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Topic	002:	Illegal	Wildlife	Trade	

Frameworks	of	Prevention	and	Regulation	
	

Introduction	

 In September of 2013, animal poachers in Zimbabwe poured cyanide into a 

waterhole, known to be frequented by local elephant herds. Within days, over three 

hundred animals had lost their lives, their bodies repurposed as economic instruments, 

in the flourishing illegal trade of wildlife.	

This instance is neither unique, nor isolated. In 2017, the illegal trade of wildlife 

remains an astoundingly substantial and unconscionably present environmental crisis. 

Indeed, these illicit economic transactions currently stand as the fourth most lucrative 

source of illegal financial revenue, behind only drugs, human trafficking, and the arms 

trade. Despite repeated efforts by international organizations (the United Nations 

included), to eradicate the presence of this illegal industry, and safely and effectively 

regulate legal avenues of animal transactions, illegal trade only continues to rise; simply 

consider the astounding fact that, from 2007 to 2012, there was a 5000 percent 

increase in the illegal trade of elephants, one of the most sought after products on the 

underground animal product market. The harms of the illegal trade of animals are 
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multiplex and complicated, affecting not only the millions of animals who are killed 

for economic transactions, but also a variety of issues along an anthropocentric 

framework, including geopolitical and social issues. It is imperative that we, as a global 

populace, engage in constructive dialogue in seeking to ameliorate the harms posed by 

the illegal trade of wildlife, forging apparatuses of international regulations that are 

effective, substantive, and truly just.	

 Considering Wildlife Trade	

 Prior to engaging with the specifics of this issue, it is essential that we first 

understand the scope of actions entailed by the relatively broad phrase “wildlife trade,” 

before considering specifically how illegal occurrences of this industry diverge from 

their illicit counterparts (and where they might overlap). 	

 A unified and universally respected definition of “wildlife trade” has largely yet to 

be reached. The most constructive and validated definition arrived at, thus far, comes 

in a disjointed fashion from the United Nation’s Convention on International Trade in 

Endangered Species of Wildlife Fauna and Flora (CITES), a text that is central in the 

illegal wildlife trade regulation effort, and that will be referenced repeatedly throughout 

this guide. CITES first defines “specimen” as “any plant or animal, whether alive or 

dead” before explaining “trade” as “export, re-export, import, and introduction from 

the sea” (the latter term is simply a form of trade in which species extracted from the 

marine region outside of the territory of one region, is introduced to said region). 

Considering these definitional elements of CITES, we can reach the, admittedly broad, 

definition, that wildlife trade refers to the interstate transit of animal or plant based 

goods, both alive and deceased, for economic, financial, or any other gain (though the 

former two are undoubtedly the most common impetus in this industry). Put simply 
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but clearly, “whenever people sell or exchange wild animal and plant resources, that is 

wildlife trade.” It should also be noted in a definitional context that, as with most 

systems of trade, the wildlife industry is driven by a demand by consumers, who wish 

to purpose the plant or animal good for their own personal benefit. Geographically, 

regions that are particularly central to the illegal wildlife trade include China’s 

international borders; trade hubs in southern and eastern Africa; areas in the 

Caribbean; regions of Indonesia and New Guinea; the eastern borders of the 

European Union; certain Mexican markets; and the Solomon Islands. This list is far 

from exhaustive, with many more nations either included as a point of trading access, 

or benefitting from these trading hubs indirectly.	

 To sketch some greater specificity onto the broad landscape limned by the above 

definition, let us considering some specific examples of forms of industry covered by 

wildlife trade, both legal and otherwise. Some of the more notable illegal examples of 

this trade are likely familiar, such as the poaching of elephants for ivory, and the 

slaughtering of tigers for their skin and organs. Many other species are similarly 

exploited, though less a part of our general societal consciousness, such as marine 

turtles, pangolins, and timber trees. More benign instances of wildlife trade that are 

largely maintained as legal and officially regulated, include the trade of species as food 

for consumption, leather, pets, decorative plants, medicine, and more. It is economic 

transactions of the latter degree that international regulatory frameworks often seek to 

encourage and legitimize, while the former are prohibited, at least formally. 	

 An interesting question, that might be fruitful for exploration in committee, lies 

with considering where the international community should draw the line between 

illegal (animal poaching, etc.) and legal (food, domestic purposes, etc.) systems of 
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wildlife trade. Should we legally justify environmental degradation so that consumers 

in the west might be able to have an “exotic” pet, decorative plant, or leather good? 

