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POLICY BRIEF

PROPOSAL: CoP15 Prop. 3  
Transfer from Appendix II to Appendix I of Ursus mariti-
mus in accordance with Res. Conf. 9.24 (Rev. CoP15), 
Annex 1, paragraph C) ii): A marked decline in the 
population size in the wild, which has been inferred or 
projected on the basis of a decrease in area of habitat 
and a decrease in quality of habitat. 

IFAW RECOMMENDATION: SUPPORT 

Analysis

•	 The	Polar	bear	has	been	recognized	by	Parties,	
intergovernmental and non-governmental organiza-
tions, and leading scientists as being threatened with 
extinction due to melting sea ice and other factors. 
One of these factors is unsustainable international 
trade, which is having an additional detrimental impact 
on the continued survival of the species. Thus, the 
polar bear clearly meets the CITES criteria for listing on 
Appendix I set forth in Res. Conf. 9.24 (Rev. CoP15), 
specifically Annex I, Paragraph C) ii). 

•	 In	addition	to	the	biological	and	trade	data	infor-
mation provided by the proponent in CoP 15 Prop.3, 
IFAW offers the following information in support of the 
proposal. 

•	 There	are	five	range	states	for	polar	bears:	The	
United States, Norway, Russia, Greenland / Denmark, 
and Canada. Of the five, the U.S., Russia, and Norway 
have prohibited domestic and international polar bear 

trade. Greenland allows only domestic trade in bears 
taken from subsistence hunts. Thus, the international 
trade in polar bears that is at issue for CITES Parties 
is predominantly trade in polar bears from populations 
in Canada, where 13 of the 19 polar bear populations 
are found.1  

•	 Polar	bears	in	Canada	are	composed	of	13	sepa-
rately-managed populations. According to the Inter-
national Union for Conservation of Nature Polar Bear 
Specialists Group (IUCN PBSG), which is composed of 
the world’s foremost polar bear scientists, over half of 
these populations are declining. Only three populations 
are stable. Two are data deficient. And only one popu-
lation, which represents a mere 2 percent of Canada’s 
bears, is increasing – due largely to a reduction in 
quota spurred by previous overhunting.2

•	 Canada	acknowledges	that	it	allows	3.75	percent	
of its bears to be killed every year, but the maximum 
rate of population growth for polar bears is between 4 
percent and 6 percent per year.3 Even in healthy, grow-
ing	populations,	an	annual	hunt	quota	of	3.75	percent	
would slow, and possibly even stop, that growth. 

•	 Polar	bear	quotas	in	Canada	are	set	by	Provincial	
and Territorial wildlife management boards. While these 
boards take scientific advice into account, the quotas 
they set are not limited by that advice, and may be 
modified by other factors. As a result, quotas for indi-
vidual polar bear populations are often set well above 
scientific recommendations. 
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1. Illegal killing of polar bears and trade and their parts has also been repor-
ted, primarily by Russia. 

2. See Chuchki/Bering Sea Stock Assessment Report at 3, available at  
http://alaska.fws.gov/fisheries/mmm/stock/final_cbs_polar_bear_sar.pdf  

3. See Chuchki/Bering Sea Stock Assessment Report at 3, available at  
http://alaska.fws.gov/fisheries/mmm/stock/final_cbs_polar_bear_sar.pdf 

4. Letter from Dag Vongraven, Chair, IUCN/Polar Bear Specialist Group to 
Nunavut Wildlife Management Board

5. Kim Murphy, Canada‘s Inuit roar in protest over move to protect polar be-
ars, LA Times, July 8, 2012, available at http://articles.latimes.com/2012/
jul/08/nation/la-na-polar-bears-20120708  

6. Que. polar bear hunt not sustainable: Nunavut, CBC News, April 4, 2011, 
available at http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/north/story/2011/04/04/nuna-
vik-polar-bears.html   

 
7. http://www.unep-wcmc-apps.org/citestrade/trade.cfm 

8. Agreement on the Conservation of Polar Bears, Article II

•	 For example, the government of the Canadian Territory 
of Nunavut recently tripled its hunting quota for the West-
ern Hudson Bay population despite opposition from the 
PBSG, which stated that: “...even the present TAH [total 
allowable harvest] is not sustainable so an increase only 
makes the resulting overharvest even less sustainable.”4 

•	 Moreover, it is widely acknowledged that quotas are 
being influenced by record prices for polar bear hides. 
Even some native hunters have suggested this. Accord-
ing to Frank Pokiak, chairman of the Inuvialuit Games 
Council in northwestern Canada: “[f]our years ago, 
we were lucky to get a thousand dollars for a 7-foot 
polar bear. Now, you can sell that 7-foot polar bear for 
between [CA]$3,500 and [CA]$4,000.”5 Also, Dr. Ian 
Stirling – a prominent Canadian polar bear scientist – 
has stated that “there’s a quick buck to be made and 
people are going out and simply shooting large num-
bers of bears with no foresight to the future, or the sus-
tainability, or what is happening to the population and 
it’s very concerning.”6 As a result of this new demand, 
the number of polar bear skins offered at fur auctions 
in	Canada	doubled	between	2007	and	2011.7

•	 While	Canada	is	a	party	to	the	Agreement	on	the	
Conservation	of	Polar	Bears	(1973),	its	management	
of polar bear quotas, which allow harvest levels to be 
set above those recommended by scientists, violates 
the Agreement, which states that “[e]ach Contract-
ing Party ... shall manage polar bear populations in 
accordance with sound conservation practices based 

on the best available scientific data.”8 In addition, 
Canada’s unique federal structure and the Land Claims 
it has settled with its First Nations place final author-
ity over quotas with local wildlife management boards 
– and as a result the federal government has no veto 
when quotas are set at unsustainable levels. 

•	 Canada	and	other	Parties	have	claimed	in	the	past	
that polar bears are threatened with extinction because 
of habitat changes due to climate change, thus CITES 
cannot help protect the species. While it is true that 
climate change is the top threat to polar bears, the 
international commercial trade in parts is the second 
biggest threat to the species, resulting in the deaths of 
as many as 600 bears a year. It is a fundamental ten-
ant of conservation biology that in order to help spe-
cies challenged by climate change, other population 
stressors (such as kills for commercial trade or hunting 
trophies) must be reduced. Current management of 
the species ignores this reality. 

•	 Furthermore,	many	of	the	most	vulnerable	species	
on Appendix I are threatened with extinction in part be-
cause of habitat loss due to climate change and a host 
of other environmental factors. As with polar bears, 
however, trade is also a factor in their decline and, 
in fact, could be the factor that finally pushes some 
populations over the brink to extinction.  ■


