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Illegal ivory market
The survey recorded price information on illegal new ivory chopsticks (n=11) in four cities, ivory bangles 
(n=47) in 14 cities and non-carved ivory pendants (n=39) in eight cities (Figures 11, 12 and 13). The most 
expensive pair of ivory chopsticks was found in Hangzhou (USD290) whilst the cheapest was found in Beijing 
(USD116). Overall, the average price in this dataset was USD153.

The most expensive ivory bangle was found in Hangzhou (USD1,000) whilst the cheapest was also found in 
Hangzhou (USD232). Overall, the average price in this dataset was USD 568.

  
Figure 11. The highest prices for a pair of chopsticks recorded in four Chinese cities with orange line 
noting the average price, 2017

Figure 12. The highest prices for (single) bangles recorded in 12 Chinese cities with orange line noting 
the average price, 2017
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For non-carved ivory pendants, the most expensive price was found in Harbin (USD7.30) whilst the cheapest 
was found in Zhengzhou (USD4.50). Overall, the average price in this dataset was USD4.60.
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Figure 13 The highest prices for (single) pendants recorded in eight Chinese cities with orange line 
noting the average price, 2017

This research compared the prices of ivory chopsticks, bangles and non-carved pendants in both legal and 
illegal ivory markets in first-tier and second-tier cities. The ivory chopsticks, bangles and non-carved pendants 
are mostly machine-produced functional products, and their prices are usually not affected by artistic factors, 
so the prices can indirectly reflect the profitability of raw ivory markets.

The prices for ivory chopsticks and bangles were compared for both legal and illegal markets, and between 
first-tier and second-tier cities. In general, this survey did not focus on third-tier cities and, as only 1.4% of the 
data concerned such locations, comparison with the data from first- and second-tier cities in not possible. The 
comparison of prices indicates considerable differences between those found in legal and illegal ivory markets 
in China (Table 4). 

The average price of new chopsticks in illegal markets was USD153/pair, which is only a fraction (28%) of 
the price for the same product in legal markets (USD542/pair). The average price of new bangles in illegal 
markets was USD568, which again is only 36% of the price for the same item in legal markets (USD1,581). 

A pair of chopsticks (New) (Single) bangles (New) (Single) non-carved 
pendants

Legal Illegal Legal Illegal Illegal

First-tier cities 560 (n=22) 116 (n=4) 1,783 (n=12) 642 (n=14) 4.40 (n=5)

Second-tier 
cities 474 (n=6) 174 (n=7) 1,097 (n=5) 536 (n=33) 4.70 (n=34)

Average 542 (n=28) 153 (n=11) 1,581 (n=17) 568 (n=47) 4.70 (n=39)

Table 4. Comparative average price information for ivory chopsticks, bangles and pendants in first- and second-tier 
cities (Unit: USD)
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So even with the discounts being offered in legal retail shops, ivory prices for these commodities were still 
several times greater than those found in China’s illegal market. This indicates that ivory trade profitability 
is still possible with prices at much lower levels. Compared with survey results five years ago, the 2017 illegal 
market average prices for these two popular items show a considerable decrease, with a 57% price decline in 
illegal ivory chopsticks (USD357/pair (n=7) in 2012) and 25% price decline for illegal ivory bangles (USD753 
(n=160)8 in 2012) (TRAFFIC, unpublished data).

Considering the price of non-carved pendants, where price data were only collected in the illegal market, there 
appears to be only a modest difference between first-tier cities (average USD4.40/gram) and second-tier cities 
(average USD4.70/gram), and between 2016 (average USD4.30/gram) and 2017 (average USD4.70/gram). 

Monitoring of seven very active social media users was also conducted over three one-day survey events on 24 
April, 17 May and 11 June 2017. The average price for ivory bangles on offer was USD194, while ivory pendants 
were being sold for USD3.30/gram. Generally, the prices on social media platforms were slightly lower than 
those in physical markets. The reason for this may reflect ivory processing that occurred in Africa rather than 
within China where costs are greater. One pair of elephant tusk tips for sale on social media can cost USD3,483, 
while a cut section of elephant tusk costs USD1.40/gram.

