Botswana, boxed in by ivory ban, seeks to carve

a way out

by CNN Interactive Writer
Richard Shumate

(CNN) -- Nearly a decade ago, alarmed by plunging populations
of African elephants due to mass hunting by poachers, the United
Nations Convention on Trade in Endangered Species (CITES)
banned the international ivory
trade.
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the danger.

"The conflict between elephant and people has become so intense that it is becoming a major political
issue," says George Kgoroba, Botswana's commerce and industry minister.

Last June, over the objections of conservationists in Europe and the United States, Botswana and two
of its neighbors, Zimbabwe and Namibia, convinced CITES to partially lift the ivory ban.

They will now be able to sell their stockpiles of ivory -- seized from poachers and harvested from
elephants who died naturally -- to customers in Japan, where there is a strong demand. Botswana and
its neighbors will then use the proceeds to manage their elephant populations and aid villagers who
have been affected by the elephants.

Right now, only the backlog of ivory will be sold, with no additional killing of elephants. But
eventually, controlled culling of elephants could be allowed as part of efforts to limit populations in
countries where the animals aren't endangered.

Critics say the limited sale is fraught with peril. Because the original source of ivory being sold is hard
to trace, they fear that some unscrupulous ivory traders may try to renew shipments of the valuable
commodity, disguising the sales as part of the legal quota CITES is allowing.

But Botswana and the other countries say safeguards will be in place to make sure sales of the
backlogged ivory can be tracked. Any ivory from periodic culls of the elephant herds would be
auctioned under tight controls.

And by limiting sales to a single country, the policing of shipments will be

much easier. Japanese buyers have pledged that they will only use the ,; Cli;:'tnl'l
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an example of "environmental colonialism."

They say Western countries aren't taking into account the real problems of elephant overpopulation, and
the conservation measures already into place keep the elephant from becoming endangered.

Reuters contributed to this report.

Article from expired CNN website: www.cnn.com/SPECIALS/1998/africa/botswana/
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