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DEPARTMENT OF FORESTRY, FISHERIES AND THE ENVIRONMENT 

NO.  7853� 28 August 2026

NATIONAL ENVIRONMENTAL MANAGEMENT: BIODIVERSITY ACT, 2004 
(ACT NO. 10 OF 2004) 

THE DRAFT NATIONAL LEOPARD CONSERVATION STRATEGY AND ACTION PLAN, 2026 FOR 
PUBLIC COMMENT 

I, David Maynier, Minister of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment, hereby publish the draft National 
Leopard Conservation Strategy and Action Plan, 2026, in terms of sections 99 and 100 of the National 
Environmental Management: Biodiversity Act, 2004 (Act No. 10 of 2004), for public comments, as set out 
in the Schedule hereto. 

The draft National Leopard Conservation Strategy and Action Plan, 2026, (draft Strategy and Action Plan) 
proposes a shared national vision that "leopards thrive in living landscapes, support cultural traditions 
and local livelihoods through inclusive, community-driven conservation." It seeks to offer direction that 
aligns with the aspirational Vision of the White Paper on Conservation and Sustainable Use of South 
Africa's Biodiversity 2023 and the values and hopes of South Africans concerning leopards, and how 
leopards can benefit both society and the environment. 

It envisions acknowledging leopards as a vital component of the nation's natural heritage, valued across 
cultures for their ecological, cultural and symbolic significance. By protecting leopard habitats and 
biodiversity, this Strategy and Action Plan could catalyse sustainable development and transformation 
within South Africa. The draft Strategy and Action Plan is also supported by goals and strategic activities 
that are based on the species a) ecological role, b) social and cultural values, and c) the livelihoods and 
impacts of leopards. 

Members of the public are invited to submit written comments on the draft Strategy and Action Plan with in 
30 (thirty) days from the date of publication of this Notice in the Government Gazette or in the newspaper, 
whichever date is the last date, to the following addresses: 

By post to: The Director General: Department of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment 
Attention: Ms Asnath Hlungwani/Ms. Mashudu Mahada 

Private Bag X447 
PRETORIA 
0001 

By hand at: Environment House, 473 Steve Biko Road, Arcadia, Pretoria, 0083 
By email: ConservationManagement@dffe.gov.za. 

Electronic copies of the Government Notice can be downloaded from the following link: 
https://www.dffe.gov.za/legislation/gazetted notices 
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Any enquiries in connection with this Government Notice can be directed to Ms Asnath Hlungwani / Ms 
Mashudu Mahada on 076 819 3783 / 060 602 6560, or via email: MMahada@dffe.gov.za / 
Ahlungwani@dffe.gov.za. 

~e considered. 

)~-
AVID MAYNIER 

MINISTER OF FORESTRY, FISHERIES AND THE ENVIRONMENT 
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SCHEDULE 

A National Leopard Conservation Strategy and 
Action Plan 

2026 

The document was drafted by a team comprising representatives from The Department of Forestry and Fisheries 
{DFFE}, South African National Parks (SANParks}, The South African National Biodiversity Institute (SANBI}, 
iSimangaliso Wetland Park, Panthera, Cape Nature, North West Provincial Government, Mpumalanga Tourism & 
Parks Agency, and Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife. 
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FOREWORD 

Leopards are an ecologically important apex predator, a source of deep cultural pride and a bridge between South 
Africa's natural heritage and its diverse peoples. This assertion is supported by the feedback received from the 
nearly 2,000 individuals consulted across 31 workshops in all nine provinces during the preparation of this National 
Leopard Conservation Strategy and Action Plan. In addition to this contemporary understanding, the leopard's 
significance is entrenched in South African society, reflected in indigenous traditions where the leopard (lngwe, 
nkwe, nngwe, yingwe, luiperd} symbolises strength, nobility, and royal lineage - a connection that has endured for 
centuries. 

Contemporary history places South Africa at a critical juncture in leopard conservation, with leopards having 
experienced substantial range loss and extirpation across an estimated 67% of the country. Today, leopards persist 
in fragmented populations, with robust numbers mainly within formally protected fenced areas, while the majority 
of suitable habitat occurs outside these areas on private and communal land. Leopards remain the last truly free­
roaming large predators in South Africa, yet they face mounting pressures from habitat loss and fragmentation, 
human-wildlife conflict, illegal killing, and declining prey availability. 

Despite these challenges, South Africa still holds viable Jeopard populations across seven of its nine provinces. 
The country's leopard landscapes, from the mountainous Western Cape to the savannahs of Limpopo and the 
thickets of KwaZulu-Natal, retain the potential to support healthy, connected populations. A key element of this 
Strategy is a focus on managing leopards across different land tenure arrangements (state, private, and 
community-owned} in a more coordinated and inclusive manner, recognising that most leopards live outside of 
formally protected areas. 

Escalating human-wildlife conflict, driven by livestock predation and competition for space, remains a significant 
concern. Retaliatory killings, often in response to livestock losses, poisonings, and snaring, pose direct threats to 
leopard populations. These pressures are compounded by a complex array of stakeholder values, ranging from 
cultural and spiritual significance to trophy hunting and ecotourism, that must be balanced through equitable, 
transparent, and evidence-based governance. 

Efforts within South Africa to develop an inclusive biodiversity economy, and to ensure that an increased number 
of South African citizens, particularly previously disadvantaged communities, value leopards as living assets, are 
seen as essential to reducing human-leopard conflict and building tolerance. This Strategy includes specific 
activities to achieve these objectives, from community-led ecotourism and benefit-sharing mechanisms to livestock 
guarding programmes and rapid-response conflict mitigation frameworks. Coordinated and structured efforts by 
government, the private sector, traditional leaders, and communities are urgently needed to address the challenges 
facing leopard conservation. This Strategy therefore aims to introduce an approach to Jeopard stewardship such 
that a leopard provides ecological, cultural, and economic benefits to the people who live alongside them. 

This National Leopard Conservation Strategy and Action Plan provides a strategic framework and detailed action 
plan for conserving leopards in South Africa. It consolidates previous policy and planning work on leopard 
management into a single, integrated tool, drawing on the White Paper on the Conservation and Sustainable Use 
of South Africa's Biodiversity, the Policy Position on Elephant, Lion, Leopard and Rhinoceros, and most importantly, 
the values, costs, constraints, and aspirations expressed by stakeholders during the national consultation process. 
The Strategy uses a whole-of-society approach in the interest of both leopards and the people of South Africa, 
grounded in transformation, equity, and sustainable coexistence. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Leopards are a highly adaptable apex predator and the most widespread of all large carnivore species. Yet in 
South Africa, they have experienced substantial range loss, estimated at 67% of their historical distribution. 
Leopards remain the last truly free-roaming large predators in the country, occurring both inside and outside 
formally protected areas, with the majority of suitable habitat on private and communal land. This presents both an 
opportunity and a challenge: leopards can persist across multi-use landscapes, but they face escalating pressures 
from habitat loss and fragmentation, human-wildlife conflict, illegal killing, declining prey availability, and 
governance gaps. 

This National Leopard Conservation Strategy and Action Plan responds to these challenges. It is the first nationally 
coordinated strategy for leopards in South Africa, developed through a whole-of-society approach that consulted 
1,980 participants across 31 workshops in all nine provinces. Stakeholders included traditional leaders, traditional 
health practitioners, religious leaders, community members (including People and Parks programmes), academics, 
conservation and welfare NGOs, wildlife industry representatives (farmers, reserve managers, hunters, tourism 
operators), and national and provincial government authorities. 

A situational analysis was conducted to translate the Strategy into actionable components. The analysis examined 
current realities, identified implementation obstacles and key gaps, and specified resourced actions needed to 
make the Strategy implementable. It confirmed that while ecological and policy foundations exist, the absence of 
a coordinated, legally grounded, and adequately resourced implementation plan is the single greatest barrier to 
effective leopard conservation in South Africa. The analysis directly informed the Strategic Action Plan by 
addressing gaps in governance, data, funding, and inclusion. 

