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fOREWORD fROM CITES SECRETARy-GENERAL 
JOHN E. SCANLON 

PROTECTING OUR 
HERITAGE fOR PEOPLE 
AND THE PLANET

It gives me great pleasure to join the 
launch of this thought provoking 
report prepared by Dalberg on 
behalf of WWF.

For many decades now, there have 
been various reviews and reports on 
synergies amongst the biodiversity-
related conventions. Within the 
CITES community, the clear focus 
has been on pragmatic action 
orientated synergies, in particular 
as they affect individual species or 
places. This report gives expression 
to a range of options to further 
enhance tangible synergies between 
CITES and the World Heritage 
Convention, focussed around World 
Heritage sites. 

Many of the World Heritage 
sites designated for their natural 
- or mixed cultural and natural - 
significance, have been designated 
because they host important 
populations of iconic species of 
wild animals and plants. The same 
wildlife is also often targeted by 
transitional organised groups 
and poached and smuggled at 
an industrial scale. This in turn 

diminishes the outstanding 
universal values that underpinned 
their recognition as part of the 
world’s heritage, with many sites 
being placed on the World Heritage 
in Danger list over recent years.

For these ‘jewels in the crown’ of 
our planet’s natural heritage to 
retain their World Heritage status, 
and to ensure the survival of 
some of our most vulnerable wild 
animals and plants, it is essential 
that CITES is fully implemented 
and that these irreplaceable sites 
are fully protected. In doing so, 
we will benefit our heritage and 
our wildlife, provide security to 
people and places, and support 
national economies and the rural 
communities that depend on these 
sites for their livelihoods. 

This report is not intended to 
provide a prescriptive way forward 
but to stimulate further thinking and 
a rich debate. As Secretary-General 
of CITES, I look forward to engaging 
with our Parties and partners in 
such a discussion and thank WWF 
for producing this timely report.

John E. Scanlon
CITES Secretary-General
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fOREWORD fROM IUCN DIRECTOR GENERAL
INGER ANDERSEN 

ACHIEVING A 
SUSTAINAbLE fUTURE

Illegal wildlife trafficking is a tragedy 
pushing many plants and animals to the 
brink of extinction and undermining 
years of conservation action. Despite 
global efforts to protect species listed 
under the Convention on International 
Trade in Endangered Species of Wild 
Fauna and Flora (CITES) against 
overexploitation and illegal killing, 
organised criminals continue to target 
precious biodiversity, even in the 
supposed safety of World Heritage sites.

If the protection of wildlife cannot be 
fully secured within these sites, singled 
out by the international community 
as the most valuable of our natural 
heritage, how can we achieve the 
sustainable future we all long for? 

The illegal harvest of species for 
international trade now threatens 
the integrity of some of the most 
iconic natural areas. These include 
the Rainforests of the Atsinanana in 
Madagascar, threatened by the trade 
in rosewood and ebony, and the Selous 
Game Reserve in Tanzania, afflicted by 
elephant poaching. 

In fact, today wildlife trafficking 
threatens nearly all of the 18 natural 
sites on the List of World Heritage in 
Danger, degrading the unique values 
which give these places the status 
of World Heritage. The targeted 
species are at times so rare that their 
survival largely depends on their strict 
protection in these World Heritage 

sites. Consider the Sumatran rhinos, 
of which less than 100 remain, mostly 
confined to Indonesia’s Tropical 
Rainforest Heritage of Sumatra, or 
the Critically Endangered totoaba and 
vaquita, both endemic to Mexico’s Gulf 
of California.

This is a global challenge that can 
only be tackled through collective, 
international action. 

As the world’s largest conservation 
organisation, IUCN welcomes this 
report on the harvest of CITES-listed 
species from World Heritage sites as 
a sobering reminder of the extent of 
illicit and unsustainable trade. The 
report draws attention to the crucial 
importance of the rule of law in nature 
conservation. When that rule is lacking, 
it not only threatens wildlife and robs 
us of our natural heritage; it erodes 
security, threatens local communities 
who depend on healthy ecosystems 
for their livelihoods, and slows 
development and poverty reduction. 

IUCN continues to support the 
World Heritage Convention as its 
advisory body on nature, and CITES 
as a technical advisor – roles it has 
played since the establishment of both 
conventions. These crucially important 
conservation instruments must lead 
on action to tackle the growing global 
crisis in illegal wildlife trade head-
on, before some of our most precious 
threatened species are lost forever.

Inger Andersen
IUCN Director General
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WWf CALLS ON WORLD 
HERITAGE CONVENTION  
STATES PARTIES AND  
PARTIES TO CITES TO:
•	 Increase collaboration between 

the CITES and World Heritage 
Convention secretariats1, 
between the World Heritage 
Committee and the CITES 
Standing Committee, and between 
national representatives of both 
conventions, to further promote a 
systematic, international approach 
to halting wildlife trafficking that 
holds governments to account 
for their actions. This builds on 
the World Heritage Committee’s 
2016 appeal to all Member States 
to “cooperate in the fight against 
the illicit trafficking of cultural 
heritage objects and illegal wildlife 
trade, including through the 
implementation of the Convention 
on International Trade in 
Endangered Species of Wild Fauna 
and Flora (CITES)”.

•	 Increase coordination between 
CITES and the World Heritage 
Convention monitoring and 
reporting activities by expanding 
current initiatives on site-
based reporting to new species 
and regions, and by using this 
information to take targeted, 
direct action to improve the 
conservation and management of 
wildlife. 

World Heritage sites, the pinnacle of Earth’s 
most protected areas, contain some of the 
planet’s most treasured species. Natural World 
Heritage sites are places of iconic beauty, geology, 
ecology and biodiversity, and are often granted the 
highest possible levels of national protection. Many 
World Heritage sites host large populations of rare 
plant and animal species, including almost a third 
of all remaining wild tigers, and 40 per cent of all 
African elephants. 

Despite the protection accorded to World 
Heritage sites and their wildlife, the number 
of threatened species being harvested from 
them is cause for serious concern. International 
trade in many species is strictly regulated by the 
Convention on International Trade in Endangered 
Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES). Generally, 
harvesting of these species is forbidden in World 
Heritage sites. However, poaching, illegal logging 
and illegal fishing of CITES-listed species occurs in 
more than 25 per cent of all natural and mixed World 
Heritage sites, and has contributed to the inscription 
of 14 sites on the List of World Heritage in Danger. 

Unless governments, the UN system, NGOs 
and civil society groups take additional, 
immediate measures to halt illegal harvesting 
of CITES-listed species in World Heritage 
sites, some species might face local extinction, 
and some World Heritage sites could lose 
their outstanding universal value for present 
and future generations. 

WWf’S CALL fOR 
COLLECTIVE GLObAL ACTION



CALL fOR ACTION

Not for sale: Halting the illegal trade of cites species from world heritage sites 7

WWf CALLS ON THE 
GOVERNMENTS Of COUNTRIES 
WHERE THERE IS ILLEGAL 
HARVESTING Of CITES-LISTED 
SPECIES IN WORLD HERITAGE 
SITES TO: 
•	 Create, or amend, national 

policies and legislation relating 
to wildlife trade – legal and 
illegal – to reflect the status of 
CITES-listed species and World 
Heritage sites, as recommended 
by expert advisory bodies or 
requested by other states parties 
or governments. 

•	 Implement sufficient monitoring 
and enforcement measures, 
including strengthening 
patrols and enhancing criminal 
investigation, prosecution and 
sentencing capacities, to ensure 
that the penalties for illegal 
harvesting of CITES-listed species 
in World Heritage sites are severe 
enough to strongly deter all 
criminal involvement.

•	 Explore ways to promote greater 
involvement of local communities 
in the management of World 
Heritage sites, and ensure that 
they receive direct benefits from 
wildlife conservation, through 
revenue sharing schemes 
or locally managed wildlife 
management areas in buffer 
zones, which will reduce human-
wildlife conflicts and deter nearby 
residents from poaching, illegal 
logging and illegal fishing. 

