29 November 2017

Attention

Secretary Ryan Zinke
Secretary of the Interior
Department of the Interior
1849 C Street. N.W.
Washington D.C 21240
United States of America

OPEN LETTER TO SECRETARY ZINKE

THE AFRICAN LION CONSERVATION COMMUNITY’S RESPONSE TO THE SOUTH AFRICAN PREDATOR
ASSOCIATION’S LETTER

We, the undersigned, represent the majority of the world’s leading lion conservation and research
organisations, and we comprise individuals with extensive experience, scientific knowledge and
credibility in the field of lion biology, conservation and management. We have perused the letter
addressed to Secretary Ryan Zinke, United States Secretary of the Interior, from the South African
Predator Association (SAPA)! that requests the lifting of the United States Fish and Wildlife Services
(USFWS) ban on the importation of captive-origin lion Panthera leo trophies.

Herewith, we wish to address a number of points and statements voiced in this letter, that we,
based on our cumulative knowledge and experience, believe to be inaccurate. The points we address
are presented repeatedly, with little or no evidence to support them. Additionally, SAPA does not
currently represent any lion biologists, researchers, or conservationists in their membership, or their
board, and as such, we do not believe that the association is equipped, or qualified, to make
statements or recommendations on the conservation of the species, unless backed up by rigorous
scientific evidence.

Here we address some of the key inaccuracies:

Captive lion breeding and the South African wildlife ranching industry

The letter appears to associate the captive lion breeding industry with the wildlife ranching industry
as a single entity. While there have been conservation benefits stemming from the expansion of
South Africa’s wildlife ranching industry, we point out that captive lion breeding cannot claim any of
the conservation successes that the wildlife ranching industry has achieved. Captive bred lions are
kept in small, intensively-managed enclosures that have been cleared of most of their indigenous
vegetation, thus removing the natural habitat of the area. In no way does this type of land
management contribute to biodiversity conservation, or support claims of benefits for meso-
carnivores and veld rehabilitation, linked with lion breeding.

The conservation status of lions

While the letter’s author is correct in stating that lions have globally declined in numbers, this is not
true for South Africa, where free ranging lions have recently been down-listed from Vulnerable to
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Least Concern? conservation status. This is due to ongoing, concerted conservation action and
concerted reintroductions, all of which have no connections with the captive lion industry.

Reintroduction of captive bred lions into the wild

Claims that captive bred lions are required for reintroduction and species restoration are not based
on any scientific evidence and are contradictory to the published, peer reviewed evidence of several
of the world’s leading lion conservationists®. South Africa supports wild lions on more than 50 fenced
reserves, and these lions are managed as one population* guided by the National Biodiversity
Management Plan for Lions®. The Lion Management Forum (LiMF) was formed to focus on the best
management practices for these lions with the longer-term goal of increasing their conservation
value through scientifically based management approaches. A key management objective is
maintaining wild lion numbers at suitable levels and there is, thus, no need for captive breed lions to
stock reserves. The captive lion industry plays no role in this long-term, highly collaborative
conservation initiative. Today, the most prolific threats to wild lions are a lack of safe and suitable
space, and conflict with people. The captive breeding of lions does not address these threats.

Anti-captive lion hunting movement

It is not only “anti-hunting activists” that have taken a stand against the hunting of captive-bred
lions. There are many organisations that support sustainable use, that do not support this industry.
As far as we are aware, there is not a single bona fide conservation organisation that supports this
practice. Additionally, several reputable hunting organisations also do not support this practice:
Rowland Ward does not accept captive lions in their record books®, the South African Hunters and
Game Conservation Association does not support captive hunting’, and neither do the Operators
and Professional Hunter Associations of Africa (OPHAA) or the Namibia Professional Hunters
Association (NPHA) and many others. Recently, the South African Professional Hunters Association
(PHASA) changed their constitution to allow for the hunting of captive bred lions under specific
circumstances. This has resulted in their suspension from OPHAA, the loss of sponsorship and
fragmentation of PHASA®®, showing how far reaching the consequences are of supporting captive
lion hunting, even within the hunting industry.
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USFWS should not differentiate between captive and wild lions

It is ironic that SAPA requests that USFWS does not differentiate between captive and wild lions. In
South Africa, SAPA has lobbied intensively and taken legal action'® to ensure that captive lions are
distinguished from wild lions and are legislated differently. SAPA has even introduced the term
“ranched lion”*! to describe lions that are captive-bred for the purpose of hunting and to distinguish
them from wild lions.

Captive lion hunting and benefits to conservation and people

SAPA states in their letter that hunting of captive bred lions presents direct conservation benefits to
wild lions, yet there is no published, peer-reviewed evidence to support this statement. The same
applies to the number of jobs created, the amount of money generated, and benefits to rural
communities. Reliable evidence to validate these assertions is lacking.

Health status on the Kruger National Park population

There is no disease called ‘bovine distemper’ as described by SAPA, so it is unclear how this
undocumented and unknown disease will affect lions in the Kruger National Park. Feline
Immunodeficiency Virus (FIV, called Feline AIDS in the letter) and Bovine Tuberculosis (BTB) have
both been extensively studied in the Kruger National Park (KNP) lion population and results show
that they pose no serious threat to lion conservation status in the KNP!2, Intensive monitoring has
been implemented in response to ensure that this threat remains low. The same cannot be said for
the captive lion industry that has no stud book, no national level breeding plan, and also no rigorous
disease screening programmes of any kind.

