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In the major cities, ivory retailers were concentrated mainly around tourist hotels (such as in Taipei’s “ivory

district”), and their customers were mostly overseas tourists, especially Japanese tourists.  Generally speaking,

shops that carried ivory products within Taipei’s “ivory district” were larger and had more merchandise and

variety than shops elsewhere.  Shopkeepers in the “ivory district” placed emphasis on the historical period to

which a piece belonged and to the style and special sculptural features of individual pieces.  Retailers in other

areas (whether at shops, stalls, or stands) carried mainly

carvings and ornaments, placed less emphasis on the style

or craftsmanship and more on the quality of the ivory, as

well as whether the ivory was hollow or solid.  Seal-

carving shops paid particular attention to whether the

ivory was vermilion ivory or white ivory.

Most of the ivory curio shops in Taipei and Kaohsiung

were found on older streets or in older parts of the city.

Many of the larger curio shops carried ivory products

acquired 15 to 20 years ago, prior to the prohibition on

international trade in ivory.  It is unlikely that new entrepreneurs are entering the ivory retail trade in any

significant numbers.

Every major city visited had a jade market.  Most vendors set up stalls regularly on specific days every week at

the same spot.  For example, the Taipei and Taichung jade markets were on Saturdays and Sundays, while the

Kaohsiung jade market was on Wednesdays and Thursdays.  The jade markets attracted large crowds of local

consumers and a smaller number of foreign tourists and residents.

THE QUALITY OF IVORY AND CONSUMER PREFERENCES

The ivory seal was found to be the most common ivory product offered for sale.  Ivory retailers and consumers

were generally aware of the distinction between white ivory and vermilion ivory and understood that vermilion

ivory was more expensive, but opinions varied when it came to the source of the two different types of ivory and

whether one or the other was inferior or superior.  In addition to the claims that vermilion ivory was taken from

an elephant soon after its death, or was formed from the middle part of the tusk, were assertions that vermilion

ivory was from tusks that were “alive”.  In this case, it was claimed, the more the ivory was used, the more

beautiful it would become, accounting for the greater demand for vermilion ivory.  

Others believed that there was not much difference between vermilion ivory and white ivory and that vermilion

ivory eventually would become white ivory.  Still, vermilion ivory was found to be more expensive and was

considered to be rarer.  Some shopkeepers combined the idea of bringing luck and prosperity with seals and

advertised the advantages of having a “propitious seal” made of vermilion ivory in order to bring good luck.

However, the distinction between vermilion ivory and white ivory, with the exception of several pairs of

chopsticks found in one shop in Taipei’s “ivory district”, was applied only to seals.  All other carvings and

ornaments seen were made from white ivory.  It is possible that the distinction between vermilion ivory and white

ivory is simply a marketing strategy to justify significantly higher prices for better quality ivory seals.   

Although ivory still attracts consumers, ivory substitutes such as bone and Tagua nut were found to have claimed

some market share. Several curio shops had such imitation ivory products on display, but claimed to have no
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ivory for sale.  The investigators, who were trained to identify ivory, found that most shopkeepers and vendors

stated honestly whether their merchandise was real ivory or not.  Investigators did not encounter any products

made from hippo teeth or walrus ivory, other types of ‘ivory’ also sourced from protected species. 

THE PRICE OF IVORY

In Taiwan’s retail ivory market, the price of ivory products in

a shop was influenced by the size of the piece and the quality

of the carving or craftsmanship.  The quality or type of ivory

was also relevant.  The price of a vermilion ivory seal was

much higher than that of a white ivory seal, regardless of the

size and carving of the seals.  Generally, the more ivory

products a shop stocked, the more standardised its prices

were.  If a shop had only a few token pieces of ivory, the

prices tended to be higher or lower than average.  Tables 3,

4, 5 and 6 indicate that, outside Taipei, the price range for

ivory seals tended to be much wider.  The price range for other ivory products was also more standardised in

Taipei than in other areas.  The standardized price range for ivory in Taipei may be explained by the higher

number of consumers and resultant competitiveness of the market in Taipei, where items cannot be easily be over-

priced. 

According to the price data collected, the price of white and vermilion ivory was higher in Taipei and Taichung

than in Kaohsiung and Taipei County (see Table 8). The difference in price range could be a function of the local

cost of living, consumer preferences and habits, and/or the relative quality of the products on sale in the different

locations.  Table 8 is based on data included in Tables 1, 3, 4, 5 and 6.

Changes in the retail price of ivory between the 1997 and 1999 surveys are noted in Table 2.  In terms of ivory

seals, whether vermilion or white, the price range was wider in 1999.  Whether the reason for this is increasing

product variation, stronger competition among retailers, or other economic factors is unclear.  However, the wider

price range for seals could attract a greater variety of customers, as they would have more choice in terms of

price.  Other products had lower price ranges in 1999 than in 1997.  With the exception of shopkeepers who

claimed that they were selling pieces on consignment (i.e. for someone else), almost all shopkeepers and vendors

were willing to bargain.  However, the trend of falling prices is not only limited to ivory products.  It is possible

that fewer people are buying ivory, not only because ivory is a controlled commodity, but also because of the

general state of the economy.

