
 
Selling Out the Tiger Won’t Save It 
 
November 15, 2006 at Competitive Enterprise Institute, Washington DC 
 
Response comments from Grace Ge Gabriel of the International Fund for Animal 
Welfare to Buran Mitra’s “Selling the Tiger to Save It—A Conservation Proposal”  
 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 
I want to clarify that this is a trade proposal, which has nothing to do with conservation. I 
am here representing a coalition of wildlife conservation organizations to explain why  
 
Selling Out the Tiger Won’t Save It.  
 
Please allow me to give you some facts and background:  

• We all know that wild tiger is in grave danger!  
• Three species of tigers have become extinct in the past 50 years!  
• The South China Tiger is believed to have become virtually extinct in the wild. 
• International conservation conventions such as CITES has listed tiger on 

Appendix I, which bans the international trade of parts and derivatives of tigers 
• China’s State Council (the highest body of government in the PRC) has banned 

the trade of tiger bone and rhino horn since 1993 
 
I hope my story below will help you distinguish facts from fallacies, separate realities 
from just a theory or concept on paper.    
 
Fact 1: Simple economics demonstrate that raising a farmed tiger to maturity can 
be 250 times as expensive as poaching a wild tiger in India, Myamar, China or any 
of the 13 tiger range countries in Asia.   
 
Quoting a World Bank economist Richard Demania “Tiger poaching in India (where 
most wild tiger parts are sourced) is a primitive exercise. Most tigers are killed either by 
poisoning or through simple steel traps.  Even when we factor the expected penalties of 
poaching and the opportunity costs of time, poaching a wild tiger costs at most between 
$20 – 40 per tiger and we estimate that poachers receive about $100 from traders/ 
middlemen (who absorb most of the profits).  In contrast, tiger farming is an expensive 
business.  Estimates suggest that the cost of maintaining a domestic bred tiger in captivity 
is between $3000 - $10,000 (depending on the scale of the enterprise and location). 
Clearly, the gap is so large, that no amount of tiger farming can bring the price of tiger 
parts down to a level that renders poaching unprofitable. In short, tiger farming will do 
nothing to curb the incentive to poach.”  

 
In fact, legalizing the trade of tiger parts from farmed tigers would more than likely 
stimulate market demand from old consumers who formerly were reluctant to buy illegal 



products and recruit new consumers who are enticed by industry advertising—thus 
expand the market—resulting in more poaching of wild tigers.  
 
The IFAW report “Made in China”—found that the tiger farming industry is already 
making false claims of non-existent health benefits for tiger products in illegal trade such 
as “It helps men to be strong, vigorous and to live longer. It helps women to have healthy 
bodies and skin. It cures illness and tones the body”.  
 
Some may suggest to certify the legal tiger bone products to “prevent laundering of wild 
tiger parts” into the trade. This is technologically impossible and will further drive up the 
price of the legal product—thus undermine the ability to make poaching of wild tigers 
unprofitable.  
 
Fact 2: The establishment of the tiger farming industry is for commercial purposes: 
 

• Hengdaohezi Tiger Park near Harbin was established by the Economic and Trade 
Commission in early 1990s. When the State Council trade ban was enacted in 
1993, the park was ready to take orders for tiger products.  

• Xiongsen Bear and Tiger Park was established by a rich Chinese entrepreneur 
from Hong Kong with initial investment US$3.75 million, of which US$1 million 
came from the State Forestry Administration (SFA) for the tiger breeding center. 

• The park manager argues that to meet the expense of feeding 1100 tigers (with 
growth rate at 200-300 each year), the park has to establish a wine production 
facility to increase profits. Currently, the estimated annual revenue from wine 
production and trade is US$12 million.  

• The tiger farming industry is operated by big corporations like the pharmaceutical 
companies in this country. It has nothing to do with maintaining the livelihood of 
local poor communities.  