WWf CALLS ON THE 
GOVERNMENTS Of COUNTRIES 
INVOLVED IN THE TRANSIT OR 
CONSUMPTION Of CITES-LISTED 
SPECIES THAT ORIGINATE fROM 
WORLD HERITAGE SITES TO:
•	 Increase efforts to intercept illegal 

trade in CITES-listed species, and 
collaborate with source countries 
to identify, capture and prosecute 
all individuals involved both 
nationally, and internationally, in 
wildlife trafficking. 

•	 Strengthen and enforce domestic 
legislation to ensure that any 
CITES-listed species entering 
the country in breach of CITES 
rules cannot be sold in domestic 
markets.

•	 Collaborate with civil society 
and the private sector to educate 
consumers on the risks and 
unsustainability of consuming 
products made from illegally 
traded CITES-listed species, 
and drive behaviour change 
to eliminate demand for such 
products. 

WWf CALLS ON CIVIL SOCIETy 
AND NGOS TO: 
•	 Support the effective 

implementation of the World 
Heritage Convention and 
CITES by participating in the 
management and conservation 
of World Heritage sites at local, 
national and international 
levels, and abstaining from, and 
reporting, all activities relating to 
the illegal harvest of and trade in 
CITES-listed species coming from 
such properties. 

•	 Hold accountable international 
institutions, national 
governments, and private sector 
entities, particularly logistics 
companies that facilitate the 
import, transit and export of 
goods, for taking necessary 
measures to prevent, identify and 
penalize all activities related to 
the trade of illegally harvested 
CITES-listed species from World 
Heritage sites, and for applying 
the maximum available penalties 
in wildlife trafficking cases.

•	 Support and strengthen 
mechanisms that highlight  illegal 
wildlife harvesting from World 
Heritage sites, to ensure that 
CITES and the World Heritage 
Convention can take immediate 
action to prevent any degradation 
of World Heritage sites and 
adequately protect CITES listed 
species. 

7
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THE ISSUE
A Parcs Gabon Eco Guard displaying 
seized poached elephant tusks and 
poacher's weapons, Oyem, Gabon. 
Combating the illegal wildlife trade has 
become a seriously dangerous job. Over 
1,000 rangers worldwide have lost their 
lives protecting wildlife and natural 
places in the last 10 years. Well-armed 
and well organised poaching crime 
syndicates continue to target wildlife 
for large profits from the illegal wildlife 
trade. 

Intricate carvings, jewellery and medical 
tonics made from endangered species are 
popular in places like China, Thailand 
and Viet Nam. Economic success has 
created an expanding middle class and 
many want to possess things that used 
to be out of reach to all but the highest 
elites. Although they are illegal they are 
obtainable by anyone with internet access 
and a big enough bank account.
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World Heritage sites support some of the largest 
remaining populations of iconic plant and animal species 
across the globe. World Heritage sites are internationally 
recognized as areas of outstanding universal value, which 
means they have “cultural and/or natural significance which is 
so exceptional as to transcend national boundaries and to be 
of common importance for present and future generations of 
all humanity”.2 Over 60 per cent of natural and mixed World 
Heritage sites were inscribed under World Heritage selection 
criterion (x). These are universally recognized as the most 
important areas for the conservation of the earth’s biodiversity, 

and they are some of the last remaining strongholds for many rare and endangered 
plants and animals.3 For example, World Heritage sites contain almost a third of the 
world’s remaining 3,890 wild tigers,4 and the Okavango Delta World Heritage site in 
Botswana is a crucial habitat for the elephants in northern Botswana, which constitute 
31 per cent of all African elephants.5

Due to their immense value, World Heritage sites and many of the species 
they support are protected under the World Heritage Convention and the 
Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Fauna and 
Flora (CITES). The World Heritage Convention protects cultural, natural and mixed 
World Heritage sites that are internationally recognized for their outstanding universal 
value.6 CITES regulates the international trade in a large number of wild animals and 
plants, which are referred to as CITES-listed species. Collectively, these two conventions 
are designed to protect the world’s most biodiverse places and precious species, and are 
ratified by almost every country in the world.7 

Despite this protection, poaching, illegal logging and/or illegal fishing 
occur in over a quarter of all natural and mixed World Heritage sites.8 
Poaching of vulnerable and endangered animal species, such as elephants, rhinos 
and tigers, has been reported in at least 43 World Heritage sites, and illegal logging 
of valuable plant species, such as rosewood and ebony, has been reported in 26 
properties. Illegal fishing has been reported in 18 out of the current 39 marine and 
coastal properties. Illegal harvesting of CITES-listed species is a significant problem 
across the globe, and occurs in around 50 per cent of African, Asian and Latin American 
properties.9 

Continued illegal harvesting in World Heritage sites could lead to the 
extinction of species. Between 1970 and 2012, global wildlife populations declined 
by almost 60 per cent on average, and illegal harvesting of species was one of the main 
drivers for this decline.10 World Heritage sites now function as the last bastion for many 
critically endangered species, and unless protected within World Heritage sites, these 
species will go extinct. Ujung Kulon National Park in Indonesia is the last refuge for 
around 60 critically endangered Javan rhinos,11 and the Islands and Protected Areas of 
the Gulf of California supports the world’s 30 remaining vaquitas, the world’s smallest 
porpoise.12 

Illegal harvesting of species in World Heritage sites also degrades vital 
social, economic and environmental benefits, and endangers the lives of 
nearby residents and rangers. 93 per cent of natural World Heritage sites support 
recreation and tourism, 91 per cent provide jobs and 66 per cent of properties are 
important for water quantity and/or quality.13 Many of these benefits are dependent on 
the presence of CITES-listed species in the properties. For example, Chitwan National 
Park in Nepal generates annual revenue in excess of US$1.2 million from wildlife tours 
alone,14,15 and more than 50 per cent of Belize’s population, or 190,000 people, are 

90% 
ILLEGAL TIMbER 

TRADE IS 
RESPONSIbLE fOR 

UP TO 90% Of 
DEfORESTATION IN 

MAJOR TROPICAL 
COUNTRIES AND IS 

VALUED AT US$  
30 TO 100 bILLION 

ANNUALLy.

EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARy
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supported by incomes generated through reef related tourism and fisheries.16 Illegal 
harvesting of CITES-listed species significantly undermines properties’ attractiveness 
to tourists, and can alter the natural ecosystem. The illegal timber trade is responsible 
for up to 90 per cent of deforestation in major tropical countries17 and it increases soil 
erosion and water pollution while reducing carbon sequestration. Over a two-year 
period, illegal rosewood trade has cost the people of Madagascar up to US$200 million 
in lost income,18 and it is estimated that Africa loses US$25 million per year in tourism 
income due to elephant poaching.19 Wildlife trafficking has also often endangered 
people’s lives, and between 2009 and 2016 at least 595 rangers were killed in the line of 
duty, many of whom were protecting World Heritage sites.20 

The current international approach to preventing illegal harvesting 
of CITES listed species in World Heritage sites is not working, and 
stakeholders must redouble their efforts and address all parts of the 
wildlife trafficking value chain. The wildlife trafficking value chain connects the 
harvesting of species in source countries, the transportation of these goods through 
intermediate collation or processing destinations, and the sale of goods in consumer 
markets. Stakeholders agree that to adequately address illegal wildlife trafficking, 
enhanced protection and monitoring at the site level must be accompanied by greater 
action to curb demand through education, enforcement and prosecution. However, 
conventions and activities to halt wildlife trafficking currently focus on independent 
parts of the value chain. The World Heritage Convention is primarily a site-focused 
convention that monitors individual properties for illegal harvesting and other threats, 
whilst CITES is predominately focused on working with source, transit and consumer 
countries at the national, rather than the site, level. 

Increased collaboration and integration between CITES and the World 
Heritage Convention at the national and site level in particular, could 
lead to a more coordinated, comprehensive response, and save time and 
valuable resources. Combined, the two conventions cover the entire value chain 
from the site level in source countries, through to transit and consumer countries. 
Involvement of CITES in the monitoring, analysis and reporting of illegal harvesting 
of CITES-listed species from World Heritage sites would help to identify problems 
and implement required policy changes earlier. Through CITES involvement, World 
Heritage Convention states parties would also be able to identify trade routes and 
consumer markets for harvested products, and implement an international, multi-
stakeholder effort to address the problem. This collaboration would reinforce the 
imperative for increased collaboration between source, transit and consumer countries 
and would allow for more forceful use of CITES compliance mechanisms and World 
Heritage in Danger profiling, if required. By engaging in joint efforts, both conventions 
could also save valuable resources, while being more responsive and comprehensive 
towards emerging crises. 

