
The Mobile Boma
its history, why it works and how to make your own



Allan Savory
The original developer of the the mobile boma locally



Canvas curtains hung on hooks and cables

The Savory boma



Local history of the “Mobile-boma”
• Allan Savory took a design for a protective fence that people used to keep man-eating lions at bay in Angola 

and adapted it to protect cattle from predators.
• The “Boma” he developed was made up of woven panels of coppiced bushes that were about 1.5m tall and 4 

or 5 meters long. These panels would be added together to form a large rectangular boma into which cattle 
would be placed at night. The panels were separated and moved weekly to allow the livestock protection at 
night and using their temporarily high density to fertilize the ground below them (fields etc) or to make fire-
breaks etc

• The weave of the panels did start to loosen after repeated movements.
• The Africa Centre for Holistic management had tried these in communal lands before and in fact Masikili

village, where the Soft Foot Alliance is based, was one of the original sites.
• Brent of SFA, met Allan and Jody in 2011 or 2012 at a conflict meeting and there they discussed the use of 

mobile bomas to protect livestock. It took a while for the Hwange lion research project who employed Brent at 
the time to consider trying them out but eventually they did and the new Canvas boma with cables and hooks 
was borrowed from the Africa centre for Holistic management and tried in the lion guardian areas.

• The HLR project used and deployed more and more bomas across a wide area and had good results in both 
decreased depredation of livestock and increased field fertility.

• Brent, left the lion project and started the Soft foot alliance trust with Laurie Simpson and they further 
adapted the mobile-boma design

• The SFA set up a sewing workshop and trained off-duty cattle herders and community members to make and 
repair the new bomas both for local use and further afield.

• It must be said here that the mobile-bomas are very successful in their own right but still just represent a 
fraction of the potential for improved livestock husbandry and Holistic land and livestock management.



The new canvas bomas were very heavy, expensive to make and time consuming in terms of tensioning the 
cables and making the wire hooks. Also that material would tear in long straight lines when cattle horns pierced 
the sides. 
The Hwange lion project had several made and deployed and they were very successful albeit expensive and 
needed repair often.

When Brent left the lion project and started the Soft Foot Alliance with Laurie Simpson, they redesigned the 
boma.

Into the new design they considered :

1. The average herd-size, owned locally, was 5 – 10 cattle and so to fill a standard (25m x 25m) boma you 
would need between 20 and 50 families to cooperate and put their cattle together. They needed to be 
smaller!

2. People also wanted to keep their draught animals closer to home and those animals they were milking so 
they wanted personal bomas or at least more local

3. The material needed to be cheaper, lighter and more resistant to U.V and cattle horns
4. A circular boma has the same floor area for about 11% less wall material, as well as circular bomas don’t 

allow cattle to get panicked in corners where they can break out. Circular bomas were better
5. Bomas needed to be made and repaired locally

A new design was made to do away with cables and hooks 







The new boma is 2m tall and not the 1.2 – 1.8m of old.
Its made from Game-capture material available in South 
Africa from S.A. Shade (Pretoria). Its light and U.V 
resistant and when pierced by horns it doesn’t tear 
easily
Sleeves of “ripstop” material are stitched onto the boma
wall every 3 meters along its length, open at the 
bottom. This allows the boma to be pulled down onto 
the poles fixed in the ground.

The door (only one), is made of two rows of    
overlapping brass eyelets that can be roped together.



How big do we make our boma?

Number of large 
stock animals floor area m2 length of sides rectangle Total perimeter total circumference

5 15 3.9 15.5 14

10 30 5.5 21.9 19.4

15 45 6.7 26.8 24

20 60 7.7 31.0 27.5

25 75 8.7 34.6 31

30 90 9.5 37.9 34

45 135 11.6 46.5 41

50 150 12.2 49.0 43

75 225 15.0 60.0 53

100 300 17.3 69.3 61

200 600 24.5 98.0 87

Number of small 
stock animals floor area m2 length of sides rectangle Total perimeter total circumference

5 7.5 2.7 11.0 10

10 15 3.9 15.5 14

15 22.5 4.7 19.0 17

20 30 5.5 21.9 19

25 37.5 6.1 24.5 21

30 45 6.7 26.8 23

45 67.5 8.2 32.9 29

50 75 8.7 34.6 31

75 112.5 10.6 42.4 37.5

100 150 12.2 49.0 43

200 300 17.3 69.3 61

From years of trial and error Allan Savory came to understand that for large stock you need 2.5m2 of floor per 
animal and for small stock just 1.5m2. That is based on the weekly movement of the boma to fertilize fields 
adequately and not to excess.