The weekend jade market in
Taipei
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Table 8

The range of retail prices for ivory seals in the survey areas

Items Higher price Lower price  

Vermilion ivory seal Taichung  Taipei  Taipei county Kaohsiung   

White ivory seal Taipei  Taichung  Kaohsiung  Taipei county  
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CONSUMERS AND THEIR KNOWLEDGE OF IVORY TRADE REGULATIONS

Since most of the curio shops selling ivory products in Taipei and Kaohsiung were located near tourist hotels, it

may be assumed that shopkeepers have a thorough understanding of the items favoured by tourists from different

parts of the world.  

A number of shopkeepers mentioned that they had sold ivory products before the Supplementary Regulations for

the Management of Ivory Stocks came into effect and that, in the past, many of the ivory consumers had been

foreign tourists.  In recent years, however, they claimed, the ivory business had lost a sense of legitimacy.  Many

foreign tourists had become less enthusiastic about ivory and some reacted negatively to ivory.  As a result, ivory

products were no longer sold in some shops.  Some shopkeepers mentioned that tourists from Europe and North

America felt strongly about conservation and did not like ivory products, but tourists from Japan remained quite

fond of ivory.  Some seal-carving shops displayed ivory seals already engraved with Japanese names for Japanese

tourists or Japanese-style ivory carvings.  Although not quantifiable, the above anecdotal information suggests

that, as international conservation trends become more widespread, potential overseas consumers of ivory

products either are increasingly careful or are decreasing in number.

In all survey areas, a substantial number of shopkeepers stated that very few customers asked for ivory, that ivory

was very difficult to sell and, as a result, they did not have a fixed price for their ivory products.  Although the

primary aim of these shopkeepers was to sell off their ivory merchandise, there were others who maintained fixed

prices in order not to sell at a loss.  While demand remained for ivory seals, jewellery and ornaments, there

appeared to be no increasing trend in ivory consumption.  It also appeared that many customers mistakenly

believed that all commerce in ivory products was prohibited and therefore were unwilling to buy ivory items. 

Ivory shopkeepers in Taichung remarked that their consumers were mostly local.

AN ILLEGAL MARKET ON THE FRINGES

The jade markets in Taipei, Taichung and Kaohsiung were all very large.  According to observations made by the

investigators, municipal governments appeared to exercise a stronger degree of control over the jade markets in

Taipei’s Jianguo jade market and Kaohsiung’s Shichuan jade market than in Taichung.  The Jianguo and Shichuan

markets appeared more orderly and organised than Taichung’s jade market: more than 90% of the stands and

stalls in the Jianguo and Shichuan markets were registered and had posted registration numbers.

Even though the jade markets are controlled by their respective municipal governments, the stands and stalls in

the arcades surrounding the jade markets were not numbered and the legality of these businesses was open to

question.  In addition, there were stands, whether with registration numbers or not, in operation at the different

jade markets in different cities or stores on different days of the week, which would create complications for the

authorities in charge of monitoring product registration and sales.  Greater co-operation and information sharing

between the municipal governments and the central government is necessary to monitor these inter-municipal

business activities.

The Guanghua jade market in Taipei’s Bade Road was the least ordered of the four jade markets.  In order to

attract customers, the stands were set up in the north-west corner of Guanghua Bridge and Bade Road and, unlike

the other three jade markets where stalls were all assigned a designated space, the stalls at the Bade Road market

were crowded into small spaces and narrow alleyways. 
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At the Guanghua jade market, unlike at the other jade markets, there were no stands or stalls displaying large

quantities of ivory products.  The total volume of ivory products being offered for sale at Bade Road appeared to

be less than the stock of one of the larger art shops in Taipei.  However, of the four jade markets surveyed, the

Guanghua jade market did have the most stands selling alleged elephant bone products and other wildlife

products.  Based on their accents, many of the vendors were clearly from outside of Taiwan and one said that she

was from the province of Guangdong.  Given existing restrictions on travel between China and Taiwan, the legal

status of these vendors was highly suspect.  It is possible that they represent one of the main distribution channels

for wildlife products smuggled from China to Taiwan.

CONCLUSIONS

Overall, the regulation of domestic ivory markets in the areas surveyed has been maintained since the move to

decentralisation in 2000. Several local governments continue to use the previous Supplementary Regulations for

the Management of Ivory Stocks and, where new regulations have been introduced, they are, for the most part,

based on the earlier guidelines. One potential problem area for the decentralised management system is

management of the trade data information.  The twice-yearly trade reporting system may not detect trade

problems in a timely fashion and may not allow municipal governments to follow the ivory flow among cities

and counties as this would require a centralised database.