The governing bodies of CITES and the World Heritage Convention 
recognize the need to continue improving interactions between the two 
conventions21, and in order to halt illegal harvesting in World Heritage 
sites,22 stakeholders must support them to implement the actions required 
immediately. Successfully addressing the problem within, and outside of, World 
Heritage sites will require the full commitment of all 193 World Heritage Convention 
states parties and the 183 CITES parties. Some states parties are starting to show 
increased attention to the wildlife trafficking, and several have already shown 
commitment to inter-agency collaboration on wildlife crime. The remaining countries 
must follow this lead, and support CITES and the World Heritage Convention to unite 
and take the action required to prevent irreversible damage the world’s most iconic 
places and species.23

11
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WORLD HERITAGE SITES AND TRADE IN 
CITES-LISTED SPECIES 

In response to increasingly industrialized wildlife harvest, the Convention 
on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora 
(CITES)24 was implemented in 1973 to protect the world’s most endangered 
species. CITES regulates the trade of animals and plants, referred to as CITES-listed 
species, against over-exploitation. It currently protects 5,600 types of animals and 
30,000 kinds of plants. Many of these species support ecosystem functioning and are 
a source of economic, social and cultural value for local and global populations. Many 
CITES-listed species are listed on the International Union for Conservation of Nature’s 
(IUCN) Red List of Threatened Species25 and need protection to prevent their extinction 
in the wild. CITES also includes “look-alike species”, which are species that look like 
those species listed for conservation reasons, to ensure that they are not adversely 
affected by trade.26 Importantly, CITES also regulates the legal trade of wildlife, and 
many wild plants and animals are harvested from the wild and then sold legitimately as 
food, pets, ornaments and medicine.27

Poaching: Describes the illegal capturing or killing of wild animals.28

Illegal harvesting: Includes all illegal activities that remove species from their 
habitats, including poaching, illegal logging and illegal fishing. 

Wildlife trafficking: Describes any environment-related crime that involves the 
illegal trading, smuggling, poaching, capture or collection of endangered species, 
protected wildlife (including animals and plants that are subject to harvest quotas 
and/or regulated by permits), derivatives or products.29

Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild 
Fauna and Flora (CITES)

CITES, signed in 1973, is a multilateral treaty that aims to protect wildlife against 
over-exploitation, and to ensure that the international trade of wild animal and 
plant specimens does not threaten their survival. It lays out a set of rules for wildlife 
trade, and all import, export, re-export and introduction of species covered by the 
convention must be authorized through a CITES licensing system. 

Countries, known as parties under the convention, voluntarily agree to CITES and 
subsequently must implement and adhere to the convention. Although CITES is 
legally binding, it does not replace national laws. Rather, it provides a framework 
to be respected by each party, that must then adopt its own domestic legislation to 
ensure that CITES is implemented at the national level. CITES currently has 183 
parties. 

The species covered by CITES are listed in three appendices, according to the degree 
of protection they need. Appendix I includes species threatened with extinction. 
Appendix II includes species not necessarily threatened with extinction, but in 
which trade must be controlled in order to avoid utilisation incompatible with their 
survival. Appendix III contains species that are protected in at least one country, 
which has asked other CITES parties for assistance in controlling the trade.

INTRODUCTION: 
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WORLD HERITAGE 
SITES SUPPORT 

ALMOST A THIRD 
Of ALL REMAINING 

WILD TIGERS, 
AND ALMOST 

40 PER CENT Of 
ALL AfRICAN 
ELEPHANTS.

Despite CITES, illegal wildlife trafficking is a multi-billion-dollar industry 
that continues to threaten endangered species. The market for illegal wildlife 
trade is worth US$15 to 20 billion annually,30 and is the fourth biggest illegal global 
trade after drugs, counterfeiting and human trafficking.31 The illegal timber trade is 
responsible for up to 90 per cent of deforestation in major tropical countries32 and is 
valued at US$30 to 100 billion annually.33 The world is currently experiencing a spike 
in wildlife trafficking. Annual rhino poaching in South Africa increased by more than 
9,000 per cent between 2007 and 2015, from 13 rhinos poached in 2007 to 1,175 in 
2015.34,35 Similarly, another African elephant poaching outbreak began around 2005, 
which resulted in the death of around 20,000 elephants per year. If current trends 
continue, many savannah areas will lose half of their elephants every nine years.36 The 
pangolin is the most trafficked animal in the world despite a total international trade 
ban,37 and more than a million pangolins have been killed in the last decade.38 Several 
pangolin sub-species in Asia are now locally extinct or close to extinction.39 

World Heritage sites are particularly vulnerable to illegal harvesting due 
to their large populations of vulnerable species, such as elephants, rhinos, 
tigers and rosewood. 147 properties, or 60 per cent, of the 238 natural and mixed 
World Heritage sites are inscribed under selection criterion (x), which indicates a high 
degree of biodiversity and presence of rare species, including CITES-listed species.40 
World Heritage sites support almost a third of all remaining wild tigers,41 and almost 
40 per cent of all African elephants,42 and the Okavango Delta World Heritage site in 
Botswana is a crucial habitat for the elephants in northern Botswana, which constitute 
31 per cent of all African elephants.43 

UNESCO World Heritage Convention and criterion (x).

Natural World Heritage sites are internationally recognized under the United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) World 
Heritage Convention as areas of outstanding universal value, which means they 
have “cultural and/or natural significance which is so exceptional as to transcend 
national boundaries and to be of common importance for present and future 
generations of all humanity”.44 Areas can be inscribed on the World Heritage List 
by fulfilling a least one of 10 outstanding universal value criteria. Inscription as 
a natural, mixed or cultural World Heritage site under criterion (x) indicates an 
area is one of the “the most important and significant natural habitats for in-situ 
conservation of biological diversity”. These often contain “threatened species of 
outstanding universal value from the point of view of science or conservation”. 45 

Through the World Heritage Convention, 193 states parties have agreed not to 
take direct, or indirect, action that damages World Heritage sites.46 States parties 
are also encouraged to integrate the protection of properties in regional planning 
programmes, set up staff and services at their properties, and provide periodic 
reporting on the site’s state of conservation to the World Heritage Committee.47 
In addition, the World Heritage Convention has one of the most comprehensive 
monitoring systems under any international convention, called reactive monitoring, 
to address specific threats on World Heritage properties.48 

While commercial-scale harvesting is the biggest threat to CITES-listed 
species in World Heritage sites, small-scale harvesting by local people is 
contributing to the problem. Local populations and foreign criminals engage in 
illegal harvesting of CITES-listed species from World Heritage sites. Harvesting can 
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be small-scale, for example for bush meat for local populations, and large-scale by 
criminal networks looking to sell products for large profits on international markets. 
Some poachers use simple rifles, while other use military equipment.49 Human-wildlife 
conflict, for example through retaliatory killings of tigers, the cause of illegal killing of 
endangered animals. 

