
1© 2021 Humane Society International

IMPACTS OF TROPHY HUNTING

	■ Unsustainable offtake
	■ Decreased lifetime reproductive success
	■ Loss of important breeding adults and social 

leaders

POPULATION

The current population trend is decreasing with an 
estimated population size of 68,293 mature individ-
uals in Africa as of 2015.1 Giraffe populations have 
declined 36-40% over three generations (30 years, 
1985-2015) due to ongoing threats that may not be 
reversible.1

The IUCN Red List status of the giraffe throughout 
its range has changed from Least Concern in 2008 
and 2010 to Vulnerable in 2016, highlighting the 
steady deterioration of the conservation status of 
this species. Species are classified as Vulnerable if 
they face a high risk of extinction in the wild in the 
immediate future.

Overall, the giraffe population across Africa is de-
clining. However, each of the nine subspecies ex-
hibits slightly different growth trajectories due to 
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QUICK FACTS:

Population 
Size:

68,293 mature individuals (2015), de-
creasing, 36-40% decline over three 
generations (30 years, 1985-2015)

Range: 55% of historic range lost

IUCN Red 
List:

Vulnerable (2016)

CITES: Appendix II (2019)

International 
Trade:

Unknown. 3,744 giraffe trophies im-
ported to the US 2006-2015

Threats: Habitat loss and fragmentation, civil 
unrest, poaching, ecological changes 
(human activity and climate change)

Giraffe
(Giraffa camelopardalis)

Subspecies Common name Range States No. of Mature
Individuals

Trend IUCN Status (Year Assessed)

G. c. angolensis Angolan Angola, Botswana, Namibia 10,173 Increasing Least Concern (2018)2

G. c. antiquorum Kordofan Cameroon, Central African 
Republic, Chad, Democratic Re-
public of Congo, South Sudan

1,400 Decreasing Critically Endangered (2018)3

G. c. camelopardalis Nubian Ethiopia, South Sudan 455 Decreasing Critically Endangered (2018)4

G. c. giraffa South African Botswana, Mozambique, South 
Africa, Zimbabwe

21,387 Increasing Not assessed separately1

G. c. peralta West African Niger 425 Increasing Vulnerable (2017)5

G. c. reticulata Reticulated Kenya, Ethiopia, Somalia 11,048 Decreasing Endangered (2018)6

G. c. rothschildi Rothchild‘s Uganda, Kenya 1,399 Increasing Near Threatened (2018)7

G. c. thornicrofti Thornicroft‘s Zambia 420 Stable Vulnerable (2018)8

G. c. tippelskirchi Masai Kenya, Tanzania 35,000 Decreasing Endangered (2018)9
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This factsheet is part of a series highlighting species vulnerability to trophy hunting and lethal offtake.
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local and regional pressures.1 See the table below 
for specific population sizes and trends for each 
subspecies. 

RANGE

The giraffe was once widespread across Africa, with 
a large, contiguous range.10 However, throughout 
the continent, giraffes are now absent from most of 
their historical geographic range, and populations 
are becoming increasingly more fragmented.1,10 As 
of 2013, giraffes have lost 55% of their historical 
(1901-1970) range,11 and additional range has been 
lost as of 2019.10 Giraffes presently inhabit 18 African 
countries and have been extirpated in at least seven 
countries (Burkina Faso, Eritrea, Guinea, Mali, Mau-
ritania, Nigeria, and Senegal).1 To improve the likeli-
hood of giraffe survival into the future, giraffes have 
been translocated and reintroduced to their former 
ranges in Malawi, Namibia, Niger, and Uganda.10

Widespread losses in giraffe range are largely due 
to habitat loss, land degradation, climate change, 
and illegal poaching.1,10 Approximately 70% of the 
current geographic range of giraffe occurs outside 
government-managed protected areas,10 where hu-
man impacts and habitat degradation are greatest. 
Continued human population growth, expanded 
settlements, and geographic barriers will add to the 
precipitous decline and fragmentation of this spe-
cies. Even from 2016 to 2018, giraffes experienced 

an overall decline of 5.6% (101,133 km2) in their 
range.10 The greatest losses in range area during this 
period were identified in Chad, Uganda, Kenya, Ma-
lawi, Central African Republic, Zambia, and Camer-
oon (from 82% loss to 50% loss).10

LIFE HISTORY AND 
REPRODUCTION

Giraffe population growth is slow due to long lifes-
pans, low reproductive rates, long intervals between 
births, long periods of calf dependency, and high 
calf mortality. The maximum lifespan for giraffes in 
the wild is 28 years for females12 and 22 years for 
males.13 However, average lifespan for both sexes is 
17 years.12 

