such conservation are outlined.  

 



ECONOMIC INCENTIVES TO CONSERVE WILDLIFE 

ON PRIVATE LANDS: ANALYSIS AND POLICY 

 

 

1. Introduction 

Several questions need to be raised when considering the desirability of conservation of 

wildlife on private land and the provision of economic incentives for such conservation.  

First, why is such conservation desirable and why are economic incentives required for it and 

justified?  Secondly, what types of economic incentives are available, how effective are they 

likely to be, and which ones are desirable on economic grounds?  The answers to these 

questions depend to some extent on one’s perspective.  Consider the first matter. 

 

Those with strong ecocentric values argue that more effort is needed to conserve wildlife on 

private land because a large proportion of Earth’s land is in private hands and the survival of 

many species requires the use of private land by wildlife as well as the preservation of critical 

habitats needed by wildlife on this land.  Without appropriate economic incentives, private 

landholders are likely to destroy these critical habitats, directly exterminate some species as 

pests, and in most cases, disregard wildlife in their land-use decisions.  In the absence of such 

incentives, continuing biodiversity loss is inevitable.  Such loss is undesirable because 

biodiversity has intrinsic merit, or it is a stewardship imperative of mankind to protect 

biodiversity, or the sustainability of ecological systems will be threatened by continuing 

biodiversity loss with potentially negative consequences for economic welfare.  Thus, those 

with ecocentric values treat biodiversity conservation as a merit ‘good’; a desirable goal in 

itself. 

 

Assessment of the situation by economists is from a different viewpoint.  Economics is based 

upon the view that social systems should be organised in a manner that enables human wants 

or desires to be satisfied to the maximum possible extent given the limited availability of 

resources, including wildlife resources.  Some economists argue that perfectly operating 

market systems are theoretically capable of achieving the goal of satisfying human desires to 

the maximum possible extent, subject to the limited availability of resources.  They often 

favour liberal economic policies in order to promote perfect market systems.  However, in 

practice, perfect market systems are not used to manage all of society’s resources.  This is 

partly because perfect systems are often unattainable.  Even when markets are developed to 

1 



the maximum extent attainable, they are not able to allocate or conserve all resources 

efficiently.  For the supply of some commodities and the conservation of some natural 

resources, such as wildlife, irreducible market failures remain.  In such cases, government 

intervention may be required to ensure that human wants are collectively more fully satisfied 

than otherwise, as for example, argued by Bishop (1981) in relation specifically to wildlife on 

private land. 

 

The above arguments in favour of greater economic incentives for wildlife conservation on 

private land are not based on special economic interests.  Nevertheless, special interest 

groups do often put forward arguments for greater economic incentives for conservation of 

wildlife on private land.  Special interest groups include landholders who have based, or 

would like to base, much of their business on the economic utilisation of wildlife.  Also the 

customers or potential customers of these landholders, such as recreational hunters or farm-

stay visitors interested in wildlife, may form a special interest group.  In addition, some 

landholders themselves obtain pleasure from wildlife and nature conservation and are 

prepared to forgo monetary economic gains for greater conservation of nature.  They would, 

therefore, appreciate economic incentives for wildlife conservation.  Such special interest 

groups usually seek their own self-interest rather than the collective or public interest, 

although they may incidentally also promote the latter. 

 

First this paper examines, primarily from a collective perspective, the role that private 

property rights in wildlife and the complementary facilitation of markets in wildlife can play 

in conserving wildlife on private land.  Limitations of this approach are then highlighted.  

Specific economic incentives to address failures in or promote wildlife conservation on 

private land are subsequently outlined, and policy approaches based on the granting of private 

property rights in wildlife in Africa and the Northern Territory of Australia are assessed. 

 

2. Private Property Rights and Free Markets in Wildlife 

It is sometimes argued that the best way to encourage private landholders to conserve wildlife 

is for governments to give them private property rights in wildlife, strengthen these rights 

where they exist, and promote the operation of free markets in the exchange and use of 

wildlife on private lands.  Perceived deficiencies in the conservation of wildlife on private 

lands and lack of economic incentives for such conservation arise, according to this 
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viewpoint, from institutional inadequacies, and these can be overcome by adopting the 

policies just mentioned. 

 

In most nation states, wildlife has historically been the property of the crown or state, not 

private property.  However, the state has not always protected every species of wildlife.  

