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Image 1 (left): Mammoth ivory figurine for sale,  
priced at RMB 59,999 (USD 8,462)
Image 2 (right): Mammoth ivory figurine for sale,  
priced at RMB 188,888 (USD 26,642)

In August 2020, the Wildlife Justice Commission 
commenced four months of research to assess the 
levels of illegal wildlife trade on Chinese e-com-
merce platforms and to determine whether any 
links to organised wildlife crime could be estab-
lished associated with this activity. 

The research identified a total of 4,297 advertise-
ments pertaining to the sale of wildlife, parts, prod-
ucts, or derivatives relating to 35 different species of 
fauna and flora. These advertisements were identi-
fied on seven different e-commerce sites in China, 
with 1688.com accounting for the greatest propor-
tion (3693 / 86%), followed by Taoboa (318 / 7%) 
and Tmall (125 / 3%). All three of these platforms  
are owned by the Alibaba group. 

Of those 4,297 advertisements, 637 (15%) were 
identified1  as referring to the sale of ‘Protected’ 
species, while at least 3,657 (85%) of the identified 
advertisements were classified as pertaining to spe-
cies which are ‘Not Protected’ in China; meaning that 
the majority of the wildlife trade found during the 
research period on Chinese e-commerce platforms 
com is legally permitted according to China’s Wild-
life Protection Law.2 

China’s recent response  
to the illegal wildlife trade 

Over the past few years, faced with an ever-grow-
ing international pressure to tackle the illegal trade 
in threatened and endangered species, and prod-
ucts thereof, the Chinese government has imple-
mented stricter legislative measures such as the 
elephant ivory ban and, more recently after the 
COVID-19 outbreak, the ban on any type of trade of 
wildlife on all online and e-commerce platforms.3   
Of note, just in the first month of the ban, e-com-
merce platforms aided in the removal, deletion or 
blocking of information relating to 140,000 wildlife 
products and closed around 17,000 accounts associ-
ated with the trade.4 While in the first nine months 
of 2020, more than 15,000 people were prosecuted 
for wildlife-related crimes, representing an increase 
of 66% when compared to 2019. Of the total num-
ber of people prosecuted, around 3,000 were pros-
ecuted for illegally purchasing, transporting, and 
selling endangered wild animal products.5  

These legislative measures have also been followed 
by an amplified law enforcement response, with a 
growing number of cases and heavier sentences for 

people charged for smuggling protected wildlife and 
products thereof, or their sale. The enhanced law en-
forcement efforts in China, which include long-term, 
in-depth investigations, demonstrates that China is 
committed to tackling organised wildlife crime.  Pub-
lishing such cases and their outcomes is also hav-
ing an impact and correlates with findings of other 
Wildlife Justice Commission operational work that 
traffickers are much more wary of China’s law en-
forcement action, with many choosing to move away 
from the illegal ivory trade in particular.

It is also likely that proactive measures taken by many 
of the popular platforms in China, some of which are 
owned by the Alibaba Group, have taken effect and 
may have cascaded to users, leading to a low-level in 
the prevalence of illegal activity as observed in this 
research. Direct measures taken by e-commerce sites 
and the strengthened law enforcement response may 
have contributed to only a small fraction of illegal 
wildlife trade occurring on such platforms. 

It is therefore suggested that where illegal online 
wildlife trade exists, especially for high value and 
highly desirable threatened species, e-commerce 
sites do not pose a substantial threat as facilitators 

of crime. However, messaging apps are more likely 
to host activity of a criminal nature, given the way 
they operate and functions such as WeChat ‘Mo-
ments’, which provide users with an area to show-
case illegal commodities covertly. 

Prevalence of mammoth ivory trade

However, the research did identify that a significant 
proportion (3,126 / 73%) of advertisements were for 
worked products derived from mammoth ivory, the 
trade of which is currently permitted in China. Most 
mammoth ivory products on sale were pendants 
(1,145 advertisements / 37%), while expertly carved 
figurines were the second most common item type 
(812 advertisements / 26%), with some items fetching 
very high prices (Image 1 and 2). Jewellery was the 
third most popular mammoth ivory item found for 
sale (614 advertisements / 20%), with bracelets and 
beads the most common products of that category.

Executive Summary 

1. The species could not be identified in three of the advertisements
2. https://flk.npc.gov.cn/detail.html?MmM5MDlmZGQ2NzhiZjE3OTAxNjc4YmY2OTIyNTA0YmY%3D
https://flk.npc.gov.cn/detail2.html?ZmY4MDgwODE2ZjEzNWY0NjAxNmYxY2NlYTE0YjExNDM%3D
3. http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/zhengceku/2020-01/26/content_5472280.htm 
4. https://www.aljazeera.com/economy/2020/3/24/illegal-wildlife-trade-goes-online-as-china-shuts-down-markets
5. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-environment-wildlife/china-wildlife-crime-prosecutions-up-sharply-after-covid-19-outbreak-idUSKBN27P35B
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Polished cross-sections of both elephant and 
mammoth ivory dentine display uniquely character-
istic Schreger lines, commonly referred to as cross-
hatchings or stacked chevrons,6  but this similarity 
renders the differentiation of ivory by species from 
photographs alone problematic. Therefore, the 
Wildlife Justice Commission undercover operatives 
set out to investigate this further to establish if any 
mammoth ivory sellers could actually be offering 
elephant ivory or whether they were able to source 
elephant ivory.

Undercover engagements were attempted with 
all 23 sellers and from these, only four sellers were 
willing and/or able to source elephant ivory for sale. 
One seller initially claimed to only offer mammoth 
ivory for sale, but later disclosed “no one dares to do 
the business now, no one dares to sell [elephant ivo-
ry], unless the customer is extremely close”, indicat-
ing his awareness of an illegal elephant ivory trade 
that only occurs through trusted contacts. 

It is surmised that while some of these sellers had 
previously traded in elephant ivory, many now held 
the perception that it is no longer worth the risk due 
to the current law enforcement response in China. 
Many of the mammoth ivory products documented 
for sale during this research were of incredibly high 
value, and as this business is legal and actively en-
couraged by the Chinese government, many sellers 
felt it is simply not logical to trade in elephant ivory.

The cultural significance  
of Chinese carvery 

In early 2006, traditional Chinese ivory carving skills 
were listed as an “intangible national heritage”.7 Rep-
resenting two distinguishable styles, Northern and 
Southern, a handful of factories and carving masters 
from Beijing and Guangzhou appear on the list of 
specialised carvers. In 2016, notice was given an-
nouncing the complete ban on elephant ivory trade 
in China, with the specific instruction “to actively di-
rect ivory carving skills to transform… to initiate the 
rescue of such intangible national and provincial 

heritage” and “to direct using replacement materi-
als to develop other ivory carving, and bone carv-
ing skills.”8

Mammoth ivory is considered to be one of the best 
replacement materials due to it having a similar 
texture to modern elephant ivory, while the free-
dom of commercial trade without being regulated 
by international treaties such as the Convention on 
International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild 
Fauna and Flora (CITES) presents a desirable busi-
ness opportunity. 

In 2017, following the implementation of the na-
tional elephant ivory trade ban in China, mammoth 
ivory stopped being considered as an exclusive 
collector’s product and appeared to become an au-
thentic substitute to elephant ivory. From being sold 
only in specialty shops, carvers and vendors started 
switching to mammoth ivory to mass produce small-
er jewellery and chopsticks.9  Ivory carving masters 
have been reported to be creating artistic master-
pieces through the legal import of Russian mam-
moth ivory on a commercial scale.10  This situation 
suggests there remains a healthy level of demand 
for carved ivory products in China, which until very 
recently was being legally met by elephant ivory. 

