
Stopping the Blood Ivory
Trade in Hawai‘i
Why are elephants special?
• Elephant-like creatures have inhabited the earth for the past 

55 million years. Today, two species of elephants remain: the
African elephant, which lives in Subsaharan Africa; and the
Asian elephant, which ranges through parts of Southeast Asia
and India. 

• Elephants are intelligent and sensitive animals. They have
strong family relationships. A family herd follows a dominant
grandmother. This “matriarch” uses her powerful spatial
memory to lead the family across the landscape to food and
watering holes. 

• Elephants revisit sites where family members died, and touch
the bones of the deceased in a display that is evocative of grief
or reliving past memories. 

• Scientists recently discovered that elephants use subsonic
rumbling, below the range of human hearing, to communicate
with each other over the vast open space of the savannah. 

“96 Elephants” by Patricia Missler

An elephant named “Qumquat” led her family across the border

of Kenya into Tanzania, where poachers waited to slaughter

Qumquat and her two older daughters. The smallest calf,

Quanza, was found huddled near the carnage, traumatized.

This beautiful photo of Qumquat and her family, taken just a

day before the killings, has become an iconic symbol of global

opposition to the brutal ivory trade. Photo by Nick Brandt, Big Life

Foundation

Fascinating Facts About Elephants
• Elephants are the largest land mammal on

Earth. They can weigh up to 15,000 pounds.

• Elephants are intelligent creatures and
typically live up to 50-70 years.

• Elephants are herbivorous; they eat flowers,
seeds, fruits, grasses, leaves, bark, and roots.

• An elephant’s trunk contains approximately
100,000 different muscle parts, which are
used to drink, spray water for baths, and grab
small items with two finger-like extensions at
the end.

Poachers kill an average of 96 elephants each day. Scientists estimate

that elephants will disappear from the wild within a generation, due 

to the massive ivory trade. We must ask ourselves: Do we want to buy

and sell unnecessary ivory jewelry and trinkets, or do we want elephants?
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Why are elephants important? 
• Elephants are part of our connection to the natural

world. Knowing these magnificent creatures exist in
the wild enriches our lives.

• Elephants are important “architects” of forests and
savannas. They carry heavy seeds across the landscape
and help large trees disperse and grow, which in turn
are major sources for carbon sequestration in the face
of climate change. 

• By digging in the soil during droughts, elephants
discover water for themselves, and allow other animals
to benefit as well. 

• Elephants create trails and gaps in the forest, creating
habitat for other species and increasing biodiversity.
Losing elephants from the landscape would mean
reducing or losing many other plants and animals that
depend on these gentle giant gardeners.

• Elephants are beloved by people around the globe. It is
difficult to imagine our world without these amazing
animals.

Why is selling ivory a problem?  
• Ivory comes from the teeth of certain animals,

including elephants, hippopotamuses, walruses,
narwhals, whales, and even extinct mammoths. Just as
human teeth extend into the gums beyond the visible
enamel, ivory is embedded in an animal’s skull. 

• Harvesting an elephant’s ivory is never harmless and
always kills the animal. Poachers poison or shoot
elephants with semi-automatic guns, and then use
machetes or chainsaws to brutally extract the teeth
from the animals’ jaws.

• “Blood ivory” is poached ivory,
extracted illegally after the enactment of
federal and international bans, and in
blatant disregard for elephant
conservation.  

• Blood ivory sales support transnational
criminal syndicates, African armed
rebels such as the Lord’s Resistance
Army in central Africa, and other groups
with terrorist connections. 

• Poachers have also murdered more than
1,000 African park rangers, who died
courageously trying to defend protected
elephant sanctuaries, within the last
decade.

How is Hawai‘i involved in the sale of illegal ivory?
• Hawai‘i is a major commerce and tourism hub for Asia

and the Pacific. Dozens of flights and boats arrive
daily; millions of visitors enter the state every year.
Hawai‘i’s ivory market targets visitors, who are
unaware of federal laws prohibiting the trade in
endangered wildlife. 

• Hawai‘i is the third largest market for ivory in the U.S.,
behind New York and California, which have recently
passed laws prohibiting the in-state sale of ivory. New
Jersey and Washington enacted similar state laws.
With the top two markets now closed, Hawai‘i is
poised to become an even larger market for illegal
ivory. 

• Consumers are not able to tell, simply by looking at an
item, whether they are buying antique ivory (harvested
prior to federal and state bans), ivory from mammoths,
or blood ivory.