The average age at first birth in the wild is 6.4 years, 
and females can bear calves late into life and have 
been observed giving birth as late as 25 years old.12,14 
Gestation lasts approximately 15 months.15 Giraffes 
typically give birth to one calf at a time, and the 
average age of independence is approximately 22 
months. Giraffes give birth throughout the year,14 
and the average interbirth interval between surviv-
ing calves is nearly 2 years but can be over 3 years.14 
Lion predation is a source of mortality for calves 
and subadults, although predation risk greatly varies 
by location.16 Giraffes are a preferred prey species of 
lions.17 Approximately 45% of calves die due to pre-
dation within the first year, although calf death did 

Historical and Current Range of G. camelopardalis.
Source: Petzold et al., 2020.
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not reduce the time between births.14 

Males are unlikely to successfully mate until they 
are 10 years old.12 However, there are no data on the 
variation in male reproductive success.12 There is ev-
idence that older males exhibit greater sexual activ-
ity and higher androgen levels than younger males.18 

Lifetime reproductive success, which is the number 
of offspring a female will contribute to the popula-
tion over her lifetime, is highly variable and ranges 
from 0 to 11.14 Longevity and calf survival are the two 
most important predictors of lifetime reproductive 
success.12,14 Specifically, adult female survival has 
the strongest influence on population growth.19,20 

Therefore, it is critical that females live long lives to 
produce as many calves as possible, and so they are 
present to raise their calves to independence. Males 
have a much shorter breeding lifespan than females, 
approximately 6 years, and thus all mature males are 
important for population growth.13 Further, adult 
survival has the greatest influence on population 
growth.21 Therefore, premature death due to human 
causes, such as poaching or trophy hunting, can be 
detrimental to population growth. 

Habitat loss and fragmentation have led to de-
creased genetic diversity and inbreeding,22,23 which 
can have detrimental impacts on survival and repro-
duction. Inbreeding is especially a concern in fenced 
reserves where gene flow is limited.22 Limited ge-
netic diversity is particularly concerning in species 
that experience stressful or changing environments 
and may limit the ability to respond appropriately. 
Giraffes frequently observed with mange and ticks 
may also be related to lower fitness due to inbreed-
ing.23 

SOCIAL STRUCTURE

Giraffes live in multilevel social communities that ex-
hibit fission-fusion dynamics, where individuals are 
continually joining and leaving subgroups within 
the community.24,25,26 Giraffe group sizes range from 
1-44 individuals, with a mean group size of 5 indi-
viduals.25,27 Group sizes tend to be smaller in the dry 
season when food availability is low, which is likely to 
decrease competition.27 

Giraffes are more likely to form same-sex groups,24,25,26 
and females are more likely to form stronger rela-
tionships with female kin.26 Females form matrilin-
eal groups, where mothers maintain long-lasting, 

strong relationships with their daughters.28,26 In fact, 
the strongest relationships between all giraffe pairs 
are between mothers and daughters,26 although 
unrelated female giraffes also form long-term rela-
tionships that last many years.29 Mothers with de-
pendent calves from co-operative nursing groups, 
which likely help maintain vigilance from predators, 
increase foraging opportunities for mothers, and 
provide early social experience for calves.30 Mothers 
have also been observed staying with the remains of 
their dead calves for days.31,32

Males may be solitary or join all-male bachelor 
herds.27,25 Some males form long-lasting relation-
ships with females, although interactions are less 
frequent than same-sex relationships.29 Social rela-
tionships in giraffes are likely important for shar-
ing information about local resources and foraging 
sites, as well as potential reproductive and survival 
benefits.29

Males tend to leave their birth range and roam to 
find mates,33 while female dispersal patterns are not 
fully understood.34 Females tend to remain within 
the same area for long periods of time,29 and there 
is evidence of natal philopatry,35 where females stay 
within their birth area. However, there is also evi-
dence of female dispersal, either alone or in family 
groups.28,34 

The oldest female, or the matriarch, is most likely to 
lead the herd while traveling.36 Researchers suggest 
that this is because older females are most familiar 
with the ecology of the area and are best suited to 
lead their herd to favorable habitats.36 Scientists also 
believe that all-male groups are formed as a strate-
gy to gain shared knowledge about habitat, as well 
as food and female distribution.37 Specifically, older 
males act as a magnet to younger males due to their 
extensive knowledge of the habitat and resources.37

Social relationships can be impacted by human dis-
turbance. Females that live closer to human com-
pounds have fewer social partners but exhibit stron-
ger relationships with their partners.24 Groups with 
calves tend to remain farther from towns.27