6. https://cites.org/sites/default/files/eng/resources/pub/E-Ivory-guide.pdf 
7. http://www.ihchina.cn/project_details/14002 
8. http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/content/2016-12/30/content_5155017.htm 

9. https://www.wired.co.uk/article/mammoth-tusk-hunters-russia-china 
10. http://www.ihchina.cn/project_details/10049 
11. https://www.wired.co.uk/article/mammoth-tusk-hunters-russia-china 
12. https://www.nationalgeographic.com/news/2016/08/wildlife-woolly-mam-
moth-ivory-trade-legal-china-african-elephant-poaching/ 
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The sourcing and sustainability  
of mammoth ivory 

With the Arctic permafrost thawing in recent years, 
more woolly mammoths are being unearthed in 
Siberia. As the warming temperatures melt the icy 
layers preserving the remnants of this extinguished 
species, mammoth hunting has become an entic-
ing profession, with people looking to retrieve the 
mammoth’s tusks and make healthy profits from 
their sale.11 

Albeit poorly regulated, international trade in 
mammoth ivory is not illegal (with the exception of 
India’s domestic legislation), and its major legal ex-
porter is Russia, however recent measures to limit 
this have been introduced.12 In northern Russia, 
recovering and selling mammoth tusks is the main 
source of income in the more remote areas and in re-
sponse to growing concerns about the environmen-
tal impact this may be having, Yakutia has now pro-
hibited the export of all mammoth tusks more than 
three metres in length.13 It is hoped that this legisla-
tive move will mean better control and transparency 
of the trade, however, the level of mammoth ivory 
trade documented in this small snapshot research 
raises concern as to whether demand levels can be 
legally met while such restrictions are in place. 

Threat assessment

Following mainland China’s national ivory trade 
ban, the Chief Executive of Hong Kong Special Ad-
ministrative Region (SAR) stated the government 
would also take steps to completely ban the sale of 
elephant ivory by 31 December 2021. However, the 
long-standing demand for elephant ivory and the 
profit margins generated from its trade may mean 
supply continues, albeit underground. It is impor-
tant to consider whether the mammoth ivory trade 
is susceptible to being used as a method to launder 
elephant ivory to service traditional ivory markets 
such as Hong Kong SAR, mainland China, and Japan, 
where recent research has found elephant ivory be-
ing sold as mammoth ivory.14 It should also be im-
portant to consider the way in which the legal mam-
moth ivory supply chain operates, how it is sourced, 
and how and where it is being consolidated prior to 
transportation.

The diversion of ivory type from elephant to 
mammoth is expected to perpetuate demand for 
these types of products. While there may be abun-
dant stores of mammoth ivory at present, it is not 
a renewable material, and the threat to elephants 
is unlikely to subside if this situation persists. Al-
though there are encouraging signs that illegal 
wildlife trade occurring in China is being tackled in 

a coordinated manner, organised criminal networks 
are resourceful and where demand exists, a sup-
ply chain is often formed to feed it. Therefore, it will 
be important for China to consider the role that the 
legal mammoth ivory trade is having on potentially 
perpetuating demand for elephant ivory, and to 
develop and implement measures to ensure it does 
not become a threat to wild elephants.

Considerations for wider  
research on the impact of  
the mammoth ivory trade

The volume of advertisements pertaining to 
the trade of mammoth ivory identified during this 
small-scale research, which only focused on one 
method of trading activity, points to a potentially 
huge demand for this material as worked ivory. 
Furthermore, additional research undertaken in 
October 2021 using the same methodology as the 
earlier research from August-December 2020 con-
firmed that mammoth ivory products continued to 
be found for sale at a rate which was consistent with 
the earlier research, averaging around 10 advertise-
ments identified on Chinese e-commerce platforms 
for every hour spent researching. 

In August 2019, at the 18th meeting of the Confer-
ence of the Parties (CoP) to CITES, a proposal was 

submitted by Israel and Kenya to list the woolly 
mammoth (Mammuthus primigenius) in Appendix 
II to regulate trade and prevent potential laundering 
of elephant ivory.15  However, delegates from 183 
countries that are signatories to the CITES conven-
tion deferred a vote on the proposal. It was agreed 
instead to reconsider it in three years’ time at the 
next CITES CoP (to be held in Panama in November 
2022), pending a study on the effect of mammoth 
ivory on global ivory markets.16 The Wildlife Justice 
Commission therefore urges CITES to consider the 
findings of this report and the potential scale of the 
mammoth ivory trade in any future commissioned 
research especially in light of imminent Hong Kong 
SAR ban. Any pending research should also con-
sider the potential threats from organised crime as 
they may be relevant particularly to mainland China, 
Hong Kong SAR, Japan, and Russia.  

13. https://www.irishtimes.com/news/world/europe/ancient-beasts-unearthed-in-siberia-s-rush-for-mammoth-ice-ivory-1.4691671  
14. https://www.wwf.or.jp/activities/data/20201208_wildlife03.pdf 

15. https://cites.org/sites/default/files/eng/cop/18/prop/020119_d/E-CoP18-Prop_draft-Mam-
muthus-primigenius.pdf
16. https://www.antiquestradegazette.com/news/2019/bid-to-list-the-mammoth-as-a-protect-
ed-species-withdrawn-from-cites-summit/   
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In August 2020, with the support of Peace Parks 
Foundation, the Wildlife Justice Commission com-
menced a project to research to what extent illegal 
wildlife trade was occurring on e-commerce plat-
forms in China. The objective was to gain an in-
creased understanding of the role of e-commerce 
platforms in facilitating the illegal sale of wildlife 
products in China and to determine if criminal 
networks use these platforms to sell illegal wildlife 
products either within China or to supply products 
outside of China. 

Methodology

From 13 August 2020 to 16 December 2020, the 
Wildlife Justice Commission conducted research re-
lating to the sale of wildlife products on several Chi-
nese e-commerce platforms including Alibaba, 1688, 
Taobao, Tmall, Pinduoduo, GUCN, Cang, JD, Google, 
and Baidu. Research on these sites equated to more 
than 300 hours during the period under review.

Keyword searches relating to the sale of rhino horn, 
pangolin scales and big cats returned no results, 
however keyword searches relating to elephant ivo-
ry, mammoth ivory, reptiles, turtles/tortoises, lizards, 
and tiger bone, returned several results.

Table 1 provides an overview of the matches re-
turned based upon those keyword searches. 

Following the identification of advertisements and 
associated contact details of the sellers, Wildlife Jus-
tice Commission undercover operatives acting as 
Chinese buyers set out to engage directly with sell-
ers of products of interest; primarily mammoth ivory 
sellers but also those offering Protected species 
such as elephant ivory. The Wildlife Justice Commis-
sion’s undercover operatives are experienced in this 
method of investigation and all communications 
with sellers was documented and transcribed for an-
alytical purposes and for providing to law enforce-
ment agencies if deemed necessary. 

Research Limitations 

The analysis of the identified advertisements was 
based upon the wording used in the advert as well 
as product identification by the Wildlife Justice 
Commission investigators using the photographs 
provided in the advert. Investigators did not pur-
chase any products or view them directly, as is often 
the preferred method of identification used by the 
Wildlife Justice Commission. Therefore, it is difficult 
to verify the authenticity of the products on offer 
and described in the report findings. 

Introduction
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During the research period, the Wildlife Justice 
Commission identified 4,297 advertisements of 
wildlife, parts and derivatives being offered by 85 
different sellers using the keyword searches de-
scribed. The identified wildlife products represented 
11 different species groups and a total of 35 spe-
cies, mainly relating to fauna, while two species of 
wild plants were also identified. Items derived from 
mammoth ivory were found to be the most com-
monly occurring product type identified (Table 2).