Once taken from World Heritage sites, international criminal networks 
transport the illegally harvested species through transit countries before 
they reach their end destination. It is well documented that criminal networks 
drive the illegal trade of wildlife.50,51 In order to profit from these activities, criminal 
networks transport the goods via air, land or sea through a number of intermediary 
countries to reach consumers. Most seizures take place in sea ports,52 and illegal goods 
frequently go through ports such as Mombasa, Zanzibar, Port Kelang in Malaysia, 
Singapore, Hong Kong, Haiti and Miami.53,54 Corruption of customs officials and other 
enforcement agencies plays a central role in allowing smuggling to take place, and 
corrupt officials often take bribes to alter and augment trade declarations or simply 
wrongly declare the species.55 

 

Products are predominantly sold in Asian markets where they are highly 
valued by local cultures, and consumers are willing to pay exorbitant 
prices. There is a large demand for shark fins, which are the key ingredient in the 
traditional shark fin soup, commonly served at banquets. Tiger penis is sold for its 
perceived virility enhancement properties. Rosewood is used for luxury Hongmu 
furniture in Asia. Increased purchasing power among Asian consumers means they 
willingly pay incredibly high prices for illegally harvested products, which drives 
supply.56
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Ruffed lemurs (Varecia 
variegata variegata) are 
threatened by habitat 
loss through logging 
and development in 
Madagascar. They are 
also at risk from hunting 
for meat and for pets. 
Analamazaotra Special 
Reserve, Madagascar 
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Scalloped hammerhead sharks (Sphyrna lewini) schooling, Cocos Island, Costa Rica,  
Pacific Ocean.
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THREATS: 
ILLEGAL HARVESTING Of CITES-LISTED  
SPECIES fROM WORLD HERITAGE SITES

CITES-listed species are illegally harvested in 
45 per cent of natural World Heritage sites, 
even though these properties are the pinnacle 
of the world’s protected areas.57 Poaching of 
vulnerable and endangered animal species, such as 
elephants, rhinos and tigers, occurs in at least 42 
World Heritage sites, and illegal logging of valuable 
plant species, such as rosewood and ebony, occurs 
in 26 properties. Illegal fishing occurs in 18 out of 
39 marine and coastal properties, and some of the 
harvested fish are CITES-listed species, such as 
sharks and rays. Illegal logging and poaching occur 
simultaneously in 17 properties. Illegal harvesting 
of CITES-listed species is a significant problem 
across the globe, and occurs in around 50 per cent of 
African, Asian and Latin American properties.58 The 
number of properties currently experiencing illegal 
harvesting is likely to be higher than recorded, as 
estimating the scale of illegal activities is challenging 
due to its illicit nature and lack of reporting. 
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Poaching occurs in the majority of World Heritage sites containing flagship 
species such as elephants, tigers and rhinos. Many World Heritage sites contain 
globally important populations of threatened and endangered animals making them 
hotspots for illegal harvesting. Elephant poaching occurs in over 60 per cent of the 
World Heritage sites containing African and Asian elephants. Selous Game Reserve in 
Tanzania has lost almost 90 per cent of its elephants since its inscription in 1982,59,60 
and now has only 15,21761 elephants left. On average, the reserve lost six elephants per 
day between 2010 and 2013.62 Similarly, tiger and African and Asian rhino poaching 
occurs in 70 per cent of World Heritage sites containing these species.63 For example, 
there are increasing levels of tiger poaching in the Sundarbans World Heritage site in 
Bangladesh.64 

While less understood, illegal harvesting of CITES-listed species in World 
Heritage sites also occurs in Latin America. Despite significant attention on 
Africa and Asia, the illegal harvesting and trade of CITES-listed species is a global 
problem. Illegal wildlife trade in America is valued at US$2 billion annually, much of 
which originates from Latin America.65 The trade includes often forgotten species such 
as exotic birds, sea turtles, coral, caimans, iguanas and land tortoises.66 One of the 
World Heritage sites affected in Latin America is the Río Plátano Biosphere Reserve 
in Honduras, which has seen high rates of illegal logging and poaching of mammals 
and birds such as white-lipped peccary, jaguar and the green macaw.67 Another is the 
Galapagos Islands, which is threatened by illegal fishing of sharks and rays.68 

Illegal harvesting of CITES-listed species has degraded the outstanding 
universal value of 14 properties and led to their inscription on the List 
of World Heritage in Danger.69 The List of World Heritage in Danger includes 
properties that are in “ascertained” and “potential” danger of losing their outstanding 
universal value because of a serious decline in endangered species populations.70 Both 
poaching and illegal logging have been reported in 7 of the 14 properties, and large-scale 
poaching, logging or fishing occurs in the remaining half. Eleven of the 14 properties are 
in Africa, including Mana Pools National Park in Zimbabwe and Comoé National Park 
in Côte d’Ivoire, which are both under pressure from illegal harvesting of small and big 
mammals such as pangolins and elephants. 
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Continued illegal harvesting in World Heritage sites could lead to the 
extinction of many species. Between 1970 and 2012, global wildlife populations 
declined by almost 60 per cent on average, and illegal harvesting of species was one 
of the main drivers for this decline.71 World Heritage sites now function as the last 
bastion for many critically endangered species, and unless protected within World 
Heritage sites, these species will go extinct. Ujung Kulon National Park in Indonesia is 
the last refuge for around 60 critically endangered Javan rhinos,72 and the Islands and 
Protected Areas of the Gulf of California supports the world’s remaining vaquitas, the 
world’s smallest porpoise.73 Garamba National Park in the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo was the last remaining site for the now extinct wild northern white rhino.74 

Removing keystone species such as sharks, elephants and trees degrades 
local ecosystems, and can lead to secondary extinctions. Many of the species 
harvested act as ecosystem engineers by directly or indirectly controlling the availability 
of resources for other species.75 Removing ecosystem engineers has severe negative 
cascading impacts. A recent study showed that there is significantly more species under 
trees damaged by elephant than under intact trees.76 Similarly, several studies have 
reported reduced shark abundance degrade coral reefs.77 Illegal logging has indirectly 
put other species at risk by removing their habitats and creating greater access for 
poachers. In Madagascar, more than 90 per cent of all lemur species are now close to 
extinction for these reasons, and several are locally extinct already.78 

Illegal harvesting of CITES-listed species diminishes the social and 
economic benefits World Heritage sites provide. Due to their rare and iconic 
nature, many CITES-listed species are major global tourist attractions. They generate 
revenue for host countries, and local communities benefit from jobs, infrastructure 
investments and revenue sharing schemes. As such, 93 per cent of natural World 
Heritage sites support recreation and tourism and 91 per cent provide jobs.79 Tanzania’s 
income from nature-based tourism accounts for around 10 per cent of the country’s 
GDP and stimulates around 1.2 million direct and indirect jobs.80 Meanwhile, Chitwan 
National Park in Nepal generates annual revenue in excess of US$1.2 million from 
wildlife tours alone.81,82 More than 50 per cent of Belize’s population, or 190,000 people, 
are supported by incomes generated through reef related tourism and fisheries.83 Illegal 
harvesting of iconic species, however, rapidly decreases animal populations and reduces 
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the site’s attractiveness as a tourist destination, which can lead to a decline in the local 
tourist industry and jeopardize livelihoods. It is estimated that Africa loses US$25 
million per year in tourism income due to elephant poaching.84 Illegal logging precludes 
sustainable, selective logging practices from continuing, eliminates local jobs, and leads 
to a significant loss of taxable income. It also leads to widespread deforestation and 
forest degradation, reducing ecosystem services provided by the area including carbon 
sequestration, climate regulation and soil stabilisation.85 This is problematic since 66 
per cent of natural World Heritage sites are important sources of fresh water.86

The ramifications of illegal wildlife trade go beyond natural degradation 
as it spurs corruption and endangers lives. Wildlife trafficking is facilitated 
by, and thrives off, corruption and money laundering. According to the Transparency 
International Corruption Index, 12 out of 15 significant wildlife trade countries87 have 
high levels of corruption.88 Corruption prevents well-designed laws and policies from 
being effective as officials with entrusted power take bribes for personal gain. While 
almost all countries have legislation against corruption, there is generally a low risk 
of being caught and sentenced in countries with weak governance systems.89 There 
are also multiple examples of where poaching had led to increased violence, or has 
been associated with national conflicts. The International Ranger Federation and the 
Thin Green Line Foundation conservatively estimate that between 2009 and 2016, at 
least 595 rangers were killed in the line of duty, many of whom were protecting World 
Heritage sites.90 Local populations that engage in the illegal wildlife harvesting are also 
threatened by accidents related to logging, increased rates of disease, further loss of 
income and are sometimes forced into temporary resettlement.91 

