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Abstract

Breeding and housing wild animals in captive environments can pose challenges for their welfare. In South Africa, thousands of lions 
(Panthera leo) are bred and raised at commercial captive breeding facilities, so called ‘lion farms’, for use in tourism, trophy hunting 
and traditional medicine. To gain a better understanding of the potential welfare challenges faced by lions on farms we reviewed 91 
peer-reviewed articles relating to lion welfare, identified via a systematic review of the scientific literature. Across these studies, we iden-
tified 170 different terms relating to negative behaviours and physical health afflictions. The majority of these terms were associated 
with disease and injury (124; 73%), followed by negative behaviours (19; 11%), negative mental experiences (15; 9%), nutritional 
concerns (7; 4%), and environmental challenges or discomfort arising from the animal’s surroundings (5; 3%). Of the 91 articles, 32 
(35%) focused on data concerning captive lions. Only two studies focused specifically on data obtained from lion farms in South Africa, 
whilst the remainder reported on data collected from zoos, wildlife parks, sanctuaries, game reserves and private ownership. Our 
preliminary review of the scientific literature draws attention to some of the challenges associated with caring for lions in captivity, and 
outlines the potential significance of these welfare challenges for commercial lion farms. Our data highlight the apparent lack of scien-
tific research involving captive lion welfare generally, particularly data collected at commercial breeding facilities in South Africa and 
the consequences this could have for the welfare of thousands of lions within the industry. 
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Introduction 
African lions (Panthera leo) are bred in captivity at hundreds 
of facilities across South Africa for a range of commercial 
purposes (Coals et al 2019). An estimated 7,800 lions regis-
tered at nearly 400 facilities are bred for tourism (eg cub 
petting and voluntourism), trophy hunting or to harvest their 
body parts (predominantly bones) for local and international 
traditional medicine practices (Coals et al 2019). The remit 
of these commercial facilities differs distinctly from venues 
that focus on ex situ conservation and animal rehabilitation 
(eg zoological institutions, rehabilitation and rescue centres, 
and sanctuaries), because their primary purpose is to breed 
lions for financial profit (Green et al 2021). 
Large volumes of lion bones have been exported as part of 
a multinational trade with South-East Asia for use in tradi-
tional medicine remedies containing tiger and lion bone 
ingredients (Williams et al 2015a,b). Between 2007–2016, 
South Africa exported 70 metric tonnes of lion bones to 
South-East Asia, peaking at more than 1,700 skeletons in 
2016 (Williams et al 2017a).  

Within South Africa, domestic legislation allows for the 
commercial captive breeding of lions under a patchwork of 
complex laws and regulations at both national and provin-
cial levels (Williams et al 2015b; Wilson 2019a; Green et al 
2021). The international trade in lions and their derivatives 
is governed by the Convention on International Trade of 
Endangered Species (CITES). African lions are the only 
species of the Panthera genus to be listed on Appendix II of 
CITES, allowing managed international commercial trade, 
authorised by the granting of an export permit from the 
relevant authorities when pre-specified criteria have been 
met (Hutchinson & Roberts 2020). South Africa is currently 
the only country permitted under CITES regulations to 
legally trade lion bones, provided they are sourced from the 
captive-bred population, within annual quota limits 
(Hutchinson & Roberts 2020). The South African 
Department of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment 
(DFFE) is required to establish annual export quotas and 
report these to the CITES Secretariat annually (Williams & 
’t Sas-Rolfes 2019). The nine provincial authorities are 
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