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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
The findings and conclusions outlined in this report are the results of extensive 
research, including 63 interviews, conducted in Botswana, South Africa and 
Zimbabwe between August and October 2006 on issues relating to elephant 
conservation management and the ivory trade in these countries.  This report is a 
summary of two detailed reports of the research, available from IFAW on request.  
 
The elephant populations of these countries are currently on CITES Appendix II. At 
CITES CoP 12 in Santiago in 2002, a one-off sale of ivory stockpiles from Botswana, 
South Africa and Namibia was approved in principle, subject to a set of conditions. 
These conditions, including the reporting of baseline information on the illegal killing 
of elephants by the MIKE programme, have not been met to date. 
 
The highly charged debates around whether a legal international ivory trade should be 
allowed, and whether one-off ivory auctions send the wrong signals to the illegal 
ivory market, rest on three main questions: how viable is the elephant population as a 
species; how sound are the enforcement and implementation agencies of CITES in the 
countries involved; and does a legal international trade in ivory fuel the demand for 
illegal ivory, thus simultaneously increasing poaching and enabling the mixing in of 
illegal with legal ivory? 
 
This paper attempts to provide an overview of the measures in place in Botswana, 
South Africa and Zimbabwe to prevent and control the illegal ivory trade, and the 
level of overall protection and management of elephants. From our interviews with 
key personnel charged with these responsibilities, we have been able to assess the 
capacity of institutions such as National Parks, Provincial Nature Conservation 
Authorities, Customs and the Police to enforce CITES.  
 
On the other side of the equation are the measures taken to conserve and manage the 
elephant population. Southern African states tend to argue that their management of 
elephants is so successful – as apparently shown by increasing elephant numbers – 
that they should be rewarded for their good stewardship by being allowed to sell ivory 
(and possibly to cull elephants to obtain that ivory) and invest the ivory money in 
further elephant conservation, or the amelioration of the human-elephant conflict. 
This report attempts to critically assess these claims and raises questions about the 
ecological soundness of current elephant management strategies in Southern Africa. 
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1. ANY COMMON GROUND? ELEPHANT NUMBERS  
 
In 2004, the 3rd African Wildlife Consultative Forum of the Southern African 
Development Community (SADC) appointed an Elephant Management Task Force to 
examine options for managing the apparently excessive elephant population in the 
region. According to one report:1 
 

“Representatives said the problem has reached crisis proportions, with 
elephant herds severely damaging their habitat.”  

 
To date this topic, and the proposed solutions to the apparent problem, are fiercely 
debated. The issues of accurate census information; the notion of a ‘carrying capacity’ 
for elephants; the veracity of whether or not elephant numbers are the direct cause of 
changes to the ecosystem; the wider implications of climate change and elephant 
movement; and, the logistical, financial and moral implications of mass culls, all still 
need to be thoroughly investigated before any sensible conclusion can be drawn.  
 
Above all, before any meaningful debate can be conducted on the issue of elephant 
numbers, an accurate estimate of elephant populations in southern Africa would 
require a coordinated approach to surveys between Botswana, South Africa, 
Mozambique, Namibia, Angola, Zambia and Zimbabwe to take account of the 
movement of elephants between these countries and avoid any double counting of 
elephants.  Unfortunately no such coordinated approach has been undertaken since the 
mid 1990s.2 
 
Suffice to say, according to the IUCN, the estimated elephant population in Southern 
Africa (being South Africa, Botswana, Namibia, Angola, Zambia, Zimbabwe, 
Malawi, Mozambique and Swaziland) ranges from 280,262-372,744.3  According to a 
research scientist working in South Africa, Botswana has the largest population, 
estimated at 133,829-175,487, while South Africa’s total elephant population is fewer 
than 20,000 (17,847-18,507), with 12,427 occurring in Kruger National Park.4  
 
The last comprehensive countrywide survey in Zimbabwe was in 2001 when there 
were an estimated 88,123 elephants.5 In the absence of conclusive and current census 
data, Parks officials appear to be working from a figure of 5%+ growth rate of the 
elephant population6, using as a ‘base’ the figures from this 2001 census. Some 
scientists dispute the accuracy of this method,7 and given the extent of poaching and 
the dubious management strategies in Zimbabwe that have impacted directly on 

                                                 
1 http://www.africansportinggazette.co.za/content/read_article.asp?id=56 
2 Blanc, J.J., Thouless, C.R., Hart, J.A., Dublin, H.T., Douglas-Hamilton, I. Craig, C.J. and Barnes, A.F.W. 2003. 
African Elephant Status Report 2002. An Update from the African Elephant Database. IUCN/SSC African 
Elephant Specialist Group. IUCN, Gland, Switzerland and Cambridge, UK. 
3 African Elephant Status Report 2007, Occasional Paper of the IUCN Species Survival Commission No. 33  
4 Ibid 
5 Dunham, K.M. and Mackie, C.S. (2002). Review of the 2001 National Aerial Survey and Census - National 
summary of aerial census results for elephant in Zimbabwe: 2001. WWF Southern Africa Regional Programme 
Office (SARPO) Occasional paper No. 1 
6 The Herald, “Kenya, Mali Push for Ivory trade Ban in Zim”, 19 March 2007 
7 Zimbabwe Elephant Management Plan Framework - Recommendations from the Department of National Parks 
and Wildlife Management Seminar, 13 January 1997 
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elephant numbers (as outlined later in this report), extrapolations of this kind must be 
questioned.  
 

ZIMBABWE 
 
An investigative team spent two weeks in Zimbabwe during September and October 
2006 interviewing 25 experts to gain an insight into Zimbabwe’s institutional capacity 
to implement and enforce its obligations to CITES. The interviewees comprised 
former senior members of staff at the Zimbabwe Parks and Wildlife Management 
Authority (ZPWMA), a parastatal formerly known as the Department of National 
Parks and Wildlife Management (DNPWLM), known more readily as “Parks”, as 
well as existing members of Parks staff, academics, conservationists, professional 
hunters and safari guides. 
 

2. ELEPHANT MISMANAGEMENT IN ZIMBABWE 
From the information gathered, there are many alarming indications that Zimbabwe is 
failing to protect its wildlife at the most basic of levels. 

2.1. Lack of Personnel  
There is an apparent lack of trained personnel managing the country’s National Parks 
to the detriment of their wildlife. An April 2006 report in The Herald 8 (the 
government mouthpiece) on the findings of the portfolio committee on Public 
Accounts showed a substantial increase in poaching between 1996 and 2000 - 209 
elephants had been lost. Significantly, the audit attributed the poaching to a “…low 
scout-density ratio which stood at one scout per every 112,23 [sic] square kilometres 
instead of one scout for every 20 square kilometres. In some cases, general hands 
were being employed as scouts and there was suspicion that some of them were 
involved in the poaching as organised poaching syndicates.” 
 

2.2. Lack of Cash, Fuel and Equipment  
We learned from a tour guide that basic equipment such as radios, and GPS were 
unavailable to Parks staff in Hwange (Zimbabwe’s largest park) and that game scouts 
had to use equipment belonging to staff from concession areas. One wildlife project 
officer told us that Parks have “...no resources to control poaching”, and that as a 
consequence there is “...chaos in wildlife conservation...” One ranger complained of 
only being issued with a single uniform, but pointed out that Parks still had sufficient 
resources to organize a costly, three-day inter-parks football tournament.  
 
Writing in the Sunday Times9 Jon Swain reported that one of the main reasons for the 
Parks cash crisis was attributable to the actions of the Environment and Tourism 
Minister, Francis Nhema, who had been selling valuable hunting concessions to 
cronies for a fraction of their worth. As the true value of these hunting concessions 

                                                 
8 Poachers Kill 209 Jumbos in 4 Years (Herald – 8 April 2006) http://www.africanconservation.org/cgi-
bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=read_count&om=4529&forum=DCForumID3 
9 Zimbabwe – Wildlife Crisis as elite grabs hunting rights – 31 August 2003  
http://www.zimbabwesituation.com/aug10_2003.html#link6  
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had not been paid, Parks was left short changed and could not meet its wage bill, and 
scouts had “...been forced to cut back patrols after running out of fuel for their 
vehicles and ammunition for their rifles.”   
 
A news report from January 200610 quotes a Parks “source” as saying, “While most of 
the fuel shortages that affected parks countrywide could have been genuine, most of 
the fuel destined for the parks never went beyond the head office. Some officials are 
living a life of complete luxury while the animals they were employed to look for die 
of drought. Poachers have taken full advantage of the grounding of patrols teams and 
are wreaking havoc across the parks.” 

2.3. Lack of Water 
During the dry season in Hwange, the elephant population is largely dependant on 
water provided by Parks at a number of pumped water points. One news report11 from 
November 2005 claimed that out of 60 boreholes, only 7 were working. Even 
concerted efforts by Zimbabwean NGOs to keep the pumps operating have been 
undermined.  The Daily Telegraph reported on 23 March 2005:12 “One of the 
wardens at Main Camp had been arrested for stealing 18 diesel pumps, most of them 
donated by conservation organisations and selling them to the “new farmers” now 
hunting in areas adjoining the park.”  
 
In a report originally printed in the Cape Times on 1 November 2005,13 Peta 
Thorneycroft states: “Game wardens in Hwange have one clapped-out bakkie to fight 
poaching. Borehole pump mechanics, willing to fix the motors if they had the spares, 
claim they have not been paid, some for a whole year. Barry Wolhuter, who runs a 
safari camp in Hwange said in the last 20 years he had seen “nothing to compare” 
with conditions in the park now.”  
 
We asked a wildlife campaigner whether the issue was about a lack of money or a 
lack of will, and were told it was part of a wider ‘policy’ of deliberate waterhole 
mismanagement to force elephants into areas where they could be more easily 
poached.  

2.4. Culling by another name  
Although culling has not been employed as a management tool in Zimbabwe since 
1988, elephants have been “culled” for meat rations, for problem animal control and 
through unsustainable hunting quotas. 
 

2.4.1. Killing Elephants – A Community Project 
In November 2006, it was reported that Zimbabwe has now embarked on an annual 
project that will allow local communities to harvest up to10 elephants every year.  

