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A key obstacle to wildlife conservation is a scarcity of funding. A recent paper

[Courchamp, F., Jaric, I., Albert, C., Meinard, Y., Ripple, W. J., and Chapron, G. (2018).

The paradoxical extinction of the most charismatic animals. PLoS Biol. 16:e2003997.

doi: 10.1371/journal.pbio.2003997] illustrates how for-profit businesses’ widespread

use of threatened wildlife imagery could create complacency in the public about their

conservation. A wildlife imagery royalty, whereby businesses that use threatened wildlife

in their marketing pay a small percentage of their sales to the conservation of those

species could be revolutionary for conservation funding. However, businesses are not

currently compelled to support the protection of the species espoused in their products.

We build upon the arguments presented by recent publications [Good, C., Burnham,

D., and Macdonald, D. W. (2017). A cultural conscience for conservation. Animals 7:52.

doi: 10.3390/ani7070052; Courchamp, F., Jaric, I., Albert, C., Meinard, Y., Ripple, W.

J., and Chapron, G. (2018). The paradoxical extinction of the most charismatic animals.

PLoS Biol. 16:e2003997. doi: 10.1371/journal.pbio.2003997] to explore limitations and

a number of key pathways that may help bring a wildlife imagery royalty to fruition.

Keywords: wildlife imagery royalty, felid, funding, royalty, tax, legal personhood

INTRODUCTION

A key obstacle hampering biodiversity conservation is a lack of funding (McCarthy et al., 2012;
Waldron et al., 2013; Box 1), driving scientists and conservation organizations to search for
innovative funding mechanisms. Good et al. (2017) and Courchamp et al. (2018) have presented
an example of the latter. They have proposed that businesses using the imagery of threatened
wildlife in their marketing should contribute toward the conservation of those species. Good et al.
(2017) suggested that a wildlife imagery royalty would herald a revolution in conservation funding.
This idea is not unlike the one proposed by Jepson et al. (2011), who called on the film and media
industry to contribute financially to the conservation of the species they film.

At a glance, the rationale for wildlife imagery royalties is akin to payment of license fees for
merchandise; for example, a t-shirt manufacturer paying the singer Madonna for the rights to use
her photograph or likeness on t-shirts (Courchamp et al., 2018). However, on closer inspection, the
idea of businesses paying a fee for using images of wildlife opens up a Pandora’s box of questions.
Firstly, businesses generally exist for profit, not for altruistic reasons (Drucker, 1954; Friedman,
1970). Therefore, would companies or their shareholders actually care about the species their
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Box 1 | Funding deficits for protected area management and threatened species conservation are vast. Even the most charismatic large felids such as African lions

Panthera leo and tigers Panthera tigris face severe funding shortfalls. Data from Lindsey et al. (2018) and Coad et al. (2019), and the Global Trends in Giving 2018

report (see http://rocklandcce.org/resources/2018-global-trends-in-giving-report; accessed 5 August 2019) illustrate this point.

products espouse enough to sign up for such an initiative? Ought
there to be legal rights associated with the use of the imagery of a
Bengal tiger Panthera tigris? And how far should this idea go—if
Tiger Beer pays toward tiger conservation, should Apple Inc. pay
proceeds to the conservation of threatenedMalus species?

In our opinion, Courchamp et al. (2018) captured a powerful
justification for such a royalty. They suggest that businesses,

through their marketing, are creating a perception in members of
the public that populations of wildlife are common and therefore
not of conservation concern. The mechanism for this is the
public’s exposure to an abundance of iconic wildlife imagery
in products and advertising. Courchamp and others cite this
as a key reason why businesses should pay a fee to display
these species on their products. In addition, many companies
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FIGURE 1 | Three examples of the mismatch between direct benefits accrued by companies in the use of threatened wildlife imagery and potentially negative effects

exuded on those species by the companies. (A) This picture shows how the Kellogg’s Company purchases palm oil from the Wilmar Group. The palm oil is sourced

from Riau, Sumatra (Indonesia)—locally important for both its forests and tiger populations. Wilmar has been linked to deforestation and unsustainable palm oil

