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Original language: English SC65 Doc. 42.1 

CONVENTION ON INTERNATIONAL TRADE IN ENDANGERED SPECIES 
OF WILD FAUNA AND FLORA 

____________________ 

 
 
 

Sixty-fifth meeting of the Standing Committee 
Geneva (Switzerland), 7-11 July 2014 

Interpretation and implementation of the Convention 

Species trade and conservation 

Elephants 

ELEPHANT CONSERVATION, ILLEGAL KILLING AND IVORY TRADE  

1. This document has been prepared by the Secretariat. 

2. At its 16th meeting (CoP16, Bangkok, 2013) the Conference of the Parties adopted Decision 14.78 
(Rev. CoP16) on Elephant conservation (Elephantidae spp.) and Decisions 16.78 to 16.83 on Monitoring of 
illegal trade in ivory and other elephant specimens (Elephantidae spp.) as follows:  

 Directed to the Secretariat 

 14.78 (Rev. CoP16) 

   In preparation for the 65th and 66th meetings of the Standing Committee, pending the necessary 
external funding, the Secretariat shall: 

   a) produce an updated analysis of MIKE data, pending the availability of adequate new MIKE 
data; 

   b) invite TRAFFIC to submit an updated analysis of ETIS data and UNEP-WCMC to provide an 
overview of the latest elephant trade data; 

   c) invite the IUCN/SSC African and Asian Elephant Specialist Groups to submit any new and 
relevant information on the conservation status of elephants, and on pertinent conservation 
actions and management strategies; and 

   d) invite the African elephant range States to provide information on progress made in the 
implementation of the African elephant action plan. 

   On the basis of the information specified above, the Secretariat shall recommend actions for 
consideration by the Standing Committee. 

 Directed to the Secretariat 

 16.78 The Secretariat shall, subject to external funding: 

   a) convene a CITES Ivory Enforcement Task Force, consisting of representatives from China 
(including Hong Kong SAR), Kenya, Malaysia, the Philippines, South Africa, Thailand, 
Uganda, the United Republic of Tanzania and Viet Nam, in cooperation with partner 
organizations in the International Consortium on Combating Wildlife Crime (ICCWC) and, as 
appropriate, other Parties and experts, to: 

    i) review existing strategies and develop new strategies to combat illegal trade in ivory; 
and 
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any previous year in the ETIS data. However, as these data have not yet been adjusted for bias, it remains 
to be seen whether this reflects an increase in the levels of illegal trade or if it is rather a reflection of 
increased levels of law enforcement, in particular in Africa. There was a clear increase in large-scale ivory 
seizures in Africa during 2013, in particular in the three countries that are part of the CITES National Ivory 
Action Plan process (Kenya, Uganda and the United Republic of Tanzania), suggesting an increase in 
enforcement effort following CoP16. 

52. The high levels of illegal activity detected in 2013 continue to give cause for serious concern and it remains 
vital that Parties continue their collective efforts to keep the pressure up from the site level to the global 
level to reverse the devastating trends of the past decade. The strong political momentum that has been 
generated in recent years must translate into a deeper and sustained effort to combat these crimes, as 
experience shows that poaching trends can shift dramatically and quickly. Improved monitoring is also 
essential to allow informed decision-making. There is a need for continued and improved reporting to the 
MIKE and ETIS programmes, especially in Asia, as well as improved and more frequent monitoring of 
elephant populations, including carcass counts wherever possible. 

53. Poverty and weak governance in a number of elephant range States, together with demand for illegally 
obtained ivory in consuming nations, are the three key factors identified by successive MIKE analyses, and 
in the UNODC report on “Transnational Organized Crime in Eastern Africa: A Threat Assessment”, as 
being most strongly associated with observed poaching trends. The relationship between mammoth ivory 
import price and PIKE levels identified by the MIKE analysis is also noteworthy, as is the fact that the 
amount of mammoth ivory imported into China, including Hong Kong SAR, has been increasing in direct 
proportion to price, apparently violating the conventional law of supply and demand. There are two 
possible explanations for this pattern. One is that mammoth ivory is currently subject to a speculative price 
bubble, similar to those experienced in housing markets in several Western countries prior to the world 
financial crisis. The other possibility is that mammoth ivory in China, including Hong Kong SAR, is what 
economists term a “Veblen good” (named after American economist Thorsten Veblen). Veblen goods are 
usually those marketed as exclusive or which confer status to their owners, such as expensive watches, 
luxury cars and designer jewellery. A decline in price of a Veblen good can actually cause demand for that 
good to decrease, as the high prices of Veblen goods enhance their appeal to the status-conscious. While 
mammoth ivory prices seem to be a useful proxy measure, wholesale price data on legal domestic ivory 
sales would be needed to investigate whether elephant ivory follows a similar pattern. The provision of 
such data by Parties in whose territory legal ivory markets exist, and its integration into analyses of MIKE 
and ETIS data, could improve understanding of the dynamics of the ivory supply chain. 