The advertisements were found to be posted on 
seven different websites, with almost nine out of 
10 advertisements (3,693) identified on the lesser-
known platform 1688.com. The second most com-
monly identified platform was Taobao.com, ac-
counting for 318 advertisements, although it was 
significantly lower by comparison (Table 3).  

Some background research has been conducted 
on those platforms where more than 100 advertise-
ments were identified during the research. It should 
be noted that three of the platforms surveyed (1688, 
Taobao and Tmall) are owned by the Alibaba Group.

Results

Species Number  
of Adverts

Number  
of Sellers 17

Agarwood 49 5

Alligator Snapping Turtle 10 4

Asian Arowana 1 1

Black swan 33 1

Camel 28 1

Chinese pond turtle 29 3

Chinese softshell turtle 450 25

Crocodile 3 2

Elephant ivory 12 8

Golden Arowana 2 1

Golden Coin Turtle 2 2

Graptemys Turtle 1 1

Helmeted Hornbill 2 1

Imitation tiger teeth/bear teeth 4 2

Loggerhead musk turtle 1 1

Mammoth ivory 3,126 23

Narwhal tooth 7 1

Ostrich 66 6

Parrot 11 2

Peacock 209 8

Phoebe Zhennan 153 7

Polar bear 1 1

Razor backed musk turtle 2 2

Red Arowana 1 1

Rhinoceros 6 3

Shark Teeth 1 1

Spotted Deer 30 2

Striped necked musk turtle 2 1

Teeth Pendant – Material unknown 3 1

Tiger Bone 20 1

Tiger Canine 1 1

Tiger Skin 1 1

Hawksbill Marine Turtle 27 1

Walrus tooth 2 1

Yellow margined box turtle 1 1

Total 4,297 124 (unique 
sellers 85)

 
Table 2: Total number of identified sellers
and advertisements by commodity

Website Number  
of Adverts Percentage

1688 3,693 85.9%

Taobao 318 7.4%

Tmall 125 2.9%

Pinduoduo 79 1.8%

JD 71 1.7%

Gucn 8 0.2%

Cang 3 0.1%

Total 4,297 100%

 
Table 3: Platforms where advertisements were posted

17. Many sellers were offering more than one species / commodity for sale.

Keyword Translation / Meaning Product / Commodity Result

猛犸 Mammoth Mammoth ivory Yes 

XY First letters of “Xiang ya”, elephant ivory in Chinese Elephant ivory Yes 

老Y “Old Y”, “Y” is the first letter of “Ya” tooth in Chinese Elephant ivory Yes

象牙 Elephant ivory Elephant ivory No

果冻料 Jelly material  Elephant ivory Yes 

独尖 ”独”, first word of narwhal in Chinese, ”尖” pointy, refers to tooth Narwhal tooth Yes

海象牙 Walrus tooth Walrus tooth Yes

X角 “X horn”, “X” is the first letter of “Xi”, rhino in Chinese Rhino horn No 

*角 “* horn”, *is suspected to be used to avoid directly typing “rhino”  
thus detected by platform Rhino horn Yes

XJ First letters of “Xi jiao”, rhino horn in Chinese Rhino horn No 

西角  Different Chinese characters but same pronunciation  
as “Xi jiao” rhino horn in Chinese  Rhino horn No 

角料 Horn materials Rhino horn No 

牛角 Bull horns Rhino horn No 

黑料 Black materials Rhino horn No 

CSJ First letters of “Chuan shan jia”, pangolin in Chinese Pangolin No 

CS First letters of “Chuan shan”, penetrating mountains in Chinese, referring to pangolin Pangolin No 

C山 “C mountain”, “C” is the first letter of “Chuan”, penetrating in Chinese,  
“C山” refers to pangolin Pangolin No 

摸金符 A superstitious type of pendant to exorcise evil spirits Pangolin No

hu 骨 “Hu bone”, “Hu” is the pinyin spelling of tiger in Chinese Tiger bone Yes 

稀有材料、稀有材
质、珍惜材质 Various ways of writing “rare materials” in Chinese Various Yes 

活体 Living body Living animal,  
specimen, fossil Yes

蜥蜴 Lizard Lizard Yes 

龟 Turtle/Tortoise Turtle/Tortoise Yes 

甲魚 Softshell turtle Softshell turtle Yes

沉香 Agarwood Agarwood Yes

金丝楠 Phoebe Zhennan Phoebe Zhennan Yes

Table 1: Keywords and characters applied

1514 www.wildlifejustice.org



Alibaba Group and
affiliated companies

Founded in 1999, Alibaba Group is a Chinese mul-
tinational company specialised in mobile and on-
line commerce, providing consumer-to-consumer, 
business-to-consumer, and business-to-business 
sale services, as well as electronic payment ser-
vices and shopping search engines in China and 
internationally. With the initial purpose of help-
ing small businesses to grow and compete more 
effectively, Alibaba Group became the world’s 
largest retailer and e-commerce company, and in 
January 2018 it became the second Asian com-
pany to break the USD 500 billion valuation mark, 
after Tencent.18  

The Group operates various businesses and af-
filiated companies in different sectors to help 
businesses leverage the power of the Internet to 
establish an online presence and conduct com-
merce, ranging from e-commerce and online pay-
ment platforms to digital media, entertainment 
and cloud computing technology. Examples of 
these companies are Alibaba, 1688, Taobao, Tmall, 
AliExpress, Ant Group, Youku, DingTalk, Cainiao 
Network, and others.19

Alibaba20

Launched in 1999 as the primary business of the 
group, Alibaba (www.alibaba.com) is now the 
China’s largest platform for international whole-
sale trade. It helps suppliers, who are typically 
trade agents, wholesalers, retailers, manufactur-
ers and small and medium enterprises engaged in 
the import and export business, to reach a global 
audience for their products. In this marketplace, 
buyers can find hundreds of millions of products 
from a wide variety of categories.

Alipay

Launched in 2004, Alipay (www.alipay.com) is the 
world’s largest and most widely used digital pay-
ment platform, having overtaken PayPal in 2013. 
Operated by the Ant Group, a financial services 
provider affiliated to the Alibaba Group, Alipay pro-
vides a quick and reliable payment system with re-
duced risk of fraud, and an escrow service, in which 
buyers can verify whether they are happy with the 
goods purchased before the money is released to 
the seller. It registers over 520 million active users 
and more than 100 million daily transactions, with 
users transacting mostly in e-commerce, travel, on-
line education, food, and many others.

168821

Launched in 1999, 1688 (www.1688.com) is 
China’s largest platform for domestic wholesale 
trade.  Contrary to Alibaba, which is mainly for 
international trade, 1688 focuses on the domestic 
market, connecting manufacturers and wholesale 
sellers to wholesale buyers in China. The platform 
is one of the most popular wholesale websites 
for Chinese people, who trade in apparel, general 
merchandise and accessories, among others.

Taobao Marketplace22

Launched in 2003, Taobao Marketplace (www.tao-
bao.com) is China’s largest online and mobile com-
merce platform for consumer-to-consumer retail 
trade. The platform is mainly used by small busi-
nesses and individual entrepreneurs, who through 
the platform can open online stores to cater buyers 
mostly in mainland China, Hong Kong SAR, Macau 
and Taiwan. It is often compared to eBay due to its 
similarities in the sales model, and has surpassed oth-
er popular online marketplaces such as Amazon.23

Tmall23

Launched in 2008, Tmall (www.tmall.com) is the 
world’s largest third-party e-commerce market-
place for business-to-consumer retail trade. The 
platform enables businesses and brands world-
wide to reach the Chinese market, offering a pre-
mium shopping experience to consumers looking 
to buy both national and international branded 
products as well as other products not available in 
traditional retail outlets.