                                                 
10 Government blocks distribution of US$500 000 donation to save wildlife (African News Dimension – January 
2006) http://www.zimbabwesituation.com/jan19a_2006.html  
11 Wildlife Decimation Threatens Tourism (Zimbabwe Independent 11 November 2005) 
http://www.sanwild.org/NOTICEBOARD/newsjuldec/Wildlife%20Decimation%20Threatens%20Tourism.HTM  
12 Tourists flee park elephants slaughter (Daily Telegraph – 23 March 2005) - 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/main.jhtml?xml=/news/2005/03/23/wzim23.xml&sSheet=/news/2005/03/23/ixw
orld.html 
13  Game dying of thirst in dried-up Zim (Cape Times – 1 November 2005) 
http://www.iol.co.za/index.php?set_id=1&click_id=84&art_id=vn20051101062600189C493273  
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The proceeds of the harvest will supposedly be used to build schools, clinics and other 
infrastructure for the locals.  The move is also intended to encourage local 
communities to manufacture and sell finished elephant products to tourists and 
visitors.  Unfortunately no indication has been given as to how such a scheme will be 
controlled.14 

2.4.2. The truth behind “Operation Nyama” 
A press statement by the Zimbabwe Conservation Task Force (ZCTF) dated 9 March 
200515 speaks of the controversial ‘Operation Nyama’ policy (Nyama meaning 
‘meat’) undertaken in Hwange National Park, which involved the shooting of animals, 
including elephants allegedly to provide meat rations for people. It reads: “If the aim 
was genuinely only to feed the people, it is strange that most of the elephant bulls that 
were, and still are, being shot, have 60 to 70 pound tusks and are in their prime. 
Older bulls with broken tusks are not being targeted.” 
 
An ex-Parks official believed that approximately 20 elephants are killed for meat 
rations in Hwange every year. A professional hunter also told us, “Ivory is coming 
from the meat rations.”  An independent researcher confirmed, “A lot of elephant go 
that way.” He also agreed the targets tended to be larger trophy bulls. One source, a 
wildlife researcher working with a Zimbabwean NGO, told us that killing for meat 
rations and trophy hunting accounted for a greater number of elephant deaths than 
natural mortalities.  
 
A former senior Parks official said that the ration off-take was “massive” and that the 
hunting technique to get it was “appalling”. Another ex-Parks source said that while 
the original idea of rations for staff was sensible, the current ration off-take was now 
“out of hand”.  
 

2.4.3. Problem Animal Control (PAC) is out of Control 
A ZCTF media report16 from 13 October 2006 on an incident in Chirundu highlights 
problems with Parks rationale in dealing with problem animals and also (according to 
observers) their incompetence in dispatching them:  
 

“On the 2nd of September, the caretaker of a safari camp had too much to 
drink, stole the company vehicle and then walked into an elephant which killed 
him. They say that the elephant was shot 16 times before it finally died. A few 
days later, another elephant was shot. Upon enquiries, a National Parks official 
in Chirundu replied that this elephant was shot because it was causing 
problems with truckers. However, a junior official said that this was the 
elephant that had killed the caretaker and the first one shot, with 16 bullets, 
had been the wrong one. A fifth elephant was shot, apparently because it 

                                                 
14 Zimbabwean elephant to benefit of locals, 13 November 2006, http://www.newsnet.co.zw/index.php?nID=9067 
15 Zimbabwe Conservation Task Force – (09 March 2005) 
http://www.sanwild.org/noticeboard/news2005/OPERATIONNYAMA.html 
16 Elephants shot in Chirundu - Zimbabwe Conservation Task Force (ZCTF) 15 October 2006 - 
http://www.kubatana.net/html/archive/wild/061015zctf3.asp?sector=WILD  
and  Zimbabwe Conservation Task Force – Update on Hwange National Park (posted 18 October 2006) 
www.swradioafrica.com/pages/zctf181006.htm 
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knocked over a phone booth. It is reported that it took 40 bullets to kill this 
one.”  

 
The following is an eye-witness account of the death of the elephant who knocked 
over the phone booth, as detailed in the ZCTF report:  

 
“It collapsed onto its front knees...having being shot in its knee caps... I then 
saw a national parks member shooting at random, up to a further 40 shots into 
the elephant. After approx 7 minutes the elephant fell over on its side and a 
heavy calibre weapon was heard to fire a single shot…My domestic staff tell me 
this is the 9th elephant to die like this this year in Chirundu, on more than two 
occasions the wrong one being shot.” 

 

2.5. Elephants for Sale 
In May 200517, it was reported that Parks had taken out advertisements in newspapers 
offering tender forms with a US$164 price tag for live elephants. In November 2006, 
a number of press reports18 featured a story about the capture of 12 young elephants 
from Hwange. They had been purchased by an adventure company in Victoria Falls to 
be trained to take tourists on elephant back rides. This is seemingly in contravention 
of national legislation that does not allow wild elephants to be domesticated. By all 
accounts the capture was unprofessional and extremely stressful for the elephants – 
two of which died as a result.19 
 

2.6. Illegal Hunting  
Looking at the evidence regarding hunting in Zimbabwe, it is clear the country is in a 
state of disarray and unable to monitor quotas or to prevent corruption and illegal 
hunting operations. 
 

2.6.1. Unscrupulous Hunting Operations 
Baldus and Child (2006)20 report in African Indaba, the newsletter of the African 
Chapter of Safari Club International, that “[t]here is reliable information that many 
hunting blocks have been taken over by political cronies of the party and government 
and that they exploit these areas in cooperation with unscrupulous operators and 
professional hunters unsustainably.”  
 
A senior ex-Parks official informed us that the US has taken steps to prohibit wildlife 
trophy imports from Zimbabwe, viewing them as ‘stolen property’ (although we 

                                                 
17 Resettlement and the threat to wildlife (The Zimbabwean – May 2005)  http://www.thezimbabwean.co.uk/13-
may-2005/wildlife.html) 
18Tour operators break the law and move elephant from National Park (SWRadioAfrica – 14 November 2006) 
http://www.swradioafrica.com/news141106/elephants141106.htm and Elephant calves seized from the wild in 
Zimbabwe, say animal protection group. (AP report in International herald Tribune – 14 November 2006) 
http://www.iht.com/articles/ap/2006/11/14/africa/AF_GEN_Zimbabwe_Young_Elephants.php  
19 www.swradioafrica.com/pages/eles240407.htm 
20 Baldus, R.D and Child, G. 2006. Rebuilding the Wildlife Sector in a New Zimbabwe - A Pre-Feasibility Study 
and Proposals for Action by Donors and NGOs. African Indaba, Volume 4, Number 3, May 2006 
http://www.africanindaba.co.za/ 
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subsequently found out that there is no direct prohibition21). In an attempt to 
circumvent this, we learned that South African hunting operators, in league with 
Zimbabwean Professional Hunters, are hunting on resettled farms and taking trophies 
back through South Africa where they use South African quotas to make the trophy 
‘legal’.   
 
The September 2003 issue of “African Indaba”22 reports Dr. Harrison Kojwang, 
Regional Representative of WWF in Southern Africa, as saying, “Some South African 
hunters are taking advantage of the unsettled situation in Zimbabwe's rural areas to 
run illegal safari hunting operations. Members of this network pay small "trophy 
fees" to the occupiers of wildlife properties. They then shoot whatever animals they 
can (including elephants) for meat, hides and trophies, which they market illegally.”  
 
IFAW has also received a confidential report of a similar scheme involving a South 
African professional hunting company operating in Zimbabwe, which smuggles 
elephant tusks as hunting trophies from Zimbabwe into Botswana and passes them off 
as Botswana ivory in order to obtain a permit.  
 

2.6.2. Unsustainable Quotas 
An article from the Herald in April 200623 quotes the chairperson of the portfolio 
committee on Public Accounts, Ms Misihairabwi-Mushonga, as saying Parks 
operations in conserving wildlife “...were fraught with insufficient research 
conducted into wildlife dynamics as evidenced by the unsustainable utilisation of 
wildlife… This was glaring in the authority’s [i.e. Parks] failure to carry out research 
before allocating and utilising quotas. The authority was allocating quotas to private 
landowners, rural district councils and other authorities without conducting the 
necessary research into wildlife population dynamics.” 
 
This criticism of Parks concurs with our own interviews. A wildlife project officer 
told us the system is “self regulatory” with new landowners asking for high hunting 
quotas determined by their own idea of a sustainable off-take. A government 
employee told us that quotas were based on how much money the landowner wished 
to make.  
 
When we asked a rural CAMPFIRE representative how he went about establishing 
wildlife population numbers on which to base a quota, he sheepishly mentioned 
“...counting droppings, and spoor and sightings.” Even a professional hunter we 
spoke to told us that CAMPFIRE had been forced to reduce its off take, but that 
quotas were still too high. 
 
An August 2003 report in the Sunday Times24 details a scenario we had heard often in 

                                                 
21 According to the US Fish and Wildlife Service, there is no outright prohibition on wildlife trophy imports from 
Zimbabwe. However, according to another source in the US, the US State Department has apparently banned US 
Citizens from doing business with a number of Zimbabwean political figures, some of whom are involved in the 
Zimbabwe hunting industry. 
22 African Indaba – (September 2003 - Volume 1, Issue 5) http://bigfivehq.com/no5.pdf  
23 Poachers Kill 209 Jumbos in 4 Years (The Herald - 8 April 2006) - http://www.africanconservation.org/cgi-
bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=read_count&om=4529&forum=DCForumID3 
24 Zimbabwe Wildlife Crisis as elite grabs hunting rights (Sunday Times - 31 August 2003) 
http://www.zimbabwesituation.com/aug10_2003.html#link6 ) 
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relation to the setting of hunting quotas. Francis Nhema, Minister of Environment and 
Tourism created a hunting concession at Sengwa (formerly a wildlife research centre). 
The sustainable level was put at two elephants, one lion, five buffalos and two 
leopards. But Nhema established an annual hunting quota 5-6 times higher (12 
elephants, 5 lions, 25 buffalos, and 12 leopards).  
 
An article in the Herald on 1st March 2004 stated that some farmers had been given a 
quota of up to 55 elephants. In response, ZCTF issued a press statement saying, 
“According to the experts, this amounts to one safari operator being allowed to shoot 
2 bull elephants per week all the way through the hunting season…as it would be 
close to impossible for any operator to find 2 decent bulls to shoot on their properties 
per week, does this mean that they are in fact going to shoot the females? If this is the 
case, an adult female worth shooting will quite likely be pregnant as well as having 
two calves dependent on her for survival - calves that will die a long slow death 
without her… The experts feel that this practice of allocating 55 elephants to a single 
operator is nothing more than an unethical cull disguised as a hunt.” 
 

2.6.3. Fraudulent Hunting licenses and Hunting 
Documentation 

A posting25 by “Africa Indaba”26 to the African Conservation Foundation’s Forums 
site from July 2004 summarises a number of incidents of official corruption: “Police 
sources revealed that senior officials at the Parks and Wildlife Management Authority 
may have been involved in faking professional hunting licenses in connection with the 
competency test to obtain a PH [Professional Hunter] license in Zimbabwe… It is 
reported that 60 fake licenses have been issued.” 
 
Confirming an SWRadioAfrica news report in September 200527, one of our 
interviewees revealed that certain government officials were also guilty of issuing 
blank pre-hunt forms, which were not completed with either the place the hunt was 
taking place, the hunter, client or the company, let alone the animals. Quotas were 
being adapted, changed and shaped to suit client and hunters’ whims. Vehicle number 
plates were being removed, and client names entered incorrectly on official 
documents. Animals not even on quota, including a collared lion, bushbuck and 
hippo, were being shot. 
 