*NOTE* I have given you both the total 
perimeter for rectangular bomas and 
circumference for you to choose from, 
bearing in mind the advantages I gave for 
circular bomas over square ones.

Find how many animals you need to 
protect, then see how much material you 
need. E.g for 25 goats you need 21m of 
material in length.



How to make the boma
• The fewer pieces the better.
• The material from S.A. Shade (Pretoria) is called Game-capture material or shade-cloth. It comes as 50m rolls and 

3m wide. 
• Cut a meter off the width to give you 2m height which is plenty for even largest lion. The off-cut can be used for 

repairs later or hems, sleeves etc.
• Use the table in the previous page to get your intended boma circumference and add a little extra for overlapping 

doors. Brass eye-lets in long lines on each end of the boma can be overlapped and roped together as shown in 
the image on page 6. The door is the weakest point, so make it strong and a “blind” overlap.

• Every three meters, stitch a sleeve of “ripstop” material double and triple stitched, closed at the top and that 
allows the boma walls to be pulled down onto the poles in the ground, to be flush with the ground.

• Stitch these sleeves on the outside of the boma so that if the livestock panic and ram the walls the weakest part 
of the sleeves (the stitching) will be on the outside and the walls of the boma will take the pressure.

• Ripstop material is more expensive than the shade cloth but is strong enough, especially if you double the layers, 
to make these sleeves very durable.

• You will need poles that are about 2.5m tall at least. That will allow 50cm in the ground and 2m standing so the 
boma pulls down flush to the ground. We use 3m long fence poles to avoid replacing them from termite damage 
etc.

• Depending on soil type in your area consider getting the users an auger to dig the pole holes.



The vegitable garden (above) is 
fertilized by the boma as are 
the different patches of Mr
Mpofu’s field (right)

Increased crop yields



A farmer puts not only cattle in her boma, but 
goats and donkeys too to fertilize her field



A farmer, Elvis Mpofu, stands where 
the boma was for just a week. The 
foreground had no such “treatment” 
by the cattle in the boma



Untreated field Boma-treated field (one week)



Depredation results
The mobile bomas are really very effective against depredation of livestock by carnivores and 
combining the use on the lion project and the Soft foot alliance we have had just 2 attacks on the 
livestock by a carnivore in 10 years with dozens and dozens of bomas deployed. The two incidents 
were by the same hyaena and it was believed to have occurred because a poorly maintained boma
with a tear in the wall allowed the predator to see in the boma. Once it saw what was inside it tore 
open a new hole to gain access to the goats inside.

Maintain the bomas, keep them to the recommended heights and make sure the walls are taught 
and they are very very effective



Helpful hints
• When put together for first time or in these densities, animals may fight. Separate the bulls and if you have space 

tether them to poles far apart
• Repair all holes in the boma walls  asap! If a predator sees through a tear it may try to enter the boma. We had a 

hyaena tear open a boma only after it had seen what was inside through an old hole.
• Maintain the boma height of 2m. Keep the poles sturdy and the boma material between them as taught as 

possible.
• Don’t allow there to be a gap at the bottom. The boma material must touch the ground at least and can even be 

made to overlap the ground a bit.
• Move the boma around the field-site weekly or fortnightly for best results. The fertility from one week can last as 

long as 3 years
• Avoid placing the boma near anthills or rocks where a predator can climb and see in.
• You can use solar flashing L.E.D lights to augment the boma. (blue or white please! As lions can’t see red light so 

those don’t work)

And finally, this document is open-source. Take it, adapt it in the field and share it again so we can perfect this 
method.
Thanks

Brent Stapelkamp
The Soft Foot Alliance 