18. https://www.alibabagroup.com/en/about/overview ; https://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Alibaba_Group
19. See https://www.alibabagroup.com/en/about/businesses for major business-
es affiliated to Alibaba Group.
20. https://activities.alibaba.com/alibaba/following-about-alibaba.php?spm=a27
00.8293689.0.0.2ce267af2juMG5&tracelog=footer_alibaba

21. https://www.alibabagroup.com/en/about/businesses
22. Ibid.
23. Ibid.
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Analysis and  
Interpretation of Results

Legislative Analysis 

To establish the level of criminality appearing on 
these platforms, an analysis of China’s wildlife pro-
tection legislation was conducted to ascertain the 
legality of online sales. 

Fauna (wild animals)

In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, China intro-
duced a complete ban on any type of wildlife trade 
including on e-commerce platforms, which came 
into effect nationwide on 26 January 2020.24 This 
means all online platforms are prohibited from of-
fering wildlife regardless of their species protection 
levels. No end date to this ban has been decided or 
announced.

According to China’s Criminal Law, illegally pur-
chasing, transporting, or selling precious and en-
dangered wildlife and the products made thereof 
can result in five years imprisonment and a fine, 
5-10 years imprisonment and a fine if the situation 
is deemed to be serious enough, and more than 
10 years imprisonment and a fine if the situation is 
especially serious. According to the Supplementary 
Provisions from China’s Supreme Court and Su-
preme Procuratorate in February 2021, the official 
title of the offence has been changed to “harming 
precious and endangered wildlife”,25 which is meant 
to represent a broader sense of the offence, includ-

ing but not limited to purchasing, transporting, or 
selling precious and endangered wildlife. In addi-
tion, one can also be sentenced to life in prison for 
smuggling precious animals and the products made 
thereof, shall the situation be considered serious 
enough by a judge.26 For example, on 29 Decem-
ber 2020, two individuals were sentenced to life in 
prison in Guangzhou for smuggling more than 20 
tonnes of ivory (valued at over RMB 1 billion / USD 
156 million) from Nigeria to China between July 
2013 and August 2018.27

Criminal Law outlines what constitutes wildlife 
crimes and the respective penalties, while the de-
tailed regulations of wildlife protection are outlined 
in China’s Wildlife Protection Law, as a part of the 
Chinese criminal legal system which regulates the 
crimes against animals in the country. Article 9 of 
China’s Wildlife Protection Law categorises Level I 
and Level II national protected wildlife species. Al-
though different protection measures are outlined 
for the two levels, they enjoy the same legal status, 
and animals listed in both categories are regarded 
as national protected wildlife species. Article 27 
prohibits selling, purchasing, and utilising national 
protected wildlife and the products made thereof. 
Exceptions are given to scientific research, captive 
breeding, exhibitions, and other special circum-
stances, in which cases strict permitting rules are 
established. Article 32 explicitly bans online trading 
platforms from providing services for illegally selling, 
purchasing, and utilising wildlife and the products 
made thereof.28 The current Wildlife Protection Law 

is under review and the amendments have been 
drafted after collecting public suggestions and com-
ments. The amended Law is expected to better ad-
dress wildlife and public health issues, eliminating 
inspection blind spots, and increasing punishment 
and sentences in relation to wildlife crimes.29 

The Ministry of Forestry oversees the List of endan-
gered and protected species in China (the List).30 
There have been some amendments since it was 
first introduced in 1989 including the one in June 
2020, when all the pangolin species in China were 
lifted from Level II to Level I,31 to strengthen the 
protection of one of the most poached mammals 
on earth. In February 2021, the List went through a 
major update for the first time since it came into ef-
fect more than 30 years ago. The List now includes 
a total of 980 species.32 It is worth noting that there 
are more new species added into the List than all the 
protected species already listed. The update of the 
List is considered to be a part of the revision of the 
abovementioned China’s Wildlife Protection Law. 

It is also stipulated that for all species native to Chi-
na, the List should be referred to regarding the level 
of protection. Meanwhile, for non-native species, the 
level of protection is determined by the CITES Ap-
pendices.33 CITES Appendix I is equal to China’s Level 
I protection and CITES Appendix II is equal to Level 
II protection in China. For example, the Asian black 
bear (Ursus thibetanus) is listed in CITES Appendix I, 
however it is classified as a Level II protected  

species on the List. Because it is native to China, the 
List prevails, and it is managed as a Level II protect-
ed species in China. On the contrary, African ostrich 
(Struthio camelus) is not native to China but is listed 
in CITES Appendix I, so it is managed as a Level I pro-
tected species in China. An interpretation issued by 
the People’s Supreme Court lists the detailed quanti-
ty of which species at which level of protection shall 
be considered to determine the seriousness of the 
situation for sentencing and deciding punishment.34

Flora (wild plants)

The most direct legislation that relates to wild 
plants in China is the Regulation on Wild Plants 
Protection. Article 10 of the Regulation classifies all 
wild plant species to national protected wild plants 
and locally protected wild plants. National protect-
ed wild plants can be further classified as Level I and 
Level II species. Article 18 clearly states all forms of 
selling and purchasing Level I national protected 
wild plants are banned, and special permits are re-
quired for purchasing and selling those wild plants 
falling under Level II protection.35

The current List of Key Protected Wild Plants in 
China came into effect in 1999,36 and was majorly 
updated in September 2021.37 The new list re-
moved 55 species and added 296 new species and 
17 genus, and now includes 468 wild plant species 
and 25 genus in total.38

24. http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/zhengceku/2020-01/26/content_5472280.htm
25. https://www.spp.gov.cn/spp/xwfbh/wsfbt/202102/t20210227_510055.shtml
26. https://flk.npc.gov.cn/detail2.html?ZmY4MDgxODE3OTZhNjM2YTAxNzk4MjJhMTk2NDBjOTI%3D
27. https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202012/31/WS5fed3673a31024ad0ba9fc78.html 
28. https://flk.npc.gov.cn/detail2.html?ZmY4MDgwODE2ZjEzNWY0NjAxNmYxY2NlYTE0YjExNDM%3D

29. http://www.npc.gov.cn/npc/ysdwbhfxdca/ysdwbhfxdca.shtml
30. http://www.forestry.gov.cn/main/153/20200619/092731170435586.html
31. https://www.forestry.gov.cn/main/3954/20201030/225005546863503.html
32. http://www.gov.cn/xinwen/2021-02/09/content_5586227.htm
33. https://checklist.cites.org/#/en
34. https://www.chinacourt.org/law/detail/2000/11/id/39272.shtml 
35. https://flk.npc.gov.cn/detail2.html?ZmY4MDgwODE2ZjNlOTc4NDAxNmY0MjMyMjUzNDAzMjM%3D
36. https://flk.npc.gov.cn/detail2.html?ZmY4MDgwODE2ZjNlOTc4NDAxNmY0MjMyMjUzNDAzMjM%3D
37. http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/zhengceku/2021-09/09/content_5636409.htm
38. http://www.forestry.gov.cn/main/153/20200710/085720879652689.html and http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/zhengceku/2021-09/09/content_5636409.htm