Based on over 50 ivory seizures and investigations from law enforcement agencies in Beijing, the price of raw 
ivory tusks in the illegal market is shown below. Table 5 shows price information for (illegal) raw ivory tusks 
from 2015–2017 in China9. In 2015, after elephant tusks were smuggled into China, the first-hand wholesale 
price in two border provinces, Guangdong and Guangxi, was between USD870–1,450/kg; and the second-hand 
wholesale price in Beijing (one of the most important end-use markets) was USD2,320–2,900/kg. The price 
difference is about two to three times greater between wholesale ivory markets in southern and northern China. 
In addition, looking at the price series for the Beijing market, raw ivory prices dropped 20–25% between 2015 
and 2016, and then dropped by 50% in 2017. In general, the price of raw ivory tusks has apparently declined 
over the past three years.

Unit: USD/kg 1st half year in 2015 1st half year in 2016 1st half year in 2017
Beijing 2,320–2,900 1,740–2,320 870–1,160

Guangdong/Guangxi 870–1,450 N/A N/A
N/A = Not Available

Table 5. Illegal raw ivory tusk price from 2015–2017 in China

8 The exchange rate used here is USD1=RMB6.3, as on June 2012.
9 Price information provided by an enforcement officer engaged in combating wildlife crime in China.

concluSIon
This is TRAFFIC’s first assessment of China’s ivory markets since the formal announcement of the ban timetable 
by the Chinese government on 30 December 2016. The current report examines ivory markets in China during 
a critical period of transformation, shortly after 55 legal ivory retail stores shut down their ivory businesses. 
The physical ivory surveys conducted for this report found that the 50 retail outlets surveyed (out of the 55 
retail outlets that had been scheduled to shut down ivory trade by March 2017), were all abiding by the new 
regulations to end the sale of ivory products 
completely with one exception: one outlet in 
Beijing was found to offer illegal elephant ivory 
products when such items were specifically 
asked for. In addition, signage bearing slogans 
such as “Nationally Appointed Ivory Specialist 
Store” and “Ivory Specialty Store” were found 
still to be displayed in some accredited stores 
that are already implementing the ban. This 
signage is clearly a legacy of the legal ivory trade ©
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period but could now mislead consumers to believe that legal trade is still allowed and ivory is being sold. 

Of the 60 retail outlets that were slated to be part of the second batch of legally operated ivory businesses to end 
ivory sales by December 2017, the results were mixed. The survey found 17 out of 60 stores (28.3 %) in violation 
of the still in-force ivory registration and certification regulations to some degree, such as failing to show and 
provide ivory product identification cards for purchases, while four stores were selling ivory in unauthorized 
locations as defined by the State Forestry Administration, which is against the law (6.7% of total). Although the 
violation rate in 2017 is much lower than what was observed in 2016 (Xu et al., 2016), the legal ivory market is 
still in need of enhanced law enforcement. 

Many of the accredited shops in the second batch of outlets (23 out of 60, or 38.3 %), which are due to close 
down their ivory business at the end of December 2017 were offering discounts for ivory items. Four stores 
in  Guangzhou (2), Tianjin and Dalian were offering more than 60% off listed prices, while the remaining 19 
stores were offering discounts of between 10–40%, indicating a desire amongst the accredited ivory dealers to 
liquidate as much stock as possible before the ban takes hold. However, when asked what they were likely to do 
with existing ivory stockpiles after the ban was fully implemented, the expectations amongst accredited dealers 
was for the government to assist in finding alternative uses of the stocks. Government re-purchase (33%) and 
museum displays (24%) were stated by the majority of the accredited dealers as the two best ways to deal with 
ivory stockpiles. Other dealers expected unsold ivory to be offered as part of a future ivory auction, whilst still 
others expected ivory trade to reopen in the future so they were content to hold on to existing stocks. Whether 
any of these expectations will be met remains to be seen. 

What is absent at this point in time is a clear government policy with respect to future ivory stockpile management. 
It is not clear if privately-owned ivory stocks will be required to be inventoried and declared to government, 
marked, held securely and subject to periodical audits to 
prevent leakage into existing illegal markets or not. The 
lack of clarity in terms of what happens next with regard 
to unsold ivory stocks is a serious issue which needs to be 
addressed.