production. Deforestation reduces suitable habitat for tigers, causes intraspecific strife, and may have numerous cascading effects on tiger prey, conflict with people

and their livestock. Kellogg’s uses tigers in their marketing campaigns and Tony the tiger has been the face of their Frosties cereal for over 65 years. (B) This figure

shows an unintended effect caused by the dramatic rise in popularity of the Harry Potter franchise. Harry’s owl, and others seen in the film are believed to have

increased the demand for pet owls by children in Malaysia. The franchise, characterized by the movies, books, and merchandise benefited from the use of owls,

however, increased exploitation is likely to have placed pressure on these top-order avian predators. (C) Illustrates the competition of a virtual population of elephants

(used on beer bottles, in the recent Dumbo film and plush toys) for public attention. Courchamp et al. (2018) showed that knowledge of in situ wildlife population

species status in the public is being dumbed down by the ubiquity of these virtual populations.

actually negatively impact the species whose images they use,
either directly through habitat destruction, or indirectly through
unintended anthropogenic effects (e.g., increased exploitation
because of popularization in a film or book; Figure 1).

If conservationists and policymakers can agree that this
justification holds merit, we can progress to asking how a
legal basis for the implementation of such a royalty could be
developed. Many companies voluntarily support conservation
projects (see Supplementary Table 1), but a compelled royalty
would likely be more stable than a reliance on corporate social
responsibility (CSR) and philanthropy, which can be affected by
market trends (Reich and Wimer, 2012). Some models already
exist, for example, businesses in India that generate >$105
million US$ per year are compelled by law to pay 2% of
their profits to charities (Singh and Verma, 2014). A compelled
royalty for the use of wildlife imagery could help maintain
funding continuity to conservation projects, a key determinant
of successful recovery programs (Crees et al., 2016).

In this paper, we investigate if a wildlife imagery royalty is
a thing of fantasy or has some chance of realization in the
future via legal or policy mechanisms. Our paper builds upon
Courchamp et al. (2018), who concluded their paper with a

call for innovative interdisciplinary works to explore how such
a payment mechanism might be constructed. Here, we present
some preliminary thoughts on potentially useful institutional
tools. We refer to recent legal personhood case successes for
river, glacier, and broader nature rights globally (Charpleix,
2018; O’Donnell and Talbot-Jones, 2018; Pecharroman, 2018)
and failures of cases for individual animal personhood for
captive animals (e.g., chimpanzees Pan troglodytes and Asian
elephant Elaphus maximus; Boyle, 2016; Staker, 2017) in the
United States. We argue that although nature-based laws are
making progress, their evolution and adoption is slow and would
require significant changes to support a generalized wildlife
imagery royalty.

We recommend two pathways that could allow for faster
implementation of such a royalty. These include (1) a nationally
instituted royalty on products bearing the images of threatened
wildlife (and businesses recognized as threatening them) and (2)
a certification mark (akin to Fairtrade or 1% for the Planet),
which would allow the bearers to display it on their products
in exchange for a small royalty payment (and which itself is
protected by copyright). To conclude, we use charismatic and
highly threatened larger members of the Felidae (big cats) as
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a model to illustrate the immense potential for such schemes
to augment funding for conservation and discuss potential
unintended consequences of a wildlife imagery royalty.

EXAMPLES OF HISTORIC WILDLIFE
MARKETING IN BUSINESS AND
BRANDING

A “wildlife imagery royalty” has been discussed by academics
and conservation non-government organizations (NGOs) for
over 20 years. Baltz and Ratnaswamy (2000), for example,
examined the number of tertiary education institutions in the
USA contributing financially to the conservation of their tiger
mascots under a program called Tigers for Tigers (2018).

There are also a plethora of recent examples of corporations
and private companies collaborating with conservation NGOs to
support the wildlife species used in their advertising, branding,
and trademarks. Examples include Lacoste’s TM partnership with
the IUCN and the Save Your Logos initiative to fund crocodilian
conservation (Lacoste, 2018) and the 2018 Commonwealth
Games organizers raising US$ 73,000 through the sale of the
Borobi mascot for injured koalas Phascolarctos cinereus at the
Currumbin Wildlife Hospital Foundation in Australia (Jackson,
2018). Such initiatives span the fashion, food, beverage, sports,
and automotive industries (see Supplementary Table 1 for the
most recent examples of large felid NGOs partnering with
corporations), and they often have win-win outcomes for both
corporations and conservation NGOs.

