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Introduction 

In our presentation, we would like to express our commitment to working with the 

South African Government, through a co-operative solution-based approach. This 

approach will address not only the urgent conservation issues of the White Lions but 

also the inspirational cultural components of impacted communities in the Greater 

Timbavati region - all of which have generated intense interest both locally and 

internationally over time. 

 

Our presentation today is the culmination of a long process of engagement with the 

South African Government - over many years and at many different levels - in 

addressing the issue of White Lion conservation. A "Chronology of engagements" is 

attached as Annexure A. 

 

In respect of the draft policies for Management of Large Predators in South Africa, 

the Global White Lion Protection Trust has actively participated in the Public 

Participation process, as interested and affected parties, for over 7 years: attending 



public meetings, submitting reports and letters to the Panel of Experts, and to the 

Minister himself. Copies of associated documentation are available on request.  

 

In contributing towards having South Africa’s unique White Lions listed for CITES 

protection, our scientific team has engaged with the CITES authorities, and have 

submitted a 20-page founding report to local Government on the White Lion 

Protection Plan™.  In 2007, by invitation of the Dept of Biodiversity and Heritage, our 

scientific panel submitted a 7-page report to the Government in support of the 

drafting of the NATIONAL ENVIRONMENTAL MANAGEMENT: BIODIVERSITY 

ACT.  

 

The Global White Lion Protection Trust ("the Trust") is a non-profit public benefits 

organization, registered in 2002, with two founding objectives: 

 

Firstly, to preserve the White Lions as a living heritage (for future generations), and 

Secondly, to preserve and cultivate the cultural knowledge and belief systems which 

hold these legendary animals as sacred. 

 

Since its inception, the Trust has been invited to present on the importance of South 

Africa’s White Lions at international environmental congresses (please see slide 

presentation titled: "White Lion Conservation" for details on specific congresses)  

 

We have compiled a short show reel, which is a tapestry of documentary material 

and other media coverage for the Committee's interest. The reel outlines the scope of 

the White Lion project, and its many components. 

 



A Global Solution-Based Approach 

The Global White Lion Protection Trust recognizes that, although the White Lions are 

a South African heritage, our country's reputation is hugely impacted internationally 

by how we choose to conserve this unique and venerated living heritage.  

 

The eyes of the world are on us, and the decisions that the South African 

Government makes today in respect of lions will affect the future of conservation for 

the entire continent. We have, for instance, seen the potential for serious reputational 

damage to our Government and country’s international image through negative press 

and condemnation from the global conservation community over the 'canned hunting' 

issue. In our own project, we are inundated on a daily basis by people who are 

interested in the well-being of the White Lions at both a national and international 

level. We are, moreover, often contacted for assistance in selecting "ethical" wildlife 

lodges and projects in South Africa - particularly those working with lions. 

 

Other African countries take a very principled stand on the issue of trophy hunting of 

lions. In the case of Kenya, Botswana, Namibia and here in the Kingdom of 

Swaziland, trophy hunting of lions is prohibited because these animals are symbolic 

of "leadership", "pride" and "royalty", and are viewed as national assets, worth more 

alive than dead.  

 

Over the years, starting from 2002, the Trust has submitted numerous letters of 

support to the South African Government, in particular, to the Minister of 

Environment. In these letters we thank him for the responsible way in which the 

public participation process has been managed in respect of the drafting of new 

policies for the management of lions and large predators. However, it is of grave 

concern that no provision has been made in these policies for the protection of South 



Africa’s unique White Lions. We have appealed on several occasions to the 

Government to ensure that the White Lions – a unique heritage of immense 

national importance - be listed on the Schedule of Threatened and Endangered 

Animals of National Importance. We have submitted over 10 000 hand-signed 

petitions and letters of support from all over the world, calling for the 

protection of South Africa’s White Lions. The different countries and continents 

represented in these submissions indicate how closely monitored our own country’s 

environmental policies are by the international community. We do understand that 

legislative processes are slow. However, this matter has now reached a level of 

national crisis. 

 

We respectfully request that the South African Government takes swift action in the 

protection of the White Lions. Despite the voluntary moratorium imposed in 1997, the 

canned and trophy hunting "industry" has been allowed to proliferate into grossly 

problematic proportions, through a combination of protracted logistical delays, 

inaction by local and national government and actual allowances. [The 2005 IFAW 

Report records that there may be as many as 5000 speed-bred lions in cages – 

mainly golden lions - waiting to be shot]. As long as lions - and White Lions in 

particular - are excluded from legislation, as is still the case today (February 20th, 

2008), this booming sub-industry continues to destroy our national heritage. Any 

further delays will have the most grievous consequences for South Africa’s White 

Lions.  

