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Endangered Wildlife Trust 

Position Statement on the Legal Trade of African Elephant Ivory 

The Endangered Wildlife Trust’s (EWT) mission is to conserve threatened species and ecosystems in southern 

Africa to the benefit of all people.  

 

This position represents the EWT’s view on the legal trade of African Elephant ivory. The EWT is deeply 

concerned by the upsurge in elephant poaching in recent years, and the latest population census which shows 

that African Elephant populations decreased by an estimated 144,000 during 2007–2014. Today only some 

350,000 African Elephants remain on the continent i and these numbers continue to decline rapidly, while 

elephant poaching rates are higher than they have been for at least 25 years. 

We acknowledge the importance of African Elephants as drivers of tourism, and that they thereby provide 

support towards the economic stability of African Elephant range countries. Elephants are also “ecosystem 

engineers” and play a critical role in the shape and functioning of Africa’s savannahs and forests. 

Legal trade in ivory must, first and foremost, result in clear, undisputable and measurable positive benefits for 

the conservation of elephants. We see no compelling evidence for this. We also note, with increasing concern, 

that: 

 Despite the once-off, CITES-approved, international sale of 107 tonnes of ivory during 2008 from 

Botswana, Namibia, South Africa and Zimbabwe (collectively) to China and Japan, consumer demand 

for ivory remains high and poaching of African Elephants continues.ii/iii 

 Ivory continues to be traded illegally, and even under the guise of the legal ivory trade. Several sources 

and reports indicate that some ivory traders use legally sourced ivory to launder illegal ivory. This is 

facilitated by the current lack of traceability in the movement of elephant ivory and the poor detection 

rates of illegal elephant ivory on the black market. This illustrates that existing measures put in place to 

control and manage legal ivory flows are ineffective in curbing illegal trade.iv/v 

 The increasing and detrimental occurrence of ivory poaching-related poisoning incidents has a 

widespread impact on other threatened wildlife, particularly five Critically Endangered vulture species, 

in the African landscape.vi/vii 

 Strategies and capacity to enforce existing regulations to curb poaching and elephant ivory trafficking 

are ineffective, as evidenced by the ongoing occurrence of large ivory seizuresviii, and require 

strengthening in order to prevent the laundering of illegal ivory. 
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 The illegal elephant ivory trade has been linked to transnational criminal syndicates and terrorist groups, 

although the veracity of claims about the latter have been disputed.ix This increases state security risks, 

whilst fuelling ongoing corruption and social decay. x/xi 

Given these concerns, the EWT is, at this time, opposed to the commercial trade in elephant ivory. The EWT 

recognises that most elephant range states are under increasing pressure from elephant poaching syndicates, 

whilst no consumer markets are adequately controlled or managed in countries where the demand for ivory 

remains high. The involvement of organised transnational crime networks in wildlife trafficking has exacerbated 

the challenges facing range states in curbing poaching and shutting down illegal wildlife trade routes. The EWT 

recognises that a small number of elephant range states may be able to effectively control their highly limited 

domestic ivory trade markets, but our concern remains with the global trade in elephant ivory and the lack of 

adequate controls between and within the countries where demand for ivory remains unsustainably high. 

The EWT acknowledges that consumptive use of natural resources forms an important aspect of many elephant 

range states’ conservation management plans and the EWT supports the principles of consumptive utilisation 

of wildlife resources to the benefit of wildlife and people. However, the EWT bases its positon on all wildlife trade 

on the premise that this trade does not threaten their survival in the wild. The EWT’s position on elephant ivory 

is founded on our concerns over the current lack of traceability in the movement of elephant ivory, the poor 

detection rates of illegal elephant ivory on the black market, the lack of adequate controls and compliance 

measures and – fundamentally – the continued rapid decline in elephant populations. This does not contradict 

our position on the tenets of sustainable use and its role in the effective conservation of many species.  

The EWT supports the notion that a legal trade in elephant ivory can only be contemplated when a demonstrably 

effective, enforceable and conservation-based management and compliance system is in place which is fully 

enforced by source, transit and consumer countriesxii/xiii. The EWT further acknowledges that trade bans alone 

are not effective for the conservation of a species, and that rigorous compliance strategies, supported by well 

capacitated and resourced agencies, a robust legal framework, a scrupulous enforcement and judicial system 

and effective demand management campaigns, all play a critical role. Given the evidence to hand, the EWT 

remains concerned that legalisation of the trade in elephant ivory will not support the conservation of wild 

elephants across their range, but instead lead to increased poaching. 

