
 
 

  

 

  

 

  
 

 

  

A Bloody Future for Elephants? 

        
Geneva 23 - 27 July 2012: Will a high level UN meeting give the green light to 

future ivory trade and sign the death warrant for thousands more wild 
elephants?

        
- Thousands of elephants poached last year 
- Tens of thousands of kilos of ivory seized last year 
- Ivory prices continue to spiral up 
        
The UK Government and other members of the CITES (Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of 
Fauna and Flora), meeting next week in Geneva, Switzerland, will be asked to decide whether to approve a mechanism 
that could open the door for future ivory trade and result in the poaching of thousands of more wild elephants, 
compounding the current ivory crisis. 

Speaking before the meeting, Will Travers OBE, CEO of the Born Free Foundation, the UK charity which has been fighting 
the ivory trade for more than 20 years, said: “Many UK citizens will be horrified to learn that legal trade in ivory from 
threatened African elephants persists.  Not only that but the 2008 sale of more than 100 tonnes of ivory to China and 
Japan was officially sanctioned by our own Government.  That high-risk decision completely failed to protect elephants, 
and Born Free is calling on the UK Government to take responsibility for its past actions and take urgent steps to improve 
elephant security.” 

In 2008, the UK Government, a member of the Standing Committee of CITES, supported a successful proposal granting 
China approved “trading partner” status for elephant ivory.  In simple terms, this meant that in 2008 China was one of 
only two countries able to legally buy ivory from so-called ‘one-off’ sales, approved by the CITES Conference of the 
Parties; the other country is Japan.  

Joan Ruddock, the Minister then responsible, explained that this seemingly extraordinary decision was “a serious attempt 
to reduce the continuing poaching and illegal trade.” Recognising that China was “one of the key destinations for illegal 
ivory”, she went on to say that “the tonnage involved in this one-off sale of legal ivory is significant and if it can go some 
way to satisfy the demand for ivory within the domestic markets of China and Japan over the next few years, the 



demand for illegal ivory will be reduced.  We hope this will have a knock-on effect on the levels of poaching of 
elephants.” 

Since then, three things have happened.  

Firstly, poaching has continued with a vengeance. In 2008 there were 1000 elephants in Zakouma National Park, 
Tchad. By 2011 there were less than 500. During the first few weeks of 2012, poachers invaded Bouba N’Djida National 
Park, Cameroon, and unleashed a deadly onslaught that resulted in at least 460 dead - 70% of the Park’s elephants. 

Secondly, the sheer volume of illegal ivory intercepted by customs agencies has reached devastating levels.  In 2011, 
large ivory seizures alone (those involving more than 800kgs) totalled over 23,000 kgs, making last year, according to 
wildlife trade experts, an annus horribilis for elephants. 

In January 2012, 492kg of tusks shipped from Cape Town, South Africa, were impounded by Malaysian customs 
authorities. In May, Sri Lankan Customs opened a container shipped from Kenya to find 359 tusks weighing 1.5 tonnes. 
In June, the results of a three-month-long INTERPOL operation were made public and included almost 2 tonnes of illegal 
ivory seized in 14 African countries. 

In other shocking developments, details are just coming to light of numerous thefts of government-held ivory, including 2 
tonnes from the Zambian stockpile and a massive 6 tonnes brazenly stolen from the Mozambique Government’s own 
strong-room. 

Thirdly, the price of raw ivory has sky-rocketed.  In 2008, when the one-off sale of over 100 tonnes of stockpiled ivory 
from South Africa, Botswana, Namibia and Zimbabwe was sold to China and Japan, the average value per kilo was US$ 
164.  In 2011, trade monitors reported raw ivory being sold illegally on the black market for nearly ten times that value 
– clearly demand has not been satisfied but stimulated and is outstripping supply. 

Africa is haemorrhaging elephants and markets are awash with ‘bloody ivory’. 

What to do? 

