
Captive Lion Breeding Industry in South Africa
Tony Gerrans, Director HSI/Africa



The Captive Lion Industry

• South Africa is one of only a few African 
countries that allows the breeding and 
keeping of predators in Captivity

• There are 366 captive facilities 
registered in South Africa in terms of 
NEMBA [2019]

• 194 lion skeletons and carcasses were 
exported from South Africa through OR 
Tambo in 2019

• The estimated captive lion population 
may be as high as 10,000 – 12,000

• Wild lion populations have however 
declined by 43% over a 20-year period 
[2016]

• South Africa may only have around 
3,000 lions left in the wild



Captive Lion Industry Practices

Cub petting | Sub-adult interactions | Hunting (often canned hunt) | Bone Exports



Repeated warning notices to breeders by NSPCA 
highlight inadequate standards of:

• Diet
• Hygiene
• Shelter
• Enclosure design
• Vet treatment
• Enrichment

• Unregulated slaughter

• Amount to contraventions of the Section 2 of the 
Animals Protection Act 71 of 1962

Captive Lion Welfare Harms



Other Harms To South Africa’s Public Interest

▪ Zoonotic 
disease risk

▪ Illegal trade

▪ Cover for 
poaching of 
wild animals

▪ No value to 
conservation

▪ Few, dangerous 
jobs



Reputational Damage
Conservation 

▪ In 2016, the IUCN World Conservation Congress issued a Motion (No. 009) urging 

the 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.” 

Media

▪ Cook report (1997)

▪ International publications: Cuddle me, Kill me

▪ Blood Lions and Lions Bones and Bullets films

▪ Interception of Illegal shipments of lion bone

Detriment to economy

▪ Contrary to sustainable and responsible travel   (e.g. SATSA) guidelines

▪ Undermines Post Covid Sector Recovery Plan



South African Developments (1): Parliamentary Resolutions (2018)

A Parliamentary Portfolio committee for Environment hosted a colloquium in August 

2018 on Captive lion breeding.  The final report called for the urgent …

Initiation of policy and legislative review of Captive Breeding of Lions for hunting and 

lion bone trade with a view to putting an end of this practice…

To ascertain the conformity with the current threatened or protected species regulations 

and other applicable legislation in light of ongoing and increasing disquiet about the 

captive lion breeding industry

And 

These resolutions were accepted by National Assembly



NSPCA v Min & DG of Environmental Affairs & SA Predators Association [2019] ZAGPPHC 

367

The quota is a signaling to the world at large and the captive lion industry in particular that the state 

will allow exports in a determined quantity of lion bone. … [I]t cannot be correct to assert that such 

signaling can occur at the same time as indicating to the world at large and to the same industry 

that the manner in which lions in captivity are kept will remain an irrelevant consideration in how 

the quota is set… [S]imply put if as a country we have decided to engage in trade in lion bone …

then at the very least 

… our constitutional and legal obligations that arise from Section 24, NEMBA and the Plan 

require the consideration of animal welfare issues .

South African Developments (2): The Lion Bone Judgment



South African Developments (3): 
Calls For Action From NGOs, Scientists and Tourist Industry (2020)

• NGO Appeal For Closure Of Captive Lion Breeding Industry 
And Associated Activities 

• Open Letter From The African Lion Conservation Community 
To Minister Creecy Urging An End To South Africa’s Captive 
Lion Breeding Industry 

• 115 tourism organisations call on Honourable Minister Creecy, 
and the respective Provincial Nature Conservation Authorities to: 

a) declare a zero CITES export quota for lion bones; 
b) declare a moratorium on lion breeding in captive breeding 
and tourism facilities; 
c) no further permits to be issued for new facilities; and 
d) bring an end to captive lion breeding and all its associated 
spin-off industries as the Department was instructed to do 
through the implementation of the National Assembly 
Resolutions. 



