
IFAW RECOMMENDATION: SUPPORT

Biology and Distribution

It has been estimated that a million African lions 

(Panthera leo) existed in Africa in pre-colonial 

times across the continent of Africa, occupying all 

ecological niches except the driest of deserts and 

the wettest of rain forests. However, lion populations 

have been seriously and significantly reduced as a 

result of indiscriminate killing due to human-wildlife 

conflict, habitat loss, loss of prey, hunting for bush 

meat, and sport hunting.

In 2015, the IUCN conducted an assessment of 

lion populations and, based on the best available 

scientific data, inferred a 43% loss over the past 

three lion generations, or a 43% loss over 21 years 

(from 1993 to 2014). This mirrors global estimates 

concluding that there could be fewer than 20,000 

lions left in Africa. 

Lions are the second largest of the great cats, and 

once were found across Europe, Africa, the Middle 

East, and Southwest Asia. With the exception of a 

tiny remnant population in India, they are now only 

found in sub-Saharan Africa. Lions are the most 

social of the big cats, typically living in groups called 

“prides” which have a relatively stable membership 

that can be divided into smaller groups across the 

pride’s range. They are generalist hunters, known to 

stalk, hunt, and kill prey cooperatively.

Development and expanding human populations 

– with commensurate expansion of land needed 

for livestock and crops – have led to increased 

interactions and conflicts with lions, which in turn 

have led to retaliatory killings when lions predate 

livestock or attack humans. Additionally, a robust 

trade in lion products and trophy hunting has been 

linked to certain population declines where the 

exploitation is most intense.

Protection Status

Since 1975, African lions have been listed on Appendix 

II of CITES by virtue of its inclusion in the cat family, 

Felidae, which was listed in its entirety that year. 

Additionally, various range and consumer countries 

have instituted restrictions – or outright bans – on 

import and/or export of lions and lion products, 
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such as prohibitions on trophy hunting of big cats in 

Botswana, and restrictions on import of lion trophies 

in countries like Australia and France. Recently, the 

USA listed lions under the US Endangered Species 

Act, which will significantly restrict the import of all 

lion products, and stop the sale of lion products in  

the USA.

Consequences of Trade

There is significant trade in lion parts and products. 

Trade in lion bones for medicinal purposes appears to 

be increasing, and poorly managed and unsustainable 

trophy hunting continue to be a concern in many 

regions where wild lions are hunted for sport.

An analysis of the CITES trade database shows 

that 15,428 parts from lions were imported into 

consumer countries between 2004 and 2012 (an 

average of 1,714 per year) and 23,559 were exported 

from range countries (averaging 2,617 per year). 

Almost half (48%) of all the imported items from 

African lions in the CITES database from the 2004 

to 2012 period were hunting trophies. And the lion 

trophy trade is on the rise - the international trade of 

African lion hunting trophies increased in the period 

between 2004 and 2014. This increase is the most 

statistically significant of the 20 top most-traded 

taxa traded as hunting trophies globally.

Past assumptions that lion populations in Africa 

are healthy and plentiful have been proven wrong 

by recent surveys and analyses that point to a 

dire and worsening situation. A precautionary 

approach should be taken, starting by eliminating 

easily identifiable and significant threats, such as 

unsustainable trade.

IFAW Recommendation

IFAW SUPPORTS the proposal from Niger et al to 

transfer all African lions from Appendix II to Appendix I.
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