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Subject: Petition No 0467/2020 by Rui Martin (Portuguese) on ivory trade in the EU

1. Summary of petition

The petitioner complains about the broadcasting of a television programme in which a 
collection of pieces of ivory is shown. He recalls that pieces of ivory under 40 years old are 
illegal and that exhibiting them on television acts as an incitement to own them, as it shows 
that some people still regard these pieces as a symbol of one’s social status and an ‘object of 
desire’ which, consequently, stimulates the trade in ivory. The petitioner calls for an 
investigation into whether these parts are illegal and whether they belong to a private collector 
or a dealer. These pieces can reach values of EUR 1 000 per kilo. The illegal hunting of 
elephants in Africa is continuing to grow, and the continent has become a target for 
smuggling networks. Portugal, together with the countries of the European Union, is a country 
where the ivory trade remains legal. The petitioner calls for all ivory markets within the EU to 
be closed in order to put a stop to the killing of elephants once and for all.

2. Admissibility

Declared admissible on 2 September 2020. Information requested from Commission under 
Rule 227(6).

3. Commission reply, received on 18 January 2021

While the Commission is not familiar with the specific case described in the television 
programme to which the petitioner refers, it is clear that elephants are still under threat from 
illegal ivory trade, even if there are continuing positive signs that poaching in decreasing. The 
latest report of the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna 
and Flora (CITES) programme for the Monitoring of Illegal Killing of Elephants (MIKE) shows 
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that there is sufficient evidence to confirm a downward poaching trend from 2011 to 20191.

For a long time already, the EU has applied very strict rules with regard to trade in ivory. CITES 
is implemented in the EU via the EU Wildlife Trade Regulations. Elephants have been given 
the highest level of legal protection in this context, which means that trade is generally 
prohibited, with some exemptions. The Commission adopted additional measures in 2017, 
effectively ending re-exports in raw ivory2. In line with the commitment in the EU Biodiversity 
Strategy 20303, an additional set of restrictive measures is being developed at the moment, 
demonstrating the high level of EU ambition in protecting elephants and combatting illegal 
ivory trade.

With regard to the public display of ivory items seen by the petitioner on television, the 
Commission is not in a position to comment on the legality of these items. The Portuguese 
authorities are competent to undertake an investigation in this matter if they deem it necessary. 
There are many culturally, historically and/or artistically valuable objects circulating legally in 
the EU that happen to be made of or contain some ivory. Generally, such items will only contain 
old ivory, as trade in more recent (post-1990) ivory has long been prohibited in the EU. Such 
items are thus extremely unlikely to be connected in any way to the illegal killing of elephants 
in the present or recent past.

Conclusion

Historical artefacts containing ivory are normally not connected to the recent illegal killing of 
elephants. In order to further reduce remaining risks that legal trade in ivory is in any way 
contributing to poaching and illegal trade, the Commission is finalising a proposal for additional 
rules and recommendations that would further limit import into and re-export of ivory from the 
EU, as well as increase the level of scrutiny for any remaining internal trade.

1 https://cites.org/eng/MIKE_PIKE_Trends_report_elephants_CITES_16112020
2https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52017XC0517(01)&from=ES and 
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_17_1308
3 EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030 Bringing nature back into our lives, COM(2020) 380 final.
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