1918 www.wildlifejustice.org

http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/zhengceku/2020-01/26/content_5472280.htm
https://www.spp.gov.cn/spp/xwfbh/wsfbt/202102/t20210227_510055.shtml
https://flk.npc.gov.cn/detail2.html?ZmY4MDgxODE3OTZhNjM2YTAxNzk4MjJhMTk2NDBjOTI%3D
https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202012/31/WS5fed3673a31024ad0ba9fc78.html
https://flk.npc.gov.cn/detail2.html?ZmY4MDgwODE2ZjEzNWY0NjAxNmYxY2NlYTE0YjExNDM%3D
http://www.npc.gov.cn/npc/ysdwbhfxdca/ysdwbhfxdca.shtml
http://www.forestry.gov.cn/main/153/20200619/092731170435586.html
https://www.forestry.gov.cn/main/3954/20201030/225005546863503.html
http://www.gov.cn/xinwen/2021-02/09/content_5586227.htm
https://checklist.cites.org/#/en
https://www.chinacourt.org/law/detail/2000/11/id/39272.shtml
https://flk.npc.gov.cn/detail2.html?ZmY4MDgwODE2ZjNlOTc4NDAxNmY0MjMyMjUzNDAzMjM%3D
https://flk.npc.gov.cn/detail2.html?ZmY4MDgwODE2ZjNlOTc4NDAxNmY0MjMyMjUzNDAzMjM%3D
http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/zhengceku/2021-09/09/content_5636409.htm
http://www.forestry.gov.cn/main/153/20200710/085720879652689.html
http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/zhengceku/2021-09/09/content_5636409.htm


All national protected species in China are clas-
sified as either Level I or Level II by China’s Wildlife 
Protection Law.39 Although different protection 
measures are outlined for the two levels, they enjoy 
the same legal status, with both regarded as key 
protected species in China. Determining the legal-
ity of the advertisements identified during the re-
search was based upon this piece of legislation. 

Of the 35 species and commodities (including two 
timber species) identified for sale as part of this 
research, at least 14 were found on the List of En-
dangered and Protected Species in China, and 17 

species were found on CITES Appendix I or II, which 
makes them fully or partially prohibited to trade in 
China. Due to the difficulty in identifying the specif-
ic species of some products such as agarwood and 
sharks, it was not possible to determine their exact 
protection level. 

In total, 637 (15%) advertisements were identi-
fied as referring to the sale of Protected species, 
while a minimum of 3,657 (85%) of the identified 
advertisements were classified as Not Protected 
(Table 4).

Category Species China  
protection level CITES Appendix Prohibited to trade in CN

Ivory

Elephant I I Yes

Mammoth N/A N/A No

Walrus N/A III No

Narwhal N/A II Yes (legal with permit)

Curios

Rhino N/A I Yes

Tiger I I Yes

Leopard I I Yes

Helmeted hornbill N/A I Yes

Crocodile N/A I or II or N/A Some

Hawksbill marine turtle I I Yes 

Shark (species unknown) Some II I or II Some 

Live Pets & Livestock

Arowana x 3 (Asian, Golden, Red) N/A I Yes

Golden coin turtle II II Yes

Peacock Some I I or II or N/A Some

Ostrich N/A I or N/A Some

Polar bear N/A II Yes

Parrot Some II I or II or N/A Some

Camel I (only wild) I or II Yes (only wild)

Spotted deer I (only wild) N/A Yes (only wild)

Black swan N/A N/A No

Alligator snapping turtle N/A III No

Graptemys turtle N/A III No

Loggerhead musk turtle N/A N/A No 

Chinese softshell turtle N/A N/A No

Chinese pond turtle II (only wild) III Yes (only wild)

Razor backed musk turtle N/A N/A No

Striped necked musk turtle N/A N/A No

Yellow margined box turtle II (only wild) III Yes (only wild)

Wood
Agarwood (species unknown) N/A or II N/A or II Some

Phoebe Zhennan Some II N/A Yes (legal with permit)

 

Table 5: List of identified species and their protection levels

Protection Levels Advertisements Percentage

Not Protected 3,657 85.1%

Protected 637 14.8%

Species Unknown 3 0.1%

Total 4,297 100%

 
Table 4: Breakdown of advertisements by protection levels

Protection level of 
commodities found in trade

39. https://flk.npc.gov.cn/detail.html?MmM5MDlmZGQ2NzhiZjE3OTAxNjc4YmY2OTIyNTA0YmY%3D
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Alibaba Group’s response  
to illegal wildlife trade

In order to combat the illegal online trade in wildlife 
that continues to occur on e-commerce and social 
media platforms, the Alibaba Group has joined forc-
es with other big tech companies and organisations 
to tackle the issue that is devastating threatened 
species of wild plants and animals worldwide. 
In 2014, Alibaba Group signed a strategic memoran-
dum of understanding with the wildlife trade moni-
toring network TRAFFIC, pledging zero tolerance to-
wards the listing and sales of illegal wildlife products 
online. It was considered a major step in tackling 
e-commerce sales of illegal wildlife trade, showing 
that the company is serious about removing these 
products from its business.40  

Later, in 2016, the Chinese State Forestry Adminis-
tration, together with various non-profit organisa-
tions, formulated the first review of the standard for 
Internet transactions on wild animals and products 
thereof, of which Alibaba became the first sub-
ject. Consequently, the group announced that they 
would unite with the World Wildlife Fund (WWF), 
TRAFFIC, World Animal Protection, and the Interna-
tional Fund for Animal Welfare (IFAW) to initiate the 
Ailing Project, to prevent the use of the company’s 
e-commerce platforms for illegal sale of wildlife 
products and to educate consumers about the im-
pact of such trade. 

According to the Alibaba Group’s data, over 30,000 
protected species were banned for sale across all 
their service platforms. In 2019, Taobao blocked 
more than 1,350,000 messages that violated the 
rules concerning 834 fauna and flora species. More 
than 43,000 individuals participated in the reporting 
of suspicious activities, and more than 2,700 volun-
teers and security cloud control technology “patrol” 
the e-commerce websites all the time. Web pages 
publicising the protection of wildlife received more 
than 3,000,000 views.41

In 2017, several tech giants all over the world, in-
cluding Alibaba, Tencent, Baidu, Google, eBay, and 
many others, became the first businesses to join 
WWF, IFAW, and TRAFFIC in the Global Coalition to 
End Wildlife Trafficking Online, which aimed to re-
duce online wildlife trafficking by 80% by the end 
of 2020. To reach that goal, members of the Coali-
tion engage in active dialogue, sharing best prac-
tices, developing action plans to take on trafficking 
threats, and offering educational information to staff 
members and users to help spot illegal products and 
sales.42 This direct action is likely to have led to a re-
duction in illegal activity occurring through Alibaba 
Group’s platforms.

E-commerce platforms
and illegal wildlife trade 

Based upon current protection levels in China, 
637 of a potential 4,297 advertisements were 
deemed to be potentially illegal. The greatest 
number of prohibited products were found on 
1688, which accounted for 85% (596) of the total, 
followed by Taobao and GUCN. Advertisements 
pertaining to both elephant ivory and rhino horn 
products were listed on GUCN, where all the ad-
vertisements on that site were assessed to be po-
tentially illegal. Although most illegal/prohibited 
species found were advertised on 1688, these 

represented a much lower proportion of the ad-
vertisements overall found on this platform (16%), 
(Table 6). The reason why 1688 is more popular for 
wildlife trade could be to target customers shop-
ping at a wholesale level. Other platforms such as 
Taobao and Tmall tend to focus on the Chinese 
domestic market. Another explanation could be 
that wholesalers are able to contact the sellers di-
rectly on 1688, whilst buyers on the other e-com-
merce platforms need to contact the customer 
service department of that specific platform such 
as Taobao and Cang. 

Website Number of adverts for  
prohibited products

Total number of 
advertisements

Proportion of  
prohibited advertisements

1688 596 3,693 16%

Taobao 29 318 9%

Gucn 8 8 100%

Cang 2 3 67%

JD 1 71 1%

Pinduoduo 1 79 1%

Tmall 0 125 0%

Total 637 4,297

 
Table 6: Number of advertisements per platform

As previously stated, three 
of the platforms surveyed 
where illegal advertisements 
were found (1688, Taobao 
and Tmall) are owned by  
the Alibaba Group.

