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Abstract

Trade restrictions are often advocated and implemented as measures to protect wild species
threatened by overexploitation. However, in some instances, their efficacy has been ques-
tioned, notably by governments in the southern African (SADC) region, which tend to
favor a sustainable use approach to wildlife management. We conducted a systematic
review of published literature guided by the PRISMA process to examine the effective-
ness of trade restrictions and directly related control measures in addressing threats to
species conservation in the SADC region, with a focus on elephants (Loxodonta sp.),
rhinoceroses (Ceratotherium simum, Diceros bicornis), lions (Panthera leo), and pangolins (Manis

sp.). We focused in particular on the direct conservation impact of trade restrictions at
species or population level, indirect conservation impact at human behavior or attitude
level, and socioeconomic impact on rural livelihoods and well-being and on national
economies. Research on these topics was uneven and focused strongly on the effects of
trade restrictions and law enforcement on crime-related behavior. Research gaps include
socioeconomic impacts of trade restrictions, including effects of international restrictions
on local livelihoods and consequent secondary conservation impacts, and evaluations of
attempts to disrupt criminal networks. Based on the reviewed impact evidence, the effec-
tiveness of international trade restrictions depends on a range of fully aligned measures
in countries of origin, transit, and consumption. For example, our results suggest pos-
itive ecological short-term but negative or unknown long-term socioeconomic impacts
of domestic restrictions. Based on these findings, key policy requirements include more
nuanced approaches to incorporate a range of appropriate measures in range, transit,
and consumer countries, that focus on capacity development for early detection and
apprehension of incursions inside protected areas; measures for constructive engagement
with relevant local communities outside protected areas; and future research to improve
understanding of the socioeconomic contribution of wildlife.

KEYWORDS

CITES, PRISMA methodology, prohibitions, SADC region, sustainable use, systematic review, wildlife economy,
wildlife trade

INTRODUCTION

Wild populations of iconic species, such as elephants (Lox-

odonta sp.), rhinoceroses (Ceratotherium simum, Diceros bicornis),
lions (Panthera leo), and pangolins (Manis sp.), have been receding
across many parts of Africa and are reported to be threatened
by poaching for trade purposes (Bauer et al., 2016; Emslie, 2020;
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Emslie et al., 2016; Gobush et al., 2022; Nixon et al., 2019;
Pietersen et al., 2019). Accordingly, various policy measures seek
to address the perceived threat from trade. However, due to
varying success rates, such measures are regularly debated. It is,
thus, imperative to evaluate this threat and current attempts to
mitigate it in relation to other factors that may drive wildlife
decline. More specifically, there is a need to consider the
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effectiveness of wildlife trade restrictions as a conservation
measure in the southern African (SADC) region.

Historical events have shaped the perception of trade activ-
ities as main threats to southern African wildlife, including the
adoption of trade restrictions to address these. Excessive hunt-
ing for meat, other products, and sport in North America and
southern Africa, especially during the second half of the 19th
century, led to growing awareness of overhunting as a threat
to species survival and various consequent attempts to pre-
vent this (Beinart & Coates, 2002). However, the perception
of trade as a threat to species developed differently in the 2
regions, eventually resulting in significantly divergent wildlife
governance models.

The North American public associated the destruction of
species, such as bison (Bison bison) and passenger pigeon
(Ectopistes migratorius), with market hunting and trade, which
resulted in trade-restrictive legislation in the form of the Lacey
Act as early as 1900. In contrast, after a period of consolidation
through area-based state protection, southern Africa began to
embrace market-based approaches to wildlife governance with
the onset of game ranching in the 1960s. Southern African
countries thus became policy outliers, allowing and even encour-
aging sustainable use and trade in wildlife predicated on the
devolution of wildlife proprietorship and use rights (including
the right to trade), which underpin the region’s contempo-
rary sustainable use approach (Abensperg-Traun, 2009). In
most other countries, wildlife is state-owned or an open-access
resource. The corresponding absence of rights and capacities of
exclusion conferred by devolved proprietorship calls for mech-
anisms, such as trade restrictions, to prevent overexploitation
(Schlager & Ostrom, 1992).

The early 20th-century US policy approach to wildlife trade
gradually extended internationally and, embodied by a 1963 res-
olution by the International Union for Conservation of Nature
(IUCN), provided the impetus for the Convention on Inter-
national Trade in Endangered Species of Fauna and Flora
(CITES), effective from 1975. The agreement aims to regulate
trade across international boundaries by establishing protocols
between signatory countries. It employs a listing mechanism
whereby all international trade in species listed on CITES
Appendix II is subject to a permitting requirement to deter
unsustainable levels of exploitation. Species considered threat-
ened with extinction are listed in Appendix I, and international
commercial trade in these species is prohibited. Notwithstand-
ing these listings, countries can apply stricter domestic measures
(e.g., prohibition of imports or exports of Appendix II species).
Crocodilians and spotted cats were initial concerns for CITES
in the late 1970s (Wijnstekers, 2018).

Given our focus on elephants, rhinoceroses, pangolins, and
lions, Figure 1 provides an overview of CITES-related trade-
restrictive policy interventions and related indicative trends for
these species from 1970 to 2020. Rhinoceroses and elephants
drew attention as overexploited species for trade purposes
early on (Martin, 1983; Somerville, 2016). More recently, pan-
golin species have similarly gained prominence (Heinrich et al.,
2016), and there are growing concerns about possible trade
impacts on African lions (Panthera leo) (Williams et al., 2017a).

A surge in poaching and trafficking of these species in the
late 2000s (Figure 1) (and the concomitant emergence of a
new legal export trade of lion body parts from South Africa)
prompted governments and nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs) to take action, which included promoting and imple-
menting further trade restrictions (’t Sas-Rolfes, 2017). These
responses are ongoing, and wildlife trade (both illegal and
legal), especially in the charismatic mammalian species, fea-
tures as a controversial and fiercely debated issue on global
conservation policy and research agendas. Although CITES
provides an overall framework for regulating or restricting
trade, governments have employed a range of additional restric-
tive or restriction-supportive policy measures throughout the
trade chain, including law enforcement and efforts to reduce
consumer demand through behavior change interventions.

