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AN INDIFFERENCE
TO IVORY

Cultural Traditions of Japan May No 
Longer Dictate Elephant Contraband
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Investigation period: 
4 July 2007-14 July 2007

Investigation target: 
Countrywide; Ages 17-79; 
Male and Female (1200 people)
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Today, there are still an estimated 

20,000 elephants killed annually  

for their ivory and many rangers are 

killed each year defending them. 
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Centuries ago, millions of elephants inhabited Africa and 
Asia, but populations have sharply decreased due to habitat 
degradation, fragmentation, and loss, coupled with rampant 
poaching for their ivory. As a result, elephants have become 
an endangered species, with a mere fraction of this figure in 
existence today.

In response to the near decimation of this species, in 1989, 
all elephant populations were listed on CITES (Convention 
on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna 
and Flora) Appendix I, which prohibited all international 
commercial trade in elephants and their parts and derivatives 
(such as ivory)–but this was later resanctioned. Today, there 
are still an estimated 20,000 elephants killed annually for 
their ivory and many rangers are killed each year defending 
them. While a number of countries are demanding the 
right to import and export ivory, Japan is the only country 
approved as a trading partner for the import of stockpiled 
ivory by the CITES Secretariat (as of the time this publication 
went to print).

In Japan, ivory products have often been described as a part 
of Japanese culture and tradition but what does ivory really 
mean to Japanese citizens? Is there really such a high demand 
for ivory? Are Japanese citizens aware that elephants are 
subject to continued bloodshed as a result of this demand?

Introduction



OpINION REgARDINg CITES AppROVAl  
OF JApAN AS AN IVORY ImpORTER

Don’t know

Should not import

Should not import if damaging  
to other national interests.

Keep importing if the detriment to  
international reputation is minimal

Keep importing no matter what

32%

30%

30%

6%
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1. The Tokyo metropolitans with six other prefectures

5%
Raw and worked ivory, Meru  
National Park, Kenya.
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A total of 32% of all respondents were undefined in their opinions. 
Specifically, males and females between the ages of 15-19 (M-49%; 
F-42%) and females 20-29 years old (47%) chose “Don’t know”. These 
are the generations that have the highest possibility of purchasing Hankos 
in the future for their identifications, bank accounts, and other legal  
purposes. (See Hankos and Seals chapter for more information.)

The residents in Kanto area1, including Tokyo, which is the capital 
and the main economical city in Japan, were shown to have the highest 
number of individuals supporting the ivory trade. However, only 9% 
actually stated their opinion as supportive.

43% of the respondents think “ivory” when they hear 
the word “elephant”

When hearing the word “elephant”, 64% of those polled indicated that 
they think “Zoo” which shows the highest percentage of all. “Ivory” 
comes next with 43% of those polled, then “Mammals” (25%), “Family 
love” (14%), “Intelligent animal” (14%), and lastly, “Endangered species” 
(10%). Very few people answered with “Ecotourism” (1%) and another 
5% described the elephant as enormous.

Since there are no wild elephants in Japan, the zoo is the only place 
where people can see elephants alive and that is likely why people 
think of a zoo when they hear the word “elephant”. Females were 
more likely to link a zoo with elephants than males (M-64%; F-70%). 

Males linked “ivory” and “elephant” more than females. Elderly males 
had an especially high percentage for connecting ivory to the word 
“elephant” (around 60%). On the other hand, only 21% of males 
15-19 years old and 30% of females in all age groups thought of 
ivory when the word “elephant” was mentioned.

66% thought of “Hankos” and “Seals” when hearing 
the word “ivory”

The greatest number of respondents (66%) indicated that “Hankos” 
and “Seals” were the words that reminded them of ivory. The next 
words most associated with ivory were “Poaching” (37%), “Luxury 
item” (29%), “Elephant” (26%), “Industrial artwork product” (20%), 
and “Jewelry” (11%). Few answered with “Souvenir” (6%), “Wealthy 
person” (4%) and “Musical instruments” (3%).

Almost 70% of both sexes over 30 years old answered that “Hankos” 
and “Seals” came to mind when ivory was mentioned. Men 60-69 
years old had the highest percentage at 87%. The younger generation’s 
percentage was approximately 50%, and men 15-19 years old had the 
lowest percentage of 20%.

answered that ivory is important to Japan’s traditional culture

only

of respondents
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General feeling on 
elephant ivory imports

INTRODUCTION

How elephants are identified in Japanese society
 
61% opposed to importing elephant ivory

Only 7% of all poll participants supported importing ivory while 61%  
(including 30% who are strongly opposed) were opposed. However, 32%  
of those polled were undecided on whether they support or oppose.