Despite ratifying CITES and the World Heritage Conventions and 
repeated calls to action, parties are often involved in the transportation 
or importation of illegally traded species. The World Heritage Convention 
stipulates that states parties must not take any deliberate actions, directly or indirectly, 
that might cause damage to World Heritage sites in their own or foreign territories.92 
Similarly, CITES stipulates that parties must take appropriate measures to enforce the 
provisions of the Convention, and to prohibit illegal trade.93 Despite these stipulations 
and repeated calls from the World Heritage Committee to take action against national 
and international illegal wildlife trade,94 illegally harvested species from World Heritage 
sites are transported through, and imported to, CITES and World Heritage Convention 
countries. In 2016, the major ivory trade routes went out of Tanzania and Kenya, 
transited through Malaysia, Viet Nam and the UAE, and ended in China.95 China is the 
greatest importer of illegal ivory and 72 tonnes of ivory have been seized in China since 
2000, which is equivalent to the death 10,800 elephants.96 This is likely a significant 
underestimation of the problem as some customs officials estimate that only 10 per cent 
of the illegal trade is intercepted.97 
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CASE STUDy: TROPICAL RAINfOREST HERITAGE Of 
SUMATRA – THE LAST STAND fOR THE 
CRITICALLy ENDANGERED SUMATRAN TIGER

The Tropical Rainforest Heritage of Sumatra is home to a large number of 
endemic and threatened species, and was inscribed on the List of World 
Heritage in Danger in 2011 due to illegal harvesting and industrialization.98 
The property was listed as a World Heritage site in 2004 due to its outstanding scenic 
landscapes and high number of animals that are found nowhere else.99 The property 
comprises three national parks: Gunung Leuser National Park, Kerinci-Seblat National 
Park and Bukit Barisan Selatan National Park in Indonesia, which cover over 2.5 
million hectares, an area equivalent in size to Macedonia.100,101 The property contains 
approximately 200 mammal species, including several endemic species such as the 
Sumatran orangutan, Sumatran rhino, and Sumatran elephant. Sumatra is also home 
to an estimated population of 400 critically endangered Sumatran tigers, which is 
about 10 per cent of the global population,102,103,104 many of which live in the World 
Heritage site. The property was inscribed on the List of World Heritage in Danger due 
to excessive harvesting of species, agricultural encroachment for industrial-scale palm 
oil plantations, and infrastructure construction.105 

Despite increases in some populations of tigers and a possible global 
increase in tiger numbers,106 Sumatran tigers are still critically endangered, 
and recent data suggests that around 5 per cent of the tiger population was 
killed in 2016.107 Data from online sales indicates that at least 17 tigers were killed 
in 2016.108 This is likely to underestimate the scale of the problem given limited data 
availability on tiger poaching.109 Tigers are predominantly hunted using snare traps, 
which hold a tiger until the hunter returns to kill the animal. Occasionally, the tiger will 
escape the snare and suffer debilitating wounds that inhibits its ability to hunt prey and 
survive.110 A recent study that looked at the number of snare traps in Sumatra recorded 
double the number of traps in 2013 and 2014, compared to the preceding eight years, 
suggesting a higher number of poachers in the area.111 

Poaching of Sumatran tigers is driven by demand in countries such as 
Korea, Taiwan, Malaysia and China,112 where tiger products are used 
for traditional medicines, fashionable delicacies and decorations. The 
international trade is reported to transit through Singapore and Malaysia before 
being transported to its end destination.113 Besides the international trade, there is 
also a significant domestic market in Sumatra, as evident from sales through online 
channels.114

If current levels of poaching and trade continue, the Sumatran tiger could 
disappear from the wild, putting key habitats and ecosystem services 
at risk. Tiger habitats overlap substantially with areas that provide important 
ecosystem services to local communities. Forests and peatland sequester carbon and 
retain sediment on mountain slopes.115 The ecosystem services of the Gunung Leuser 
National Park, which makes up roughly a third of the World Heritage site, are valued 
at over US$600 million per year and the park stores over 1.6 billion tons of carbon 
and provides water to four million people.116 If tigers are lost on Sumatra, there is 
reduced incentive to protect these forests, which is likely to result in further wide-scale 
deforestation. The extinction of the Sumatran tiger would also represent a cultural and 
ecological tragedy. 
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Increasing efforts by Indonesian authorities must be sustained to protect 
the Sumatran tiger and other endangered species in the World Heritage 
site. Conservation efforts have been intensified, and ranger units now use spatial 
monitoring and reporting tool (SMART) patrolling systems.117 Likewise, wildlife 
crime teams are more forcefully identifying poachers and traders, and tackling illegal 
wildlife trades in tiger landscapes and beyond. In 2016 alone, five poaching cases were 
brought to court in central Sumatra, and sentences neared the maximum five years’ 
imprisonment.118 Despite these actions, tigers and other endangered species remain 
seriously threatened in the Sumatran rainforests.
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RAINfORESTS Of THE ATSINANANA 
MADAGASCAR – fEEDING THE ILLICIT 
DEMAND fOR ROSEWOOD IN CHINA 

The Rainforests of the Atsinanana in Madagascar harbours some of the 
most pristine forests and unique ecosystems on the planet.119 The property 
includes six national parks and covers almost 500,000 hectares, equivalent to the 
surface area of Brunei.120 Around 80 per cent of all the animal and plant groups living in 
the Atsinanana rainforests are unique to the World Heritage site.121 The property hosts 
12,000 endemic plant species including endemic rosewood and ebony species, as well as 
several types of lemurs, such as the silky sifaka, the Malagasy civet and threatened birds 
such as the Madagascar serpent eagle and the Madagascar red owl.122

Illegal logging of rosewood and ebony led to the site’s inscription on the 
List of World Heritage in Danger in 2010.123 Illegal logging has been a significant 
problem in the Atsinanana Rainforests for the last decade. At its peak, illegal rosewood 
logging rates were estimated to be as high as 200 to 300 m3 per day in Masoala and 
Marojejy national parks.124 Madagascar has made several attempts to stop illegal logging 
in the past, including a complete ban on logging in 2006 and an export embargo in 
2010.125 However, these have been ineffective and it is estimated that around 350,000 
trees, mainly rosewood, were cut down between 2010 and 2015 in protected areas, 
many of which originated from the World Heritage site. Since 2010, at least 1 million 
logs – approximately 150,000 tonnes – were illegally exported out of Madagascar.126

Illegal rosewood is predominantly imported by China, despite a complete 
CITES ban on rosewood exports from Madagascar in 2013. In 2013, all 
Malagasy populations of precious timber species were listed in CITES Appendix II127 
and Madagascar agreed to a zero export quota. Rosewood continues to reach China 
despite this export ban, and it is estimated that over 95 per cent of all illegal logs are 
imported by China.128 Estimates suggest that China received 50,000 tonnes of illegally 
logged rosewood between 2013 and 2016,129 valued at US$1.25 billion.130 The main 
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transit routes are via Zanzibar in Tanzania, Mombasa in Kenya, as well as Mozambique, 
Sri Lanka, Singapore and Hong Kong,131 and Zanzibar and Hong Kong are the main 
laundering countries for Malagasy rosewood.132

If unstopped, illegal logging and trade of rosewood will degrade the 
outstanding universal value of the property and the benefits it provides 
to local people. Illegal logging has caused rapid forest degradation across the 
property and increasingly opened previously inaccessible areas of forest. This has 
led to increased poaching of endemic species such as lemurs, and has compromised 
the property’s ability to provide ecosystem services to the 100,000 people living in 
its vicinity.133 Deforestation has resulted in soil erosion, which has entered rivers 
and streams and led to a decline in local water quality,134 reduced the carbon storage 
capacity of the forest, and increased the likelihood of flooding and mudslides. Illegal 
logging also takes valuable resources away from local communities, and less than 1 per 
cent of the profits from illegal logging remain in the country. 135 Most of these profits are 
unregulated, untaxed and retained by a small group of timber barons, preventing the 
funds from being spent on healthcare, education and other public services that would 
help drive nationwide development.136