Although shrinking, degrading, and fragmenting habitat;
human intrusion; loss of prey (for carnivores); and associ-
ated human–wildlife conflict, all possibly aggravated by climate
change, remain key underlying drivers of wildlife loss, wild pop-
ulations of rhinoceroses, elephants, pangolins, and various other
species are at least in some instances also threatened by exces-
sive targeted harvesting for trade purposes, according to IUCN
Red List assessments (which draw on expert opinion to appraise
pressures on species). To date, debates persist over which pol-
icy interventions address the full suite of threats to southern
Africa’s wildlife most effectively, holistically, and synergistically.
The effectiveness of trade restrictions features prominently in
such debates. Given that internationally imposed restrictions
potentially constrain the sustainable use model of wildlife man-
agement favored by southern African governments, they must
be evaluated carefully.

With this in mind, we conducted a comprehensive and sys-
tematic review of scientific and gray literature to provide a
clear and structured synthesis of the existing evidence on the
impact and effectiveness of international wildlife trade restric-
tions for conservation in SADC countries from 1970 to 2020.
The review purposefully excluded any developments during the
COVID-19 pandemic due to its unique and substantial influ-
ence on trade patterns, incomparable to the previous decades.
Our results are based on a project funded by the U.S. Agency
for International Development (USAID) with a broader focus
(but limited to the specified iconic species), including mea-
sures aimed at indirectly influencing or controlling trade, such
as resource rights regimes (’t Sas-Rolfes & Hiller, 2020). The
review framework builds on earlier work that evaluated the con-
servation effectiveness of trade-related policy interventions at
the global level (Cheng et al., 2017; UNEP, 2019) but concen-
trates more specifically on the impact of trade restrictions on the
conservation of elephants, rhinoceroses, pangolins, and lions in
SADC countries.

METHODS

We analyzed and synthesized the results of 46 studies that qual-
ified as impact assessments of trade restrictions undertaken
from 1970 to 2020 guided by the Preferred Reporting Items for
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FIGURE 1 Trade-restrictive policy interventions and related indicative trends for 4 selected iconic species in the southern African (SA) region over the last
50 years before the COVID-19 pandemic (1970–2020).
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FIGURE 2 Analytical framework for assessing the existing evidence regarding the impact and effectiveness of wildlife trade restrictions at reducing threats to
iconic wildlife species in terms of wildlife conservation and socioeconomic outcomes in SADC countries (Angola, Botswana, Namibia, Malawi, Mozambique, South
Africa, Tanzania, Zambia, and Zimbabwe).

Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses framework (PRISMA)
(Moher et al., 2009). We selected the studies based on an ana-
lytical framework for evaluating wildlife trade restrictions on
conservation outcomes and employed a rigorous review pro-
tocol, as described below and guided by previous relevant
literature (Galvin et al., 2018; Partelow et al., 2017; Soliku &
Schraml, 2018).

Analytical framework

We initially developed a basic analytical framework of influ-
encing and outcome variables consistent with the review scope
(Figure 2). The framework shows the influencing factors on the
left of the diagram and the outcome variables on the right. The
input factors were structured according to a simplified trade
chain (’t Sas-Rolfes et al., 2019). We synthesized categories used
in previous frameworks to account for relevant impact factors
along these trade-chain dimensions (Cheng et al., 2017; UNEP,
2019).

The input variables constituted restrictive legal measures tar-
geted at activities along the trade chain to curb or prohibit trade
in wildlife species. Further institutional and governance factors,
while influencing the ability to trade, were excluded from the
framework. Such factors included property and resource rights

regimes and other supporting measures (i.e., provision of legal
supply substitutes, product traceability measures, and voluntary
behavior change initiatives).

We clustered the outcome variables on the right-hand side
of the analytical framework into findings about the direct and
indirect impacts and effectiveness of wildlife trade restrictions
for conserving wildlife. Direct impacts included outcomes at
the species or population level. Indirect impacts encompassed
outcomes on a human behavior or attitude level because they
were used to infer wildlife crime or demand-related effects.
Even further removed, but still potentially relevant as indirect
influences on conservation outcomes (and therefore included
in the analysis), were socioeconomic development factors, such
as contributions to local livelihoods and well-being and those to
national economies.

Literature search and selection

We systematically searched peer-reviewed and gray wildlife
trade literature published from 1970 to 2020 in English across
the following countries: Angola, Botswana, Namibia, Malawi,
Mozambique, South Africa, Tanzania, Zambia, and Zimbabwe.
Starting the search in 1970 ensured coverage of all publications
assessing the impact of international trade restrictions linked to
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TABLE 1 Search strings and procedures for the search of the peer-reviewed literature on measures targeted to restrict wildlife trade to reduce threats to iconic
wildlife species, specifically elephants, rhinoceroses, lions, and pangolins in terms of wildlife conservation and socioeconomic outcomes in Angola, Botswana,
Namibia, Malawi, Mozambique, South Africa, Tanzania, Zambia, and Zimbabwe (SADC countries).

Web of Science Boolean search string

TS = (“SADC” OR “Southern African Development Community” OR “south* Africa*” OR “Angola” OR “Botswana” OR “Namibia” OR “Malawi” OR
“Mozambique” OR “South Africa” OR “Tanzania” OR “Zambia” OR “Zimbabwe”) AND

TS = (“African elephant” OR “Loxodonta africana” OR “rhino*” OR “white rhino*” OR “Ceratotherium simum” OR “black rhino*” OR “Diceros bicornis”
OR “lion” OR “Panthera leo” OR “pangolin” OR “Smutsia temminckii” OR “Smutsia gigantea” OR “wildlife” OR “conservation” OR “fauna” OR
“ivory”) NOT TS = (“flora” OR “fish*” OR “tree*” OR “*aqua*” OR “timber”) AND

TS = (“wildlife” NEAR/3 “crime” OR “demand” OR “product*” OR “consum*” OR “trade” OR illegal NEAR/5 “wildlife trade” OR illicit NEAR/5
“wildlife trade” OR “traffic*” OR “poach*”) NOT TS = trade-off AND