Recommendations 

54. Based on the findings presented in the present document and Annex 1, the Secretariat proposes that the 
Standing Committee: 

 Arising from Decision 16.78, paragraph b) 

 a) encourage all Parties to make full use of the “Guidelines for forensic methods and procedures of ivory 
sampling and analysis” developed by UNODC, to promote the use of forensic analysis to the fullest 
extent possible to combat illegal ivory trade; 

 Arising from Decisions 16.79 and 16.80 

 b) request Cameroon, Congo, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Egypt, Ethiopia, Gabon, 
Mozambique and Nigeria to: 

  i) work with the Secretariat and its consultants to finalize the development of national ivory action 
plans with time frames and milestones, by 30 September 2014, and to take urgent measures 
ensuring significant progress by SC66 on the implementation of their national ivory action plans; 
and 

  ii) submit a report on measures taken to implement their national ivory action plans to the 
Secretariat by 31 May 2015, in the format provided in the Secretariat’s evaluation of the progress 
reports as presented in the Annex to document SC65 Doc. 42.2, so that the Secretariat can make 
the reports available to the Standing Committee and convey any recommendations it may have, 
as appropriate, at SC66; 
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An additional threat to Asian elephants, which seems to be increasing in recent years, is the illegal international 
trade in live wild-caught elephants for the circus trade in China and, especially, the tourist trade in Thailand. 
More data on such trade, especially that from Myanmar and the Lao PDR in to Thailand and from India in to 
Nepal, are needed to assess its extent. In addition, given the large number of domestic working elephants in 
several of the Asian range States, which provide potential cover for illicit trade in elephants and elephant parts, 
including ivory, it would be highly desirable if standardized elephant registration systems were created and 
maintained by Asian elephant range States, as recommended at the IUCN-coordinated Asian Elephant Range 
States Meeting in 2006. It would also be desirable for relevant Parties to include in their annual reporting to 
CITES, along with data on any legal international trade in live elephants, a summary of the status of their 
domestic elephant populations, any changes in that status and the reasons for those changes. Relevant parties 
should be reminded that, since CoP16, Resolution Conf. 10.10 (Rev. CoP16) RECOMMENDS that all elephant 
range States have in place legislative, regulatory, enforcement, or other measures to prevent illegal trade in live 
elephants. It would be appropriate to evaluate the implementation of these new provisions in Asian elephant 
range States.  

Conservation strategies and action plans 

Since the preparation of document SC62 Doc 46.1 (Rev.1), the Malaysian Government completed in November 
2013 a 10-year National Elephant Conservation Action Plan, working with NGO partners and the AsESG. In 
addition, the Government of Myanmar is about to begin work, with NGO partners, the AsESG, and other 
stakeholders, on an Elephant Conservation Action Plan which should be completed by the end of 2014. The 
AsESG is also in the process of compiling an Asian-wide Elephant Conservation Strategy, working with 
representatives of range States, NGOs, and other stakeholders, and with financial support from Elephant 
Family. 

African elephants (Loxodonta africana): status, threats and conservation actions 

This Section has been prepared by the IUCN/SSC African Elephant Specialist Group.  

The IUCN/SSC African Elephant Specialist Group maintains the African Elephant Database, available online at 
http://elephantdatabase.org. In addition to the four comprehensive reports on elephant status published in 
1995, 1998, 2002 and 2007, a provisional update was released in 2013. All populations of African elephant 
have been listed on CITES Appendix I since 1989, except for four national populations that were transferred to 
Appendix II (Botswana, Namibia and Zimbabwe in 1997, and South Africa in 2000). The African elephant is 
currently listed as Vulnerable (A2a; Ver 3.1; Blanc, 2008) in the IUCN Red List. 

African elephants are assumed to have been widely distributed south of the Sahara prior to colonial times. 
Today, African elephants are believed to occur in 35-38 range States. Their continued presence in Senegal, 
Somalia, and Sudan remains uncertain. The distribution of elephants varies considerably across the four sub-
Saharan regions, with small fragmented populations in West Africa and large tracts of range remaining in 
Southern Africa, with a mixed picture emerging in Eastern and Central Africa. While poaching and the illegal 
ivory trade are currently the most severe immediate threat posed to the African elephant, range and habitat loss 
remain a significant long-term threat to the species’ survival. 

