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WAPFSA Recommendation 
 

The Wild Animal Protection Forum of South Africa (WAPFSA) recommends a zero quota and 
a cessation of the issuance of leopard trophy permits based on the available science and 
deficiencies of the regulatory environmental and consultative processes that are in place in 
the determination of population viability and status of the species. 
 
In response to the Honourable Minister’s ‘request for information to be considered for the 
determination of the 2019 leopard trophy hunting quota (closing date 18 June 2019) and 
invitation to attend stakeholder meeting on 4 June 2019’, this submission coheres with 
sections 61 and 62 of the National Environmental Management: Biodiversity Act (Act No. 10 
of 2004) NEMBA, in which the Scientific Authority is required to advise the Minister of the 
Department of Environmental Affairs on the 2019 export quota for trade in the threatened or 
protected species inclusive of leopards, including trophies, bones, bone pieces, bone 
produces, claws, skeletons, skulls and teeth of leopards for commercial purposes, which have 
been derived from trophy hunting in South Africa. 
 
We, the undersigned organizations, submit that, in light of the current lack of scientific, peer-
reviewed, methodologically rigorous analyses and inclusive consultative process to 
demonstrate beyond reasonable doubt that a non-zero export quota in trophy hunting of 
leopards will not imperil wild leopard survival the quota should be set to zero.  
 
The Wild Animal Protection Forum of South Africa (WAPFSA), is an alliance of 25 diverse non-
profit organizations all concerned with the welfare and protection of wild animals.  WAPFSA 
comprises a body of considerable expertise from scientific, conservation, legal, welfare, 
rights, social justice, faith and public advocacy sectors.  

 

The members of WAPFSA are: 

Animal Law Reform South Africa 

Baboon Matters 

Ban Animal Trading 

Beauty Without Cruelty (South Africa) 

Captured in Africa Foundation 

Centre for Animal Rehabilitation and Education 

Elephant Reintegration Trust 

EMS Foundation 

Elephant Specialist Advisory Group 
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Four Paws (SA) 

Future 4 Wildlife 

Global March for Elephants and Rhinos 

Global White Lion Trust 

Green Girls in Africa 

Humane Society International (Africa) 

Institute for Critical Animal Studies (Africa) 

Landmark Foundation 

National Council of SPCAs 

Outraged SA Citizens against Rhino Poaching (OSCAP) 

Southern African Faith Communities Environment Institute (SAFCEI 

Southern African Fight for Rhinos 

Vervet Monkey Foundation 

Voice4Lions 

WildAid Southern Africa 

Wild Law Institute 

 

  



WAPFSA Leopard Trophy Hunting Quota Submission, 2019 

4 | P a g e  
 

Basis for the Zero Quota Recommendation 
 

The leopard trophy hunting quota should be set at zero.  
 
Globally leopard range has diminished to 25-37% of its former range and this contraction is 
far greater than previously known (Jacobsen et al., 2016).  
 
In South Africa, leopard populations are currently contracting at 11% per annum (Mann et al., 
2018) and a further 8% decline assessed in 2017. This indicates a persistent decline (DEA CITES 
Submission, 2018).  
 

1. A declining population of leopard is suggested by SANBI: “Results from our latest year 
of camera trapping paint a bleak picture of leopard population status in South Africa. 
Most monitored populations are declining … and the few that are stable appear to be 
well below their potential ecological capacity… Indeed, leopards appear to have been 
extirpated – at least functionally – from several sites across the country... Averaged 
weighted annual population growth (lambda) across all sites in South Africa was 0.89, 
suggesting an average population decline of 11% per year. (An 8 % decline was 
reported in the preceding year, 2017.) It is also important to note that we purposefully 
selected sites which comprise suitable leopard habitat; the situation in more marginal 
areas, which constitute a large part of leopard range in South Africa is likely even more 
dire. After more than two years without leopard trophy hunting in South Africa, there 
is little evidence to show that this alone is sufficient to stimulate a broad scale 
improvement in leopard population status.” Based on this alone any contemplation of 
reinstating leopard trophy hunting should be rejected. There is also evidence of 
preceding a persistent decline in Northern Natal (Hluhluwe-iMfolozi and St Lucia 
Eastern Shores) in 2015 and 2016, with the former showing a decline of 70% in five 
years. Further declines are reported in Limpopo with areas indicating a decline of as 
much as 44% (DEA, CITES Submission, 2018). Despite this, the DEA approved trophy 
hunting permits in Limpopo and Kwazulu Natal in 2018. By their own admission, DEA 
has no idea on leopard population dynamics in other regions in South Africa. Based on 
the trends it must be accepted that population numbers continue to be in declining 
across the country. The DEA request to continue the CITES allocation of 150 trophies 
per annum, to allow them the flexibility to issue permits up to this number, flies in the 
face of the data before them on population trends.  
 

2. Unknown numbers of leopard mortalities from human-wildlife conflict and “cultural” 
artefact harvesting compounds this situation and should advocate against the 
reinstitution of leopard sports hunting. Government has no control over the situation 
and should not be compounding the peril for the species by contributing to its 
mortalities in appeasement of the hunting industry pressures.   

 
3. Regional genetic and habitat fragmentation has only been demonstrated in the 

Eastern and Western Cape. It may be evident in other areas of population 
fragmentation and restricted connectivity. Until this is investigated further, removal 
of individual leopards may in fact contribute significantly to the demise of the species 
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through ignorant actions. This should be researched thoroughly prior to any 
contemplation of reinstitution of leopard hunting.  
 

4. Flawed monitoring by SANBI, which they claim themselves rather robustly is the “gold 
standard”, is rudimentary and flawed. It is based on a method that cannot remotely 
establish asymptote (within 30 – 60 days of camera trapping) of population estimates 
(of which a closed population requires 90 days (Kamaranth. 2009)). This fails to 
consider social dynamics and qualitative analysis of population structures and 
dynamics and pays no regard to the genetic structure of populations. Trophy hunting 
can exacerbate population declines where other human-caused mortality is severe, 
ongoing, not fully recorded and uncontrolled.  
 

5. Improper consultative process has a long and ingrained culture in terms of leopard 
conservation, threatened and protected species legislation and damage causing 
animal legislative issues with Department of Environmental Affairs (DEA) and the 
South African National Biodiversity Institute (SANBI). It dates to the Leopard PHVA in 
2005 when stakeholders were excluded from the process, which had almost no 
detailed data, on which it was based and the subsequent CITES permit allocation 
number of 150 trophies per annum. The latter has never been rationally reviewed, 
and by DEA’s own version was retained for no other reason than the onerous process 
of changing trophy allocation limits with CITES.  Even if the science dictates that 
current allocations are unsustainable, this improper consultation continued as 
detailed below with a recent trend where a select few individuals who play 
“prosecutor, judge and jury” on a consultative process and who are appointed without 
due government processes with nepotistic relations and biased views supporting 
continued trophy hunting. This grouping lead by  SANBI personnel have drafted the 
Threatened and Protected Species regulations, the non-detriment findings report for 
CITES (NDF), the Norms and Standards for hunting leopards, recommendations for 
instituting leopard hunting in 2018, the misrepresented CITES submission of 2018, and 
now control advisory process to this attempt to recommence the hunting of leopards. 
DEA has failed court processes due to this manner of consultative processes in the lion 
hunting and rhino horn trade cases and it seems that nothing has been learnt from 
these flawed consultative processes. DEA has participated in misrepresentation of 
information to CITES in 2018 in its request to retain the 150 trophy permits in 2018 
ahead of the CITES meeting this year. It has failed to cite relevant, current published 
research while biasedly presenting conjecture that supports the continued hunting of 
leopards in the face of data that points to continued decimation of the leopard 
regional populations. The continued motivation of trophy hunting flies in the face of 
the available science, and the very principles that the Department claims to be 
adhering to, namely: 

a. Sustainable use paradigm – even if this was adhered to the decreasing 
population, other human caused mortalities and continued habitat 
fragmentation, trends points to current unsustainable management; 

b. Adaptive management is not adhered to in the face of SANBI’s own data, 
showing an 11% population shrinking in 2018, based on severely depleted and 
fragmented leopard populations 
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c. “Involvement of stakeholders” belies SANBI and DEA practices by excluding 
stakeholders, and further concealing data which is evident in the declining 
leopard population figures from 2017 and 2018; 

d. Robust science is being ignored in reports and not adhered to in monitoring; 
e. The impact of damage causing animal deaths and illegal killing is unverified, 

not accurately recorded and seemingly ignored in quota application and 
issuances;  

f. There is no basis in science that support the use of sports hunting in the 
management of sustainable leopard populations; 

g. There is no scientific basis whereon sports hunting of leopards has proven 
beneficial for local livelihoods.  
 

