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Conclusions  
• Loopholes compounded by lack of enforcement resources and capacities mean 

that China’s system and its implementation are far from adequate despite the 
Chinese Government’s commitment to the issue. 

• IFAW therefore disagrees with the Secretariat’s conclusion that China’s ivory 
trade control system meets the conditions required under CITES.  

• Since China is the single largest market for ivory in the world, it is too important a 
market to assume that the system is “demonstrably effective”, as suggested by the 
Secretariat. 

 

Executive Summary 
In general, there is insufficient information available in the public domain regarding 
the crucial details of China’s ivory registration and certification system. At the time of 
writing, the Secretariat’s mission report is the best available source of information 
regarding this complicated system. Below are some of the potential and definite 
problems identified: 
 

• Many traders are not even aware of the legal system, which was only recently 
introduced; it will take tremendous time and effort to inform them all. 

• It is unclear and doubtful whether the ‘database’ contains enough information 
for the Government to trace finished products back to the raw ivory from 
which they originate. 

• It is unclear how the legality of registered stocks is verified. 
• Individual items cannot be linked with their accompanying certificates (other 

than through photos for more valuable items) since the items themselves are 
not physically marked.  

• It is unclear whether it is compulsory to keep a record of all sales, and if so, 
how this record is checked and compared with the information on the 
database. It is extremely doubtful that such record-keeping and an adequate 
check by the Government are being carried out, or could be done so on a 
long-term basis. 

• Currently the inspections carried out by the Government are far from frequent 
and vigorous enough to ensure the adequate implementation of the certificate 
system and it is uncertain how this shortfall will be overcome. 
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Chinese Legislation 
China implements CITES under the Law of the People’s Republic of China on the 
Protection of Wildlife,1 which lists CITES-regulated species in order to regulate 
import and export,2 as well as internal trade in listed species.3  Penalties are 
provided by this legislation,4 as well as by the Customs Law5 for offences of 
smuggling,6 and the Criminal Law7 for offences of smuggling and illegal internal 
trade.8 
 

The Ivory Trade Control System 
Background 
Although the import and export of ivory were prohibited under the above legislation, 
findings in 2002 by ETIS, the CITES system for monitoring ivory seizures, indicated 
that China is a major destination for illegal ivory;9 this point was reiterated in 2004.10  
China has also been facing problems with controlling its huge domestic market,11 and 
decided to introduce a registration system for internal trade in 2004.  
 
Prior to the decision to implement the registration system, ivory was allowed to be 
sold freely around the country. Since the issuance of the notification by the State 
Forestry Administration (SFA) in 2004,12 which sets out some of the basic details of 
the system, ivory can only be processed and sold by registered factories and dealers. 
At the time of the Secretariat’s verification visit to China in March 2005, there were 
11 processing enterprises (with 12 sites) and 51 selling sites (wholesalers and 
retailers). The number could rise in the future if dealers can prove the legitimacy of 
their stocks. All ivory items at the registered places must be accompanied by 
certificates issued by the Government, and items worth more than CNY 500 (€50) 
must have photographs of them on their certificates. Since the issue of a further SFA 
notice on 31st January 2005, each certificate must have a specially designed unique 
mark attached to it containing a product code. The certificates should be given to 
buyers. 
 

Comparison of the Control System with CITES Requirements 
In order to qualify as a trading partner, China must fulfil the conditions set by CITES: 
domestic controls must ensure the imported ivory will not be re-exported and “will be 

                                                        
1 The Law of the People’s Republic of China on the Protection of Wildlife (1988). 
2 Art. 22. 
3 Art. 24. 
4 Arts. 35 and 36.  
5 The People’s Republic of China Customs Law (1987). 
6 Art. 47. 
7 The People’s Republic of China Criminal Law (1997). 
8 Arts. 151 and 341. 
9 CoP12 Doc. 34.1. 
10 CoP13 Doc. 29.2.   
11 One problem is that various different government departments are responsible for ivory control, and the coordination amongst 
them is difficult. See ‘An Assessment of China’s Management of Trade in Elephants and Elephant Products’ (TRAFFIC 2002). 
12 Reply to the Plan of the Utilisation of China Wildlife Management Unicode in Ivory Processing Manufacturers, No. 84, 2004. 
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managed in accordance with all requirements of Resolution Conf. 10.10 (Rev. CoP12) 
concerning domestic manufacturing and trade”. These requirements are as follows: 
 
 “comprehensive internal legislative, regulatory and enforcement measures be 

adopted to: 
a) register or license all importers, manufacturers, wholesalers and 

retailers dealing in raw, semi-worked or worked ivory products;  
b) establish a nationwide procedure, particularly in retail outlets, 

informing tourists and other non-nationals that they should not 
purchase ivory in cases where it is illegal to import it into their own 
home countries; and  

c) introduce recording and inspection procedures to enable the 
Management Authority and other appropriate government agencies to 
monitor the flow of ivory within the State, particularly by means of: 

i) compulsory trade controls over raw ivory; and  
ii) a comprehensive and demonstrably effective reporting and 
enforcement system for worked ivory.” (emphasis added) 

 
 Registration of dealers? 

 
It will take a tremendous amount of time and effort to inform all dealers of the 
system and stop sales from unregistered dealers. 
 
Although the Government has prohibited the processing and sales of ivory at places 
other than those that are registered, a countless number of other places have been 
dealing in ivory. This was the case even a few years ago, as mentioned in the 
Secretariat’s mission report; “private enterprises sprung up to join or take the place of 
the government-controlled manufacturers and retailers and several surveys during this 
period [mid 1990s and early 2000s] showed that ivory was relatively readily available 
in many markets and stores”.  
 