TS = (“law” OR “legal” OR “legislat*” OR “restrict*” OR “policy” OR “regulat*” OR “*guideline*” OR “*complian*” OR “*quota*” OR “*enforce*” OR
“*monitor*” OR “*prosecut*” OR “CITES” OR “Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species” OR “moratorium” OR “*ban*” OR “*ban*”
NEAR/3 (“demand reduc*” OR “campaign*”) OR “land owner*” OR “protected area*” OR “resource right*” OR “community” NEAR/5 (“wildlife” OR
“resource” OR “steward*”) OR “state-owned” NEAR/3 (“land” OR “resource*”) OR “actor” NEAR/3 “network” OR “social network analysis” OR
“investigat*”)

SCOPUS Boolean search string

Search 1:
TITLE-ABS-KEY(SADC OR “Southern African Development Community” OR “south* Africa*” OR Angola OR Botswana OR Namibia OR Malawi OR

Mozambique OR South Africa OR Tanzania OR Zambia OR Zimbabwe)
Search 2:
TITLE-ABS-KEY(“African elephant” OR “Loxodonta africana” OR rhino* OR “white rhino*” OR “Ceratotherium simum” OR “black rhino*” OR “Diceros

bicornis” OR lion OR “Panthera leo” OR pangolin OR “Smutsia temminckii” OR “Smutsia gigantea” OR wildlife OR conservation OR fauna OR ivory)
AND NOT TITLE-ABS-KEY(flora OR fish* OR tree* OR *aqua* OR timber)

Search 3:
TITLE-ABS-KEY(wildlife OR crime OR demand OR product* OR consum* OR “wildelife trade” OR illegal OR illicit OR traffic* OR poach*) AND NOT

TITLE-ABS-KEY(trade-off)
Search 4:
TITLE-ABS-KEY(law OR legal OR legislat* OR restrict* OR policy OR regulat* OR *guideline* OR *complian* OR *quota* OR *enforce* OR *monitor*

OR *prosecut* OR CITES OR {Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species} OR moratorium OR *ban* OR “land owner*” OR “protected
area” OR “resource right” OR community OR state?owned OR resource* OR network OR {social network analysis} OR investigat*)

Combine search sets in search history:
search 1 AND search 2 AND search 3 AND search 4

Google Scholar Boolean search string (Procedure: Title screening of first 900 papers and extension of data set with new studies that could not be rejected based
on their title.)

illegal wildlife trade law OR legal OR legislat* OR restrict* OR policy OR *quota* -flora -fish -tree -aqua -timber

Note: The search strings are the originals used for the project funded by USAID with a broader focus, including measures aimed at indirectly influencing or controlling trade, such as property
and resource rights regimes. For this review, we included only the search results within the boundaries of the framework in the “Analytic framework” section (i.e., the impact of trade
restrictions in SADC countries, with a further focus on conserving elephants, rhinoceroses, pangolins, and lions).

the ratification of CITES in 1975 and the years leading up to
its inception. We chose 2020 as the cutoff date for the search
to exclude results that might be influenced by the effects of
COVID-19 on global and local trade.

Guided by the analytical framework, we conducted an exten-
sive search on Web of Science (6 May 2020), Scopus (8 May
2020), and Google Scholar (19 May 2020). We used the Boolean
search terms (Table 1), specifying geographical areas, ani-
mal species, and trade-restriction-related keywords. Our search
further targeted specialist websites and databases during the
specified time frame to account for relevant nonpeer-reviewed
studies (i.e., gray literature, including reports of NGOs, gov-
ernment agencies, or other relevant institutions) (Appendix S1).
Where appropriate, we applied a snowball approach during our
screening process (i.e., using references of selected papers to
find additional sources) and combined all search results into a
single data set. Compared with peer-reviewed literature, it was
impossible to conduct gray literature searches with the same
rigor. Hence, our results might not represent all evidence-based
data available at the point of the literature search.

After implementing the search strategy and eliminating dupli-
cates, all papers (originally 5667 without duplicates) were
subjected to a multistep screening process, initially screening
titles, then abstracts, and finally evaluating full publications
(Figure 3). We excluded all articles unrelated to our study
topic, outside the geographical location, ineligible publication
types (e.g., editorials, commentaries, etc.), and papers not in
English during the title-screening phase. During abstract screen-
ing, studies incompatible with the analytical framework were
removed. Finally, we read the main texts and rejected all papers
that did not qualify as evidence-based impact evaluations. We
only included experimental and quasi-experimental studies that
analyzed cause-and-effect relationships and considered con-
founding factors, along with qualitative studies that applied
rigorous validity and reliability measures such as triangulation or
intercoder reliability, in addition to systematic reviews and mul-
tiregression models testing the sensitivity of results to potential
confounders. In other words, we excluded publications that
did not examine the effects of at least one influencing factor
on at least one outcome variable of the framework beyond
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SCOPUS search 
(n=2382)

Web of Science search 
(n=2768)

Google Scholar Search
(n=126)

Total publication identification
(n=6277)

Grey literature search 
(n=1001)

Title, abstract and main text screening
(n=5667)

Removed duplicates
(n=610)

Removed irrelevant 
publications (n=4588)

Full-text assessment
(n=1079)

Removed publications 
out of scope (n=1033)

Publications included in analysis and synthesis
(n=46)

FIGURE 3 Information flow through the systematic step-wise approach to screen and review articles resulting from searches of the literature on
evidence-based studies illustrating the impact and effectiveness of governance measures that restrict wildlife trade for reducing threats to iconic wildlife species,
specifically elephants, rhinoceroses, lions, and pangolins, and socioeconomic development in SADC countries (Angola, Botswana, Namibia, Malawi, Mozambique,
South Africa, Tanzania, Zambia, and Zimbabwe).

monitoring approaches (Cheng et al., 2017) or exhibited no
counterfactual thinking (Baylis et al., 2016). This screening
process resulted in a total of 46 accepted studies.

Data analyses

For data analyses and synthesis purposes based on qualita-
tive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006), we prepared a
coding sheet and data extraction protocol (Appendix S2) and
added relevant information to the data set in Microsoft Excel
2110 accordingly. We ascertained evidence-based research for
each combination of influencing factors and outcome variables,
resulting in clusters of studies for these combinations with ref-
erence to species and countries. We used open, manual coding
to analyze this qualitative data inductively, inferring evidence
for the impacts of influencing factors on outcome variables
(Drury et al., 2011; Newing et al., 2011). We further synthe-
sized the themes of findings and insights of the study clusters
by grouping similar codes together to form themes (Gioia et al.,
2013; Khan, 2014). The themes described particular levers or
determinants wielding a specific effect on outcome variables.
Based on these levers, we refined our synthesis through verbal
discussions relating and contrasting the themed insights from
the various studies, resulting in an organized overview of the
existing research (Tables 2–4).