6. The current farcical approach of approving permits on a baseline that is set arbitrarily 
on the commencement of the current SANBI initial monitoring results of 2016, has no 
basis on historical carrying capacity or appropriate natural distribution and population 
densities.  
 

7. NDF emerged with a negative finding for leopards and as such should dictate zero 
quota allocation in terms of CITES until a positive NDF replaces it. Despite this, the DEA 
and SANBI, asserted that permits should be issued at the allocated 150 per annum 
rate in the NDF report and their current submission before CITES as submitted in 2018. 
After a public outcry following the NDF report, the DEA, correctly, set the quotas at 
zero for two years (2016 and 2017) and yet in 2018, despite the standing negative 
finding on the NDF reinstituted leopard hunting quotas without due consultation and 
scientific justification and in spite of population declines evident from their 
“monitoring” project results. All attempts at transparency were resisted and when the 
SANBI report of 2018 detailed the contraction of 11% in the population became 
apparent through the leaking of the report by some parties, the reason for the non-
accountability became obvious, as there appeared to be no factual basis for the 
recommencement of trophy hunting in the face of the continued population declines.  

 
Therefore, based on 1) the declining population, 2) the escalation and ongoing threats to the 
population, and 3) the poor data quality and 4) undue process in consultation, it is incumbent 
on the DEA to decline any current permits for trophy hunting or harvesting of the species. We 
recommend that a zero quota be adopted and that this should stay in place until appropriate, 
accountable and transparent governance processes are employed, a NDF be confirmed and 
that decisions are based on respected scientific methods, and not the current sham 
processes.  
 
No leopard trophy hunting quotas should be allocated, until a positive NDF is adopted and 
therefore should be in accordance with CITES approvals of a zero quota and not as present 
attempts to wrongfully keep this allocation in the NDF and in the 2018 proposal to CITES at 
150.  
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Original Quota of 150 
 

The original quota of 150 CITES permits stems from the PHVA of 2005 and has never been 
reviewed. The 2005 process was notable by the absence of any credible data on which to base 
the quota amount and the exclusion of key stakeholders from the process. By its own 
admission, DEA in their submission to CITES in mid-2018, retained the quota application at 
150 for no rational scientific-based reasoning, and by its own admission retained it at 150 to 
avoid applying for changed quota quantum as it would be administratively too onerous to do 
such an application, even if the science dictated a reduced quota was warranted.  
 
This together with the assertion that it should retain the 150 quota in the face of a negative 
NDF points to irrational and nefarious agendas to continue trophy hunting of leopards 
regardless of the objective facts before them.  
 

Flawed Monitoring Processes 
 

Focus on quantitative assessment of leopard populations, almost exclusively in protected 
areas, fails to assess leopards in production landscapes where the conflict zones exist. Any 
results obtained from protected areas may in fact be an over-estimation of leopard 
populations when extrapolated beyond these protected areas. The method fails to follow 
recommended scientific methods of establishing asymptote measures to obtain a population 
estimate using camera traps by only placing these monitoring cameras at sites for 30 - 60 days 
instead of the recommended 3 months (Ref. Karanth, 2009).  
 
The monitoring process fails to do any meaningful population dynamic analysis and 
assessments of social structures of leopards and the impacts mortalities have on these. There 
is also no investigation on population connectivity in transformed landscapes. No 
investigation of population genetic structure is done and the impact this has on genetic vitality 
of the population in areas of human-caused mortality, and thus on population persistence. 
Furthermore the SANBI team self-grandiosity by claiming their methods are the “gold 
standard”  fails to accept the fatal flaw that their measure of the starting assessment of 2016 
is the basis from which recommendations were made whether populations were increasing 
or decreasing, when already this starting point was substantially reduced from natural 
carrying capacities. The basing of permit allocations on this starting point was based on a 
flawed assumption. These flaws in monitoring makes a mockery of the claimed adaptive 
management underpinning permit recommendations and the science that ought to underpin 
such methods.   
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Government Legal Obligations and Consultative Process Failures 
 

Much frustration has been experiences as stakeholders over almost 15 years of attempts to 
get accountable governance in government processes affecting leopard conservation 
involving the following:  

1. Leopard PHVA assessment of 2005  
2. Norms and standards for the management of Damage Causing Animals, 2010 
3. Threatened or Protected Species Regulations, 2013 
4. Non-Detriment Findings on leopards, 2015 
5. Protesting of the appointment of Panthera as specialist consultants to SANBI without 

due process 
6. Norms and standards for the management of Damage Causing Animals, 2016 
7. Draft Norms and Standards for the Management and Monitoring of the Hunting of 

Leopard in South Africa for Trophy Hunting Purposes, 2017 
8. Reinstating of leopard trophy hunting permits in the presence of a negative NDF in 

2018 and refusal to provide the scientific justification for such. 
9. The application to CITES in 2018 to retain the allocation of 150 CITES permits in the 

presence of a negative NDF and claiming their application is based on robust science 
and accountable governance when this was untrue. 

 
This has been mostly centered around a select unaccountable group of state officials and a 
few consultants appointed without due process affecting leopard management decisions, 
policy and legislation development and subsequent permit issuing that have been 
unaccountable, based on biased and jury-selected facts and ignoring the science that dictates 
the need to set the hunting quota at zero.  
 
It is recommended that accountable governance structures be developed to develop leopard 
conservation policies, legislation and administrative processes that are defendable 
scientifically and that individuals that have developed a cabal around leopard conservation in 
the past be excluded from such processes.  
 
Approach to be adopted in relation to determination of detriment 
The Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species ("CITES") provides that an 
export permit for a specimen of a species included in Appendix II cannot be granted unless 
the Scientific Authority of the State of export has advised that such export will not be 
detrimental to the survival of that species. Species are included in the Appendices to CITES if 
they are, or may be, detrimentally affected by international trade. Consequently, it must be 
assumed that international trade has a detrimental effect on any listed species unless the 
Scientific Authority determine that it will not, by making a so-called "non-detrimental finding 
" ("NDF").   
 
In other words, an NDF is an exception to the general rule that prohibits trade in CITES 
Appendix II-listed species and the Scientific Authority may only make a NDF if there is clear 
scientific evidence that trade will not have any detrimental effect. If the available evidence is 
not conclusive in this regard, the Scientific Authority cannot, and must not, make an NDF.  
This is consistent with the principle in the National Environmental Management Act ("NEMA") 
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which requires that the decision maker must apply "a risk averse and cautious approach … 
which takes into account the limits of current knowledge about the consequences of decisions 
and actions" (NEMA, section 2 (4)(a)(vii)).  Put differently, in the absence of sound scientific 
justification for a specific quota, the Scientific Authority must not set a quota. 
 
Proposals to establish or amend an NDF must evidence-based and include details of the 
scientific basis for any quota that may be proposed. CITES does not specify precisely what 
scientific evidence is required but the CITES conference of the parties has adopted guidelines 
in relation to species such as sharks.  In 2002 the IUCN published a checklist to assist scientific 
authorities in making non-detriment findings for Appendix II exports.  The checklist helps 
Scientific Authorities to identify the factors that need to be taken into account when making 
an NDF and the strengths and weaknesses of the available information.  (At a minimum the 
Scientific Authority should consider information such as: species distribution, population 
status, population trends, threats, utilization and trade, actual or potential trade impacts, 
population monitoring, management and control measures.) 
 
South African Scientific Authority must take account of all relevant information 
Despite the existence of these (non-binding) guidelines, when deciding whether or not to 
make a NDF the Scientific Authority must act both in a manner that is not contrary to CITES 
and in accordance with the law that governs it (in this case South African law).  As explained 
below, South African law requires the Scientific Authority to take account of all relevant 
information, not just information from peer-reviewed scientific studies or from scientists. 
 
The decision by the South African Scientific Authority about whether or not international 
trade may be detrimental to leopards, is a decision that may significantly affect the 
environment.  Consequently in making that decision the Scientific Authority must be guided 
by the environmental right in section 24 of the Constitution and by the national 
environmental management principles in section 2 of the National Environmental 
Management Act ("NEMA").  
 