Therefore, on occasions some wildlife species have been in fact private property or common 

property.  In some countries, some species of wildlife still do not have legal protection. 

 

Proponents of private property rights in wildlife species usually argue that in the absence of 

such rights, private landholders have no economic incentive to conserve wildlife because they 

can make little or no money out of their presence.  They will in such conditions develop 

activities on their land for which they have legal rights to the produce.  In the process, 

landholders can be expected to destroy the habitat of some wildlife species and reduce 

biodiversity.  In these circumstances, protection of critical wildlife habitat on private land 

will require direct intervention by governments.  Furthermore, if the wildlife concerned is 

legally protected and regarded by landholders as a pest, many landholders may kill it 

illegally. 

 

Proponents of private property rights contend that if private landholders are given full 

property rights to wildlife, these consequences would not arise, or they would be less serious 

than now.  They believe that the wildlife concerned will as a result, have economic value for 

landholders and they will be able to make money or obtain more income from wildlife on 

their land than otherwise.  If this is combined with free market trading in wildlife, this should 

provide private landholders with even greater economic incentive to conserve wildlife 

because it will enhance the level of income of landholders from wildlife-related economic 

activities.   

 

Assessment of such a claim is quite complex.  While this policy should result in the 

conservation of those species of wildlife from which adequate economic returns can be 

obtained by landholders, it may accelerate the loss of those species yielding inadequate 

economic returns.  The composition of wildlife species can be expected to move in favour of 

those species that have greatest use value or more specifically, in favour of those wildlife 

species having the greatest net economic use value able to be appropriated by private 

landholders. 
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The likely impact of this policy on the pattern of wildlife conservation of wildlife on private 

lands is unclear.  Compared to the current situation, it may result in a greater biomass of 

wildlife on private land but the species conserved may be mostly those of value for hunting, 

for game-meat and other by-products, and for non-consumptive recreational use on 

properties.  Management practices are likely to be adopted on private properties to encourage 

the presence and survival of such species and discourage other species of lesser commercial 

value or in competition with the economically favoured species.  Publications exist (for 

example, Burger, 1973) suggesting how landholders can change their land management to 

encourage particular types of wildlife.  The resulting regime of wildlife biodiversity on 

private land is likely to be distorted in favour of wildlife species with significant commercial 

value. 

 

Nevertheless, this policy does extend the range of species possessing commercial value.  

Hence, it can (but need not) result in more wildlife species being conserved on private land 

than with current institutional arrangements.  In some localities, husbandry of existing 

domesticated or cultivated species will continue to be preferred by private landholders to the 

commercial use of wild species.  Or if commercial use of a particular set of wildlife species 

becomes economically more valuable than other wildlife species, private land management 

practices are likely to be altered in favour of the commercially more valuable wildlife 

species.  This would be at the expense of the commercially less valuable wildlife species, the 

commercially valueless or species regarded by private landholders as pests, that is of negative 

commercial value.   

 

Wildlife species that are in ecological competition with species commercially favoured by 

this policy will be disadvantaged.  However, those in a complementary ecological 

relationship should be favoured.  Thus, the pattern of wildlife conservation is ‘distorted’ in a 

manner that is unlikely to be acceptable to supporters of the ‘land ethic’.  Furthermore, fewer 

wildlife species are likely to be conserved globally than desired by those strongly favouring 

biodiversity conservation as a goal in itself, and the policy will not give ideal economic 

results because commercially oriented landholders will not take account of unmarketable 

economic values.   
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In addition, fewer species may be conserved globally on private land than desired by 

advocates of maintenance of wildlife biodiversity as an important goal in itself.  In addition, 

even if this policy maximises the net commercial value of wildlife, it is unlikely to maximise 

the economic value of wildlife, that is ensure that wildlife is utilised and conserved so as to 

maximise collective economic benefit given the limited availability of resources, including 

wildlife species.  This is because commercially oriented landholders will not take account of 

unmarketable economic values (such as wildlife existence values) in their land-use decisions. 

