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Figure 3.  Female lying on the ground.

Figure 2.  Collapsed female.

The villagers shared their experiences—one of 
them, indicating the white smudge on her body, 
said that the smudge resulted from her leaning 
to rest on the walls of the houses. Another said 
she had never bothered anybody; she only made 
mock charges, that too only when they tried to 
chase her away.
.
We stood there watching her for almost twenty 
minutes. Then my friends wanted to move. 
Respecting my wish to stay for a little more 
time, they left. I moved a little closer. I was so 
close that my telezoom lens at 170 mm did not 
fit the elephant in its frame. I sat down on the 
ground observing the old female. She just stood 
there motionless. The only movements were her 
trunk’s churnings and her ears’ slow back and 
forth action. At times, she was also shifting her 
legs as if to transform her body weight from 
one to another. It seemed she didn’t mind my 
presence. She was looking at me as I settled 
down. As I looked at her, she seemed to want to 
communicate something to me. I could see the 
pain she was enduring—may be due to some 
internal ailment or old age; I wasn’t sure.

I felt sorry for her. To me, she looked like an 
elderly woman tarnished by age. As I was 
watching her, I realized that she continued her 
gaze on me. Then she moved a little forward and 
stayed in that posture for a while.

It was then the most unexpected thing happened. 
As she lifted her left front leg as if to move, her 
left hind leg went backward and it buckled. She 
raised her right front leg, may be in an attempt 
to steady herself. Then all of a sudden, she fell 
down on to her left. Her whole frame collapsed 
with a thud. Even in the grass-covered ground, 
her huge body created a dust storm as it reached 
the ground. She attempted to get up by lifting her 
right hind limb but without success. As the dust 
settled the elephant’s movements stopped (Fig. 
2).

A villager seeing the elephant fall informed my 
friends who rushed to the spot. Briefing them in 
haste what had happened, I moved towards the 
fallen giant. As we reached the spot, she was 
still breathing. Just as we got to her, she let out 

a huge sigh. My friend, Jayachandran called his 
friend, a wildlife veterinary doctor, to find out if 
we could do anything to save the elephant. But 
the doctor said that it was only a matter of time 
before she breathed her last. In the mean time, 
the Forest Department staff and inmates of the 
village arrived. It was a sad sight to see such a 
magnificent animal lying on the ground (Fig. 3). I 
felt awful for our helplessness. We wished her no 
more agony and a quick, peaceful death. It wasn’t 
long before (just 45 min.) she breathed her last.
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Renewed concerns about the status of elephant 
populations in parts of Africa and Asia have re-
energized the debate over whether international 
trade bans, implemented under the Convention 
on International Trade in Endangered Species 
(CITES), have the desired effect (e.g. Anon 
2008; Lemieux & Clarke 2009; Lovett 2009; 
Styles 2008; Milliken et al. 2009). That debate is 
largely a distraction, however, because it ignores 
the ultimate problem: the existence of any legal 
markets for elephant ivory, whether international 
or national. 

If the goal of conservation today is to protect 
elephants from the threats posed by legal and 
illegal hunting (poaching) for the marketplace, and 
to promote the recovery of depleted populations, 
then the only possible solution – actually one of 
three options suggested by Styles (2008) – is to 
remove elephant ivory not just from international 
trade, but entirely from the global marketplace. 
If ivory had no commercial value, there would 
be little incentive for anyone to kill elephants 
for their tusks and one of the major threats to 
their survival would disappear. In the absence 
of effective legislation banning all trade and 
sale of elephant ivory, combined with adequate 
enforcement and compliance, the poaching of 
elephants for their ivory will surely continue. 

It is now more than 20 years since African 
elephants (Loxidonta africanus) joined Asian 
elephants (Elephas maximus) on Appendix I of 
CITES, effectively banning (on paper, at least) 
the international trade in all elephant products, 
including ivory. At the time, two species of 
elephants were recognized and listed, the African 
elephant, Loxodonta africanus, and the Asian 
elephant, Elephas maximus. Now twenty years 
later, at least three and, possibly, more species, 
are recognized (Eggert et al 2002, Niskanen 
2004, Roca et al. 2001). The existence of newly 
recognized elephant species – all of which would 

seemingly qualify as “look-alike species” under 
CITES, has conservation implications that have 
yet to be formally acknowledged by CITES. In 
the current text, the generic term “elephants” 
applies equally to all recognized species.

