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CONSERVATION TRIBUNE
The CITES Dilemma

All things, it seems, are political, including the Conservation of wildlife.  Although CITES is an international convention that should be driven primarily by science, it too is caught up in politics.  This meeting is gearing up to be the most political in its history.  
Whenever trade in a species is prohibited or restricted, there are winners and losers.  An element of politics is inevitable.  But what has happened over the past twenty years in CITES is a steady move away from rigorous science and the creation of an unnecessarily large and expanding number of losers.  Unfortunately, the losers tend to be people who come from the poorer elements of our global society.  All of this is on display in Doha, except, of course, the poor themselves.
Media organizations are excited by Monaco’s proposal to list the Atlantic Bluefin tuna in Appendix 1.  The UK Independent wrote that a “ban” would “save”  the species from “vanishing”.  If only conservation were as simple as some would have the public believe.  Meanwhile, Gwynne Dyer, a syndicated columnist, told his audience that tuna only has CITES to protect it – “for tuna, CITES is all there is”.  He is unaware of ICCAT, which recently reduced the total catch quota for Bluefin down to 13,500 tonnes.  
Let’s be clear.  An Appendix I listing for Bluefin tuna would not save the species from vanishing.  It would put a lot of fishermen out of work, creating further unnecessary hardships in tough economic times.  It would also encourage illicit trade because the demand for Bluefin tuna would still exist.  As the United States discovered eighty years ago with its alcohol prohibition, unpopular bans are circumvented.  This listing would expand illegal fishing by increasing black market prices and the number of suppliers.  When trade is outlawed, outlaws trade.  
Bluefin stocks are much more likely to recover if the international community can abide by the ICCAT quota.  That way most fishermen can remain under national and international regulation.  If CITES supports the Appendix I listing, stocks will diminish further and there will only be the semblance of control, in the form of overstretched law enforcement agencies and justice systems.  Conservation works best when it works in cooperation with people, not when it puts them in jail.  Incentives are needed if a species is to be managed responsibly.  
An Appendix I listing could be a death sentence for the Bluefin tuna.  
A similar situation exists with the African elephant.  In countries where conservation measures have been built around incentives rather than prohibitions, stocks are generally in better shape.  Tanzania and Zambia are both able to propose downlistings because their elephant populations are at strong levels.  Yet, despite the conservation success mainly led by southern African nations, others are still wedded to the concept of prohibition, which simply leads to greater uncontrolled poaching.  Yet when poachers or traffickers are apprehended in countries like Kenya, animal rights groups hold it up not as evidence as the failure of prohibition, but as justification for the very policy that encourages the illegal activity.  
The most spectacularly political proposal in Doha is that presented by the United States concerning the polar bear.   While polar bear populations remain constant, delegates are being asked to list this species on Appendix I on the basis of projections of climate change and speculative guesses as to what this might mean for population abundance.  If this passes, anything can pass.  
All of which brings us back to the value of CITES itself.  If CITES relies on objective and honest scientific environmental assessments before making listings, it will have long-term credibility.  On the other hand, if it succumbs to emotional pleadings, if it is indifferent to cultural diversity, if it cares little about the welfare of communities that are impacted by its decisions, if science is back-fitted to support emotive ideas, and if CITES casts itself as a prohibition machine, then it will be reduced to nothingness.  
IWMC considers CITES to be an institutional treasure that has achieved many positive benefits for wildlife and has the potential to do much more in the future.  But CITES is at the proverbial crossroads and the pressure is strong for it to take the path of least resistance.  
This meeting will determine whether CITES can continue to fulfill its promise as an international conservation mechanism or whether it will become primarily a tool for protectionists and animal rights lobbyists.    
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