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In the eyes and hands of millions of Africans, Tuesday’s vote against downlisting elephant stocks in Tanzania and Zambia effectively relegates the mighty animal to the status of “white elephant”.   The clear risk is that the elephant will be discarded as an asset of conservation value and a commodity that could sponsor the economic regeneration of destitute communities on the African continent.  

Instead of investing in alternate sustainable opportunities through the regulated trade in ivory, the fate of both the elephant and their human counterparts has now been put on an indefinite hold.  

As the populations of elephants in the range states continue to multiply, the most disturbing fact is that participating African states remain at odds with each other over a workable plan to save the elephant and their citizens from the ever present challenge of famine, disease and poverty.  The divisive nature of the current eco-politics on parade is not advancing Africa’s aims of social and economic rejuvenation, least of all the attempts to save the elephants and other species from its demise on the continent.

It is an uneasy situation that is fraught with more obstacles than beneficial outcomes.   The growing frustration being experienced by certain African countries to access and benefit from the resources and valuable revenues that can be earned from such assets is also reinforcing the divide between the richer countries and the sustainable future of developing nations. 

The refusal by the member states of CITES to allow stocks of ivory in both Tanzania and Zambia to be converted into much needed conservation cash, is robbing Africans of their livelihoods and their future commitment and support for elephant conservation efforts on the continent.   

Amidst the posturing and often misleading interpretations on the best way to achieving the balance between conservation and sustainable development, Africa’s wildlife is being subjected to a jumble sale of mixed opinions.  Where there is so much to be gained through regulated trade, wildlife conservation is being bankrupted by the many “white elephants” now in circulation.  

At a point where Africa should be putting more value on the protection and conservation of its rich natural resources, the world is leaving the continent with a commodity that is nice to look at, but of little redeemable value.  Elephants will become a burden that no-one wants to have – least of all the poor and hungry people of Africa.           

If we take a step back to ponder the deliberations on the Loxodonta Africana at the 15th Conference of the Parties it is difficult to ascertain what lies in store for the elephants and the poorer people who live amongst them on the continent of Africa.  

And while the Conference of the Parties, fed by the fervour of animal rights lobbyists, manoeuvre through a deliberately politicized debate, it is the elephants that are metaphorically left sitting on the fence.  With no clear future in terms of their management as a result of the unscrupulous pot shots of rhetorical poachers, they are exposed to the indiscriminate fate of poachers with guns.  
Evaluating Fisheries Proposals

When considering listing proposals, CITES Parties rightly attach importance to assessments made by the Food and Agriculture Organization Ad Hoc expert panel.  It is, of course, essential that species are only listed if the FAO agrees that this would satisfy the newly developed listing criteria.  If a species doesn’t meet the criteria, it has no business being listed at CITES at all. 

This criteria validation is a precondition, but is only the first test because the FAO is not charged with evaluating whether a listing would help a species to recover.  The next question for Parties to ask is whether a CITES listing would have a positive impact on the conservation of the species under consideration, or whether a listing could actually make things worse.  This is a judgment that can only be made by taking into account the special factors facing the species.  

In the case of the Atlantic Bluefin Tuna, on which the FAO panel was split, a regional fisheries body, ICCAT, was already managing the stock.  Even if the panel had agreed that the proposal satisfied the listing criteria, a listing would still not have been justified because it would have undermined the existing management programs.  

With hammerhead sharks, it is not clear how a listing would help because the species is threatened more by bycatch than by targeted fisheries.  This means that trade is not a prime motivator in any identified decline.  The clear risk is that CITES administrative requirements may encourage fishermen simply to discard hammerhead bycatch rather than land it.  The statistics on catches may look better but conservation of the species would not be helped.  The real challenge is how to change fishing methods to reduce bycatch – a task best suited to regional fisheries management bodies.  In this way, a listing could divert attention from finding real conservation solutions.  

Another problem is the reliability of data.  No shark species is threatened with extinction or likely to become threatened by current commercial or recreational fishing practices.  In general, fisheries are difficult to evaluate for CITES listings because the best data on populations is typically poor, leaving assertions of stock reductions to be projections and best guesses, often derived from limited data points.  Since researchers are often searching for reductions, and draw their parameters to reflect this objective, it is not surprising that this is what they claim to find.  Unintentionally or otherwise, fisheries statistics can be made to show almost anything and should therefore be treated with caution.  

As with the American bobcat and elephants in Tanzania and Zambia, CITES downlistings are extraordinarily difficult to deliver even when the biological information is overwhelmingly supportive.  For fish species, this could too easily translate into permanent bans because it will be extremely difficult to demonstrate a stock recovery.  The ultimate aim of anti-use groups is to achieve permanent bans on the use of species.  Following the defeat of its Appendix II red coral proposal, for example, SeaWeb urged people not to purchase red coral at all.  

CITES is not equipped to deal with overall species management issues.  At the same time, while producing little by way of conservation benefits, fisheries listings could have a devastating economic impact on fishermen because of the burdensome administrative processes and control mechanisms they would impose.     

The most significant challenge for international fisheries institutions is to manage fish stocks at consistent levels so that low cost food can be obtained by consumers around the world.  Conserving fish stocks is primarily a production issue, not a preservation or ethical issue.   Unless there are exceptional circumstances, CITES should not be listing aquatic species.  
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