 

Note that this critical view does not imply that use of private property rights and free markets 

as a wildlife conservation technique has no place.  Conservation of some wildlife species can 

be effectively promoted by such policies, but not all.  As a result of private property rights 

and free markets for wildlife, nature conservation on private land may be better than in the 

absence of such policies but not ideal.  However, to rely on these policies alone to conserve 

wildlife would be socially unsatisfactory.  Better social results can be attained by using mixed 

systems of various kinds of which state protected land areas are a part.  To appreciate this 

position, it is necessary to be aware of market failures that result intrinsically in the 

unmarketability of important economic values of some wildlife species. 

 

3. Market Failures Limit the Effectiveness of Private Property Rights and the 

Usefulness of Markets as Means for Conserving Wildlife 

Markets and private property rights for commodities work best in promoting a social 

economic optimum when non-owners can be economically excluded from the benefits from 

those commodities.  In such circumstances, non-owners wishing to obtain benefit from the 

commodities can be forced by their owners to pay for their use, thereby providing an 

incentive to their owners to supply the commodities and in the case of wildlife, conserve 

those species that can provide their owners with sufficient economic gains.  However, it can 

be too costly or impossible to make all wildlife private property.  In such cases, landholders 

cannot appropriate economic benefits from the species concerned.  Two types of problems 

arise. 

 

First, some species of wildlife are fugitive or mobile and cannot be economically confined to 

a private property (Bishop, 1981; Ciriacy-Wantrup, 1968).  Depending upon how mobile 

wildlife species are, other landholders can benefit from efforts by an individual landholder to 

conserve these if the species are economically valuable.  This limits the economic incentive 
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of an individual landholder to conserve a highly mobile wildlife species, if the landholder 

only has private property rights to it while it is on his or her land. 

 

Secondly, the total economic value of some species depends primarily on their non-use 

economic values rather than their use values.  Many ecological economists divide the total 

economic value of commodities into economic use value plus non-use economic value.  Non-

use values cannot as a rule be marketed.  This is true, for example, of existence value.  Some 

individuals value the continuing existence of wildlife species and this valuation is not 

dependent upon their viewing these species or using them in other ways.  For example, 

almost all the economic value of Australian tree kangaroos appears to be accounted for by 

their existence value (Tisdell and Wilson, 2003) and more than half the economic value of the 

Asian elephant in Sri Lanka seems to be accounted by its non-use values (Bandara and 

Tisdell, 2003a). 

Non-use economic values involve public goods and cannot be made private property and be 

marketed.  Therefore, government intervention is required to conserve species that have high 

non-use economic values and species that are highly mobile.  For example, if a wildlife 

species is mobile and an agricultural pest, the government may need to compensate farmers 

for agricultural damages caused by it in order to increase their tolerance of it and promote 

collective welfare.  This can be appropriate from an economic viewpoint if society as a 

whole values the species highly.  For example, despite the agricultural damage done by the 

Asian elephant in Sri Lanka, its collective economic value is positive because the collective 

economic value placed on it, especially by urban dwellers, exceeds the cost of the agricultural 

damage caused by it (Bandara and Tisdell, 2003b). 

 

While private property rights will save some wildlife species from extinction, they are not an 

effective means for preserving all species.  They are ineffective when owners of wildlife find 

that the proportion of total economic value appropriated by them is too low to provide an 

economic incentive to conserve the wildlife concerned.  This can happen when a species is 

highly mobile or when it has a low economic use value, but at the same time a high economic 

non-use value. 

 

Put differently, private property rights in wildlife species can save some species only from 

extinction.  These are wildlife species that ensure landholders greater economic returns than 

from any other alternative form of land-use.  These will usually be wildlife species 
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possessing high economic use value, low mobility or low cost of confinement to a private 

property, and not requiring a very large geographical range for their survival. 

 

Note that even in cases where a private landholder is able to appropriate all, or a substantial 

part of, the economic value of a wildlife species, the landholder may not find it profitable to 

conserve the species.  First, an alternative land use incompatible with survival of the species 

may be more profitable.  Or, secondly, it may be most profitable to liquidate the wildlife asset 

and invest the monetary sum obtained in the capital market (Clark, 1973, 1976).  Maximising 

net economic value (even net total economic value) does not ensure the survival of all species 

of wildlife.  Thus, economic considerations lead to some species being extinguished, even if 

there are no market failures.  Additional species are likely to be extinguished because of the 

presence of market failures.  Some of these might be saved by institutional change that 

provides for private property rights in wildlife and for liberal market regimes.  Other wildlife 

species will not be conserved in the absence of government intervention to support their 

conservation.  Such support may come, for example, from the setting aside of state-protected 

areas or by the government providing economic incentives, such as subsidies, to private 

landholders, for critical habitat retention. 

