
WATCH
A VIDEO 
ONLINE

www.scholastic.com
/superscience

EARTH
Mining 
Precious 
Metals

PHYSICAL
Sun-
Powered 
Plane

Why the best way to save 
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Behind Bars?

SpecialSpecialSpecialEARTH EARTH EARTH DAYDAYDAYDAYDAYDAYIssue!Issue!Issue!

SpecialEARTH DAYIssue!

APRIL 2014
VOL. 25  NO. 7  
ISSN 1010-144X

LIFE

SS07_APR14_p1_Cover.indd   2 2/13/14   12:04 PM



4   A P R I L  2 0 1 4

Most conflicts between 
humans and lions end 
up being deadly for the 
big cats. A lion scientist 
thinks fencing wild 
lions in large reserves 
may be the best way to 
protect them.
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lioness crouches 

in the tall grass 

on the African 

savanna. She 

silently pounces 

on her target. But this lioness 

isn’t hunting her natural prey, 

such as an antelope or zebra. 

She’s about to feast on a cow 

owned by a local rancher. 

Lions like this one are a big 

problem for farmers in Africa. 

They depend on cows and other 

livestock to survive. As the 

human population—and need 

for land—has soared, people 

have moved into the lions’ 

territory. There isn’t enough 

space for both species. As a 

result, lions are disappearing. 

Craig Packer, a scientist 

who has been studying lions 

for 35 years, has a radical 

idea.  He thinks fences 

should be built around some 

remaining habitats with 

healthy populations of lions. 

This would keep them safely 

separated from people. 

Not all scientists think fences 

are the answer. But most agree 

that something must be done in 

order to protect these big cats. 

Population Problems
The human population 

in Africa is growing faster 

than on any other continent. 

Many Africans make a living 

by raising livestock. These 

ranchers have expanded 

into the savannas in central 

and southern Africa. Most 

of the world’s lions live in 

these open grasslands. 

As people move in, they 

convert the savanna into fields 

where their livestock can graze. 

This has caused major habitat 

loss for lions. Over the past 

century, they’ve disappeared 

from 80 percent of their former 

range (see map, page 6). 

Deadly Clashes
As apex predators, lions sit at 

the top of the food chain. For 

a lion, all prey is literally “fair 

game.” When their natural 

prey, such as wildebeests, is 

hard to find, lions will attack 

cattle, sheep, and goats instead. 

Livestock loss hits farmers hard. 

It makes it difficult for them 

to provide for their families. 

Lions sometimes attack 

and kill people too. Over a 

15-year period in Tanzania, 

there were about 500 lion 

attacks. “If you’re a herder on 

the African savanna, you see 

lions as dangerous animals that 

create economic hardship,” 
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savanna—a flat, treeless 
grassland located in hot, dry 
regions

population—a group of animals 
or plants of the same species

habitat—a natural place for the 
life and growth of an organism

apex predator—an animal with 
few to no predators of its own 
that occupies the highest level of 
its food chain

migrate—to travel from one 
place to another, often over 
large distances, at regular times 
of the year

A

Are fences 

the best 

way to keep 

Africa’s 

lions safe? 
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says biologist Luke Hunter. 

He’s the president of a big cat 

conservation group called 

Panthera. To protect themselves 

and their livestock, many 

herders and farmers kill lions. 

These killings, combined 

with habitat loss, have slashed 

the lion population. Scientists 

estimate that a few centuries 

ago, millions of lions roamed 

Africa. Today, that number has 

dropped to less than 30,000. 

Living Together
Can a world without lions 

be prevented? Only if humans 

find a way to live peacefully 

with these big cats, Packer 

says. He thinks the best way 

to do that may be to separate 

the two species with fences. 

Some lion populations are 

already fenced in. These 

groups have a better 

survival rate than 

lions that roam 

completely free. 

“Fencing 

really works,” says Packer. “It 

keeps the lions out of trouble, 

and it keeps people and their 

livestock from being eaten.” 

Fencing is also inexpensive. 

Without fencing, it costs about 

$3,200 per square kilometer 

each year for park rangers to 

patrol large wildlife reserves 

and discourage locals from 

illegal hunting. After a fence 

is installed, however, the 

cost drops to about $500 

per square kilometer. 

Not all experts like the idea 

of putting lions behind fences. 

“They should be a last resort,” 

says Hunter. In some places, 

like Botswana’s Okavango 

Delta, lions are doing fine 

without them, he says. 

In fact, lions help local 

economies when tourists pay 

to visit protected reserves 

to see lions up close. This 

About a century ago, an estimated 200,000 lions lived 
throughout Africa and Asia. Today, scientists believe that fewer 
than 30,000 remain. Lions have nearly died out in Asia. Their 
habitat in Africa is broken up by human settlements. 
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to do that may be to separate 

the two species with fences. 

Some lion populations are 

already fenced in. These 

groups have a better 

survival rate than 

lions that roam 

completely free. 

“Fencing 

Lions typically 
prey on African 
buffalo (pictured), 
zebra, antelope, 
and wildebeests.

Lions and 
their cubs 
live in groups 
called prides. 

Less Land for Lions
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provides jobs and income 

for the people who live in 

the region, says Hunter. 

Another problem with 

fences: Millions of African 

animals migrate huge distances 

across the savannas. Putting 

fences in their path might stop 

their migration and put them 

in danger. Fences will work 

only in places that are 

not in the path of 

migrating animals, 

says Packer. 

But in areas 

where lions and 

people live close 

together, fences 

may be the only 

way to save the big 

cats. There are plans 

to install a fence in 

the western part of the 

Serengeti in the next few 

years. (The Serengeti spans 

parts of Tanzania and Kenya.) 

Packer and his team will 

monitor the fence to see how 

wildlife responds. If they 

find that migrating animals 

aren’t harmed, lions all over 

Africa might soon be penned 

in for their protection.

— Stephanie Warren

Lion Guardians
Many people in Africa see lions as 

dangerous enemies. Those who hunt 
and kill lions are regarded as heroes. 
To keep the big cats safe, one group 
of scientists is trying to change 
that view. They started a program 
called Lion Guardians that turns lion 
hunters into lion protectors. Young 
men from a Kenyan tribe called the 
Maasai (pronounced MUH-SIGH) 
are trained to track lions with radios 
and GPS. They are paid to monitor 
lions and prevent attacks. So far, 
the program is small but successful. 
Lion attacks have decreased, and the 
Lion Guardians are even admired in 
their communities.  

in danger. Fences will work 

only in places that are 

not in the path of 

migrating animals, 

says Packer. 

way to save the big 

cats. There are plans 

to install a fence in 

the western part of the 

Serengeti in the next few 

years. (The Serengeti spans 

parts of Tanzania and Kenya.) 

When their wild prey 
isn’t around, lions hunt 
ranchers’ valuable 
livestock, including 
goats, cows, and sheep.

These Maasai warriors have 
traded in lion hunting for 
lion protecting. They track 
the cats with radio signals.
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