A further example is the “Put a tiger in your tank” marketing
campaign for Esso fuel, a brand name of the United States oil
and gas company ExxonMobil. Esso launched the sale of fake
material “tiger tails” and bumper stickers with the slogan “I’ve
got a tiger in my tank” across the USA. They sold ∼2.5 million
“tails,” which remain in demand to this day. After recognizing the
contribution of the tiger in its marketing schemes, ExxonMobil
launched the Save The Tiger Fund in 1995 in collaboration with
the US National Fish and Wildlife Foundation to help preserve
the tiger. Since its inception, it became an important funding
body for tiger conservation projects globally and from 1995 to
2009 donated US$ 17.3 million dollars in 336 grants (Gratwicke
et al., 2007).

It is clear from the above examples (and those in
Supplementary Table 1) that corporate attitudes toward
nature conservation and mascot conservation may be positive.
However, the partnerships we describe are often limited in
their time, financial extent, and spatial coverage. There is
no doubt that CSR activities like this may lead to increased
financial performance (Orlitzky et al., 2003; Brammer and
Millington, 2005; Campbell, 2007) and improve the social image
of the corporation (Brammer and Millington, 2005). However,
corporations fundamentally exist to engage in activities designed
to increase their profits (Friedman, 1970), and CSR is a secondary
objective. Therefore, CSR contracts between corporations and
NGOs may be terminable at any time, they usually only last for a
specific period and are sensitive to market forces and recessions
(Reich and Wimer, 2012). For example, ExxonMobil terminated

its Save The Tiger Fund after 15 years when it canceled its
relationship with the US National Fish and Wildlife Foundation.
Similarly, the clothingmanufacturer PUMA and Tiger Beer made
a one-off financial commitment to Game Rangers International
in Kafue National Park, Zambia, and to the WWF, respectively,
to bolster lion and tiger population recovery efforts (Wilderness
Safaris, 2013). These types of donations, although important
in short-term project maintenance, do not allow for long-term
conservation planning and funding continuity which is key
to successful species recovery programs (Crees et al., 2016).
Furthermore, the objectives of potential CSR donor recipients
(e.g., a conservation NGO) and corporations themselves are
not always likely to align, and conservation NGOs, national
governments and the species whose images are being used in
marketing and media currently hold no legal right to compel
a corporation to pay wildlife image royalties. There exists one
pertinent question: is there a pathway for a wildlife imagery
royalty scheme to be legally mandated?

BACKGROUND TO ROYALTIES FOR THE
ENVIRONMENT

The fundamental premise of a royalty payment is that if
an asset is sold or used by a party, a royalty payment is
made to the creator or representative thereof (see https://www.
copyright.gov/; accessed December 10, 2018). This can typically
include copyrighted works, franchises, and natural resources.
For example, the government of Western Australia mandates a
mining/onshore petroleum royalty from companies extracting
crude oil, and this is returned to regional projects engaging in
infrastructure and community development (see https://www.
agric.wa.gov.au/royalties-regions; accessed December 15, 2018).
Similarly, the pharmaceutical company Merck paid advances
and royalties to a Costa Rican NGO INBio for bioprospecting
biological samples in Costa Rica (Zebich-Knos, 1997).

Although not explicitly a royalty, other types of fees and
taxes are also used to link exploitation of wildlife to the
funding of its conservation. For example, the Dingle-Johnson
Act (https://www.fws.gov/laws/lawsdigest/fasport.html) employs
an excise tax on fishing equipment in the USA, and this funds
state-run fish management programs. Similarly, the Pittman-
Robertson Act places a 10–11% tax on sporting arms and
ammunition to be directed toward the state-level management
and restoration of wildlife. These Acts have leveraged billions of
dollars for the conservation of natural resources in the USA since
their inception.

