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Chapter 1

1 General Introduction

This study focuses on the commercial trade in wildlife in Mexico. Wildlife trade has directly and
indirectly affected the conservation of Mexican biodiversity at the species level. Mexico has also
been an important entrepdt for wildlife trade to the United States, as well as a consumer and
manufacturer of wildlife products. Equally, Mexico has been a signatory to the Convention on
International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) since 1991. The study
aims to compare Mexican policies on wildlife trade before and after it acceded to CITES, with
special reference to policy, including administrative arrangements and legal instruments, and the
implications for Mexico resulting from being a Party. A major rationale of this study is to explore
the role of Mexico in international wildlife trade and any resulting success for wildlife conservation
in Mexico as a result of being a Party to CITES. The study examines the reptile skin trade, both in
non-native as well as native species, to determine the extent to which Mexico has, and is currently,
implementing its policies towards CITES. I begin this document with two introductory chapters.
Chapter 1 outlines the concerns of conservationists regarding wildlife trade, the measures taken
internationally to regulate it, and the importance of measures that have to be implemented
nationally by countries like Mexico. Chapter 1 also shows how important is Mexico as a centre of
global biodiversity. Chapter 2 reviews what is known from already published sources about the
extent of Mexico's involvement in the wildlife trade. These two chapters provide the basis for

defining the aims and objectives of this study, which are outlined at the end of Chapter 2.

1.1 Conservation and Wildlife Trade

International wildlife trade comprises the import, export, or re-export of live animals and plants, as
well as their parts and products, across national borders. When this trade is uncontrolled or
mismanaged, it can seriously affect the survival of some of the Earth's most spectacular flora and
fauna. Rhinos, sea turtles, macaws, and certain species of cacti are just some of the wildlife
threatened by exploitation for international markets. Commercial hunters and collectors frequently
kill or remove these and other species, with little or no regard for how many individuals the
population can replace through natural reproduction (Fitzgerald, 1989). Resource economists have
documented the financial benefits of harvesting the whole stock immediately and reinvesting the
proceeds in an enterprise yielding a higher rate of return than that of a naturally growing stock

(Clark, 1973, 1990). As a result, trade in wildlife and its products makes conservationists
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understandably nervous (Caughley & Gunn, 1996; Milner-Gulland & Mace, 1998), while some
authors suggest that no form of commercial trade in wildlife can ever be sustainable (Robinson &
Bennett, 2000).

The excessive harvesting of wildlife species for commercial gain is one of the main threats to
species diversity (Diamond, 1989; McNeely, A.J. et al. 1990; Mace & Balmford, 2000). History is
replete with examples of wild animals exterminated for commercial exploitation (King, 1978;
Robinson & Bennett, 2000). It is estimated that almost 40% of all vertebrate species that now face
extinction do so because of hunting for trade (Fitzgerald, 1989). World trade in wild species is a
large, complex, and lucrative business from which substantial earnings are made (Fuller er al.,
1987; Fitzgerald, 1989; Roe er al., 2002). As an exploited species becomes more rare, or as the
consumer demand grows, their value increases further (King, 1978). International trade in wildlife
species was estimated to be worth at least $5 billion annually in 1989. It included some 40,000 live
primates, tusk ivory from at least 90,000 killed African elephants, at least 1 million live orchids, 4
million live birds, 10 million reptile skins, 15 million pelts from wild furbearers, over 350 million
tropical fish, as well as other items as diverse as kangaroo leather and tortoiseshell trinkets
(Fitzgerald, 1989). The minimum declared value for the wildlife trade worldwide now exceeds $10

billion, excluding timber and fisheries products (Hemley, 1994; Dobson, 1998; Roe er al., 2002).

Depending on which way particular species move in international commerce, nations can be
classified as exporters, re-exporters or entrepdts, and importers. Twenty-five years ago, the greatest
volume of international trade in wild species was unidirectional and moved from the less developed
nations of Latin America, Africa, and Asia, which are primarily exporters or producers of wildlife,
to the affluent industrialised nations of North America, the European Economic Community (now
EU), and the Far East (Japan, China, Korea, Taiwan and Hong Kong), which are the major
importers or consumers (Figure 1.1) (King, 1978; Fuller er al., 1987; Canti & Sanchez, 2000).
Developing countries were an abundant source of skins, furs, meat and manufactured products, as
well as live animals and plants. Their export trade was fuelled by the strong consumer demand in
the industrialised nations (Hykle, 1988). It supplied their profitable fashion and food industries, as
well as by users of rare animals and plants for medical/pharmaceutical research, exhibition or

collection purposes (Sand, 1997).