2.7. Failings with CAMPFIRE 
Since it began in 1989, more than a quarter of a million rural Zimbabweans have been 
managing their natural resources and development through the Communal Areas 
Management Programme for Indigenous Resources (CAMPFIRE). Over 90% of 
CAMPFIRE revenues earned by rural communities come from foreign hunters. At 
least a portion of the revenue is supposed to be allocated to conservation in the area, 
but the CAMPFIRE representative we spoke to could not point to any wildlife-

                                                 
25 "Irregularities on Zimbabwe’s Hunting Scene" - Posting on Africa Conservation Forums dated 19 July 2004   
 http://www.africanconservation.org/dcforum/DCForumID21/66.html    
26 This posting may be from “African Indaba”, the hunting and conservation online newsletter of Safari Club 
International (www.africanindaba.co.za) based in South Africa. 
27 Zanu-PF officials implicated in illegal trophy hunting scams (SWRadioAfrica – 14 September 2005)  
http://www.zimconservation.com/archives5-206.htm  
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specific activities that the revenue had been spent on and mentioned: “...closing 
gullies and mending roads” when asked. A WWF-SARPO report28 drew attention to 
precisely this level of variability of disbursement at District Level, and drew the 
conclusion that: “...the weak and unenforceable policy framework is allowing RDCs 
to control and opportunistically allocate wildlife revenue. In addition, about 19% of 
the total income earned has remained unaccounted for under the Campfire 
Guidelines.” 29 
 
In a report in the Herald from August 200530 it was said police recovered 11 elephant 
tusks weighing 48kg and valued at over Z$50 million. They were suspected to have 
come from elephants poached in Mafiro village in Guruve, a CAMPFIRE area. It is 
believed that this is as an early signal of what happens when CAMPFIRE’s market for 
wildlife through hunting and tourism is not maintained and cultivated.31  
 

3. THE IVORY TRADE OUT OF ZIMBABWE 
 
Zimbabwe has an exemption under CITES allowing it to trade in ivory carvings for 
non-commercial purposes. Providing that a person purchases a valid CITES certificate 
(which retailers are obliged to provide) and the value of the items in question are less 
than US$500, they are permitted to take ivory souvenirs out of the country. Our 
investigation, however, has revealed that some sellers of ivory are either unaware of 
or have little regard for the CITES permit requirements. We also uncovered evidence 
of a substantial trade in ivory for commercial purposes. 
 

3.1. Cites Permits and Regulations 

3.1.1. Private Curio Shops: tourists advised no need for 
permits 

On buying two ivory hanko blanks from an established Bulawayo curio shop (Nyala 
Exports trading as Sondela), and paying in US$, our researchers were told that as the 
items were raw, they did not need a CITES permit (despite having told the assistant 
emphatically that they would be taking them into a country where they needed to have 
a permit). They were permitted to leave the shop with the hankos, and no permit.  
 
During a visit to the large curio outlet, African Heritage, in Victoria Falls, our 
researchers explained to a shop assistant we would not be able to take an ivory 
souvenir home with us without a permit. He advised us to “...hide it in your 
pocket...”32. 
                                                 
28 Raoul du Toit, “Review of Wildlife Issues Associated with the Land Reform Programme in Zimbabwe” Annex 
D – Community-based Wildlife Operations (CAMPFIRE)  (January 2004 - WWF-SARPO Occasional Paper) 
http://www.zimconservation.com/PDFs/WWF_Review.pdf    
29 Raoul du Toit, “Review of Wildlife Issues Associated with the Land Reform Programme in Zimbabwe” Annex 
D – Community-based Wildlife Operations (CAMPFIRE)  (January 2004 - WWF-SARPO Occasional Paper) 
http://www.zimconservation.com/PDFs/WWF_Review.pdf    
30 Police Recover 11 Jumbo Tusks (Herald – 15 August 2005) 
http://www.wag.co.za/News/juldec/police_recover_11_jumbo_tusks__t.htm   
31 Brian Gratwicke referenced in Stephen Bate “The Destruction of Property Rights and Resulting Wildlife 
Catastrophe in Zimbabwe” – American Enterprise Institute for Public Policy Research 28 June 2006 -  
http://www.aei.org/publications/filter.all,pubID.24620/pub_detail.asp  
32 Camera playback unclear - This exchange is recorded on mini dv tape. 
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A new showroom at Victoria Falls, run by Funo Arts (Pvt.) Ltd, is almost entirely 
dedicated to ivory carvings apparently aimed at the Asian market. Belts of elephant 
hide were also on sale, as well as crocodile feet pendants. The glossy brochure 
(mostly in Chinese) states: “All purchases for export purposes can be issued with an 
export permit from CITES.”  
 

3.1.2. CITES database at odds with export records 
It is curious that while the products were squarely aimed at Asian tourists, the CITES 
trade database33 between 1997-2004 shows just 6 records of imports of ivory carvings 
into China (all recorded as being for “personal use”), and one importation into Japan34 
(recorded as being “Commercial Trade”).  These importation records are at odds with 
Zimbabwe’s own export records which record 6 exports of ivory carvings to China 
(all recorded as “Commercial Trade”), 6 exports to Japan35 (5 recorded as 
“Commercial Trade”), and 3 exports of ivory to Taiwan36 (all recorded as 
“Commercial Trade”). The lack of reported importations into China, Japan and 
Taiwan on the CITES database may be explained at least in part by the apparent 
failure to issue export permits to tourists. 
 

3.1.3. Trade for commercial purposes 
There is evidence that ivory from the government owned stockpile of Zimbabwe has 
been entering the illegal markets in China. Moreover, worked ivory from Zimbabwe 
is finding its way into markets in neighbouring South Africa and Namibia and to a 
lesser extent Botswana.37 On the domestic front, Prop 12.1038 (submitted in 2002) 
stated that there were 65 registered carvers in Zimbabwe, an increase of 62.5% since 
1997. Presumably this also reflects an increase in the amount of raw ivory in the 
domestic market despite the decline in tourism over this same period.  This increase in 
ivory on the domestic market may in fact reflect an increase in trade in ivory for 
commercial purposes. 
 
We were told by an ex-Parks official that Parks were selling raw ivory to local dealers 
(primarily Chinese) at extremely low wholesale prices – US$1.50 a kg, at a time when 
it fetched US$100 a kilo and carved ivory US$500 a kilo in the Far East. Our source 
felt this price was simply too low, and also highly suspicious, possibly indicating 
corruption or collusion between Parks and the purchasers.  Only $500 worth of ivory 
is allowed to be purchased per week by a single dealer, but at the price of $1.50 per 
kg, this would mean up to 333 kg could be bought by each dealer every week, i.e. up 
to 1.3 tonnes per month. These are commercial size quantities, but Zimbabwe’s 
exemption under CITES only allows export of ivory carvings for non-commercial 
purposes.  

                                                 
33 http://www.unep-wcmc.org/citestrade/ 
34 Comprising 2 ivory carvings. 
35 Comprising 33 ivory carvings. 
36 Comprising 44 ivory carvings. 
37 See sections of this report on Botswana and South Africa, and Reeve, R., Pope, S. and Stewart, D. Ivory, Ekipa 
and Etosha: the Hidden Cost to Elephants and Rhinos of Namibia’s Wildlife Policy, David Shepherd Wildlife 
Foundation, in press, May 2007.  
38 Zimbabwe CITES proposal 2002 
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3.2. Uncontrolled Internet Sales of Ivory 
One interviewee spoke of Chinese dealers in the country, who were selling huge 
amounts of finished ivory products via Zimbabwe-based Internet sites. He said that in 
the last year they had sold 30 tonnes of finished ivory products to be shipped out from 
Zimbabwe by courier.  

4. SOURCES OF IVORY: HOW MUCH IS THERE AND WHERE IS IT 
COMING FROM? 

4.1. The Government Stockpile 
A senior ex-Parks official told us that local dealers turn up at the Parks ivory store in 
Harare and receive their entitled quota every Wednesday. The Sunday Times on 16 
July 200639 reported that in the previous seven months (i.e. the first half of 2006), 
Chinese dealers had bought 30 tonnes of ivory from the Parks stockpile, 
representing the tusks of some 2,250 elephants.  
 
Where can this amount of ivory be coming from to provide such a constant supply? 
One senior ex-Parks official told us that only 12 tonnes of ivory comes in to the Parks 
store in Harare every year. But it seems likely that the actual quantity is much greater.  
A ranger revealed that from his area in Western Zimbabwe alone, “between 2 – 3 
tonnes went up every two months” in a 7 tonne truck along with a substantial amount 
of hide. This equates to an annual intake of 12-18 tonnes of ivory from this single 
region. One professional hunter said that all this additional ivory is coming from 
‘meat rations’.  
 
It is also unclear how much illegally obtained ivory is in the Parks stockpile. In 2005, 
it was reported in The Herald40, that poached ivory stocks were at 9 tonnes, but a 
wildlife campaigner working in Zimbabwe informed us that Zimbabwe had recovered 
as much as 22 tonnes of ivory from poachers in the last decade. Former wildlife 
officials quoted in the article41 said the official figures about ivory stocks were 
“…almost meaningless...” since natural rates of attrition would also yield several 
tonnes of ivory each year. A “former senior official” was quoted as saying; “It’s the 
ridiculous side of CITES. Elephants are dying all the time and it’s not too difficult to 
put a few tons to one side.”   

4.1.1. Illegal trade using ivory derived from Parks stockpile 
There is strong evidence suggesting Zimbabwe has been illegally selling ivory from 
its stockpile. In July 2000, the Zimbabwe Financial Gazette42 reported that TRAFFIC 
had begun auditing Zimbabwe’s ivory stocks following reports that “...the 
government had illegally sold more than eight tons of ivory to China as part payment 
for arms supplies.”  In its edition of 9 July 2000, the Sunday Times43 alleged that 
Zimbabwe's cash-strapped government had in May that year flown to China ivory 

                                                 
39China’s empire-builders sweep up African riches (Sunday Times  - 16 July 2006) 
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/article/0,,2089-2271971,00.html 
40 Poached Ivory Stockpile Tops Nine Tonnes (Herald – 28 March 2005) 
http://www.zimbabwesituation.com/mar29a_2005.html#link10 
41 Ibid 
42 Zim probed for illegal sale of ivory to China (Zim Financial Gazette – July 2000)  
http://www.zimbabwesituation.com/jul24.html#link8a 
43 Illegal ivory sale buys guns for Mugabe (Sunday Times – July 2000) 
http://www.zimbabwesituation.com/jul10.html#link1 
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worth US$1 million as part payment for thousands of AK rifles. Following this 
publication, CITES investigated the claims but did not find sufficient evidence to 
verify the allegations and judged them to be ‘unfounded’.44 
 
However, this has not been an isolated case, as the following reports show.  

