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Traditional Medicine
What does Traditional Chinese Medicine have to do with wildlife conservation?

Chinese culture and traditional lore are deeply intertwined with beliefs over 
the curative powers of animals, and the use of plant and animal herbs in healing
has been a cornerstone of Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) for millennia.
But where the use of traditional remedies used to be a localized practice, the
globalization of commerce combined with the increased popularity of natural
approaches to health worldwide has created a level of demand that threatens
the survival of many vulnerable species of wildlife not only in Asia, but globally.
And a growing global demand fuels supply, encourages poaching of wildlife
species and drives inhumane acts of cruelty.

Does this mean that IFAW is against TCM?
Absolutely not. IFAW and many TCM practitioners are in complete lockstep in their preventative
approach to pursuing health for both people and the planet. Traditional Chinese Medicine emphasizes
the prevention of illness as much as its treatment, founded in the principle of achieving harmony,
both within the body and with the external world.

In fact, TCM practitioners around the world, represented by the World Society for Traditional
Chinese Medicine, are voicing their concern about seeing the TCM reputation soiled by its contribution
to biodiversity loss, animal suffering, and one of the largest international criminal activities – the illegal
wildlife trade. 

Which types of wildlife are we talking about?
TCM products have historically contained ingredients derived from a range of animal and plant
wildlife. Animal ingredients included in the traditional Chinese pharmacopoeia include tiger bone,
rhinoceros horn, bear gallbladder, musk deer pod, seahorses, Saiga antelope horn, and shells from
pangolins, turtles and freshwater tortoises. The animal parts are touted as effective in treating various
ailments from kidney stones, to rheumatism, to asthma to impotence. In many cases, consumption
of these ingredients has had disastrous consequences for the species. And because some of these
remedies actually are made from counterfeit ingredients, their consumption can mean disaster for 
the people who use them as well. 

But if these ingredients really work then why not use them? 
Although only three percent of the TCM materia medica is made up of animal based ingredients, 
the impact of unsustainable, over-use of these ingredients has greatly reduced their availability,
driving some species to the brink of extinction. In recognition of the negative impact caused 
by commercial exploitation, many international and domestic laws now exist to protect species
formerly used in TCM, making their trade and use illegal. 
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Traditional Medicine continued

In the meantime, Western science and medicine have progressed to a point where they are capable 
of fulfilling most therapeutic needs of humans worldwide. Seeking to regain the balance espoused 
by TCM, practitioners in China are now looking to combine science from Western medicine and
experience from TCM. They have identified and are now using many equally effective alternative
ingredients in place of the more expensive and difficult to obtain wildlife-based ingredients. 

So if there’s no longer any demand, then why make it an issue? 
Although the demand for wildlife species from legitimate TCM practice has reduced, many
unscrupulous businessmen from China are working to stoke demand, promoting non-essential, 
unlicensed and even counterfeit products and advertising false claims of the curative powers 
of wildlife species. The rarer and more exotic, the higher the price. For instance, products made
with bear bile on the market in China include tea, power drinks, shampoo and toothpaste. To promote
tiger-based products, the tiger farming industry is claiming falsely that these products cure insomnia,
SARS and even leprosy! The result is a blatant deception that targets people’s belief of curative powers
of animals while exploiting a system without any regulatory checks on drug safety, truth in advertising or
prevention of cruelty to animals. Meanwhile, these businessmen are investing millions in large scale
operations that farm wildlife species to supply an illegal market they themselves have helped to create.

Allowing the trade of animal products derived from species currently under international protection simply serves 
to create a market that acts as a magnet for poachers and criminal traders. Once in the package, it’s impossible 
to tell the difference between a farmed or wild animal. The end result is that animals in the wild will most certainly 
be hunted down faster than their populations can recover.
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