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Trophy hunting in sub-Saharan Africa undermines conservation and community
empowerment

Policy Recommendations

1. Ban all trophy hunting imports of all wild animal species into the United Kingdom
indefinitely and immediately.
2. Encourage African governments to abandon ‘consumptive use’ conservation models
in favour of more ecologically and economically sustainable models.
3. Integrate community empowerment into ‘ecotourism for conservation’ models as
the driving imperative instead of a tick-box addition to profit-making.
4. Aim to ban all trophy hunting within the next five years while a transition to more
appropriate conservation models occurs.
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Introduction

Trophy hunting is the killing of wild animals for recreation with the purpose of collecting
trophies (secondary sexual characteristics) such as horns, antlers, skulls, skins, tusks or teeth
for display.1 The UK government is in the process of calling for evidence pertaining to the
impact of trophy hunting on the global imperative to protect biodiversity. Its commitment in
this respect is to ensure that domestic policy does not threaten the conservation of species
abroad.2 A number of options are available to the government in reviewing current controls
on the import and export of hunting trophies, including a ban on imports. This policy
briefing provides evidence in favour of this particular policy option.
The claim typically advanced against bans is that they can produce unintended negative
consequences for biodiversity conservation.3 Trophy hunting proponents are of the view
that revenues generated by the practice support conservation and rural livelihoods in ways
that are currently irreplaceable at the appropriate scale.4 Those opposed to the practice
tend to do so on ethical and conservation grounds. For instance, it is morally reprehensible
to kill a wild animal for fun, especially those that are long-lived, intelligent and self-aware
(like elephants).5 Appropriate moral repugnance cannot be reconciled with the assertion
that science supports the practice. 6 This is especially the case given the extensive evidence
of poor governance in jurisdictions that allow and support trophy hunting. 7 Moreover,
alternative conservation activities exist that eschew a colonial practice of extraction in
favour of more ecologically sustainable and dignifying activities. 8 These can potentially be
scaled but not without global policy support. Efforts by Safari Club International (SCI) to
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defend the right to hunt arguably impair such support and inappropriately skew weakly
governed African countries’ policy positions.9 The UK’s consideration of a trophy hunting
import ban, however, may create the impetus for other countries to both follow its lead and
provide funding and policy support to hunting alternatives that will produce better
conservation outcomes.
This briefing aims to show that trophy hunting extraction in sub-Saharan Africa is
unsustainable. In the context of the sixth extinction, policies that support the extraction of
wildlife as a means of ‘conservation’ must be exposed for the contradictions that they are.
Most importantly, the briefing shows that the jobs (rural livelihoods) purportedly supported
by hunting could be more than compensated for by non-consumptive ecotourism, a
fundamentally more ecologically sustainable practice that provides more jobs with higher
quality and greater security. While it remains true that some areas currently allocated to
trophy hunting may not be conducive to photographic tourism, this does not constitute an
argument in favour of hunting. Rather, it constitutes a call for the rapid implementation of
alternatives, including conservation subsidisation from international governments to ensure
that entire ecosystems remain intact and functional. It is also critical to note that some
areas previously considered ‘marginal’ and unamenable to photographic tourism have been
remarkably successful with the latter.10

Current rates of extraction

Seven African countries feature in the top 10 exporters of CITES-listed trophy items
between 2008 and 2017. A total of 37,933 elephants were killed by trophy hunters in that
decade, along with 14,008 lions and 8,307 leopards. The average elephant trophy fee in
2019 for an African elephant was $45,013, while a male African lion sold for an average of
$33,747. In order of magnitude: South Africa, Mozambique, Zimbabwe, Zambia, Botswana
(which only reintroduced hunting in 2018 after a 5-year suspension) and Tanzania.
Excessive recreational hunting during the colonial era rendered a number of species on the
verge of extinction across the continent. 11 A public relations campaign, mostly conducted by
SCI, has attempted to rebrand trophy hunting as a conservation tool. This view is hard to
reconcile with the fact that over 100,000 African elephants were illegally killed between
2011 and 2013, mostly for their ivory.12 A large portion of these elephants were slaughtered
in the Selous ecosystem in Tanzania, the majority of which was allocated to hunting. Due to
9

