NATURE
“The Vanishing Lions”

Africa’s lion population appears to be declining at an alarming rate. Recent estimates put the number at no more than 30,000 — and possibly fewer — in contrast to the 100,000 or more believed to have existed in the early 1990s. What could be endangering the king of beasts?

NATURE explores this question and finds both disturbing and encouraging answers in “The Vanishing Lions,” airing on PBS Sunday, April 30, 2006, 8:00-9:00 p.m. ET. Actor Peter Coyote narrates.

“The huge wildlife preserves created in the late 20th century curtailed the safari hunters who were decimating the lion population, but the decline in numbers has continued anyway,” says Fred Kaufman, executive producer of NATURE. “Our film examines this troubling development, looking for explanations and solutions.”      

Cameras follow big cat experts, conservation officials and Masai herdsmen for an understanding of how lions are faring in the wild and how they interact with human society. Film locations include Kenya’s famed Masai Mara preserve on the Serengeti Plains, the Laikipia region of northern Kenya, Nairobi National Park and elsewhere in Africa. 

As in countless other places around the world, in Africa a growing human population is creating problems for wildlife, including the lion, sometimes in completely unexpected ways.  

A mysterious disease, for example, that was rapidly spreading through the lion population in Tanzania and Kenya in the mid-1990s turned out to be canine distemper. Lions have little if any contact with dogs in human communities, but an investigation revealed that jackals and hyenas were scavenging in villages around the preserves, picking up the deadly airborne virus from dogs and passing it on to the big cats. Although the disease took a heavy toll, its spread was brought to a halt and the population in the affected areas has since recovered.

A more fundamental problem associated with human encroachment on the wilderness is competition for land and, consequently, for food. Lions are increasingly tempted to stray from protected wildlife preserves in search of the easy prey that livestock represents. And while hunting lions for sport or tribal ritual is prohibited in Kenya and elsewhere, it is not illegal to kill animals that are targeting cattle, sheep and goats as food sources. As a result, in some areas as many as one in five lions is killed annually by gunfire, and many more are speared or poisoned by herders and ranchers who cannot afford to lose their animals to determined lions.  

Scientists, conservationists, local authorities and progressive farmers and ranchers are experimenting with ways to support the lion population. For example, the Lion Sperm Bank, a program in South Africa, is experimenting with artificial insemination as a means of introducing genetic diversity into isolated prides. If successful, the project could lead to increased fertility and reduce the animals’ vulnerability to disease.  

In the Wildlife Conservation Society’s Laikipia Predator Project in northern Kenya, radio collars are placed on as many lions as possible in order to follow the animals’ movements and gather information about their hunting patterns and why some prides develop a taste for livestock while others do not. Conservationists also work with the local population to develop more effective “bomas,” walled enclosures designed to protect livestock from lions.  

Some young Masai entrepreneurs have taken steps to discourage trophy hunting by making lions more valuable alive than dead. Cameras visit “Il Ngwesi,” the first Masai-run tourist establishment of its kind in Kenya. The award-winning luxury wilderness lodge thrives by offering its guests the chance to see lions and other animals in the wild. Since 40 percent of the fees they pay is distributed to the residents of the surrounding community, everyone has an economic incentive to protect the animals.   

One of the Masai elders is Ole Kitonga, a man who once took part in tribal ritual hunts and has also killed many lions to protect his livestock. But today he sits on the board of Il Ngwesi’s conservation project.  

“We don’t kill lions anymore because they are beneficial to us,” Kitonga explains. “The profits from the tourist lodge provide us with money to educate our children and pesticides to protect our cattle. Most of our problems have been solved, thanks to the lion.”

Although these changing attitudes and new projects represent significant progress, conservationists know the survival of lions in Africa remains far from certain unless people continue to develop new ways to peacefully co-exist with them. 

NATURE, now in its 24th season, has won close to 300 honors from the television industry, parent groups, the international wildlife film community and environmental organizations, including many Emmys, the George Foster Peabody Award and the first award given to a television program by the Sierra Club.
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