Should we encourage the environmentally harmful animal agriculture industry in a 

transnational context? Should we make efforts to reduce these currently “legal” 

practices in future drafts of preventative frameworks, or accept that ubiquity in our 

economic status quo and continue to permit them via regulation? These are all crucial 

questions that, for sake of clarity and brevity will not be examined in this paper; the 

majority of this text will be devoted to examining the specific harms of the illegal 

wildlife trade of which, to be sure, there are many. However, for a depth of inquiry, it 

might be worthwhile to reflect on the paradigm that currently exists between illegal 

and legal spheres, and whether your country would find this to be tenable. Remember 

these questions when definitionally considering this issue in committee sessions.	

 Environmental Harms, Illegal Wildlife Trade	

 With scope and examples of illegal wildlife trade considered, let us now turn to 

exploring the numerous, discrete harms that arise as a function of the illegal wildlife 

trade. 	

 The most central harm of this underground industry lies with the overexploitation 

and endangerment of species of flora and fauna. Populations of species, globally, have 

declined by an average of forty percent between 1970 and 2000, with the illegal trade 

of wildlife acting as the second most substantial driving factor, second only to habitat 

destruction (though the latter, like most environmental issues, is connected in many 

ways to wildlife trade as well). A recent report found that, by 2020, the world is on 

track to lose two thirds of its wild animals, with one in six species now at risk of 

extinction. Though these statistics are undoubtedly due to a potent confluence of 
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environmental issues, among them global warming and habitat degradation, the role of 

illegal wildlife trade in fostering this apocalyptic scale of species demise is substantial 

and documented. 	

 We can see these broad trends playing out among several species, themselves 

victims of the underground trade of animal and plant products. Approximately 22,000 

thousand wild elephants are killed each year in Africa for purposes of sale. Wild rhinos 

have already been decimated from Mozambique and Vietnam, with wild tiger 

populations hanging to their survival, precariously. As the UN notes: “put simply, the 

killing of wildlife and destruction of forests has become industrial in its scope and 

scale,” in large part due to the illegal trade of their products. 	

 The harms of such species extinction are wide-ranging and extensive. It is 

pertinent to recall that the eradication of one species, does not only spell harm to that 

one species; the biosphere is not a vacuum, and rather thrives off of its interconnected 

essence. As such, if fish are overfished in one region, imbalances in the entire marine 

system of the area are sure to result. It is also important to consider the incentive 

structures that exist behind the illegal trade of wildlife, in order to foster 

overexploitation with frequent attendant extinction. To consider this element of this 

issue, let us examine a case study for greater clarity.	

 Pangolins are a scale-covered mammal that are found in many regions of China 

and South-East Asia. They have been used as a staple of traditional Chinese medicine 

for thousands of years, however growing population in the region, with notable 

growth in the portion of the population able to afford such medicines, demand has 

skyrocketed recently. Of this heightened demand, came the substantial illegal pangolin 

trade that continues to exist in the present day. Illegal wildlife traders, seeing this 



Southern Ontario Model United Nations Assembly XLV	
UNEP - Illegal Wildlife Trade: Frameworks of Prevention and Regulation	

	
demand, made the rational economic decision to capitalize upon it, resorting to 

extreme, over-exploitative ends to achieve this economic goal. This desire for 

economic gain has resulted in the extinction of Pangolin populations in the Hainan, 

Henan, and Jiangsu provinces. Through this case study, we can see how increased 

demand, combined with desire for continued economic gain and growth on the behalf 

of the poachers, has contributed to the omnipresent species extinction of the modern 

day. It should also be noted that this creates a toxic cycle: species that are most rare are 

known to retrieve the highest price tag and, accordingly, poachers are incentivized to 

target that animal in their efforts. This results in the rapid extinction of the species that 

are already considered precarious and endangered.	

	

	

 Brief Other Harms, Illegal Wildlife Trade	

Though the issue of illegal wildlife trade is fundamentally based in environmental 

concerns, it also has extended implications on the social, political, and economic 

landscapes upon which the trade takes place. This section will be brief, as it is 

somewhat secondary to the environmental thrust of this issue and the committee in 

which it will be debated. However, it should be remembered that environmental and 

social issues are profoundly connected, and that these developmental impacts should 

considered alongside their environmental counterparts, as certain nations might 

choose to place differing degrees of priority upon these impacts.	

Illegal wildlife trade can be seen to profoundly impact local communities in which 

the plants or animals are being extracted. Communities, particularly those in rural 

regions, are often deeply linked to the natural life around them, relying upon the flora 
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and fauna for their livelihoods. Indeed, medicines provided by wild animals and plants, 

fuel provided by local trees, and sustenance provided by animals are essential. As such, 

the forceful removal of these necessary actors in the interconnected social landscape 

of villages, is profoundly destructive. It should also be noted that the large, 

international criminal organizations that are most typically the driving forces behind 

the illegal wildlife trade, often bring significant violence and instability into the regions 

they wish to extract their goods from. In the past ten years alone, over 1000 park 

rangers who work to protect endangered animals have been killed as a result of the 

illegal wildlife trade. This sobering statistic illustrates the human impact of this 

environmental issue, which should be noted as well.	