Continental overview 

The status and reliability of information on elephant populations varies dramatically across African elephant 
range. In recent years, the quality and reliability of data for Central Africa has improved, while there has been a 
reduction in the overall reliability of data in Southern Africa and in parts of Eastern Africa. Southern Africa 
continues to hold the lion’s share of Africa’s elephants, holding close to 55% of the known elephants on the 
continent. Eastern Africa holds 28% and Central Africa 16%. In West Africa, less than 2% of the continent’s 
known elephants are spread out over the remaining 13 elephant range States. The subregional breakdown of 
numbers is shown in Figure 1. 

Subregional summaries 

In Central Africa, Congo, the Democratic Republic of Congo, and Gabon hold the majority of the subregion’s 
known elephants. Comparable surveys have only been conducted in a few sites in Central Africa. Declines 
have been observed in a number of Parks in Central Africa, in particular Bayang-Mbo Wildlife Sanctuary in 
Cameroon, Zakouma National Park in Chad, and Odzala Kokoua National Park in Congo. A recent modelling 
exercise suggested that there could have been a greater than 60% decline in elephant numbers across Central 
Africa in the last 10 years (Maisels et al, 2013). 
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As reported in the annex to document SC62 Doc. 46.1 (Rev. 1), law enforcement capacity adequacy at the site 
level is also a significant predictor of PIKE at the site level, with sites having better law enforcement capacity 
suffering lower levels of poaching overall. While statistically significant, the effect of law enforcement capacity 
on poaching is considerably weaker than that of the poverty variables. However, the variable used to estimate 
law enforcement, which is based on answers to two qualitative questions on the adequacy of law enforcement 
capacity, is relatively crude. The MIKE programme is in the process of developing a suite of law enforcement 
effort metrics and benchmarks, which should substantially improve the quality of law enforcement data. The 
relationship between these metrics and PIKE will be investigated and reported to the Standing Committee in 
due course.  

At the national level, the strongest correlate of PIKE is governance, as measured by Transparency 
International’s Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI) or the World Bank’s Worldwide Governance Indicators. High 
poaching levels are more prevalent in countries where governance is weaker, and vice versa. This is likely to 
be a causal relationship, with poor governance facilitating the illegal killing of elephants and movement of illegal 
ivory, be it through ineffective law enforcement or active aiding and abetting by unscrupulous officials. 

Ultimately, the illegal killing of elephants for ivory is driven and sustained by demand from buyers who are 
willing to pay for illegal ivory. However, the illicit nature of the international trade in ivory makes it difficult to 
quantify demand for the product. Previous MIKE analyses have used trends in household consumption in 
China as a proxy for demand for ivory, which is a strong predictor of PIKE. However, as household 
consumption expenditure is a measure of general consumer demand for goods and services, and not a specific 
measure of demand for ivory, a more specific proxy measure was sought with a view to replacing it in MIKE 
analyses. 

To that end, it was hypothesized that demand for mammoth ivory—the international trade in which is legal and 
reliable data on which is therefore more easily obtainable—would serve as a better predictor and a better proxy 
for elephant ivory demand. In order to test this idea, time series data on mammoth ivory imports were obtained 
from Comtrade, the United Nations’ international trade database (http://comtrade.un.org). 

The volume of international trade in mammoth ivory rose steadily between the late 1990s and 2007. It then 
dropped sharply in 2008 and 2009, but quickly recovered and continued to increase in subsequent years. 
Overall, the total volume in trade went from 17.3 tons in 1997 to 95 tons in 2012, a more than five-fold increase. 
The total value of mammoth ivory in trade increased less steeply between the late 1990s and 2006, but also 
experienced a sharp increase in 2007 followed by decline and recovery in subsequent years. Import price per 
kg, calculated on the basis of declared value and weight at import, remained relatively stable until 2006 and 
then followed a similar pattern, increasing more than 2.4-fold from $36.7 per kg in 2006 to $125.89 per kg in 
2012 (Figure 5 A-C).  

Virtually all mammoth ivory in international trade originates from the Siberian tundra and is therefore exported 
by the Russian Federation. Importing countries over the last 20 years have included Canada, Germany, 
Singapore, South Korea, Thailand and the United States of America. Since 1997, however, China (including 
Hong Kong SAR and Macao SAR) has been by far the largest importer, accounting for more than 80% of world 
imports by weight. Since 2007, China and Hong Kong SAR have accounted for virtually all global imports by 
weight (Figure 5 D). Macau last reported importing ivory from the Russian Federation in 2009, and it was a 
comparatively small amount (2.13 tons). 