40. https://www.alibabagroup.com/en/news/article?news=p141014
41. http://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/2020-01/07/c_1125432640.htm
42. https://www.endwildlifetraffickingonline.org/
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Most mammoth ivory products on sale were 
pendants (1,145 advertisements / 37%), ranging 
from RMB 1 – 14,000 (USD 0.14 - 1,974), although 
the vast majority were priced at less than RMB 500 
(USD 70). Expertly carved figurines were the sec-
ond most common item type (812 advertisements 
/ 26%), with some items fetching high prices  
(Table 7, Images 3 and 4). Jewellery was the third 
most popular mammoth ivory item found for sale 

(614 advertisements / 20%), with bracelets and 
beads the most common products of that category 
(Table 7, Images 5 - 12).

Adveritsements pertaining to the sale of mam-
moth ivory were found on almost all of the plat-
forms searched. As expected, 1688 accounted for 
the greatest proportion (80%) of these advertise-
ments, followed by Taobao.com at 9% (Table 8). 

Undercover engagement
with mammoth ivory sellers

Polished cross-sections of elephant and mam-
moth ivory dentine display uniquely characteris-
tic Schreger lines, commonly referred to as cross-
hatchings, engine turnings, or stacked chevrons;43 
however, this similarity renders the differentiation 
of ivory by species from photographs alone prob-
lematic. Therefore, the Wildlife Justice Commission 
undercover operatives set out to further investigate 
whether any mammoth ivory sellers could also be 
offering elephant ivory.

Undercover engagements were attempted with all 
23 sellers that were offering mammoth ivory prod-
ucts, to determine if any illegal wildlife products 
were up for sale. Research on those sellers led to the 
identification of 37 linked ‘shops’. For example, one 
seller was linked to seven shops. A large proportion 
of the shops on Taobao and Tmall (27) offered no di-
rect contact and only provided a third-party digital 
customer service platform, which left 17 sellers with 
18 valid contact details (16 WeChat accounts and 
two phone numbers). Seven contacts belonging to 
six sellers were found to be not currently active or 
connected, and no response was received. 

Legal wildlife trade: 
Mammoth Ivory

From all the adverts collected, 73% (n=3,126) re-
lated to the sale of products derived from mammoth 
ivory. Currently the sale of mammoth ivory in China 
is permitted; however, given the sheer number of 

advertisements that were identified, further research 
was warranted. 

Of the 23 sellers identified offering mammoth ivo-
ry, most traded exclusively in that product. Most of 
these sellers and the identified companies they op-
erate appear to be involved in the jewellery busi-
ness, crafts and/or sculpture business.  

Product Type Advertisements

Image 3 (left): Mammoth ivory figurine for sale,  
priced RMB 59,999 (USD 8,462)

Image 4 (right): Mammoth ivory figurine for sale,  
prices at RMB 188,888 (USD 26,642)

Images 5-12: Bangles and bracelets for sale,  
priced between RMB 730-2,950 (USD 102 – 416)

 
Table 7: Advertisements for mammoth ivory

Species 1688 Cang GUCN JD Pinduoduo Taobao Tmall Number of 
Advertisements

Mammoth ivory 2,563 1 0 70 78 289 125 3,126

 
Table 8: Breakdown of platforms advertising mammoth ivory

43. https://cites.org/sites/default/files/eng/resources/pub/E-Ivory-guide.pdf 40. https://www.wired.co.uk/article/mammoth-tusk-hunters-russia-china
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Out of the 11 contactable sellers, only four were 
willing and/or able to offer elephant ivory for sale. 
One of the sellers stated they will only sell ivory to 
individuals with whom they have a very close re-
lationship. Most of the responses received during 
engagements regarding elephant ivory suggested 
that it was too risky to sell in the current circum-
stances. In addition, one seller initially claimed to 
only offer mammoth ivory for sale, but later dis-
closed that “no one dares to do the business now, 
no one dares to sell [elephant ivory], unless the cus-
tomer is extremely close”, indicating his awareness 
of an illegal elephant ivory trade that only occurs 
through trusted contacts.

There were three mammoth ivory sellers who were 
willing to offer five whole elephant ivory tusks and 
six processed elephant ivory carvings, as well as one 
thumb ring made of elephant bone (Table 9). Only 
one seller offered whole ivory tusks for sale (see im-
ages 13 and 14 on the next page). Another claimed 
the thumb ring was made from elephant ivory, but 
identification by a Wildlife Justice Commission inves-
tigator determined the ring to be most likely made 
of elephant bone considering the appearance, the 
advertisement, and the low price. All the products 
were said to be unique with only one piece in stock, 
a claim echoed by all three sellers. 

Seller Product Quantity Price

Seller 1

Whole ivory tusk 5 pcs RMB 10,000/kg [USD 1,546/kg]

Ivory Guanyin figurine 2 pcs RMB 48,000 [USD 7,419] (1.541 kg) RMB 40,000 [USD 
6,183] (1.074 kg)

Ivory carved stamp 1 pc RMB 105,000 [USD 16,230]

Ivory figurine 1 pc RMB 31,000 [USD 4,792] (1.44 kg)

Ivory boat 1 pc RMB 19,000 [USD 2,937] (0.43 kg)

Seller 2 Ivory bracelet 1 pc RMB 1,600 [USD 247]

Seller 3 Elephant bone thumb ring 1 pc RMB 400 [USD 62]

 
Table 9: Elephant ivory products offered by mammoth ivory sellers

Payment options offered by all three sellers included 
WeChat Pay, Alipay or bank transfer. However, one 
seller also proposed to get his trusted delivery com-
pany to collect the full payment on his behalf, upon 
delivery of the products. He would then receive the 
money from the delivery company because of his 
long business relationship with the couriers.

The seven remaining sellers explicitly said they are 
only involved with legal mammoth ivory or jade jew-
ellery business. From the conversations with these 
sellers, it was observed that elephant ivory trade has 
drastically reduced due to the stringent regulations 
and subsequent enforcement actions in China over 
the past few years. The Wildlife Justice Commission 
undercover operative was warned by sellers that 
trading in elephant ivory is illegal with high risks of 
being caught, and they suggested the operative not 
ask for it either. “Strict actions taken by the authori-
ties are ruthless”, and another said “[you should] only 
buy legal stuff as a gift, such as mammoth products”. 
In answering the Wildlife Justice Commission’s ques-
tions, one seller stated, “we only do legal, authentic 
mammoth ivory products, no elephant ivory” and in-
dicated that no one is selling elephant ivory because 
of the high risks, as “it could be traced back”. 

The suspicion held by the undercover operative, 
which is somewhat substantiated by other Wildlife 
Justice Commission investigative work, is that el-

Image 13:  Elephant ivory tusk; length 80 cm,  
width 8.5 cm, weight 4,800 kg

Image 14: Elephant ivory tusk; length 63 cm,  
width 7 cm, weight 5,230 kg
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of mammoth ivory at present, it is not a renewable 
material, and the threat to wild elephants is unlikely 
to subside while this situation exists. 

With the Arctic permafrost thawing in recent 
years, more woolly mammoths are being un-
earthed in Siberia. As the warming temperatures 
melt the icy layers preserving the remnants of this 
extinguished species, mammoth hunting has be-
come an enticing profession, with people looking 
to retrieve the mammoth tusks and make healthy 
profits from their sale.47 

Albeit being poorly regulated, international trade 
in mammoth ivory is not illegal (with the exception 
of India’s domestic legislation), and its major legal 
exporter is Russia.48 In northern Russia, recovering 
and selling mammoth tusks is the main source of 
income in the more remote areas, and in response to 
growing concerns about the environmental impact 
this may be having, Yakutia has now prohibited the 
export of all mammoth tusks more than three me-
tres in length.49 It is hoped that this legislative move 
will mean better control and transparency of the 
trade. It should also be important to consider the 
way in which the legal mammoth ivory supply chain 
operates, how it is sourced, and how and where it is 
being consolidated prior to transportation.