RESULTS

The literature search and systematic review yielded 46 wildlife
trade-related impact studies relevant to the SADC region, focus-
ing on the highlighted species. We found a strong focus on
impact studies investigating supply-side and transaction-chain
wildlife trade measures as input variables and the effects of
monitoring and enforcing these measures as output variables
(Figure 4) (references to corresponding studies with emergent
thematic clusters in Appendices S3–S7).

The following main research areas emerged (Figure 4): law
enforcement measures impacting human behavior (especially
illegal hunting) or human attitudes toward wildlife crimes, par-
ticularly among rural communities (n = 20); the effects of law
enforcement on wildlife conservation outcomes at the species
or population level (n = 6); and the impact of international
trade restrictions (in the form of CITES Appendix I listings)
on wildlife conservation outcomes (n = 6). Furthermore, some
research was conducted on the impact of legal supply restriction
measures (including laws, policies, and regulations for spatial or
species-related constraints, such as quotas) on wildlife conser-
vation (n = 7) and rural livelihoods (n = 3) and of demand-side
measures on conservation-related behavior or attitudes (n = 5)
(Figure 4).

The effects of the identification and disruption of actor
networks and demand-side measures were underresearched
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(Figure 4). Furthermore, none of the identified studies evaluated
the impact of demand-side legal measures to reduce the pur-
chase, consumption, and possession of wild animals or wildlife
products domestically (i.e., in SADC range states). However,
few studies assessed the effectiveness of demand-related restric-
tions in the target consumer countries, mainly in Southeast
Asia. Further apparent gaps included a lack of research on the
socioeconomic impacts of wildlife trade restrictions on rural
livelihoods and national economies (Figure 4).

The following subsections summarize the themes emerging
from our qualitative analysis of the identified impact studies
(detailed thematic analysis in Tables 2–4). For the areas with
the most obvious research gaps highlighted above, we briefly
discuss the existing insights and evidence in the final 2 sub-
sections (i.e., impact studies on rural livelihoods, well-being,
and national economies and insights into demand reduction for
wildlife products of SADC origin).

Impacts of international trade restrictions and
related measures on reducing threats to species

International trade restrictions tend to be guided by CITES list-
ings and include measures such as restrictions on cross-border
trade for primarily commercial purposes, permitting require-
ments, and quotas. Our qualitative analysis generated 4 themes
in relation to international trade regulations. All themes relate
to the effectiveness of CITES trade bans (i.e., Appendix I list-
ings) (Table 2, T-C1–T-C4). (Theme codes in parentheses here
in “Results” refer to summarized conservation-related research
findings in Table 2.) The themes highlighted the ambiguity and
uncertainty of the effectiveness of such measures for wildlife
conservation. The results of the few existing impact evaluations
varied considerably in their assessment of the ecological, human
behavioral, and economic effects at the macro level. This sub-
stantially compromised our ability to infer direct links relating
to the impact of international-level regulations.

Impact studies on rhinoceros and pangolin species as well
as on lions confirmed concerns that some international trade
bans may simply drive markets underground instead of exerting
a discernible positive influence on species populations (theme
code T-C1 [Table 1]) (Conrad, 2012). Furthermore, evidence-
based research on African elephants suggested that unregulated
markets, widespread corruption, civil unrest, or poor wildlife
management increase the likelihood of rendering trade bans
ineffective (T-C2). These findings need to be considered in
the light that some countries might rather need to address an
elephant overpopulation challenge. An early economic model
based on data from Zambia reflected that optimal elephant
stock was consistently lower than the estimates of elephant
populations for both trade- and no-trade scenarios, suggest-
ing that such countries might need to reduce those levels
actively (through culling) or passively (through underinvestment
in protection) (Bulte & van Kooten, 1999).

We found examples of short-term trade bans benefitting
conservation in conjunction with further conditions (T-C3).
However, we noted a persistent debate over the role of post-
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…Numerous (more than 8)

….Several (6

..…Few (3
...…Rare (1

FIGURE 4 Frequency of studies based on the analytical framework to synthesize existing evidence on the impact and effectiveness of wildlife trade restrictions
at reducing threats to iconic wildlife species in terms of wildlife conservation and socioeconomic outcomes in SADC countries (Angola, Botswana, Namibia,
Malawi, Mozambique, South Africa, Tanzania, Zambia, and Zimbabwe).

ban efforts to enable subsequent use and trade, based on cases
lauded as trade-ban successes, notably crocodilians (Crocodilia)
and the vicuňa (Vicugna vicugna), for which CITES coupled strict
trade restrictions with efforts to support nations in establish-
ing sustainable use programs (Lichtenstein, 2010; Moyle, 2013;
Thorbjarnarson, 1999). One theoretical model suggested a trade
ban was likely to positively affect elephant populations if it
achieved the following: a widespread moral demand-reducing
effect; improved interception of smuggled products; limited
increases of ivory stockpiles from official production; and no
reduction in law enforcement efforts (Heltberg, 2001). Another
theoretical model indicated that a successful trade ban would
need to deal effectively with the so-called free-rider problem,
whereby nations placing a high existence value on elephants
without actively investing in their survival are classified as
free riders (Khanna & Harford, 1996). The authors argue that
an international transfer payment mechanism would support
conservation strategies in the producer countries.

Intelligence-led, proactive interruption and inhibition of ille-
gal hunting activities were regularly emphasized as measures
to render international trade restrictions effective (Hübschle,
2016). However, corresponding evidence-based impact stud-
ies were few. The only emerging theme from the qualitative
analysis was a lack of collaborative approaches across jurisdic-
tions (T-C4). As a result, very few large-scale seizures prompted
successful investigations or arrests and almost no convictions.
Research suggested that failure to disrupt criminal networks
more effectively may result from missing federated criminal evi-

dence data and trust as a basis for legal prosecuting provisions
between different jurisdictions (Haas & Ferreira, 2015; Nanima,
2019); a lack of complements, such as scanners, X-ray devices,
sniffer dogs, and so forth (Milliken, 2014); a lack of coordinated
intelligence activities; and inadequate legislation to prosecute
individuals (Hübschle, 2017; Nanima, 2019).