HABITAT AND ECOLOGY

Giraffes are most often found in savanna and wood-
land habitats but range widely throughout Africa.1 
Giraffes primarily eat vegetation from trees, espe-
cially from the genus Acacia,38 and must spend a 
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large portion of their time foraging. Groups of fe-
males exhibit more selectivity of foraging plants 
than male groups.27

Giraffes can have large home ranges (up to 1,950 
km2), with males having ranges over 2.5 times larg-
er than females.39,40 The average home range size 
is 96-514 km2 for adult males and 12-245 km2 for 
adult females, depending on the population.25,40 
Giraffes that live in areas with little rainfall and re-
duced food availability have larger ranges due to 
the need to travel further to find resources.39,41 Fe-
male home ranges also increase in size when close 
to densely-populated towns, suggesting the need 
to travel further for resources in human-disturbed 
habitats.40 Giraffes can travel long distances per day 
(up to 22 km).41 Long distance movements are more 
commonly observed in males that are searching for 
mating or foraging opportunities, or due to human 
disturbance.39

Giraffe Skin Disease (GSD) is a skin disease charac-
terized by proliferative, crusty lesions on the fore-
limbs, neck, or torso of giraffes.42 It was first iden-
tified in 1995 and has been observed across seven 
countries.42 There is high variation in disease prev-
alence, but in many subpopulations, GSD is present 
in the majority of giraffes.42,43,44,45 Because GSD is an 
emerging disease, there is little information about 
the cause, how it spreads, or the effects on repro-
duction and survival.43 However, several studies sug-
gest that GSD is a parasitic or fungal infection.42 Soil 
type has been identified as a potential predictor, 
likely due to parasite presence or nutritional sta-
tus from vegetation quality.44,46 Although an initial 
study found no mortality effect of GSD, there are 
still concerns about long-term impacts on giraffe 
populations.46 Giraffes with GSD exhibit stiffness 
and difficultly moving, which could make them more 
vulnerable to predation, poaching, or trophy hunt-
ing.45 There are also concerns that GSD may lead to 
secondary infections.44

DIRECT ANTHROPOGENIC 
THREATS

The four major threats to giraffes are 1) habitat loss 
and fragmentation, 2) civil unrest, 3) poaching, and 
4) ecological changes, such as mining activity and 
climate-related changes.1

Giraffes have experienced widespread habitat loss 
and fragmentation due to deforestation, land use 

conversion, expansion of agriculture, and human 
population growth.1 Civil unrest, military action, war, 
and violence have also contributed to the decline of 
giraffe populations and habitat.1 Giraffes are sensi-
tive to human presence and tend to avoid human-im-
pacted areas.47 This threat is ongoing and expected 
to increase with future human population growth. 
Habitat loss can also make giraffe populations more 
accessible to poachers, while habitat fragmentation 
isolates populations and contributions to loss of 
genetic diversity. Human disturbance and climate 
change have contributed to content-wide range 
loss for giraffes.11 Giraffes lost 55% of their historical 
range from 1901 to 2013.11 

Large losses of suitable range due to environmen-
tal changes have occurred across the giraffe’s range 
but especially in western Africa.11 Suitable habitat for 
giraffes is expected to further decrease due to cli-
mate changes making their habitat less favorable.11 
Extreme events, such as droughts, are expected to 
become more frequent and intense with climate 
change. Droughts result in high giraffe mortality, 
especially for juveniles and large adult males.48 Juve-
niles are critical for future population growth, and 
large males are also targeted by trophy hunters and 
poachers.

Although it is very difficult to monitor all illegal 
hunting activity, studies show that large numbers 
of giraffes are regularly killed by poachers.21,49,50 
Poachers target giraffe for meat, hide, tail hair, and 
the misconception that giraffe parts can treat HIV/
AIDS.51 Giraffes are hunted with guns, dogs, and 
snares, depending on the location.49,51 Wire snares 
are suspended in trees that tighten around the gi-
raffe’s neck and most often result in death.51 Adult 
males are more susceptible to wire snares,21 likely 
due to foraging higher in the tree canopy.51 Giraffe 
sex ratios in areas with high poaching pressure are 
heavily skewed towards females.52 Giraffe behavior 
also indicates that giraffes in areas with high rates of 
poaching experience high levels of stress.52 Poaching 
has been a long-term problem, with unsustainable 
offtake of approximately 30% of the giraffe popu-
lation in the Serengeti ecosystem reported in the 
late 80s and early 90s.53 From 1998-2001, poach-
ers killed 40-68% of the giraffe population in the 
Katavi-Rukwa ecosystem in Tanzania.49 In the same 
habitat, giraffe population declines from 1987-2004 
were attributed to poaching.49 In Serengeti Nation-
al Park, giraffes comprised 45% of all snare reports 
from 1997-2010.21 Further, 96% of giraffes caught in 
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snares were adults, which is especially concerning 
because adult survival is the primary predictor of 
population growth.21 Indeed, anti-poaching efforts 
are associated with higher adult female survival and 
population growth.20