While not a formal Biodiversity Management Plan (BMP) as contemplated in Section 43 of NEMBA, this National 
Leopard Conservation Strategy and Action Plan follows the same rigorous process framework. It is developed to 
guide the conservation, sustainable use, and inclusive governance of leopards (Panthera pardus) across South 
Africa. Like a BMP, it establishes measures to ensure the protection, conservation, and sustainable management 
of the species, enables evaluation of progress, and forms part of a dynamic, continuous management planning 
process that allows for review and monitoring of actions to accommodate changing priorities and emerging issues. 

This Strategy has been developed to ensure the long-term survival of viable leopard populations across their range 
in South Africa, recognising that most suitable leopard habitat occurs outside of formally protected areas. It 
consolidates and integrates prior national initiatives, scientific assessments, and stakeholder inputs into a single 
national framework for leopards, in alignment with the White Paper on the Conservation and Sustainable Use of 
South Africa's Biodiversity and the Policy Position on the Conservation and Sustainable Use of Elephant, Lion, 
Leopard and Rhinoceros. The persons, organisations, or organs of state responsible for implementing the 
interventions, including monitoring and reporting of progress, are identified. It serves as a tool to guide the 
management of leopards in the country, considering the concurrent responsibilities of National and Provincial 
spheres of Government as they relate to environmental and nature conservation matters. 

This Strategy was drafted by a Core Team comprising officials of the DFFE, SANParks, SANBI, and iSimangaliso 
Wetland Park, with the support of provincial conservation authorities. Importantly, this Strategy took a whole-of­
society approach through engagements with traditional leaders, traditional health practitioners, religious leaders, 
community members (including People and Parks programmes), academics, conservation and welfare NGOs, 
wildlife industry representatives (including game and cattle farmers, reserve managers, hunters, and tourism 
operators), and members of national and provincial government concerned with leopards. 
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Strategic imperatives and plans that have been considered in the development of this Strategy include the National 
Leopard Monitoring Framework, the Leopard Consultative Forum {LCF) processes, and the findings of the national' 
stakeholder consultation conducted across all nine provinces involving 1,980 participants. The Strategy also draws 
on the White Paper on the Conservation and Sustainable Use of South Africa's Biodiversity, the Policy Position on 
the Conservation and Sustainable Use of Elephant, Lion, Leopard and Rhinoceros, and the report of the High­
Level Panel of experts (2020). Furthermore, this Strategy considers provincial legislative frameworks, CITES 
obligations, South Africa's standing reservation for leopards under CMS, and relevant international commitments 
including the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework (GBF). Critically, the Strategy is grounded in the 
values, costs, constraints, and aspirations expressed by traditional leaders, traditional health practitioners, religious 
groups, community members, landowners, and conservation stakeholders during the consultation process. In this 
respect, this Strategy serves as the national species recovery plan for leopards in South Africa, addressing issues 
of habitat loss and fragmentation, human-wildlife conflict, illegal killing, declining prey availability, and governance 
gaps, amongst other priorities such as advancing transformation, community empowerment, cultural heritage 
preservation, and livelihood improvement through predator-based economies. 

The Strategy articulates a Vision: Leopards thrive in living landscapes, support cultural traditions and local 
livelihoods through inclusive community-driven conservation. It is structured around three core Goals: 

1. Ecological Role of Leopards - Conserve leopards and their landscapes by strengthening ecological resilience, 
connecting habitats, and reducing threats. 

2. Social and Cultural Values - Preserve cultural heritage, promote sustainable practices, and ensure safe and 
inclusive access to leopards and protected areas. 

3. Livelihood Impacts of Leopards - Increase fair opportunities for people to benefit from leopards while reducing 
the challenges they pose to livelihoods. 

The Strategy explicitly recognises that it is not possible to simultaneously accommodate all stakeholder needs. 
Strategic trade-offs are required, particularly between consumptive use (trophy hunting, traditional use of 
derivatives) and non-consumptive use (tourism, intrinsic value). A strategy focused exclusively on preservation will 
alienate a large proportion of stakeholders. Conversely, unregulated consumptive use will lead to rapid extirpation. 
This Strategy aims to balance these competing objectives through equitable, transparent, and evidence-based 
governance. 

The Strategy establishes enabling conditions for success: sustainable finance; participation, 
communication, education and awareness; legislation and policy reform. It provides a detailed Strategic 
Action Plan with nineteen key activities assigned to priority levels, a phased ten-year timeline, and clear lead 
institutions and accountability mechanisms. A Leopard Implementation Coordination Committee (LICC) will 
oversee implementation, with annual reporting to the Minister of DFFE, a five-year Action Plan review cycle, and 
a ten-year review of the Vision and Goals. This ensures the same level of commitment, accountability, and adaptive 
management expected of a formal BMP, while retaining the strategic flexibility appropriate to a national 
conservation strategy. 

The Strategy requires provinces, protected area management authorities, and relevant stakeholders to revise or 
develop institutional plans for leopards aligned to this Strategy. This Strategy serves as the national species 
recovery plan for leopards in South Africa, addressing both conservation imperatives and the aspirations of the 
country's diverse peoples, advancing transformation, community empowerment, cultural heritage preservation, and 
livelihood improvement through predator-based economies. 
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1. Introduction 

The African leopard Panfhera pardus pardus derives its name from the Greek word leopardus, a combination 
of /eon (lion) and pardus (panther). Leopards are a highly adaptable species and are therefore widespread across 
their range. Leopards are listed as Vulnerable on the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species and on Appendix I of 
the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES). Across the region, 
in Botswana, Namibia, Mozambique, Zimbabwe, and Zambia, leopard range is relatively contiguous and 
populations exist at low densities across large areas. Within South Africa, they live in smaller, fragmented, higher 
density populations within formally protected fenced areas. However, most suitable leopard habitat in South Africa 
occurs outside of protected areas and thus a substantial proportion of the national leopard population occurs 
outside of these areas. Transboundary movement does occur and as such, important transboundary leopard 
landscapes are a focal point for conservation and coexistence initiatives. With reference to the transboundary 
nature of leopards, since 2017, leopards have been listed on Appendix II of the Convention on the Conservation 
of Migratory Species of Wild Animals (CMS). South Africa however, currently has a standing reservation for 
leopards under CMS, meaning that the country is not bound by the obligations that would normally apply to 
leopards under CMS; for example, adopting certain conditions around consumptive use. 

Due to their extensive range, leopards form an important component of many ecosystems and therefore they can 
be considered an umbrella species, whose protection also conserves other species and systems. Occurring widely 
both inside and outside of formally protected areas, African leopards are highly representative of the human-wildlife 
nexus, as such, carry cost, and benefit values for people living with them. With landscapes between many protected 
areas containing human settlements and associated highly modified habitat, leopard-human conflict presents a 
significant cost for communities and landowners and poses one of the most difficult challenges facing their 
conservation. Conversely, leopards are also revered by many South African cultures and religions and are 
frequently upheld nationally and internationally as a flagship species for the country. Their skins and body parts 
are valued for use in religious ceremonies and for traditional medicine, and hold great intergenerational spiritual 
value. The species is also considered an important asset for attracting international tourism and revenue from 
photographic safaris and trophy hunting, and consequently, is associated with local job creation and more broadly, 
local livelihood improvement. As a result, stakeholder agendas, attitudes, and values placed on leopards are 
diverse and complex, requiring creative and dynamic whole-system approaches to their conservation. 

In South Africa, leopards are managed through a combination of legal, policy, scientific, and governance 
frameworks. This multifaceted approach is grounded in a broad legal and policy framework that includes national 
legislation, species-specific regulations, and strategic biodiversity planning (see section 3). The framework is 
designed to ensure the long-term survival of leopards through regulated activities, scientific monitoring, and 
adaptive management. It also integrates provincial regulations, international commitments, and collaborative 
governance structures to support implementation across different jurisdictions and conservation contexts. 