The majority of both males and females were in opposition to importing  
ivory (Male-63%; Female-56%), and, approximately 70% of each age group 
polled was opposed except for males 15-19 years old (wherein the opposition 
rate stayed at 49%). Females aged 50-59 had the highest percentage rate  
of opposition at 71%.

A lone bull elephant at Addo elephant National 
Park, south Africa on land aquired by IFAW. <<
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Ivory as Japan’s Cultural Identity 
 
52% answered that ivory products may no longer be part of Japan`s culture 

Only 5% of respondents answered that ivory is important to Japan’s traditional culture and needs to be available; while, 52% answered  
that the culture may vanish (Important but may vanish-18%; Not important and may vanish-23%; Not important and should vanish-11%). 
Nevertheless, 26% answered “Don’t know” and 17% as “Not interested in”. Men had a higher percentage than women for answering  
with “May vanish” (M-56%; F-48%).

Younger people aged 15-29 had the lowest ratio for answering that ivory products are “Very important and need to be available” (M:15-19, 
0%; F:15-19, 3%; M:20-29, 5%; F:20-29, 1%).

Comparing the results with the respondents’ residential areas, Kanto area had the highest ratio for choosing “Very important and needs to be 
available” at 7%. 

A sign on the door of an ivory hanko shop in Japan that 
says “Commemoration of the lifting of ivory ban, elephant 
ivory hanko on sale 50% off” during the summer of 2003.

<<
 “echo” the elephant in Amboseli National Park, Kenya, home to one of the 

world’s most important elephant populations. echo gained international 
fame in the 1996 film “echo of the elephants”.

<< 

JAPAN AND IVORY
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Bringing a Hanko when signing a contract proves that the person  
is indeed who they claim or is a proxy of the person who has authority. 
Sealing by a Hanko on a document means the conclusion of a contract. 
Ivory is often said to be the “best” material for producing a Hanko. 
Its ease of carving, strong material strength, and the beauty of the 
color contrast with the ink pad, which is in vermeil, are likely behind 
this reasoning. It is also frequently reported that a Hanko fits nicely 
into the human hand because of its moisture absorption. It is also 
sometimes thought that the material will bring a family luck. 

Hankos and seals are likely given as a gift or created on one’s own 
at an important point in a person’s life such as the celebration of 
a birth, school entry, coming-of-age ceremony, or when entering 
employment. The Hanko is still widely used as a part of Japanese 
daily life and in its society.

Of all respondents, 67% answered that they had never purchased ivory 
products; while, for 89% of the respondents who had purchased any 
ivory products this included a Hanko or Seal.

Comparing the results by generations, 95% of the men and women 
at 15-19 years old and around 80% of both sexes at the age of 20-39 
answered that they had never purchased any products made of ivory. 
Younger generations had a higher percentage than older generations 
for not purchasing ivory. Of men aged 60-69 years, 72% had purchased 
ivory products which showed the highest percentage of all age groups 
and sexes – 95% of which had purchased Hankos.

The older generation referenced above are the baby-boomers who 
supported Japan’s post-World War II rehabilitation and the rapid 
growth of the Japanese economy. The increase of office workers  
created a situation where making payment in installments when 

Hankos and Seals 

shrink-wrapped hanko seals laid out for inspection. the 
ivory was confiscated in singapore and returned to Kenya.

<< 

making an expensive purchase was common. Sealing by a Hanko was 
required to conclude any official contracts; therefore, ivory demand 
rapidly raised the need for Hankos at the time. 

With regard to the timing of any ivory purchase, 47% responded 
they had purchased ivory products over 20 years ago and 44% more 
than 10 years ago. This corresponds to a period of time when the 
number of African elephants declined dramatically and poaching 
was at a record-high.

71% of those purchasing ivory had bought ivory products at a “Hanko 
shop”, and next “Department store” (13%), “Retailer” (11%), “Antique 
shop” (3%) and “Internet shopping” (0.3%). These results show that 
Japan’s main demand for ivory is for “Hankos and Seals”.

