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A West African Lion. Above photo by Philipp Henschel/Panthera.

What is the glue that forever binds lions to East and Southern Africa?

Was it the pioneering Serengeti research done by Bernhard Grzimek? The high volume of lion films, featuring

terrestrial backdrops like the Okavango Delta? Or is it simply that iconic picture of panthera leo, resting on a granite

kopje or under an umbrella tree, that associates the big cat with the Edenic plains and Miombo woodlands of

Africa’s fabled east-southern bloc?

Whatever the reason, the groundswell of gate receipts in wildlife-rich parks like Kruger and the Serengeti-Mara axis,

where visitors flock to see Africa’s most luminary animal, suggest the historic affiliation.
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Yet in spite of the flush of photos and films, it is the more insular, reclusive felines in the western forests of the

Sarahan edge that, in the survival sense, are quickly crossing the Rubicon toward extinction.

Ironically, with their sun rapidly setting in shrinking—largely unknown to the outside world—pockets of West Africa,

it is a world besotted with lions that hardly seems to notice what is happening in this part of their ancient range.

A  L I O N  C U B  I N  T H E  W- A R L I - P E N D J A R I  C O M P L E X .  S H A R I N G  T H E  B O R D E R S  O F  B E N I N ,  B U R K I N A  FA S O,

A N D  N I G E R ,  T H I S  P R OT E C T E D  A R E A  I S  O N E  O F  T H E  L A S T  S T R O N G H O L D S  F O R  L I O N S  I N  W E S T

A F R I C A .  P H OTO  B Y  P H I L I P P  H E N S C H E L / PA N T H E R A .

I’d once speculated that the West African lion was merely a hapless victim of unintentional neglect, due mostly to

long-standing wildlife conservation elsewhere. I figured they’d simply been forgotten.

West Africa, after all, isn’t known for its sprawling vistas or large-scale herd migrations, nor does its protected areas

hold the glamorous reputation that parks in East and Southern Africa do for those looking to experience the

continent’s extraordinary natural wonders.

Proof to the theory was a quick Internet search, one generating countless articles related to the lions of Kenya,

Tanzania, or South Africa, where, despite ongoing challenges, wildlife conservation is in full swing.

The West African lion, meanwhile, is a vanishing specter, an online apparition appearing only in a handful of

snippets.
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A F R I C A .  M A P  C O U RT E S Y  O F  W I K I M E D I A  C O M M O N S

But while my initial assumption was true, and despite the dip in lion numbers continent-wide, history reveals a

bleaker subtext to the significantly worse population decline in the bulge of Africa than I’d originally thought.

France’s Fiefdom 

The beginning of the end for West Africa’s lions

(as I later learned) occurred in three of the

region’s ecological zones—the Sahel, dry

savannas, and savanna woodlands—during the

colonial era.

Driven by commercial interests, French

colonizers transformed West Africa’s backwaters

through the unfettered exploitation of natural

resources.

It was the provincial policy of cash cropping, in

particular, that wreaked havoc on regional

biodiversity, the deleterious effects of which

remain strewn across Francophone Africa’s

beleaguered landscapes.

Whereas wildlife had varying levels of protection

in British East Africa—in part because of the

tsetse fly’s heavy presence resulting from the

deadly rinderpest outbreak—animals and the

ecosystems they inhabited in westerly French

Africa were afforded no such luxury.

As Professor of History, James L.A. Webb Jr.,

writes, “Sleeping sickness for human beings was

the classic disease of the West African frontier, endemic throughout the rainforest, woodland, and grasslands.

Pioneering settlers succeeded in reducing the disease threat through the extensive burning of the bush habitat

required by the tsetse fly, the carrier of the disease.”

Eradicating the tsetse fly gave way to export agriculture. Combined with pastoralism, substantial shipments of

maize, cassava, groundnut, and potato, furthered deforestation and demographic growth, as well as a reduction in

soil quality.

“In some cases well over a hundred years ago, most protected areas in the former French colonies, including in West

Africa, were created after independence from France, with wildlife populations having been heavily depleted under

French colonial rule,” wildlife biologist Philipp Henschel explained. “West African nations still carry this burden.”

Henschel described how that, “discrepancy in relative conservation efforts is still reinforced today—for example,

annual expenditures from conservation NGOs in West Africa are five to ten times lower than those of NGOs in East

and Southern Africa.”
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Having now lost 99 percent of their historical range, the financial gap in conserving West Africa’s resident lions

spells a significantly greater chance of extinction.

Panthera leo leo 

W E S T  A F R I C A N  L I O N S  A R E  T H E  R A R E S T  L I O N  O N  E A RT H .  T H E R E  M AY  O N LY  B E  2 5 0  L E F T.  P H OTO  B Y

P H I L I P P  H E N S C H E L / PA N T H E R A .

Panthera, an organization dedicated to the protection of the world’s 40 wild cat species, and one of but a small

detachment in the trenches of West Africa, brought Henschel on board in 2009 as Lion Program Regional

Coordinator for West and Central Africa.

It was he and several other researchers who, between 2009 and 2012, helped shed some much-needed light on the

status of the continent’s imperiled cats.

Thanks to their efforts, 2014 provided West African lions with an uncharacteristic blip on the media radar screen. (A

barrage of reports about their precipitous decline were published, primarily based on painstaking field surveys

carried out by Henschel and other colleagues.)

A subspecies dubbed Panthera leo leo, more closely related to India’s Gir Forest lions than those in East and

Southern Africa (Panthera leo melanochaita), less than 500 of the shorter maned, longer-legged cats were

estimated to be living in the Sahelio-Sudanian hinterlands. Low guesstimates were as few as 250. That was four

https://www.panthera.org/
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years ago.