The National Constitution (1996) recognises that South Africa belongs to all people who live in it and makes 
reference to the objective of establishing a society on, amongst others, fundamental human rights. These human 
rights include the right to environmental protection and indirectly, the protection of animals. Other rights, however, 
protect ownership of property, the exercise of cultural and religious rights and allow for the use of animals such as 
leopards. However, a shared vision for managing and conserving leopards amongst South Africa's citizens is 
lacking. The country is a nation of diverse cultures, with a historical and ongoing legacy of social injustices. Many 
of its citizens have no access to cultural and other values of leopards and do not have opportunities to participate 
in decision-making processes concerning the species. 
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2. Species Background 

2.1 Taxonomy-South African Context 

Kingdom: Animalia 
Phylum: Chordata 
Class: Mammalia 
Order: Camivora 
Family: Felidae 
Genus: Panthera 
Species: P. pardus (Linnaeus, 1758) 

2.2 Ecology and Distribution 

Although the smallest of the five big cat species found within the genus Panthera (including tigers - Panthera tigris, 
lions - Panthera feo, jaguars - Panthera onca, and snow leopards - Panthera uncia), leopards have a body mass 
ranging from 20-90 kg for males and 17-60 kg for females. They are generalist apex predators considered the most 
adaptable among the big cats. Leopards prey upon a wide range of species and can inhabit many diverse 
environments. They are a solitary, territorial species, with males defending an exclusive territory that typically 
contains the territories of several females. Leopards are not migrant but disperse across large areas, which 
facilitates sufficient gene flow to ensure genetic viability within the population. 

The home ranges of male and female leopards differ significantly, with males having much larger ranges than 
females (generally at least double the size). The average home range size of male leopards in the species global 
distribution was found to be 161.1-± 39.2 km2, with females having an average home range of 68.1 ± 12.7 km2 

(Rodriguez-Recio et al., 2022). Home range size can vary greatly depending on multiple factors such as prey 
availability, landscape productivity, human activity, seasonality, and the presence of other large carnivores 
(including other leopards). In the Waterberg, Limpopo region of South Africa, male leopards have range sizes of 
around 290 km2 (Swanepoel, 2008). In the arid Kgalagadi, male and female home ranges averaged 2,182 km2 and 
488 km2 respectively (Bothma, 1998). Male leopards in the Soutpansberg Mountains, have shown a home range 
of approximately 100 km2, whereas female ranges in the same area were approximately 20 km2 (S. Williams 
unpubl. data). lnterspecific interactions can have a large influence on leopard ecology and survival affecting their 
movement and home ranges. 

Leopards are the most widespread of all large carnivore species, yet have still experienced a substantial loss (28-
51 %) of their historical range in Southern Africa, with South Africa experiencing the greatest range loss; leopards 
have been extirpated across 67% of the country (Jacobson et at., 2016) (Figure 1). Unlike other apex predators in 
South Africa, leopards are not restricted by fences and are the last truly free-roaming, large predators; however, 
in regions with high human density or significant habitat modification, the species has gone locally extinct. With the 
exception of the Free State Province and the larger Karoo basin in the Northern and Western Cape, leopards are 
widely distributed in all provinces in South Africa (Figure 1 ). They also occur in all biomes of the country, but to a 
lesser extent in the Nama Karoo and Succulent Karoo biomes. Although leopards were historically found in Lesotho 
and the Free State Province, they are now extremely rare or non-existent in these regions. 

12 
A National Leopard Conservation Strategy and Action Plan (2026) 



This gazette is also available free online at www.gpwonline.co.za

96    No. 55257	 GOVERNMENT GAZETTE, 28 August 2026

Figure 1. Distribution of Leopard (Panthera pardus) within South Africa (Mann et al., 2025) 

2.3 Population and Trends 
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There are no rigorous estimates for the size of the South African leopard population and published estimates vary 
greatly from 2,185 -23,400 individuals. However, the National Leopard Monitoring project showed a ~2.6% annual 
population increase (Woodgate et al., 2025). This contrasts with a previously reported national decline of ~3% per 
year up to 2022 (Garbett et al., 2023) and an ~8% decline in earlier assessments (Mann et al., 2017). 

Provincially, leopard population trends vary. The most recent data for Limpopo and North-West provinces showed 
more positive or stable long-term trends than KwaZulu-Natal (KZN) and Mpumalanga, with KZN showing a ~3% 
annual decline. In Limpopo, leopard densities declined from 2013-2015 but appeared stable from 2017 onward 
(Mann et al., 2017). By 2021, Limpopo's populations were more stable than KwaZulu-Natal's (KZN), possibly due 
to fewer threats or greater resilience. KZN's leopard populations appeared to continue on a downward trend: three 
of five long-term sites (Eastern Shores, Hluluwe-iMfolozi Park, lthala) showed declines, whilst Tembe and uMkhuze 
are recovering (Garbett et al., 2023). 

Populations in Kruger National Park (KNP), adjacent private reserves, and Loskop Dam Nature Reserve 
(Mpumalanga) remain stable, with high densities in Sabi Sands (Mann et al., 2017). Timbavati (Mpumalanga) 
showed a sharp 2018-2019 decline, possibly due to COVID-19 survey disruptions, but 2021-2022 estimates appear 
to have rebounded (Garbett et al., 2023). Data for the Eastern Cape are scarce, but suggest that leopard densities 
are also low in this province, with a recent density estimate of 1.07 leopards/100 km2 in the Baviaanskloof and a 
seemingly stable population in Kwandwe (Eastern Cape) (Woodgate et al., 2024). In the Western Cape leopards 
are fairly widely distributed but exist at extremely low densities ranging from 0.35 leopards/100 km2 in the Overberg, 
Langeberg, and Garden Route regions to 1.96 in the Piketberg and the Olifantsrivier Mountains leopards/100 km2. 
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Little Karoo sites increased from 0.6 to 1.1 leopards/100 km2 (2012-2017) (Mann et al., 2017). Trends elsewhere 
in South Africa are unknown due to insufficient data; large, protected areas are probably stable, but this is 
speculative. 

2.4 Cultural and Economic Significance 

Leopards carry deep cultural and spiritual importance in South Africa, particularly among Indigenous communities 
and traditional religious groups. Within Zulu culture, the leopard (lngwe) symbolises strength, nobility, and royal 
lineage, and its derivatives (mainly skins} are worn by traditional chiefs during important ceremonies. Similarly, 
leopard skins and parts are used by religious leaders and practitioners in the Nazareth Baptist Church, as well as 
in traditional healing and spiritual practices. These uses are rooted in longstanding Indigenous Knowledge Systems 
(IKSs) and represent an enduring cultural connection between people and wildlife. 

Leopards contribute both directly and indirectly to national and local economies. In the formal wildlife economy, 
they are a high-value species in regulated trophy hunting operations, which can generate income for private and 
communal landowners and fund conservation efforts. Leopards are also a significant ecotourism draw, especially 
in iconic reserves such as Sabi Sands, where their elusive nature and charisma attract local and international 
visitors, supporting jobs in guiding, hospitality, and wildlife management. 

At the community level, leopards affect livelihoods in complex ways. On one hand, they can provide income 
opportunities through community-based conservation initiatives, citizen science projects, and wildlife-based 
enterprises. On the other hand, they are also a source of human-wildlife conflict, particularly in livestock-farming 
areas where they may prey on small stock. These losses can undermine tolerance and lead to retaliatory killings. 
Addressing this tension is critical: integrating leopards into benefit-sharing schemes, improving livestock protection, 
and co-developing coexistence frameworks can enhance both rural livelihoods and long-term species 
conservation. Thus, leopards are not only an ecologically important species, but also culturally symbolic and 
economically impactful species whose conservation must consider both cultural identity and human well-being. 

2.5 Threats 

Leopards in South Africa face a complex array of threats, primarily driven by human activities, habitat changes, 
and ecological pressures (Table 1). One of the most pressing issues is habitat loss and fragmentation caused by 
expanding agriculture, urban development, and infrastructure projects. This reduces the availability of suitable 
leopard habitat and disrupts natural movement corridors, isolating populations and affecting genetic flow. Human­
wildlife conflict is another significant threat, as leopards frequently come into contact with livestock in farming areas. 
In response, they are often killed in retaliation, especially where preventative measures like livestock guarding or 
secure enclosures are not in place. Illegal killing also pose serious risks. Leopards are targeted for their skins and 
body parts, which are used in traditional medicine, ceremonial attire, and spiritual practices. 