• Hawai‘i will soon host the 2016 International Union
for Conservation of Nature’s World Conservation
Congress. We have an opportunity and a responsibility
to transform our role, from a market for illegal ivory, 
to a partner
in the
global
effort to
protect
elephants
and prevent
their
extinction.

Kenyans burned tons of ivory on National Wildlife Day in 2015, reducing the market and

sending a strong conservation message to the global community. Photo courtesy of AP
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Aren’t there already laws in effect? 
• Existing laws are not enough. The international

agreement known as CITES (Convention on
International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild
Fauna and Flora) regulates ivory trade between

nations.

• U.S. federal laws, such as the Endangered Species Act
and the Lacey Act, regulate ivory imports to the U.S. 

• New rules planned by the Obama administration would
prohibit ivory sales across U.S. state lines.

• Only one federal regulation relates to ivory sales
occurring within Hawai‘i. This rule requires a seller to
provide documentation that the ivory for sale was
acquired prior to 1989, when federal and international
bans took effect. No ivory dealer in Hawai‘i has been
found to have proper documentation, putting unwitting
consumers at risk of federal prosecution. 

• Unfortunately, federal wildlife agents are unable to
verify the required documentation for every retailer in
Hawai‘i. State wildlife agents do not have jurisdiction
to enforce the federal rule. As a result, blood ivory
regularly slips through the cracks and ends up for sale
in Hawai‘i.

How would a state ivory law help?   
• A Hawai‘i state ivory law would close existing

loopholes and authorize state enforcement officers 
to collaborate with federal agencies
and share resources, in order
to eliminate the state’s illegal
blood ivory market.

• In 2013, the Hawai‘i State Legislature unanimously
adopted a resolution urging businesses and residents
not to buy or sell undocumented ivory. Despite this
warning, retailers continue to sell ivory of unknown
origin across the state. State legislation prohibiting the
commercial sale of ivory in Hawai‘i is necessary.

• Ivory from mammoth and other animals acts as a cover
for blood ivory. Without precise scientific testing and
analysis, it is impossible to tell whether the ivory
originated from an elephant, or from a mammoth; from
antique ivory or blood ivory. Laws meant to help
elephants by banning blood ivory must therefore
include all sources of ivory.

• A Hawai‘i state ivory law could still allow certain
exemptions: the non-commercial possession of ivory
items; the passing down of family heirlooms; the use of
ivory products for education, museums, and research;
using ivory for traditional cultural practices; and
possessing certain antique items with appropriate
documentation. 

• A state law could also prohibit the sale of rhinoceros
horn and other wildlife products. Poachers kill
rhinoceroses to sell their horns, which are later ground
into a powder and sold as a supposed aphrodisiac.
Rhinoceros horn is not ivory, but instead is keratin, the
same substance in human hair and fingernails.
Rhinoceroses are experiencing the same poaching
pressure as elephants. If poaching rates continue,
rhinoceroses also face the danger of extinction in the
wild within a generation.

The sale of jewelry and trinkets to tourists in Hawai‘i

comes at the expense of these magnificent and

irreplaceable animals. Photo by Tony Hunstiger

The character in these earrings means “long life,” but not for the elephants.

Photo by Rosemary Alles.

Colorado Crush: In 2013, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

crushed over 6 tons of confiscated ivory, committing to doing its

part to end the illegal ivory trade. Photo by Hale Anderson
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Did You Know…?
• On the black market, a kilogram 

(2.2 pounds) of ivory is worth
approximately $2,000.

• Federal agents only intercept about
10% of illegal ivory and other
wildlife products at U.S. ports of
entry and borders.

• According to a 2008 investigation,
89% of the ivory for sale in Hawai‘i
was of unknown origin and modern
design, meaning it was likely illegal
blood ivory.

• There is no state law to prevent the
sale of blood ivory in Hawai‘i.

What can I do to help protect
elephants in the wild? 
• Never purchase ivory or other

wildlife products, in the U.S.
or abroad.

• Share your reasons for
avoiding ivory with your
family and friends.

• Urge Hawai‘i elected officials
to support HB 2502 and SB
2647 in the 2016 legislative
session.

• Visit www.capitol.hawaii.gov
for more information.

Future generations of elephants for future generations of humans. Photo by Lynn Allen

No one needs ivory except an elephant. 
Photo by Tony Hunstiger