In 2017, following the implementation of the na-
tional elephant ivory trade ban in China, mammoth 

ivory stopped being considered as an exclusive 
collector’s product and appeared to become an 
authentic substitute to elephant ivory. From being 
sold only in specialty shops, carvers and vendors 
started switching to mammoth ivory to mass pro-
duce smaller jewellery and chopsticks.50 By becom-
ing a substitute for illegal elephant ivory, the trade in 
mammoth ivory was touted as an effective solution 
to reduce the number of poaching incidents and de-
mand for elephant ivory. However, conservationists 
and campaigners have argued that the mammoth 
ivory trade is a way to sustain a criminal industry and 
could instead provide a loophole for mislabelling 
and laundering elephant ivory.51   

Those who are against banning the trade of mam-
moth ivory highlight that although both commodi-
ties look alike, it is possible to tell the two apart by 
certain distinguishing features, such as the Schreger 
lines. Moreover, they point out that the prices and 
demand for elephant ivory have steadily decreased 
over the years and the ban might have the oppo-
site result of its intention: their concern being that 
a mammoth ivory trade ban could instead drive the 
prices for elephant ivory up, increasing the incentive 
to poach elephants.52

ephant ivory is likely to be available or accessible to 
these sellers and they previously would have traded 
more freely in it. However, given the hard line taken 
by the government and the meaningful and con-
tinued actions taken by Chinese law enforcement 
agencies, many such sellers have been deterred 
from engaging in any illegal activity that perhaps 
they once would have engaged in.

The rise in mammoth ivory trade

The woolly mammoth (Mammuthus primigenius) is 
an extinct species, but unearthed carcasses often 
retain high quality ivory that can be carved like that 
of elephant ivory. Mammoth ivory is a fossil and a 
non-renewable resource, but as there is no ban on 
its sale in China this situation could create loop-
holes which enable traders to fraudulently market 
elephant ivory products as mammoth ivory. 

It is reported that 80% of Siberian mammoth 
tusks end up in mainland China via Hong Kong 
SAR, where they are carved into sculptures and 
trinkets. According to open-source research it was 
found that Russia exported 72 tonnes of mammoth 
tusks in 2017 alone.44 Top grade mammoth tusks 
can sell for as much as USD 800 per kg in Yakutsk, 
Russia, and the price can double again once across 
the Chinese border. 

In early 2006, traditional Chinese ivory carving skills 
were listed as an “intangible national heritage”.41 Rep-
resenting two distinguishable styles, Northern and 
Southern, a handful of factories and carving masters 
from Beijing and Guangzhou appear on the list of 
specialised carvers. In 2016, the State Council notice 
was given announcing the complete ban on ivory 
trade in China, and it specifically stated “to actively 
direct ivory carving skills to transform… to initiate 
the rescue of such intangible national and provincial 
heritage” and “to direct using replacement materi-
als to develop other ivory carving, and bone carv-
ing skills.”45 Mammoth ivory is considered to be one 
of the best replacements due to it having a similar 
texture to modern elephant ivory, while the freedom 
of trade without being regulated by international 
treaties such as CITES presents a desirable business 
opportunity. “Mammoth ivory can completely re-
place elephant ivory,” according to Li Chunke, an in-
tangible national heritage heir and one of the most 
renowned ivory carving masters in China. As well 
as Li, other ivory carving masters and the general 
public in China have alluded to being able to legally 
inherit and create art masterpieces by importing 
Russian mammoth ivory through international trade 
on a commercial scale.46 The situation clearly shows 
there remains a healthy level of demand for carved 
ivory in China, which until very recently was being 
legally met by elephant ivory. The diversion of mate-
rial type from elephant to mammoth will perpetu-
ate demand. While there may be abundant stores 

44. http://www.ihchina.cn/project_details/14002
45. http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/content/2016-12/30/content_5155017.htm
46. http://www.ihchina.cn/project_details/10049 

47. https://www.wired.co.uk/article/mammoth-tusk-hunters-russia-china
48. https://www.nationalgeographic.com/news/2016/08/wildlife-woolly-mammoth-ivory-trade-legal-china-african-elephant-poaching/
49. https://www.irishtimes.com/news/world/europe/ancient-beasts-unearthed-in-siberia-s-rush-for-mammoth-ice-ivory-1.4691671
50. https://www.wired.co.uk/article/mammoth-tusk-hunters-russia-china 
51. https://www.nationalgeographic.com/news/2016/08/wildlife-woolly-mammoth-ivory-trade-legal-china-african-elephant-poaching/
52. https://www.wired.co.uk/article/mammoth-tusk-hunters-russia-china
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Furthermore, the pending elephant ivory ban in 
Hong Kong SAR is due to come into full effect from 
31 December 2021 and may create further pres-
sure due to the long-standing demand for elephant 
ivory, while the generous profit margins generated 
from its trade may mean supply continues, albeit un-
derground. Meanwhile, recent research uncovered a 
decline in the online sale of elephant ivory in Japan 
and also documented the sale of mammoth ivory. 
In some of these listings, visual identification con-
firmed some of the mammoth items were indeed 
elephant ivory.53

CITES position

A proposal was submitted by Israel and Kenya for 
consideration at the CITES CoP18 in 2019 to list the 
woolly mammoth (Mammuthus primigenius) in  
Appendix II to regulate trade and prevent potential 
laundering of elephant ivory.54 However, delegates 
from 183 countries that are signatories to the CITES 
convention deferred a vote on the proposal. It was 
agreed instead to reconsider it in three years’ time 
at the next CITES CoP (to be held in Panama in 
November 2022), pending a study on the effect of 
mammoth ivory trade on global ivory markets.55

The volume of advertisements pertaining to 
mammoth ivory trade identified during this small-
scale research, which only focused on one method 
of trading activity, points to a potentially huge de-
mand for this material as worked ivory products. 
Furthermore, additional research was undertaken 
in October 2021 using the same methodology as 
the earlier research from August-December 2020, 
which confirmed mammoth ivory products contin-
ued to be found for sale at a consistent rate with 
the research conducted in 2020, averaging around 
10 advertisements identified on Chinese e-com-
merce platforms for every hour spent researching. 

Other types of 
ivory offered for sale
As well as mammoth and elephant ivory, the re-
search also identified ivory derived from other spe-
cies for sale, some of which were high-value items. 

However, these were far rarer than the number of 
mammoth ivory items found for sale. Two advertise-
ments were found to be offering walrus ivory (not 
protected), while eight advertisements from just 
one seller were found for narwhal tooth (protected), 
which was much higher in value than walrus ivory.

Species Product Type Prohibited in China Advertisements

Walrus Ivory
[Odobenus rosmarus] Pendants No

Walrus Ivory
[Odobenus rosmarus] Bracelets No

Narwhal Tooth
[Monodon monoceros] Pendants Yes

Narwhal Tooth
[Monodon monoceros] Bracelets Yes

 
Table 10: Advertisements for other types of ivory items53. https://www.wwf.or.jp/activities/data/20201208_wildlife03.pdf

54. https://cites.org/sites/default/files/eng/cop/18/prop/020119_d/E-CoP18-Prop_draft-Mammuthus-primigenius.pdf
55. https://www.antiquestradegazette.com/news/2019/bid-to-list-the-mammoth-as-a-protected-species-withdrawn-from-cites-summit/
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Over the past few years, faced with an ever-grow-
ing international pressure to tackle the illegal trade 
in threatened and endangered species, and prod-
ucts thereof, the Chinese government has imple-
mented stricter legislative measures, such as the 
elephant ivory trade ban in 2017 and, more recently 
after the COVID-19 outbreak, the ban on trade of 
any type of wildlife on all online and e-commerce 
platforms. Of note, just in the first month of the 
ban, e-commerce platforms aided in the remov-
al, deletion or blocking of information relating to 
140,000 wildlife products and closed around 17,000 
accounts associated with the trade.56 While in the 
first nine months of 2020, more than 15,000 people 
were prosecuted for wildlife-related crimes, rep-
resenting an increase of 66% compared to 2019. 
Of the total number of people prosecuted, around 
3,000 were prosecuted for illegally purchasing, 
transporting, and selling endangered wild animal 
products.57  

These legislative measures have also been fol-
lowed by an amplified law enforcement response, 
with a growing number of cases and heavier sen-
tences for people charged for smuggling protected 
wildlife and products thereof, or their sale. Follow-
ing are just a few examples of China’s law enforce-
ment action against criminal networks and high-
level criminals involved in the trafficking of elephant 
ivory since the ivory ban came into force in 2017. 