Declining prey availability in some regions, driven by habitat degradation and overhunting, further forces leopards 
into high conflict areas or marginal habitats. Over time, habitat fragmentation and isolation can lead to genetic 
bottlenecks, reducing population viability. These threats are often compounded by governance gaps, where 
inconsistent policies, weak coordination between jurisdictions, and limited enforcement capacity undermine 
effective leopard conservation. The below table provides a summary of the key threats to national leopard 
populations. 
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Table 1. Summary of key threats to leopards in South Africa. 

!~!at TyP.!_ -~ _ l Des~~ipt~~ --- . --- - -----~ C.~tatio~s_ - .. -- -- . . 
Anthropogenic Retaliatory killings, poaching, snaring, I (Naude et al., 2020; Muller et al., 2021; 
mortality cultural/spiritual demand for body I Viollaz et al., 2021; Greyling et al., 

Habitat 

parts/skins, and illegal trade. I 2023; Tensen et al., 2022; Naude et 
I 
i al., 2020; Amin et al., 2022). , 

-Agricultural expansion,· Iand transf-onn-at-io-n, (Hinde et al.~ 2023;Greyling et aC • -1 
loss/fragmentation and loss of corridors. 2023; McManus et al., 2022; Amin et 

Human-wildlife 
conflict 

Genetic isolation 

I Prey depletion 

I ·---· -- -
Governance gaps 

al., 2022). 
Livestock predation leading to conflict and (Miiller et al., 2021; Viollaz et al., 2021; I 
retaliatory killings. J.E.T. et al., 2024; Greyling et al., i 

2023). . 

Inbreeding due to disrupted dispersal a.nd (N.au.de e. I al., 2020; Monis et al., 2022; I 
habitat fragmentation. Tensen et al., 2022; McManus et al., 

2022). 
- -bverhunting and poaching of prey species. I (Greyling et al., 2023; Searle et al., i 

Uneven provincial capacity, inconsistent 
permits/enforcement, fragmented 
monitoring, ineffective conflict response. 

2020; McManus et at., 2022). • 
'. (Mercugliano et al., 2025; McManus et 
al., 2022; Falayi et al., 2021; Viollaz et 
al., 2021). 

2.6 Current Conservation Measures and Gaps 

A range of conservation measures have been implemented to manage leopard populations in South Africa, but 
these efforts are largely fragmented, inconsistent, and limited in scale or impact. 

Key approaches include adaptively managed trophy hunting, management of damage-causing animals, conflict 
mitigation measures, and research-based monitoring. These interventions are guided by a comprehensive national 
legislative and policy framework that regulates wildlife use and conservation, with national monitoring and reporting 
systems providing coordination. However, implementation may vary across provinces, conservation authorities, 
and private reserves in response to differing ecological and management contexts. 

A significant gap is the limited amount of standardised, long-term population monitoring, which hinders evidence­
based decision-making and undermines the ability to set sustainable hunting quotas or assess conservation 
outcomes. Furthermore, while leopards occur widely outside protected areas, especially on private and communal 
land, there is little formal support or incentive structure in place to promote their conservation in these landscapes. 
Human-wildlife conflict remains a major issue, with limited access to support mechanisms for affected communities 
and inconsistent application of mitigation strategies. 

Some legal and policy frameworks are misaligned or poorly enforced, and limited inter-agency coordination and 
insufficient resources make conservation interventions challenging. There are also few fonnal benefit-sharing 
mechanisms to ensure communities have incentives to tolerate and protect leopards. Despite the species' 
ecological, cultural, and economic importance, efforts remain disjointed, and national level coordination often fails 
to drive strategic and inclusive conservation. 

These gaps demonstrate the need for a comprehensive, nationally coordinated strategy that aligns conservation 
actions, strengthens governance and enforcement, builds local capacity, and ensures equitable benefits. A national 
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leopard strategy provides an opportunity to unify diverse stakeholders under a common vision for safeguarding the 
species and its habitats across the country. 

3 Policy and Legislative Context 

The National Environmental Management Act, 1998 (Act No. 107 of 1998} (NEMA} and its Specific Environmental 
Management Acts (SEMA's} thereunder, such as the National Environmental Management: Biodiversity Act, 2004 
(Act No. 10 of 2004} (NEM: BA) and the National Environmental Management: Protected Areas Act, 2003 (Act No. 
57 of 2003} (NEM: PAA) and their regulations, provide legal support for South Africa's environmental management 
regime, which is based on the environmental right outlined in Section 24 of the Constitution. A combination of 
regulatory tools is grounded within the national environmental framework, which complement international 
commitments and collaborative governance to support implementation across a broad spectrum of contexts. Each 
province with concurrent competence has its own set of legal frameworks that apply to it. Aspects of leopard 
protection and sustainable use are also governed by laws from other branches of government. The below provides 
an overview of South Africa's environmental legal and policy framework. 

3.1 National Legal and Policy Frameworks 

a. National Environmental Management: Biodiversity Act (NEM:BA, Act 10 of 2004) 

• Provides for the protection of species and ecosystems at national level through listing as Threatened or 
Protected Species (TOPS}. 

b. TOPS Regulations (2007) and List of critically endangered, endangered, vulnerable and protected species 

• Leopards are listed as Vulnerable, and permits are required for any restricted activity, such as 
hunting, catching, killing, capturing, moving or keeping, as defined in NEM:BA, 2004. 

• Further regulate the permit system set out in Chapter 7 of the NEM: BA in so far as that system 
applies to restricted activities, as defined in NEM: BA involving specimens of listed threatened or 
protected species. 

• Provide for the registration of captive breeding operations, commercial exhibition facilities, game 
farms, nurseries, scientific institutions, sanctuaries and rehabilitation facilities and wildlife traders. 

• Provide for the regulation of the carrying out of a restricted activity. 

• Provide for the prohibition of restricted activities involving specific listed threatened or protected 
species. 

• Provide for the protection of wild populations of listed threatened or protected species. 

c. CITES Regulations: 

• It is a requirement of CITES that Parties must regulate international trade through national legislation, 
hence the promulgation of the CITES Regulations in 2010 under NE MBA, to give effect to the provisions 
of CITES. 

d. National Biodiversity Framework (NBF) and National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan (NBSAP) 
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• Set national priorities for species conservation, including leopards as part of carnivore conservation 
and landscape-level planning. 

e. The White Paper, published in Government Gazette No. 48785, under Government Notice No. 3537, of 14 June 
2023 for implementation, provides a foundation for conservation and sustainable use in terms of its four goals, 
namely: 

1) Enhanced Biodiversity Conservation (All biological diversity and its components conserved); 

2) Sustainable Use (The sustainable use of biodiversity contributes to the thriving of terrestrial landscapes and 
ecosystems, local livelihoods, and human well-being, while a duty of care avoids, minimises, or remedies 
adverse impacts on biodiversity); 

3) Equitable Access and Benefit Sharing (Benefits derived and shared from the use and development of South 
Africa's genetic and biological resources should not compromise the national interests); and 

4) Transformed Biodiversity Conservation and Sustainable Use (Effect is given to the environmental right as 
contained in Section 24 of the Constitution which facilitates redress, and promotes transformation). 

As well as two crosscutting Enablers: 

1) Enabler 1: Integrated, Mainstreamed and Effective Biodiversity Conservation and Sustainable Use: 
Integrated policy and practice across government and the effective implementation of Multilateral 
Environmental Agreements; and 

2) Enabler 2: Enhanced Means of Implementation: Expanded and developed ability to effectively conserve 
biodiversity, to manage its use and benefit sharing, whilst addressing factors threatening biodiversity. 

The White Paper sets out the vision: "An inclusive, transformed society living in harmony with nature, where 
biodiversity conservation and sustainable use ensure healthy ecosystems, with improved benefits that are fairly 
and equitably shared for present and future generations", with the Mission: "To conserve and manage South 
Africa's biodiversity, and ensure healthy ecosystems, ecological integrity and connectivity, with transformative 
socio-economic benefits to society for current and future generations through ecologically sustainable, and socially 
equitable use of what people values from nature". The White Paper impact statement is "Thriving People and 
Nature". 