 
Although the sole intention of the tiger farming industry is for commercial purposes, it 
has to put up a “conservation front”—remember some of the funding for the breeding 
center actually comes from SFA—the agency mandated for wildlife conservation in 
China. So here comes in an argument that if with “selective breeding and the 
development of reintroduction techniques, it might be possible to return the tigers to 
some of its remaining natural habitats”. This is another big IF.  
 
Fact 3: The tigers bred in captivity in China can never be released back into the 
wild. 
  
China Youth Daily (August 25, 2006) reporter interviewed several prominent biologists 
both from China and abroad who pointed out the improbability of captive bred tigers ever 
returning to the wild again.  
 

• Studies on the farmed tigers point out that genetic purity of tigers on the farms is 
compromised. Cross breeding occurred on farms has contaminated the gene pool.  



• Biologists downplay the so called “success rate” of breeding tigers on the farms. 
“Tigers breed like cats”, Chinese biology professor Zhou Fang said, “In the wild 
cubs usually stay with their mother for several years to learn essential skills. 
However on farms, tiger cubs are taken away from their mother as early as within 
a few months so that the mother can breed again.” 

• Dr. Xie Yan from China Academy of Science and also the China Director for 
Wildlife Conservation Society points out that the genetic breeding strategy in 
farming is in complete opposition to the breeding strategy for conservation. She 
said, “farming aims to produce maximum amount of “product” by breeding as 
much as possible, breeding continually and breeding preferentially from animals 
that are “high yielders”. In contrast, conservation breeding programs aim to 
conserve the maximum genetic diversity with exactly the opposite approach—
keeping the inter birth interval as long as possible, and breeding equally from all 
genetic lines. The farm breeding deliberately aims to narrow the gene pool, while 
the conservation breeding is to conserve it.  Hence any tiger population farmed for 
generations is genetically compromised and severely handicapped for wild 
survival”. 

 
In addition, captive bred tigers lack basic skills needed to survive in the wild. They can 
hardly kill a domestic chicken, a pig or a cow, let alone wild prey. If they are ever 
released into the wild, they will be a threat to local people and livestock, who are much 
easier to catch than wild prey—which will lead to more conflict with local people—and 
ultimately tigers will be the first to be killed. 
 
Fact 4:  To promote the products containing tiger bone, the tiger farming industry is 
touting the “medicinal effects” of tiger body parts, playing on Chinese mythology 
which regards tiger as the “king of the jungle”. The industry is also touting about 
the demand for tiger bone in Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM). Is this demand 
real or just hype created by the industry to boost their sales? 
 

• Since the China State Council ban on the trade of tiger bone and rhino horn, these 
ingredients from endangered species were removed from the official TCM 
pharmacopoeia and products were taken off the shelves.   

• TCM practitioners have stopped the use of tiger bone and sought alternative 
ingredients to replace tiger bone.  

• World Society for Traditional Chinese Medicine representing over 200 TCM 
practitioner groups around the world and American College of Traditional 
Chinese Medicine in this country have voiced their concern about seeing the TCM 
reputation soiled by the extinction of wildlife species and loss of biodiversity 

• A joint education effort by the TCM community and conservation community in 
the US comes in the form of a newly published book “Mending the Web of 
Life—Chinese Medicine and Species Conservation.  

• The book reveals the results of a TCM practitioner survey showing the majority 
of them DO NOT regard tiger bone as life saving medicine and many have 
replaced tiger bone with plant based substitutes.  

 



As a Chinese, I believe in TCM, and have great respect for it, both as part of my cultural 
heritage and as a sensible health care method. I admire its way of treating the root of 
problems, instead of just symptoms. I believe in its wisdom of disease prevention, and 
that its nurturance of health is just as important as its treatment of illness. I am 
particularly proud of its underlying philosophy, which encourages achieving harmony 
within one’s own body, as well as with the external world, a practice that may have 
contributed to its sustainability during its long history spanning thousands of years.  
 