PAYMENTS ARE A CHALLENGE FOR
EXISTING LEGAL DOCTRINE AND POLICY

Nature and Animals as Legal Persons
Nature and environmental laws have been going through
a paradigm shift over the past decade, in which rights of
nature have increasingly been recognized (Charpleix, 2018). For
example, “legal personhood” that businesses, trade unions, and
states may all be ascribed has now been granted to rivers in New

Frontiers in Conservation Science | www.frontiersin.org 4 June 2021 | Volume 2 | Article 649686

https://www.copyright.gov/
https://www.copyright.gov/
https://www.agric.wa.gov.au/royalties-regions
https://www.agric.wa.gov.au/royalties-regions
https://www.fws.gov/laws/lawsdigest/fasport.html
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/conservation-science
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/conservation-science#articles


Braczkowski et al. Wildlife Royalties for Conservation

Zealand, glaciers and rivers in India, and more broadly to nature
and the services it provides in Bolivia (Pecharroman, 2018). The
recent granting of personhood to New Zealand’s Whanganui
River in 2017 (Charpleix, 2018) is particularly revolutionary,
and after a 170-year legal battle, a treaty was signed with the
local Maori tribe recognising them as legal guardians of the
river. The river’s interests can be protected, and New Zealand
courts can award damages to a trust on behalf of the river, for
instance, in response to pollution (O’Donnell and Talbot-Jones,
2018). Similarly, in 2017, the Uttarakhand High Court in India
recognized the River Ganges, its glaciers, and its tributaries as
a legal entity, and the high court granted the river three human
representatives to conserve the river (Pecharroman, 2018).

Attempts at gaining legal personhood for non-human animals
have not yet been successful. To date, there is no state or country
that recognizes an animal species or an individual animal to have
legal personhood. Several US courts have heard the pioneering
non-human personhood cases of Steven Wise and colleagues
for individual chimpanzees (Grimm, 2013) and a lone Asiatic
elephant (Morris, 2018). They have, however, been unsuccessful
due to a lack of subject matter jurisdiction, i.e., the power of a
court to adjudicate a particular type of matter and provide the
remedy demanded (Boyle, 2016; Staker, 2017). These cases have
importance because legal standing is the foundation of law that
allows an entity to engage copyright and intellectual property
laws (e.g., USA https://www.copyright.gov/ and Australia
https://www.ipaustralia.gov.aul; accessed January 10, 2019).
For example, animals are unable to possess statutory standing
under the United States Copyright Act (1976). Similarly, in
Canada, in the case Reece v. Edmonton (City) the Alberta Court
of Queen’s Bench and the Alberta Court of Appeal considered
the case of Lucy the elephant that was the only elephant in
the Edmonton Zoo, which had a cold climate. Animal rights
activists brought a case to compel her to be transferred to a
sanctuary in a warmer climate with other elephants. The case
was unsuccessful on the basis that animals do not have rights
and the suit was found to be an abuse of process. Chief Justice
Fraser, however, issued a strong dissent arguing for an expanded
appreciation of animals in law, and the case Court of Appeal
decision can be found at https://www.canlii.org/en/ab/abca/
doc/2011/2011abca238/2011abca238.html?searchUrlHash=AA
AAAQAVZWxlcGhhbnQgRWRtb250b24gWm9vAAAAAAE&
resultIndex=4.

Payment for Use of Property
International copyright laws also presently bar copyright
protection for works of nature (i.e., any products/creations
created by non-human living organisms), requiring human
authorship (e.g., Guadamuz, 2016; United States Copyright
Office, 2017). Even if a member of a wildlife species manages to
take selfies using complex photographic equipment like remote
camera traps, they do not own the rights to those images, and
cannot accrue profits from them. This is illustrated by Naruto et
al v. Slater in which Petition for the Ethical Treatment of Animals
(PETA) brought a suit to establish that a Celebes crested macaque
Macaca nigra owned the copyright to a selfie that it took on a
camera set up by Slater. Ultimately the case was dismissed and the

court claimed that animals cannot hold copyrights and indicated
that PETA was abusing the legal process (Guadamuz, 2016).