EMS Foundation, ‘The long tentacles of Safari Club International undermine conservation efforts in Africa’,
https://emsfoundation.org.za/the-long-tentacles-of-safari-club-international-sci-undermining-conservationefforts-in-africa/, accessed 7 January 2020.
10 See https://www.andbeyond.com/places-to-stay/africa/botswana/makgadikgadi-pans/jacks-camp/,
accessed 7 January 2020.
11 PA Lindsey, PA Roulet, and SS Romañach, “Economic and Conservation Significance of the Trophy Hunting
Industry in Sub-Saharan Africa,” Biological Conservation 134, no. 4 (2007): 455–69,
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.biocon.2006.09.005.
12 G. Wittemyer et al., “Illegal Killing for Ivory Drives Global Decline in African Elephants,” Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences 111, no. 36 (2014): 13117–21, https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1403984111.

3

habitat fragmentation, destruction and prey base depletion, African lions are also dwindling
in number – an estimated 32,000 remain in the wild. Poaching for body parts is emerging as
a new threat.13 Hunting, far from providing counter-poaching presence, appears to have
additive negative effects on population survival probability, especially among endangered
species that cannot be bred for reintroduction to the wild (elephants and lions in particular).

Ecological costs of business as usual

Trophy hunting, like poaching, artificially selects the biggest and strongest animals (largest
tusks and thickest manes), weakening populations’ genetic health and variation. 14
Therefore, while revenue may be forthcoming in the short term from such extraction, the
longer-term effects are that population growth dynamics are negatively affected. Moreover,
some elephants are now being born without tusks, a destructive genetic adaptation.15
Elephants, too, are increasingly reproductively successful with age, with older bulls
suppressing musth16 onset in younger bulls and preventing delinquent behaviour associated
with early musth onset.17 When trophy hunters eliminate these older bulls, they destroy
elephant family integrity (through trauma and removal of the discipline and knowledge
transfer functions executed by patriarchs) and force matriarchs to mate with younger bulls
they would otherwise not have selected, thereby skewing reproduction patterns. 18
Elephants are also irreplaceable ecosystem engineers; their removal negatively impacts
ecosystem integrity and biodiversity preservation.19 The idea that trophy hunters only
eliminate ‘surplus’ animals is patently untrue. Repeatedly in southern Africa, the biggest and
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strongest male lions (in their reproductive prime) are shot.20 Younger lions entering the
pride often execute infanticide on their predecessor’s cubs, thus reducing numbers and
further weakening the gene pool.21
Clearly, the incentives that drive trophy hunting (selecting the strongest) are fundamentally
at odds with the conservation imperative (preserving the strongest). Beyond the negative
ecological effects, the practice remains rooted in colonial modes of extraction.22 In
exchange for repatriating an African trophy, wealthy (mostly white western males) hunters
pay large sums of cash to wealthy tour operators. In the process, especially in open
ecological systems (Botswana and Tanzania in particular), hunters are extracting the very
same creatures that photographic tourists are paying to see. In the long run, sustainable
photographic tourism, a major employer in otherwise slow-growing and non-labourabsorptive economies (most of sub-Saharan Africa), will be undermined by the continuation
of trophy hunting.