4.1.1.1. July 2005: Harare stash seized  
On 6 July 2005, a Herald news report45 indicated the start of a major unravelling of 
the domestic ivory trade. Police had uncovered a stockpile of 72 elephant tusks loaded 
into crates, on top of which stone carvings had been placed ready for export. The 72 
tusks comprised 10 registered tusks complete with official serial numbers (legally 
bought from the Parks ivory warehouse), and a further 62, which were illegal (and 
said to come from elephants poached in the Zambezi Valley). Initial investigations 
revealed that registered trophy dealers had sold the raw ivory to “...unscrupulous 
buyers in foreign currency...”.  Two Chinese Nationals were arrested.  
 
A report prepared by the Secretariat ahead of the Standing Committee meeting on 2-6 
October 2006 (SC54), refers to this case 46: 
 

“12. In early 2006, the Secretariat examined documents and other information 
relating to an incident of illegal trade in ivory that had occurred in Zimbabwe 
in July 2005. This involved one tonne of ivory, which it seems likely, would have 
been transported to China.  Worryingly, some of this ivory was alleged to have 
come from the legal government stocks and had allegedly been acquired by 
licensed traders during one of the routine and lawful domestic auctions of ivory. 
This ivory, together with other pieces that presumably were acquired by 
poaching, had then, apparently in violation of Zimbabwe’s domestic controls, 
been sold to other persons. The Secretariat has reason to believe that one of the 
traders involved may previously have engaged in such a transaction with ivory 
from government stocks.  

 
13. The Secretariat had reason to question the adequacy of the response of the 
authorities in relation to this matter and, in March 2006, wrote at length to the 
CITES Management Authority of Zimbabwe expressing its concerns and 
offering advice and assistance. This matter has yet to be resolved and the 
Secretariat awaits further information from Zimbabwe. It has pointed out to 
Zimbabwe that this seems to be a serious breach of its domestic controls and 
could clearly have implications should the Secretariat have to assess 
Zimbabwe’s suitability to trade internationally in the future.” 

 

4.1.1.2. May 2006: Seizure of ivory from government stockpile  
In July 2006, The Sunday Times47 reported “Two months ago [i.e. May 2006] 
Zimbabwe police caught Chinese dealers with seven tons of Ivory, of which four tons 

                                                 
44 CITES Notification No. 2000/060 Geneva, 3 November 2000 - http://www.cites.org/eng/notif/2000/060.shtml 
45 Police Bust Illegal Ivory Trade (Herald 6 July 2005) - 
http://www.wag.co.za/News/juldec/Police%20Bust%20Illegal%20Ivory%20Trade.htm  
46 SC54 Doc. 26.1(Rev.1), page 2, paragraphs 12-13 www.cites.org/eng/com/SC/54/E54-26-1.pdf  
47 China’s empire-builders sweep up African riches (Sunday Times  - 16 July 2006) 
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/article/0,,2089-2271971,00.html  
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came from illegal sources.” The report quotes game rangers as saying “It’s an 
incredibly profitable trade. They’ve not only run the parks’ stockpile right down, but 
elephants are now being poached across the border from Botswana and other 
neighbouring countries to fulfil the demand, which seems to be bottomless…. Of 
course the case hasn’t come to court, and probably never will, given President 
Mugabe’s ‘look east’ policy and his passionate enthusiasm for all things Chinese.” 
(emphasis added). 

4.1.2. Admitting its failures - Zimbabwe suspends ivory sales 
At CITES SC54 (Geneva, 2-6 October 2006), it was decided to send a mission to 
Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe responded to the Secretariat by informing the Committee of 
the suspension of sales from the ivory store, and the implementation of a number of 
measures to ensure the trade would be monitored and controlled. It is notable that 
these assurances came less than a year after a previous suspension,48 which had 
evidently failed to resolve the problem of an illegal trade. Even if the country pursues 
a more vigorous policy of management and implementation of CITES regulations, the 
challenges are still considerable according to one senior Parks official. He cited lack 
of funds, lack of trained personnel, the lengthy process of the transition from being a 
Government department to a parastatal, lack of equipment and a limited operational 
budget as being obstacles to the process.  

4.1.2.1. Secretariat mission a disappointment – sales resume 
A two-person team from the Secretariat visited Zimbabwe in December 2006. 
Following visits to manufacturers and retailers and meetings with the Minister of 
Environment and Tourism, Francis Nhema, along with government officials and 
representatives of the recently-formed Zimbabwe Ivory Manufacturers Association, 
the team concluded there was no evidence of corruption or collusion in ZPWMA or 
that ivory of illegal origin was entering Zimbabwe’s domestic market. They 
concluded that the control system was “basically sound” but that “a degree of 
complacency in its implementation had enabled unscrupulous individuals to 
circumvent the controls”.49 No further action was recommended.  
 
The mission report is disappointing. It begs the question of how the Secretariat came 
to such a positive conclusion (namely that the control system was “basically sound”).  
It is also unclear why the mission’s delegation only interviewed the Minister, 
government officials and dealers. Moreover, the issue is not only whether illegal ivory 
is entering the market but whether it is exiting Zimbabwe illegally, either through 
straightforward smuggling of tusks or as ivory carvings utilizing the “non-
commercial” exemption (but in reality as commercial quantities for commercial 
purposes, which our evidence suggests is the case). It is interesting that the mission 
report noted that two instances had come to their attention where unscrupulous traders 
had legally acquired raw ivory from government-owned stocks and had supplied it 
illegally to others, i.e. not only the July 2005 case.  This appears to have been 
overlooked by the Secretariat in making its final judgment that the control systems 
were sound. 
 

                                                 
48 Parks Authority suspends Ivory Sales (Herald – 2 August 2005) http://www.zimconservation.com/archives5-
135.htm ) 
49 CoP14 Doc. 53.1, Trade in Elephant Specimens, CITES Secretariat. 
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Stating that “CITES inspectors were satisfied with the security over domestic ivory 
trade operations in Zimbabwe”, Parks recently announced50 the lifting of the 
suspension on ivory sales, and subsequently sold a tonne of ivory on 2 April 2007.  
Selected dealers had been permitted to buy up to at least 100kg of ivory each. One of 
the dealers was quoted as saying, “We make necklaces, bracelets and Asian 
chopsticks, which are most sought after because they are special and of a rare 
quality”. 

4.2. Other sources of ivory 

4.2.1. Ivory Auctions  
Assistants at a carving outlet in Bulawayo, called Nyala Exports (trading as Sondela, 
and run by an ex-Parks Official) told us that they bought their ivory stocks at a twice-
yearly auction in Harare. The assistants told us there was ‘plenty’ of ivory available at 
the February auction, which they bought at US$10 a kg.   

4.2.2. Private purchases 
We learned from an ex-Parks official about one Indian dealer in Harare who has been 
purchasing pre-convention ivory from white farmers. By paying US$50 a tusk the 
Indian dealer had legally accumulated 4 tonnes. 

5. IVORY SMUGGLING  
 
Research conducted by IFAW has revealed a number of documented smuggling 
incidents of illegal ivory/elephant products both leaving Zimbabwe and entering the 
country. Worked ivory from Zimbabwe has been reported to be on sale in Botswana, 
Namibia51 and South Africa and several seizures have been made of ivory from 
Zimbabwe in South Africa52.  

5.1. Beit Bridge 
A major route out of Zimbabwe is the Beit Bridge border post with South Africa. 
There are many reported incidents from the South Africa Police Service (SAPS) 
regarding the arrests and confiscations of ivory and elephant goods from foreign 
nationals entering here. IFAW’s investigation found evidence of four cases between 
February and October 2006. In one instance police confiscated bags that were said to 
contain professionally carved items of considerable quality,53 suggesting they were 
emanating from one of the Chinese carving factories in Harare.  
 

5.2. Neighbouring States 
Other routes for smuggling ivory out of Zimbabwe are reported to be via 
Mozambique and through Zambia to Tanzania. We were told by one source (a 
wildlife campaigner) that a large amount of smuggled ivory was heading through 

                                                 
50 Zimbabwe: Parks Authority Lifts Ivory Sales Suspension (The Herald – 6 April 2007). 
51 Investigations into Namibia were conducted by DSWF, see Reeve, R and Pope, S. Elephants and Ivory Trade in 
Namibia, unpublished report, November 2006. 
52 Elephant Conservation and Management of the Ivory Trade in Botswana and South Africa, unpublished report, 
Anon. November 2006 
53 Zim-SA ivory ring suspected (News 24 – 21 February 2006) 
http://www.news24.com/News24/Africa/Zimbabwe/0,6119,2-11-1662_1885714,00.html  
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Pandamatenga and Kazangula. Another important route out of Zimbabwe was via the 
Chette Gorge on Lake Kariba, where canoes and boats were used as part of a 
movement of smuggled ivory from Zimbabwe – Zambia – Tanzania to China. The 
same source informed us that a large cement plant now being run by a Chinese 
company near Gweru was used as a cover for ivory exports. Tusks would be placed in 
the bottom of a container, covered with sacks of unmixed concrete and shipped over 
to China via Mozambique.  
 
A South Africa-based Zimbabwean journalist reported that ivory was being shipped 
through the DRC. He alleged that army personnel on anti-poaching patrols had used 
helicopters to transport ivory. Much of the activity was “allegedly taking place at 
Chizarira National Park just south of Lake Kariba. The cargo is then shipped across 
the Lake to Zambia, onwards to the DRC.”54 

5.3. South Africa  
All evidence points to South Africa being a focal point for the illegal ivory trade from 
Zimbabwe. Along with the Beit Bridge cases there have been several documented 
cases of arrests and confiscations within South Africa. In one case55, the SAPS said 
that a Zimbabwean had been arrested for illegally importing and trading in ivory 
products worth up to R1 million. The police found “...a large quantity of ivory 
products including 27 tusks and curio products such as statuettes, cigarette lighters, 
jewellery, masks, chopsticks and blocks.”  
 
Another report speaks of two South African immigration officials, and a Zimbabwean 
man, being arrested on 18 May 2006 after attempting to smuggle five bags containing 
over 100 ivory pieces out of the country in a South African Home Affairs Ministry 
Truck.56  

5.4. Botswana 
Our investigative team approached a curio vendor in Francistown, Botswana, in 
October 2006. The vendor said he could obtain ivory within a few hours. On asking 
about the cost, he indicated a wooden hand-sized carving and said a similar carving in 
ivory would cost 120 Pula (US$19.45). He said the ivory carvings came from 
Zimbabwe and they brought them across the nearest border by road. There is general 
evidence that ivory is reaching South Africa from Zimbabwe using Botswana as a 
transit route (see section on Botswana for more details on this). 
 