For more information please contact: 

Dr Andrew Taylor: Wildlife in Trade Programme 

Email: andrewt@ewt.org.za  

Tel +27 11 372 3600 

www.ewt.org.za   

mailto:andrewt@ewt.org.za
http://www.ewt.org.za/


 
 

EWT: Position Statement on the Trade of African Elephant Ivory September 2016  

 

i Chase MJ, Schlossberg S, Griffin CR, Bouché PJC, Djene SW, Elkan PW, Ferreira S, Grossman F, Kohi EM, Landen K, Omondi P, 
Peltier A, Selier SAJ, Sutcliffe R. (2016) Continent-wide survey reveals massive decline in African savannah elephants. PeerJ4:e2354 
https://doi.org/10.7717/peerj.2354. 
 
ii Hsiang, S, Sekar, N. (2016) Does Legalization Reduce Black Market Activity? Evidence from a Global Ivory Experiment and Elephant 
Poaching Data. NBER Working Paper No. 22314. 
 
iii Wasser SK, Brown LC, Mailand S, Mondol W, Clark C, Laurie B, Weir S. (2015) Genetic assignment of large seizures of elephant ivory 
reveals Africa’s major poaching hotspots. Sciencemag.com research reports VOL 349 ISSUE 6243. 
 
iv Davies C. (2008). Environmental Crime, a threat to our future. Environmental Investigation Agency. ISBN: 0-9540768-5-0. 
 
v Anon. (2014) Ivory Demand in China 2012 – 2014. WildAid. 
 
vi Ogada DL. (2015) The power of poison: pesticide poisoning of Africa’s wildlife. N.Y. Proc. Nat. Acad. Sci. ISSN 0077-8923. 
 
vii Ogada DL, Botha A, Shaw P. (2015). Ivory poachers and poison; drivers of Africa’s declining vulture populations. Oryx-15-SC-0155.R1. 
 
viii Anon. Environmental Investigation Agency. (2016) Large scale ivory seizures. https://eia-international.org/wp-
content/uploads/EIA_Large-scale-ivory-seizures_V2-January-2000-to-August-2016.pdf 
 
ix Maguire T, Haenlein C. (2015) An Illusion of Complicity - Terrorism and the Illegal Ivory Trade in East Africa. Royal United Services 
Institute for Defence and Security Studies. 
 
x Anon. (2015) Committee on Foreign Affairs, House of Representatives, One Hundred Fourteenth Congress, First Session. Serial No. 
114–25. 
 
xi Wittemyer G, et al. (2014) Illegal killing for ivory drives global decline in African elephants. http://www.pnas.org/content/111/36/13117 
 
xii : Xu Y, Xiao Y, Guan J, Lau W. (2016). An Act to Save African Elephants: A Ban on Commercial Ivory Trade in China, A Feasibility 
Study Briefing. WWF and TRAFFIC, Beijing, China. 
http://assets.worldwildlife.org/publications/816/files/original/wwf_ivorytrade_eng_eversion.pdf  
 
xiii Lo C, Edwards G. (2015) The Hard Truth. WWF. 
http://www.wwfchina.org/content/press/publication/2016/WWF%20TRAFFIC%20CHINA_%20AN%20ACT%20TO%20SAVE%20AFRICA
N%20ELEPHANTS.pdf  

                                                 

https://doi.org/10.7717/peerj.2354
http://www.pnas.org/search?author1=George+Wittemyer&sortspec=date&submit=Submit
http://www.pnas.org/content/111/36/13117
http://assets.worldwildlife.org/publications/816/files/original/wwf_ivorytrade_eng_eversion.pdf
http://www.wwfchina.org/content/press/publication/2016/WWF%20TRAFFIC%20CHINA_%20AN%20ACT%20TO%20SAVE%20AFRICAN%20ELEPHANTS.pdf
http://www.wwfchina.org/content/press/publication/2016/WWF%20TRAFFIC%20CHINA_%20AN%20ACT%20TO%20SAVE%20AFRICAN%20ELEPHANTS.pdf