• In January 2019, members of a criminal net-
work responsible for smuggling over 8,000 kg of 
elephant ivory from Tanzania and Mozambique to 
China between 2014 and 2017, were convicted.  
The sentences ranged between three to 15 years  
in prison.58  

• In December 2019, members of another criminal 
network responsible for smuggling over 600 kg of 
elephant ivory and other commodities between 
Vietnam and China were convicted. The sentences 
ranged between three to 15 years in prison.59

 • In August 2020, another suspect responsible for 
smuggling around 600 kg of elephant ivory be-
tween Vietnam and China in 2018 and 2019 was 
sentenced to 11 years prison and a fine of RMB 
500,000 (USD 77,027).60

• In December 2020, members of a criminal net-
work responsible for smuggling over 20,000 kg of 
elephant ivory from Nigeria to China between 2013 
and 2019 were convicted, including a Malaysian 
national. The sentences ranged between two years 
and life in prison, with confiscation of all assets and 
fines up to RMB 5,000,000 (USD 770,273),61 making 
it the largest ivory smuggling case ever in China.

Moreover, enhanced law enforcement efforts in 
China monitoring criminality on WeChat are also 
having a very influential effect on the wildlife trade 
‘business’ and have been identified as contribut-
ing to traders altering their means of communi-
cation. Analysis of China Judgement Online,62 a 
database of all Chinese court judgements, revealed 
a steady growth in the number of criminals being 
convicted for wildlife crimes in China since 2014, 
due to investigations conducted on or through 
‘WeChat’. Furthermore, the Wildlife Justice Com-

mission’s investigations have found that since 2020 
several high-level brokers in Vietnam have stated 
their deliberate avoidance of discussing wildlife 
“business” on WeChat, instead suggesting the use 
of WhatsApp, an American app which is banned in 
mainland China. Some of the known high-level Vi-
etnamese traffickers have also resorted to the safer 
option of simply sending voice messages when 
communicating with Chinese traders on WeChat, 
thereby minimising the risk of crime being detect-
ed via keyword searches.

Law enforcement  
efforts in China

56. https://www.aljazeera.com/economy/2020/3/24/illegal-wildlife-trade-goes-online-as-china-shuts-down-markets 
57. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-environment-wildlife/china-wildlife-crime-prosecutions-up-sharply-after-covid-19-outbreak-idUSKBN27P35B
58. http://wenshu.court.gov.cn/website/wenshu/181107ANFZ0BXSK4/index.html?docId=b01a7e1c2ce645069353aa4500a53ffe
59. http://wenshu.court.gov.cn/website/wenshu/181107ANFZ0BXSK4/index.html?docId=67ebfc605cae4fd49023ab33003452e3 
60. https://wenshu.court.gov.cn/website/wenshu/181107ANFZ0BXSK4/index.html?docId=b705a187624040a7b24bac2400f1d4c7
61. http://gz.sifayun.com/play/live?caseId=16711094&courtId=14 62. https://wenshu.court.gov.cn/
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The Wildlife Justice Commission research con-
ducted on key e-commerce platforms in China 
has found a wide range of wildlife species being 
offered online; however, the vast majority were 
found to be products and items that are legally 
permitted for sale. It is likely that proactive meas-
ures taken by many of the concerned platforms, 
some of which are owned by the Alibaba Group, 
have taken effect and this has cascaded to users, 
leading to a low-level in the prevalence of those 
advertisements.  

Concerns are raised as to the sheer amount of 
mammoth ivory products documented for sale, 
now advocated as a substitute material for ele-
phant ivory by the Chinese government following 
the national ivory trade ban in 2017. Many have 
voiced concerns that this legal trade may provide 
an avenue for elephant ivory to be laundered, and 
while three of the 23 sellers of mammoth ivory 
did offer Wildlife Justice Commission undercover 
operatives elephant ivory, most of the other sell-
ers spoke of their fear of trading in elephant ivory 
and the great risk it now poses. It is the view of the 

undercover operatives that some sellers who were 
engaged with may have had access to or traded 
in elephant ivory until very recently. However, the 
general perception now seems to be that it is not 
worth the risk and that the government now takes 
this type of crime seriously. Direct measures taken 
by the e-commerce sites and the strengthened law 
enforcement response seems to have led to a situ-
ation where illegal wildlife trade now represents 
only a small fraction of the online wildlife trade on 
such platforms. 

It is therefore surmised that where illegal on-
line wildlife trade exists, especially for high value 
and threatened species, e-commerce sites are not 
deemed to be a substantial threat as facilitators 
of crime. Given the way messaging apps operate 
and the service they provide to users via functions 
such as WeChat ‘Moments’, which provide users 
with an area to showcase illegal commodities cov-
ertly, they are more likely to host more activity of a 
criminal nature. The deliberate targeting of wildlife 
crime occurring on WeChat, one of China’s most 
popular apps, by law enforcement agencies in 

China and more strengthened security measures 
adopted by the site itself is sending out a clear ze-
ro tolerance message. Intelligence gathered from 
Wildlife Justice Commission investigations further 
corroborates the impact this is having upon crimi-
nality on the ground, with brokers and traders de-
liberately avoiding WeChat.  

The enhanced law enforcement efforts in China, 
which include long-term, in-depth investigations, 
demonstrates that China is committed to tackling 
organised crime. Publishing such cases and their 
outcomes is also having an impact and correlates 
with findings of other Wildlife Justice Commission 
operational work that traffickers are much more 
wary of China’s law enforcement action, with many 
choosing to move away from the illegal ivory trade 
in particular. This has led to a lot of stockpiling ac-
tivity predominantly in Vietnam, but also in other 
Southeast Asian countries, with traffickers report-
ing extreme difficulty in moving products over the 
border to China. This will inevitably have conse-
quences on the flow of the supply chain. It is sus-
pected that where illegal ivory trade transactions 

occur in China, they are likely to happen through 
close, trusted contacts. Indications of this were 
identified through this research and other Wildlife 
Justice Commission undercover work, where bro-
kers insist on referrals prior to discussing ‘business’.  

All these factors are encouraging signs that illegal 
online wildlife trade in China is being tackled in a 
more concerted and coordinated manner. While 
early signs are positive, organised criminal net-
works are often resourceful and where demand 
exists, a supply chain is often formed to feed it. 
Other changes on the horizon such as the Hong 
Kong SAR ivory trade ban and a recent indication 
that elephant ivory is being mislabeled and sold as 
mammoth ivory in Japan should be further cause 
for concern.

Therefore, it will be important for China, as well 
as Hong Kong SAR and Japan, to consider the role 
that the legal mammoth ivory trade is having on 
potentially perpetuating demand for elephant ivo-
ry, and to develop and implement measures to en-
sure it does not become a threat to wild elephants.

Conclusion
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