HOW MANY LIONS ARE ENOUGH?

Population genetics
There are many reasons to keep animals in their habitats, their natural homes, living
wild lives, free-range - there are ecological, moral, spiritual, economic, legal and
other reasons that will become clear as you explore the PACE pack. This section
explains one of the reasons why we need to have lots of animals, something
called population genetics.
Genetics deals with genes. Genes are parcels of information that describe exactly
who and what you are – whether you are a human, lion, cabbage, beetle, wasp,
or mongoose. Genes are like a recipe card describing whether you have a long
nose or a short nose, big ears or small ears, curly or straight hair. They also carry
information about the character, health and vigour of an individual. All animals
carry their genes – their construction instructions - in every tiny cell of their body.
When animals reproduce, genes from each biological parent (the mother and
father), combine to create a new set of genes that is unique to each of their
offspring. Siblings will have similar sets of genes, but not exactly the same. Each
individual has its own set of genes, a unique combination made up of some from
the father and some from the mother. As the young animal grows, its body follows
the instructions in the genes.
Genes are either dominant or recessive. For example, the gene for blue eyes
is recessive, and the gene for brown eyes is dominant. If one parent has blue
eyes, and the other has brown, the baby nearly always has brown eyes because
that is the dominant gene. It all depends which genes from the parents came
together to produce the baby and whether the brown-eyed parent had any blueeyed ancestors.
Some genes carry unfortunate diseases. Sickle cell anaemia and cystic fibrosis
are two examples. These diseases only show up if both of the parents carry that
particular gene (it is recessive) and the baby receives both of them. The more
animals in a population, the stronger and more varied the ‘gene pool’, and the
less likely two disease-carrying recessive genes are to meet. If two closely related
individuals breed, it is more likely that recessive genes will meet.
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In a large gene pool, disease carrying genes are diluted and the animals remain strong.
This is why large numbers of any species are needed to keep populations healthy.
When only a small number of animals survive, generation by generation the offspring
get weaker and weaker.
Genetics is an intriguing subject. If you learn about genetics it will help you understand
and perhaps find a job in animal and plant breeding, crop science, horticulture, public
health, disease control, conservation and much more.

Genes are carried in every cell of the body

COMING UP
The next section will introduce people who are finding ways to live alongside
some of Africa’s most troublesome wildlife.
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