The Rainforests of the Atsinanana have received significant attention from 
the World Heritage Committee, CITES and other international bodies. 
However, more must be done to halt illegal trade there. In 2014, the CITES secretary 
general committed CITES support, and called for increased action from international 
bodies to combat rosewood trafficking. These included the International Consortium 
on Combating Wildlife Crime and a wildlife incident support team led by INTERPOL.137 
The World Heritage Centre and IUCN conducted a reactive monitoring mission to 
the site in 2015, and the Norwegian government granted Madagascar US$1 million to 
finance an emergency plan for the property.138 While these actions are commendable, 
2016 reports indicate illegal logging is still occurring in protected areas. In June 
and July, between 60 and 100 tons of rosewood reportedly were exported from 
Madagascar.139 To stop illegal trade, Madagascar must implement a timber species 
monitoring system that accounts for which species are being harvested, and assess 
natural standing stocks to determine sustainable logging rates.140
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CASE STUDy: THE WORLD HERITAGE SITES Of EASTERN 
DRC - THE ILLEGAL TRADE IN ELEPHANT 
IVORy TUSKS 

The three World Heritage sites in eastern Democratic Republic of the 
Congo (DRC) are home to significant populations of elephants, and rare 
animals such as mountain gorillas and okapis. Virunga National Park, Garamba 
National Park and Okapi Wildlife Reserve were inscribed on the World Heritage List 
in 1979, 1980 and 1996.141 These properties cover a combined area of 26,000 square 
kilometres, equivalent in size to neighbouring Rwanda.142 Each property was inscribed 
for its unique landscapes and wildlife, such as volcanoes, chimpanzees and northern 
white rhinos.   

All three properties are on the List of World Heritage in Danger143 due 
to a collapse in their elephant populations from militarized poaching 
following civil war. Twenty years of civil war has placed all three properties under 
severe pressure from human activities, particularly from poaching for the ivory and 
bush meat trades.144 Okapi Wildlife Reserve has lost approximately 5,100 elephants 
since its inscription, and now has only 25 per cent of its original population.145,146 
3,000 elephants were killed between 2007 and 2014 in Garamba National Park, and 
the current population is estimated to be around 1,700 elephants.147 There has been a 
90 per cent decrease in elephant populations in Virunga in the last 20 years, and only 
around 150 individuals remain.148 Much of this poaching is driven by armed groups that 
are part of the ongoing conflicts in eastern DRC.149 Since April 2015, nine ICCN guards 
and three FARDC soldiers were killed in the line of duty in Garamba National Park 
and since March 2016, a guard was killed in Kahuzi-Biega National Park, two guards 
killed in the Okapi Wildlife Reserve and four guards in Virunga National Park.150 In 
April 2016, an additional three park rangers were killed in a shootout with poachers in 
Garamba National Park.151

The majority of the elephant ivory from the three properties is illegally 
exported to several Asian markets. The CITES monitoring system, the Elephant 
Trade Information System (ETIS), reports that DRC is a significant source of ivory for 
international trade.152 Most of the trade passes through ports in Kenya, Tanzania and 
Zanzibar,153 before being shipped to East Asian countries. At least two-thirds of the 
ivory seized between 2006 and 2015 was destined for East Asian markets.154 Besides the 
international trade, Kinshasa, the capital of DRC, hosts Central Africa’s largest ivory 
market, which continues to sell ivory products despite national commitments to shut 
the market.155,156

Unless poaching and conflicts stop, the three properties may lose their 
elephant populations entirely, which would jeopardize local ecosystems. 
Recent data suggests that elephant poaching rates in Garamba National Park have 
not improved, so, the outlook for the outstanding universal value of the park is 
critical.157,158,159 Continued loss of elephants from these properties could critically affect 
local ecosystems as elephants are one of the most important ecosystem engineers.160 They 
reduce predation risk for smaller species by maintaining open habitats with high grass, 
and create refuges for small vertebrates and insects by peeling bark of trees.161 Forest 
elephants also function as gardeners by dispersing tree seeds across the forest floor.162   

Both the CITES and the World Heritage Convention are working to halt 
poaching, but additional, joint action is needed to improve site protection, 
enforcement and prosecution. Through the CITES-led Monitoring the Illegal 
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Killing of Elephants (MIKE) programme, CITES has been conducting site-specific 
reporting on elephant poaching in 58 African sites and 27 Asian sites, including 
Okapi Wildlife Reserve, Garamba National Park and Virunga National Park.163,164 
SMART monitoring and reporting is also used in all three sites.165 The World Heritage 
Convention is collaborating with the United Nations Organization Stabilization Mission 
in the DRC (MONUSCO) to prevent wildlife trafficking, including rescuing infant 
chimpanzees and other wildlife.166 All stakeholders must also collaborate to end the 
conflict that continues to threaten these properties and the people within and around 
them. 
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SOLUTIONS: INCREASING COLLAbORATION 
bETWEEN CITES AND THE WORLD HERITAGE 
CONVENTION 

The current approach to preventing illegal harvesting of CITES listed 
species in World Heritage sites is not working. CITES representatives, World 
Heritage Committee members and international organizations agree that current 
efforts to control and halt illegal harvesting in World Heritage sites are insufficient, and 
explicit action is needed to protect World Heritage sites and the valuable species they 
support.167 Stakeholders agree that increased action is needed to cut off supply, which 
will require enhanced protection and monitoring of World Heritage sites, and this must 
be accompanied by greater action to curb demand through education, enforcement, 
prosecution and legislative action. This will require renewed commitment from, and 
coordinated action between, states, with support from international organizations and 
civil society.    

The World Heritage Convention and CITES predominately focus on 
separate parts of the wildlife trafficking value chain, which means it is 
difficult to launch a coordinated response. The wildlife trafficking value chain 
connects the harvesting of species in source countries, the transportation of these 
goods through intermediate collation or processing destinations, and the sale of goods 
in consumer markets. Organized criminal groups form distribution networks across 
national boundaries linking source and consumer countries, often via important transit 
destinations, as shown in Figure 1. The World Heritage Convention is a site-focused 
convention and therefore primarily focuses on illegal harvesting activities within, 
or directly around, World Heritage sites, whilst CITES is predominately focused on 
working with source, transit and consumer countries at the national level. CITES only 
focuses on specific sites when given an explicit mandate from its states parties.168 

Figure 1: The generic wildlife trafficking value chain169
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Preventing the illegal harvest and trade of CITES-listed species in World 
Heritage sites will only be possible through coordinated action across the 
value chain between source, transit and consumer countries. Increasing 
protection around properties will make harvesting of CITES-listed species more 
difficult, but if the large rewards for obtaining these goods continue to exist, poachers, 
criminal fishers and illegal loggers will find new, potentially more dangerous and 
damaging ways to harvest valuable species. Similarly, education, enforcement and 
legislative activities that reduce demand will be unsuccessful if there aren’t sufficient 
safeguards in place to prevent products reaching the market through transit countries. 
Corruption must also be fought across the value chain as it erodes any positive 
measures taken at site and consumer level. Therefore, a more systematic approach is 
needed that surmounts national borders, and simultaneously addresses all steps in the 
value chain in order to effectively tackle illegal harvesting. 

