7 May 2019
Robert Iger
Chairman and CEO
The Walt Disney Company
500 South Buena Vista Street
Burbank
California USA 90002

The Lion King Movie and Wild Lion Conservation
Dear Mr Iger
In the leadup to the release of the new Lion King movie, we write to you with a request on behalf of wild lions
globally.
In a 2017 Forbes article1, a Disney representative confirmed that The Lion King brand has grossed just under
US$8.1 billion for the company. The company website2 states The Disney Conservation Fund has donated
US$70 million+ to save wildlife (which may include ‘guest contributions’). Whilst this is welcome, it represents
only 0.9% of what has been made from The Lion King franchise alone.
According to Panthera3, one of the world’s leading predator conservation agencies, the number of wild lions
has plummeted over the years since the release of the original Lion King movie in 1994, despite the world’s
love affair with this iconic and majestic animal. This status is supported by the IUCN Red Data List4:
1.

Populations of African lions have declined by 42 percent over the past 21 years

2.

In all but four African lion range countries lion populations have fallen, on average, 60%

3.

Only about 400 wild lions remain in 17 nations of West Africa

4.

While there hasn’t been a comprehensive, continentwide wild lion census for some time, there are
estimated to be less than 20,000 lions remaining in the wild throughout all of continental Africa, and,

5.

There are only 5 viable populations (not managed by humans) in South Africa, Tanzania, Zimbabwe,
Kenya and Botswana.

Given the alarming declines in Africa’s wild lion populations, it is prudent that an updated and extensive
census of the species takes place as soon as possible.
We write to you as a collective group of organisations who are committed to ensuring the lion’s survival in the
wild. We ask The Walt Disney Company that a percentage of the US$8 billion+, made from The Lion King
franchise (movie, theatre, merchandise, etc) to-date, be directed to the conservation of wild lions, as well as
a percentage of all the funds generated from this point on, given the reboot of the franchise.
We believe that The Walt Disney Company is best placed to take a lead in investing in pragmatic programs
that make a real difference for wild lions. Any organisation whose brand is also associated with lions will be
encouraged to follow The Walt Disney Company’s lead.

We wish to clarify that our definition of wild lion conservation does NOT include:
•
•
•
•
•

Financially supporting captive breeding programs
Funding lion enclosures and expanding lion exhibits, including Disney Animal Kingdom
Donating to research that has no direct and immediate benefit to wild lion populations
Promoting and/or funding big cat interactions, hands-on facilities, celebrity lion “sanctuaries” which
encourage handling, including cub petting and lion walking facilities
Any activities, including those listed, which form part of the supply chain for “canned"/captive
hunting operations and the lion bone export trade to Asia5,6
We must stress that we do not support any project
that enables captive breeding. In the years since the
launch of the original Lion King movie, captive
breeding of lions has become much more
widespread and nothing should be done to
encourage this practice given the animal welfare
issues and exploitation that has resulted.
The graphic shows lion cub petting is the first stage
of this cruel, tragic and excessively commercialized
life cycle. How many people who pet a lion cub link
the experience to The Lion King by calling their cub
Simba? We would imagine a good percentage!
Many captive bred lion populations are genetically
impaired through inbreeding, as a result, farmed
lions are never to be considered a solution to the
critical decline of the wild lion populations.

In addition, we must look at the current legal trade in lion body parts. With lions being bred for the bullet, the
brutal and barbaric industry of canned hunting and the lion bone trade, lions have been reduced to a ‘product
for profit’ - exploited, abused, commoditised and slaughtered. Whilst some range countries feel that trading in
their wildlife is acceptable, despite global outrage, what we cannot allow is for this to occur in a system that is
useless in protecting vulnerable species.
To be clear, the signatories to this letter define wild lion conservation as ensuring that wild populations
survive and thrive through initiatives including:
•

Funding national parks that directly support the remaining wild lion populations to survive and thrive

•

Securing habitat around national parks to ensure:

•

•

The national park/lion range can be expanded and that wild lion populations are self-sustaining

•

Safe buffer zones with no hunting concessions bordering national parks, given the history of lions
(and other animals) being baited from the parks to be shot

Innovative programs to reduce human-wildlife conflict to minimize the threat of hunting, snaring,
poaching, poisoning - for example the Co-Heard7 program where young men in communities receive
training in carpentry, plumbing and other necessary trades if they agree to spend a part of their time
protecting the community’s livestock from lion predation

There is a growing body of evidence that the legal trade in captive bred lion body parts is exacerbating
poaching of wild populations for consumers in Asia who don’t see farmed animals as having any status (they
are considered a poor substitute); and as such laundering of illegally killed wild lions into the current legal
marketplace is occurring6.

Given how flawed the Convention on the International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora
(CITES) trade regulation and management system is, this is not hard to do. Consider just one example8:

One way that The Walt Disney Company to show authentic leadership for the wildlife portrayed in its animated
features would be by funding the cost to implement a centralised, global CITES e-permit system. This may
seem overly technical and not very ‘marketable’, but it would make a huge difference in stamping out the
illegal trade. Such a system would enable the tracking of individual items from origin to destination, without
any loopholes, gaps or opportunities to launder illegal items into the legal market. CITES has been talking
about this e-permit system for nearly a decade without much being done due to lack of funding. Currently
permits are mostly paper based and generally not reconciled with customs documents such as lading bills or
air way bills.
Let’s take a moment to look beyond lions to all species. A paper published in 20159 outlined the prevalence of
documentation discrepancies in CITES trade data for Appendix I and II endangered species exported out of 50
African nations (and 198 importing countries) between the years 2003 and 2012. The data represented 2,750
species. Of the 90,204 original records downloaded from the CITES trade database:
•
•

Only 7.3% were free from discrepancies
Increases in discrepancy-rates between 2003 and 2012 suggests that the trade was monitored less
efficiently in 2012 than it was in 2003

As such, any investment in the CITES trade monitoring system that ensures the proper regulation, traceability,
transparency and enforcement of trade is welcome. This would not only help wild lions but also many other
species, including those outlined in The Walt Disney Company’s “Reverse the Decline, Increase the Time”
project. It is time for the King to again take up his reign and initiate this process in protecting all species.
Given the information outlined in the letter, including our definition of wild lion conservation, we invite The
Walt Disney Company to ‘re-imagine’ your funding directives and consider how you can bring about a world
where wild lion populations can not only survive, but thrive.

With the much-anticipated release of the new Lion King movie in July 2019, we ask you to consider setting
aside a percentage of profits to commit to wild lion conservation in the forms we have suggested. This is an
incredible opportunity for Disney to demonstrate to the world its true commitment to wild lions and be part of
the solution. If Disney chooses not to take leadership here, when it is making US$8 billion plus from our
fascination with lions, then how can we expect other organisations who generate profits from people’s love of
wildlife to care?
Walt Disney himself spoke of creating a place “Where Dreams Come True”, but in the case of The Lion King,
maybe this will become “Where Dreams Meet Reality” given the plummeting populations of wild lions and the
realistic possibility of extinction. How would Walt Disney himself respond to future generations (your key
customers) asking why they only have documentaries and movies to remember iconic species and the King
himself?
We extend this invitation to The Walt Disney Company to join us in turning the extinction crisis around - for
our children, and our children’s children. Together, we truly can make dreams come true.
Yours sincerely

Donalea Patman OAM
Director
For the Love of Wildlife Ltd
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Pippa Hankinson
Director
Blood Lions

Dr Lynn Johnson
Director
Nature Needs More Ltd
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http://dx.doi.org/10.2305/IUCN.UK.2016-3.RLTS.T15951A107265605.en
https://conservationaction.co.za/resources/reports/news-official-statement-by-african-lion-working-group-alwgon-canned-hunting-and-captive-breeding/
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