IFAW’s recent survey verifies that ivory is still readily available and that illegal 
wholesalers/retailers outnumber those that are registered by seven to one. 13 
Moreover, many of the retailers who are not specialising in ivory products but are 
selling them (i.e. chops, accessories, chopsticks, etc.) are unaware of the regulations.  
 
These private retailers are situated in various places, from large shopping malls to 
antique markets, and whilst acknowledging the efforts and commitment by the 
Government of China to control domestic trade, IFAW believes that it will take a 
huge amount of time and effort to inform all of them that they are not allowed to sell 
ivory and to ensure that they stop illegal sales. Given that the registration and 
certification systems are newly introduced, it is cannot be assumed that dealers and 
the public are even aware of them, let alone able to implement them. 
 

 Compulsory trade controls over raw ivory? 
 
It is unclear and doubtful whether the ‘database’ contains enough information 
for the Government to trace finished products back to the raw ivory from which 
they originate. 

                                                        
13 China Internal Ivory Trade Summary (IFAW, June 2005) 
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No details are available publicly as to how the database managed by the Wildlife 
Detecting Centre operates. The database should at least contain the weight of each 
ivory piece amongst other types of information such as its features and the number of 
pieces on the market and in ownership. The database should also allow all ivory items 
to be traced back to their original material. In other words, the registration system for 
raw materials must be linked with that for finished products.  
 
There is no information available either as to how this database links finished 
products and their accompanying certificates. If the database simply exists for the 
purpose of verifying codes on certificates, the system fails to provide for compulsory 
trade controls over raw ivory. 
 
It is unclear how the Government verifies the legality of registered stocks. 
 
Details are not available as to how stocks and items are verified to be of legal origin. 
This could potentially create a problem with illegal ivory being laundered into the 
legal market. 
 

 A comprehensive and demonstrably effective reporting and 
enforcement system for worked ivory? 

 
Individual items cannot be linked with their accompanying certificates. 
 
Despite the fact that ivory items are accompanied by certificates containing a unique 
product number, individual items themselves are not marked. This creates a huge 
loophole in the system, making it impossible to verify whether a certain item is indeed 
the item for which the certificate was issued, even for those items selling at over CNY 
500 which require a photo. IFAW’s investigation found that certain dealers may not 
necessarily be handing certificates to buyers, but may simply be replacing certified 
items with identical copies, thus selling a ‘certified item’ several times over. 
 
IFAW’s investigation also found many misinformed dealers at registered places. 
Some were not aware of the fact that all items should be accompanied by certificates, 
which means that they may forget to give certificates to buyers, leading to extra 
certificates being kept at their stores. There is a danger that in the future, such 
‘excess’ certificates may be used to sell illegal items legally.  
 
It is unclear whether it is compulsory to keep a record of all sales, and if so, how 
this record is checked and compared with the information on the database. It is 
extremely doubtful that such record-keeping and an adequate check by the 
Government are being carried out, and could be done so on a long-term basis. 
 
Although IFAW’s investigation found that most of the registered places are keeping a 
record of codes on certificates, it is not clear how this record will be matched with the 
database. For instance, it should be compulsory for dealers to keep and submit their 
record from time to time, and they should be subject to unannounced inspections. 
 
Currently the inspections carried out by the Government are far from frequent 
or vigorous enough to ensure the adequate implementation of the certificate 
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system and it is uncertain how this shortfall will be overcome, on a long-term 
basis. 
 
For the system to operate efficiently, an enormous amount of enforcement effort is 
required. Unannounced inspections should be carried out sufficiently frequently in 
order to verify, amongst other things: (1) whether the item and its accompanying 
certificate correspond; (2) whether a record is being kept, with sufficient information 
included; and (3) whether the kept record corresponds with what is contained in the 
database. 
 
Such verification should be carried out in addition to ensuring that illegal activities 
have stopped. This should entail regular raids and inspections of illegally-operating 
individual carvers, workshops, wholesalers and retailers, the number of which is 
countless, as mentioned already. 
 
IFAW believes that it is much too early to conclude whether the record-keeping and 
subsequent verification of such record can be at all feasible and adequate, given the 
size of China’s ivory market, both legal and illegal.   
 
More importantly, IFAW believes that in order to sufficiently implement the system 
in the future, an enormous investment in enforcement capacity is required, but that 
such investment is impossible to maintain on a long-term basis. The secretariat 
suggests that legal trade “offers an opportunity to eradicate, or at least significantly 
reduce, illicit trade.” On the basis of its findings, IFAW believes this is naïve and 
takes no account of the realities faced in China. Despite the laudable progress China 
has made generally on wildlife trade enforcement capacity building in the country 
over the past years, which IFAW consistently supports, there is no doubt that 
available funds fall far short of what is required to meet the need. 
 

 Prevention of re-export? 
 
IFAW’s investigation found a lot of mammoth carvings widely available in stores 
previously dealing mainly in ivory. There are also many ‘antique’ ivory items which 
can be legally sold. This provides a major loophole, as ivory may be taken out of 
China as ‘mammoth’ or even ‘antique ivory’. IFAW found that some ‘mammoth’ or 
‘antique’ dealers would take out new ivory items behind the counter when asked. 
IFAW also found that many tourists have bought ivory products, despite the 
regulations, and that dealers often encourage them to wear them if they can be worn, 
or declare them as ‘mammoth’ or ‘antique’. 
 

In Summary;  
• Loopholes compounded by lack of enforcement resources and capacities mean 

that China’s system and its implementation are far from adequate despite the 
Chinese Government’s commitment to the issue. 

• IFAW therefore disagrees with the Secretariat’s conclusion that China’s ivory 
trade control system meets the conditions required under CITES.  

• Since China is the single largest market for ivory in the world, it is too important a 
market to assume that the system is “demonstrably effective”, as suggested by the 
Secretariat. 