 

The situation can be summarised by Figure 1.  Here wildlife species are divided into three 

sets A, B and C.  Set A represents the group of wildlife species for which their survival 

reduces economic value or worth.  Economic value or worth is, reduced however, if the 

species in sets B and C are lost.  Set B represents the wildlife species that may be saved from 

extinction by making them private property and using market systems.  Those species in set C 

cannot be saved from extinction by such institutional change and their survival is likely to 

depend on government intervention. 
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Survival of these 
wildlife species 
reduces economic 
worth 

Survival of these 
wildlife species adds 
to economic worth 

Private property 
rights/markets cannot 
save these species 

Private property 
rights/markets 
result in survival of 
these species 

Private property 
rights/markets fail 
to save these 
species 

A 

C 

B 

 
Figure 1: Limits to the private property market system as a means for conserving 

wildlife species 

 

Of course, some individuals would argue that total economic value or worth should not be the 

final arbiter of the survival of wildlife species.  They would also like the government to 

intervene to save at least some species in set A.  Furthermore, it is appropriate to observe that 

economic values, especially future ones, are very uncertain and therefore, it may be wise on 

the basis of economic risk arguments to conserve (some) species that fall into set A.  

Consider here the safe minimum standard arguments (Bishop, 1978, 1979). 

Observe that granting private property rights in wildlife species could result in increased 

populations of species in set B at the expense of populations in sets A and C.  Some of the 

latter species could be crowded out and extinguished by these policies.  Additional 

government action is likely to be required to conserve species in these sets.  Such actions 

could include public economic incentives (subsidies) to landholders to conserve selected 

species in sets A and C.  Before, however, considering the type of public incentives that 

could be provided to conserve wildlife species on private land, it might be wise to clarify 

further the possible impacts of private property rights on the survival of species on private 

land.  Figure 2 can be used for this purpose. 

 

Let the rectangular set Z represent all the wildlife species currently on private land.  The set 

X may represent those that will survive in the long-term given current institutional 
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arrangements and Y may represent the set of wildlife species that will survive in the long-

term if a private property/market regime for wildlife is established. 

 
Set Z Wildlife species currently on private land 
Set X  Wildlife species surviving on private land under current 

institutional arrangements 
Set Y Wildlife species surviving on private land if they become private 

property 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Potential impacts on the survival of wildlife species on private land of private 

property rights in wildlife 

If this representation is correct, it implies the following: 

 

(1) Neither existing institutional arrangements nor the private property alternative will 

ensure the survival of all species currently on private land. 

(2) Sets X and Y are likely to overlap partially.  They intersect in the case shown for 

set I.  If so, some species that would survive under existing institutional 

arrangements disappear; some survive under either arrangement; and some species 

that would not otherwise survive, survive under the private property approach. 

(3) One cannot be sure that the set Y will be larger (will contain more species) than 

set X.  The policy change might give different results in different parts of the 

world.  For example, in regions where wild species have a high economic use 

value, Y might exceed X, but not in regions where wild species have a low 
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economic use value.  Thus Y might exceed X in southern Africa but not in 

Australia. 

(4) It is possible for private property rights in wildlife to result in wildlife species 

being maintained on private land that are not in set Z.  In that case, Y would 

extend beyond Z.  When this occurs, however, it does not always have social 

support.  For example, African wildlife species have been introduced to private 

properties in the United States for game hunting, and this has been the subject of 

some criticism  (Freese and Trauger, 2000). 

 

The particular representation shown in Figure 2 merely highlights one set of possible changes 

in wildlife biodiversity conservation with the adoption of the private property approach.  It 

can, however, be used to illustrate other theoretical possibilities, and in practice, empiricism 

is needed to determine the relevance of these alternative possibilities.  The diagram, however, 

makes it clear that the matter is not as simple as it might appear at first sight. 

