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Background 

• Lions classed as Vulnerable on IUCN 
Red List of Threatened species 

• 43% continental decline 1993-2014 

• Estimated 20,000 lions remain in 
about 8% of their historic range 

• South Africa’s wild and managed lion 
population is about 3,000 

• Captive population: official number 
8,000 – estimated 12,000+ 



Lion Breeding Industry 

2009: >3,000 lions 

2015: 6,000 lions in 200+ facilities, 
mainly NW and Free State 

2019: 7,979 lions in 366 facilities 

2020 and beyond: Could reach 
15,000-20,000 predators 



Captive Big Cats 

• Not only 8,000-12,000 lions 
• 800 – 1,000 Cheetahs 
• 500 – 1,000 Tigers 
• Ligers 
• Leopards 
• Caracals 
• Servals 
• Jaguars 
• Pumas 





Exploitation in 
Tourism 

• Cub petting 

• Walking with lions 

• Near mature lions as photo props 

• Voluntourism 

Fraudulent marketing messaging 

 

• Advertising and film industry 



Rewilding of captive 
bred lions 

Fact: Captive bred lions are ill-equipped 
to survive in wild areas. 
Fact: Human imprinted lions lose their 
fear of humans 
Fact: Many captive lions are inbred and 
genetically comprised  
Fact: No need to rewild captive bred 
lions, as SA’s lion population is stable 

 



Hunting 
Trophies Export 

• 1999-2018: 11,674 lion 
trophies exported by SA 

• 80% from captive bred 
population 

• Top importing country: USA 

 

Data from CITES Trade Database 



Conservation Benefits 

February 2016 - African Lion Working 
Group issued a statement: 

“Captive-bred lion hunting, which is 
defined by ALWG as the sport hunting 
of lions that are captive bred and 
reared expressly for sport hunting 
and/or sport hunting of lions that 
occur in fenced enclosures and are not 
self-sustaining, does not provide any 
demonstrated positive benefit to wild 
lion conservation efforts and therefore 
cannot be claimed to be conservation”. 



Lion Bone Trade 

• Since 2008 - 6,000+ lion skeletons with 
weight of approx. 70 tonnes exported 
from SA to Southeast Asia 

• Since 2017 - DEA/DEFF sets a legal 
annual export quota of 800 lion 
skeletons from captive population 

• Setting of quota lacks scientific basis 
and is driven solely by supply and 
demand 

• Bone trade perceived to be “by-
product” of trophy hunting 



Traditional Chinese 
Medicine 
• Lion bones are replacing tiger bones in 

TCM fortified wine, medicines, tonics 
and aphrodisiacs.  

• No credible evidence for the efficacy of 
the vast majority of these remedies. 

• Lion bones also carved into jewelry. 

 

Legitimisation of these products 
stimulates the demand for wild and 

captive lion bones and thus parallel illegal 
trade. 

 



Conservation Criticism 

In 2016, the IUCN World Conservation Congress 
issued a Motion (No. 009) urging Government of 
South Africa to: 
 
“Terminate the practice of breeding lions in 
captivity for the purpose of 'canned shooting' 
through a structured, time-bound process.”  

and to  

“Restrict captive breeding of lions to registered 
zoos or registered facilities, whose documented 
mandate is as a recognised, registered 
conservation project.” 



DEA Response to IUCN 
Lion breeding facilities would not be 
closed down, inferring that they fell 
within the Government’s commitment 
to sustainable use of biodiversity. 



Animal Welfare 
IUCN motion: 

“…develop norms and standards for the management of 
captive-bred lions in South Africa that address welfare, 
biodiversity and utilisation aspects…” 

 
National Biodiversity Plan: 

“….by 2019 all permit holders have to comply with minimum 
standards or be closed down permanently.” 

 
DEFF: no mandate 
DARDLR: no welfare norms and standards 

 
Existing and outdated legislation does not deal with welfare 
of wild animals in captivity. 



NSPCA vs DEA & SAPA 

On the 6th August 2019, Judge Kollapen ruled that the setting of 
the lion bone quota in 2017 & 2018 is “unlawful and 
constitutionally invalid”. 
 
“Even if they [lions] are ultimately bred for trophy hunting and for 
commercial purposes, their suffering, the conditions under which 
they are kept and the like remain a matter of public concern and 
are inextricably linked to how we instil respect for animals and the 
environment of which lions in captivity are an integral part of.” 
 
He further stated that “….then it is inconceivable that the State 
Respondents could have ignored welfare considerations of lions in 
captivity in setting the annual export quota.” 



Animal Welfare Concerns 
• Lack of basic needs, such as water, 

food, shelter & medical care 

• Inbreeding 

• Slaughterhouses 

• Tourism facilities 
• Removing cubs within days of birth 
• Handling cubs up to 8-10 hrs per day 
• Sedating subadults on walks 
• Training wildlife like circus animals 
• Substandard enclosures 

 



Human Welfare 

Significant risk to human health and 
safety by zoonosis including: 

• Mycobacterium tuberculosis 

• Parasite transmission 

• Possible exposure to lethal 
immobilising compounds  

• Lack of health & safety precautions  



Safety Issues 

Significant risk to workers and 
visitors’ safety through physical 
interactions with habituated lions 
and other carnivores. 

Reported incidents 2006-18:  

• 40 victims 

• 70% injured and 30% fatal 

• 60% involved lions 



Global Tourism Industry 

Global trends of responsible tourism are 
showing that tourists and the industry are 
moving away from exploitative wildlife 
interactions 

• ABTA (UK) and ANVR (Netherlands) have 
turned their backs on captive wildlife 
interactions due to animal welfare concerns. 

• Global social movement also witnessed on 
platforms such as TripAdvisor, Instagram, 
Airbnb and Expedia.  



Tourism in SA 

SATSA launched industry wide 
guidelines on captive animal 

interaction. 

With a “line in the sand” 
approach, classifying a set of 

attractions and activities 
involving captive wildlife as 

unacceptable and to be 
avoided. 



170+ logos representing 
nearly 3,000 tourism 

members globally, who took 
the Blood Lions “Born to Live 

Wild” pledge to stop 
supporting captive breeding, 

exploitation and senseless 
killing of predators 



Global Outcry 

The global awareness of lack of ethics in the 
captive lion breeding industry is growing.  

• Many global campaigns and marches focusing 
on stopping captive lion breeding 

• Millions of people signed online petitions 

• 40+ major international airlines have since 
August 2015 refused the cargo of lion trophies 

• Countries like Australia, France, Netherlands 
and USA have implemented bans on the 
import of lion trophies 



Dispute among Hunters Associations 

• PHASA passed a motion 
supporting captive-bred lion 
hunting, reversing its previous 
position leading to split in 
organisation (Nov 2017) 

• “The DSC does not support the 
practice of captive bred lion 
hunting” (Jan 2018) 

• “SCI opposes the hunting of 
African lions bred in captivity” 
(Feb 2018) 



Push back from Interaction Industry 



Damage to Brand SA 

Sisa Ntshona (CEO - SA Tourism) said there is a 
growing concern “internationally that we are 
seeing damaging our reputation…is a 
perception of our stance on animal interactions 
and canned hunting that might be potentially 
putting tourists off”. 

 

Ross Harvey (2018) - South Africa’s tourism 
brand value could potentially be negatively 
affected by as much as ZAR 54 billion loss in 
revenue over the next decade, if the captive 
lion breeding industry is allowed to continue 
and if the assumptions behind the 
quantification hold in practice. 