A coordinated approach to wildlife trafficking must also engage local 
communities near World Heritage sites to increase ownership and make 
local people positive agents of change. Poverty and poor job opportunities often 
drive local populations into illegal harvesting that can provide high temporary incomes. 
For example, while still low, Madagascan woodcutters earn up to US$12 a day by 
illegally felling and skidding trees,170 and fees for rhino poaching in South Africa range 
between US$500 to 20,000 depending on the role of the poacher.171 To counter these 
situations, governments must help local populations secure alternative, sustainable 
livelihoods. By including local populations in park management, these people can 
become powerful and positive actors of change. In Chitwan National Park in Nepal, 
local communities receive 50 per cent of annual tourism revenues, and almost US$1 
million was distributed to communities in 2014, which was used to build schools and 
roads, provide veterinary support, and create secure supplies of drinking water.172,173 
Tourism in Chitwan National Park also indirectly employs over 30,000 people, further 
contributing to the livelihoods of local people.174 Co-management of the park and 
buffer zones with local communities has helped to create a feeling of ownership and 
responsibility for conservation,175 and on 27 January 2017, the park celebrated 1,000 
days without poaching of rhinos, elephants and tigers.176 This approach could be much 
more widely tested and implemented across World Heritage sites. 
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HOW THE THAI GOVERNMENT COMbATS THE 
ILLEGAL TRADE IN SIAMESE ROSEWOOD

The Dong Phayayen-Khao Yai Forest Complex in Thailand hosts the world’s 
largest remaining stock of Siamese rosewood177 and supports several 
endangered animal species. The property was inscribed as a World Heritage 
site in 2004 and covers more than 600,000 hectares across five protected areas,178 
equivalent in size to Brunei.179 In 2011, Thailand estimated that 80,000 to 100,000 
Siamese rosewood trees remain in the country, which was recognized as the largest 
remaining stock anywhere in the world, much of which is in the World Heritage site.180 
The property also hosts rare animals such as the Siamese crocodile, Asian elephant and 
tiger.181

Illegal logging and trafficking of endangered Siamese rosewood for Chinese 
luxury furniture have degraded the property and led to violence between 
loggers and rangers. Siamese rosewood is classified as vulnerable by IUCN and was 
listed under CITES Appendix II in 2013 as it risks going extinct in the wild unless illegal 
logging is stopped.182 Despite this listing, vast amounts of rosewood have been illegally 
harvested from the Dong Phayayen-Khao Yai Forest Complex to meet surging demand 
in China. The wood is often trafficked through Cambodia, Laos and Viet Nam before 
reaching China where it is sold at extremely high prices, reaching US$50,000 per cubic 
meter, and is used for luxury Hongmu furniture.183 The illegal logging has become 
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increasingly violent and many loggers in Thailand are armed with automatic weapons 
and grenades. 184 More than 150 forest rangers, police, soldiers and illegal loggers have 
been killed in firefights in recent years.185 

Recognizing the problem, the Thai government has started to take action 
across the value chain to stop logging, and is working with transit and 
consumer countries. After witnessing the damage caused by illegal loggers, the Thai 
government committed US$1.5 million in 2015 and 2016 to invest in ranger training 
and enforcement.186 Rangers are now better equipped to prevent the logging and 
Thailand’s largest remaining rosewood tree is now guarded 24 hours a day by a platoon 
from the Thai army.187 The Thai government is also working with consumer and transit 
countries to reduce demand and prevent transit through intermediary countries, and 
has held two regional dialogue meetings 188 including representatives from Cambodia, 
China, Viet Nam, the CITES secretariat, and several other intergovernmental 
organizations.189 These meetings resulted in the implementation of concrete measures 
such as policy revisions, the establishment of a legal framework, capacity building 
activities for rangers, enforcement cooperation that facilitates intelligence-led 
investigations to help identify and prosecute major criminals, and an agreement from 
all stakeholders to prioritize efforts to reduce consumer demand.190,191 

While efforts are ongoing, positive results are starting to be achieved 
including increased CITES protection for rosewood and decreasing illegal 
logging rates, and the World Heritage site is on a path toward recovery. 
Following the efforts of Thailand and others, CITES parties agreed to further protect 
the timber by placing all 300 species of rosewood under trade restrictions in September 
2016.192 Rosewood seizures from the property reduced from around 420,000 m3 in 2014 
to around 110,000 m3 in 2015.193 There was also a 40 per cent decrease in the number 
of logging cases detected in 2015.194 However, the battle is not over and Thailand needs 
to continue its efforts to secure the long-term protection and survival of wild Siamese 
rosewood and avoid having the site inscribed on the World Heritage List in Danger.195 

Closer integration of the World Heritage and CITES conventions would 
facilitate a holistic value chain response and raise the importance of the 
issue amongst countries. Combined, the two conventions cover the entire value 
chain of source, transit and consumer countries, and almost all countries have ratified 
both conventions.196 Involvement of CITES in the monitoring, analysis and reporting 
of illegal harvesting of CITES-listed species from World Heritage sites would help 
to identify problems and implement policy changes and sanctions, earlier. Through 
CITES involvement, World Heritage Convention states parties would also be able to 
identify trade routes and consumer markets for harvested products, and implement 
an international, multi-stakeholder effort to address the problem. This collaboration 
would reinforce the imperative for increased collaboration between source, transit and 
consumer countries and would allow for more forceful use of CITES sanctions and 
World Heritage in Danger profiling. 

The two conventions could expand upon joint reporting initiatives to 
produce more comprehensive analyses and increase the speed of response, 
while saving time and resources. The two bodies could expand current initiatives 
on site-based reporting, such as the CITES-led Monitoring the Illegal Killing of 
Elephants (MIKE) and the national- and site-focused Elephant Trade Information 
System (ETIS) programmes,197 as well as The Great Apes Survival Partnership (GRASP), 
to more species and regions.198 CITES and the World Heritage Committee could support 
more joint missions to World Heritage sites to outline collaboratively a response that 
spans source, transit and consumer countries. By engaging in joint reporting efforts 
both conventions could save valuable resources and reduce duplication of work, while 
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being more responsive to emerging crises.199

Closer collaboration between the two conventions and international 
police and justice organizations would help raise the criminal importance 
of wildlife trafficking, and ensure best practices are utilized by all 
organizations. Both conventions are already collaborating with police and justice 
organizations to prevent the illegal trade. The World Heritage Convention collaborates 
with the World Customs Organization to prevent illicit trafficking in cultural 
property,200 and CITES is a member of the International Consortium on Combating 
Wildlife Crime (ICCWC),201,202 which works to bring coordinated support to national 
wildlife law enforcement agencies and defend natural resources.203 Closer partnerships 
between all of the organizations involved in the battle against wildlife trafficking 
would make it easier to share best practices around enforcement, prosecution and 
awareness building, and ensure the same objectives and regulations are pursued by all. 
By expanding these partnerships, the two bodies and justice organizations will better 
signal that the illegal harvest and trade of CITES-listed species is a criminal issue that 
is similar in importance to other transnational crimes, such as human trafficking and 
the drug trade. 

The trafficking routes for 
Siamese rosewood from the 
Khao Yai National Park.

Khao Yai 
National 

Park

China

Cambodia

Viet Nam

Laos

Thailand
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States must now build on their commitments to 
further increase collaboration between CITES 
and the World Heritage Convention, and take 
comprehensive and coordinated action across 
the value chain. Several states have already shown 
commitment to inter-agency collaboration on wildlife 
crime. The EU, Netherlands, Sweden, UK, and the 
US all contribute to ICCWC204 and countries, such as 
Switzerland, Thailand and Finland, have previously 

committed to take measures to fight wildlife trafficking. China’s recent decision to ban 
all ivory trade by the end of 2017 is a breakthrough commitment that could provide 
forceful momentum for other countries to follow and support.205 These countries are 
important agents of change that can advocate for all countries to support increased 
collaboration between CITES and the World Heritage Convention.

There is increasing momentum for further coordination between CITES, 
the World Heritage Convention and other biodiversity conventions. In 2016, 
the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) developed a sourcebook outlining 
opportunities for enhanced cooperation amongst biodiversity-related conventions.206 
The study underlined what can be achieved at the national and regional levels by those 
responsible for implementing the conventions. Both CITES and the World Heritage 
Convention recognize the need for increased collaboration between the two bodies, and 
the respective leaders have both endorsed more collaboration.207 In 2016, the World 
Heritage Committee formally welcomed collaboration with other biodiversity-related 
conventions in an official decision, and invited the UNESCO World Heritage Centre to 
pursue engagements in this area.208 

A natural next step is for CITES and World Heritage representatives 
to better coordinate their activities at a national level, and to attend 
each other’s meetings. While the CITES secretariat and the UNESCO World 
Heritage Centre are already taking actions to increase coordination between the 
two conventions, greater action could be taken at the national level, as government 
representatives of the different biodiversity conventions typically work independently 
toward their missions.209 Therefore, a natural step for improved coordination would 
be for each country’s national representative to the World Heritage Convention 
and the representative for CITES to regularly meet and coordinate their work, 
where appropriate. This could be extended to the international level, and CITES 