Since then, however, there have been a number 
of “one-off” sales of African elephant ivory 
from populations subsequently downlisted to 
Appendix II, the first of which occurred in 
1999 (Milliken et al. 2009). Following the 
most recent round of auctions of stockpiled 
ivory in 2008, there is now a restricted 9-year 
moratorium on international ivory sales (Wasser 
et al. 2010). The moratorium applies only to the 
four countries whose elephant populations are 
listed in Appendix II and who were allowed to 
sell their ivory in 2008: Botswana, Namibia, 
South Africa and Zimbabwe. The moratorium 
has not, however, dampened enthusiasm in 
some quarters for further legal ivory sales. For 
example, two proposals to downlist additional 
African elephant populations from Appendix I to 
Appendix II of CITES, and associated requests 
for further one-off sales, were considered at the 
2010 CITES Conference of the Parties (CoP15) 
in Doha, Qatar. While they failed to receive the 
necessary two-thirds majority to be adopted, the 
two downlisting proposals were supported by a 
majority of Parties casting votes. 

Meanwhile, the poaching of African elephants 
throughout parts of their range is on the rise and 
once again depleted elephant populations are 
in further decline (Styles 2009; Wasser et al. 
2007, 2008, 2009, 2010; Milliken et al. 2009). 
The conclusion offered by some proponents 
of the ivory trade is that the current situation 
provides further evidence that trade bans do not 
protect elephants. Such conclusions ring hollow 
because elephant ivory has never been removed 
from the marketplace. There is actually no basis, 
therefore, for testing the hypothesis that a total 



48

ban on trade and sale of ivory would virtually 
end the poaching of elephants. Perhaps the only 
real surprise is that the original CITES ban in 
1989 appeared to reduce poaching, at least for a 
while (e.g. Douglas-Hamilton 2009).

Why is poaching and illicit ivory trading (Milliken 
et al. 2009) apparently on the increase again? One 
suggestion is that as long as the debate over the 
effectiveness of trade bans continues, the mere 
possibility that additional elephant populations 
will be downlisted in the not-too-distant future, 
and that the current moratorium is time limited, 
maintains the prospect of renewed markets and 
international trade in the future. These two factors, 
plus the continued existence of legal national 
markets for elephant ivory, provide incentives for 
commodity speculators (see Wasser et al. 2009) 
and organized crime syndicates (Wasser et al. 
2008; Milliken et al. 2009) to continue poaching, 
even if some of the ivory must be stockpiled for 
a while in anticipation of a future payoff. 

Another possibility is that those involved in 
the illegal ivory trade understand their need to 
demonstrate that putative trade bans do not work. 
This possibility provides another incentive (from 
their perspective, merely an investment in the 
future) to ensure that poaching continues, or even 
escalates, as it now appears to be doing, despite 
the existence of the current CITES moratorium 
on international ivory sales. 

Of course, there remain other economic reasons 
for over-exploiting large, valuable, but slowly 
reproducing organisms like elephants, as well 
as great whales and old growth forests. As Clark 
(1973a, 1973b, 1989) and Caughley (1993) 
pointed out years ago, it makes more economic 
sense to deplete such “resources” as quickly as 
possible and to invest the profits elsewhere than 
it does to “harvest” (a conservation euphemism) 
them in a biologically sustainable manner. 
Viewed in this light, there is really no economic 
incentive for ivory traders (nor for the whaling 
and forestry industries) to conserve stocks in the 
wild. And there will always be sufficient local 
inhabitants willing to risk life and limb to put 
food on the table by selling poached elephant 
tusks to unscrupulous middlemen.

Those who promote continued trade in elephant 
ivory are also denying the long established lesson 
of history (see, for example, Geist 1988; Lavigne 
et al. 1996; Lavigne 2006) that, “Species that 
people use as commodities are inherently at 
risk of population reduction or elimination” 
(Norse 1993, p. 81). And, they are ignoring the 
undeniable human behaviour, so aptly described 
by Vreeland (1916, p. 97) that, “As long as there 
are dealers in wild game you will find men who 
will kill it in spite of anything you may do to the 
contrary”. 

Failure to close all commercial markets to 
elephant products virtually guarantees that the 
poaching of elephants and the illegal trade in 
ivory will continue. And, no doubt, the tangential 
and unproductive debate over the pros and cons 
of international trade bans will continue unabated, 
further jeopardizing the status of elephant 
populations in many parts of Africa and Asia.
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