In general, Taiwan’s ivory market appeared to be in a state of inertia in 1999.  Restrictive regulation of the ivory

trade prohibited the manufacture of ivory products, limited the establishment of new retailers, and limited the re-

sale of any ivory products purchased after introduction of the regulations. However, research for this report

indicated that illegal ivory products still flowed into markets in various ways.  

The operators of more established (and often more law-abiding) shops were clearly more aware of the obstacles

facing the ivory industry under the existing management systems.  In contrast, those who were not registered,

were illegally selling ivory and perhaps involved in smuggling ivory products, seemed to be more confident and

willing to guarantee to customers that they could obtain whatever item the customer desired.  Illegal vendors

could be undermining the sales of legal businesses through offering a greater range of products or offering

products at lower prices.  This, in turn, could shift a greater portion of the ivory retail business underground,

resulting in even greater difficulties for the authorities in implementing existing market controls.  

This is not to say that all legally registered shop owners operate completely above board.   The survey indicated

that some registered shop owners supplemented existing ivory stocks with smuggled products when a customer

had a specific request, sometimes asking friends or acquaintances to bring in specific items.  

From a consumer perspective, as domestic sale of ivory in Taiwan was banned for a period and then permitted

only under strict regulation, many people think that the elephant is a completely protected species and that ivory

cannot be bought and sold freely. From the results of the current survey, it appears that many people, whether

they are legal retailers, illegal retailers or the general public, do not fully understand the current international or

national regulations governing trade in ivory.  A number of misconceptions related to the regulation of ivory

products were often passed on from ivory retailers to consumers. The result is that people break the law, whether

intentionally or unintentionally.

In the light of the results of these market surveys in Taiwan, ongoing seizures by Customs of relatively large

shipments of ivory are puzzling.  Under the Supplementary Regulations for the Management of Ivory Stocks and
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the new guidelines of different municipal governments, the cutting of whole tusks and manufacturing of ivory

products are not allowed.  Many established retailers expressed the view that the local market for ivory products

had declined.  With Taiwan having no legal carving industry and an apparently declining domestic market, what

incentives exist for attempting the illegal import of ivory?  At the same time, with the number of well-publicised

Customs seizures, individuals involved in illegal trade would be unlikely to risk transiting smuggled ivory

through Taiwan if it were not an end market.  The correlation between domestic market trends and ongoing

smuggling of large quantities of raw ivory needs to be investigated further.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Taiwan introduced a strict system for the regulation of domestic and international ivory trade in late 1995.

Although regulations completely prohibited international trade, and restricted domestic trade only to registered

ivory stocks, this was not sufficient to prevent illegal ivory products from entering the market.  TRAFFIC made

several recommendations in Nash (1997) and Chen (1997b) on how to improve the ivory regulation system in

Taiwan.  Building on the recommendations of the two earlier reports, this report makes the following

recommendations to improve Taiwan’s domestic management system for ivory:

• Strengthen law enforcement efforts at ports of entry to prevent smuggling of ivory through increasing the

inspection of postal and courier packages to detect possible illegal trade in cut pieces as well as air passenger

luggage coming from and going to specific countries. 

• Improve the capacity of Customs, police, and other law enforcement officers to identify ivory and ivory

products in various forms and colours, and to understand the various means used to smuggle ivory including

methods of concealment.

• Create a national wildlife products database centre to monitor the domestic market for ivory and other

wildlife products.

• Issue an identification label for ivory shops legally registered to sell ivory to allow for easy identification by

prospective customers. 

• Encourage customers to buy only legal ivory and to always request a formal receipt.

• Develop public education and awareness materials on wildlife trade issues in different media (such as print,

broadcast, and electronic formats) including annual updates on international conservation and trade

regulations concerning elephants and products derived from them.  The international regulation of trade in

ivory and other wildlife products can also be communicated to the public through travel agencies and with

displays in Taiwan’s two international airports. 

• Intensify efforts to monitor and regulate the jade markets at the county and municipal levels.  Inspections

aimed at detecting illegal vendors also should be increased, both to discourage illegal trade and to support the

activities of legal vendors.

• Carefully monitor and review the effectiveness of the new ivory trade management systems introduced in

each municipality and county.



• Create and actively maintain regular communications channels between municipal/county governments and

the central government to monitor ivory trade flows and effectiveness of the ivory trade management system

since decentralisation came into effect in 2000.

Although not directly related to the management of domestic ivory trade, further research into the distinctions

between white and vermilion ivory would help to better understand the marketplace and may benefit regulation.
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ANNEX I

Map of Taiwan showing the four major cities with ivory markets
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TRAFFIC, the wildlife trade monitoring network, works to

ensure that trade in wild plants and animals is not a threat to

the conservation of nature.  It has offices covering most parts
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