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The African ivory trade crisis 

Many parts of Africa have become targets for wildlife poaching. In 

East Africa, Kenya and Tanzania have been major targets for the ivory 

trade, with large scale poaching taking place as well as shipments of 

ivory being seized at the ports. In Central Africa, countries like the 

Central African Republic, Cameroon, Gabon and the Democratic Re-

public of Congo (DRC) are targets; while in Southern Africa, Mozam-

bique has been a major target for poachers. The illegal ivory trade is 

having a devastating impact on wild elephants, particularly in Central 

Africa where many populations are plummeting towards local extinction.  

According to C4ADS (an international organisation reporting on global conflict and security issues), Tan-

zania is the epicentre of the current poaching crisis, with almost 25,000 elephants or nearly 66 per cent of 

the country’s Selous park’s population lost between 2009-2013. While Kenya’s largest port, Mombasa, is 

the continent’s single most active ivory trafficking hub, servicing much of Central and East African poach-

ing, Tanzania’s ports do not lag far behind as large-scale ivory seizures in Asia have frequently traced back 

to Tanzania. Here, one of the driving forces for the increase in this trade has been corruption. In both Tan-

zania and Kenya, government officials, operators of legal hunting concessions as well as security officials 

have been implicated in the trade.  

Chinese infrastructure – the negative consequences  

Across the African continent, infrastructure by Chinese companies has been built, creating new and im-

proved transport systems for developing countries. Some of these developments have included but are 
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Recently the global community celebrated World Rhino Day, an annual event focused on raising 

awareness on the increased threat of rhino poaching and the illegal trade in rhino horn. Poaching 

for rhino horn has increased dramatically. South Africa, home to some 80 per cent of the world’s 

rhino population, has already lost 769 rhinos to poaching this year. The rhino, however, is not the 

only wildlife species currently in crisis. Thousands of African elephants have also been poached for 

their ivory tusks. Recent reports stated that more elephants are being poached than those that are 

being born. TRAFFIC, an international wildlife trade monitoring network, reported that at least 

20,000 African elephants were killed in 2013, averaging over 50 elephant deaths every single day, 

a historical record. It is no secret that the illegal wildlife trade’s biggest market is the Asian mar-

ket. Rhino horn is mainly destined for top consumer countries: China, Vietnam and Thailand while 

ivory is largely headed for China and Thailand. What is telling is the fact that since China has in-

creased its relations with Africa, the illegal wildlife trade has also increased. In countries such as 

Kenya and Tanzania, where Chinese companies have gone on to do major projects in infrastructure 

and building transport networks, their elephants have become hot targets for poaching. One must 

question whether the increase of Chinese activity in the infrastructure sector of these countries is 

ultimately connected to the growth in illegal wildlife trade, and as a result, are driving the trade?  
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not limited to: the construction of two multi-Billion dollar ports at Lamu (Kenya), Bogomoyo (Tanzania) 

and significant involvement in rail and road construction, including the US$1. 47 Billion dollar project to 

construct the Mombasa-Nairobi rail link (including an extension to Uganda), a US$ 3.8 Billion railway con-

necting Kenya, Ugandan, Burundi, Rwanda and South Sudan and the rehabilitation of the TAZARA 

(Tanzania and Zambia Railways Authority) railroad (see CCS Policy Brief). The proliferation of Chinese 

companies building new ports, roads and airports have helped bring Chinese demand right to the source 

of ivory. New roads have given access to rural areas and national parks where there have been none be-

fore. In addition, better transport networks have led to the export of illegal wildlife products made easier 

and quicker. The three ports of Mombasa, Dar es Salaam, and Zanzibar accounted for 58 per cent of all ivo-

ry weight seized between 2009- 2011, while in 2013, seizure figures suggest that as much as 80 per cent 

of large-scale ivory seizures were in either Kenya, Tanzania, or Uganda. Mombasa has the highest number 

of seizures globally by volume – some 18 tons between 2009-2013 (C4ADS, 2014). 

African countries stepping up and taking a stand  

Over the last few years the Chinese government has changed their environmental policies including mak-

ing agreements with South Africa and Kenya on conservation and wildlife trade. The Chinese government 

has also, most importantly, improved its law enforcement on illegal wildlife trade by working together 

with international organisations such as TRAFFIC. Moreover, Chinese celebrities such as Yao Ming have 

been campaigning about the use of illegal wildlife products and how the trade is killing animals in Africa. 

No doubt all of these efforts are good and should be applauded, however, poaching levels continue to rise. 

Chinese infrastructure development in Africa may be linked to the growth of illegal wildlife trade, howev-

er, the drivers of this trade need to be examined on the African side too.  

African governments need to step up their own law enforcement, especially when it comes to corruption 

as it seems many people in the political system are striking deals with their Asian counterparts in order to 

get their hands on the billion dollar trade. There needs to be serious limitations and rules set when Chi-

nese companies come and invest or trade in Africa. Most African countries rely heavily on its wildlife and 

nature conservation for tourism, and as a result economic growth. The continuation of poaching of thou-

sands of elephants and rhinos will eventually lie on the hands of African governments. They allow the top 

consumer countries of these products into their countries, thus giving them direct access to wheel and 

deal in poaching. Many organisations are focusing on decreasing the demand on the Asian side but how 

about telling our governments that our magnificent billion dollar trade deals is linked to killing our pre-

cious wildlife. What’s the point of protected areas if there is nothing to protect? We are slowly reaching 

that critical point, one more China-Africa deal at a time.  
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