The following principles are particularly relevant to this decision: 
2(4)(a)(vii) that a risk averse and cautious approach is applied, which takes into account the 
limits of current knowledge about the consequences of decisions and actions; and 
 (b) Environmental management must be integrated, acknowledging that all elements of the 
environment are linked and interrelated, and it must take into account the effects of decisions 
on all aspects of the environment and all people in the environment by pursuing the selection 
of the best practicable environmental option. 
(g) Decisions must take into account the interests, needs and values of all interested and 
affected parties, and this includes recognizing all forms of knowledge, including traditional 
and ordinary knowledge. 
(o) The environment is held in public trust for the people, the beneficial use of environmental 
resources must serve the public interest and the environment must be protected as the 
people’s common heritage." 
 
A decision to establish or amend a quota for the export of leopard trophy hunts would also 
be "administrative action" for the purposes of the Promotion of Administrative Justice Act 
("PAJA").  Consequently, the decision-making process must be procedurally fair, and the 
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decision-maker must, among other matters, take all relevant considerations into account, and 
disregard irrelevant considerations. 
 
Not only is a negative NDF in place for leopard trophy hunting and exports, but there are 
substantive problems with the governance around decision making related to leopard 
conservation, yet the DEA have continued and restarted trophy hunting and continued to 
request a maintenance of 150 CITES permits for leopards when the data and science does not 
support such.  
 
Consideration of the effect of a leopard trophy hunting and export quota on the survival of 
all wild leopards 
It is important to note that the Scientific Authority must consider the impact of a leopard 
trophy hunting and export quota on leopards both within South Africa and in other range 
states. Although CITES defines "species" as "any species, subspecies, or geographically 
separate population thereof", the 10th meeting of the Conference of the Parties to CITES 
adopted a resolution on the Designation and role of the Scientific Authorities (resolution Conf. 
10.3) which recommends that:  
"the appropriate Scientific Authority monitor the status of native Appendix-II species and 
export data, and recommend, if necessary, suitable remedial measures to limit the export of 
specimens in order to maintain each species throughout its range at a level consistent with 
its role in the ecosystem and well above the level at which the species might become eligible 
for inclusion in Appendix I;"(2 j – emphasis added) 
 
This means that in order to make an NDF the decision-maker must not only have adequate 
scientific evidence that trade in leopards is not resulting in, and will not result in, higher 
mortalities among wild leopards in South Africa, it must also have adequate scientific 
evidence to exclude the risk that permitting a legal trade in leopards will not be detrimental 
to the prospects of maintaining appropriate leopard populations in all range states.  
Establishing a leopard hunting industry is detrimental to the long-term survival of the species 
in the wild.  The Scientific Authority cannot make a NDF in order to set a quota for the export 
of leopards unless it has the evidence to prove the contrary. 
 
The 2018 quota was not established on scientific grounds 
As the call for submissions rightly points out, the Scientific Authority is required to make 
recommendations to the Minister ‘based on a scientific and professional review of all 
available information.’ We submit that this was in fact not complied with when the new quota 
was set in 2018. Such a review would have revealed that no non-detriment finding (NDF) 
pertaining to the trade in leopard trophies (an Appendix II-listed species according to the 
Convention on International Trade in Endangered Wild Species of Fauna and Flora (CITES)) 
and its potential impact on wild leopards yet existed. The 2015 NDF carried out to assess 
whether a trade in leopard trophies was detrimental to wild leopards in South Africa came 
out against trophy hunting of leopards (a negative NDF). The negative NDF is still in place. 
Despite this negative NDF the scientific authority tried to assert that permits still be issued 
and only relented after public and media pressure but in 2018 applied to maintain the 
allocation of 150 as it was too inconvenient to have this changed with CITES and they 
recommenced permit issuing. Based on the negative NDF, it would therefore appear to us to 
have been prudent to set the quota to zero until such time as, at a minimum, a relevant NDF 
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had been issued. In the interim data emerged that pointed to accelerating population declines 
and the Scientific Authority and small select group of consultants tried to conceal the negative 
population data from stakeholders while moving ahead with reinstating trophy quotas. Such 
concealment can only point to bad faith and nefarious agendas at appeasing pressure from 
the trophy hunting industry.  
 
The precautionary principle appears to require that the burden of proof is on the proposer of 
an action to demonstrate that it will have no harmful or irreversible effect. The bottom line is 
that a scientific review would likely have concluded that enough warning signs were present 
to suggest that a quota should not be established until more scientific research was available. 
 

Scientific Justification for Recommendation 
 
Large carnivores have experienced significant population declines due to geographic range 
contractions, fragmentation of their habitat and human wildlife conflict events (Morrison et 
al., 2007), other human caused mortality and the illegal wildlife trade.  All carnivore ranges 
have had a significant decline globally (Ripple et al. (2014). In South Africa this is supported 
by the absence of almost all free roaming large carnivores, except for leopard and occasionally 
cheetah and wild dogs.  The one remaining large felid in parts of South Africa is the leopard 
(Panthera pardus); but the worldwide range is continuing to decline. This global range loss is 
more extensive than previously appreciated and the species occupies a mere 25-37% of its 
historical range. Globally the decline of leopard populations is illustrated (Figure 1&2) as 
published in Jacobsen et al. (2016).  Regionally (the whole of South Africa) the leopard is listed 
as Vulnerable C1 (Swanepoel et al., 2016), although the southernmost population in the Cape 
Provinces may be substantially more threatened. Additionally, it is highlighted that leopards 
are undergoing increasing levels of persecution due to being hunted in retaliatory killings, for 
cultural regalia and from the increase in high-value game breeding farms that treat them as 
damage causing animals within their current distribution.  This is leading to significant and 
continuing declines, 10% over three generations. Even internal reports from SANBI suggest 
alarming declines of leopard population by as much a 11% per annum in 2018 is also recorded 
by the Scientific Authority, and in their own words the “results from … latest year of camera 
trapping paint a bleak picture of leopard population status in South Africa. Most monitored 
populations are declining…and the few that are stable appear to be well below their potential 
ecological capacity ... Indeed, leopards appear to have been extirpated – at least functionally 
– from several sites across the country...Averaged weighted annual population growth 
(lambda) across all sites in South Africa was 0.89, suggesting an average population decline 
of 11% per year (our emphasis)! 
 
Actions of the Scientific Authority should rather be focused on that which can facilitate the 
conservation of the species instead on this yearly battle to limit their further sanctioned 
human-caused mortality through trophy hunting. This should include:   

• Connectivity of isolated populations,  
• Management of genetic bottlenecking of remaining populations,  
• Addressing human-wildlife conflict,  
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• Utilizing and evaluating efficacy of local translocation as a means of dealing with 
conflicts, and  

• Reducing human caused mortality.  
 

   

 
Figure 1&2. Current and historical leopard distribution demonstrating the global decline Jacobsen et al. (2016). 

 
Population Connectivity: Devens et al. (2018) estimated the population of leopards to be 
between 467-533 individuals in the Western Cape and between 365-430 in the Eastern Cape. 
However, these free roaming leopards are facing hazards as the anthropogenic landscape 
expands, and concurrent habitat destruction.  The above estimates may be an overestimation 
because it relies on extrapolated habitat patches that include small (narrow and isolated) 
patches that probably do not support this wide-ranging species.  Such a landscape can result 
in movement constraints and increased mortality events resulting in a declining population 
(Woodroffe et al., 2005).  The Northern, Western & Eastern Cape have low population of 
leopards with which to effect conservation of the species, as part of that connectivity 
between isolated populations forms a key part of such conservation actions. The detailed 
peer-reviewed population densities in other areas of South Africa is not known and the 
current leopard monitoring by SANBI and Panthera fail to meet scientific muster as the period 
of monitoring fails to establish asymptote for population estimates. In the absence of this 
detailed scientific evidence of acceptable and healthy populations there is no basis to move 
ahead with authorizing trophy hunting to add to the already accepted evidence of increasing 
human caused mortality and perilous nature of leopard populations globally and regionally.  
 
Drouilly et al. (2017) performed an analysis of carnivore scats found both in protected areas 
and on farmland.  They found that leopards located in protected environments had no 
evidence for livestock predation events in their scats, and preferentially preyed on antelopes 
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and bushpigs (although their study sites were not representative of leopard habitat across 
the range of leopards).  No leopard scat was detected on any of the farmlands on their 
particular farming site; reinforcing the knowledge that these anthropogenic regions form 
considerable barriers to leopard movements.  This can ultimately lead to a genetic bottleneck 
(Sweanor et al., 2000). A consideration of apex predators should form a crucial component of 
conservation strategies and should be considered on an equal footing to habitat preservation 
efforts. 
 