Past Successes, Past Failures: CITES	

With the scope and harms of the issue considered, let us now turn to examining 

the past efforts that have been taken by the international community to ameliorate the 

host of harms posed by the illegal trade of wildlife. The most substantive United 

Nations document thus far to detail to the scope of legal wildlife trade has been the 

previously mentioned Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of 

Wildlife Fauna and Flora (CITES). CITES serves as a valuable guide, both for what it 

manages to include, and as to what it omits, regarding instruments in solving the 

existence of illegal wildlife trade.	

CITES was first drafted as a result of a resolution adopted in 1963 at the 

International Union for Conservation of Nature. A decade later, after revision and 

debate, the convention was opened for signature. In 1975, the document entered into 

force. As of 2016, CITES has 183 ratified parties (182 states and the European 
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Union). Regular meetings occur to discuss the document, in the world’s largest wildlife 

trade meeting.	

CITES is structured in a unique fashion, necessary for the scope it covers. The 

major content of the text is contained in twenty-five articles, including definitional 

matters, management questions, and structural intricacies. CITES also contains three 

appendices, each containing species of animals and plants. Appendix I enumerates 

species that are threatened by extinction, or that might be affected by trade, and that 

cannot be traded internationally for commercial purposes (e.g. tiger, elephant, Tibetan 

antelope). Appendix II lists those animals and plants that are not necessarily 

threatened by extinction, but that might be unless strict regulation is upheld (e.g. 

Hippopotamus, grey wolf). These can be traded for commercial purposes, but only 

subject to said strict regulation. Appendix III contains animals involving which party 

states have specifically requested assistance in controlling trade, that may or may not 

be threatened with extinction (e.g. walrus, red-breasted toucan). In total, five thousand 

animals and twenty-nine thousand plants are included in the three appendices.	

CITES has not been without its successes. Indeed, since it banned international 

ivory trade in 1989, some major ivory markets have been eliminated, leading to 

reduced poaching, and some recovery of precarious populations. Despite this, the 

continued existence of the illegal wildlife trade, and indeed it’s recent substantial 

growth, is testimony to the fact that it has not been entirely successful, and we must 

consider how to make these efforts more concentrated and directed in the future.	

CITES functions through the apparatus of its member states. Though the 

document is binding, it does not take the place of national laws and, rather, establishes 

a framework through which countries must adopt their legislation on the national 
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level. Though this dynamic of the text has been lauded by many, as respecting the 

domestic sovereignty of individual nation states, it has also resulted in some difficulties 

in effective implementation. For example, though many states introduce national 

legislation that corresponds with the directives of CITES, their punitive measures or 

justice systems are insufficient in meaningfully enforcing the regulations that have 

been listed. Indeed, CITES is highly detailed in its regulations; however, these 

regulations are ultimately meaningless if they are not actively enforced and if violators 

of these rules and regulations are not held accountable. Questions of how to better 

this efficacy are highly relevant to those who advocate reform of CITES. Reforms 

have been attempted by the World Wildlife Fund (WWF), through mechanisms such 

as supporting program development, anti-poaching brigades, workshops, and 

regulation creation.	

	

Pertinent Questions	

 How should the United Nations respond to the issue of illegal wildlife trade in a more 

efficient and thorough fashion? Should reform of CITES be advocated? Is the status quo 

satisfactory? Should entirely new frameworks, treaties, etc. be brought into existence?	

 What do you think the root of the illegal wildlife trade is? Can this be addressed by 

bodies like the United Nations? If so, how?	

 Certain regions face the brunt of impacts from illegal wildlife trading, namely those 

that have their flora and fauna displaced. What avenues of justice might be open for these 

regions to have more of a voice in global climate discourse? Should this issue be 

addressed differently for different regions, or is a broad, overarching framework more 

clear and effective?	



Southern Ontario Model United Nations Assembly XLV	
UNEP - Illegal Wildlife Trade: Frameworks of Prevention and Regulation	

	
 Should we change our definitions of illegal wildlife trade in any fashion? This could 

include either expanding our definition, so more activities are considered illegal, or 

loosening it, such that some of the currently illegal animal trades become legal? Why 

might your country be in favour of either one of these options?	

 What is the purpose of wildlife trade? How should facilitating legal wildlife trade be 

considered in talk of illegal trade?	
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