These data can be used to investigate the nature of demand for mammoth ivory in consuming nations. As 
shown in Figure 6, the import of mammoth ivory into China and Hong Kong SAR does not seem to follow the 
law of supply and demand, which expects demand to decrease as price increases. Instead, in recent years the 
amount of mammoth ivory imported into China and Hong Kong SAR has been increasing in direct proportion to 
price. There are two possible explanations for this pattern. One is that mammoth ivory is currently subject to a 
speculative price bubble, similar to those experienced in housing markets in several Western countries prior to 
the World Financial Crisis. Another possibility is that mammoth ivory in China and Hong Kong SAR is what 
economists term a “Veblen good” (after American economist Thorsten Veblen, who introduced the term). 
Veblen goods are usually those marketed as exclusive or which confer status to their owners, such as 
expensive watches, luxury cars and designer jewellery. A decline in price of a Veblen good can actually cause 
demand for that good to decrease, as the high prices of Veblen goods enhance their appeal to the status-
conscious. While mammoth ivory prices seem to be a useful proxy measure, wholesale price data on legal 
domestic ivory sales would be needed to investigate whether elephant ivory follows a similar pattern. The 
provision of such data by parties where legal ivory markets exist, and its integration into analyses of MIKE and 
ETIS data, could be instrumental to a better understanding of the dynamics of the ivory supply chain. 
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When tested against models developed in previous analyses, the time series of mammoth ivory import values 
per kg for China (including Hong Kong SAR), as derived from customs import statistics, was indeed found to be 
a better predictor of PIKE than the Chinese household consumption expenditure variable used in the past. In 
other words, mammoth ivory import prices do appear to be a better proxy for demand for ivory than household 
consumption expenditure. It is important to note that no claim is being made that mammoth ivory imports cause 
elephant poaching. It is rather more plausible that high demand for ivory results in both high raw mammoth 
ivory prices and high levels of poaching in Africa. 

 

Figure 5. Global trends in mammoth ivory imports in the period 1995-2012 by weight (A), value (B) and price 
(C); and trend in proportion of global mammoth ivory imports accounted for by China and Hong Kong SAR (D). 
Source: http://comtrade.un.org. Data for 2013 were not yet available when this document was being finalized 
(May 2013).  
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Figure 6. Relationship between price and quantity imported for mammoth ivory imports into China and Hong 
Kong SAR (combined) for the period 1995-2012. Source: http://comtrade.un.org. Data for 2013 were not yet 
available when this document was being finalized (May 2013). 

The relationship between PIKE and the main covariates discussed in this document, including mammoth ivory 
import price, are shown in Figure 7. The three main factors identified by MIKE analyses — poverty, governance 
and demand — explain nearly two thirds of the variation observed in PIKE levels across African sites. Poverty 
and governance explain spatial patterns in poaching levels, while demand accounts for the temporal trend. 
Whilst the empirical relationships demonstrated by the MIKE analyses are not necessarily directly causal, they 
do provide a good basis from which to investigate causation. At the very least, the factors identified in the MIKE 
analysis are likely to facilitate or to provide incentives for the illegal killing of elephants and the illegal trade in 
ivory. 
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Figure 7. Relationships between PIKE and the main covariates discussed in this document. Together, these 
covariates account for nearly two thirds of the variation in PIKE. For each graph, all other covariates are held 
constant at their means. Shaded areas represent 95% confidence bands. Note that the y-axes are scaled 
differently in different plots. 

Scale of elephant poaching at MIKE sites 

In previous analyses, the number of elephants killed at MIKE sites was estimated using models like the one 
described above. It is not yet possible to derive an estimate for 2013 using the same methods, since data on 
some of the required covariates for that year are not yet available. However, an estimation can be made based 
on the estimate of elephants killed at MIKE sites in 2012 (around 15,000) in combination with the estimated 
change in PIKE between 2012 and 2013 (a decline of 5.86% across African MIKE sites). This preliminary and 
rough calculation results in an estimate of more than 14,000 elephants killed at MIKE sites in 2013. It is 
important to stress that this estimate has been derived using different methods and is therefore strictly not 
comparable to previous estimates. While any such estimate is subject to a lot of uncertainty and therefore 
needs to be treated with caution, there are good reasons to believe that the number of elephants illegally killed 
in Africa in 2013 ran, as in previous years, into the tens of thousands, perhaps in the order of 20 to 22 
thousand.  

Legal trade in ivory 

This section has been prepared by UNEP-WCMC. 

An overview of reported trade in Loxodonta africana using CITES annual report data over the period 2011-2012 
has been produced by UNEP-WCMC. Trade data for 2013 are not yet available, as the deadline for submission 
of annual reports to CITES for 2013 is 31 October 2014. Annual reports have not been received at the time of 
writing (May 2014) from Botswana (2011 and 2012) and Cameroon (2012). 
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