Limiting the negative impacts of human-caused 
threats is critical to giraffe survival. However, as not-
ed previously, approximately 70% of giraffe range 
occurs outside government-managed protected 
areas, leaving them vulnerable to numerous human 
impacts. Protected areas act as a source and repop-
ulate non-protected areas, where poaching rates 
are high.19 This could drive the extinction of subpop-
ulations in protected habitats as giraffes are drawn 
away from protection and killed. In Tanzania, gi-
raffes were present at higher densities in areas that 
are protected by guards and where human settle-
ment was prohibited.54 However, even in protected 
areas, giraffes are vulnerable. Giraffes exhibit lower 
occupancy in the outer 5-km band compared to the 
core of the Katavi National Park (NP) in Tanzania.55 
Giraffes on the outer bands of the park would expe-
rience fewer protections and greater exposure to 
hunting and other anthropogenic impacts. The gi-
raffe population in the park also declined from 1987 
to 2009.55 

Giraffes are over-utilized for commercial and recre-
ational purposes, yet the trade of giraffes has not 
been regulated. Historically, the trade of giraffe 
parts was not internationally monitored because 
giraffes were not listed on the Appendices of the 
Convention on International Trade in Endangered 
Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES). However, 
as of 2019, giraffes have been listed on Appendix II 
of CITES, meaning that trade must be controlled in 
order to avoid utilization incompatible with their 
survival. Without long-term knowledge of interna-
tional trade, there is no way to ensure that trade in 
giraffes is sustainable. According to the most recent 
data available from the U.S. Law Enforcement Man-
agement Information System (LEMIS) trade data-
base, 3,744 giraffe trophies have been imported into 
the U.S. from 2006 to 2015 alone.56 

Trophy hunting of giraffes is legal and has been 
largely unregulated. The lack of long-term moni-
toring of legal trade in giraffe parts combined with 
the inability to monitor or regulate the high rates 
of illegal poaching render it impossible to guaran-
tee that any amount of trophy hunting offtake is 
biologically sustainable. Adult survival and female 

longevity are the most important predictors of 
population growth,12,19,20 yet adults are targeted as 
trophies. In addition, males do not contribute to 
reproduction until late in life, highlighting the im-
portance of maintaining older males in the popula-
tion.12,13 Giraffes form social relationships that may 
last for long periods of time and provide numerous 
benefits, such as co-operative calf care, predator 
vigilance, foraging opportunities, and learning op-
portunities.24,25,26,29,30,36,37 Older giraffes are especially 
important for their role as social leaders given their 
extensive ecological and social knowledge.36,37 Re-
moval of these important social relationships and 
group leaders may lead to widespread negative ef-
fects across the social group.

MANAGEMENT IMPLICATIONS

Despite population declines and widespread habitat loss, 
giraffes have received very few protections. Giraffes 
have only been listed on the Convention on Interna-
tional Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and 
Flora (CITES) since 2019, and the Convention on Migra-
tory Species (CMS) since 2017. Giraffes have likely been 
over-utilized, and trade has been unregulated, which pre-
vents proper management.

Poaching is a substantial threat to giraffes and has led to 
population declines.1,21,49,50,53 Anti-poaching patrols in Tan-
zania grossly underreport the number of giraffe deaths 
due to illegal offtake.21 High levels of poaching and popu-
lation declines in protected parks across Africa indicate 
that management and enforcement are highly ineffec-
tive. This is especially apparent as unsustainable rates of 
poaching have been occurring for decades.

There is also evidence of poor management of giraffe 
populations. For example, in Cameroon, weak and in-
effective management and law enforcement have con-
tributed to the decline of giraffes.57 In addition, hunting 
pressure may operate at a scale finer than the manage-
ment unit.58 There are also problems with small fenced 
reserves, where populations are heavily managed and 
regularly culled, and populations become genetically iso-
lated.22,48

Giraffes have experienced widespread habitat loss and 
fragmentation, which has led to large population declines 
and genetic isolation. Habitat loss due to human popula-
tion growth is an ongoing threat that will only continue 
to increase. Further population loss and fragmentation 
are expected to continue with ecological changes due to 
habitat change and continued population growth. 
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