Even humans, who enjoy a myriad of rights, are not
necessarily entitled to their right of publicity, and laws governing
their voice, image, and representation are not uniform. Different
jurisdictions have different rules which are largely based upon the
public profile of the subject, the centrality of the person in the
image (i.e., the focus or a bystander), the intended purpose of the
image, whether the use is for commercial purpose, and whether
any harm comes from the use of the image.

The law can ascribe rights to all kinds of entities if it finds
adequate reason to do so (Chapron et al., 2019). However, given
the slow progress of rights-based laws for nature, they are likely
to be of little immediate use in the creation of a wildlife imagery
royalty. Even if legal personhood for an individual, or an entire
animal species, is granted, there is at present no legal instrument
with which their human representatives can make claims under
copyright or right of publicity laws on their behalf (Figure 2).

ACTIONABLE RECOMMENDATIONS

The Formation of National and/or
International Specific Law
States could, hypothetically, simply pass special laws that would
institute royalties on businesses bearing the images of threatened
wildlife species and having a negative impact on the wild
populations of these species living on the territories of states.
This royalty could then be paid toward the conservation of
the species the businesses use (Figure 3). This is generally the
domain of tort law, which requires proof of a causal connection
between the claimant’s injury and the actions of the defendant.
Courchamp et al. (2018) hypothesized that the presentation of
animal imagery creates a false perception of their abundance,
which in turn induces a slackening of conservation measures.
Whether this chain of causation would satisfy the legal standard
of a balance of probabilities is questionable. However, if this
could become a reality and if South Africa sought to employ a
royalty on Lion Lager, it could seek a royalty totaling a percentage
of total Lion Lager profits or sales. This funding could then
be directed to either the national Ministry of Environment and
national parks directly or a central clearing house represented by
a reputable international conservation body (e.g., IUCN, UNEP,
or UNDP). The funds could then be allocated to evidence-
based conservation projects undertaking actionable conservation
activities for African lion populations. These funds and actions
would then be subjected to audit and assessment. This process is
outlined in Figures 3, 4.

The Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD; see
https://www.cbd.int/convention/articles/default.shtml?a=cbd-06;
accessed November 10, 2020) counts among its objectives the
conservation of biological diversity and the sustainable use of
its components. Indeed, articles three, six, and eight of the CBD
refer to the rights of the States to “exploit their own resources
pursuant to their own environmental policies,” to “develop
national strategies, plans or programs for the conservation and
sustainable use of biological diversity. . . ,” and to “develop or
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FIGURE 2 | A schematic flow diagram showing the fundamental differences in how a famous popstar can engage copyright laws in the USA, and how a high-profile

member of a charismatic wildlife species (Machali the tigress) cannot, according to present-day laws.

maintain necessary legislation and/or other regulatory provisions
for the protection of threatened species and populations.” The
CBD could serve as a framework supporting the creation of
a specific multilateral protocol on the matter, as it has done
with the Cartagena Protocol or the Nagoya Protocol which is
a global agreement that implements the access and benefit-
sharing obligations of the CBD. Such a protocol could require
royalty payments for the use of wildlife imagery. However, legal
challenges in enforcement and inter-jurisdictional cooperation
are great and unlikely to work in the short to medium term. This
might be avoided, however, if the country where the image is
published unilaterally adopted a law requiring a fee to be paid
for the publishing, and then remitted the funds to the animal
country. This obviously would pose immense political challenges
for implementation. For example, in the USA, the creation of
a bill (and subsequent act) proved to be a successful venture
for the People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA),
and stakeholders interested in the welfare of the orcas Orcinus
orca at SeaWorld, a large animal aquarium and theme park in
San Diego, California. In 2013, the documentary film Blackfish
released globally in theaters showed the challenging captive
conditions several orcas faced at SeaWorld, and how a spate of

attacks on aquarium workers was related to the mistreatment of
the animals. This led to a public outcry that eventually assisted
in the creation and passing of the Orca Welfare and Safety Act
(AB1453) in the state of California in 2016. This led to the
shutdown of planned expansions of orca enclosures to the value
of US$ 100 million dollars.