Impacts of domestic trade restrictions on
reducing threats to species

Studies investigating the impact of domestic laws, policies,
and regulations to restrict wildlife harvesting and supply on
wildlife conservation outcomes elicited 3 synthesized themes
(Table 2, S-C1–S-C3). Wildlife hunting bans, moratoria, and
quotas constituted the typical domestic restriction measures
in the identified impact studies. Studies of hunting prohibi-
tions on lions and elephants suggested that these measures
only benefited strained animal populations in the short term
(S-C1). The associated loss of livelihood and human well-being
for rural communities during the hunting suspension led to
uncontrolled meat poaching and human encroachment and an
even greater risk for wild animal populations in the longer
term. A second theme indicated detrimental consequences for
social animal structures, such as elephants, when hunting quo-
tas across national borders were uncoordinated (S-C2). Another
theme suggested that restrictions were more effective at mod-
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ulating human behavior in favor of wildlife conservation when
framed as permissions rather than prohibitions (S-C3).

Impacts of domestic monitoring and
enforcement on reducing threats to species

Most evidence-based research on dedicated trade-restriction
measures examined the impact of efforts to monitor and
enforce trade-restrictive laws, policies, and regulations on
conservation-related outcomes (Figure 2). Studies on measures
such as patrol efforts, sentencing strategies, or intelligence
elicited 5 corresponding themes (Table 2, S-C4–S-C8).

Numerous studies suggested that sufficient high-quality and
proactive law enforcement efforts are beneficial for wildlife con-
servation, both directly (on species or population level) and
indirectly (on human behavior level) (S-C4). In other words,
impact studies showed positive effects of law enforcement mea-
sures to combat wildlife crime or achieve species conservation
when these efforts were well-resourced both quantitatively, in
terms of human and financial capacities, and qualitatively, in
terms of the capabilities of field rangers and leadership, even
in cases when illegal hunting and fishing soared in countries
experiencing economic hardship, such as in Zimbabwe after its
economic collapse (Lindsey et al., 2011). Approaching moni-
toring and enforcement in a proactive rather than a reactive
way (i.e., a shift from patrolling efforts to intelligence-based
approaches) was also found to positively influence conserva-
tion outcomes. Conversely, this theme included findings that
poaching remained a constant and severe problem in cases of
insufficient or incapable resources (S-C4). The effectiveness
of law enforcement efforts was sometimes measured in terms
of discovering illegal activities ex post when the lives of tar-
geted animals had already been lost, such as in Milledge (2007)
who reported a 42% rhinoceros horn recovery rate through
measures ranging from rapid response in protected areas to
investigations and confiscations in urban centers in 9 African
countries.

The research also showed that effective law enforcement
hinges more on detection risk than on harm or loss (S-C5).
In other words, although measures to increase detection risk,
such as patrol efforts, showed positive impacts on conserva-
tion outcomes, the potential harm or loss in case of detection
(through prison sentences, fines, or other forms of financial
loss) did not constitute a comparable deterrent, unless such
penalties were raised to extreme levels, such as a shoot-on-sight
policy for poachers. Furthermore, large-scale prosecutions for
wildlife crimes tended to be rare globally (Nowell, 2012). A
third theme emerged, suggesting that new technologies show
promise to enhance detection risk for illegal hunters (S-C6).
However, evidence-based studies investigating the impact of
these technological developments on conservation outcomes
were rare (Figure 2). Most relevant studies were confined to field
tests of various tech solutions under experimental conditions
(Pimm et al., 2015).

Several authors argued that measures to change human
behavior and attitudes for wildlife conservation purposes must

couple law enforcement measures with other efforts to mit-
igate negative consequences for socioeconomic development
(S-C7). The identified impact studies suggested that such mea-
sures might need to address consumer demand, corruption,
and poverty and be supplemented by regular monitoring of
animal populations. The final theme linked the effectiveness
of law enforcement to nonmarket-related social constructs
of a society’s relationship with an animal species (S-C8).
Evidence-based investigations highlighted the significance of
social legitimacy factors in supporting or undermining domestic
law enforcement efforts (Hübschle, 2017).

Impact of trade restrictions on socioeconomic
development (rural livelihoods and national
economies)

The synthesized themes relating to this topic are summarized
in Table 3 (with theme codes appearing below in parentheses).
We found evidence-based impact studies of restrictive measures
along the trade chain on socioeconomic development outcome
variables were sparse in comparison with conservation-related
outcomes (Figure 2). Consequently, the qualitative thematic
analysis of findings was limited to a small number of studies,
even though such impacts could plausibly be significant and lead
to adverse secondary conservation outcomes.

Our analyses elicited the potential of trade bans to signif-
icantly harm wildlife economies as the only theme for the
socioeconomic impact of international trade restrictions (T-
SE1). Any effects of measures restricting trade activities on
rural livelihoods were researched on a domestic level. Domesti-
cally, hunting restrictions overwhelmingly demonstrated adverse
impacts on rural livelihoods and well-being (S-SE1). Imposed
costs included lost food sources, assets, jobs, or other forms
of income, thereby aggravating already poverty-stricken areas.
This theme was supported by other research emphasizing the
complementary benefits of both tourism and hunting for rural
communities in Namibia because the benefits occurred at dif-
ferent times, appeared in different places, and reached different
sections of local communities (Naidoo et al., 2016). Similarly,
a survey on the effects of the US suspension on imports of
captive lion trophies from South Africa highlighted alleged job
losses in rural areas, thereby indicating the impact of trade
restrictive measures on livelihood outcomes (Williams & ’t
Sas-Rolfes, 2019).

In addition to material hardship, researchers identified how
law enforcement measures can result in other detriments for
rural communities, such as a loss of the social fabric in a vil-
lage (S-SE2). The studies in this theme highlighted how rural
communities experience both benefits and costs through ille-
gal hunting, especially when the state failed to deliver basic
public services in poverty-stricken areas (S-SE2). However,
this research also highlighted the ambiguous relationships of
rural communities with poachers and law enforcement offi-
cers. Although poachers can be seen to threaten secure village
life, there was also evidence of adverse treatment of vil-
lagers by law enforcement staff and associated fear of violent
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antipoaching tactics, despite the fact that entire villages are not
necessarily involved in or complicit with illegal hunting of high-
value species. In their most extreme form, conservation-related
enforcement measures were reportedly used as a means for
renewed dispossession and displacement of rural communities
(Massé & Lunstrum, 2016).