5.5. Europe 
In March 2005, The Daily Telegraph57 stated that: “The reports of the bloodbath in 
Hwange coincided with news of an illegal shipment of African elephant body parts 

                                                 
54 “The Chinese, Chiyangwa & illegal ivory” (SWRadioAfrica - 30 August 2005) 
http://www.swradioafrica.com/news300805/ivory300805.htm 
55 Zimbabwean arrested for Ivory Trade (SAPA – 21 June 2006)  
http://www.queensu.ca/samp/migrationnews/article.php?Mig_News_ID=3260&Mig_News_Issue=18&Mig_News
_Cat=8  
56 Jail for Zimbabwean and South African Immigration Officials (19 June 2006 – zimbabwejournalists.com)  
http://www.zimbabwesituation.com/jun20_2006.html#Z15     
57 Tourists flee park elephants slaughter (Daily Telegraph – 23 March 2005) 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/main.jhtml?xml=/news/2005/03/23/wzim23.xml&sSheet=/news/2005/03/23/ixw
orld.html 
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recently seized by Dutch customs officials at Amsterdam airport. The cargo included 
22 feet, eight tusks, eight ears, three tails, a skull and an entire hide.” A ZCTF 
release (9 March 2005)58 suggested that the consignment originated in Zimbabwe and 
was halted at Schipol en route to Germany because it did not have the correct permits.  

6. POACHING 
 
It has not been difficult to find gross examples of poaching in Zimbabwe, reflecting 
further the authorities utter lack of control over its wildlife populations. One ex-Parks 
Official estimated that 100 elephants are poached every year in Zimbabwe. Another 
highly credible source confirmed that there is a “major problem” with elephant 
poaching in Zimbabwe, involving government agencies (police and army were 
specifically mentioned). This information was repeated by an ex-Parks official, who 
added that the Koreans could be involved with ivory poaching on Kariba. Three 
sources, including a professional hunter and a former government employee, also told 
us that Zambians were crossing over into the Zambezi Valley to poach elephants.  

6.1. Massacre of elephants near Kazangula 
Through its interview with a former senior Parks official, IFAW discovered that prior 
to 2004 there had been a well-organised and devastating massacre of some 300 
elephants near to Kazangula (border area where Zimbabwe, Namibia, Zambia and 
Botswana meet) using a helicopter and machine gun, possibly with army involvement. 
 

6.2. Army, Police and Government involvement in poaching: The 
Nkala Report 

A ZimOnline report59 from October 2006 stated that poachers had killed elephants in 
Chizarira national park in northern Zimbabwe. The elephants, part of a “presidential 
herd” which President Robert Mugabe in 1991 undertook to protect from hunters and 
poachers, were slaughtered sometime in the first week of October. An anti-poaching 
team recovered ‘about’ 22 tusks.60. A South-African based journalist, Oscar Nkala, 
investigated the incident and his report61 alleged that the army was involved around 
Chizarira National Park in transporting ivory. He discovered army officials and some 
local politicians have been implicated in illegal ivory trade deals that involved 
Chinese investors and partners in the Democratic Republic of Congo. One of the 
officials in the scandal, Captain Bhebhe, apparently used helicopters to transport the 
ivory with the help of army personnel who were supposed to be on anti-poaching 
patrols.  

Nkala’s report also spoke of a Chinese run factory in Harare with which Phillip 
Chiyangwa (a cousin of Mugabe) was involved. Nkala discovered that this plant acted 
as a facility where elephants' feet were "cured".62 One of our own sources, a wildlife 

                                                 
58Zimbabwe Conservation Task Force – Operation Nyama press Release  - 09 March 2005 
http://www.sanwild.org/noticeboard/news2005/OPERATIONNYAMA.html 
59 Poachers kill elephants in national park - (Zim Online - 10 October 2006) 
http://www.zimbabwesituation.com/oct10a_2006.html#Z3 ) 
60 Poachers kill elephants in national park - (Zim Online - 10 October 2006) 
http://www.zimbabwesituation.com/oct10a_2006.html#Z3 ) 
61 Karimakwenda, T. 2005. The Chinese, Chiyangwa & illegal ivory. SWRadioAfrica, 30 August 2005 
http://www.swradioafrica.com/news300805/ivory300805.htm 
62 Ibid 
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campaigner, confirms to have seen 40 elephant feet in the factory, turned into coffee 
tables for export.    

A former senior wildlife officer, who is reported as having had to flee Zimbabwe for 
threatening to expose poaching rings, said, “All the indications are that the country’s 
game is being plundered and exploited with the connivance and encouragement of 
senior officials at a regional level and probably at a central government level as well. 
Trying to prove it is a different matter, as all these officials are senior members of the 
ruling Zanu-PF party and all those who know something are too frightened to 
talk...”63 

6.3. Poaching uncovered in Sebungwe and North-West 
Matabeleland 

An aerial survey of elephants in Sebungwe by WWF in September-October 200664 
alarmingly reported seeing an inordinate number of elephant carcasses representing 
15.4% of the estimated total number of live and dead elephants: “This carcass ratio 
compares with estimates of 2.1, 3.9, and 5.8% during similar surveys in the same 
region during 1998, 1999 and 2001 respectively. The 2.5 fold increase since 2001 
suggests that there has been a major increase in the mortality rate of elephants in 
this region during the last 5 years.” (emphasis added). The survey also noted 939 
poachers’ camps “which suggests that at least part of this increase in elephant 
mortality was due to illegal hunting.”  
 
An aerial survey in NW Matabeleland in October 200665 discovered an increased 
carcass ratio from 3.2% to 5.6% between its 2001 and 2006 surveys, and adds: “the 
number of unidentified carcasses during 2006 was double that recorded in 2001.” 
90% of the carcasses were found without tusks, further supporting the proposition that 
they were poached for their ivory. 
 
It may also be of significance that there were 4 times as many female elephants 
recorded, as there were bulls, in NW Matabeleland; and nearly 5 times as many in 
Sebungwe. This finding echoes the statements made by observers that only the larger 
bulls are being targeted for the alleged ‘meat rations’. 
 
From a management perspective, the survey also reflects the onset of another serious 
trend: there were no elephants seen in the Sebungwe communal lands which WWF 
believe could result in the possible increasing ‘constriction of the elephant range’ 
which is ‘being more fragmented with elephants in the Chizarira-Chirisa complex 
becoming increasingly isolated.’  
 

                                                 
63 Tourists flee park elephants Slaughter – Daily Telegraph – 23 March 2005 -
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/main.jhtml?xml=/news/2005/03/23/wzim23.xml&sSheet=/news/2005/03/23/ixw
orld.html 
64 Aerial Survey of Elephants and other large herbivores in the Sebungwe Region, Zimbabwe: 2006. K.M 
Dunham, C.S. Mackie, O.C. Musemburi, D.M. Chipesi, N.C. Chiweshe, R.D.Taylor, T. Chimuti, C. Zhuwau and 
M.A.H. Brightman. WWF-SARPO Occasional Paper No.12, Dec. 2006 
65 Aerial Survey of Elephants and other large herbivores in a portion of the north-west Matabeleland, Zimbabwe: 
2006. K.M Dunham, C.S. Mackie, O.C. Musemburi, D.M. Chipesi, R.D.Taylor, T. Chimuti, and C. Zhuwau. 
WWF-SARPO Occasional Paper No.13, Dec. 2006 
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6.4. Rhino Poaching 
In addition to the apparent targeting of the country’s elephant populations, it should 
be noted that with more people moving on to conservancies, poaching has also been 
presenting a severe threat to the country’s rhino population. According to WWF, 
snares in the lowveld conservancies have directly accounted for the deaths of at least 
20 rhinos (and possibly as many as 40).66 A WWF team in Bubiana Conservancy 
asked a local farmer how he sees his future and that of their wildlife neighbours. He 
replied “Perhaps you could just take both the rhinos and the elephants away from 
here in the interest of the welfare of our cattle.” 

7. ZIMBABWE’S ELEPHANT POPULATION – THE REAL STORY 
 
A March 2007 report in the Financial Gazette67 states: 
 

“Zimbabwe is currently battling an overpopulation of elephant, with the 
estimated annual population growth rate of 5 percent. Parks fears that the 
animals would pose a further threat to the environment and human life if 
hunting is banned. A survey conducted by the World Wide Fund for Nature 
showed that Zimbabwe’s elephant population stands at more than 100,000 
against a carrying capacity of 47,000. Hwange National Park alone has an 
elephant population of 45,000.” 

 
The report is misleading in that the latest country-wide WWF survey was conducted 
almost 6 years ago, and estimated 88,123 elephants in Zimbabwe, 44,500 of which 
were in Hwange National Park. The figure of over 100,000, which appears to have 
been extrapolated by Parks, assumes a growth rate of 5% per annum. This growth rate 
must, however, be seriously questioned in light of the evidence of poaching and 
uncontrolled hunting. 
 
The WWF Survey (2006) covering Sebungwe and part of NW Matabeleland 
including part of Hwange, concludes that estimates of elephant populations in the two 
areas surveyed are unchanged from 2001 to 2006.  Along with the strong evidence of 
poaching in these areas, this throws considerable doubt on whether Zimbabwe’s 
elephant populations really are growing at 5% a year.  . 
 
Not only has there been no growth in elephant numbers since 2001, but the evidence 
of increased poaching indicates that the population may start declining in the near 
future, if it has not already.  Our evidence indicates that ivory is being smuggled out 
of Zimbabwe in significant quantities, and it has to come from somewhere. 
 
There is also some controversy over the claimed numbers in Hwange National Park. 
While WWF's 2001 aerial sample survey estimated 44,500 elephants, waterhole 
counts by WEZ in the dry season (when elephants are known to congregate around 
water) gave estimates of 8,353 in 2001 and 18,883 in 2005. Interviewees with 
intimate knowledge of the Park quoted widely varying figures. One went as far as to 
say, “Parks haven’t got a clue how many elephants they have.”  
 

                                                 
66 http://www.panda.org/news_facts/newsroom/index.cfm?uNewsID=91700  
67 Financial Gazette, 21 March 2007, http://allafrica.com/stories/200703220582.html 
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Sharon Pincott an experienced researcher working with the so-called Presidential 
Herd of elephants in Hwange takes a pragmatic view:  
 

“When game counters sit for 24 hours around the most popular pumped pans 
and watercourses in Hwange National Park, counting elephants in the hottest 
driest month of October (when they will not wander far from palatable water 
and may indeed, I know for certain, drink multiple times during a 24 hour 
period resulting in many being counted more than once) the counts are always 
tens of thousands of elephants short of the 50,000+ touted to be in Hwange 
National Park. Where are these tens of thousands of ‘missing’ elephants?”68  

 

8. FINAL STATEMENT 
 
IFAW believes the above evidence speaks for itself, but perhaps the last word should 
go to Tapera ‘Stix’ Chimuti, the operations director of Parks. In a Herald report69 
from 9 October 2006, Chimuti said, "If we were to ask for approval to sell ivory 
today, the whole world will be against us for political reasons, although we have the 
best wildlife management practice in place in almost the whole continent.” 
 
If Zimbabwean officials have managed to convince themselves that they have “the 
best wildlife management practice” then they are unlikely to face up to the very real 
problems we have identified and the so called “best practice” is likely to get a whole 
lot worse before it gets better. 
 

