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Final Remarks at CITES CoP15

(Plenary, Closing Ceremony, 25 March 2010)
Mr. Chairman,

Distinguished participants,

While we shall agree that CoP15 was a very successful meeting for CITES, we have to offer a note of dissidence on an issue of great importance to us 

One of the imperfections of CITES is the difficulty in achieving a downlisting once a species has recovered.  Part of this comes down to philosophical reluctance, a belief held by some listocrats that without continued CITES protection, a species will continue to be over-exploited.  But whatever the driver, CoP15 demonstrated with its decisions on the American bobcat and elephants in Tanzania and Zambia that even when biological data clearly supports a downlisting, it is unlikely to happen. Maybe it is what Parties had in mind when rejecting all proposals for the listing of marine fish species.

As the 15th CITES Conference of the Parties draws to a close, we must take stock of the outcomes and evaluate what impact its decisions will have on Africa’s future wildlife resources. 

One thing we do know is that the valuable caches of ivory still under lock and key of many African counties will remain frozen for the foreseeable future with neither the elephants nor the African being able to access or benefit from this resource.  It’s a case of where the ivory is being more guarded than the elephant.

As well we are concerned of the politicization of the process, leading the media to judge the functionality of the institution as a whole according to the number of listings that are agreed or rejected.  Inevitably, this leads to the casting of countries as heroes or villain. During CoP15 meeting at least, it seems that Africans were viewed as selfless and virtuous only if they pursued prohibitions and trade bans…
Now that the final votes of the 15th Conference of the Parties have been counted, and delegates return to their countries of origin, villagers in Africa – and I am referring here to the old lady of the distinguished delegate of Zambia - will be left counting the elephants and their tusks, knowing that both they and their neighbour, the elephant, are no better off now than when the first sun rose over Doha at the start of CoP 15.

Finally, we would like to thank Qatar for hosting COP15 and doing so in such a professional, friendly and well-organized way. The smoothness of arrangements in the meetings and around the
conference facilities has surely contributed to the constructive nature of the discussions themselves.  It has been our pleasure to spend some time getting to know Qatar, its people and its customs.  We could not have hoped for anything more from our hosts

Mr. Chairman I would hate to conclude my remarks without offering on behalf of my colleagues in IWMC, our sincere mark of appreciation to the outgoing Secretary General of CITES, Mr. Willem Wijnstekers.  Personally, I had hoped that he would have retired two years ago: over the last few years I have happy to claim that I was the longest lasting Secretary General of CITES.  He has not beaten my record by more than two years.  Nevertheless we wish him the best of luck in his new endeavors.  It is fully deserved.
Thank you, Mr. Chairman.