As a conservationist, I am saddened to see the name and the reputation of TCM soiled by 
the role it plays, advertently and inadvertently, in ecosystem destruction, species 
extinction, the suffering of animals, and in one of the largest international criminal 
activities—the illegal wildlife trade. 
 

• The farm visited by Mr. Mitra has already started selling tonic wine made from its 
massive wine cellar with 400 vats of wine, each containing a tiger carcass—this 
trade is entirely illegal. It violates CITES, Wildlife Protection Law and the State 
Council ban. 

• To promote products containing tiger parts, often we see the tiger farming 
industry and its investors claim new and bogus use of tiger bone for human health, 
such as “tiger bone treats SARS patients”.  

• In his Op-ed, Mr. Mitra claims about the use of tiger claws for insomnia and tiger 
fat for leprosy and rheumatism. Can you back up your claims? If you can not, 
please do not contribute to damaging the reputation of this ancient healing process 
and my cultural heritage which I respect.  

• Because China does not have strict regulations regarding labeling and claims on 
medicine and tonic products, otherwise the manufacture’s false claims could be 
prosecutable by law. 

 
Fact 5: Tiger conservation strategies that have and will generate results DO exist—
but they need the political commitment from tiger range countries and international 
support for them to work. For example-protection of habitat and prey species 
coupled with anti-poaching efforts stabilized wild tiger populations in the Russian 
Far East in a little over a decade.  
 

• Tiger trade bans do work—the trade ban in China may have stopped the tiger 
populations from being totally decimated. Trade bans need to be vigorously and 
adequately enforced for them to work, which means banning all forms of tiger 
products from all sources—including the farms.  

• The IFAW investigation report exposing the illegal trade activities on tiger farms,  
has been submitted to SFA and we are waiting to see if the proper law 
enforcement actions will be taken against the violations of the State Council ban 
on tiger trade! 

• Allowing trade of tiger parts from farms would undermine law enforcement 
efforts and create huge because it is next to impossible to distinguish the origin of 
tiger bone in powder and liquid forms from farms and from the wild.   



• Allowing trade of tiger parts from farms WILL for certain create opportunities for 
poaching. As wild tigers live in isolated habitats with limited prey base, the 
slightest increase in poaching could wipe out the population.  

 
Fact 6: Coupled with commitment from all tiger range and consuming countries to 
enforce trade bans should be increased anti poaching efforts in tiger range countries.  
 

• Anti-poaching efforts to protect not only wild tiger but its prey species. China still 
has a couple dozen tigers roaming in the border areas in the North East with 
Russia and South West in the Pan Tibetan region with India, Nepal and Myanmar. 
The habitat for the tigers can be and need to be restored, restocked with prey and 
adequately protected—so tigers from neighboring countries can cross the border 
without being killed.  

 
• In 2005, China elevated the status of Hunchun Nature Reserve bordering Russia 

and North Korea to a national status nature reserve specifically for the protection 
of Amur tigers and leopards. This is a great gesture for in situ conservation of 
tigers. However, Hunchun NR is facing great difficulties in funding. Some people 
might want to suggest that profit from tiger farming industry can support this 
work. The answer is a definite NO! 

 
• You can not have the tiger and eat it too! 

 
• We appeal for the international community to support this effort with funding 

under the condition that vigorous enforcement of trade bans and anti poaching be 
implemented.  

 
I would like to remind everyone again:  
Three species of tigers have become extinct in the past 50 years! 
The South China Tiger is believed to have become virtually extinct in the wild. 
 
History has taught us one thing: The very best way to exterminate any species 
of wild life is to put a price on its head. 
 
The price tag you are putting on the tiger—Mr. Mitra—is US$40,000. Just think how 
many people would literally KILL for that $40,000—in the 13 tiger range countries in 
Asia.  
 
Let me ask you—Mr. Mitra—WHEN (not if but when) the last tiger disappears from the 
wild because of the price tag you put on its head—are you willing to shoulder that 
responsibility? 
 
 
Thank you.  