Consumer demand reduction

Our review did not elicit evidence-based research studies assess-
ing direct links between demand-side measures to restrict
trade-related activities and their effect on wildlife conservation
or socioeconomic development in SADC range states (Figure 2;
Table 4). Reductions in consumer demand were often presented
as a proxy outcome variable to infer themes for reduced threats
to species by means of legal measures to restrict activities along
the trade chain. However, consumer demand reduction as an
outcome variable was challenging to ascertain, partly because
illegal purchases and consumption are clandestine and partly
because demand is multidimensional and difficult to measure
by a single attribute. Both sale volumes (quantities of goods
sold per unit of time) and product prices would be relevant,
especially the latter. Due to the ambiguity of the net effects of
declining volumes accompanied by increasing prices, depending
on the price elasticity of demand (’t Sas-Rolfes, 2012), the only
certain measure of declining demand would have been a con-
firmed simultaneous decline in both consumer sales volumes
and prices.

Coupling law enforcement with consumer-targeted govern-
ment campaigns emerged as the one theme to enhance the
potential of reducing demand in consumer countries (with
a focus on ivory) (D-D1). The relevant studies emphasized
the potency of combining trade bans with enforcement mea-
sures and consumer campaigns to stigmatize the purchase or
possession of ivory to effectively reduce demand. However,
some researchers suggested that media campaigns and chang-
ing fashion alone provide a plausible alternative explanation for
reversing the decline in Africa’s elephant population (Challender
et al., 2015). Overall, the full impact of regulatory interventions
in China in late 2011 remained somewhat unclear (Gao & Clark,
2014), as did Vietnam’s penal code revisions. The evidence for
successful demand reduction of other relevant species products
was less compelling. Although the domestic trade restrictions in
Asian rhinoceros horn consumer countries in the early 1990s are
believed to have been effective, the subsequent obvious surge in
East Asian consumer prices in the early 21st century suggested
that the effects were, in part, only temporary (’t Sas-Rolfes,
2012).

To support regulation, NGOs made attempts at voluntary
consumer demand reduction. These attempts applied a range
of techniques, from public awareness campaigns and celebrity
endorsements to more targeted social marketing techniques.
Independent assessments of these attempts pointed to various
and significant shortcomings (Dang Vu et al., 2020; Olmedo
et al., 2018, 2020; Veríssimo & Wan, 2019), and their ultimate
impact to date remains uncertain. There have been relatively

few demand reduction interventions grounded in appropriately
structured consumer research guided by behavioral science and
even fewer robust impact evaluations of such interventions
(UNEP, 2019).

DISCUSSION

The role of trade in relation to other factors driving wildlife
species decline remains a somewhat uncertain and contested
issue. The relatively low number (46) of studies that constituted
acceptable evidence-based evaluations related to this question
was striking. Although wildlife trade has recently gained further
significant prominence as both a perceived threat and a cata-
lyst for conservation activism (’t Sas-Rolfes et al., 2019), many
assessments of species decline pointed to habitat loss and frag-
mentation as the most salient long-term drivers. At the time
of the 1989 CITES ivory trade ban, economists contemplated
whether it would serve as a long-term solution for African ele-
phant conservation and concluded that it would not (Barbier
et al., 1990). Around the same time, Wilson (1989) high-
lighted the main factor driving 20th-century biodiversity loss as
anthropogenic habitat destruction, fueled by the rapid growth
of the global human population and associated economic
activity.

In a subsequent analysis, Swanson (1994) argued that trade
restrictions are most appropriate for genuine open-access
resources (e.g., marine species) because they provide a deter-
rent effect to slow down the rate of harvesting. However,
for terrestrial species that occupy land with other potential
uses and require the active investment of resources to man-
age and protect them, the associated opportunity costs with
trade restrictions can undermine the long-term economic case
for conserving such species. If illegal consumer markets for
their harvested products persist, they become increasingly costly
to protect from commercial poaching. They may eventually be
viewed as economic liabilities rather than assets, especially in
the case of species that pose potential threats to the lives and
livelihoods of local people. In such instances, reestablishing con-
trolled and sustainably supplied legal trading regimes may be a
better long-term option to ensure species persistence.

Following a broader dialogue with inputs from both ecolo-
gists and economists, Swanson (1995) noted deep ideological
differences over whether biodiversity conservation is best
achieved through shielding nature from human development
or through human development, which may also influence the
perceptions of both relative threats to wildlife and the most
appropriate measures to address these. Such differing emphases
were reflected in recent global assessments of species threats.
For example, one claimed that overexploitation is the most
prevalent threat currently facing species (Maxwell et al., 2016),
whereas another identified habitat loss as the more salient factor
(Tilman et al., 2017). Nevertheless, it is notable that of the 11
categories of the IUCN Red List’s current threat classification
system, only 2—biological resource use and spread of invasive
and problem species, pathogens, and genes—are (indirectly)
associated with wildlife trade.
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The IUCN Red List assessments identified illegal harvesting
for international trade as the central threat to the 2 rhinoceros
species (Emslie, 2020; Emslie et al., 2016) and a growing threat
to pangolins, which are also harvested for domestic consump-
tion and trade and threatened by habitat loss (Nixon et al., 2019;
Pietersen et al., 2019). However, the African elephant assess-
ment emphasized that although illegal hunting for ivory and
meat remains a key factor in specific areas, the most important
perceived threat is habitat loss and fragmentation, aggravated
by increasing human–elephant conflict (Gobush et al., 2021).
The lion assessment listed indiscriminate killing and prey deple-
tion, accompanied by habitat loss and fragmentation, as key
factors, with a minor role of poorly managed trophy hunting
in some instances (Bauer et al., 2016). It noted only a small role
for domestic trade and some concern over a potential future
international trade in lion body parts.

