
The most recent Elephant Trade Information System (ETIS) analysis of over 9 400 elephant product
seizure records statistically demonstrates that illicit trade in ivory is most directly correlated to the
presence of large-scale, poorly regulated domestic ivory markets around the world. If an elephant is
poached for its ivory, chances are great that that ivory will end up in a market in either Africa or Asia.
From there, the trade is likely to spill over into other end-use markets in Europe, North America or
possibly the Middle East. These markets are today the principal drivers of illegal killing of thousands of
elephants annually. A recent assessment of 22 ivory carving markets in Africa and Asia conservatively
estimated that the ivory of between 4800 and 12 200 elephants are needed each year to support annual
production needs, with the pattern of killing appearing to be concentrated on elephant populations in
central Africa. 

CITES has made various attempts in the past to address the issue of domestic ivory markets. In 1987,
CITES Parties agreed that all raw ivory importers and exporters, and all enterprises that cut or carve
ivory should be registered or licensed, with proposals for recording and inspection procedures to monitor
domestic ivory trade flows.  From this beginning, CITES has continued to expand its role to ensure that
ivory trade at the national level does not give rise to international trade dynamics that undermine
elephant conservation elsewhere.  In 1997, Parties adopted Resolution Conf. 10.10 Trade in Elephant
Specimens with a provision for control of internal ivory trade that called for the adoption of
comprehensive internal legislative, regulatory and enforcement measures.

However, despite the best efforts of CITES, many domestic ivory markets remain largely unfettered.  The
worst are completely unregulated, while others have regulations and controls, but they are poorly
enforced or afford legal or administrative loopholes that provide cover for illicit trade to continue.  

Following the ETIS analysis at CoP12, the CITES Parties adopted Decision 12.39, which established a
process to assess compliance with the provisions for internal trade in ivory in Cameroon, China, the
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Djibouti, Ethiopia, Japan, Nigeria, Thailand, Uganda and the United
States.  To date, little has been achieved in some of these countries, but the process is ongoing and the
issue will be formally addressed at CoP13.  It may also be necessary  to  broaden the CITES oversight
process to address domestic ivory trade in other countries not included in Decision 12.39.  In particular,
efforts under CITES need to be flexible and be able to respond to new trends and markets that could be
emerging. The most recent ETIS analysis for CoP13, for example, highlights a number of countries
which did not feature in the cluster analysis in the ETIS report to CoP12, including Angola, Malawi,
Mozambique and Sudan.

The following 'score card' assesses all African and Asian Elephant range states and some of the major
consuming markets around the world.  The situation is dynamic and some countries or territories may
have improved their controls since this assessment was made.  If that is the case, TRAFFIC welcomes
updated information to improve this assessment in the future.  What is evident, however, is that much
still needs to be done to ensure that the world's domestic ivory markets are regulated to the standard
agreed by the CITES Parties.

Ivory markets in
Africa and Asia
continue to drive an
increasing trend in
illegal trade in
elephant ivory, with
thousands of elephants
killed every year to
feed them. 
This briefing paper
examines some common
issues that conspire to
drive illegal trade in
ivory at the domestic
level and presents a
'score-card'
assessment of African
and Asian Elephant
range states and the
major consuming
markets around the
world.
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Key issues

Raw ivory stocks: Stocks of raw ivory are found in most elephant range States, and any
number of transit countries, manufacturing location and end-use markets.  Aside from
government-held stocks, large volumes of raw ivory were legally in the hands of private
importers, manufacturers or large State-owned enterprises at the time the CITES trade ban took
effect in January 1990. The challenge for elephant range States is to develop credible ivory stock
management systems that clearly mark each individual tusk or piece of ivory, and track its source
so that legal stocks can be differentiated from stocks coming from illegal sources.  Stocks in the
hands of the private sector need to be marked and registered with each owner, and an ongoing
process of monitoring and reporting established.

Worked ivory products at the retail level: Large volumes of worked ivory products
were in commerce at the time the CITES trade ban on ivory was imposed. In most countries,
these stocks were considered to be on the market legally and continued to be sold without
restriction. However, with no credible means to distinguish 'old'  pre-Convention or pre-ban
stock from 'new' stock, there are probably more ivory products available today in some markets
then was the case several years ago,.  While many of these markets are in Africa and Asia, the
situation is also of some concern in the USA and the European Union.  Regulatory measures
should be reviewed.

Local or foreign buyers: The basic idea behind a legal domestic ivory market supplied by
pre-ban stocks or legal new ivory from within the same country, is the implication that the buyers
are local and the ivory remains within the country.  In fact, this is often not the case and
expatriates, diplomatic staff, military personnel or foreign tourists may indeed be the major
consumers.  These individuals eventually bring the ivory products they purchase back to their
home countries, often in complete violation of CITES and national wildlife trade controls.  Few
countries have moved to implement appropriate public awareness initiatives as mandated by
Resolution Conf. 10.10. 

Legal exceptions and loopholes: Allowing retail trade, even on a conditional basis, will
inevitably attract illegal supply if the proper tools for effective control are not in place.  For
example, Thailand's Transport Animal Act provides for ivory from domesticated Asian
Elephants.  However, distinguishing Asian Elephant ivory from that of African Elephants or
ivory from wild versus domesticated animals to be traded is not possible without sophisticated
forensic examination, and in some instances may not be possible at all.  This loophole is being
exploited by retail ivory dealers, hindering effective law enforcement and giving rise to a
situation where tens of thousands of ivory products of doubtful origin are continuously on
display for sale throughout the country. 

Antiques and Internet trading: CITES provides an exception for ivory products that pre-
date 1976, the year the African Elephant was first listed in the CITES appendices.  However,
there is concern that a multitude of ivory products in antique markets in the United Kingdom,
the United States and elsewhere many may not be genuine antiques.  There are various
techniques employed to make new ivory look 'old', and even experts can find it difficult to tell
the difference.  There is emerging evidence that also implicates the illegal marketing of ivory
through Internet auctions. 

Lack of inter-agency co-operation: The purview of the wildlife and CITES authorities
is often very limited in some countries.  Ivory curio dealers in Addis Ababa and Kinshasha, for
example, are able to obtain licenses to sell ivory in their shops from municipal authorities,
without any reference to the country's obligations under CITES or those in charge of wildlife
issues in the country.   In Nigeria, Cote d'Ivoire and Senegal, wildlife authorities are
systematically barred from exercising wildlife trade controls at the ports of entry and exit, giving
rise to routine illegal trade in ivory and ivory products. 

Ivory art on display.
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