Global Perspective: International Trade in Endangered Species

Among the countries of the world, plants and animals are bought and sold both legally and illegally.  The legal trade in more than 350 million plants and animals has grown from earning $3 billion in the 1980s to more than $10 billion today.  Examples include live animals for pets or medical research, and animal and plant products that are used in fashion or for food.  In 1995, over 100 countries exported medicinal plants valued at $880 million.  Illegal trade, by contrast, is estimated to earn over $5 billion to $8 billion a year, second only to smuggling in drugs or arms.  Often rare or endangered species are targeted because their sales yield a premium price.  For example, a single Asian bear gall bladder, which is used in traditional Asian medicine, can sell for up to $15,000.  


Illegal trade directly affects the populations of more than 37,000 animal and plant species and represents a severe threat to their survival.  The international groups that conduct this trading make a fortune by buying plants and animal products at extremely low prices at the source (often a developing country) and selling them for outrageous sums where demand is high.  For example, it is estimated that each year 1.5 million caiman skins leave Brazil, Bolivia, and Paraguay, which results in a loss of millions of dollars for these countries, as well as a major threat to biodiversity.  Most species of caimans (which are relatives of crocodiles and alligators) are either threatened or endangered.


The most important markets for both legal and illegal trade are found in the wealthy countries; the chief buyers for these wildlife products are in Japan, the United States, and the European Union.  In the United States, legal trading accounts for more than $200 million, while illegal trading accounts for more then $300 million.  Legal trade has resulted in the decline of species due to high demand for a species that exceeds its reproductive ability, slow response by governments to a shift in marketing, or uneven enforcement of existing laws to protect species.  For example, high demand for caviar (sturgeon eggs) has resulted in overfishing of the Caspian Sea, and harvests have fallen severely to less than 1000 tons in the 1990s from 20,000 tons in the 1970s.  


Illegal trade squanders natural resources and is one of the most dangerous forms of wildlife and biosphere destruction.  It does serious damage to countries in the Southern Hemisphere that are rich in biodiversity, as it yields no lasting profits for them and only enriches the intermediaries.  It pays no taxes or customs duty.  The returns for the poachers are limited, because what they receive for illegally capturing or gathering macaws, tigers, crocodiles, or orchids is very little compared to what is paid for them in the wealthy countries.  Such trading threatens the sustainability of the ecosystems where the species live and perpetuates inequalities between the wealthy consumer countries and the poorer producer countries, which hardly gain anything from the trade.

Many animals are sacrificed for one specific product.  But in the traffic of live specimens, the mortality is very high, both at the moment of capture and during shipping; many animals die so that a few can reach their destination alive.  Traditional, more respectful forms of hunting and gathering are abandoned; poachers often cut down trees to reach the highest nests, taking males and females indiscriminately. 


In 1973, after much debating and pressure by scientific and non-governmental organizations, the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Animal and Plant Species (CITES) was signed in Washington, D.C., by 21 Western countries.  Today, there are 164 member countries.  The chief aim of CITES is to prevent illegal international trading in endangered species that are divided into three categories:

· Appendix 1 lists species in which trading is not allowed due to their imminent danger of extinction.

· Appendix 2 lists species in which trading is allowed under rigid scientific control, including those listed in Appendix 1 born in captivity.

· Appendix 3 lists species for which there are no general restrictions on trade but which have endangered populations in certain specific countries. 

The convention foresees that each country should pass its own legislation to support and enforce the treaty’s final provisions.  This means that protection can vary from one member country to another.  As with any law enforcement, it is not easy.  Both legal and illegal trade continues to grow because the demand is there.  In the United States alone, over 7 million people own a pet bird and 4 million own a snake, turtle, or iguana.  Have you ever encountered illegally traded plants or wildlife?  Have you ever asked when purchasing fish for an aquarium or perhaps a pet bird where they came from?  Would you purchase a plant, fish, or perhaps jewelry with coral init if you thought that it was traded illegally?

