
Scientific Name:
Panthera leo
Other Names:
None
Range:
Africa and the Gir forest in India
Habitat:
Forests, plains and savannas
Average Size:
Male: 
Length:
Body: 60 - 75 in.
Tail: 35 - 42 in.
Weight: 330 - 550 lbs.

Female:  
Length:
Body: 55 - 68 in.
Tail: 27 - 40 in.
Weight: 260 - 400 lbs.

Description:
Male: Large cat with a tawny brown to tan 
coat with a dark mane of hair encircling the 
head and extending to neck and belly. Long 
tail has a tuft of fur at the end. Asian lions 
have more mane on the belly and are a 
darker color.

Female: Smaller than the male with no mane 

Lifespan:
In the wild: 10 years
In captivity: Up to 25 years

Diet:
In the wild: Water buffalo, wildebeest, 
antelope, zebra and small herbivores 
and mammals
In the zoo: Prepared feline diet and bones

Gestation:
3 ½ months
Litter Size:
2 - 4 cubs
Sexual Maturity:
4 years of age
Predators:
Birds of prey, large carnivores, and man
Population Status:
African lion: Vulnerable
Asian lion: Endangered

Conservation
Although the African lion is not listed as endangered, it is far from plentiful. 
Most lions are now found in eastern Africa with the largest groupings in the 
Serengeti, where life is harsh. Due to predation and lack of sufficient food, lion 
cubs have a high incidence of mortality within their first year. 

Lions have become an important resource in the region, bringing in much 
needed income and visitors from eco-tourism. Loss of genetic diversity from 
inbreeding, fragmentation, diseases, and loss of habitat are all problems that 
continue to threaten this species. 

Asian lions are listed as endangered. In 1908, just 13 lions were left in the Gir 
Forest. Now, they number into the hundreds. They are protected by law from 
any kind of hunting or persecution and the Indian government has even begun 
relocating native people and their cattle from the forest in efforts to relieve 
pressures from competition between herders, grazers and lions. 

The Sacramento Zoo participates in the lion Species Survival Plan®  working 
to reduce inbreeding and increase the awareness of the problems that face 
this big cat.

Reproduction and Breeding
African lions have no particular breeding season, but most of the mating is 
done in the months of March through June. Asian lions mate from October 
to November. Females are in estrus for four to eight days and will come 
back into estrus in another one to three months if they are not mated. This is 
important  when new males take over a pride. If there are any offspring in the 
pride at the time of the takeover, the new males will kill them. The females 
will come into estrus soon, allowing the new males to father offspring. This 
ensures that male lions put their energy toward protecting cubs that carry their 
genetic material. 

Just before giving birth, the female leaves the pride for a more secluded site. 
She will return with her cubs in a month to join the other females with offspring. 
The cubs’ eyes open in two to three weeks. Although they are not fully weaned 
until they are six months old, they may begin to accompany their mother on 
hunting trips at three months of age. When the cubs are between nine and 
twelve months old, their permanent teeth begin to grow in. Restlessness, pain 
and fevers accompany this period, and the mortality rate is very high.  

Most cubs remain with their mother for two years or until she has her next litter. 
The females may stay in their natal pride or form their own group with other 
newly adult females. Males, however, must leave their pride when they are 
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three years of age. They will band with other males to take over an existing pride or gather up lone females to create a new pride. 

Behavior
African lions live in large social groups called prides, consisting of up to 20 related females and their offspring and headed by one or 
two males. Asian lion prides are smaller and lone lions are more common. Males fight to secure a dominance hierarchy, then attach 
themselves to a group of females with only the dominant male or males mating with the females in the pride. While the females remain 
together for life, new, younger males replace the resident males every two to three years and force them to live outside the territory in 
bachelor groups. 

African lions are excellent hunters. Although they are mostly nocturnal, they are opportunistic and will hunt anytime, day or night. In 
prides, the males do not participate in hunting expeditions as they are too large and thick-maned to camouflage well in the grasslands. 
They also must remain behind to patrol the territory and defend the offspring from intruders. The group of females usually locates its 
prey by sight, zeroing in on a single individual that may be young, weak or simply separated from the main herd. Most of the lionesses 
encircle their prey, waiting in ambush for the remaining females to chase the herd into them. One or more lionesses will jump onto the 
animal trying to grab its neck for strangulation or nose for suffocation. 

Asian lions also hunt in female groups, but are also very successful hunting alone. In forested regions, single animals are better able 
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to sneak up on their prey, preparing for their stalk and pounce. In India where smaller animal prey are more prevalent, fewer animals 
are needed for hunting. Also, a smaller group requires fewer prey to sustain its members.

Amazing Facts
A lion’s roar can be heard up to five miles away!
Lions are the only cats to have a tuft of hair on their tails. They use it to communicate!
Lions spend as much as twenty hours per day resting and sleeping!

The Sacramento Zoological Society
   22859 AC ,otnemarcaS ,.rD kraP dnaL tseW 0393

www.saczoo.org
T: 916-808-5888 F: 916-264-7385 E: info@saczoo.org




