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Variation in social organisation of lions with particular reference to
the Asiatic Lions Panthera leo persica (Carnivora: Felidae) of the
Gir forest, India

V. Meena

Wildlife Institute of India, P.O.Box 18, Chandrabani, Dehradun, Uttarakhand 248001, India
Email: meena.venktraman@gmail.com

Abstract: Sociality is one of the distinctive features of Lions (Panthera leo), which are the only
social felids.  Their evolutionary history is important both for understanding the evolution of sociality
and that of other sympatric species owing to their widespread distribution throughout the entire
Holarctic region during the Pleistocene.  Lion grouping patterns, cooperative behaviour and
strategies vary throughout their range and in different habitats.  Their resilience in diverse habitats
facing a variety of conservation pressures is largely owing to this plasticity of lion social behaviour.
This review describes the variation in social organisation of lions in 11 habitats across Africa,
taking into account relevant ecological parameters.  The social organization of the Asiatic Lion is
described from this perspective using the results of previous studies and of a five-year study
conducted between 2002 and 2006 in the Gir forest of India.
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spelaea Group
P. l. fossilis Early Middle Pleistocene European Cave Lion
P. l. vereshchagini East Siberian or Beringian Cave Lion
P. l. atrox North American Cave Lion
P. l. spelaea Upper Pleistocene European Cave Lion

leo Group
P. l. persica Asiatic, Persian or Indian Lion
P. l. leo (Barbary Lion) All extant African Lions

senegalensis Group
P. l. senegalensis West African Lion
P. l. azandica North East Congo Lion
P. l. nubica East African or Masai Lion
P. l. bleyenberghi Southwest African or Katanga Lion
P. l. krugeri Southeast African or Transvaal Lion
P. l. melanochaita Cape Lion

Table 1. Subspecies classification of lions (Burger et al.
2004).

Figure 1. Distribution of lions in Africa (Bauer & van der Merwe
2004)

�

West Africa 4%

Central Africa 4%

East Africa 48%

Southern Africa 44%

Figure 2. Location of the Gir Sanctuary and National Park in western India
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Table 3. Details on prey related parameters and competition for the lion habitats

Study Area Prey Prey Prey biomass Livestock Livestock Competing Reference
Diversity Availability (kg/km²) availability intake predators

Kruger NP 5 High 246 None Low Low East 1984
Greater Tsavo Ecosystem Seasonal Data deficient High Low Medium East 1984
Selous Game Reserve 14 High 1,874 None No Low Caro et al. 1998 in Hemson 2003
Etosha NP 11 Seasonal 283 Low Coe et al. 1976; East 1984
Serengeti 13 Seasonal 970 None None Low Hanby et al. 1995
Luangwa Valley Data Data deficient 10,003 Data deficient Data deficient Ndhlovu & Balakrishnan 1991 in

deficient Hemson 2003
Mid - Zambezi high High Data deficient None None Medium N. Monks pers. comm.
Masai Mara NP 8 High 10,335 Medium Medium Medium Ogutu & Dublin 2002
Ngorongoro Crater 8 High 15,660 None None Hanby et al. 1995
Chobe NP low High 11,693 Data deficient Data deficient Low Cooper 1991
Hwange NP 30 No No High East 1984
Gir Sanctuary and NP 7 High 2,764 High High Low Khan et al. 1995

Table 2. Description of location and habitat of lion habitats

Study area Region Country Park area Vegetation Cover Author  & Source
(km²)

Kruger NP Southern Africa S. Africa 23,700 Open woodland savanna Mixed P.J. Funston pers. comm.
Greater Tsavo Ecosystem East Africa Kenya 20,000 Acacia – Commiphora woodland Medium B. Patterson pers. comm.
Selous Game Reserve East Africa Tanzania 92,000 Wooded savanna, Miomom Combretum Medium Spong 2002

thickets
Etosha NP Southern Africa Namibia 22,270 Short grass plains Open Stander 1992
Serengeti East Africa Tanzania 40,000 Acacia woodlands /plains Open Hanby et al. 1995
Luangwa Valley Southern Africa Zambia 355 Mixed Medium Yamazaki 1996
Mid - Zambezi Southern Africa Zimbabwe 2,196 Alluvial/ Colophospermum/ dry Closed N. Monks pers. comm.
Masai Mara NP East Africa Kenya 1,530 Open wooded grassland Ogutu & Dublin 2002
Ngorongoro Crater East Africa Tanzania 250 Savanna Open Hanby et al. 1995
Chobe NP 11,700 Savanna Mixed Cooper 1991
Hwange NP Southern Africa Zimbabwe 14,600 North-west area: Coleospermum Mixed Loveridge 2005

mopane woodland and scrub.  Kalahari
sand: Baikiaea plurijuga woodland

Gir Sanctuary and NP Gujarat State India 1,883 Dry teak forest Mixed Pathak et al. 2008
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Table 4. Details on lion social organization for the lion habitats

Study Area Population Home Density Average Male group Female M–F interaction Source
estimate range(km²) / 100 km² group size size group size (during tenure)

Kruger NP 2,200 150 10.5 11.8 2.1 4.5 Throughout P.J. Funston
pers. comm.

Greater Tsavo Ecosystem 675 Low 8 1 7.4 Throughout B. Patterson
pers. comm.

Selous Game Reserve 3,750 52.4 16 5.3 2.4 3.4 Throughout Spong 2002
Etosha NP 230 600 2 4.2 1.5 4.8 Throughout Stander 1992;

Oxford et al. 1998
Serengeti 2,500 200 10 11.5 3.1 5.4 Throughout Hanby et al. 1995
Luangwa valley 49 58 12.7 9.7 2 3.8 Occasional Yamazaki 1996
Mid - zambezi 120* 5.2 7.7 2 8 Throughout N. Monks

pers. comm.
Masai mara NP 547 71 30 22 2.4 9.2 Throughout Ogutu &Dublin

2002
Ngorongoro Crater 53 45 40 16.25 3.25 3.5 Throughout Hanby et al. 1995
Chobe NP 213 1000 5 7 2 7 Occasional Cooper 1991
Hwange NP 250 Male: 700 3.6 1.9 2.77 Occasional Loveridge 2005

Female: 345
Gir Sanctuary and NP 360 Male: 85 11 1.4 1.3 Occasional Meena 2008

Female: 35

* only for Mana pools National Park
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