Genetic Bottlenecking: McManus et al. (2015) studied the genetic structure of leopards in the 
Eastern and Western Cape.  They found that three distinct population groups existed within 
the study area.  Two of these populations in the north and south of the Western Cape were 
found to be acting as sink populations with a low rate of gene flow.  They suggested that this 
population structure is a result of increased anthropogenic land use and human wildlife 
conflict events.  McManus (PhD Thesis, 2018) has additionally shown that both male and 
female leopard behaviours are strongly influenced by their distance to roads and towns.  They 
seldom use human modified landscape (ploughed fields, orchids, etc.) supporting the claims 
that the modified environment is causing the low gene flow and the bottlenecking of the 
populations of leopards in the Western Cape.  Additionally, it was found that males organized 
themselves based on the locations of females, whilst females made few inter-patch 
movements when close to towns.  This suggests that leopards surrounded by highly modified 
environments will find themselves increasingly isolated with only a few males making large 
dispersal movements across the anthropogenic landscape.  McManus (PhD, 2018) detailed 
resource usage of leopards in the Eastern and Western Capes and illustrated the habitat and 
population fragmentation of the species in the study area. Furthermore, the projected 
corridors of population connectivity were identified.  
 
Very few areas in South Africa has had populations studied to this detail which is needed prior 
to authorization of further leopard mortality actions, such as trophy hunting authorization.  
 
Very little scientific work has been done to evaluate population structures of leopard across 
the country. In the light of range shrinkage, ongoing population and habitat fragmentation 
and mortalities it becomes more and more important to investigate population and genetic 
structure of leopard populations before authorizations for further human mortalities. 
McManus et al. (2015) showed that the leopards of the Eastern and Western Cape form a 
complex genetic structure with low rates of gene flow between three identified core 
subpopulations. This suggest genetic bottlenecking of isolated and fragmented leopard sub-
populations. Habitat fragmentation is suggested as the primary cause for the reduction in 
rates of gene flow between these populations which is resulting in a significant genetic bottle-
necking effect on the southern and northern populations in the Western Cape (McManus et 
al., 2015). Establishing connectivity between populations and reducing further human caused 
mortality is crucial to avoid any further genetic deterioration.  An understanding of the 
genetic landscape will greatly help in guiding conservation orientated decisions, in particular 
for mortality decisions, future translocations of leopards and for the management of 
subpopulations and protected areas by conservation bodies, particularly supporting 
connectivity corridors being functional through addressing and mitigating conflict and 
effective gene flow and translocations in select instances.  Fostering gene flow between 
isolated populations through territorial connectivity or active management, such as 
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translocations, may be important, because deterioration of gene flow can have detrimental 
effects within a few generations that would result in low population survival. The absence of 
this detailed knowledge together with glib decision on authorizing leopard hunts may have 
massively detrimental effect on the genetic viability of populations in the current state of 
population declines and habitat fragmentation.  
 
Addressing Human Wildlife Conflict: Leopards are difficult to study because of their elusive 
nature.  Most studies have focused on leopards within nature reserves; areas where leopards 
are significantly threatened often generally overlooked (Balme et al., 2014).  The current 
SANBI studies are flawed in that the methodology they use is unable to establish asymptote 
in population quantitative assessments and fails to deal with behavior studies and genetic 
analysis, both latter being crucial to assessing population viability. A focus on production 
landscapes is essential and it holds the potential to address key knowledge gaps. Current 
monitoring is focused on protected areas. Those leopard populations which persist in 
anthropogenic environments have received little scientific attention, often due to the 
difficultly of studying a highly elusive animal in such a landscape.  As a result, conservation 
practices and management plans for leopards utilising these habitats are all too often based 
on anecdotal evidence. Balme et al. (2014) identified several threats faced by leopards in 
South Africa; key among these were loss and fragmentation of habitat and anthropogenic 
killing. It seems to be illogical to be considering trophy hunting of leopards when there is little 
to no veracity to any data related to mortalities from human wildlife conflict situations, and 
even less knowledge of cultural harvesting of leopard body parts/skins. In the face of the 
global decline of leopard populations, a SANBI reported annual decline of 11% in the 
population of leopards locally, it seems utterly dumbfounding that any consideration is given 
to leopard trophy hunting.          

 
The overt threats by game farmers and hunting community that they ought to be given access 
to trophy hunting permits to allow them to seeing value in this species or else they may resort 
to “shoot, shovel and shut up” practices are nothing short of extortion.  The species is a res 
nullius public good and permits are a state mechanism to assign such public assets to private 
profit and in the face of the decline in the species, this public good for their existence value 
outstrips the private profit of hunting outfitter or pro-hunting landowners. Published research 
comparing retaliatory killings with trophy hunting and its effects on leopard populations 
suggest that the former has greater negative impacts on leopard populations, but the study 
fails to consider any compensation schemes other than trophy hunting (Swanepoel et al., 
2015). This is a constant failure and an indicative of a constant bias and appeasement of the 
trophy hunting industry even in the face of threats to the species by this bias.  
 
Government would do well rather to consider the development of compensation schemes for 
human wildlife conflict situations. Wildlife compensation schemes have been found to 
improve tolerance of carnivores in conflict areas by raising awareness and shifting economic 
responsibilities from farmers to broader communities (Wagner et al., 1997).  This allows 
animals to live longer and encourages the implementation of alternative controls rather than 
long-used lethal management methods.  Where compensation schemes are absent, 
retaliatory killing is more likely (Nyhus et al., 2005).  However, damage to property by wildlife 
will occur in perpetuity and over vast areas, thus formalizing sustainable compensation 
schemes has challenges.  Furthermore, even individuals receiving compensation may kill 
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animals illegally. It is a reality that leopards at times and opportunistically do hunt and kill 
livestock and indeed framed game. This has historically led to farmers taking lethal control 
measures to remove the problem causing animal, with these actions taking place both legally 
and illegally.  Conservation authorities have also killed leopards that they deemed to be 
“problem leopards”. Such actions have not been open to review and scrutiny. However, this 
has the potential to create a larger problem where a territorial gap opens in the landscape 
causing disruption within the underlying population structure.  It is believed and proposed 
that an effective solution is to better manage the livestock, rather than the predator, and in 
limited circumstances where key threatened or protected species (such as leopards) are 
imperiled by human wildlife conflict to provide compensation for any future livestock losses 
caused by leopards. It is also very important that human wildlife conflict situations NOT BE 
CONFLATED into trophy hunting events as all high value trophy animals will be incentivized to 
be labeled problem animals.   
 
Leopard Removal and Translocations: Instead of trophy hunting we would suggest that if 
leopards are to be condemned to removal that translocations are rather considered as it may 
be a valuable conservation tool in threatened populations and species. Many leopards have 
been translocated or killed that have been deemed problem animals. These actions have been 
done without scientific analysis and review. In the scenario of low numbers, isolated sub-
populations, limited connectivity, continued persecution of leopards and a population with 
evident reduced genetic diversity amongst extant populations, it has become important to 
investigate the feasibility and parameters of the success of translocations. Translocation also 
may be a very effective tool for rewilding efforts.  
 
Translocation as a conservation tool has been identified by the IUCN as a critical component 
of conserving endangered species and in re-establishing populations in areas where species 
have been driven to extinction (IUCN/SSC, 2013).   They recognize that reinforcement of 
existing populations to enhance viability, as well as reintroduction to establish new viable 
populations are equally vital and should be considered in tandem.  Fonturbel el al. (2011) 
performed a meta-analysis of 50 scientific articles concerning translocations of large 
carnivores around the world; they found that in 64% of cases the translocated individual did 
not return to their home range (N=15).  However, this does not equate to a 64% success rate.  
On the contrary 47% of the animals translocated died within 110 days, with 83% of deaths 
caused as a direct result of human activity, both intentional (illegal hunting) and accidental 
(vehicle collisions).  Although many of the study species were large felids, none of the studies 
analysed focused on leopards.  Translocation has been shown to be extremely successfully in 
managing the cheetah (Acinonyx jubatus) meta-population that exists on small private game 
reserves in South Africa (van der Merwe et al., 2016), which can be contained by fences. This 
network of reserves essentially forms a fragmented habit for cheetahs where no natural 
genetic flow takes places; without translocation each of these populations would be unviable. 
However, these animals enter range-restricted (cheetah proof fence) habitats allowing a high 
degree of success. There are moves afoot to manage both cheetah and lion meta-populations 
through judicious translocations.  
 