 

The sacred animals of other countries are protected by law: the Brahman 

Cattle of India, the White Elephant of Burma, the snow leopard of Nepal, the 

Kermode Bear of Canada. The Trust has prototypes from other countries on which 

to base our collaborative association with the South African Government. By way of 

example, the Canadian Kermode Bear - or so-called “Spirit Bear” - was discovered 



by scientists in 1922 and was declared a protected animal by in 1927. The Trust 

works in close collaboration with the Canadian scientific team responsible for the 

conservation of the Kermode Bear. This bear - a Black Bear (Ursus Americanus) 

born snow-white - is a rare genetic variant of the Black Bear of British Columbia. Like 

the White Lion, the white coat of the Kermode Bear is believed to be the result of a 

double recessive allele.  

 

Unlike the Kermode Bear, the White Lion remains unprotected in its own homeland. 

  

Since their discovery by the west in the 1970s, South Africa’s unique White Lions 

have been artificially removed from their endemic habitat and sent to zoos and 

circuses all over the globe. They are attracting significant visitor value in captivity in 

Las Vegas, Tenerife, China, Japan, France, Germany, Belgium, Australia, New 

Zealand, and every corner of the globe. Yet, here in the land of their origin they are 

still not protected by law. 

 

Current legislation does not protect our White Lion heritage from being entirely 

destroyed in our own country.  

 

In South Africa today, White Lions may be freely hunted in captivity (and are in fact 

being hunted in captivity). Many White Lion hunts are advertised, unabashedly, on 

the Internet. Furthermore, White Lions may be legally hunted in the wild in their 

endemic range. As a consequence of these artificial removals, they have become 

technically extinct in the wild. This has been their status for more than 13 years. 

 

It is precisely because of their rarity that White Lions are specifically targeted 

by the canned hunting industry. In some cases, their genes have been 

tampered with and modified due to speed breeding programs for gross 



material gain of private hunting entrepreneurs. Furthermore, this mismanagement 

of White Lion conservation in South Africa has directly contributed to the 

misperceptions that White Lions a) do not have conservation value; b) that they are 

unable to return to the wild and c) that they are unable to survive in the wild. 

 

Since they are unique to the biodiversity of the Greater Timbavati region, it 

should be self evident that they have important conservation, as well as 

cultural, value. 

 

At the present time, the Trust's reintroduction program is taking place on the borders 

of the Greater Kruger National Park, and not within the park itself. Furthermore, until 

the lion trophy hunting policies of the Timbavati Private Nature Reserve are revoked, 

we will not be reintroducing the White Lions in our project back into this reserve. 

 

The Trust has much respect for the way in which our National Parks are run. 

However, we would like to see this inherited western paradigm of wildlife 

management begin to take greater account of 'old African models' of conservation – 

in which the concepts of cultural heritage and sacredness have always been 

paramount to a holistic approach to conservation. Fortunately, modern conservation 

methodologies are moving in this direction, beyond the western model of “sustainable 

utilization” towards a model that incorporates indigenous wisdom and a respect for 

the livelihoods and belief systems of impacted communities. During the international 

World Parks Congress held in Durban in 2003, where the Durban Accord was drafted 

– and where the Trust presented on the conservation  and cultural importance of the 

White Lions – primary provision was made for indigenous knowledge systems and 

their beliefs in the sanctity of life. 

 



All conservation issues today are global issues. If Brazil or the DRC wipe out their 

rain forests, we, the world, have lost our lungs. Similarly, although the White Lions 

are unique to South Africa - and in fact one region only in South Africa - the world 

is watching our steps closely. White Lions are, after all, a global treasure.  

 

In our efforts to protect the genetics of the rare White Lions, we have established 

communication and association with other reputable institutions around the globe. 

We have also been working closely with local authorities in the Biodiversity and 

CITES Departments, in particular Ms Leseho Sello's office (Director Biodiversity and 

Heritage) and Mr. Deon von Weilligh (Assistant Director CITES Management), who 

have been informed of our progress and who have been specifically helpful in 

contributing to our long term efforts towards national and provincial protection of this 

rare heritage. 

  

I would now like to read short extracts from letters of support sent by interested and 

affected parties from across the world. These include letters of support from figures 

within the South African Government, conservation sectors and business e.g.: 

 

v The Executive Mayor of Ehlanzeni District Municipality, Mr Jeri Ngomane and the 

Mayor of Maruleng, Mr MF Mafago;  

v Conservation figures such as Dr Ian Player, Mr. and Mrs. Derek Joubert as well 

as Mr. Wayne P McCrory coordinator of the Spirit Bear project in British 

Columbia; 

v Opinion leaders such as Princess Irene of the Netherlands and Sir Richard 

Branson; 

v Traditional Leaders, (both from South Africa and internationally) such as Dr Atleo, 

indigenous elder of the Canadian Nuu-chah-nul people and, President of 

CONTRALESA, Nkosi / Adv Patekile Holomisa;  



v Leading figures within the private sector, such as Mr. Noel de Villiers from Open 

Africa.  