Main Exporters Main Importers

Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Central African Canada, Korea, China, EEC, Hong Kong,
Republic ,China, Congo, Guyana, Japan, Singapore, Taiwan and United
Honduras, Indonesia, Mexico, Paraguay, Peru, States.

Philippines, Senegal, South Africa, South Korea,

Sudan, Tanzania, Thailand, Turkey, USSR
and Zaire

Figure 1.1 Some of the major exporters and importers of wildlife
(modified from Fitzgerald, 1989)

There is now increasing production through captive breeding in the United States and elsewhere.
Nevertheless, despite increased home production, most exports from developing countries still go to
Europe, US, Japan and, increasingly, to China. For example, exports to the US include: hyacinth
macaws from Brazil; monitor lizards from Indonesia; butterflies from New Guinea; chimpanzees
from Zaire; chameleons from Madagascar; and parrots from Mexico; among others. Exports to
Europe include: orchids from Thailand; grey parrots from Ivory Coast; reptile skins from Argentina;
cacti from Mexico; and ivory from Zimbabwe; among others. Exports to the Far East include: whale
meat from Antarctic; rhino horn from South Africa; tiger bones and skins from India; and bear legs

and gall bladders from Canada; among others (Canti & Sdnchez, 2000).

International trade also uses countries like re-export springboards. For example, in Central America,
the traffic of species flows towards El Salvador and from that country to others; in South America,
the main re-exporters are Argentina and Surinam; in North America, Mexico and Cuba; in Europe,
Holland, Belgium and the Czech Republic; in Africa, Senegal and South Africa; in the Southeast of
Asia, Indonesia and Thailand, and in the Far East, Taiwan and Hong Kong (Canti & Sanchez,
2000).

Although there are no reliable estimates of the total volume or value of annual wildlife exports from
Latin America, trade data from major wildlife importing nations suggest that approximately one
third of the wildlife commodities on the world market come from this region (Fuller et al., 1987).
Millions of crocodile, turtle and snake skins, as well as other products, were exported from Latin
America during the 20" century. Many species such as felids have been hunted nearly to extinction
throughout their geographic range (Ceballos & Sanchez, 1994). In South America, Brazil,

Colombia, and Peru are home to the fauna most sought by animal traffickers, while Argentina,



Paraguay and Uruguay typically serve as transit points or re-exporters for markets in Asia, Europe
and the US (Epstein, 2000).

The world market for wildlife is particularly varied. International trade in wild species may be of
live specimens, such as plants for display, and butterflies, fish, snakes, parrots for pets. It may also
include dead specimens or derivatives, such as shells and insects for collections, ivory, rhino horns,
skins, furs and bones for trade, and invertebrates for medicinal use (UNEP, 1995). Some species
may be used for a variety of purposes. For example, sea horses (Hippocampus spp.) are globally
exploited for use as medicines, aquarium fishes, curios, and even foods. The trade in live and dead
seahorses is thought to encompass at least 32 countries and territories in all continents, and new
seahorse fisheries are appearing all the time (Vincent, 1996). Many other examples abound. The
market for swiftlet nests (Collocallia spp.) increased dramatically in the late 1980s in Hong Kong,
Taiwan and Japan. In 1989, an absolute minimum of 159 tons of swiftlet nests entered international
trade, which is equivalent to approximately 19.9 million nests, based on an average nest weight of
8g (Lau & Melville, 1994). Rhino horns are used in medicines and as dagger handles, and other
rhino products such as skin and blood are also used (Leader-Williams, 1992). More than 120,000
cubic meters of big-leafed mahogany (Swietenia macrophylla) from Latin America enters
international trade annually (Freese, 1998). The species is exported from at least 14 Latin American
countries and imported by 15 countries, primarily in North America and Europe. In 1998, for
example, the equivalent of an estimated 57,000 big-leafed mahogany trees was harvested and

shipped to the US to supply a robust business in mahogany furniture (Robbins, 2000).

Although the world market for wildlife incorporates numerous and diverse species of flora and
fauna, particular species predominate in the trade worldwide, including primates, live birds, and
reptiles (Table 1.1).



