
 

How to overcome fierce debates about banning all trade in
ivory
Africa's elephants are under siege from rampant poaching for their ivory. Everyone agrees that
Africa's elephants need protecting from the ongoing slaughter. But countries with wild elephant
populations (range states) disagree vehemently on a central policy issue: should we ban all trade
in ivory or not?
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Debates on ivory trade dominate the world body that determines which wildlife products can and cannot be
traded. Discussions at the Conferences of the Parties (CoP) of the Convention of the Trade in Endangered
Species (CITES) can become fierce, consume scarce conservation resources and create a combative
environment among elephant conservationists and policymakers.

Kenya – along with most central and West African countries – argues that prohibiting all trade in ivory is the
only way to protect elephants. The supporters of ivory prohibition also advocate for the public destruction of
ivory stockpiles to stigmatise ivory consumption.

The opposite position is held by southern African countries such as Namibia, South Africa and Zimbabwe.
They criticise ivory prohibition arguing that trade bans and stockpile destruction have a perverse effect of
reducing supply, increasing prices and therefore incentivising further poaching. These pro-trade countries
also argue that revenue from regulated ivory sales can be put to good use. The money can be used to
finance the protection of elephants and their habitats and provide socio-economic benefits to communities
who bear the costs of living with elephants.

Prohibition countries strongly oppose this view and argue that any legal trade facilitates laundering of illegally
poached ivory and stimulates further demand, therefore increasing poaching.

This prohibition position has more policy momentum. The US, China, and the UK have all introduced
domestic ivory bans in recent years. Yet, the fierce debates continue and the policy gridlock persists.
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The result of these dramatically divergent positions is an inability to develop an evidence based consensus
policy. We have argued in two publications that overcoming the deadlock needs understanding of what
drives the two divergent views. This can only happen if there’s a recognition that different values are at play.
And that they influence the way in which evidence is interpreted.

Values also affect how people view trade-offs – what people are willing to give up in exchange for
something else. But trade-offs are emotive when they pit money against sacred moral values – what are
known as “taboo trade-offs”. These are very evident in the ivory debate.

Taboo trade-offs

Some elephant conservation stakeholders view any trade in elephant products as morally unacceptable, akin
to trading human body parts. The ivory trade debate pitches this value against the secular value that ivory is a
source of conservation revenue. The taboo trade-off represented in this debate explains why it has been so
long-standing, contentious and impassioned and remains unresolved.

Taboo trade-offs can only be managed through a process that involves divergent views and stakeholder
values being discussed and evaluated in a structured way that incorporates evidence.

Such an approach has the potential to increase awareness of the trade-offs, promote discussion of what is
acceptable, and potentially identify and strengthen successful policy and management compliance.

Discussions among small groups of key stakeholders help to build trust and help understand the
perspectives of others. This approach has been successful at resolving other long standing conflicts. The
best, and most recent example, is the negotiation of the Paris Climate accord.

Other examples include the peace deal in Colombia and the end of apartheid in South Africa. In both cases
the discussions yielded more than having open debates in the media.

Adam Kahane, who facilitated discussions in both South Africa and Colombia, authored two books. One was
on transformative scenario planning and collaborating with the enemy. He details how small group processes
worked in situations of conflict.

African range states

Our suggestion isn’t that discussions on ivory should take place outside of CITES. Rather, we believe that
space is provided to African elephant range states, the ultimate custodians of Africa’s elephants, to take
ownership and work through such a process. This will feed into and contribute to CITES policy decisions.

The African Range State Dialogues provide an example of how this could work. These dialogues brought
together African range states in a forum where they could discuss and debate issues on elephant
conservation with less external pressure than at CITES CoPs. The outcomes of these dialogues fed into
CITES policy decisions.
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Discussion on the ivory debate could also include the consideration of other pressing threats to elephants –
including habitat loss and human wildlife conflict. Such discussion could help identify novel solutions to
tackle threats facing Africa’s elephants that are acceptable to a broader group of African range states.

We believe that this approach will help ensure that policies and actions to conserve Africa’s elephants are
more acceptable and sustainable. Moreover, that it incorporates the values and perspectives of African
governments and societies responsible for, and that bear the costs of, conserving elephants.
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