Travers explained: “Firstly, the UK Government must propose that China and Japan’s ivory trading partner status be 
revoked at the CITES Standing Committee meeting that starts on the 23rd July.  Born Free has written to the UK 
Government calling on them to take this action and calls on UK citizens to go to www.bloodyivory.org to register their 
concern by signing the petition and offering their support”. 

Secondly, the UK, the EU and others must urgently provide additional funding to implement the African Elephant Action 
Plan, a series of costed and prioritised actions already agreed by the 37 African countries which have elephants and 
approved by CITES. The budget for implementation of this 3 year Plan stands at about £62 million ($97m million). 
Compare that to the £27 million ($42m) that the Los Angeles Zoo has just spent on a 2.16 acre enclosure for its solitary 
male Asian elephant and two post-reproductive females, or the controversial and costly £92m badger cull. 

Thirdly, ensure that any proposals for legal trade in ivory that are brought to the 16th CITES Conference of the Parties 
(Bangkok, Thailand in March 2013) are summarily dismissed and that any discussions about trading in ivory are 
abandoned at least until the African Elephant Action Plan has been fully implemented. 

Finally, ask those countries holding stockpiles of ivory to follow the example of Gabon which burnt 4.8 tonnes in June 
2012. Encouragingly, Zambia reports that it may also be considering destroying its current stockpile. 

Travers concluded: “The UK Government must make amends for its appalling 2008 decision and take resolute action by 
calling for China and Japan’s ivory trading partner status to be revoked. Without such a clear signal I fear that elephant 
poaching, the illegal ivory trade and the price of raw ivory will continue to spiral, and entire countries may lose their 
elephant populations in a matter of a few years.” 

FOR ALL PRESS ENQUIRIES, PLEASE CONTACT BORN FREE'S PR DEPARTMENT: 

Shirley Galligan, PR Director T: 0207 792 9668 M: 07773 848352  
Kate Chapman, PR Officer T: 01403 240170 M: 07920 195512 
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About CITES: 
 
CITES: The Convention on the International Trade in Endangered Species of Fauna and Flora (CITES – pronounced sigh-
tees) is the world’s biggest international agreement covering the trade in live wild animals and plants, and their body-
parts. The Treaty aims to ensure that when such items are traded internationally this is done in a manner that does not 
threaten the survival of the species. More than 30,000 different species are covered by CITES, involving thousands of 
mammals, birds, fish, reptiles, amphibians, insects and plants.  High profile species include: elephants, tigers, lions, all 
primates, certain bears, birds of prey, parrots, chameleons, fish exploited by the pet industry and sharks. 
 
Agreements reached by the countries that have signed up to CITES are legally binding and can include measures that 
prohibit or control international commercial trade. Born Free has engaged in CITES since 1989 when we worked for and 
helped achieve the international ban on the trade in ivory. We have subsequently, together with colleagues, made 
concerted efforts to improve the accountability of the convention and the participation of NGOs and other representatives 
of civil society. Clearly there is much more to do but our investment over more than 20 years has helped hold the policies 
of CITES, the decisions of governments (including the UK government) and the actions of the CITES Secretariat to 
account. 
 
About the Born Free Foundation: 
 
The Born Free Foundation is a dynamic international wildlife charity, devoted to compassionate conservation and animal 
welfare.  Born Free takes action worldwide to protect threatened species and stop individual animal suffering. Born Free 
believes wildlife belongs in the wild and works to phase out zoos.  We rescue animals from lives of misery in tiny cages 
and give them lifetime care. 
 
Born Free protects lions, elephants, tigers, gorillas, wolves, polar bears, dolphins, marine turtles and many more species 
in their natural habitat, working with local communities to help people and wildlife live together without conflict.  Our 
high-profile campaigns change public attitudes, persuade decision-makers and get results.  Every year, Born Free helps 
hundreds of thousands of animals worldwide. For more information about Born Free please visit: www.bornfree.org.uk 
 
Images: 
 
Image 1: © Rukinga Wildlife Sanctuary Wildlife Works Ltd 
Image 2: © BFF 

  

  

  

  

        
 
 

  
 
   

 
 