In 22 cities surveyed for illegal ivory in physical markets, 
some 503 outlets were found to be offering a total of 2,307 
ivory pieces for sale. The average number of ivory items 
openly displayed per outlet (five) was at the lowest level 
observed since 2007 when TRAFFIC began regular ivory 
market surveys in China, indicating that the physical 
markets for illegal ivory trade may be adapting to less 
conspicuous, lower risk marketing strategies in the face of 
persistent law enforcement. The greatest number of ivory 
items per outlet were found in second-tier cities, which 
may reflect a better regulation of ivory market availability 
in first-tier cities than in the second-tier cities. On the other 
hand, illegal physical market outlets in China are gaining 
more traction in second-tier cities and future monitoring 
needs to assess whether this is a consistent trend.

Online trade appeared to have declined in 2017, with a 
total of 1,687 new ivory advertisements found for sale in 31 websites between January to April 2017, which is a 
decrease of 19% compared to the same period in 2016. Despite this drop in new advertisements, the problem 
of illegal trade online still exists; an average of 400 new illegal ivory advertisements continue to be posted on 
various websites every month. Most of these new advertisements are concentrated in five collectors’ websites 
(98% of new ivory advertisements), therefore vigilant actions by a few website companies in removing illegal 
advertisements and preventing new postings through strengthened monitoring would be very effective.

Illegal ivory trade on social media has also witnessed improvements compared to the previous year, which was 
likely due to the strengthened joint efforts by social media companies and law enforcement agencies to stamp 
out postings by users for ivory products. The number of advertisements, pictures and videos showing and 
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offering illegal ivory on social media platforms in 2017 has declined compared to 2016 levels (decreases by 28% 
of advertisements, 15% of pictures and 47% of videos). However, findings suggest that numerous ivory dealers 
in physical markets now prefer to appeal to new consumers and conduct ivory transactions on social media 
platforms. These dealers might simply display two to three items in store, and post a much wider range of ivory 
items in pictures and videos on their social media “Moments”, while new interested customers that are added, 
or “friended”, can view these items privately. Financial transactions on social media could then occur via “Red 
Packet” or “Money Transfer”, with products delivered through a courier company, with buyer and seller never 
having to meet in person, and transactions entirely encrypted such that no trails are left. Understanding this 
medium of trading remains difficult to assess accurately.

Finally, price comparisons for ivory products in the legal and illegal markets suggest that illegal markets offer 
ivory items at a fraction of the price for a similar item offered through legal ivory trade channels, usually 
between two or three times cheaper. These differences are especially pronounced in first-tier cities compared 
to second-tier cities.

These findings together demonstrate a market in considerable flux. Various channels still exist for transactions 
of ivory items to be made, and despite the best efforts of law enforcement, the private sector and non-
governmental organizations, illegal ivory trade continues to occur with regularity. The survey findings of this 
current monitoring effort suggest that ivory trade, both legal and illegal, has declined in some respects, but it 
is difficult to interpret exactly what the results mean. For example, the drop in the number of ivory products at 
individual illegal outlets in physical markets could represent adaptations and lower-risk marketing strategies in 
the face of an intense law enforcement climate. Likewise, the movement of illegal ivory trade to second-tier cities 
could also be motivated by perceptions of less law enforcement than what is occurring in first-tier cities. It is 
clear that the current situation is still far from the closure of China’s domestic ivory market that was envisioned 
when an ivory ban was announced in December 2016. These findings should, of course, be tempered by the fact 
that only a few months have passed since the ban’s announcement, and that most accredited outlets that have 
closed appear to be abiding by the rules of the ban. 

Yet, what continues to be alarming is the scale and persistence of illegal ivory trade in non-accredited physical 
markets, as well as online markets and social media platforms. As much as the ban will put an end to the 
presence of legal ivory outlets, and send a powerful message to many potential consumers, this is compromised 
by the variety of alternative avenues through which illegal ivory purchase might still be accessible. The need 
to scale up efforts now, in conjunction with the full implementation of the ivory ban in December 2017, is 
pressingly clear. Collaborations between law enforcement, the private sector such as e-commerce and social 
media companies, courier companies and auction houses, as well as non-governmental organizations have 
proven effective in leading a change in curtailing the supply of, and demand for, illegal ivory. Such efforts need 
to be enhanced, through the leadership of SFA and all relevant Chinese government departments, to engage 
further additional stakeholders to counteract the persistence of illegal ivory trade.

rEcoMMEndAtIonS
1. One accredited ivory outlet included in the first batch to cease ivory trading was found to offer illegal 

elephant ivory items when a potential customer specifically asked for such a product. To prevent such illegal 
trade, the State Forestry Administration (SFA) should take the lead and issue a clear directive on future ivory 
stock management policy, which could be a deciding factor in turning the ivory ban into a conservation 
success. It is also important that SFA’s monitoring of stockpiles will continue even after the ban is being fully 
implemented. 