BOTSWANA 
 
Compared with its neighbours, Botswana is indeed a model in terms of its protection 
of elephant and wildlife populations. However, wildlife conservation has to be seen in 
its broader political, social and economic context, and with the insecurity and bad 
governance evident among some of its neighbours, Botswana cannot be considered in 
isolation. Furthermore, being a member of the Southern African Customs Union 
(SACU), which allows for the free flow of trade amongst its member countries, 
Botswana appears still to be a primary transit route for the illegal ivory trade. 
Containers sealed in any of the SACU countries (i.e. Botswana, Namibia, South 
Africa, Lesotho and Swaziland) cannot be opened while inside SACU countries. 
While neither Zimbabwe nor the DRC are members of the SACU, it is evident they 
can easily take advantage of Botswana’s geographical position and its free trade 
relationship with its neighbours.  
 
This notion spills over into conservation management. A DWNP scientist claims 
Zimbabwe could benefit from “well-managed Botswana elephants” that might wander 
across the border and end up as a hunter’s trophy or as National Park’s meat rations, 
or in a poacher’s snare. More likely, as a game ranger pointed out, the elephants 

                                                 
68 Sharon Pincott, ‘A Year Less Ordinary, in the Company of Zimbabwe’s Grey Giants’ 2006. Published book - 
ISBN O-7974 – 3166-7. Published privately in Zimbabwe. Printed by ABF, Bulawayo, Zimbabwe. 
69 Elephant Overpopulation Keeps Cull Debate Simmering (09 October 2006 - IPS-Inter Press Service and IFEJ-
International Federation of Environmental Journalists)  http://www.ipsnews.org/news.asp?idnews=35045  
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“crowding” into Botswana are due to the poaching along her borders. Poachers too 
are moving into Botswana from her neighbouring countries. 
 

9. POACHING IN THE BORDER REGIONS 
 
According to a Customs official and game ranger in Botswana, poaching of elephant 
is minimal, and the anti-poaching units of the DWNP and the Botswana Defence 
Force (BDF) seem to have elephant poaching under control. Nevertheless, the 
question here is whether its enforcement agencies are strong enough to contain the 
negative impact of poaching and ivory smuggling from its neighbours. A Parks 
scientist stated that poaching hot spots are found along the Zambian and Zimbabwean 
borders and there are claims that Zambians and Zimbabweans are coming into 
Botswana from the Matetsi area to poach. The game ranger claimed that Namibians 
and Zambians carry out “a lot of the poaching” as they tend to be ex-soldiers.  

10. ILLEGAL IVORY TRADE 
 
As outlined in the section on Zimbabwe, it is apparent that illegal ivory can be 
purchased in Botswana. However, what is of greater concern is the transit of illegal 
ivory through Botswana. According to a Police official, ivory smuggling is increasing 
in Botswana. South Africa is the main destination for illegal wildlife goods, where it 
is regarded as a dispersal point for the local and international market. There have been 
a number of reports pertaining to ivory smuggled illegally through Botswana in 2006, 
and several arrests have been made.70 

11. SMUGGLING CASES 
 
A number of smuggling cases were uncovered in the course of IFAW’s investigations. 
 

• A border post official interviewed at the Pioneer Gate border post between 
Botswana and South Africa stated that white South Africans had been detected 
smuggling hunting trophies illegally, including ivory, through the border post 
from Botswana into South Africa. Botswana has no scanning equipment at its 
borders so illegal goods are hard to detect. This echoes the cases of trophy 
smuggling from Zimbabwe into Botswana and South Africa described in other 
sections of this report.  

 
• According to a Customs official, between 1998-2004 Customs seized ivory 

totalling 23 kg.  
 

• In 2005, the Narcotics and Diamond Squad of the Botswana Police recorded 
12 cases involving 21 pieces of elephant ivory and three rhino horns worth 
more than P580,000. 24 people were arrested. 

 
• According to a Police official, the Annual Report for 2005 submitted to the 

Botswana Commissioner of Police by the Diamonds and Narcotics Unit, CID, 

                                                 
70 “Police arrest trophy dealers” (24 March 2006) 
http://www.gov.bw/cgi-bin/news.cgi?d=20060324&i=Police_arrest_trophy_dealers  
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shows an increase in the number of tusks seized between 2003-2005 from 13 
to 21. 

 
• Another police official reported that an Indian national was caught in 2006 in 

Botswana with 22 pieces of ivory carvings bought from Zambians. 
 

11.1. The Chinese in Botswana 
Several sources mentioned that China was a probable ultimate destination for much of 
the ivory smuggled through Botswana and commented on the relatively large number 
of Chinese nationals living in Botswana (approximately 5,000 according to a Customs 
official). Highly organized and concentrated in the retail sector, one interviewee 
claimed that he suspected the Chinese are also involved in money-laundering, drug 
smuggling and the import of illegal cigarettes. Illegal goods are suspected to be 
smuggled in containers via the Chinese Embassy using diplomatic privileges. 
 
A police official stated that in 2006 Chinese nationals were caught in Gabarone with 
18 cut pieces of illegal ivory from Zimbabwe, which they were in the process of 
transporting to China.  According to a Parks official, in 2006 the police also arrested 
two Zambians at the Zambian border with ivory chopsticks and Chinese-style 
carvings.  

12. LACK OF CAPACITY TO ENFORCE CITES 
 
The key institutions concerned with CITES enforcement are Customs and the Police.  

12.1. Botswana Customs 
The Department of Customs and Excise is undergoing a transformation from being a 
government department to being part of a parastatal revenue service, the Botswana 
Unified Revenue Services (BURS). According to a Customs official this 
transformation is moving slowly and there has been a corresponding decline in staff 
morale. There have been few seizures at the borders (reportedly none since 2004), 
controls are not being applied as strictly as before, there are no scanners, and there is 
a lack of trained personnel. He also felt ivory smugglers are becoming more 
sophisticated and are avoiding detection.  
 
According to the Customs official, the training in CITES matters given to Customs 
border post officials is not adequate. A list of prohibited/restricted goods is kept at the 
borders, but it is assumed, for instance, that officials know what a rhino horn looks 
like. According to a Police official we interviewed, arms and drugs are of higher 
priority for the Botswana enforcement agencies than wildlife crime.  
 
The Customs official felt there is a need for greater structured co-operation and 
information-sharing with other Customs authorities in other countries at a regional 
and international level, especially to address smuggling issues. As it stands, there are 
apparently no MOUs between Customs and the Botswana government regarding co-
ordination or the sharing of data relating to the illegal ivory trade.  
 
There is also no Botswana Customs CITES specialist. According to the police official 
we interviewed, the Diamonds and Narcotics Unit, CID, (who take on ivory related 
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matters) have no staff dedicated to illegal ivory trade. According to the Customs 
official we interviewed, Customs does not have its own intelligence section – it only 
has informers that it uses on a casual basis.  

13. PROBLEMS WITH BOTSWANA’S ELEPHANT CONSERVATION 
MANAGEMENT 

13.1. Community-Based Natural Resources Management 
(CBNRM): a failure? 

A strong element of Botswana’s wildlife management policy is to promote 
Community-Based Natural Resources Management (CBNRM). The underlying 
concept is that if local communities benefit from wildlife, they are more likely to 
protect and/or tolerate wildlife, and hence this will reduce human-wildlife conflict 
issues. The current proposal to CITES CoP14 to allow the commercial trade in 
elephant products and trophies is based on this argument. So what is Botswana’s 
record in supporting Community Based Organisations (CBOs), and how will allowing 
the commercial trade help? 
 
According to a DPWM scientist, limited success has been achieved with CBOs and 
sustainable utilization. A research scientist revealed that the money generated does 
not always appear to benefit the individual directly and there have been issues with 
corruption revolving around money handled by community committees e.g. Chobe 
Enclave. 
 
Similarly, another DPWM scientist indicated that community-hunting areas do not 
always benefit from the funds, and while the system is working in Ngamiland, there is 
an overall problem with money and the misuse of funds when it comes to CBNRM. 
On the whole, the community are not participating in conservation and do not seem to 
know how to use the money raised. 
 
An environmental consultant confirmed that CBOs benefit very little from selling 
their hunting quotas to commercial hunters. Most of the hunting companies are owned 
by South Africans, or US citizens, and they take the bulk of the profit.  
 
In conclusion, the CBNRM does not seem to be playing an adequate role in resolving 
human-elephant conflict or in delivering the benefits to communities, and particularly 
individuals within those communities. With this in mind, it is questionable whether a 
resumption of the ivory trade will be helpful in this instance. Botswana already caters 
to a high-end tourist market. If the money created through tourism were put back into 
the communities effectively, and used to generate projects to ameliorate human-
elephant conflict, there would probably be no need for further money from the sale of 
ivory. 
 

13.2. Elephants vs Cattle 
Again, Botswana’s main argument for trading its ivory stockpiles is to counter the 
negative impact increased human-elephant conflict is apparently having on 
communities. In addition to considering whether the structures are in place to ensure 
the money acquired through the trade will go towards tackling this problem, one 
needs to question whether the cause of the conflict is being addressed by adopting this 
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approach. Is human-elephant conflict solely down to an increase in elephant 
populations? Or could it be argued that the underlying causes stem from the State’s 
insistence on following a set of economic and land-use policies that are probably 
unsound from an ecological perspective?  
 

13.2.1. The impact of fences and a Cattle Economy 
The impact of a policy that uses fences to protect cattle and crops from disease and 
damage is that elephants and other wildlife are cut off from their ranges. It can be 
argued that the Botswana landscape is literally fragmented by fences, resulting in 
range and habitat loss for wildlife.  
 
A research scientist expressed the view that Botswana could have better and different 
land use policies but it lacks the vision and is still too focused on cattle and crops. 
Much of Botswana is too marginal for cattle yet money continues to be spent on 
disease control and fencing as the beef industry is subsidized by the EU, and the State 
plays on a cultural preference for cattle.  
 

13.3. The New Elephant Conservation and Management Plan – will 
this make a difference? 

The 1991 Elephant Conservation and Management Plan is currently under review, 
but, according to a research scientist we interviewed, the new draft plan simply 
continues a management policy of fences and boreholes for Botswana. It does not 
take a spatial approach, i.e. it lacks maps that could consider where elephants might 
extend their range, and there is no consideration for the implications of Climate 
change (which is imperative).  

14. SUMMARY 
 
While Botswana has had a good record when it comes to controlling poaching in the 
country, there appears to be a weakness in its ability to control the illegal ivory trade 
through its borders. It is clear from our evidence71 that illegal ivory is transiting 
through Botswana, mainly to South Africa. Critically, as Botswana and South Africa 
belong to SACU, there is freedom of movement of goods between the two countries, 
as well as goods from Namibia, Lesotho and Swaziland, which facilitates smuggling.  
 
There are strong arguments to suggest that creating a legal market for ivory provides 
an incentive and encourages a parallel illegal market that utilises the opportunities to 
launder proceeds through the legal market.  To prevent the growth of that illegal 
market, strong border controls, customs and enforcement capacity must be in place. 
Our evidence indicates that both Customs and Police lack the capacity to detect and 
seize illegal ivory shipments due to a lack of training, resources, personnel, an 
informer network, and the impossibility of detection given the high volume of goods. 
 