The White Paper explicitly recognises that responsibility rests with a range of stakeholders, including, but not 
limited to, the state, traditional leaders, traditional health practitioners, communities, private landowners, industry, 
academia, non-government organisations and civil society. Building partnerships, particularly community-private 
partnerships, between these constituencies will be important, and this National Strategy for Conserving Leopards 
in South Africa takes this approach. 

f. Policy Position on the Conservation and Sustainable Use of Elephant, Lion, Leopard and Rhinoceros: 
The Policy Position on the Conservation and Sustainable Use of Elephant, Lion, Leopard and Rhinoceros (Policy 
Position) was published for implementation on 24 April 2024 and was based on the Rhino COi, the HLP Report, 
and the White Paper. The Policy Position contains two objectives pertinent to leopards which fall under two policy 
objectives. Each policy objective has associated Actions for Implementation some of which are relevant to this 
strategy. The policy objectives are: 

Policy objective 3: to ensure that the use of leopard is sustainable and incentivises and enhances their 
conservation in the wild: 

I. An integrated, shared and strategic approach to leopard conservation and management implemented; 
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II. Incentives for leopard conservation through, inter alia creating zones for the management of leopard on 
private and communal land implemented, with mechanisms to mitigate the illegal harvesting of leopard; 

Ill. Norms and Standards for hunting leopard implemented; 
IV. Revised leopard hunting off-take allocations to enhance, broaden, and transform benefits from leopard 

hunting implemented; 
V. Interventions for mitigating the creation of damage causing leopards, and, through mitigation, transitioning 

from Damage Causing Animal destruction to evidence-based sustainable harvesting of leopard through 
hunting, where appropriate; and 

VI. Mechanisms to collaborate with traditional and spiritual leaders and traditional healers, and to ensure 
legal, equitable, and sustainable access to, and benefits derived from, leopard parts and derivatives, e.g. 
skins for traditional, cultural, and spiritual needs, that enhances the dignity and freedoms required for such 
traditional and spiritual practices. 

Policy objective 4: To promote live export of the five species only to range states or any other appropriate 
and acceptable destinations with suitable habitats on the African continent: 

I. Develop enabling regulatory tools to prevent the introduction of wild specimens of the five species into 
captivity, to prevent the export of specimens of the five species, except to range states or any other 
appropriate and acceptable destinations with suitable habitat on the African continent, for reintroduction 
into the wild; 

II. At the time of export, to ensure commitment from the Management Authority of the importing country to 
prevent (i) export to third countries other than appropriate and acceptable destinations with suitable 
habitats on the African continent; and (ii) international commercial trade of parts and derivatives. 

g. National Biodiversity Economy Strategy 
The revised National Biodiversity Economy Strategy {NBES) (Government Gazette, No. 50279, published for public 
comment on 8 March 2024) was developed to optimise biodiversity-based business potentials across the 
terrestrial, fresh water, estuarine, and marine and coastal realms, and to contribute to economic growth with local 
beneficiation, job creation, poverty alleviation, and food security, whilst maintaining the ecological integrity of the 
biodiversity resource base, for thriving people and nature. 

The NBES focuses on using South Africa's rich natural resources to support both conservation and economic 
development. It promotes inclusive growth in areas like ecotourism, sustainable wildlife and marine use, and 
bioprospecting, with an emphasis on benefiting local communities and previously disadvantaged individuals. By 
strengthening policies, building capacity, encouraging innovation, providing financial support, and improving 
market access, the strategy aims to create a thriving biodiversity economy that supports both people and nature. 

Consistent with the policy context of the White Paper, the NBES is founded on the key pillars of conservation, 
sustainable use and beneficiation of biodiversity business value chains which will promote sustainable and 
inclusive socio-economic development. This requires growing and sustaining conservation land and seascapes 
while promoting and facilitating inclusive biodiversity-based businesses that drive a thriving and inclusive 
biodiversity sector. Importantly, broadening the NBES in revision provides increased opportunity to contribute to 
achieving more elements of the National Development Plan and the Sustainable Development Goals. This 
emphasises the importance of sustainable use of biodiversity as key to inclusive socio-economic development, 
especially when effectively mainstreamed into cross-sectoral planning. 

3.2 Provincial Legislation and Implementation Frameworks 

Each province manages leopards through provincial biodiversity legislation and permitting systems, aligned to 
NEM:BA. Key provinces include: 

• Limpopo: The Limpopo Environmental Management Act, 2003 {Act No. 7 of 2003). 

• Mpumalanga: The Mpumalanga Nature Conservation Act 10 of 1998 {Act No. 10 of 1998). 

• KwaZulu-Natal: KwaZulu-Natal Nature Conservation Management Act (Act 9 of 1997). 
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• Eastern Cape: The Ciskei Nature Conservation Act No.10 of 1987 (Act No. 10 of 1987); The 
Transkei Decree No 9 of 1992. 

• North West: North West Biodiversity Management Act, 2016 (Act No. 4 of 2016}. 

• Western Cape: Western Cape Biodiversity Act 6 of 2021. 

• Free State: Free State Nature Conservation Ordinance 8 of 1969. 

• Gauteng: The Gauteng Provincial Environmental Management Framework (GPEMF}, 2021. 

• Northern Cape: Northern Cape Nature Conservation Act, 9 of 2009. 

Provinces are also responsible for monitoring leopard populations and evaluating hunting applications, under 
guidance from national structures. 

3.3 International Agreements 

a. The Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) 

South Africa is a signatory to the CBD, and this imposes an international responsibility on the country to conserve 
its leopard populations. The objectives of the CBD are the conservation of biological diversity, the sustainable use 
of its components and the fair and equitable sharing of the benefits arising from the utilization of genetic resources. 
The programmes of work developed under the CBD encourage Parties to take a wide range of actions to 
biodiversity conservation and sustainable use. 

b. The Global Biodiversity Framework (GBF) and relevant targets 

The Global Biodiversity Framework emanated from the CBD Conference of Parties held in 2022. The outcome of 
the COP resulted in the generation of 23 targets aimed at addressing critical issues affecting biodiversity 
conservation. Parties to the CBD are obligated to adapt and domesticate these targets in order to enable optimal 
implementation. There are several targets that will play an indirect role for the Leopard Conservation Strategy, in 
its implementation, specifically: 

Target 3 which is to "Ensure and enable that by 2030 at least 30 per cent of terrestrial, inland water, and of coastal 
and marine areas, especially areas of particular importance for biodiversity and ecosystem functions and services, 
are effectively conserved and managed through ecologically representative, well-connected and equitably 
governed systems of protected areas and other effective area-based conservation measures, recognizing 
indigenous and traditional territories where applicable, and integrated into wider landscapes, seascapes and the 
ocean, while ensuring that any sustainable use, where appropriate in such areas, is fully consistent with 
conservation outcomes, recognizing and respecting the rights of indigenous peoples and local communities, 
including over their traditional territories". Target 3 supports improved protection and connectivity for leopard 
through potential expansion of habitats. 

Target 4 which is to "Ensure urgent management actions to halt human induced extinction of known threatened 
species and for the recovery and conservation of species, in particular threatened species, to significantly reduce 
extinction risk, as well as to maintain and restore the genetic diversify within and between populations of native, 
wild and domesticated species to maintain their adaptive potential, including through in situ and ex situ 
conservation and sustainable management practices, and effectively manage human-wildlife interactions to 
minimize human-wildlife conflict for coexistence" 

c. CITES (Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species) 

• Leopards are listed on Appendix I: international commercial trade is highly restricted. 

• South Africa receives an annual export quota for leopard trophies (currently 150), subject to 
scientific review and population status. 
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b. IUCN Red List Assessments 

• Guides conservation priorities; South African leopards are nationally listed as Vulnerable, although 
local extinctions are occurring. 

3.4 Scientific and Technical Frameworks 

a. National Leopard Monitoring Framework 

• Combines camera trapping, expert consultation, and structured models to infonn trophy hunting 
quota setting. 

• Involves collaboration between SANBI, DFFE, NGOs, Wildlife Industry organisations, researchers, 
and provincial authorities. 

b. Research and Adaptive Management 

• Scientific studies on density, connectivity, human-wildlife conflict, and genetic integrity are used to 
adapt management. 