THE PATH 
fORWARD

          THESE CRUCIALLy IMPORTANT CONSERVATION INSTRUMENTS MUST 
LEAD ON ACTION TO TACKLE THE GROWING GLObAL CRISIS IN ILLEGAL 

WILDLIfE TRADE HEAD-ON, bEfORE SOME Of OUR MOST PRECIOUS 
THREATENED SPECIES ARE LOST fOREVER                         

INGER ANDERSEN, IUCN DIRECTOR GENERAL

       THIS REPORT GIVES EXPRESSION TO A RANGE Of OPTIONS TO 
fURTHER ENHANCE TANGIbLE SyNERGIES bETWEEN CITES AND THE 
WORLD HERITAGE CONVENTION, fOCUSSED AROUND WORLD HERITAGE 
SITES
JOHN SCANLON, CITES SECRETARy-GENERAL 
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representatives could attend World Heritage Committee meetings, and vice versa. 
Countries must prioritize collaboration and coordination as an integral part of their 
national biodiversity governance structure, and provide sufficient financing and 
capacity to support this.210

Implementing these activities and adequately addressing the problem 
of illegal harvesting of CITES-listed species in World Heritage sites will 
require additional funding from parties and donor organizations. Both the 
CITES and the World Heritage Convention operate on small budgets, with limited 
staff and scope for activities. The CITES core activity budget between 2014 and 2016 
was only around US$6 million a year,211 and CITES relies on external contributions 
to fund programmes outside of its core work.212 Similarly, the World Heritage Fund 
has an annual budget of around US$3 million to support activities requested by the 
World Heritage Committee.213 Additional funding is required to increase the scope and 
level of activities under both conventions, which will be vital to reverse and halt illegal 
harvesting of CITES-listed species from World Heritage sites. 

Stakeholders recognize the urgency of the challenge, and must now take 
the steps required to prevent irreversible damage to some of the most 
iconic species and places in the world. If left unchecked, poaching, illegal fishing 
and illegal logging could lead to the extinction of several valuable species. It could also 
lead to 14 World Heritage sites losing their status,214 as well as the social, economic 
and environmental benefits they provide at local and national levels. As shown in this 
report, the speed and scale of species and site degradation means that there is little 
time to act. Despite these alarming trends, increasing momentum and support from 
the international community, as well as initial commitments by both conventions and 
actions by some countries, suggest that countries must, and can do, more to end the 
illegal trade of iconic species from the world’s most precious places. 
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National Park in Nepal 
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tourism in 2014. 
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contributing to the 
livelihoods of local people.



36Not for sale: Halting the illegal trade of cites species from world heritage sites

METHODOLOGy fOR ESTIMATING THE 
NUMbER Of WORLD HERITAGE SITES WITH 
ILLEGAL HARVESTING Of CITES-LISTED 
SPECIES.

The team used two main data sources to generate the list of World Heritage sites 
threatened by illegal harvesting of CITES-listed species. 

Properties containing populations of CITES listed species were identified using the 
World Heritage selection criteria and criterion (x) in particular. Criterion (x) properties 
“contain the most important and significant natural habitats for in-situ conservation 
of biological diversity, including those containing threatened species of outstanding 
universal value from the point of view of science or conservation”.215 Criterion (x) 
properties were used as a proxy for properties that contain threatened and rare species 
relevant for illegal harvesting. At the time of writing there were 147 natural and mixed 
properties inscribed under criterion (x). 

The team identified sites threatened by illegal harvesting using two main sources:

•	 World Heritage Convention site descriptions and World Heritage Convention 
State of Conservation reports from site countries – both from the World Heritage 
Convention website.216

•	 IUCN World Heritage Outlook database.217

A site was considered threatened by illegal harvesting if one of the two sources reported 
poaching, illegal logging or illegal fishing currently in the property, whether or not it 
was apparent that such illegal off-take was being driven by demand in international 
trade.218 These activities were reported in 65 out of 147 properties. The team only 
assessed illegal fishing in the 39 marine and coastal criterion (x) properties. The 
team also identified, where possible, which species were present and being harvested 
in each site, with a focus on high-profile species such as elephants, tigers or rhinos. 
The team also assessed the presence and harvesting of smaller species, although this 
was more challenging due to limited reporting. It was not always possible to confirm 
which species were being harvested as some sources only reported that harvesting 
activities were occurring, without specifying which species. For example, many marine 
and coastal properties report to be threatened by illegal fishing without stating which 
species are being fished. Similarly, some properties reported that illegal harvesting was 
no longer a serious threat, but it was not always possible to confirm whether illegal 
harvesting had completely stopped, or whether it continues at a smaller scale. 

The approach is likely to underestimate the number of properties affected by illegal 
harvesting due to the illegal and covert nature of the activity, underreporting, and the 
possibility that illegal harvesting might take place in smaller format and for lesser high-
profile species outside criterion (x) properties.

ANNEX I
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ANNEX II
Estimating the number of African elephants supported by World Heritage 
sites 

The team assessed which World Heritage sites support African elephants using site 
descriptions from the UNESCO website. This search identified 20 World Heritage sites 
supporting African elephants. The team used population estimates from the 2016 IUCN 
African Elephant Status Report on each specific site.219 The survey year indicates which 
year the elephant survey was completed, as listed in the IUCN Status Report. Where 
World Heritage site-specific population numbers were not available, the team assumed 
the number of elephants in the World Heritage site by using numbers from areas closest 
to/most resembling the World Heritage site. The team has included a comment on the 
estimate when this is the case. 

World Heritage site name (Properties marked * are 
currently on the List of World Heritage in Danger) Country Elephants being 

poached? 
Estimated elephant 

population 
Survey 

year Comment on estimate

Okavango Delta Botswana • 129,939 2014 Estimate is for northern 
Botswana 

Dja Faunal Reserve Cameroon •  420 2015

Sangha Trinational
Cameroon, 
Central African 
Republic, Congo

• 1,029 2015 Estimate is for Lobéké 
National Park in Cameroon

Manovo-Gounda St Floris National Park* Central African 
Republic • 68 2010

Estimate is for northern 
savannahs that include 
Barmingui-Bangoran 
National Park and Manovo-
Gounda St Floris National 
Park

Taï National Park Côte d’Ivoire 189 2010

Comoé National Park* Côte d’Ivoire • 100 2015

Virunga National Park*
Democratic 
Republic of the 
Congo

• 153 Multiple

Estimate is made up of 43 
elephants in Mikeno (survey 
year: 2003), 35 in north and 
central (survey year: 2014) 
and 75 in south (survey year 
2002)

Garamba National Park*
Democratic 
Republic of the 
Congo

• 1,718 2014

Kahuzi-Biega National Park*
Democratic 
Republic of the 
Congo

•    70 2010
Estimate is made up of 50 
and 20 elephants in northern 
and southern sector

Okapi Wildlife Reserve*
Democratic 
Republic of the 
Congo

• 1,701 2011

Ecosystem and Relict Cultural Landscape 
of Lopé-Okanda Gabon • 4,142 2009 Estimate is for Lopé National 

Park

Lake Malawi National Park Malawi 6 2009 Estimate is for Phirilongwe 
National Park

W National Park of Niger Niger 0   2015

This is likely a sampling 
error as a small population is 
still believed to reside in the 
national park

Niokolo-Koba National Park* Senegal • 10 2012

Bwindi Impenetrable National Park Uganda 43 2015
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World Heritage site name (Properties marked * are 
currently on the List of World Heritage in Danger) Country Elephants being 

poached? 
Estimated elephant 

population 
Survey 

year Comment on estimate

Rwenzori Mountains National Park Uganda 20 2003

Serengeti National Park United Republic 
of Tanzania • 6,087 2014

Ngorongoro Conservation Area United Republic 
of Tanzania • -   2014 Estimate is included in 

Serengeti estimate

Selous Game Reserve* United Republic 
of Tanzania • 15,217 2014

Mana Pools National Park, Sapi and 
Chewore Safari Areas Zimbabwe • 3,456 2014

Estimate includes numbers 
from Chewore II, Chewore I 
& III, Chewore IV and Doma 
Safari Area

Total number of African elephants supported by World Heritage sites 164,368

Continental population of African elephants 415, 428

Per cent of African elephant population supported by World Heritage sites 39 per cent
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