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A visitor gets the royal treatment
KIMBERLY POHAS, NEWS-PRESS STAFF WRITER 

Jabari (a name meaning brave and strong in Swahili), a 6-year-old lion, was the guest of honor at "An 
Evening by the Sea with a Maasai Warrior" at the Cabrillo Arts Center on Friday. 

Lion handler Rick Kelly gives Jabari a bottle of water as Maasai warrior Samson Parashina and Luca 
Belpietro, who heads the Maasai Wilderness Conservation Trust, look on. 
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A live lion and a Maasai warrior -- what better way to get the point across? 
The guest of honor, the massive lion was led on a leash by his trainer into a roomful of about 200 people 
Friday at "An Evening by the Sea with a Maasai Warrior" at the Cabrillo Arts Center. 

The event was designed to raise funds for the Maasai Wilderness Conservation Trust and the Maasai 
Foundation of East Africa, a Santa Barbara-based nonprofit organization. "He was so beautiful. I was so 
excited to see it happen," said Fritz Pinney, president of the foundation. "I think he made an impact -- 
how many people see a lion that is not behind bars?" Organizers applied for several permits with the city 
of Santa Barbara to bring in the lion, a 6-year-old male who lives in the U.S. Approval for the permits 
came through at the last minute, Mrs. Pinney said, as patrons stood up in amazement as they watched 
the lion drink from a water bottle. The main reason for his presence was to show that the number of lions 
in Africa is dwindling: Ten years ago, there were 100,000, and today there are 15,000, according to the 
event's organizers. The Maasai, an indigenous tribe in Kenya known for preserving its culture, keeping 
with tradition and acting as protectors of the wild, are concerned with the threat of lion extinction. The 
wealth of Maasai families is measured not in money, but in cattle; when lions kill cattle, some Maasai 
men kill the lion in revenge. The amount of open land available to lions is also dwindling because of the 
growth of farming and development. Samson Parashina, a Maasai warrior and son of the tribal chief, said 
the nonprofit groups have helped his village preserve the lion population. "The ecosystem will collapse. 
You need predators," said Luca Belpietro, who runs a safari business near Mt. Kilimanjaro and heads the 
conservation trust. "I hope that people go home and say, 'Do I want my kid to hear a roaring lion 
roaming free in Africa?' " Funds raised at the event will go toward Mr. Belpietro's Simba Project, which 
attempts to preserve lions by compensating Maasai for livestock losses. Mr. Parashina has encouraged 
villagers not to kill the animals and instead to coexist with them. The lions bring a higher quality of life, 
he said, because of the tourism they attract. "I tell them, 'If you spare the lion and you don't kill, then 
you have everything -- education, water, medical facilities, compensation,' " he said. It costs about 
$35,000 per year to protect the lions, the bulk of which pays for game scouts to watch over wildlife and 
patrol for illegal poaching or farming. Funds also go toward improving the quality of life for the tribe, 
including paying for schools, medical support and supplies, dispensers of water and electricity, Mrs. 
Pinney said. "They're walking five miles to a school that has no books, no desks," she said. Mrs. Pinney 
said that the groups hoped to raise $100,000 during the course of the evening. "We're asking Santa 
Barbara to join in this movement of preserving Maasai culture and protect lions from extinction," she 
said. "In five to 10 years, there might not be any lions left. It's a very, very sad thing.
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