7-year age male hunting limit: The entire hunting quota based on the purported fact that 
hunting male leopards over 7 years of age has minimal “impact on leopard population 
persistence” (Government Gazette, No 40601, 8 February 2017). Packer et al. (2009) is quoted 
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as the reference for this. When the paper in question is analyses it says nothing of the sort. It 
further should be noted this paper uses data gleamed from CITES import data to the USA, and 
no empirical data and does modelling based on this. It deals with the leopard population of 
one protected area but fails to present the details from Phinda (also the work of Balme and 
Panthera). Additionally, it broadly states that other population data was used, including from 
a highly criticized article (Martin and Meulenaar, 1988). The study is fraught with faults and 
is known to be dramatically inflated and unreliable as criticized extensively by peers. 
Furthermore, the paper fails to detail the data and methods to justify models used to derive 
these conclusions, nor is there any attempt at validating the model. It must be stated that the 
reliance on CITES data is very suspect as there is already a “filtered” element to this data and 
amounts to nothing short of opinion surveys and not imperial fact. It is of grave concern that 
the DEA is prepared to rely on this questionable data (CITES import data), a suspect modelling 
exercise and opinions about the 7-year limit to base an entire national N&S of harvesting of 
leopards. It seems cavalier to say the least. How the conclusion can be made off this glibly 
used “fact” is incomprehensible? No other research has attempted to validate this claim nor 
confirmed it through verifiable and repeatable empirical research. The opinion of the 7-year 
of age threshold is presented as scientific fact of what appears to be questionable conclusions.  
The effect of action that could flow for this gives no regard population social structures. It 
cannot be accepted to be the guide for policy. We would urge DEA to review this paper 
critically and reconsider this erroneous assertion that male leopards can be harvested after 7 
years of age without population persistence impacts. It uses unclear methods in model design 
and data known to be highly inflated leopard density data.  
 
Leopards probably live to ages 10 -13 in protected environments, and when in conflict in 
production landscapes on average 6-8 years. It is rare that a male leopard has a stable 
territory before 5-6 years and thus the paternal factor of cubs. To suggest you can shoot them 
from this early age is sure to create havoc amongst the populations and generalize infanticide. 
It also gives absolutely no regard for the impact on social structures and the impact this has 
on species persistence. The fact remains that we know almost nothing about leopard 
population studies and the few detailed empirical studies that have been done are so 
regionally specific that making sweeping statements based of “models” and extrapolation of 
CITES data and a tiny regional based inquiry is irresponsible to the extreme and will not 
provide insight to a broader areas. We would suggest that the 7-year threshold to kill males 
is opinion masquerading as fact and should be rejected.  
 
The second aspect that is fatally flawed is that leopards can’t be aged and sexed accurately to 
abide by the first already flawed assumption. We believe this to be a fabrication in support of 
the flawed assertion above. Panthera’s own research bears this out and demonstrates the 
poor accuracy of sex and age predictions even amongst photographic guides and researchers, 
and much worse amongst hunters which apparently had the least accurate assessments 
(Balme et al. 2012). More concerning is that this study excludes the human factor in leopard 
identification, as it uses still, and clear images and suggest fleeting and field sightings that 
can’t be used as an identification. It goes on to disprove that hunters can be trained to 
improve their accuracy. SANBI and DEA have accepted this without question in support of 
authorizing leopard trophy hunting. There is no evidence for this. The ability to accurately sex 
and age leopards in real life in the field is not possible, not implementable or police-able and 
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thus a fanciful construct to enable hunting under false pretense of management. This is even 
more improbable if not impossible in the heat of a trophy hunt scenario.  
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Adaptive management framework for 
trophy hunting 

• Hunting restricted to leopard hunting zones where 
scientifically robust data on leopard density trends· 
indicate overall stable (or increasing) populations 

• Leopard population trends monitored 
~ standardised, rigorous framework 

~ systematic camera-trap surveys (60-92 digital camera
traps at 30-46 stations; 2-3 km apart; <60 days) 

• Oversight provided by scientific steering committee for 
leopard monitoring 

• Best-practice guidelines for monitoring leopards in 
South Africa 
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Monitoring sites 

• Identified based on an existing habitat suitability map 
~State-and province-run protected areas 

~ Private conservation areas 

~ Private conservancies & game ranches 

~ Community reserves 

• Large enough to accurately estimate leopard 
population density- at least as large as the maximum 
home range size of the target species("'l00km2) 

• Stable land tenure to ensure continuity in the 
monitoring 
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Data analysis 

• Leopard population density estimated using 
maximum-likelihood SCR methods 

• Multi state models fitted to monitoring sites 
wit.h more than two years of monitoring data 
to determine trends 
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Trends in leopard densities 
Site Slope Standard error 900.1o Cl (upper) 90% Cl (lower) 

Atherstone -0.03 0.06 0.03 -0.09 

-0.08 0.07 -0.01 -0.15 

-0.13 0.05 -0.08 -0.18 

-0.05 0.04 -0.01 -0.09 

Lajuma -0.03 0.06 0.03 -0.09 

Madikwe 0.55 0.2 0.75 0.35 

Makalali 0.07 0.05 0.12 0.02 

Phinda -0.03 0.15 0.12 -0.18 

Pilanesberg -0.003 0.14 0.137 -0.143 

Somkhanda -0.08 0.09 0.01 -0.17 

Tembe 0.22 0.15 0.37 0.07 

-0.08 0.05 -0.03 -0.13 

-0.06 0.05 -0.01 -0.11 ' 

Venetia -0.03 0.09 0.06 -0.12 

Welgevonden 0.06 0.06 0.12 0 

Wonderkop o.i 0.29 0.59 0.01 

Zingela 0.3 0.29 0.59 0.01 
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Declining populations 
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2019 leopard hunting quota 
Ineligible for hunting 

HIP 

Somkhanda 

Eastern shores 

Timbavati 

uMkhuze 

lthala 

--~------~ 
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Eligible for hunting 

Phinda 

Lajuma 

Venetia 

Atherstone 

Pilanesberg 

Welgevonden 

Makalali 

Tembe 

Wonderkop 
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• 
I. 

Precautionary safeguards 

Only hunting zones where trends in leopard 
density have been monitored for three or more 
years are considered for the quota; 

ii. The areal extent of a hunting zone is 
determined by leopard density - the lowe,r the 
density, the larger the zone, and thus less 
leopards can be hunted (only one leopard rr1ay 
be hunted per zone); 

iii. Only males that are seven years or older rnay be 
hunted, as their removal has the least impact 011 

a population. 
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Leopard Quota Review: South Africa 

1. History and rationale of leopard export quota

The leopard export quota was originally introduced at the fourth meeting of the Conference 
of the Parties to CITES (Gaborone, 1983) with Resolution Conf. 4.13, and at CoP7 
(Lausanne, 1989) an export quota of 50 leopard hunting trophies and skins for personal use 
was recommended for South Africa. This was subsequently increased to 75 at CoP8 (Kyoto, 
1992).  

A Population and Habitat Viability Analysis (PHVA) informed the increase in South Africa’s 
export quota for leopard hunting trophies and skins for personal use at CoP13 (Bangkok, 
2004), to 150, as contained in Resolution Conf. 10.14 (Rev. CoP16). Model scenarios tested 
in the PHVA, ranging from 0 to150 leopard hunted, showed that an increase in the export 
quota from 75 to 150 did not increase the risk of extinction of the national population within a 
time period of 100 years, though a reduction in the size of the population from 93% to 64% 
of the carrying capacity was predicted along with possible local extinctions.  

2. Principles

In reviewing the leopard export quota for South Africa, the following principles are deemed to 
be important: 

1. Management and conservation of leopard in South Africa is underpinned by the
sustainable use paradigm.

2. South Africa has adopted an adaptive management framework for the management
and utilization of leopard.

3. Monitoring is a crucial component of an adaptive management framework and the
involvement of stakeholders in monitoring the resource base should be encouraged.

4. Management and utilization of leopard in South Africa should be underpinned by
robust science.

5. A variety of socio-ecological / socio-economic contexts in range States necessitate
different management approaches, tools and interventions.

