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‘Eighty per cent of
the lions left in the
world are in the
hunters’ hands.’
Dr Craig Packer, who ran
the Serengeti Lion Project
in Tanzania for 36 years
until he was banned from
the country in 2014 for
lobbying for reform in the
hunting industry
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of more than $US200 million
across Africa.

Where that money trickles down
into local communities, so the ar-
gument goes, lions go from being a
menace to a valuable asset and pro-

tecting them becomes a worth-
while goal for locals.

And there are cases where hunt-
ing has helped restore wildlife pop-
ulations.

‘‘There’s only two places on the
earth where wildlife at a large scale
has actually increased in the 20th
century, and those are North
America and southern Africa,’’
Rosie Cooney, a zoologist who
works with the International Uni-
on for the Conservation of Nature,
told The New York Times in the af-
termath of Cecil’s death. ‘‘Both of
those models of conservation were
built around hunting.’’

So it was that when a clamour to
ban hunting arose after Cecil’s
death, several southern African
countries angrily denounced the
moves.

A ban on trophy hunting ‘‘would
be the end of conservation in Nam-
ibia’’, warned the country’s Envir-
onment and Tourism Minister,
Pohamba Shifeta.

Jean Kapata, Zambia’s Tourism
Minister told a cautionary tale of
how the country had banned hunt-
ing only to find itself forced to re-
verse the decision: ‘‘We decided to
lift the hunting ban after receiving
numerous complaints from the
communities where the hunting
blocks are located,’’ Zapata said.

‘‘People complained they were
no longer benefiting from wildlife
resources.

‘‘I know of several schools and
clinics built from this money. We
were also prompted to lift the ban
because of the increasing cases of
people and cattle being killed by
lions.’’

‘‘Recently,’’ the minister con-
cluded, ‘‘a community leader in my
home area was eaten.’’

The theory of hunting as a con-
servation tool is one thing, but the
reality is somewhat different.

No one knows this better than
Packer who ran the Serengeti Lion
Project in Tanzania for 36 years
until he was banned from the coun-
try in 2014 for trying to encourage
reform in the hunting industry and
in its sometimes corrupt and
murky relationship with the
Tanzanian government.

Packer identifies Namibia, a
handful of sites in South Africa and

Mozambique, and two private con-
servancies in Zimbabwe – Save
Valley and Bubye Valley – as places
where trophy hunting works.

In the Zimbabwean conservan-
cies, he said, ‘‘the revenue from
hunting is one of the primary reas-
ons that there are lions in these
areas, and indeed there are more
lions there now than there were 20
or 30 years ago’’. But Packer says
that these are isolated cases: ‘‘Out-
side of that – then we start talking
about the disaster.’’

In Tanzania, Packer’s statistics
show, trophy hunting has driven
down lion numbers. And with gov-
ernment research permits increas-
ingly being withdrawn from
experts like himself, Packer says no
one is holding the hunting industry
to account.

‘‘The fox is guarding the hen-
house. It’s the tobacco company
checking for lung cancer.

‘‘We can’t see what they’re do-
ing, but we’re supposed to trust
them. That’s the deal in Tanzania.’’

For Dereck Joubert, who calls
for ‘‘an immediate cessation of
trophy hunting’’ to give lion popu-
lations the breathing space they
need, the cultural implications, too,

are important. ‘‘Value generated
by hunting is value created by kill-
ing and that sends an even more
destructive message, one that
states and embeds in cultures that
if you want value you kill things,’’
Joubert told The Age.

And to a key argument of pro-
hunting advocates, that hunting
blocks can never be suitable for
other forms of tourism, Joubert
has an anything-but-abstract
riposte.

Over the past seven years, he
has transformed Selinda Con-
servancy in Botswana’s Okavango
Delta from a hunting concession
into an upmarket private reserve
with luxury safari camps.

Wildlife populations within the
reserve have rebounded and Bot-
swana and its local communities
are, he says, receiving 2500 per
cent more in revenue from the area
than they did from hunting.

‘‘Show me a piece of hunting
land and give me the balance sheet
of what it really earns for that na-
tion (not just the hunting com-
pany), and I will present a more
viable economic model.’’

If the death of Cecil the Lion tells
us anything, it is that a dramatic
shift has taken place in how the
world views hunting.

Within months of Cecil’s killing,
Australia and France banned the
import of lion trophies, the EU
placed its policy of importing hunt-
ing trophies under review, while
the British government promised
to ban all lion-trophy imports in
2017, unless there was ‘‘significant
improvement in the performance
of the hunting industry’’.

More than 40 airlines have also
announced that they will no longer
transport hunting trophies.

In any event, Packer and Joubert
agree that hunting’s time has pas-
sed. ‘‘Look at the reaction of every-
body to Cecil,’’ Packer says.

‘‘Most of the people who got
really pissed off are younger.

‘‘This is real generational
change. These are Bernie Sanders
voters. Hunting is totally passe.’’

Or as Joubert puts it: ‘‘The
world no longer thinks it is a good
idea to go out and blast away the
most iconic species of the planet.

‘‘It will one day be considered

one of the great evils of our gener-
ation by future generations and
they will consider us in the same
way we feel about the Dutch sailors
who clobbered the last dodo to ex-
tinction,’’ Joubert says.

For all of that, there are many in
the conservation community for
whom Cecil was a sideshow to the
bigger issues facing lions.

Packer has become weary of
how international public opinion
engages only with conservation is-
sues when lions or other animals
have cute names that play well to
Western audiences.

‘‘Individuals come and go; they
blink out in a flash,’’ he wrote in his
book.

‘‘It is the future of a population
that really matters for the survival
of a species. But once we start talk-
ing about lion populations . . . eyes
start to glaze. How I wish that
someone could pick up and cuddle
the Serengeti.’’

More specifically, ‘‘the focus on
hunting is missing the big issue’’,
says Dr Luke Hunter, Australia’s
leading expert on wild cats and
president of Panthera, the world’s
peak cat conservation NGO in New
York. ‘‘Perhaps five to 10 times as
many lions die from retaliatory kil-
ling and snaring than from legal
hunting each year,’’ Hunter says.

An article co-authored by
Hunter in the aftermath of Cecil’s
death warned that ‘‘there is an ur-
gent need for the world to find al-
ternative funding streams to
reduce reliance of African coun-
tries on trophy hunting and to pro-
tect wildlife from human
pressures’’.

It is the question of funding,
after all, that will determine
whether lions and other
threatened species survive.

‘‘We need to get the interna-
tional community to help shoulder
the burden of what are, after all,
World Heritage sites,’’ Packer
says.

‘‘I think the world is a better
place because there is a Serengeti.
Because there is an Okavango.

‘‘Unless the international com-
munity is ready to subsidise these
places, they’re all doomed.’’

And Cecil would have died
in vain.