Economic opportunity costs of business as usual

A major concern of the British government is that the imposition of a trophy hunting import
ban could undermine rural livelihoods in predominantly African countries that currently rely
on trophy hunting revenue to sustain them. This has been the argument behind the
International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN)’s Sustainable Livelihoods (SULi)’s
support for trophy hunting. 23 A comprehensive rebuttal of those arguments is made in a
separate submission. Lindsey and others show that a minimum of 1,394,000km2 is set aside
for hunting in sub-Saharan Africa, exceeding the land encompassed by national parks. They
note, nonetheless, that there are a number of problems associated with the industry that
limit its conservation benefits.24 These are almost entirely governance related. Setting
appropriate scientific quotas – and enforcing them – invariably does not happen in subSaharan African countries. Almost every academic paper that supports trophy hunting as a
potential conservation tool provides the caveat that it can only work if it is well governed.25
The caveat is hardly ever fulfilled, which suggests that the fundamental nature of this
extractive industry is incongruent with good conservation governance.
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Economically, the problem with simply demonstrating that trophy hunting provides large
revenues, many jobs, and protects land that might otherwise be converted to a worse
ecological use (such as crop production or livestock grazing) is that it fails to convey the
hidden costs (ecological, social and economic) of trophy hunting.
Lindsey and others, in 2007, estimated that trophy hunting supported 16,000 jobs in subSaharan Africa.26 A study by van der Merwe and others in 2014 attributed 31,436 jobs in
South Africa to hunting through the multiplier effect – other industry jobs that are sustained
through hunting such as agriculture, manufacturing and so forth. 27 They claim that these
jobs would not otherwise exist. A 2018 study estimated that trophy hunters contribute $341
million per year to the South African economy and support more than 17,000 employment
opportunities.28 The authors also reference a study by Safari Club International (SCI) from
2015 that estimates that 53,400 jobs are supported through trophy hunting in southern
Africa (across eight countries, with South Africa boasting 12,742).
A 2009 IUCN report concurs with an estimated total of 15,000 hunting jobs across the eight
biggest hunting jurisdictions in Africa, but concluded that ‘the hunting sector uses up a lot of
space without generating corresponding socio-economic benefits.’29 A 2019 paper by
Chardonnet – also published by the IUCN – notes that Tanzania’s vast hunting landscapes
(100,000km2) only account for 4,300 jobs – ‘the vast surface areas of hunting reserves do
not have a significant socio-economic impact.’30
The problem with simplistic analyses supporting hunting is that they ignore the ecological
costs of wildlife ranching and fail to recognise that trophy hunting and non-consumptive
ecotourism are increasingly mutually exclusive. They also tend to ignore the poor quality of
jobs on hunting establishments and how this perpetuates a colonial and apartheid-era
master-slave dynamic.
One of the ironies associated with the increase in private game ranching in South Africa is
that game rancher tolerance towards free-ranging wildlife has significantly decreased –
there is a conflict of interest between wealth and wildlife conservation, and game ranching
comes at a significant cost to conservation.31 For instance, the ‘propensity to erect predatorproof fencing in response to conflict raises further concerns, as it can fragment habitat and
significantly alter interactions between species, leading to detrimental impacts on
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ecosystem functions.’32 The majority of trophy hunting in South Africa takes place on private
ranches. One estimate suggests that there are in the region of 9,000 of these ranches,
covering an area of some 21 million hectares.33 Fragmented private pockets of wildlife
ranches do not contribute to intact ecological functionality. For defenders of the status quo,
increased wildlife numbers are cited as a conservation success story. But numbers mean
relatively little if what they represent is ultimately harming ecological sustainability instead
of promoting it.
Regarding employment, trophy hunting fails to provide high quality jobs and perpetuates
negative historical socio-economic relationships that sub-Saharan African countries are
trying to shed. Job security, for instance, has evidentially diminished in South Africa’s
evolution of conversion from other forms of agriculture to wildlife ranching. ‘Trophyhunting farms can be seen as non-state spaces where farmers re-assert their authority and
sovereignty over land and natural resources… State making through enclosure and
settlement is a violent process, and privatisation of wildlife intensifies this violence as it
concentrates power in the hands of land and wildlife owners’34, the very opposite of the
transformation agenda articulated when South Africa entered democracy in 1994. Further
wealth concentration in the hands of the already privileged entrenches inequality and
simultaneously contributes to local communities’ negative attitude towards wildlife, as it
can symbolise oppression associated with white privilege.