6. It is important to take into account the impact of the illegal leopard skin trade on
regional leopard populations.

7. Well-managed sport hunting is an important conservation tool.
8. Well-managed sport hunting benefits local livelihoods.
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3. Status of leopard in South Africa 
 

a. Distribution of leopard within South Africa 
Based on maximum entropy models, Swanepoel, et al., (2013) estimated that approximately 
20% (248,770 km2) of South Africa is suitable for leopard (Fig. 1). Suitable habitat is 
fragmented into four general regions: one stretching along the southeast coast, one 
occurring in the interior of KwaZulu-Natal, one encompassing the Kruger National Park and 
interior of Limpopo, and one in the northern region where the Kgalagadi Transfrontier 
National Park is located (Fig. 1). Approximately 32% of the suitable leopard habitat is 
situated in protected areas. 
 

 

Figure 1: Suitable leopard habitat in South Africa predicted from a model containing the full set of 
environmental variables (land cover; NDVI, gazing capacity, elevation, surface ruggedness, distance 
to nearest river, human density, distance to roads, distance to villages, cattle density, and small 
ruminant density). (Copied from Swanepoel, et al., 2013). 

b. Leopard abundance in South Africa 
Leopards are generally considered uncommon in South Africa, however estimates of the 
size of the national population vary widely from 2,185 to 23,400 leopards (Martin & De 
Meulenaer, 1988; Friedmann & Traylor‐Holzer, 2005; Swanepoel, et al., 2014b). None of 
these estimates are based on rigorous population counts at regional scales, and their 
confidence intervals are so wide as to make them meaningless (e.g. 2,813-11,632 leopards 
estimated by Swanepoel, et al., 2014b).  

Estimated leopard population densities at sites surveyed in Mpumalanga, KwaZulu-Natal, 
Limpopo and North West Province vary from 0.2 ± 0.0 leopards/100 km2 (Khamab, North 
West Province), to as high as 12.2 ± 2.4 leopards/100 km2 (Sabi Sands, Mpumalanga) 
(Mann, et al., 2017). A separate study in the Maputaland Conservation Unit in KwaZulu-
Natal estimated leopard density to range between 1.6 ± 0.62/100 km2 in the smallest 
protected area (Ndumo) to 8.4 ± 1.03/100 km2 in the largest (western shores, St Lucia) 
(Ramesh, et al., 2017). A density of 10.7 leopard/100 km2 (Chase Grey, et al., 2013) was 
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recorded in the montane habitat of the western Soutpansberg, though this is likely to be an 
overestimate since the survey area in this study was smaller than the expected home range 
size of a single male leopard. Leopard densities across the Eastern and Western Cape have 
been estimated between 0.95 leopard/100 km2 and 1.11 leopard/100 km2. 

c. Leopard population trends in South Africa 
Data generated from the South African Leopard Monitoring Project suggest an 8% decline in 
the national population per year, and significant declines in leopard density have been 
observed in five out of 18 sites surveyed in 2017 (Mann, et al., 2017). Some stable 
populations (e.g. Somkhanda and Manyoni) appear to be well below their potential 
capacities, while other sites such as Barberton and Songimvelo in Mpumalanga, Ophate in 
KwaZulu-Natal and Dinokeng in Gauteng appear to no longer have functioning leopard 
populations (Mann, et al., 2017).  

Up to the end of 2016, leopard densities at most monitoring sites in KwaZulu-Natal were 
relatively stable, with the exception of Hluhluwe-iMfolozi Park and St Lucia Eastern Shores, 
which both showed significant declines from 2015 to 2016, and Phinda Game Reserve, 
where the population noticeably increased from 2014 to 2016 (Mann, et al., 2017). Leopard 
density at Hluhluwe-iMfolozi Game Reserve has declined by >70% in five years, from 13 
leopards/100 km2 in 2011 to 3 leopards/100 km2 in 2016 (Mann, et al., 2017). Results from 
the 2017 surveys showed strong declines in leopard density also at Ithala, Tembe and 
uMkhuze Game Reserves. 

Leopard densities at some monitoring sites in Limpopo appear stable, with annual 
fluctuations within the standard deviation of previous estimates (Mann, et al., 2017). The 
notable exceptions to this are Zingela and Makalali Game Reserves, where marked declines 
in leopard density were recorded from 2016 to 2017 (Mann, et al., 2017). A separate study 
showed a 44% decline in leopard densities in the Soutpansberg Mountains from 2012 (6.55 
leopard/100 km2) to 2016 (3.65 leopard/100 km2) (Williams, et al., 2017).  

The leopard populations in the Kruger National Park and surrounding private nature 
reserves, as well as Loskop Dam Nature Reserve in Mpumalanga, remain stable (Mann, et 
al., 2017). Though density estimate in Timbavati Game Reserve declined markedly in 2016 
to 7.3 ± 1.3 leopards/100 km2 from the ~10.5 leopards/100 km2 recorded between 2013 and 
2015, and has remained at this level since (Mann, et al., 2017).  

The leopard population in Kwande Nature Reserve in the Eastern Cape appears to be 
stable, while leopard densities in the Gamkaberg, Rooiberg and Swartberg areas of the Little 
Karoo, Western Cape, increased from 0.6 ± 0.1 leopards/100 km2 in 2012 to 1.1 ± 0.2 in 
2017 (Mann, et al., 2017).  

Leopard population trends elsewhere in South Africa are unknown.  

d. Threats 
At present, the illegal killing of leopards for skins and other body parts for traditional 
ceremonies and medicines is believed to be the major threat facing leopard within South 
Africa, and more widely across southern Africa (Hunter, et al., 2013). Leopard skins are used 
in ceremonial wear by a number of cultural and religious groups in KwaZulu-Natal and 
Swaziland, most notably the Nazareth Baptist ‘Shembe’ Church. Mark-resight surveys 
undertaken at religious gatherings of the ‘Shembe’ church suggest that there are 
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approximately between 13,000 and 18,000 illegal leopard skins in circulation among church 
members. 

Other threats to leopard in South Africa include excessive off‐takes (legal and illegal) of 
putative damage causing animals (DCAs) (Balme, et al., 2009, St John, et al., 2011, Thorn, 
et al., 2013, Swanepoel, et al., 2014b; Williams, et al., 2017), the unethical radio-collaring of 
leopards for research and tourism (Balme, et al., 2014), and habitat loss and fragmentation 
due to the development of urban areas, mines and agriculture (Di Minin, et al., 2013, 
Swanepoel, et al., 2013, McManus, et al., 2015; Williams, et al., 2017). In the Western Cape, 
the loss of wilderness areas is resulting in reduced habitat for leopard prey such as hyrax 
and small antelopes, increasing the likelihood of leopards relying on livestock for food 
(Martins & Martins, 2006).  

e. Illegal off-take 
It is estimated that as many as 1500 - 2500 leopards are illegally harvested annually to meet 
the demand for skins by the Nazareth Baptist ‘Shembe’ Church; The illegal killing of putative 
DCAs is typically indiscriminate, the scale of which is currently unknown since illegal off-take 
of leopards is poorly monitored, if at all. 

f. Data quality 
Until recently, reliable published information on leopard population sizes and trends at a 
national scale was poor to non-existent. Detailed estimates of abundance are available for 
only a very small fraction of the species’ range (e.g. Balme, et al. 2010, Chapman & Balme, 
2010, Chase-Grey, et al., 2013, Maputla, et al., 2013; Ramesh, et al., 2017; Williams, et al., 
2017). However, in 2013, the provinces of KwaZulu-Natal and Limpopo established leopard 
monitoring programmes wherein systematic camera-trap surveys were conducted in order to 
reliably track leopard population trends. The South African Leopard Monitoring Project was 
recently established through the expansion of these monitoring initiatives to five additional 
provinces, namely the Eastern Cape, Gauteng, Mpumalanga, North West and the Western 
Cape (Mann, et al., 2017).  
 