2. Those accredited ivory outlets that were amongst the first batch of stores to cease trading ivory, but which 
continue to bear signage and slogans on their premises stating “Nationally Designated Ivory Specialist Store” 
and “Ivory Specialty Store” require immediate action by relevant local government authorities to remove 
such signage. For other accredited stores (in the second batch) listed as Category B and C for moderate or 
severe violations of regulations, local management authorities should improve their management over these 
outlets to ensure that ivory products sold are of legal origin and in compliance with China’s ivory trading 
regulations. Lastly, those failing to operate at designated venues should be investigated by the local Forest 
Police and Commerce and Industry Department for possible prosecution for violation of existing regulations.
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3. The relative prevalence of illegal ivory market outlets has shifted from first-tier to second-tier cities. 
Therefore, law enforcement and management need to respond to this trend with strengthened enforcement 
in second-tier cities, particularly in antiques markets. Forest Police and the Commerce and Industry 
Department should enhance their collaboration in public communications, e.g. public notifications on the 
prohibition of sale of illegal wildlife products, at key locations including market entrances, to warn of the 
legal consequences of making illegal ivory purchases.

4. Internet administrators need to strengthen supervision of websites and e-commerce platforms, to ensure 
that they take effective compliance measures and fulfill their legal obligations by timely removal of illegal 
ivory sales information online, while actively co-operating with relevant government authorities in the 
investigation and collection of evidence.

5. Continued scrutiny and research needs to be carried out in order to counter traders opportunistically 
exploring ways to move ivory out of China into neighboring markets with less scrutiny and continued legal 
sales. Therefore, it is suggested that law enforcement agencies strengthen the crackdown on the illegal ivory 
market and ivory movements, including trans-boundary co-operation, especially after 2018 (when the ivory 
ban in China will be fully implemented).

6. During the physical market surveys, ivory dealers offering illegal ivory for sale were increasingly encouraging 
new and potential customers to connect and make transactions on social media platforms. Ivory trade 
on social media platforms is likely to become increasingly more prevalent in the future, therefore close 
monitoring of platforms must continue, and go hand-in-hand with enforcement actions by platform 
managers to remove illegal information and to shut down user accounts. Meanwhile, social media and 
the courier industry, which are key facilitators of illegal ivory trade online, should increase their capacity 
to identify illegal wildlife trade transactions. For the courier industry, real-name registration systems 
could have tremendous benefit in efforts to intercept illegal ivory and other wildlife crimes, and should be 
implemented swiftly. Real-name registration systems could dissuade traders from exploring illegal ways to 
liquidate their legal stocks, if the government was clear about how they will deal with remaining stocks. 

7. Prioritizing collaboration with prosecutors and the judiciary to establish evidence and increase the 
effectiveness of case preparation would help 
the settlement of illegal ivory cases. The aim 
of this effort should be to increase the rate of 
prosecution, and potentially the transparency 
of sentencing, thereby to increase the deterrent 
effect of the law.

8. Due to insufficient and distorted information 
about the ivory ban, not all consumers are 
aware or fully understand the specifics of the 
ban. Public awareness of fast-changing laws and 
regulations related to the ivory ban should be 
increased, through different kinds of awareness 
raising events to reach targeted consumer groups 
and other segments of society. Many people do 
not realize the threat that illegal ivory trade poses 
to the survival of wild elephant populations, 
therefore government authorities, private-
sector enterprises and NGOs are encouraged to 
develop additional targeted public campaigns. 
Such targeted communications campaigns and 
behavior change initiatives should be directed 
at key ivory consumer market segments in 
order to address any persistent demand for 
ivory products.
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