The SADC region currently harbors 95% of Africa’s
rhinoceroses, 80% of its elephants, and a similarly high pro-
portion of its wild lions. Given the goal of conserving viable
free-ranging populations of these species and others, such as
pangolins, and given that they are all at least to some extent
threatened by illegal and unsustainable harvesting for trade
purposes, how is this threat best addressed? What options
and strategies might improve the effectiveness of international,
regional, and national wildlife trade regulatory mechanisms
to sustainably disrupt the illegal wildlife trade in the region?
The existing literature offered some guidance on this but also
exposed some glaring research gaps and uncertainties and raised
questions about whether certain current trade-related poli-
cies provide the most effective long-term strategy for species
conservation.

Our review results indicated that CITES listings, when
viewed as a stand-alone measure, offered limited protec-
tion to these species, constrained by varying perceptions of
social legitimacy among market actors and with potentially
even detrimental conservation and socioeconomic outcomes.
Announcements of unconditional or wide-ranging trade restric-
tions, such as export or import bans, might even abruptly
increase species threats by signaling scarcity in the marketplace,
resulting in higher prices and increased incentives for illegal
activity, which may persist (Hall et al., 2008; Rivalan et al., 2007).
Our results suggested that, to be effective, CITES listings must
be supported by a fully aligned range of appropriate measures
in range, transit, and consumer countries. The CITES trade
restrictions for rhinoceros, elephant, pangolin, and lion alike
supported this insight that stand-alone Appendix I listings tend
to be ineffective in the longer term.

The 1977 CITES Appendix I rhinoceros listings failed to
prevent the further poaching and decline of Africa’s black
rhinoceros. At the continental level, populations only started
to recover after 4 key Asian consumer countries agreed to take
measures to outlaw their domestic markets in 1993, following
direct diplomatic pressure from the United States. Even so,
under complete ban conditions, rhinoceros poaching resurged
significantly from 2007 onward, not only slowing and threat-
ening the recovery of black rhinoceros populations but also
starting to reverse the previously impressive southern white

rhinoceros (Ceratotherium simum simum) recovery. Uninterrupted
since the 1960s, the latter recovery took place with the sup-
port of some legal trade measures for live animals and hunting
trophies (’t Sas-Rolfes et al., 2022). Importantly, the Appendix
I listings also failed to prevent the loss of 2 subspecies, the
northern white rhinoceros (Ceratotherium simum cottoni) and the
northwestern black rhinoceros (Diceros bicornis longipes) (neither
of which occurred in the SADC region).

Despite a reasonable body of research on the topic, the role
of CITES in protecting African elephants continues to be dis-
puted. Although it is widely agreed that the 1989 Appendix I
listing suppressed key consumer markets and slowed the rate
of poaching at the time, it is also clear that the subsequent
benefits of the ivory ban under the CITES regime have been
unevenly distributed and that local law enforcement efforts
remain critical (Jachmann & Billiouw, 1997). Certain countries
with adequately protected and sizable populations carry a dis-
proportionately high burden in the form of management and
opportunity costs. Attempts to address this imbalance by way
of split listing (i.e., downlisting populations of well-performing
countries to Appendix II and then allowing one-off ivory sales)
have created confusion and tension. Critics blamed these on
resurgent consumer demand in the early 21st century (’t Sas-
Rolfes et al., 2014). As a result, no further sales are currently
contemplated, and ivory trade policy continues to be fiercely
debated. However, recent analyses confirmed the importance
of other domestic factors (e.g., poverty and corruption) in influ-
encing elephant conservation performance (Kuiper et al., 2023).
Furthermore, a comprehensive study of historical ivory prices
(Do et al., 2021) suggested that elephant poaching is relatively
inelastic. This implies that the overall effect of the CITES ban
itself is relatively neutral, neither encouraging nor discouraging
poaching significantly. This result appears to be supported by
another recent study that showed fairly persistent poaching lev-
els, especially in the southern African region (Schlossberg et al.,
2020).

The effect of the recent CITES Appendix I listing of pan-
golins is very difficult to determine, as wild population numbers
are challenging to monitor. Nevertheless, early signs are not
encouraging. Since the uplisting, substantially higher seizure
levels have been reported, suggesting that illegal exploitation
persists at worrying levels. The effect of the 2016 CITES deci-
sion to restrict lion trade (apart from trophies) to the export of
body parts from captive-bred animals in South Africa, subject
to a quota restriction, is the subject of ongoing investigations.
However, as with elephants, a confusing inconsistency of policy
direction amid fiercely contested views confounds attempts to
analyze this issue with neutrality and reach conclusive results.
Nonetheless, there was no substantial evidence that the lion
body part trade is driving significant levels of poaching at the
regional level.

The socioeconomic impacts of CITES listings at national
and, especially, local community levels were inadequately
researched, and the opportunity costs imposed on the coun-
tries with good conservation track records that oppose them
are potentially substantial. This is a cause for concern, especially
given the current lack of long-term vision for elephant ivory
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and rhinoceros horn trade. Both will continue to accumulate
in collected stockpiles as long as populations of elephants and
rhinoceroses continue to survive and naturally produce these
harvestable and storable products. Furthermore, with evidence
of persistent residual demand in consumer countries despite
domestic trade bans, all indications were that these species
will require the continued allocation of significant resources
to protect them from poaching. Given the budgetary con-
straints facing many SADC governments, likely aggravated by
the economic impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, it is unclear
whether these resources will be available at adequate levels.
Consistent reports of severe shortfalls in conservation funding
suggest that there will be an ongoing, if not increasing, depen-
dence on external donor support, which may be insufficient
and insecure (Lindsey et al., 2018; McCarthy et al., 2012). Fur-
thermore, significant proportions of the SADC populations of
elephants, rhinoceroses, and lions are found on working lands
rather than protected areas and may be replaced by domes-
tic species or other forms of land use if they represent a
socioeconomic burden.

