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A Commentary on

Think Before You Act: Improving the Conservation Outcomes of CITES Listing Decisions

by Cooney, R., Challender, D. W. S., Broad, S., Roe, D., and Natusch, D. J. D. (2021). Front. Ecol.
Evolut. 9:631556. doi: 10.3389/fevo.2021.631556

Cooney et al. (2021) argue that the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of
Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) fails conservation by excluding socio-economic factors from its
listing process. We believe their arguments are fundamentally flawed. Their recommendations, if
adopted, could fatally undermine CITES’ ability to carry out its purpose, which is to protect wild
species from overexploitation through international trade.

Embedding socio-economic factors in CITES listing criteria would disrupt the scientific basis of
the listing process without truly addressing the economic inequalities and inequities of the wildlife
trade. The CITES Criteria for Amendment of Appendices I and II [Resolution Conf. 9.24 (Rev.
CoP17)] are rooted in Articles II, III and IV of the treaty text (CITES, n.d.). They are based on
the biology and status of species in the wild, as well as on factors related to international trade.
Parties have repeatedly rejected attempts to add socio-economic factors not included in the treaty
to the listing criteria (Favre, 1993), most recently at CoP18 in 2019 (IISD Reporting Services, 2019).
Incorporating socio-economic concerns into the CITES listing process, when economic interests
are the drivers of the very over-exploitation that CITES was drafted to address, would be in direct
conflict with the treaty’s intent.

It is difficult to imagine how Parties would reasonably weigh scientific information against
economic factors. Commercial interests that stand to gain from continued unregulated or poorly
regulated commercial trade in wildlife routinely seek to block species inclusions in the Appendices
even when trade is demonstrably unsustainable. Integrating socio-economic considerations into
the official listing criteria would make it even harder to list commercially valuable species on
the CITES Appendices, undermining the Convention’s ability to protect species from over-
exploitation. Socio-economic considerations are best addressed not in the listing criteria but in
species management at the national level, based on each country’s social, economic, cultural and
legal situation.

Cooney et al. advocate for “formal recognition and meaningful support” of representatives
of Indigenous Peoples and local communities (IPLCs) in CITES deliberations. The increased
participation of IPLCs as registered observers at CITES meetings is already welcomed, and should
be encouraged. Further, Parties should address the knowledge, interests and input of IPLCs through
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consultations at the national level, as indeedmany do. The CITES
Parties have already agreed “that implementation of CITES-
listing decisions should take into account potential impacts on
the livelihoods of the poor” (CITES, 2004) and is “better achieved
with the engagement of rural communities” (CITES, 2019).

Addressing the systemic imbalance borne by local
communities involved in the international wildlife trade,
an issue not addressed by the authors, would benefit such
communities far more than would changes to the CITES listing
criteria. Trade interests generally make little to no effort to
ensure that rural communities truly benefit from international
trade in wild species. One study estimates that local communities
receive just 0.5% of the final value of a high-end python skin
handbag (Kasterine et al., 2012).

Cooney et al. assume that for CITES listings to have had
a “positive” impact, they must address conservation concerns
outside the reach of the treaty text. The treaty, however, deals
only with the threat of international trade. Threatened species
are subject to multiple threats. Many of these are addressed
under other treaties, including the Convention on Biological
Diversity, the Convention on the Conservation of Migratory
Species of Wild Animals, and the UN Framework Convention on
Climate Change.

The authors’ examples of CITES “failures” are misleading.
They cite the African elephant (Loxodonta africana) as an
example of illegal trade thriving after inclusion in Appendix I,
but poaching fell significantly after the Appendix I listing of
all populations in 1990. Multiple factors contributed to later
poaching increases, but only after some populations had been
returned to Appendix II. The steepest rise in poaching occurred
after a 2008 legal one-off sale of ivory to China and Japan
(Orenstein, 2013). Inclusion in Appendix I could not have caused
an increase in poaching and trafficking almost two decades later.

The authors use seizure information as a measure of
illegal trade without factoring in the enhanced enforcement
and data collection that should follow CITES listings. This
error significantly skews discussions of the extent of illegal
trade. Increased seizures of pangolin scales in Nigeria since
2017, for example, have been linked to improved enforcement
efforts (Emogor et al., 2021). Both increased enforcement
effort and improved reporting of trade of pangolin parts from
stockpiles have occurred since all pangolin species were listed on
Appendix I.

Finally, the authors fail to recognize changes in international
wildlife trade since CITES entered into force, including the

increasing role of transnational criminal syndicates (Van Uhm,
2019; Alden and Harvey, 2021) and the shift to online trade
(UNODC, 2020). As economies have expanded in Asia, along
with increased overall trade globalization, trade in wildlife
products has also increased. Direct exploitation of wild animals
and plants has been identified as one of the major drivers of the
biodiversity crisis (IPBES, 2019), and large-scale unsustainable
trade in wildlife, both legal and illegal, threatens not only
species extinction and ecosystem collapse but also the loss of
the resources on which many IPLCs depend (Kassa et al., 2019;
Guynup et al., 2020).

CITES, when it is adequately implemented and enforced, has
proven to be effective in safeguarding wild species from over-
exploitation from international trade. While the authors argue
that the treaty requires updating, the fact that 184 national
governments are now party to CITES (the most recent signatory,
Andorra, joined in 2021) attests to its continued relevance and
the validity of its science-based approach.

CITES has evolved with the times, and not shied from
addressing contemporary issues. Though implementation and
enforcement of the Convention at the national level could
be strengthened, CITES has remained a leading international
wildlife conservation convention, with demonstrable and
tangible results, in no small measure because it has retained its
foundation in sound science.

Parties have repeatedly reinforced the key value of
science-based decision making in CITES. It is time to
stop relitigating their decisions, and the importance
of the treaty’s basis in sound science, in the academic
literature. Instead, we should work toward strengthening
the implementation and enforcement of CITES by such
measures as improving transparency and accountability,
seeking broader compliance with the treaty’s provisions, and
increasing funding and technical support. Socio-economic
factors are both difficult to quantify at the global level and
potentially subject to manipulation by commercial interests.
Introducing them through Cooney et al.’s. proposals would
weaken or even destroy the treaty’s ability to fulfill its
core purpose: namely, to protect species over-exploited by
international trade.
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