61% responded that they  
will not purchase ivory  
products in the future  
even if a legal certificate  
or sticker is present stating 
that the product is made  
of legally imported ivory
 
When queried about ivory purchases, the respondents which chose 
“Would not purchase any ivory products” were 61%; 23% chose 
“purchase the one with an official sticker”; and, 15% answered as 
“Depends on the prices or designs, does not matter with/without 
stickers”. This result shows that ivory demand has rapidly decreased 
in recent years.

During this poll, two people answered that they have purchased ivory 
products in China and overseas. These products were brought back to 
Japan in violation of CITES agreements. However, according to the 
purchasers, there was never awareness that an international law was 
being broken. It is clear that the international and domestic laws on 
wildlife trade are not widely known in Japan, and the lack of Japanese 
government efforts to raise public awareness is apparent in the results.

89%
   that have purchased ivory products  
                  have bought a Hanko and Seal

of people 

HANkOs AND sEALs
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Conclusion 

The poaching issue is not widely acknowledged or discussed by 
the Japanese public because they have no idea that Japan’s 
ivory demands have huge impacts on elephants in Africa and 
Asia. Also, many people are likely not interested in this issue 
due to the lack of awareness. Once 
the public is aware of the tragic 
situation that elephants are facing 
or even the message that buying 
ivory products will not contribute 
to local communities, it is more 
likely that they will not seek out 
ivory for purchase. In fact, many 
people indicate that Japan should 
not import ivory if its good international reputation is put in 
jeopardy because of the trade. Moreover, they indicate that 
ivory products are not the center of their cultural traditions, 
daily lives or economical industries.

As the message is relayed to Japanese citizens that choosing ivory 
products will only prompt the widespread poaching of elephants 
as well as the killing of wildlife rangers, a strong reaction from the 
public can be expected. 

Don’t Know

TRUE

FAlSE

55%

30%

15%

ElEpHANTS ARE NOT KIllED FOR IVORY

CONCLUsION
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Awareness that elephants 
are killed for their ivory
 
24% of poll participants answered that they did not know elephants 
had likely been killed for their ivory by poachers. Females had a higher 
ratio than males for not knowing that elephants were poached (Don’t 
know: M-18%, F-30%). Specifically, the younger generations of both 
sexes chose “Don’t know” (Age of 19-29: M-31%, F-47%). Once the 
message that elephants are still being slaughtered for ivory is sent and 
the public is persuaded there is a high potential that by choosing ivory 
products one is supporting elephant poaching, a strong reaction for 
anti-ivory trade is expected, especially from the younger generation.

It has often been believed that elephants go to their graveyards when 
they realize the time of their death and many people believe that 
ivory comes from these “elephant graveyards”. About 30% believed 
that elephants are not killed for ivory, while 55% did not know if 
elephants were killed or not. Only 14% acknowledged that elephant 
graveyards do not exist. 

96% of those that acknowledged elephants are killed for their ivory 
were concerned that the elephants were being killed for ivory by 
poachers. There were no significant differences between the age 
groups genders.

97% of those that acknowledged elephants are killed for their ivory 
were concerned that the rangers who protected elephants were being 
killed by poachers. There were not many differences found between 
the generations or sexes.

This result shows that Japanese do care about this mysterious and  
enormous creature that lives on the other side of the world; however, 
the poaching issue does not cross their minds when seeing ivory products 
in shops. For instance, Japan’s Administrative Vice-Minister for the 
Environment stated at a recent press conference that “All the ivory 
which will be exported to Japan from the three Southern African 
countries is from elephants that died naturally. Besides, use of the 
profits from the trade is limited to protecting elephants or aiding  
the local people who live in the area where elephants also live (Ministry  
of the Environment, 2007).”2 Such a statement from a government 
official would certainly mislead the public into believing that people 
can help protect the elephants and people by purchasing ivory products. 

Never purchased

Hanko

Jewelry

Industrial art works

Instruments and parts

Tusk

Other

Refuse to answer

67%

30%

6%

2%

1%

1%

1%

1%

It has often been believed that elephants go to 

their graveyards when they realize the time of 

their death and many respondents believe that 

ivory comes from these “elephant graveyards.”  

Only 14% acknowledged that elephant grave-

yards do not exist.

2.  Ministry of the Environment. (2007, 6 4). Retrieved from Ministry  
of the Environment Government of Japan

THE pURCHASE EXpERIENCE 
AND THE TYpE OF pRODUCTS
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elephants roam in Amboseli National Park, Kenya, home  
to one of the world’s most important elephant populations.<<
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