 

4. Particular Economic Incentives for Conserving Wildlife on Private Land 

A number of lists have been drawn up of economic incentives that may be used to conserve 

wildlife on private land.  For example, Benson et al. (1999, p.41) provide a relatively 

comprehensive list of factors (many of an economic nature) that may encourage or 

discourage wildlife conservation on private lands.  A considerably modified form of this list, 

with additions, is shown in Table 1.  Crosthwaite (1995) also provides a useful overview of 

financial incentives that could be used to encourage nature conservation on private and 

leasehold land. 
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Table 1:  

A List of Public Policies That Might Be Used to Provide Economic 

Incentives to Conserve Wildlife on Private Lands 

1 Subsidies for the cost of habitat restoration and protection. 
 

2 Annual subsidies for conserving areas of habitat as in the EU. 
 

3 Subsidies on marketing of species with use (market) value but a value too low to make 
their conservation by a landholder economic.  For example, consider the failed 
experiment with private rights in red-tailed black cockatoos in the Northern Territory of 
Australia discussed in this article. 
 

4 Tax concessions for wildlife conservation activities on private land at least as generous 
as those allowed to agriculture and similar industries, for example, full tax deductability 
of expenses incurred in wildlife conservation.  Also taxation concessions on local 
government taxes or rates can be important.  The current local government system in 
Australia encourages landholders to develop their properties to meet their local 
government rates of taxes. 
 

5 Adequate public compensation/insurance for damages caused by selected wildlife 
species on farms. 
 

6 Harness community and NGO voluntary contributions for conservation efforts on private 
land.  This will increase the financial gearing of any public contribution of funds for 
conservation.  This has been done successfully in Australia eg. with Landcare. 
 

7 Benson et al. (1999) recommend stricter trespass law as and reduced legal liability of 
landholders. 
 

8 Increased public leasing of private land needed for wildlife conservation. 
 

9 More partnerships between state conservation bodies, private landholders and non-
government bodies with all contributing some resources to wildlife conservation efforts. 
 

10 For some species (but not all), the granting of private property rights in these (or in some 
cases, communal property rights) can provide an effective economic incentive for their 
conservation. 
 

 

While it is of value for rational decision-making about public policy to draw up such lists in 

order to make sure that no possible strategies are overlooked, this is likely to be the most 

straightforward part of the exercise.  Before rushing into policy changes, several more 

fundamental issues need to be considered.  These include the following: 

(1) Why are economic incentives for wildlife conservation on private land needed?   
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(2) What type/nature of wildlife conservation on private land is being aimed for? 

(3) Why is the aim (socially?) justified? 

(4) How effective are the proposed economic incentives likely to be in promoting the 

desired wildlife conservation goals? 

(5) How cost-effective are the various alternative economic incentives, or how 

efficient are they in achieving the desired wildlife goals in relation to the costs 

involved? 

(6) How practical or workable are the various policy proposals, taking into account 

transaction costs and public agency costs in their implementation? 

(7) How equitable are the alternative proposals for encouraging wildlife conservation 

on private land? 

 

Some of the issues involved have already been raised earlier in this article.  However, the 

essential starting point for rational consideration of these matters is to clarify what is or 

should be the objective(s) to be achieved in conserving wildlife on private land.  Until that is 

decided, it is impossible to evaluate the alternative available (economic) instruments for 

achieving greater wildlife conservation on private land.  For example, is the purpose to 

increase the population of wildlife species with the greatest economic use value?   

 

To what extent should non-use economic values of wildlife be part of the objective?  Is the 

goal to maximise the total economic value of wildlife?  Is the goal primarily one to sustain 

biodiversity or save certain rare species?  Maybe it is only a particular wildlife species or a 

small set of wildlife species that is being targeted for wildlife conservation on private land in 

a particular region.  Deciding on such ‘preliminaries’ is essential before rushing into policy 

implementation. 

 

Where wildlife species have little economic non-use value that can be appropriated by private 

landholders, strengthening private property rights to wildlife will be in itself an ineffective 

policy for conserving the species concerned.   

 

In such cases, subsidies for required habitat preservation on private land may be necessary or 

where the species have very limited commercial value, some subsidy on their marketing may 

be needed to stimulate their conservation on private land. 
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Not all landholders are profit-driven and opposed to the conservation of nature.  

