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Disclaimer: This manual presents a compilation of knowledge provided by recognized animal experts
based on the current science, practice, and technology of animal management. The manual assembles
basic requirements, best practices, and animal care recommendations to maximize capacity for
excellence in animal care and welfare. The manual should be considered a work in progress, since
practices continue to evolve through advances in scientific knowledge. The use of information within this
manual should be in accordance with all local, state, and federal laws and regulations concerning the
care of animals. While some government laws and regulations may be referenced in this manual, these
are not all-inclusive nor is this manual intended to serve as an evaluation tool for those agencies. The
recommendations included are not meant to be exclusive management approaches, diets, medical
treatments, or procedures, and may require adaptation to meet the specific needs of individual animals
and particular circumstances in each institution. Commercial entities and media identified are not
necessarily endorsed by AZA. The statements presented throughout the body of the manual do not
represent AZA standards of care unless specifically identified as such in clearly marked sidebar boxes.
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Lions are an iconic species, both loved and feared. While they do not have the striking color patterns of a
jaguar or the cultural significance of a tiger, the striking mane and complex social structure makes them
unique among all the wild cats. Nearly half of all AZA-accredited institutions house lions, a testament to
their charisma and popularity. For many years lions were easy to breed and we believed they would
always be in zoos. Over those same years we saw tens of thousands of them in Africa and believed they
would rule the wild forever. In the thirty years since the AZA Lion SSP was established we have been
proven wrong on every level.

Every day keepers, animal managers, wildlife managers, and scientists work tirelessly to ensure that lions
remain the highlight of a zoo experience or a wildlife safari. Mike Fouraker, Tarren Wagener, and Bob
Wiese managed this SSP many years before | did and much of the information in this document comes
from their hard work, as well as the advisors and active members of the SSP, and they deserve
recognition for their many years of voluntary service to the AZA Lion SSP.
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This document has been a long time coming, for a variety of reasons. It represents the best information
available today from the best zoos and most experienced animal managers in AZA and around the world.
It is a living document and should be continually updated with both the published and anecdotal
information available at the time. The intent of this document is to serve as a resource for the keepers,
managers, and curators that care for this species today or hope to in the future, so that we can provide
the best possible care for every lion and ensure that future generations hear a lion’s roar both at their zoo
and in the wild.

Hollie Colahan
Coordinator, AZA Lion SSP
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For Elson (1995-2011), the one who started it all for me
Photo courtesy of D. Bredahl
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Introduction
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Distribution

Asian lions once ranged throughout India but by the early
1900s its range had been reduced to the Gir Forest in
India. Lions are now extinct from North Africa but still
range from south of the Sahara to the Cape, except for
Congo forest. They range from the desert to mountainous
regions over 13,000 feet (Haas et al., 2005).

Ecology and Behavior

The lion’s habitats include grasslands, dry forest, scrub,
woodlands and desert. Lions are primarily terrestrial but do
occasionally climb trees to rest or escape other animals.
Cubs are good climbers and will play in trees. Lions have
also been known to dig to get to aardvark or warthogs in
burrows. They do not use water as frequently as some
other cats but are adept swimmers (Sunquist & Sunquist,
2002).

Lions will drink water every day if it is available but can go
several days without it if needed. Lions that live in arid
habitats get needed moisture from their food and rest
during the hottest part of the day to regulate body
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Figure 1. Distribution of Panthera leo
(Sunquist and Sunquist, 2002)

temperature and water loss by evaporation. Overall activity patterns are determined by habitat type. They
are primarily nocturnal but will hunt during the day if there is sufficient cover and Serengeti lions follow a
more crepuscular activity pattern. Regardless of patterns, lions are well known as the least active felid,
averaging about 19 hours of rest each day. East African lions spend 1-3 hours each night traveling and
hunting and about an hour feeding. Most only travel 1.6-8 km (1-5 mi) each night but distance traveled
and time spent hunting increases in areas with less abundant prey, with Kalahari and Etosha lions
spending closer to 7 hours hunting and traveling up to 12.8 km (8 mi) each night (Sunquist & Sunquist,

2002).

A female lion stalks prey in the Kalahari, Botswana
H. Colahan
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