Botswana’s economic policy of continuing to focus on cattle ranching has a negative 
impact on the ability of elephants and other large herbivores to migrate during 
seasonal changes, thus creating unnaturally high densities of elephant in confined 

                                                 
71 From interviews with a Customs official and a Police officer. 
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spaces. This could be being exacerbated by the insecurity of wildlife areas across the 
country’s borders, forcing elephant out of the range of poaching hotspots and into 
already densely populated zones.  
 
Using the sale of ivory from the country’s stockpile to ameliorate the human-elephant 
problem and promote local economies is questionable given the evidence that the 
current CBNRM project is apparently ineffective. Also, the impact of a legal 
commercial sale of ivory on stimulating the illegal trade internationally must be taken 
into consideration.  
 

SOUTH AFRICA 
 
South Africa’s priorities lie in delivering improved socio-economic benefits to the 
majority of South Africa’s historically disadvantaged population. Law enforcement 
efforts are focused on dealing with the elevated level of violent crime while high-level 
corruption has also emerged as a major law enforcement issue.72 In the context of a 
nation where weapons are readily available, where unemployment levels are high and 
State priorities rest elsewhere, it is not surprising that controlling the illegal ivory 
trade is not a high priority in South Africa. A South African Revenue Service (SARS) 
officer confirmed that, in terms of the “big picture”, conservation and wildlife crime 
are not priorities for enforcement agencies. Another SARS officer felt that South 
Africa is losing the battle against wildlife crime and stated that it is a “demoralizing” 
experience for enforcement officers.  

15. TROPHY HUNTING – OPEN TO ABUSE 
 
South Africa follows a policy of sustainable utilization and allows elephant trophy 
hunting. According to an official from the Department of Environmental Affairs and 
Tourism (DEAT), ivory trophies can be exported from South Africa legally with 
CITES export permits. As has been pointed out in the section on Zimbabwe, however, 
this system is open to abuse.  
 
Elephant hunting occurs in most Provinces, and is regulated and monitored at 
Provincial level through the hunting permit systems. As most hunting occurs on 
private game reserves in South Africa, it is difficult to ensure that existing Provincial 
hunting laws are obeyed.  
 
According to a provincial permit officer, all nine Provinces have different Ordinances 
and Acts, and this creates a lack of uniformity in the hunting permit system in South 
Africa.73 This is a key problem when it comes to regulating the hunting industry and 
hunting permits in particular. There are Provincial inconsistencies in permitting 
procedures, differing penalties, legal definitions at variance with one another, and the 
conservation status of the same species can vary from Province to Province. 

                                                 
72 New ANC Funding Front: The Oligarch, the ANC and the Manganese Deal (Mail & Guardian, 10-16 Nov 
2006, Vol 22, No 44). 
73 See also Bürgener M, Greyling A and Rumsey A (2005) Status quo report on the policy, legislative and 
regulatory environment applicable to commercial and recreational hunting in South Africa. [Draft report] 
http//www.environment.gov.za 
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Differences also exist as to the type and calibre of the weapons that can be used, the 
reporting requirements following a kill, and whether a permit is required to kill 
problem animals or vermin. This presents an array of gaps and loopholes that 
unscrupulous hunters and dealers can, and do, take advantage of through “Province-
hopping”.  
 
The issue of the regulation of Problem Animal Control (PAC) also needs to be 
addressed, as this is another area open to potential abuse. For instance, according to 
South Africa’s 2002 listing proposal (Prop.12.8), 7,399.95kg of the ivory in the 
stockpile is from PAC – compare this with the lesser amount of 6,821.80kg from 
culls.  
 

15.1. Alleged irregularities and loopholes 
• Fake CITES Permits – A former Endangered Species Protection Unit 

(ESPU) officer indicated that fake CITES certificates are being issued for 
hunting trophies. This was supported by a provincial permit officer, who felt 
that open-plan offices with inadequate security can allow for the theft of 
CITES permits and tags. 

 
• False Hunting Permits - The hunting outfitter is supposed to secure hunting 

rights in advance of advertising the list of animals that can be hunted. 
However, according to a provincial enforcement officer some hunting 
outfitters find ways to make the paperwork match ex-post facto. Some even 
keep animals in a freezer until they obtain the necessary hunting permits 
retrospectively. 

 
• Exemption Permits - these are issued to game ranches that are “adequately 

enclosed” and list the animals that the landowner can hunt, sell and capture for 
three years without a permit. According to a provincial enforcement officer, 
this is probably one of the loopholes employed by “Out of Africa Adventurous 
Safaris”,74 the South African hunting outfitters who continue to hunt illegally 
in Zimbabwe smuggling trophies into South Africa, and then “legally” 
exporting them from South Africa with CITES permits by claiming the 
trophies were hunted on their Limpopo game ranch.  

 
• Hunting License - A key challenge when issuing CITES export permits is to 

be sure that the trophy was hunted legally by licensed hunters. It is impossible 
for every hunt in South Africa to be policed, and the operator can simply 
complete the hunting register using the names of registered colleagues.  

 
• Hunting of Kruger elephants – According to a former ESPU officer, there 

has been some controversy over Kruger elephants being hunted in Timbavati 
Private Reserve, which is a contractual park adjacent to Kruger. 

                                                 
74 “Out of Africa” is also referred to in the Zimbabwe research interviews in connection with illegal hunting in 
Zimbabwe. See Anon (2006) Elephant Conservation Management and the Ivory Trade in Zimbabwe [unpublished 
report] 
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16. POACHING 
 
While several sources stated that commercial elephant poaching is not generally a 
problem in South Africa, two sources (a former ESPU officer and a provincial permit 
officer) indicated that there may be limited poaching in and around Kruger. The 
provincial permit officer stated that raw ivory is being smuggled out of Kruger. It is 
clear that with the recorded loss of 94 animals including 20 white rhino and one 
elephant between April 2006 and March 2007,75 the security of the country’s largest 
National Park and main source of elephants, cannot be assured.  

17. THE LEGAL TRADE 

17.1. Uncontrolled domestic market   
According to an official, DEAT has no national assessment of, or control over, the 
legal domestic ivory market. This is because:  
 

(1) Permits to possess and sell raw ivory are issued and recorded by each of the 
nine Provincial authorities, and such data is not collated at a central, national 
level. There is therefore no national overview of the raw ivory trade.  

(2) While all Provinces require permits for the possession and sale of raw ivory, 
not all Provinces require permits for the sale and possession of processed 
ivory. Therefore there cannot be complete control over the entire legal 
domestic worked ivory trade. 

 
Sources of legal ivory supplied to the domestic trade in South Africa can be from 
culls at Kruger (currently suspended), legal hunts, inherited tusks, natural mortalities, 
culling on private ranches, and the sale of legally acquired ivory. According to the 
official from the DEAT the trade is governed by Provincial legislation, but this again 
differs from Province to Province. Three Provinces (Gauteng, North West and the 
Free State) do not require permits for the possession or sale of completely processed 
ivory. If the ivory is carved, the onus is on the State to prove unlawful possession.76 
In the absence of a uniform permitting system for carved ivory in South Africa, 
the authorities cannot prove beyond a reasonable doubt that a worked piece of 
ivory was imported illegally. 
 
According to a SAPS officer, shop owners in some Provinces need a permit to trade 
in ivory curios, but this requirement is not always followed or interpreted correctly. 
The officer claimed that a known trader in South Africa is selling worked ivory 
brought in from Zimbabwe on the basis of possessing a Zimbabwean CITES export 
permit. 
 

17.2. Export  
Ivory can be legally exported if you are a citizen or foreign national emigrating from 
South Africa, if the ivory is pre-Convention, or if you are a foreign hunter. According 
to a provincial enforcement officer, these legal export options present loopholes that 
                                                 
75 SAPA http://www.news24.com/News24/South_Africa/News/0,,2-7-1442_2102119,00.html 
76 See Transvaal Nature Conservation Ordinance. Similarly under the terms of the Free State Nature Conservation 
Ordinance 8 of 1969, the permit restrictions only apply in relation to unprocessed or “partly processed” ivory (and 
therefore not to fully processed ivory). 
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can be exploited to export ivory on a commercial basis e.g. a citizen or foreign 
national could cease to reside in South Africa and claim to be emigrating with ivory 
as their alleged “personal effects”. 
 
An SAPS officer pointed out that all the Provinces can issue CITES export permits, 
but there is no co-ordination amongst them. TRAFFIC had developed a computer 
system for tracking permits, but there were no funds to implement it. 

18. ILLEGAL TRADE 
South Africa plays a key role in the region as a hub for dispatching illegal ivory from 
elsewhere in Africa to international markets. 
 
Several interviewees confirmed that illegal ivory is being smuggled through South 
Africa and that South Africa is the biggest exporter of illegal ivory. According to a 
provincial permit officer, carved ivory comes into South Africa from Zimbabwe in 
vehicles and is sold in flea markets in South Africa. According to a provincial 
enforcement officer there is a growing tendency to import ivory from Zimbabwe and 
through Botswana, which is destined for the Vietnamese and Chinese markets. The 
officer stated that carbon testing has been carried out to determine the origin of ivory 
seized in South Africa – and it usually turns out to be from Zimbabwe elephants, but 
brought in via Botswana. According to the enforcement officer, the carvings are 
sometimes typical of the carving style of Northern Botswana, an indication that the 
ivory has transited through Botswana. 
 
According to the permit officer, once the carved ivory is in those Provinces that do 
not require permits for processed ivory, there is nothing to say you cannot then 
possess it. This probably allows illegally acquired carved ivory from elsewhere in 
Africa to be smuggled into and interspersed with the legal South African domestic 
ivory market. 

18.1. Porous Borders 
A source with the South African Revenue Service stated that the South African 
borders are porous from a smuggling point of view. Smuggling hot spots are: Kruger 
into Mozambique, Beit Bridge, and Johannesburg International Airport. A provincial 
enforcement officer claimed that most ivory tusks are smuggled out through 
Johannesburg International Airport (JIA). Another provincial enforcement officer 
confirmed that illegal ivory is usually shipped out of JIA in the mail where detection 
by X-ray scanners is difficult; via the cargo route; and in hand luggage. One source 
also commented that it is easy to get through the Botswana borders, particularly at 
Pandamatenga.  
 
In 2002, 6.5 tonnes of illegal ivory was seized in Singapore. Investigations revealed 
that the majority of this ivory had been poached in Zambia and smuggled through 
Malawi via South Africa.77 This same route is reported to have been used for 19 
suspicious shipments of ivory (totalling 123.5 tonnes).78  
 
                                                 
77 SA police seize Zim's ivory (21 June 2006) 
http://www.sanwild.org/NOTICEBOARD/Junesept/SA%20police%20seize%20Zims%20ivory.HTM 
78 Zambia Elephant Mayhem (22 November 2006) 
http://www.savetheelephants.org/news.asp?linkID=34&articleID=1604 
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18.2. Chinese involvement in ivory smuggling 
A provincial enforcement officer expressed the view that ivory smuggling is mainly 
carried out by organized crime. He thought that both South Africans and foreigners 
are running the syndicates, and that the ivory is going to the Far East. According to an 
officer with the South African Revenue Service, the Chinese control the smuggling 
routes.  
 