Nevertheless, conserving wildlife on private land can often involve a landholder in financial 

outlays.  For example, habitat restoration and protection is needed on some private properties 

to protect particular wildlife species but this can usually only be achieved with a financial 

outlay.  For example, trees may have to be planted and watered when young, weeded and so 

on and fenced in so they are not damaged by livestock.  While an individual landholder may 

have some willingness or demand to do this, the cost of carrying out the project may exceed 

his/her willingness to do so.  However, with some financial subsidy for habitat restoration 

and protection, a landholder may undertake it to some extent. 

 

This can be illustrated by Figure 3.  Suppose that the cost per unit area of restoring and 

protecting targeted species of wildlife on a private property is OC, for example, $500 per 

hectare.  The property owner’s marginal willingness to pay for it is as indicated by the line 

AB.  Because OA is less than OC, the property owner is not prepared to restore any habitat.  

But if a subsidy of AG for each hectare restored is given, x2 units of the owner’s land are 

rehabilitated.  Only a portion of the cost in value is met by the government and a part is met 

by the landholder.  In the particular case shown, OH.x2 of the total cost is met by the 

landholder and HC.x2 by the government. 

B 

D 

Demand from 
landholder 

Marginal cost 
of restoration 

$ 
 
 
G 
 
 
C 
 
A 
 
 
H 
 
O 

X2        X

Units of land restored and protected 

F 

 
Figure 3:  Illustration of how subsidies for habitat restoration and protection can attain 

the objective of habitat renewal and protection on private land. 
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The actual financial outlay by the government can be considerably reduced if non-

governmental agencies are prepared to contribute some funds and volunteers provide labour, 

as in the case of Landcare in Australia, and other conservation organisations.  Individuals are 

often prepared to donate their time and effort in helping with habitat restoration projects.  

Such co-operative efforts are well established in Australia.  An example is an effort to 

provide tree corridors on private land for wildlife conservation on the Atherton Tablelands of 

northern Queensland.  One possible beneficiary is the Lumholtz tree kangaroo.   

 

If landholders can be convinced that they will obtain greater benefits from habitat restoration 

and preservation than they initially believe, this will increase the prospects of habitat 

conservation on private land and can reduce the necessary public outlay for it.  It would have 

the effect in Figure 3 of shifting the landholder’s demand curve for habitat restoration, AB, 

upwards so increasing the likelihood that the landholder will engage in more restoration than 

otherwise. 

 

Subsidies of this nature can be justified on economic grounds when external benefits arise 

from wildlife species preservation made possible by habitat restoration or protection on 

private lands.  Nearly all of the economic benefits from the conservation of some species of 

wildlife are external to a private landholder because the economic benefit from them consists 

primarily of non-use economic value.  This is true, for example, of Australian tree kangaroos. 

 

5. Observations on Some Actual Schemes to Provide Economic Incentives to Conserve 

Wildlife on Private Land 

In southern Africa, private land and communal property rights in wildlife have been used 

extensively to encourage conservation of wildlife on private land.  This strategy seems to 

have been successful as far as the conservation of many species are concerned.  Its 

comparative success is probably due to the relatively high economic net value of southern 

African mammals for viewing, game meat and other products.    While a considerable range 

of mammals seem to be conserved under these institutional arrangements, the pattern of 

species conservation may nevertheless display some selectivity in favour of wildlife species 

with the greatest commercial value on private properties.  This requires empirical research.   

 

It might be observed that if a ‘fully balanced pattern of wildlife conservation on private land 

were to emerge as a result of private rights, there would be little or no economic justification 

14 



for government provision of protected areas and national parks as a means of wildlife 

conservation.  Furthermore, it is unlikely that the southern African ‘success’ can be repeated 

everywhere because in some countries and regions, the cost of enclosing the relevant species 

is too high or their economic use value is quite low compared to their economic non-use 

value. 

 

In some countries, public compensation is paid to private landholders for agricultural 

damages caused by some species of wildlife.  For example, such schemes exist in Sri Lanka 

and in Yunnan, China, to compensate farmers for damages caused by elephants.  Their 

purpose may be to provide some equity to affected farmers and make them more tolerant of 

the species.  However, in developing countries the amount of compensation paid in relation to 

damages sustained by agriculturalists and delays in its payment usually make this mechanism 

ineffective as a conservation device (Tisdell and Zhu, 1998; Bandara and Tisdell, 2002).  