• Increasing use of spatially explicit population models to guide sustainable use decisions: 

3.5 Governance and Stakeholder Platfonns 

a. Wildlife Forum 

• Consultative platfonn between government, wildlife industry and conservation NGO stakeholders 
on matters related to wildlife industry and the biodiversity economy 

b. Wildlife Wellbeing Forum 

• Consultative platfonn between government, animal welfare and wellbeing organisations in support of 
the well-being of wild animals, including elements of conservation, protection, management and 
ecologically sustainable, responsible and humane use of wildlife 

c. Leopard Consultative Forum (LCF) 

• Consultative platfonn for government and non-government stakeholders in support of conservation 
and sustainable use of leopards to ensure equitable values and benefits within the legislative 
structure. 

d. National Hunting and Biodiversity Council (NHBC) 

• Coordinates between hunting industry, government, and conservation NGOs on policy 
implementation. 

e. Stakeholder Consultations 

• Public participation processes are required for major policy shifts (e.g., Norms and Standards 
updates, hunting quotas) as prescribed in section 99 and 100 of NEMBA. 

4 Principles 

The Strategy is embedded within South Africa's biodiversity conservation and sustainable use aspirations as 
outlined in the White Paper. As such, these are the backbone of the Strategy as well: 
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Transformation • The biodiversity sector must become more inclusive and equitable, addressing past injustices 
and empowering historically disadvantaged communities. 

Sustainable Development • Conservation and use of biodiversity must integrate environmental, economic, and 
social objectives, ensuring present needs are met without compromising those of future generations. 

Good Governance • Effective institutions, transparent decision-making, coherent legislation, and clear 
accountability are critical for managing biodiversity. Governance must be strong, integrated, and capable. 

Evidence-Based Decision-Making - Policies, planning, and management must be informed by reliable scientific 
data, traditional knowledge, and monitoring. Decisions should be grounded in best available evidence. 

Duty of Care - Individuals and organisations have a legal and moral responsibility to avoid, minimise, or remedy 
negative impacts on biodiversity. This duty supports long-term ecosystem health and ethical resource use. 

Apart from these foundational principles, two additional ones are of importance. 

Adaptive Management and Flexibility -Conservation must be responsive to changing socio-economic conditions 
and expectations. Management should remain flexible, guided by learning, evidence, and regular feedback to stay 
effective in a dynamic context. 

Minimal Interference • Management should prioritise minimal intervention, allowing natural processes to guide 
carnivore dynamics unless action is necessary to prevent harm, support population viability, or resolve significant 
conflict. 

This Strategy was thus developed and constructed within these principled aspects. 

5 Consultation Process 

A stakeholder mapping process was conducted to identify key stakeholders that would be important in the 
consultation process for the development of the Strategy. This process resulted in the identification of the 
stakeholders in Table 2. 

Table 2. Stakeholders that participated in the consultation workshops. 

Stakeholder Groups Stakeholders 

National Government Departments • Department of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment 
and their Entities (Biodiversity and Conservation; Regulatory Compliance and 

Sector Monitoring} 
• Department of International Relations and Cooperation 

(DIRCO} 
• Department of Sports, Arts and Culture 

• Department of Tourism 

• Department of Science, Technology and Innovation 

• South African National Biodiversity Institute (SANBI) 

• South African National Parks (SANParks} 

• iSimangaliso Wetland Park 

• South African National Police Services (SAPS} 
Provincial Government and their • Eastern Cape Province: Department of Economic 
Entities Development, Environmental Affairs and Tourism 

• Eastern Cape Parks & Tourism Agencv {ECPTA) 
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Community Organisations and 
Programs 

Academic Institutions 

Non-Government Organisations; 
Industry; Research & Wildlife Sector 

• Free State: Department of Economic, Small Business 
Development, Tourism and Environmental Affairs 

• Gauteng Province: Department of Environment 
• Limpopo Province: Department of Economic Development, 

Environment and Tourism 
• Northern Cape Province: Department of Environment and 

Nature Conservation 
• North West: Department of Economic Development, 

Environment, Conservation and Tourism 
• CapeNature 
• Ezemvelo KwaZulu-Natal Wildlife 
• Mpumalanga Tourism and Parks Agency 
• North West Parks and Tourism Board 
• People and Parks Programme 
• Traditional Health Practitioners and Healers Organisations 
• Traditional Leaders 
• Religious Leaders 
• Nature Speaks 
• IKSHA: Indigenous Knowledge for Heritage: Animal Council 
• National Unitary Profession Association for African 

Traditional Health Practitioners of South Africa 
(NUPAATHPSA) 

• Nature Heritage Alliance 
• Healers for Chanae 
• African Leadership University 
• Nelson Mandela University 
• Tshwane University of Technology 
• University of Cape Town 
• University of Mpumalanga 
• University of Pretoria 
• University of Venda 
• University of Witwatersrand 
• Stellenbosch University 
• Biodiversity Law Centre 
• Cape Leopard Trust (CLT) 
• The Confederation of Hunting Associations of South Africa 

(CHASA) 
• Custodians of Professional Hunting and Conservation South 

Africa (CPHC) 
• Endangered Wildlife Trust {EWT} 
• Elizabeth Margaret Steyn (EMS} Foundation 
• Humane Society International (HSI}, now known as Humane 

World 
• lngwe Leopard Project 
• Landmark Foundation 
• Leopard Consultative Forum - represents collective NGOs 
• Natural Justice 
• National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals 

(NSPCA) 
• Professional Hunters Association of South Africa (PHASA} 
• Predation Forum 
• Private Protected Area ManaCJers and Landowners 
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• South African Hunters and Game Conservation Association 
(SAHGCA) 

• South African Veterinary Association (SAVA) 
• TRAFFIC 
• The African Farmers Association of South Africa 
• The Agricultural Economics Association of South Africa 
• Wildlife ACT 
• Wildlife Animal Protection Forum South Africa (WAPFSA) 
• Wildlife Well-being Forum 
• Wildlife Ranching South Africa (WRSA) 
• WWF-SA 
• Tourism O • erators 

A series of 31 stakeholder consultation workshops were conducted at key locations, determined as leopard 
'hotspot' areas where communities live near prominent leopard populations. These locations spanned all the nine 
provinces in South Africa and workshops were held between 28th August 2024 and 3rd December 2024. The Core 
Team running the workshops consisted of the DFFE, Panthera, SANParks, SANBI, iSimangaliso, and the Cheetah 
Advisory Group, with the support of all the provinces. The workshops were aimed at engaging with provincial 
structures and communities, including traditional leaders, traditional health practitioners, and People and Parks 
programs. The workshops introduced the project and the purpose and content of the workshop and then allowed 
participants to form breakout groups. These groups focused on discussing and giving feedback on the main 
workshop questions. 

Individual questionnaires were also disseminated at the beginning of the workshop to gather additional information 
for stakeholder mapping. All feedback during a final plenary session was recorded and all completed written 
materials were collected. Three of the thirty-one workshops were conducted virtually, using the same consultation 
approach, to capture feedback from academics, conservation and welfare NGO's, species specialists (including 
veterinarians)1, wildlife industry-game and cattle farmers, reserve managers, hunters, tourism operators2, national 
entities and provinces3, and intergovernmental structures4. Overall, the workshops were attended by 1,980 
participants in total. However, given that many of these participants serve as representatives of their respective 
stakeholder groups, the reach and influence of the consultations extended beyond the number of individuals who 
directly attended, resulting in a significantly larger audience being engaged. 
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Figure 2. Locations of the 28 in-person stakeholder workshops held across all provinces of South Africa in 
relation to surveys of key leopard populations. 

The workshop feedback was collated by the core strategy review team and the contents processed to inform the 
development of the Vision, Goals, and Strategic Actions for the Strategy (Table 3). The workshops also helped to 
identify enabling factors required to achieve the main goals of the Strategy. Analysis of the feedback on the three 
main workshop questions was facilitated using Word Cloud software to identify the most prevalent words/terms 
featured in workshop feedback. The three main workshop questions were: 

1. What is the species value/cost to you? 

2. What are the constraints to you realising those values or minimising costs? 

3. What can be done to remove those constraints? 

All workshop feedback reports were captured in a stakeholder engagement report which included a summary of 
the key points that came out in the answers to the three workshop questions on species value, cost/constraints, 
and solutions. The stakeholder engagement report contains all material used during the workshops, the word 
clouds that were generated to identify most-used words during feedback, and figures showing workshop 
attendance by province and a breakdown of the most prominent answers to the workshop questions per target 
group e.g. communities, NGO's etc. The below table illustrates the key values, costs, constraints and associated 
themes that were captured during the workshops, which have formed the basis for the development of the key 
strategic activities in this document. 

