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Poaching declines in Tan-
zania following prosecu-
tion of ivory trafficking
ringleaders

by Lucy Taylor on 17 June 2021

* Taskforce on Anti-Poaching says it
penetrated 11 criminal syndicates in
five years.

e Conservation groups say wildlife
crime networks have moved from
East to West Africa.

* Government says elephant
populations have grown to 60,000
from 43,000 in 2014.

* Tanzania targets zero-poaching’
after thousands of arrests.

Once known as the world's elephant killing
fields, Tanzania appears to have halted the
worst ivory poaching within its borders,
making more than 2,300 arrests of poachers
and traffickers over five years.
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least 11 organised wildlife trafficking
syndicates and arrested 21 “kingpins" — the
high level leaders and organisers of the illegal
trade, who profit most from it.

One of those, Yang Fenglan, a Chinese
businesswoman known as the ‘Ivory Queen’,
appealed her conviction at Tanzania's High
Court last month.

Conservation groups, including the wildlife
trade monitor TRAFFIC, said Tanzania
previously suffered poaching on an "“industrial
scale", leading to a 60% decline in its elephant
population in just the five years between 2009
and 2014. The figures, from a government
census, equate to a loss of more than 60,000
elephants. The IUCN categorises the African
savanna elephant as Endangered.

The government says thanks to the work of a
National Taskforce on Anti-Poaching (NTAP),
which unites the wildlife and security sectors
to target criminal networks, less than a quarter
the number of poaching incidents were
reported in its National Parks in 2019 than five
years earlier. A government report, seen by
Mongabay, sets out the specifics of 2,377
arrests.

Elephant populations in Tanzania have risen
from 43,000 in 2014 to 60,000 in 2019,
according to a presidential statement. More
recent figures from the Ministry of Natural
Resources and Tourism state that the number
of elephants in the Serengeti Ecosystem has
risen from 6,087 in 2014 to 7,061 in 2020.
Director of Public Prosecutions Sylvester
Mwakitalu told Mongabay that investigators
and prosecutors have received a lot of training
on wildlife cases in recent years.

“We have done a lot, including a rapid
reference guide towards wildlife and forestry
crimes, enhancing prosecution-led
investigation and parallel investigation
principles."

The national figures given in the government
report appear to correspond to other data
which suggest that Tanzania is no longer the
epicentre of ivory poaching in Africa.
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that its analysis of ivory seizures suggested
that poaching had shifted from East Africa to
Central and West Africa in the past five years.
Its "Out of Africa" report said that 87 tonnes
of ivory seized worldwide between 1998 and
2014 was linked to Tanzania
(https://reports.eia-international.org/out-of-
africa/), making the country the global hotspot
for ivory poaching during those years. But it
said the picture changed between 2015 and
2019, when just less than five tonnes of seized
ivory could be linked to Tanzania. By contrast,
the figure for Nigeria during those years was
more than 30 tonnes.

The report was compiled using analysis of
seizure location, DNA analysis of the ivory,
shipping route and the nationality of the
suspect.

Mary Rice, Executive Director of the EIA, said
that the work of the anti-poaching task force
in Tanzania, supported by NGOs including the
PAMS Foundation, was "instrumental” in
tackling the problem.

“Tanzania now is no longer seen as a major
exit for ivory. It doesn't mean it's gone away
completely. But the multi-agency approach
was instrumental because we all know from
lessons learned and from good examples in
other places that having a multi-agency
approach is the only way to deal with these
problems, because one agency can't deal with
them alone.”

“[The traffickers] are fleet of foot, they exploit
loopholes and weak governance, and so having
international co-operation is key."

She said that EIA's undercover work across
Africa suggested that trafficking gangs had
been forced out of Tanzania to other
countries.

"One [ivory] trader actually told our
[undercover] guys that they had moved to
Mozambique from Tanzania because it was
becoming more difficult to operate in Tanzania
because they had cracked down. The impact of
the work that the task force were doing and
beyond was having a positive impact.
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around 2014 or 2015. There are always going to
be a few, but we haven't heard of any big
numbers."

Rangers in training pose for a class picture at the end of a
workshop held at the Grumeti Game Reserve in the western
Serengeti region in 2016. Image courtesy David
Olson/Biodiversity and Wildlife Solutions.

Tanzania is developing a strategy of “zero
poaching", according to the report seen by
Mongabay.

It says that the National Taskforce on Anti-
Poaching (NTAP) had identified and
"blacklisted" a total of 3,541 suspects involved
in the illegal wildlife trade at different levels
since 2015.

But its primary focus has been on those at the
highest levels of poaching. The report gives
some details of the kingpins identified in its
investigations, saying that on average each
commanded about 5 to 10 people, consisting
of collectors, transporters and middlemen.

It says those at the highest levels often
consist of both Tanzanians and foreigners,
making them the most complicated syndicates
to identify, locate, arrest and prosecute.
Arrest reports suggest that alongside
Tanzanians, both Chinese and West African
criminal networks are at play in the country,
but that the ‘leading players' are Asian criminal
networks, which purchase illegal products
locally and export them to Asia.
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those actually doing the poaching, as often
poachers are “abused and exploited".

But she cautioned that it can be easier for
countries to target foreigners than their own
citizens.

“It's easy for countries to go after foreigners,
and it feels easier for them to come down like
a ton of bricks on those, which they should,
but they do not seem to be doing it to their
own |[citizens]. And that seems to be the
missing link, because none of the activities
conducted by the 'lvory Queen' or any of the
other networks, could take place without the
complicity of Tanzanian, or Nigerian or
Malawian nationals, or nationals of whichever
country they are operating in. You don't see as
many of those going through the court
system."

As well as 14,000 pieces of ivory, Tanzania's
joint task force also seized 25 rhino horns, 29
hippo teeth and 29 "big cat" skins in five
years, as well as hundreds of live animals and
thousands of tonnes of timber.

Director of Public Prosecutions Sylvester
Mwakitalu told Mongabay that other countries
could learn lessons from Tanzania's strategy.
He said: “"Each stakeholder plays their part,
from investigators to prosecutors to the
judiciary. We also benefit from strong pieces
of legislation and political will."

A decade ago, a wave of poaching swept across Africa.
Poachers killed more than half of Tanzania’s elephant
population between 2009 and 2014. Image courtesy Nathan
Hahn/Biodiversity and Wildlife Solutions.
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(https://twitter.com/lucytaylor?lang=en)

Banner image: Elephants, Tanzania. Image by Consuelo
Puchades via Flickr
(https://flickr.com/photos/kekafotos/47400887/in/photolist-
SbWCF-dYkczZ-dYrcyh-dYkwHe-2dNIxXAw-2dNIwC9-BvZYg-
dYqTVU-dYkcXR-dYkvwF-dYks7H-dYqVyu-dYqV9S-5bWCJ-
dYkuWB-qnEESH-dYkwfF-dYkrPp-dYkvsX-5bWCS-dYksmp-
9ssKfr-dYqTRs-dYkdjV-rjr98k-qnELt8-r31QLz-dYkdCP-
dYqUhL-eVI9gUP-r2UuNI-yaFL5e-dYkvNa-dYkv8H-dYkdfv-
dYkdZc-qnEJji-dYkutP-dYqTy3-yVZEBc-qnsMCs-29XrxtU-
dYrYHy-6x6jiS-dYkdwX-iggCAx-dcNgzm-dYrYBE-9A68Zn-
dcNtxq) (CC BY-NC-ND-2.0)
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