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Ivory History
Millions of wild elephants once roamed the continents of Africa and Asia. But today between 
472,000 and 600,000 elephants remain in the wild. To learn about how elephants have been 
impacted by humans, read the time line. Then answer the questions below. 

 1. What has ivory been used for? Give three 
examples.

  

  

  

 2. During what decade did the elephant 
population decline from about 1.2 million 
to about 600,000 elephants? 

  

 3. What happened in 1989?

  

  

 4. How many years later did CITES allow 
three African countries to sell ivory to 
Japan?

  

 5. Why would the introduction of legal ivory 
make it possible for illegal ivory to be 
sold? 

  

  

 6. Many experts say that to save elephants, 
all ivory sales should be banned. What is 
your opinion? Explain.

READING A TIME LINE

17th-19th Century   
Around the world, 
the demand for ivory 
explodes. Taken from 
elephants’ tusks, ivory 
is used to make piano 
keys, billiard balls, 
sculptures and other 
luxury goods. Elephant 
numbers plummet.

1950s   The 
sport of 
elephant 
hunting gains 
popularity. 
Elephant 
populations 
continue to 
shrink.

1999   CITES 
allows three 
African 
countries to 
sell nearly 55 
tons of ivory 
to Japan.

1980s   During 
this time, 
elephant 
numbers drop 
from about 
1.2 million to 
about 600,000 
elephants.

2011   With more 
than 26 tons of 
ivory being seized 
by officials, 2011 
is the worst year 
for elephant 
poaching since 
the 1989 ban 
took effect.
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1989   At a 
meeting in 
Switzerland, 
CITES 
(Conference on 
International 
Trade in 
Endangered 
Species) bans 
all trade in 
ivory. 

1978   The 
African 
elephant 
is listed as 
threatened 
under 
the U.S.’s 
Endangered 
Species Act. 

2008   CITES 
permits four 
African countries 
to sell nearly 120 
tons of ivory to 
China and Japan. 
The legal ivory 
makes it possible 
for illegal ivory 
to be sold. 