A CONSERVATION SCHEME EQUIVALENT
TO FAIRTRADE

Another, albeit voluntary, pathway for encouraging a wildlife
imagery royalty would be through the creation of a certification
mark, similar to that of 1% for the Planet or Fairtrade (see
Hamilton and Zilberman, 2006; Blackman and Naranjo, 2012;
Blackman et al., 2014). This is a more structured approach
to voluntary donations by businesses, unifying them under
one collective umbrella for increased impact. Developed by
American clothing manufacturer Patagonia, 1% for the Planet
encourages companies to donate 1% of their total sales to
environmental causes (see http://onepercentfortheplanet.org/).
To date, more than 1,800 member companies in 42 countries
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FIGURE 3 | A conceptual diagram illustrating the potential benefits from the Heineken Group’s Tiger Beer for hypothetical evidence-based tiger conservation. Tiger

Beer donate a percentage of their profits or sales to a strategic evidence-based project or one selected from an accredited Cats Choice List with demonstrated

conservation outcomes. Funds are spent on strategic conservation interventions including anti-poaching and snaring patrols (Rabinowitz, 2009), livestock husbandry

and predation deterrents, and compensation or insurance schemes (Bauer et al., 2015). Conservation actions are evaluated through monitoring of critical population

parameters including density, mortality rates, birth, emigration, and immigration. Conservation successes such as a decrease in the killings of tigers, population

recoveries, and a change of attitudes by local communities living alongside them are measured quantitatively. Conservation successes are reported to Tiger Beer and

used in marketing channels. The CSR activity of Tiger Beer is viewed positively by both company staff and consumers of tiger beer which may, in turn, have a positive

bearing on the financial performance of the company. Photograph courtesy of Steve Winter, National Geographic Magazine.

have donated US$200 million to approve environmental

conservation non-profits. These companies then advertise the

1% logo on their products, giving consumers the power to

discern and make sustainable choices through their purchases.

Similarly, Fairtrade provides certification to businesses engaging
in more transparent, equitable trade with farmers globally.

In exchange for the Fairtrade label, companies ensure that
farmers receive a minimum market price for their final products
and that production practices adhere to certain environmental
standards (see http://www.takepart.com/flashcards/what-is-fair-
trade/index.html; accessed February 7, 2019; Jaffee, 2014).
Research shows that customers recognize and remember eco-
labels (Sammer and Wüstenhagen, 2006), and price premiums
of labeled products may increase over time (Barham and Weber,
2012). Moreover, this type of labeling may positively influence
a customer’s willingness to pay for a certain product, as has
been shown in the appliance (Sammer and Wüstenhagen,
2006), fisheries (Teisl et al., 2002), and furniture (Veisten,
2007) industries. Because of this, the number of products
awarded these types of eco-labels has grown exponentially
across many industries over the past two decades (Grolleau
et al., 2016). Another example (although not necessarily an

example of certification) is the Lion’s Share Fund (see https://
www.thelionssharefund.com, United Nations, 2018), which is a
voluntary donation scheme backed by the UNDP encouraging
businesses to donate 0.5% of their media budget if an animal
features in their commercial. The backing of the UNDP and large
brands like Gucci andMars has garnered significant international
attention (https://equilibrium.gucci.com/the-lions-share-fund/).
Their objective is to raise US$ 100 million per year for species
conservation and habitat preservation.

THE POTENTIAL SCALE OF A WILDLIFE
IMAGERY ROYALTY: AN EXAMPLE USING
LARGE FELIDS

To assess the potential scale of a wildlife image use royalty
on threatened species conservation, we examined the extent
of marketing and corporate name use for just one family of
charismatic species, the larger members of the Felidae (lions
Panthera leo, leopards Panthera pardus, tigers Panthera tigris,
jaguars Panthera onca, pumas Puma concolor, snow leopards
Panthera uncia, and cheetahs Acinonyx jubatus). These species
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FIGURE 4 | A conceptual diagram illustrating the two paths that could channel royalty funding from a national-level law that compelled companies to pay a royalty for

using an animal in their logo/branding. This funding could go to National Parks in South Africa or a central conservation agency that could serve as a clearing house

for incoming funds. The process begins at point (A) when a product featuring a threatened species (in this case the African lion) enters a country with (B) a law that

states a portion of net sales or profits must go toward the conservation of that species locally. Funds are then channeled to (C1) the local environment Ministry for

distribution to national parks with lions, or (C2) a central conservation agency such as the IUCN, UNEP, or UNDP to serve as a central authority to distribute the funds

to certified conservation projects focusing on African lions in key areas. After (D1,D2) an audit of funds is performed (E), and conservation actions assessed.