South African Developments (4):
Findings & Recommendations of the High-Level Panel

▪ The HLP recommends, “The ending of certain inhumane and irresponsible 
practices that greatly harm the reputation of South Africa and position South 
Africa as a leader in conservation”

▪ “The captive lion industry poses risks to the sustainability of wild lion 
conservation resulting from the negative impact on ecotourism which funds 
lion conservation and conservation more broadly.  The panel recommends 
that South Africa does not captive breed lions, keep lions in captivity, or use 
captive lions or their derivatives commercially”

▪ On the 2nd of May 2021 Minister Creecy announced that “The panel 
envisages secured, restored, and rewilded natural landscapes with thriving 
populations of elephant, lion, rhino and leopard as indicators of a vibrant, 
responsible and inclusive, transformed and sustainable wildlife sector”.



Immediate Actions required by High Level Panel Report Status

Minister puts in place policy decisions for immediate halt to (1) the sale of captive lion 
derivatives and (2) hunting of captive bred lions, and (3) tourist interactions with captive 
lions X

Issue a zero quote for lion derivatives and an immediate prohibition of trade in terms of 
S57(2) of NEMBA because of the negative effect on wild lions in terms of poaching and 
laundering 

Immediate moratorium on the issuance of permits for hunting of captive lions
X

Immediately amend the conditions of permit holders to exclude activities such as tourist 
interactions X

Immediate revision of permit stipulations to prohibit new breeding and to require the 
sterilization of lions to prevent further breeding or immediate euthanasia X



The current status of Captive Lion Breeding, 17 Months Later
• Immediate actions of HLP have not been implemented

• Captive lion breeding continues

• No permits have been revoked or amended

• No effect has been given to recent court judgements regarding 

addressing animal welfare

• Illegal exports of lion bones have been found since the 

publication of the HLP report

• Confusion Terms of Reference for the Ministerial Task Team to 

Identify and Recommend Voluntary Exit Options and Pathways 

from the Captive Lion Industry, in S2.4 state,

Develop agreed guidelines for ensuring lion welfare and 

well-being in any remaining captive lion facilities that do 

not take up the option of voluntary exit

Credit: James O’Brien/OCCRP



Recent Studies from 9 provincial departments

• Lack of SOP’s

• Convoluted and decentralized permitting systems

• Conflicting provincial regulations  legal loopholes and unregulated growth

• Provincial resources insufficient for adequate oversight of conservation or welfare

In depth case study of the Free State

• 11% of 5,000 microchips could not be traced through the system

• 200 microchip numbers may have been reused on captivity, euthanasia or transport permits

Information from Heinrich S., Gomez L., Green J., de Waal L., Jakins C. D’Cruze N., The Extent & Nature of the 

Commercial Captive Lion Industry in the Free State Province, South Africa, Nature Conservation, November 2022



The Benefits Of Ending Captive Lion Breeding 

Tourism & 
International 
Reputation

Position as 
Leaders in 

Conservation

Address 
Criminality & 
Illegal Trade

Prevent 
Zoonotic 
diseases

Negative Impacts

• Loss of Employment
- Number of jobs
- Safety and quality of 

employment

• Economic Impact
• - Cost to business owners

• Fate of Lions
- Euthanasia
- Sanctuary



Request to the PCFFE and PCALLRD that they oversee and 
drive the following:

1. DFFE Implement the Immediate Actions recommended by the HLP and the Resolutions 

of Parliament

2. DFFE extend the protection to all big cats in captivity

3. Expedite the joint DALLRD DFFE joint workstream for Welfare of wild animals (Resolution 

of NA)

4. The Minister of DFFE request the Minister of DALRRD to regulate in terms of S10 of the 

Animal Protection Act to  ‘prevent the suffering of wild animals’

5. The Minster of DFFE introduce regulations in terms of NEMBA to prohibit activities 

affecting the well-being of wild animals, and use these powers to address the ongoing 

suffering of captive lions.

6. Convene an Animal Welfare Colloquium  to address how the One Welfare principle can 

be adopted into wildlife management in South Africa (Previously on Agenda but not held)