5.1 Multiple values and costs, constraints and responses 
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The aspirations expressed by the stakeholders during the consultation process can fit under three key themes - 1. 
Ecological role of leopards, 2. Social and cultural values, and 3. Livelihood impact of leopards. The national 
stakeholder consultation workshops were conducted with the intention of developing this Strategy from the bottom­
up, thus, this Strategy reflects the country's vision for conserving leopards and their national heritage in South 
Africa. 

Stakeholders expressed a range of critical insights (Table 3), which highlighted the complex and often competing 

values associated with leopards in South Africa, reflecting a wide spectrum of cultural, economic, ecological, and 
social perspectives. At one end of the spectrum, are deeply rooted cultural and spiritual values, where leopards 

are seen as totemic animals integral to heritage, identity, and traditional governance systems. On the other end, 
lies a conservation science and regulatory view, emphasising biodiversity protection, legal compliance, and 
ecological integrity. Amid these extremes lies a diversity of perspectives, including those focused on economic 

livelihoods, education, human safety, and equitable access. 

A clear dichotomy emerges between those advocating for consumptive use driven by traditional leaders and 
traditional health practitioners, and trophy hunting stakeholders, and those advocating for strict preservation and 
protection, often aligned with ecological and non-consumptive tourism initiatives. Recognising this multiplicity of 

values and the systemic costs carried by different groups is essential. Effective leopard conservation depends on 
acknowledging and navigating these competing pressures, not only between use and preservation, but between 

inclusion and exclusion, identity and legality, cultural survival and ecological protection. The challenge lies in 

designing a governance system that is as adaptive and pluralistic as the values it seeks to protect. 

5.2 Strategic Trade Offs 

This Strategy explicitly recognises that it is not possible to simultaneously accommodate all the needs and desires 

of all stakeholders. During the stakeholder engagement exercise, it became apparent that there is a high demand 
for the consumptive use of leopards by many stakeholders, including traditional leaders, traditional health 
practitioners, cultural and religious groups, and trophy hunters. Stakeholders within the agricultural sector 

highlighted the ongoing challenges associated with leopard-human interactions and emphasised the need for 
improved management tools that both support livelihoods and address the needs of leopards. A system needs to 
accommodate and balance these needs in a fair, equitable and transparent fashion, while also accommodating 

the needs of non-consumptive users. These include the tourism industry, and members of the public who attach 
intrinsic value to the presence of wild leopards in their natural environment. Preserving leopards as a key element 
of South Africa's biodiversity heritage, and an important element of functioning ecosystems is an equally important 

consideration. This Strategy thus seeks to identify the trade-offs. 

A Strategy that focusses exclusively on the preservation of leopards and does not allow for any consumptive use 
is not acceptable to a large proportion of stakeholders and may thus prove ineffective and ultimately detrimental 

to a range of stakeholders and the long-term conservation of leopards. Conversely, a policy of allowing unfettered 

consumptive use of leopards may result in the rapid extirpation of leopards from most of their range in South Africa. 

This Strategy aims to balance these competing objectives to ensure the preservation of all the values including 

cultural and natural heritage associated with leopards. 
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6 National Vision and Impact Statement 

VISION: 

Leopards thrive in living landscapes, support cultural traditions and local livelihoods through inclusive community 
driven conservation. 

Impact Statement: Transformed and equitable leopard conservation that promotes sustainable development. 

The vision is based on the values expressed by the stakeholders during the consultation process, which 
encompasses three core themes: environmental outcomes and the role that leopards play in these; social 
outcomes that embody the values that stakeholders associated with leopards; and livelihood outcomes and how 
leopards can contribute to or impact on these. Living landscapes refer to interconnected, multi-use areas where 
leopards, people, and livelihoods coexist, supported by ecological connectivity and sustainable land-use practices. 
These landscapes form the foundation for participatory and inclusive conservation, enabling local communities, 
landowners, and other stakeholders to collaboratively manage habitats and reduce conflict while safeguarding 
leopard populations across both protected and non-protected areas. The vision embraces leopards as integral to 
cultural identity, spiritual symbolism, and as economic assets for stakeholders, while also recognizing costs they 
carry. It is aspirational and transformative, rooted in the real experiences and expressed needs of people and 
leopards, and oriented toward solutions that restore dignity, equity, and sustainability in leopard conservation, with 
a duty of care where both people and nature can thrive. 

7 Strategic Framework 

The stakeholder consultations highlighted the importance of recognising key trade-offs specific to leopards 
alongside acknowledging the diverse aspirations of stakeholders. Navigating these trade-offs through equitable 
and transparent engagement with stakeholders will ensure that trade-offs consider the values, needs, and 
aspirations of all South Africans. 

As the first National Strategy and Action Plan for leopards, the Strategy is structured to give effect to the White 
Paper on Conservation and Sustainable Use of South Africa's Biodiversity (White Paper} and the Policy Position 
on the Conservation and Sustainable Use of Elephant, Lion, Leopard and Rhinoceros, with specific reference to 
leopards. By prioritising conservation and sustainable use that benefits both leopards and communities, as well as 
livelihoods, traditions, and the wellbeing of people living with leopards, the Strategy supports the policy's vision of 
responsible stewardship and improved conservation outcomes. 

7 .1 Ecological Role of Leopards 

GOAL 1. Conserve leopards and their landscapes by strengthening ecological resilience, connecting 
habitats, and reducing threats. 

Leopards play an important role in maintaining healthy ecosystems, fulfilling critical ecological functions through 
their role as apex predators. Their presence contributes substantially to maintaining complex food webs, regulating 
prey populations, and thereby promoting biodiversity and ecosystem stability and resilience. Leopards, therefore, 
carry an existence value of their own. They can act as a keystone species for broader ecosystem restoration and 
biodiversity management. 
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As habitat generalists, leopards enhance landscape connectivity, with natural ranges covering large areas. In 
South Africa, leopard populations are fragmented, and their natural movement is restricted, disrupting gene flow, 
their natural ecology and ecological influence, and increasing their vulnerability to local extinction. Interventions 
focusing on restoring leopard populations in historical ranges and increasing connectivity across areas where 
leopards occur are important for securing a future for leopards and leopard landscapes in South Africa. 

However, conserving leopards must balance ecological needs with human needs and aspirations. Human-leopard 
conflict poses one of the largest barriers to striking this balance in South Africa. Leopard conflict with livestock and 
game farmers requires innovative solutions that protect both wildlife, people and their livelihoods. Solutions that lie 
within local partnerships show promise in being able to achieve safe, fair, and effective outcomes that improve 
coexistence and provide benefits for stakeholders with diverse interests. Supporting biodiversity stewardship 
initiatives and creating mechanisms for cooperative landscapes will contribute toward building an inclusive and 
participatory, landscape-scale approach to leopard conservation that uplifts natural systems and enhances human 
lives. 

7.2 Social and Cultural Values 

GOAL 2. Preserve cultural heritage, promote sustainable practices, and ensure safe and inclusive 
access to leopards and protected areas. 

Leopards hold profound social and cultural significance in South Africa, serving as symbols of power, spirituality, 
and ancestral connection for many communities. Traditional leaders and Traditonal Health Practitioners have 
historically used leopard derivatives, such as skins and bones, in ceremonies and regalia, embedding the species 
in cultural identity and practices. However, the current complex legislative process has created tensions, often 
effectively impeding expression of these traditions through criminalising acquisition or possession of leopard 
derivatives without providing legal alternatives. Recognising these cultural values is essential to fostering inclusive 
conservation that respects both biodiversity and heritage, while addressing historical inequities in resource access. 