 

By way of example, I would like to read an extract from a letter by Dr. Atleo, 

addressed to the Select Committee of the Council of Provinces. Dr Atleo, an 

indigenous elder of the Canadian Nuu-chah-nul people, is an Associate Professor at 

the University of Victoria, who served as Co-chair of the Scientific Panel for 

Sustainable Forest Practices: 

  

“I agree with the position taken by the Global White Lion Protection Trust that it 

is quite disappointing to learn that some scientific circles consider the White 

Lions to have no conservation value. Since the scientific community has not 

yet determined the 'genetic markers' of the White Lions it is both premature 

and unscientific for any scientist to declare that White Lions have no 

conservation value. Indeed, preliminary indications (such as the known high 

quality of predation by White Lions) provide a sound basis for a theory that the 

White Lions of Timbavati are, at the very least, a subspecies of Panthera leo in 

the same way that the Kermode bear of British Columbia has been declared a 

subspecies of Ursus americanus and are now classified as Ursus americanus 

kermodei. 

 

“There is yet another reason to be disappointed by the notion that White Lions 

have no conservation value and it is the violation of the democratic 

(and Indigenous) principle of continuity that declares that all life forms have a 

right to continue their way of life. In the early days of colonization there was a 

common saying that "the only good Indian is a dead Indian". During those days 

it might be said that indigenous peoples of the globe had no conservation 

value, in the same way that the buffalo, the wolf, the salmon, the eagle and 



other vulnerable life forms of the environment had no conservation value.” 

 

We understand the challenges Government faces given the pressure placed on it by 

the trophy and canned hunting sub-industries. We understand that these hunting 

entrepreneurs are unsure of their economic futures and that many are unable or 

unwilling to make the change-over to more responsible and ethical conservation 

practices. We also believe that some can make the transition - in fact we have found 

that some of the most helpful and supportive contributors to our project have been 

former-hunters!  

 

We wish to offer the South African Government a "solution" based approach, which 

could be translated into a practical regulatory framework - one which could set new 

precedents for the conservation of rare phenotypes or variants of other species as 

well. This approach encompasses the many components of White Lion conservation, 

habitat rehabilitation, the preservation of cultural heritage and economic development 

through eco-tourism.  

 

However, this Solution Based Approach is underpinned by - and entirely dependent 

on - the support Government gives us today in the following critical areas: 

 

1. Placing an immediate moratorium on the hunting of White Lions, in 

captivity as well as in their natural habitat in the wild. 

 

2. Placing an immediate moratorium on all lion hunting in the White Lions’ 

endemic area of the Greater Timbavati region, so as to ensure the 

survival of the gene-pool. 

 



3. Prohibiting captive breeding of White Lions, unless under strict 

scientific supervision and only for the purposes of reintroduction to the 

wild.  

 

4. Listing of the White Lions on the Schedule of Threatened and Protected 

Animals of National Importance, even if it is on a provisional and interim 

basis until their status is determined scientifically through CITES listing. 

 

The Trust, in turn, makes the following long-term commitments to a Public Private 

Partnership with the South African Government: 

 

1. Establishing a protected area / cultural heritage site in the Greater 

Timbavati region. 

 

2. Establishing a sanctuary and facilities to assist the Government in 

placing White Lions that have been confiscated due to illegal activity. 

 

3. Ongoing commitment to a long-term scientifically monitored 

reintroduction program of the White Lions to their endemic range. 

 

4. Ongoing commitment to protect the White Lions’ genetics, and 

pursuance of international CITES and IUCN Red Data Listing. 

 

5. Providing the expertise of our scientific and genetic team to captive 

breeding institutions that are functioning as part of a reintroduction 

program to the wild. 

 



6. Creating ongoing international awareness campaigns on the importance 

of South Africa’s White Lion heritage. 

 

7. Expanding existing eco-educational programs within South Africa, 

using the White Lions to promote conservation awareness. 

 

8. Acquiring land in the White Lions' natural distribution range, with the 

purpose of protecting this genetic rarity as part of the biodiversity of the 

region. 

 

9. Drafting procedures towards establishing national and world heritage 

status. 

 

10. Assisting the Government with placing currently-captive White Lions 

with reputable institutions worldwide, which are committed to 

supporting the Government with cultural and conservation programs. 

 

11. Committing to skills transfer 

 

12. Facilitating a craft development project. 

 

13. Ongoing implementation of the White Lion Protection Plan™ 

 

 

Thank You 


