
 

Opinion: Why banning the mammoth ivory
trade would be a huge mistake

August 26 2015, by Douglas Macmillan

  
 

  

Would a ban on mammoth ivory endanger or save the elephant? Credit: Pixabay

There is widely held belief that the only way we can protect globally
endangered species that are being poached for the international wildlife
trade is to completely ban the trade. This is a dangerous misconception
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and will speed up extinction rather than prevent it.

Adrian Lister, a mammoth expert from University College London,
recently suggested that mammoths should be listed under the convention
on international trade in endangered species to keep their ivory from
being laundered into an illegal trade in tusks. He argued that the
mammoth trade is encouraging the poaching of elephants by keeping up
the demand for ivory.

This is madness. Mammoths and mammoth ivory is not rare –it is
estimated that there are 10 million mammoths that remain incarcerated
within the permafrost of the Arctic tundra. And in any case a ban on
mammoth ivory would not stop the trade, it would simply drive it
underground and attract the attention of organised crime groups. For
example, in my own research I found that prices for illegally caught
whale meat rose very quickly when enforcement efforts intensified and
this in turn led to the trade being controlled by dedicated "professional"
criminals.

In the same way, a ban on mammoth ivory would drive up prices and
lead to many mammoth sites being excavated in clandestine fashion,
without any associated scientific endeavours to garner knowledge and
understanding of these great beasts. In fact the current situation supports
collaboration between collectors and academics about new finds, to the
benefit of scientific research.
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http://www.independent.co.uk/environment/nature/mammoth-ivory-trade-should-the-prehistoric-species-be-protected%E2%80%94to-save-the-elephant-10467411.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/environment/nature/mammoth-ivory-trade-should-the-prehistoric-species-be-protected%E2%80%94to-save-the-elephant-10467411.html
https://phys.org/tags/trade/
http://www.ucpress.edu/book.php?isbn=9780520253193
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/237020560_Cetacean_By-Catch_in_the_Korean_Peninsulaby_Chance_or_by_Design


 

  

Woolly mammoth model at the Royal BC Museum in Victoria (Canada). Credit:
FunkMonk/wikimedia, CC BY-SA

A ban would not save the elephant either. In fact it would do the
opposite and probably hasten its extinction in the wild. Although record
levels of funding are now being invested in enforcement and anti-
poaching measures to tackle the crime, many species such as the rhino 
remain on the path to extinction in the wild quite simply because bans
aren't working.

Around the world, incentives to poach elephants and rhinos are
increasing due to rising prices and growing relative poverty between
areas of supply and centres of demand, and while trade bans can curtail
supply it does not seem to have reduced demand in any measurable way.
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http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/conl.12082/full
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/conl.12082/full
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/jan/23/can-anything-stop-the-rhino-poaching-crisis


 

Indeed, high levels of protection can actually stimulate demand for a
species due to something called the anthropogenic allee effect.

Economic theory and research can explain why this happens and why we
need to urgently reconsider our reliance on global trade bans. Where
there is demand that is not very sensitive to price changes and strong
enforcement of a ban, prices for illegal wildlife products will rise
steeply, but have little overall effect on supply and consumption. This is
especially true where organised criminal networks can circumnavigate
the police and customs – a relatively easy trick for countries mired in
corruption.
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http://journals.plos.org/plosbiology/article?id=10.1371/journal.pbio.0040415
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/268693600_Towards_informed_and_multi-faceted_wildlife_trade_interventions
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/259659182_Poaching_is_more_than_an_Enfo_rcement_Problem


 

Cross sectioned mammoth tusk. Credit: Cropbot/wikipedia, CC BY-SA

The need for bold moves

In this situation we need to look beyond regulation and consider bold
strategies that actually make economic sense. In particular we need
policies that drive prices down and reduce the pressure on wild
populations. To do this we should be considering introducing sustainable
off-take mechanisms such as regulated trade, ranching and wildlife
farming. If these new sources of supply are close substitutes, such as
mammoth and elephant ivory, these mechanisms will certainly cause
prices to fall and pressure on wild populations to reduce.

We have seen this happen successfully with crocodilian species, where
farmed animals have largely taken over the market and recent economic
research in Canada shows that the sale of mammoth ivory into the ivory
business in Asia has actually led to lower prices for elephant ivory saving
thousands of elephants.

Basic economics tells us that when one introduces a substitute, especially
a very close substitute, the price of the alternative product will fall. A
recent analysis linked with empirical data predicts that the 84 tonnes of
Russian mammoth ivory that was exported to Asia on average per annum
over the period 2010-2012 would have actually reduced poaching of
wild elephants from 85,000 per year to around 34,000 elephants per
year, primarily by reducing elephant ivory prices by about $100 per
kilogram.

The policy implication is simple – the mammoth ivory trade should be
legal and sustainably managed rather than banned – this will help save
both the living elephant and the extinct mammoth.
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https://phys.org/tags/elephant+ivory/
http://www.iucncsg.org/pages/Farming-and-the-Crocodile-Industry.html
http://econ.ucalgary.ca/sites/econ.ucalgary.ca/files/naimafarahw15.pdf
https://econ.ucalgary.ca/event/2015-04-15/elephants-and-mammoths-can-ice-ivory-save-blood-ivory-naima-farah


 

This story is published courtesy of The Conversation (under Creative
Commons-Attribution/No derivatives).
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