Research on the impacts of domestic restrictions, such
as trophy hunting moratoria, confirms that these can have
conservation-positive impacts in the short term, allowing
affected species populations to recover in certain state or
communal areas. However, they also typically have negative
socioeconomic impacts at local levels, which can stimulate ille-
gal activity in response and lead to adverse conservation impacts
in the longer run. The research suggested that harvesting should
be re-instated once populations recover under better-managed
conditions with appropriate incentives (such as the bonus–
malus system for lion trophy hunts adopted in Mozambique).
It also suggested that domestic measures should be coordinated
across national boundaries in transfrontier conservation areas.
It further indicated that certain domestic restrictions may be
undermined by a lack of social legitimacy (e.g., the rhinoceros
horn trade ban in South Africa and Mozambique). Research on
the impacts of domestic restrictions (especially those linked to
substantial illegal activity) on national economies was noticeably
lacking.

The extensive body of research on domestic monitoring
and enforcement confirmed that positive site-specific results
are correlated with adequate funding but reaffirms the signifi-
cance of social legitimacy as a supporting or undermining factor.
The research also pointed to a high probability of early detec-
tion and interception of protected area incursions and other
illegal activity as being the most effective deterrent with the
highest positive conservation impact. Our results suggested
that although increasing the severity of penalties has a posi-
tive effect, this is substantially undermined if the probability of
apprehension and actual punishment is low. Notwithstanding
the growing suite of technologies to support monitoring and
antipoaching measures, the ultimate impact of these remained
largely unknown and needs to be evaluated relative to their costs
and other implementation feasibility factors to assess potential
scalability.

Although measures to support trade restrictions, such as the
disruption of criminal networks and efforts aimed at demand

reduction, were widely considered imperative, the evidence-
based research on their effectiveness to date was limited and
not especially encouraging for the species of regional concern.
Disruption of transnational criminal networks was considered
necessary to discourage illegal activity relating to smuggling
high-value goods such as rhinoceros horn, ivory, pangolin
scales, and lion fangs. However, there was no substantial evi-
dence of positive conservation impacts to date or to suggest that
disruption can prevent these smuggling activities altogether,
especially when sophisticated networks undertake these with
compliance from corrupt officials and links to other lucrative
criminal enterprises involving, for example, timber, arms, and
drugs. Similarly, although review results on measures to restrict
demand for ivory suggested potential to reduce demand in con-
sumer countries when coupled with government campaigns,
this did not appear to have translated into markedly reduced
elephant poaching rates, and tangible impacts on consumer
demand for rhinoceros horn were less clear. The evidence sug-
gested that such efforts may somewhat reduce demand but not
eliminate it entirely, leaving the question of how best to tackle
the persistent residual consumers.

The experience to date with demand reduction revealed a
potential flaw with past approaches, which have tended to out-
law product purchases first and then attempted to engage with
consumers in clandestine illegal market environments. Future
attempts at demand reduction might benefit from consumer
engagement and associated attempts at voluntary behavior
change measures in legal markets before implementing more
coercive restrictions. Future attempts should also be subject to
design informed by behavioral science insights and subject to
robust impact evaluations.

Whether permanent bans or legal trading regimes are the
best long-term option for various species remains a highly
contested and poorly understood issue, necessitating further
neutral investigation by appropriately qualified analysts. Given
the findings of Do et al. (2021), it seems likely that, at least for
elephants, there can be no clear answers. Conservation success
will variably depend largely on other local factors, regardless of
whether legal trade takes place or not (unless legalizing trade
creates direct and meaningful local benefits). For other species,
if legal trade is to succeed as a conservation measure, it will
likely depend on creating bespoke institutional arrangements
(e.g., strong property rights and suitably competitive market
mechanisms) with appropriate control measures, such as single-
channel marketing systems, accompanied by source certification
and traceability measures to support enforcement and deter
laundering of illegal products. Supporting technologies for such
approaches have already been developed, such as the RhODIS
DNA tracking system for rhinoceroses (Harper et al., 2018),
and further research is being conducted to assess the effective-
ness of chain-of-custody systems for lion bone exports from
South Africa (Williams et al., 2021). However, for SADC states
that may benefit from legal trade to win over others that may
not, further investigation of supporting measures and other
necessary assurances will be required. Such research should
include likely consumer demand responses, following the exam-
ple of Hanley et al. (2018), who conducted choice modeling of
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rhinoceros horn demand in Vietnam and identified preferences
for humanely harvested wild horn from the least rare species.

Although several of southern Africa’s iconic species are
threatened to various extents by excessive illegal exploitation for
trade purposes, this threat must be assessed within the broader
context of socioecological factors driving regional biodiversity
decline. Although this threat is dominant for rhinoceros species
in particular, wild mammal populations are more substantially
threatened by the broader forces of an expanding human foot-
print. Forecasts suggest that, especially in the northern parts
of the region, projected human population growth and asso-
ciated economic development imperatives will place substantial
additional pressure on land and natural resources, compound-
ing the existing habitat conversion and fragmentation problem
that threatens free-ranging populations of large mammals such
as elephants and lions. Robust conservation approaches must
adopt strategies to enable these species to move freely between
certain protected areas across communal and private lands to
mitigate the effects of habitat fragmentation.

Species with valuable harvestable products may be threatened
by poaching incursions into protected areas; outside of these
publicly funded areas (i.e., on privately funded working lands),
such species are most likely to survive in situations where they
provide meaningful net benefits to landholders. This suggests
that, in the context of developing SADC economies, realistic
achievement of species conservation outside of protected areas
must embrace inclusive and innovative wildlife management
practices to achieve human development goals. In other words,
although protected area managers may be mandated to shield
conservation from development, this luxury is largely absent
outside these areas. In a post-COVID-19 world economy, these
pressures are only likely to increase (Lindsey et al., 2020; Roe
et al., 2020).

Our review yielded implications for future policy and
revealed research gaps that deserve attention. Inside protected
areas, early detection and apprehension of incursions remain
critical and local enforcement capacity should be developed
according to principles of situational crime prevention. Out-
side of protected areas, constructive engagement with relevant
local communities is critical. In general, the regional socioeco-
nomic contribution of wildlife remains inadequately researched
and understood at all levels and deserves more attention, from
local human benefit flows and associated conservation incen-
tives to broader contributions to national economies and global
society. Finally, there is an ongoing need to research and identify
innovative sources of sustainable finance for conservation to fill
the yawning funding gap, including through the possible devel-
opment of sustainable wildlife product markets. Unconditional
and wide-ranging trade restrictions—such as CITES Appendix
I listings—have not demonstrated unqualified success for the
reviewed species cases, and more nuanced approaches seem
justified.
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