4. Adaptive management framework 
 

a. Management tools/plans 
Some provinces in South Africa have adopted management plans that address particular 
aspects of leopard management (e.g. the Eastern and Western Cape have guidelines for the 
management of DCAs, while KwaZulu-Natal (Balme, et al., 2010b) and Mpumalanga have 
specific plans that guide the allocation of hunting quotas). A need for a national 
management plan that provides standardized guidelines to provinces for the management of 
the species, particularly in relation to trophy hunting, was identified. To this end, norms and 
standards for the trophy hunting of leopard in South Africa are currently under development, 
the general approach of which is to: 1) distribute hunting effort evenly across leopard range 
in South Africa; 2) limit hunting to male leopards of at least seven years of age; and 3) 
ensure the mandatory submission of hunt return data and trophy photographs following all 
leopard hunts (both successful and unsuccessful, including DCA leopards killed). An online 
application and submission system for the management of trophy hunting has been 
developed and roll out to the provinces is imminent. 
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Data from the South African Leopard Monitoring Project are being used to inform the 
adaptive management of leopard in South Africa, and in particular trophy hunting. The 
adaptive management framework has been designed to test the impact of leopard hunting 
within hunting zones, so that quotas can be adjusted annually based on trend data. Hunting 
will be restricted to leopard hunting zones where scientifically robust data on leopard density 
trends indicate overall stable (or increasing) populations. 

b. Legislative tools 
The leopard is listed as vulnerable in terms of section 56 of the National Environmental 
Management: Biodiversity Act 10 of 2004 (NEMBA) and is regulated in accordance with the 
Threatened or Protected Species Regulations. Various provincial ordinances and acts 
provide additional legislative protection. Permits are therefore required to undertake a variety 
of activities in relation to leopard, e.g. hunting, keeping, selling and other forms of direct use. 
Permits are issued upon a written application, and each application is handled on its merits 
in accordance with environmental legislation and policies. 

A non-detriment finding (NDF) for leopard, a fundamental requirement for the export of the 
species in accordance with the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of 
Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES), was approved by the Scientific Authority of South Africa and 
published for public input in December 2015. Since then, the government of South Africa has 
made concerted efforts to implement measures recommended in the NDF. 

c. Harvest restrictions 
Until recently though, there were no restrictions on the age, sex or size of leopards that 
could be killed (Balme, et al., 2012). The norms and standards for the trophy hunting of 
leopard will however codify a policy adopted in 2015 to limit hunting to male leopards of at 
least seven years of age. 

d. Compliance and enforcement 
The number of leopard trophies hunted in South Africa each year is regulated and 
individuals require a permit to remove a putative DCA. Trophy hunting and legal DCA control 
is formally managed at the provincial level, and an improvement in compliance is anticipated 
once the norms and standards for the trophy hunting of leopard are formally gazetted. 

Harvest of leopard is however mostly illegal (e.g. illegal retaliatory killing, off-take for skins, 
incidental snaring) and some of the provinces seems unable to effectively address this.  

e. Management of damage causing animals (DCAs) 
It has been suggested that the removal of DCAs or the illegal off-take of leopards 
significantly exceeds off-take from trophy hunting (St John, et al., 2011, Thorn, et al., 2013). 
However, according to permits issued, a minimum of 46 leopards were killed as DCAs in 
seven provinces between 2012 and 2016. In some provinces, progress has been made in 
reducing the number of leopards killed as DCAs. For example, in the Cederberg area of the 
Western Cape, the recorded removals of problem leopards have declined significantly in 
recent years, from 7‐8.6 per year during 1950 - 2003, to 0.8 per year from 2004 ‐ 2006 
(Martins & Martins, 2006). Similarly, the numbers of problem leopards killed in northern 
KwaZulu-Natal declined significantly after 2005 (Balme, et al., 2009). In the case of the 
Western Cape, reduced off‐take appears to have been due to educational efforts by leopard 
researchers and the development of alternative livestock protection techniques (Martins & 
Martins, 2006), whereas in northern KwaZulu-Natal it was probably due to the 
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implementation of a revised protocol for issuing problem leopard permits (Balme, et al., 
2009). An increase in the number of DCA applications in Limpopo has been observed in 
association with the number of game ranches breeding high-value species, and with the use 
of predator-proof fencing (Pitman, et al., 2016). Leopards were recorded as the most 
common putative problem animal (68%) in Limpopo between 2003 and 2012, followed by 
elephant (20%), lion (4%), brown hyena (3%), black-backed jackal (2%), caracal (2%), 
cheetah (0.5%) and spotted hyena (0.5%) (Pitman, et al., 2016).  

Details of leopards killed as DCAs will in future be captured in the online application and 
submission system that has been developed for the management of leopard trophy hunting, 
thereby improving monitoring of DCA off-take. 

f. Sustainable off-take quotas 
The system of allocating leopard hunting quotas in South Africa has been completely 
overhauled since the South African Leopard Monitoring Project recorded declines in some 
leopard populations in KwaZulu-Natal and Limpopo. Recent research also suggested that 
hunting quotas in Limpopo, which accounted for >60% of leopards trophies hunted in South 
Africa, were unsustainable, particularly if the removal of putative DCAs was taken into 
account (Pitman, et al., 2015). Anecdotal information from North West similarly suggested 
that quotas were too high (Power, 2014). A further concern was the clumping of trophy 
hunts, leading to increased pressure on specific populations.  

Leopard hunting quotas are now adjusted annually based on population trend data 
generated by the South African Leopard Monitoring Project. Hunting will be excluded from 
any areas where leopard populations are in decline, and hunting will not be allowed in areas 
where scientifically robust data on leopard population trends are absent. Hunting zones 
eligible for a quota are thus those where scientifically robust population trend data indicate 
increasing or stable leopard populations (i.e. no statistically significant difference in observed 
leopard density over time). In 2016 and 2017, the leopard hunting quota was set at zero to 
allow time for the recovery of declining populations and improved management of trophy 
hunting, while for 2018, the Scientific Authority recommended a quota of seven male 
leopards of >7 years of age (five in Limpopo and two in KwaZulu-Natal) (Fig 2.). Research 
has shown that since fewer males are required to maintain the same levels of reproduction, 
leopards are resilient to disturbance if the prime reproductive female life-stage remains intact 
(Crookes, et al., 1998, Gaona, et al., 1998), while population models show that hunting of 
leopard can be sustainable when only male leopard 7 years and older are hunted (Packer, et 
al., 2011). 
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Figure 2: Eligible leopard hunting zones recommended for 2018. 
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5. Monitoring methods  
 

The South African Leopard Monitoring Project provides for a standardised, rigorous 
framework employing systematic camera-trap surveys for the monitoring of leopard 
population trends throughout South Africa. In 2017, camera-trap surveys coupled with spatial 
capture-recapture sampling were completed at 24 sites, which included a mix of state- and 
province-run protected areas, private conservancies, commercial game ranches and 
community reserves. The total area covered by camera-trap stations amounted to 4,784 km2 
and the sampling effort comprised 33,605 camera-trap days. Best practice guidelines for 
leopard monitoring are currently being developed to encourage the private sector to 
participate in the project. 

An online reporting system for trophy hunting applications and hunt return data (including 
leopards killed as DCAs) has also been developed and roll out to the provinces is imminent. 
Hunt return data will be used to determine catch-per-unit-effort and harvest composition as 
indices of relative abundance. 

 

6. Utilization and monitoring of the export quota  
 

In accordance with Resolution Conf. 10.14 (Rev. CoP16), South Africa is allowed to export 
150 leopards annually as hunting trophies and skins for personal use, though between 2005 
and 2016 only 73 leopards were exported annually, mostly as hunting trophies (Fig. 3) 
(CITES Trade Database, UNEP World Conservation Monitoring Centre, Cambridge, UK).  
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Figure 3: South Africa’s utilization of the export quota for leopard hunting trophies and skins for 
personal use (150), as reported between 2005 and 2016 (CITES Trade Database, UNEP World 
Conservation Monitoring Centre, Cambridge, UK). 

 

7. Conservation incentives and benefits  
 

In South Africa, privately-owned land is extremely important for the conservation of leopards, 
and carnivores in general (Friedmann, et al., 2002; Lindsey, Du Toit & Mills, 2004). However, 
management of carnivore conflict through translocation and killing of DCAs are limiting 
carnivore persistence on private land (Lindsey, et al., 2004).  