According to another provincial enforcement officer, over the period Jan 2005-Sept 
2006, 450kg of hankos and other worked ivory items destined for the Chinese market 
were seized in Limpopo Province. 
 
A former ESPU officer stated that there is a curio shop in Midrand that can only be 
entered by appointment. Chinese people are apparently brought there by the bus-load. 
(The implication is presumably that ivory is sold at this place, with possible unlawful 
aspects.) 

19. PROBLEMS WITH INSTITUTIONAL CAPACITY TO ENFORCE CITES 
 
South Africa’s CITES legislation is category 2 – which means that some legislation is 
in place, but it is inadequate. The National Environmental Management: Biodiversity 
Act 10 of 2004 (NEMBA) should provide overall national legislation to implement 
CITES – but it cannot be implemented yet as the final NEMBA regulations (which 
include lists of CITES species) have not been promulgated.  

19.1. Reliance on the Provincial authorities – a poor substitute 
Without National legislation, CITES is implemented by South Africa’s nine 
Provinces, each of which has its own laws to govern CITES-listed species. This has 
led to a confusing and inconsistent legal situation. 
 
CITES enforcement training has been given to Provincial nature conservation 
authorities. However, according to one provincial enforcement officer there is not 
enough personnel or enough training in CITES species identification. A provincial 
permit officer confirmed that in Limpopo Province most staff do not know what 
CITES laws are.  
 
The provincial enforcement officer also stated that Gauteng’s Department of 
Agriculture, Conservation and Environment, with only three inspectors, does not have 
the capacity to prevent illicit ivory trade.  Another provincial enforcement officer also 
stated that neither Gauteng Province nor South Africa as a whole has the capacity to 
prevent the illegal ivory trade through or from South Africa.  
 
Furthermore, as each Province has different CITES laws, criminals can engage in 
“Province hopping” and go to the Province whose laws suit the criminal’s particular 
needs.  
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19.2. National Agencies – their strengths and weaknesses 

19.2.1. South African Revenue Service (SARS)/Customs: 
Training, Resources and Personnel 

Customs officials are given a brief induction on CITES when they join SARS and 
border post officials have been included in a CITES training programme run by 
TRAFFIC. But several sources claimed that Customs border post officials are unable 
to identify prohibited/restricted species, and are reluctant to enforce CITES. A SAPS 
officer added that there is a lack of personnel to control illegal wildlife trade at the 
borders. Other sources stated there was a lack of inter-agency co-ordination with 
SARS/Customs, and that there was no inter-Provincial co-ordination, and little co-
ordination between the Provinces and National Government.  

19.2.2. The Endangered Species Desk 
In 2003 the Endangered Species Protection Unit (ESPU) of SAPS was disbanded with 
a loss of 40% of dedicated staff. The ESPU has been replaced by the Endangered 
Species Desk, which is part of the SAPS’s Organized Crime Unit.  According to one 
SAPS officer, the Endangered Species Desk comprises only two police officers who 
are responsible for all the training of SAPS staff in wildlife crime detection; and 
managing and co-ordinating all national statistics on wildlife crime. Several sources 
indicate that this has had a detrimental effect on South Africa’s capacity to detect and 
control wildlife crime.  According to an ex-ESPU officer, poaching is a crime of 
consent. If you do not have dedicated people on the ground acting as buyers, you will 
not catch illegal vendors and poachers. After the ESPU closed down, statistics for 
wildlife crime dropped. Now there are apparently no statistics on wildlife crime. 

19.3. Penalties for Environmental Crimes 
A provincial enforcement officer has argued that there has been an increase in 
environmental crime in South Africa as it is a low risk crime (particularly given the 
potential economic gain from wildlife crime). Two men, who were prosecuted and 
found guilty of poaching five rhino, as well as other animals, were fined ZAR19,000. 
Yet the five rhino alone are worth ZAR1.5 million.  
 
Another provincial enforcement officer noted that judges and prosecutors that are 
sympathetic to stopping wildlife crime will send offenders to jail – others will not. 
She said that the court system needs to be consistent regarding fines and jail sentences 
meted out for wildlife crimes.  
 

20. ELEPHANT CONSERVATION MANAGEMENT 

20.1. What is ecologically-sound elephant management? 
One of South Africa’s main arguments for selling its ivory stockpiles is that it 
manages its elephants well. As with Botswana, this is a debatable point given that 
South Africa’s current elephant management principles are based on fences, the 
provision of artificial water and landscape fragmentation, which, it could be argued, 
are not ecologically sound practices.  
 
South Africa further argues that government funding to SANParks has been reduced 
and that ivory auction money is needed to invest in elephant conservation (see South 
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Africa’s proposal to CoP12, Prop.12.8). But according to a SANParks scientist, 
Kruger’s economy is viable without the need for “ivory money” – Kruger can be 
funded on the basis of non-consumptive utilization alone. He said that there are only 
three parks in South Africa that are economically viable, and Kruger, where the 
greatest population of elephant resides, is one of them.  
 

21. SUMMARY 
South Africa seems to be both a market for illegal wildlife products and a centre for 
dispatching illegal ivory from elsewhere in Africa (mainly from Zimbabwe or 
smuggled through Botswana) to international destinations (the Far East, mainly 
China). 
 
Given the lack of a uniform national legislation, and the relatively ineffective capacity 
of enforcement agencies, South Africa is not in a position to implement CITES 
regulations effectively. Similarly, it’s inconsistent Provincial laws regarding hunting 
and the ivory trade is opening the door to illegalities and corruption. Inadequate 
legislation and monitoring mean that there is no control over the entire domestic ivory 
market.  

 

CONCLUSIONS 
 
Zimbabwe appears to be at the heart of an illegal ivory trade that is being supported 
by inadequate CITES implementing and enforcement agencies in Zimbabwe itself and 
in the countries around its borders. Overall, wildlife crime is simply not a high 
priority in Southern African states. Enforcement efforts are focused on dealing with 
arms, drugs and violence, and, in some states, on maintaining political dictatorships. 
None of the countries investigated has a clean slate when it comes to the 
implementation and enforcement of CITES. Each country has its weaknesses that are 
allowing the illegal trade in ivory and other animal products to continue – and, at the 
epicentre, driving much of the industry, is Zimbabwe.  The porous borders and lack of 
enforcement in neighbouring Botswana and South Africa supports this illegal ivory 
industry. 
 
Zimbabwe’s sources of ivory for this trade may be supplied through poaching under 
the guise of meat rations and Problem Animal Control. On some level it would appear 
that the government and Parks are compliant in some of the large-scale poaching and 
the accompanying illegal trade supplying outlets in the Far East. Smaller shipments 
feeding the domestic markets in Zimbabwe, Namibia and South Africa (and to a 
lesser extent Botswana) are indicative of the desperate survival tactics being deployed 
by average Zimbabweans, rather than symptomatic of syndicate involvement. But 
both these suggestions require further in-depth investigation to determine exactly who 
is driving the bulk of the trade.  
 
It is also evident that worked ivory in Zimbabwe is being exported internationally by 
tourists without permits. Ivory from the Government stockpile has been sold to 
Chinese traders, while unscrupulous dealers appear to have been exploiting the 
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worked ivory loophole to ship out commercial size quantities. The worked ivory 
loophole clearly needs to be addressed at a CITES level. 
 
It is apparent that South African hunters are taking advantage of the lack of 
governance in Zimbabwe in order to remove wildlife resources illegally, including 
trophy-hunted tusks, and ”launder” them through Botswana and South Africa. 
 
Botswana’s geographical proximity to Zimbabwe, Zambia and the DRC renders it a 
convenient transit route for ivory and other wildlife products to South Africa. This is 
exacerbated by SACU’s arrangements allowing free movement of goods between 
member states, and reinforces the need for Botswana to be exceptionally vigilant in 
controlling the movement of goods across its borders.  
 
South Africa with its confusing Provincial laws, yet its good infrastructure, has 
become a primary transit country for the export of illegal ivory to international 
destinations. The lack of a nationwide system to control trade in both raw and worked 
ivory has led to an uncontrolled domestic trade, which provides a market for 
laundering illegal, processed ivory pieces. The current lack of uniform national 
legislation to implement and enforce CITES is one of the key weaknesses of South 
Africa to manage the trade in its wildlife resources.  
 
There is an increasing and obvious presence of Chinese nationals in Southern Africa 
as a whole. There is also a recognised growing trend for China to buy up African 
natural resources and not attach human rights/governance/environmental conditions to 
its economic agreements with African states. This is also reflected by the conclusions 
of the last three ETIS reports to CITES, including the most recent one to CoP14: 
China is the biggest market for illegal ivory. 
 
Finally, when it comes to the management of elephant populations, the assumption 
that rising elephant numbers indicate successful and appropriate elephant 
management policies needs to be re-examined. Long-term solutions to increasing 
human-elephant conflict may not lie in culling, or in the sale of ivory stockpiles to 
appease aggrieved citizens. Southern Africa’s general management strategies of 
confinement and the provision of artificial water sources may be creating the 
perceived ecological and sociological stress experienced in certain areas. One needs 
to ask, could the implementation of “mega-parks for meta-populations” be a better 
approach? 



Acronyms

BDF Botswana Defence Force

BURS Botswana Unified Revenue Services

CAMPFIRE (Zimbabwe) Communal Areas Management Programme for Indigenous Resources

CBO (Botswana) Community Based Organisations

CBNRM (Botswana) Community Based Natural Resources Management

CITES Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora

CoP Conference of the Parties (to CITES)

DEAT (South Africa) Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism

DNPWLM (Zimbabwe) Department of National Parks and Wildlife Management

DSWF David Shepherd Wildlife Foundation

DWNP (Botswana) Department of Wildlife and National Parks

ESPU (South Africa) Endangered Species Protection Unit

ETIS Elephant Trade Information System (CITES programme)

GPS Global Positioning System

IFAW International Fund for Animal Welfare

JIA Johannesburg International Airport

MIKE Monitoring Illegal Killing of Elephants (CITES Programme)

NEMBA (South Africa) National Environmental Management: Biodiversity Act

NGO Non-governmental organisation

PAC Problem Animal Control

RDC Rural District Council

SACU Southern African Customs Union

SANParks South African National Parks

SAPS South African Police Service

SARS South African Revenue Service

WEZ Wildlife and Environment Zimbabwe

WWF World Wide Fund for Nature

ZCTF Zimbabwe Conservation Task Force 

ZPWMA Zimbabwe Parks and Wildlife Management Authority (formerly DNPWLM)
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