A classic example of entrenched white privilege is the Associated Private Nature Reserves
(APNR) in South Africa, bordering the world-renowned Kruger National Park (KNP). The six
private reserves each comprise a number of different private owners and farms. By 1996,
these reserves had almost no elephants left as they had been hunted to near extinction. The
fences were dropped in 1993 – before the end of apartheid – on the premise of creating
‘ecological unity’ between the APNR and the KNP itself. Commercial hunting, in the 1996
agreement, was not mentioned at all. Animals under public custodianship (KNP) now move
freely between the APNR and the KNP. Far from creating ecological unity, however, they are
treated as res nullius (nobody’s property) in the APNR and are hunted. South African
National Parks (SANParks) has never addressed this problem. 35 In 2019, the APNR approved
the commercial trophy hunting of 47 elephant bulls. These animals are part of the country’s
national heritage but are permitted to be shot by foreign trophy hunters for the benefit of a
small number of wealthy white landowners. Tellingly, governance breaches in the APNR
abound. How much money actually accrues to local communities remains unknown due to a
lack of transparency in the industry.
Let us now grant, for the sake of the argument, that trophy hunting in South Africa supports
17,000 employment opportunities. Across 21 million hectares of private ranching land, that
amounts to a labour absorption figure of 0.00080952 per hectare. To the contrary, non32
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consumptive ecotourism generates superior revenue to other land use activities such as
hunting and game sales.36 According to a 2019 study, 90,000 jobs are estimated to be
currently attributable to non-consumptive use of biodiversity in South Africa.37 It is not clear
what the labour absorption rate pre hectare is, however. If we assume that this is derived
predominantly from protected areas (no hunting), then the labour absorption figure is
0,009221311 per hectare (from 9.76 million hectares of terrestrial protected area total). If
the 21 million hectares currently allocated towards consumptive trophy hunting were reallocated towards non-consumptive tourism (assuming uniformity for the sake of the
calculation), approximately 193,647 jobs could be created.38 That is approximately 11.39
times more than what trophy hunting currently supports. Applying the same calculation to
Tanzania, 92,213 jobs could be created through converting hunting landscapes (10 million
ha) to ecotourism. Ecotourism has the additional benefit of ‘equitable wealth distribution,
community upliftment, sustainable land use and biodiversity conservation.’39 Even if the
median labour absorption figure for ranching and hunting (related but also distinct) is closer
to 0.0038, as suggested by Taylor and others40, non-consumptive tourism is still 2.43 times
more effective at creating jobs.
A further and final consideration is that the long-term economic potential of photographic
tourism depends on ecological sustainability and intact landscapes, therefore providing an
inherent conservation incentive that is largely absent from the trophy hunting model. A
trophy male lion might fetch $33,000 but its lifetime value to photographic tourism may be
as high as $2 million. 41 Moreover, trophy hunting and photographic tourism are increasingly
mutually exclusive. Photographers have, on occasion, witnessed wild animals being shot by
trophy hunters.42 Even the knowledge that hunting occurs in the same vicinity is sufficient to
deter many tourists with non-consumptive preferences from visiting countries that practice
trophy hunting.43 The fact that South Africa still supports the hunting of captive-bred lions,
for instance, may end up costing the economy up to R54 billion over the next decade in
foregone tourism revenue due to reputation damage and negative potential impacts on wild
lion populations.44
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Conclusion

Trophy hunting is a morally repugnant activity that cannot be reconciled with science.
Contrary to the view that banning trophy hunting imports would have negative socioecological consequences, it seems clear that such a ban will open an overdue conversation
on the importance of implementing and scaling up alternative activities. The data is also
unequivocal that hunting supports relatively few jobs per hectare when compared with nonconsumptive ecotourism. The labour absorption figure for the latter is likely five times larger
than that of trophy hunting. For South Africa alone, this means that land currently allocated
to hunting could provide 193,000 jobs instead of only 17,000 (excluding multiplier effects).
Moreover, the quality of hunting jobs is highly questionable, and the evidence suggests that
South Africa’s conversion of agricultural land to game ranching has worsened job security
and deepened inequalities. This is the very opposite of community empowerment, which
non-consumptive tourism is better able to accomplish.45 Therefore, the United Kingdom
now has an excellent opportunity to enact a stringent ban on trophy hunting imports,
especially in the context of a human-induced sixth extinction – an outcome produced by the
very same extractive mentality that animates trophy hunting. In doing so, it will contribute
to the protection of scarce remaining biodiversity, a global heritage so evidently at risk.
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