Captive lions prevent poaching

SAPA claims that they “adequately provide(s) the domestic and foreign traditional medicine markets
with lion bones and other bodily [sic] parts” and that the upsurge in lion poaching in South Africa has
only taken place since the USFWS ban. This argument is flawed as local legislation does allow for lion
breeders to sell lion products locally with permits'®* and the USFWS ban has no influence on the
exportation of bones to Asia which has been ongoing since 20084, Despite this trade being allowed
and legal, we are aware of no less than 22 captive lions having been poached® for their parts
(mostly feet and heads/faces) this year (2017) alone. There has also been an increase in poaching of
wild lions for their parts in Mozambique. Thus, it is clear that the captive lion breeders are not
preventing the poaching of wild lions, or may in fact be stimulating it.
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Consequences of USFWS not allowing the import of captive lion trophies

SAPA states that if USFWS does not allow for the importation of lion trophies then these lions will be
euthanized. It is unclear how this outcome would differ biologically from killing them in a captive
hunt, or for their bones? Either way, the lions will be killed.

SAPA states that negative habitat conversion would take place if captive breeding of lions was
stopped. However, these lions are kept in intensive breeding camps that are devoid of any other
wildlife and biodiversity. SAPA also implies that cattle farms are a threat to conservation, whereas
many well-managed cattle farms support biodiversity conservation and thus benefit the
conservation of many more wildlife species than captive lion breeding can.

SAPA claims that if captive lion hunting is stopped, increased pressure will be placed on wild
populations. They provide no evidence whatsoever to substantiate this claim.

Conclusion

We wish to express that SAPA’s letter is fraught with inaccuracies, false statements, and a flawed
viewpoint that is shaped for the economic benefit of captive lion breeders. We recommend that
USFWS maintains their current position which is to ban the importation of captive-origin lion
trophies. Nothing has changed in the South African context since the previous USFWS finding that
can justify a change of position.

The hunting of captive-bred lions neither benefits biodiversity conservation, nor the conservation of
wild and free-ranging lions. We respectfully suggest that the USFW should only support activities
that do indeed achieve these gains.

Signed:
ORGANISATION CONTACT PERSON POSITION E-MAIL
1 African Lion Working Group Sarel van der Merwe Chair mwnaturanc@gmail.com
2 African People & Wildlife Dr Laly Lichtenfeld Co-Founder and Chief Executive llichtenfeld@africanpeoplewildlife.org
Officer
3 Animal Defenders International Christina Scaringe General Counsel christinascaringe@ad-international.org
4 Annamiticus Rhishja Cota-Larson Founder/President rhishja@annamiticus.com
5 Born Free Foundation Prof Claudio Sillero Head of Conservation claudio.sillero@zoo.ox.ac.uk
Dr Mark Jones Associate Director, Multilateral markj@bornfree.org.uk
Environmental Agreements & UK
Wildlife
6 CLAWS Conservancy Dr Andrew Stein Founder & Director andrewstein@clawsconservancy.org
Dr Florian Weise Program Co-ordinator Pride in florian.weise@gmail.com
Our Prides
7 EMS Foundation Michele Pickover Director michele@emsfoundation.org.za
8 Endangered Wildlife Trust Yolan Friedmann CEO yolanf@ewt.org.za
Dr Kelly Marnewick Senior Trade Officer, Wildlife in kellym@ewt.org.za

Trade Programme
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ORGANISATION

Four Paws International

Four Paws South Africa
Gorongosa Lion Project

Greater Limpopo Carnivore
Program

Independent Wildlife Ecologist

International Conservation
Services

Kwando Carnivore Project
Lion Landscapes

Living With Lions & Museum of
Vertebrate Zoology University
of California, Berkeley

Matsuadona Lion Project

National Geographic Big Cats
Initiative

Niassa Carnivore Project

Panthera

Private

Private

Private

Wildlands Conservation Trust
WildlifeACT

Zambian Carnivore Programme

CONTACT PERSON

Dominique van Asperen

Fiona Miles
Paola Bouley

Kristoffer Everatt

Petri Viljoen

Dr Jeremy Anderson

Lise Hanssen
Alayne Oriol Cotterill

Dr Laurence G. Frank

Rae Kokes

Dereck Joubert

Dr Colleen Begg

Dr Paul Funston

Dr Andrew Jacobson
Dr Hans Bauer
James Clarke

Dr Andrew Venter
Dr Simon Morgan

Dr Matt Becker

POSITION

Biologist, Competence Centre Big
Cats

Country Director
Director

Project Manager

Consultant

Director

Project Coordinator
Founder and Director

Director

Project Manager

Chairman

Founder / Director

Director: African Lion
Programme

Researcher
Private

Author “Overkill”
CEO

Director

CEO & Programme Director

E-MAIL

dominique.van.asperen@vier-pfoten.org

Fiona.Miles@vier-pfoten.org
Paola@gorongosa.org

kteveratt@gmail.com

petriv@mweb.co.za

conserva@global.co.za

carnivores@iway.na
alayne.cotterill@gmail.com

Igfrank@berkeley.edu

matusadonalions@gmail.com

wildfilm@earthlink.net

colleenmbegg@gmail.com

PFunston@panthera.org

andrewwkjacobson@gmail.com
hans.bauer@zoo.ox.ac.uk
jcl@onwe.co.za
AndrewV@wildlands.co.za
simon@wildlifeact.com

matt@zambiacarnivores.org