However, if compensation is of a sufficient magnitude and paid promptly, it can be of 

positive assistance in helping to conserve species that need a considerable range for their 

survival, such as the Asian elephant.  The economic benefits that urban dwellers obtain from 

the continued existence of a species, such as the Asian elephant in Sri Lanka, can provide an 

economic justification for more generous compensation schemes for private landholders 

(Bandara and Tisdell, 2003b). 

 

In Australia, policies involving the management of wildlife on private property vary 

according to the state.  The Northern Territory of Australia has possibly displayed the 

greatest interest in policies for conserving wildlife through their sustainable use (Parks and 

Wildlife Commission of the Northern Territory, undated).  In line with this strategy it has 

implemented several different wildlife management programmes.  Those for the management 

of crocodiles (Crocodylus porosus and Crocodylus johnstoni) and for the red-tailed black 

cockatoo Calyptorhynchus banksii are worth commenting on here (Parks and Wildlife 

Commission of the Northern Territory, 1996, 1997). 

 

The crocodile management programme of the Northern Territory (NT) is intended to ensure 

the long-term conservation of crocodiles in the NT.  The aim is “to establish a commercial 

value for crocodiles and use it to make crocodiles and their habitats assets to owners, rather 

than liabilities” (Parks and Wildlife Commission of NT, 1996, p.2).  By this means and 

regulation of sustainable commercial utilisation of crocodiles, it is intended to “maintain 
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viable wild populations of crocodiles and conserve the wetland habitats upon which they 

depend” (Parks and Wildlife Commission of NT, 1996, p.2). 

 

The overall programme has been successful in increasing wild crocodile populations in NT, 

but this may be more due to quotas on harvest and other policies rather than greater wetland 

habitat conservation on private lands.  No field study has been carried out yet to determine 

the impact of the management programme on habitat conservation by private landholders. 

 

The programme for the red-tailed black cockatoo in the NT has not been a success so far.  

The key aim of this management programme is stated to be to conserve this species outside 

protected areas in NT and “to further this aim the commercial use of the species will be 

permitted on private lands, under strict controls” (Parks and Wildlife Commission of NT, 

1997, p1).  The aim of sustainable commercial use of this species on private land is stated to 

be to “promote retention and management of habitats on private lands and establish with 

landowners the concept that wildlife, wildlife habitats and biodiversity in general can be 

valuable economic assets worth considering” (Parks and Wildlife Commission of the NT, 

1997, p.3). 

 

Quotas for egg harvest and nestling harvest were to be made available to approved 

landholders satisfying particular requirements.  For these quotas, the landholder would need 

to pay the Commission royalties (fees).  Other costs would in addition, have to be borne by 

the landholders to ensure compliance and arrange for the marking of birds reared under the 

programme, for example, micro-chip identification of live birds.  Quite a few records were 

also to be kept by landholders participating in the scheme.  Furthermore, landowners were 

required to enter into a formal agreement with the Parks and Wildlife Commission to manage 

and protect some wildlife habitat of C. banksii (Parks and Wildlife Commission of the NT, 

1997, p.4). 

 

In fact, no landholder was prepared to enter into such an agreement.  The obvious reason why 

this scheme has failed is that the cost to landholders of participating in it  would significantly 

exceed any economic benefit they could hope to gain from it.  The transaction costs are too 

high.  For the scheme to work, it would be necessary to subsidise eligible landholders for 

birds made available under the programme and sold.  Whether such a subsidy would, 
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however, be justified economically is not clear because the species does not seem to be 

endangered. 

 

One can learn both from the successes and failures of policies designed to provide economic 

incentives to conserve wildlife on private land.  The above review of some cases indicates 

that some have succeeded and that others have failed for economic reasons. 

 

6. Concluding Comments 

The management of wildlife is a complex subject and the economics of the management of 

wildlife on private land is even more complex.  However, given trends in the decline in the 

biodiversity of wildlife, it is a subject that should be given much more research attention.  

The survival of many wildlife species depends upon how they fare on private lands. 

 

Unfortunately there is no simple set of economic incentives, such as those provided by 

private property rights, that will be effective in conserving all the wildlife species that we 

wish to conserve or in ensuring the degree of abundance that we wish to have for the various 

species.  However, as a result of further research, we should be able to identify policies that 

can be expected to be effective in particular circumstances and reject others as likely to be 

inadequate.  The appreciation that there is no simple economic management that fits all cases 

seems essential for making practical progress with this issue. 
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