Certification (F) is the final component of the process but can occur the moment that the company is subjected to the royalty.

are threatened across much of their range (Hunter and Barrett,
2020) and have significant top-down ecosystem and economic
values (Braczkowski et al., 2018; O’Bryan et al., 2018).

We found that the use of large felids in marketing
is ubiquitous, and even modest royalty payments from
companies using large felids in their marketing could leverage
substantial funding for conservation. For example, if the 14
companies using large felid branding on the Forbes 2000
list were to pay a royalty of 0.1–1% of profits, they would
collectively leverage US$202 million−2.02 billion annually.
Even individual companies, such as Tiger Beer, could make
sizeable contributions to the conservation of individual species
(Supplementary Information 2 and Figure 3). The royalty
margins we suggest err on the conservative side of several
philanthropic initiatives. For example, the 1% for the Planet
initiative donates 1% of all sales (1% for the Planet, 2021), Wells
Fargo & Company donates on average 1.2–1.5% annually, while
Goldman Sachs donated 3% of sales in 2015 (Preston, 2016).

A system to allocate funds generated from a royalty
scheme could work via two mechanisms. First, businesses could
send royalties to projects that demonstrate their conservation
outcomes using evidence-based methods. There is an emerging
suite of evidence-based conservation projects that address the
development needs of local people and also stem the decline

of the species they aim to conserve. Examples of evidence-
based large felid projects include the Lion Guardians project
in Kenya (Hazzah et al., 2014) and Tanzania, the Munyawana
leopard program in South Africa (Balme et al., 2009), and
the Cheetah Conservation Foundation’s cheetah project in
Namibia (Marker and Boast, 2015). Second, the funds could
complement the existing voluntary Lion’s Share Fund (see
https://thelionssharefund.com/), which partners with companies
donating a portion of their media budget, by linking to an
evidence-based list of successful big cat conservation programs
such as these, for which ongoing funding would otherwise
be uncertain. Such projects could be a win-win for corporate
partners as population recoveries are possible in some cases over
just a few years (Balme et al., 2009).

CATICORNS AND OTHER UNINTENDED
CONSEQUENCES

It is foreseeable that a wildlife imagery royalty could lead
to a series of unintended outcomes and behaviors from both
members of the public and businesses. Courchamp et al. (2018)
suggested that some businesses could make small modifications
to the wildlife imagery being used in their products and
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advertising, in order to avoid paying a compelled wildlife
imagery royalty. If this strategy was employed by businesses
at large, it could further alienate the public from wildlife
and the awareness around its conservation, not just through
competition for attention (Courchamp et al., 2018), but by
replacing real species with fictional ones (Balmford et al., 2002).
A more perverse consequence could be a selection of businesses
choosing to abandon the use of any wildlife imagery (real or
synthetic) in their marketing and products, taking the above
example to an extreme. One way to mitigate such unintended
consequences is through blockchain technology where products
bearing the images of threatened wildlife are tracked through
a blockchain (e.g., Howson, 2020). This could be a win-
win for businesses and could be a transparent mechanism
for consumers to track their investment into the species
they support.

In conclusion, in this paper, we have presented possible
pathways and the necessary actions required for businesses
that use wildlife imagery to fund species conservation. We
have shown that the funding generated from such a program
could indeed be vast and important for conservation projects
of threatened species. Making this operational will require
actions by national governments, international NGOs, and
other stakeholders. In its development, care should be taken to
minimize perverse outcomes. Finally, we hope that our paper
will advance the necessary thinking and legal exploration of
the funding opportunities described by Good et al. (2017) and
Courchamp et al. (2018).
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