The sustainable use of leopard resources must balance cultural needs with ecological protection. Communities 
seek regulated access to derivatives from naturally deceased or euthanised animals to express their heritage, 
traditions, and religious and cultural practices. Integrating traditional knowledge into conservation policies, such as 
declaring leopards as "royal animals" or incorporating community-led monitoring, can bridge cultural practices and 
modem management. This approach aligns with calls for policy reform, including simplified permitting processes 
and the inclusion of traditional leaders in decision-making. 

Ensuring safe and inclusive access to leopards and their habitats also hinges on addressing livelihood concerns. 
Human-wildlife conflict, particularly livestock predation, undermines coexistence and perpetuates negative 
perceptions. Solutions like support for improved livestock husbandry and community-based enterprises can 
mitigate conflicts while creating economic benefits. By effectively merging social equity, cultural preservation, and 
ecological sustainability, South Africa can model a conservation framework that honours both people and wildlife. 
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7.3 Livelihood Impacts of Leopards 

GOAL 3. Increase fair opportunities for people to benefit from leopards while reducing the challenges 
they pose to livelihoods. 

Leopards, while ecologically vital, pose significant challenges to rural livelihoods in South Africa, particularly 
through livestock and game animal predation and by posing a threat to human safety. Livestock depredation often 
leads to economic losses for farmers and subsequent retaliatory killings of leopards, undermining conservation 
efforts. Addressing this tension requires solutions that both mitigate the risks leopards pose and create tangible 
benefits for communities. Strategies such as increased capacity and tools for communities to avoid and manage 
conflict and the introduction of payments for ecosystem services schemes for example, have proven effective in 
reducing conflicts while fostering coexistence. These measures allow communities to protect their livelihoods while 
contributing to leopard conservation, but can be challenging to implement at scale and require significant 
investment, as well as community buy-in. 

Beyond conflict mitigation, leopards present unique opportunities for economic empowerment through sustainable 
wildlife-based enterprises. Community-led ecotourism initiatives, such as cultural heritage experiences and 
photographic safaris can generate income and jobs, directly linking conservation to local beneficiation. Additionally, 
responsible hunting, regulated access to leopard derivatives (e.g., skins or bones from naturally deceased animals) 
for traditional use or legal trade could provide further economic incentives. Ensuring that these benefits are 
equitably distributed among stakeholders, including marginalised groups, is critical to building long-term support 
for conservation. 

To maximise these opportunities, systemic barriers must be addressed. Inadequate policies, lack of funding, and 
limited access to markets often hinder community participation in wildlife economies. Key actions include 
streamlining permitting processes, allocating tourism revenue to local development, and providing training for 
communities to undertake conservation-related roles. Public-private partnerships and donor support can also play 
a pivotal role in scaling up these initiatives. By aligning ecological goals with livelihood needs, leopards can play a 
role as ecological assets and can act as catalysts for sustainable development. 

8 Enabling Conditions 

Three enabling conditions 1) Sustainable Finance, 2) Participation, Communication, Education and 
Awareness, 3) Legislation & Policy Reform, are essential for achieving the three core Strategy goals of 
ecological resilience, cultural and social values, and livelihood improvement. With multiple enablers cutting across 
all three goals, they provide the foundation for, and facilitate, the implementation of and successful outcomes for 
the strategic activities. Participation, communication, education and awareness increases public understanding 
and pride in leopard conservation in a relatable manner, while legislative and policy reform establishes the legal 
clarity and cultural recognition required for equitable implementation. Sustainable and diversified funding 
mechanisms provide the resources needed to support conservation activities and community benefits. Without 
these enabling principles, the three main goals risk being unsupported, misaligned with local contexts, or 
unsustainable in the long term. Their integration guarantees that conservation efforts are locally relevant, socially 
accepted, and ecologically effective. 

1) Sustainable Finance 
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Objective: Secure and sustain diverse funding mechanisms to support inclusive and equitable leopard 
conservation, and long-term human-wildlife coexistence. 

This enabler focuses on establishing a resilient and diversified conservation finance system that provides long­
term support for leopard conservation across all land-use sectors. Strategic actions will strengthen the enabling 
environment for sustained investment, incentivise stewardship and conservation-compatible land management, 
and expand partnerships that mobilise public, private, and philanthropic resources. Together, these strategic 
actions will create a stable and adaptive funding framework that supports leopard conservation, strengthens 
stewardship across landscapes, and promotes shared benefits for people and ecosystems. 

2) Participation, Communication, Education and Awareness 

Objective: Foster a deeper understanding and appreciation of leopards by promoting culturally relevant, inclusive 
education that integrates indigenous knowledge, supports intergenerational learning, and reshapes public 
perceptions. 

This enabler focuses on building a shared conservation ethic that recognises the ecological, cultural, and social 
significance of leopards. Strategic actions will promote inclusive communication, knowledge exchange, and 
learning opportunities that reflect South Africa's diverse cultural perspectives and experiences. Particular emphasis 
will be placed on recognising indigenous and local knowledge systems, strengthening intergenerational learning, 
and fostering meaningful participation in conservation decision-making. Together, these strategic actions will 
strengthen public appreciation of leopards, build trust and shared ownership of conservation outcomes, and 
support a more inclusive and socially relevant approach to leopard conservation that benefits present and future 
generations. 

3) Legislation & Policy Reform 

Objective: Establish a coherent and inclusive legal framework that aligns regulations, respects cultural practices, 
and strengthens enforcement to support both leopard conservation and equitable community access. 

This enabler focuses on creating a clear, consistent, and effective regulatory environment that supports sustainable 
leopard conservation white recognising South Africa's diverse cultural, social, and economic contexts. Strategic 
actions will strengthen policy alignment across jurisdictions, improve governance and accountability, enhance 
monitoring and reporting systems, and promote coordinated compliance and enforcement approaches. Together, 
these strategic actions will provide a clear, inclusive, and enforceable legal framework that reduces uncertainty, 
strengthens cooperation among stakeholders, supports sustainable conservation outcomes, and promotes 
equitable participation in and benefits from leopard conservation. 
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11. Implementation, Revision, Monitoring, and Evaluation 

Progress, Review, and Adaptation Process 

This Strategy serves as the national species recovery plan for leopards and provides direct inputs into provincial 
and national species recovery programmes. It is important that implementation is co-owned by all stakeholders, 
and initiatives by different stakeholders to lead processes will be supported and encouraged. A key element is 
establishing transparent reporting mechanisms with responsibility and accountability to all relevant stakeholders, 
including communities living with leopards. 

A Leopard Implementation Coordination Committee (LICC) will be established within three months of the 
Strategy's publication, with formal Terms of Reference developed and approved by DFFE. The LICC serves as the 
primary implementation agent responsible for overseeing, coordinating, and reporting on Strategy implementation. 
The existing Leopard Advisory Forum (LAF) will serve as a reference group to the LICC, providing technical and 
stakeholder advice as needed. 

The Strategy operates on a 5-year cycle, with an Implementation Plan created and reviewed annually (by the 
LICC) and actions revised when and if necessary based on implementation progress, new evidence, or changing 
circumstances. A formal annual report is submitted to the Minister of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment 
each year, summarising progress, challenges, and any adaptations made to the Action Plan. The overall Vision 
and Goals are reviewed after 10 years, allowing sufficient time for meaningful ecological and social outcomes to 
manifest while maintaining long-term strategic direction. 

The Way Forward 

Moving forward, the focus must be on building institutional and social contexts to support implementation, including 
sustained funding, provincial capacity, legislative alignment, and collaborative approaches that reflect the 
aspirations of all stakeholders, especially those historically excluded from decision-making. The Strategic Action 
Plan provides the operational roadmap, structured around three core goals and containing over thirty activities, 
assigned priority levels and a phased five-year timeline, with clear lead institutions and accountability. This Plan 
achieves its vision by securing ecological connectivity, supporting cultural traditions through Indigenous knowledge 
integration and regulated access, advancing local livelihoods via predator-based economies and direct incentive 
mechanisms, and operationalising transformation through equitable governance, fair benefit-sharing, and 
sustainable development linked to the objectives of the Biodiversity Economy. Ultimately, sustained 
implementation, transparent reporting, and shared commitment from government, communities, civil society, and 
the private sector will determine success, redefining leopard conservation as a tool for national transformation that 
builds trust, delivers equitable benefits, and secures South Africa's natural and cultural heritage for future 
generations. 
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