Trophy hunting, when well-managed, can be an important tool for the conservation of 
species and habitats through the provision of financial incentives, especially when revenues 
are invested back into conservation and when benefits are shared equitably with local 
communities (e.g. Lindsey, et al., 2007; Dickson, et al., 2009; UNEP-WCMC, 2013; IUCN, 
2016), and it has similarly been argued that trophy hunting can foster tolerance towards 
leopards. Questionnaire surveys have suggested that the attitudes of landowners to 
leopards is better than for other predator species which cannot be hunted, such as cheetah 
and wild dogs, and that game ranchers are more tolerant of leopards than livestock farmers 
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(Lindsey, et al. 2005), however, in northern KwaZulu-Natal, landowners who hunted the 
most leopards also removed (legally and illegally) the highest numbers of putative DCAs 
(Balme, et al., 2009). Similar patterns have been observed more widely (Peebles, et al., 
2013; Treves & Bruskotter, 2014). In Limpopo Pitman, et al. (2016) demonstrated that the 
proportional increase in problem animal control of nuisance wildlife such as leopard has far 
outweighed the proportional increase in game ranching trends towards more intensive 
practices, suggesting that intolerance is growing. However, the recent shift in South Africa’s 
game ranching industry to high-value species and colour variants has likely decreased 
tolerance towards leopards (and other carnivores) and increased levels of retaliatory killing 
(Thorn, et al., 2013; Pitman, et al., 2016). More research is required to understand the 
complex relationship between trophy hunting and tolerance of landowners towards leopards. 
Although available leopard habitat has likely increased in parallel with the growth of the 
commercial wildlife industry (Thorn, et al., 2011), it is unlikely that trophy hunting of leopards 
directly incentivizes the private sector to conserve leopard habitat. 

It is hoped that the adaptive management framework recently adopted in South Africa, 
through which trophy hunting is limited to areas with stable (or increasing) leopard 
populations as demonstrated by scientifically robust data on leopard population trends, will 
encourage collaborative landowner participation in the South African Leopard Monitoring 
Project, and ultimately incentivize management practices that contribute towards the 
conservation of leopards. 

 

8. Livelihood/ socio-economic benefits and impacts  
 

In South Africa the promulgation of the Game Theft Act (No. 105 of 1991, as amended in 
Acts 18 of 1996 and 62 of 2000), which grants conditional ownership of wildlife to private 
landowners who obtain a Certificate of Adequate Enclosure (CAE), consolidated the 
foundations of an economically viable wildlife industry (Carruthers, 2008). The right of 
ownership of wildlife, combined with a growing understanding that wildlife ranching was 
ecologically and financially sustainable, along with significantly reduced subsidies for 
conventional agriculture and increasing financial incentives for commercial wildlife ranching, 
has led to a tremendous increase in land under wildlife and game numbers over the past 30 
years, and the establishment of a formal wildlife sector in South Africa.  

Southern Africa has a particularly well-established sport hunting industry that generates 
substantial revenues. Lindsey, et al. (2007) estimated the annual revenues generated by 
trophy hunting in sub-Saharan Africa to be approximately USD200 million, with 
USD100 million of those accrued by South Africa. Trophy hunters in South Africa were 
reported to spend an average of USD20,136 per hunter for the 2015/2016 hunting season, 
in total USD131 million for the approximately 7600 international hunters hosted by South 
Africa in that year (TREES, 2017). In addition to direct financial values, the Professional 
Hunters’ Association of South Africa (PHASA) estimates that thousands of jobs are created 
by professional hunting in South Africa, including hunting outfitters, professional hunters and 
other jobs created by international hunting tourists. Moreover, >60 000 bed nights were 
booked by international hunting tourists in 2014, amounting to approximately USD9 million 
(Sinovas, et al., 2016). 
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The total estimated financial value of leopard trophy exports from SADC (the Southern 
African Development Community) over the period 2005 - 2014 was USD9 964 702 
(USD1520/leopard trophy) (Sinovas et al., 2016). Approximately 14% of these trophies 
originated in South Africa (USD1 395 058). Leopard is also the most valuable trophy 
exported from SADC, followed by elephant (USD1303) and hippopotamus (USD759) 
(Sinovas, et al., 2016). 

 
9. Research projects underway 

 

Research from South Africa, for the period 1982 - 2012, accounted for a significant 
proportion of the peer-reviewed literature on leopards; more than double that of any other 
range state. However, unlike leopard research conducted elsewhere, South African studies 
focused primarily on ecological themes, rather than conservation and management (Balme, 
et al., 2013). Current research projects within South Africa include: 

• Panthera: Furs for Life – combatting the illegal trade in leopard skins for cultural 
regalia through education, policy and the provision of faux leopard furs.  

• Panthera: The origins of leopard skins entering Shembe markets. 

• Landmark Leopard and Predator Foundation: ecology of leopards, remedial action for 
injured leopards, and conflict management with livestock owners.  

• Primate and Predator Project: conducting research into the status of leopards outside 
of protected areas and in the Soutpansberg Mountains, Limpopo Province.  

• North West Leopard Project: investigating the ecology of leopards in the province 
through camera trapping and GPS collars, with a view to enable province-wide 
management (e.g. setting quotas, conflict management and translocation appraisal).  

• Cape Leopard Trust: continuing work on leopards in the greater Western Cape, and 
to venture into Northern Cape. Farmer education and ecological research.  

• Mpumalanga Tourism and Parks Agency: Ingwe Leopard Project: Greater Lydenburg 
area; Kruger National Park western boundary carnivore monitoring, including the 
neighbouring rural areas; spatial ecology, habitat utilisation, population demographics 
and conservation of leopards in the Loskop Dam Nature Reserve  

 

10. Conclusion and recommendations 
 

Leopards are generally considered uncommon in South Africa, however estimates of the 
size of the national population vary so widely as to make them meaningless. Estimated 
leopard densities in South Africa range from 0.2 ± 0.0 leopards/100 km2 to 12.2 ± 2.4 
leopards/100 km2. South Africa’s leopard population is apparently declining by 8% per year 
and significant declines in leopard density have been observed in some areas. Some stable 
populations appear to be well below their potential capacities, while other areas with prime 
leopard habitat seem to no longer have functioning leopard populations. At present, the 
illegal killing of leopards for skins and other body parts for traditional ceremonies and 
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medicines is believed to be the major threat facing leopard within South Africa. Addressing 
the illegal skin trade remains a compliance and enforcement challenge. In some provinces, 
progress has been made in reducing the number of leopards killed as DCAs, though the 
recent shift in South Africa’s game ranching industry to high-value species and colour 
variants has likely decreased tolerance towards leopards and increased levels of retaliatory 
killing. 

Both national and provincial legislation provides for the protection and conservation of 
leopard in South Africa. Since the publication of a non-detriment finding (NDF) on leopard in 
December 2015, the government of South Africa has made concerted efforts to implement 
measures recommended in the NDF in order to improve the management of the species: 

a) The South African Leopard Monitoring Project has been established, providing for a 
standardised, rigorous framework using systematic camera-trap surveys for the 
monitoring of leopard population trends throughout South Africa. 

b) An adaptive approach for the management of trophy hunting has been adopted, and 
population trend data generated by the South African Leopard Monitoring Project 
are being used to inform leopard hunting quotas on an annual basis. Hunting will be 
restricted to leopard hunting zones where scientifically robust data on leopard 
density trends indicate overall stable (or increasing) populations. 

c) Norms and standards for the trophy hunting of leopard in South Africa are currently 
under development, the general approach of which is to: 1) distribute hunting effort 
evenly across leopard range in South Africa; 2) limit hunting to male leopards of at 
least seven years of age; and 3) ensure the mandatory submission of hunt return 
data and trophy photographs following all leopard hunts (both successful and 
unsuccessful). 

d) An online application and submission system for the management of trophy hunting 
has been developed and roll out to the provinces is imminent. Hunt return data will 
be used to determine catch-per-unit-effort and harvest composition as indices of 
relative abundance, while the data capture for leopards killed as DCAs will improve 
monitoring of DCA off-take. 

 

Between 2005 and 2016, South Africa did not fully utilize its export quota of 150 leopard 
hunting trophies and skins for personal use, having exported on average 73 per year, mostly 
as trophies. It is therefore unnecessary to consider an increase in the export quota. On the 
other hand, a reduction in the export quota would limit the flexibility that is crucial for the 
adaptive management approach adopted by South Africa for the allocation of leopard 
hunting quotas. Considering that the leopard is the most valuable hunting trophy exported 
from SADC, it is hoped that this adaptive management approach will encourage 
collaborative landowner participation in the South African Leopard Monitoring Project, and 
ultimately incentivize management practices that contribute towards leopard conservation.  

It is therefore recommended that South Africa’s export quota for leopard hunting 
trophies and skins for personal use (Resolution Conf. 10.14 (Rev. CoP16)), as 
originally informed by a Population and Habitat Viability Analysis (PHVA), be retained 
at 150. 
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