I asked Henschel about their current status.

“Since the last counts we

recorded a slight population

recovery in the tri-national W

National Park, located in the

border region of Benin, Burkina

Faso, and Niger.

“Sadly, this was accompanied by

a suspected decrease in the two

remaining Nigeria populations.

Total numbers are therefore

almost unchanged, and lie

dramatically below of what is

ecologically possible and what

could be considered safe from a

conservation standpoint.”

West Africa contains a number of

protected areas with similar

wildlife found elsewhere on the continent. The difference, according to Henschel, is that because the soil isn’t as

rich, there is a lower density of wildlife, adding that because East African grazers such as zebra and wildebeest are

completely lacking, lion pride sizes are comparatively smaller.

Still, he believes the parks could be home to hundreds more lions, provided native prey species are given the time

and necessary protection from bushmeat poaching to rebound.

One swathe of promising habitat is the W-Arli-Pendjari Complex, a triad of national parks conjoined as a

transboundary reserve, where 90 percent of West Africa’s lions are located; Pendjari National Park contains the

greatest number in the entire western corridor.

Niokolo-Koba National Park, a World Heritage Site in Senegal, is another ecological treasure trove, where, according

to Henschel, lions uncommonly share the same habitat with “true forest taxa such as chimpanzees, red colobus

monkeys, and red river hogs.”

The Financial Void and Bushmeat Trade
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To the west, as to the rest of Africa, lions still embody the noble spirit of the people. Henschel even mentioned

how in Senegal, 50 percent of large local enterprises are replete with lion trademarks.

“Lion iconography is almost omnipresent in day to day life. Only the actual

living object of reverence is silently fading away.”

As of 2017, African Parks assumed management of Pendjari National Park. The

Wildlife Conservation Network and Leonardo DiCaprio Foundation additionally

pledged $150,000 for lion conservation in Niokolo-Koba. But lack of additional

funding and a sparse tourist inflow means significantly greater wildlife

management and anti-poaching obstacles.

Added to the deluge is the near absence of community-based conservation.

Ironically, the shortage goes back to colonial agronomy having replaced

traditional land use. The latter allowed for fallow periods to restore soil fertility.

The former ushered in desertification, effectively decimating wildlife habitat

and phasing out traditional knowledge.
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Today, with West Africa still very much in its embryonic stages of conservation, and with the responsibility of

safeguarding ecosystems in the hands of cash-strapped governments, wildlife trafficking is rife.

“Small pieces of [lion] skins are sold locally as charms for protection and spiritual healing, alongside canines and

claws which are worked into amulets,” Henschel described. “Skeletons are sold to Asian traders and end up in

markets in Hong Kong, where they get sold as tiger skeletons. Those skeletons are virtually indistinguishable from

the locally demanded tiger skeletons, and can fetch up to $18,000.”

Cruel as it is, wildlife trafficking is an enduring symptom of human hardship. Without economic incentives such as

tourism and adequate compensation for livestock loss, only dead lions provide a means of income.

“West Africa is just incredibly impoverished,” said Luke Hunter, president of Panthera. We were discussing the

differences between Africa’s respective conservation movements. In his view, meeting basic standards of living for

people, while certainly a continent-wide affair, is particularly dire in West Africa.
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“They’re definitely at the bottom of the list in terms of GDP and other areas,” he said of countries such as Benin and

Senegal. “They just don’t have the resources, which is why the investment in wildlife conservation hasn’t been there.

The potential is there in a huge way, but those countries need a lot of assistance.”

Antipathy toward lions stemming from human-wildlife conflict poses yet another problem. Hunter, who has been

involved in lion conservation since the early 90s, understands why they are often viewed by local people as ruinous

pests.

“It’s a luxury for me to love lions. But if you’re living with lions and your personal income is $1,000 a year on livestock,

they’re a real challenge. You’ve got to come up with solutions. ”

If there’s any good news for West African lions, it’s new conservation projects where there were virtually none

before, meaning potential opportunities for wildlife tourism, community conservation programs to mitigate conflict

with people and their livestock, and anti-poaching units.

Time, however, is running out.

Lions live here, too

T H E  L I O N S  O F  YA N K A R I  N AT I O N A L  PA R K ,  N I G E R I A ,  A R E  O N  T H E  V E R G E  O F  E X T I N C T I O N .  P H OTO  B Y

P H I L I P P  H E N S C H E L / PA N T H E R A .
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Perhaps the biggest obstacle to overcome is closing the knowledge gap. That is, if the global collective doesn’t

know that lions are about to disappear soon in Nigeria and Senegal, or if they aren’t even aware of their

unsustainable presence in West Africa, then not much more can be done.

For Philipp Henschel, who holds a trenchant view of the urgency, generating that greater degree of awareness is

crucial:

“We need to keep spreading the word about the dire conservation status of wildlife in West Africa, and attract

more funding and support for specific lion conservation and recovery efforts in this region. Even the four remaining

lion sites could harbor up to four times as many lions as they currently hold if the lions and their prey base would

receive better protection.

“It requires substantial investments to protect and restore these West African lion landscapes (or Lionscapes, as we

call them) however, in the order of $8 million to $10 million per year. Decision-makers need to take this matter

seriously for this to happen.”

Should his message not be taken seriously, the last remaining lions will one day soon fade into the forests of Africa’s

western frontier, a forgotten wonder of nature, never to be seen again.

   

M E E T  T H E  A U T H O R

Michael Schwartz is a journalist and African wildlife conservation researcher. With field experience around the

continent since 2005, his passion for Africa's wildlife is matched by his compassion for the people who live

there. A significant portion of his field work is carried out in Uganda, where he studies lion and elephant

conservation. You can visit his website at http://www.michaelwschwartz.com.
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