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FINDINGS ON THE FLOURISHING IVORY TRADE IN
ANGOLA’S CAPITAL, LUANDA

SCENES FROM LUANDA: DQDUUD\RILWHPVIRUVDOHDWWKHPDUNHWLQ%HQÀFDLQFOXGLQJZDONLQJVWLFNV

$UKLQRFHURVÀJXUHFDUYHGIURPLYRU\
by an Angolan, for retail sale in a
Luandan shop.
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with handles carved into dragon-shapes.

A selection of name seals for the
&KLQHVHPDUNHWDWWKH%HQÀFDPDUNHW

An Angolan carver working on an ivory
pendant and earrings, central Luanda.
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INTRODUCTION

A

ngola’s capital, Luanda, has the largest
illegal ivory market in southern Africa. A
recent investigation in the city follows a
number of surveys into the ivory trade in
Luanda undertaken by TRAFFIC and others
over the past decade which have indicated an increasing
availability of ivory for sale: in 2005, an estimated 1573 kg
of ivory items were displayed openly for sale at 41 retail
outlets, with over 90% in the Mercado do Artesanato
$UWLVWV¶0DUNHW DW%HQ¿FDLQVRXWK/XDQGD 0LOOLNHQet
al., $SDUWLDOLYRU\VXUYH\LQWKLVPDUNHWLQ
UHFRUGHG  LWHPV WKH VKDSH DQG VL]H RI WKH WXVNV
indicated that the ivory mostly came from forest elephants
Loxodonta africana cyclotis rather than savannah elephants
L.a. africana (Svensson et al., ,QHDUO\0DUFK
the authors spent a week in and around the city to review
the retail ivory trade, during which time they counted
10 888 pieces of ivory for sale illegally, nearly all of them
new items. Most of this ivory is purchased by Chinese and
other East Asian citizens based in the country.

BACKGROUND
By 2006, Angola’s once large populations of forest and
savannah elephants had declined, with estimates, according
to the most recent IUCN/SSC African Elephant Status
5HSRUWRIHOHSKDQWVLQWKH³'H¿QLWH´FDWHJRU\DQG
in the “Probable” category (Blanc et al., 0RVWRI
the ivory available for sale in Angola at that time reportedly
originated from Central Africa (Milliken et al., DQG
this remains the case. Between 2002 and 2011, about 62%
of Central Africa’s forest elephants were estimated to have
disappeared due to habitat destruction and as a result of the
soaring demand for ivory (Maisels et al., 
On 31 December 2013, Angola acceded to the
Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species
RI:LOG)DXQDDQG)ORUD &,7(6 7KH(OHSKDQW7UDGH
,QIRUPDWLRQ6\VWHP (7,6 UHFRUGVVHL]XUHVRILYRU\E\
country, and while ivory from Angola seized in other
countries has been recorded by ETIS, Angola had never
UHSRUWHGDQLYRU\VHL]XUHXQWLOWKLV\HDU  6DOHRI
all ivory is illegal in Angola without a permit (Milliken
et al.,6YHQVVRQet al., +RZHYHUGRPHVWLF
legislation prohibiting such sales is not being enforced.
Chinese demand
The soaring demand in Angola for ivory and other
wildlife products (such as Leopard Panthera pardus
skins, turtle shells and reptile skins that Chinese visitors
WR WKH %HQ¿FD PDUNHW ZHUH REVHUYHG E\ WKH DXWKRUV WR
EH H[DPLQLQJ  LV ODUJHO\ GXH WR WKH H[SRQHQWLDO JURZWK
in Chinese workers. Angola is booming economically,
with increased production of oil and gas. The Chinese
construction companies, who employ hard-working, fast
builders from China, providing inexpensive labour, have
gained most contracts in large construction projects all
over the country, especially in and around Luanda. The
number of Chinese workers has risen from 500 in 2002 to
LQ 6DXWPDQDQG+DLURQJ'RQJ\H
  &KLQHVH DQG RWKHU (DVW $VLDQ FRQVWUXFWLRQ

ZRUNHUV À\ EDFN DQG IRUWK WR WKHLU KRPH FRXQWULHV IRU
leave or at the end of their contracts. Yet at Luanda’s
international airport, the authors saw no signs in the form
of literature or posters to indicate that exports of ivory
or any other wildlife products from endangered species
were prohibited, nor did they see any signs elsewhere in
Luanda. When questioned, vendors indicated that it was
¿QHWRWDNHLYRU\RXWRI$QJROD
During the survey the authors learned that raw ivory
can be obtained wholesale in Luanda for as little as
USD150 per kg for tusks weighing between one and three
kilogrammes, and USD200 per kg for slightly larger ones.
In 2005, a kilogramme of ivory fetched USD35–100
(Milliken et al.,    7KH DXWKRUV OHDUQHG WKDW PDQ\
LYRU\ LWHPV FRPH IURP &HQWUDO$IULFD WKH\ DUH VROG E\
French-speaking vendors, mainly from the Democratic
Republic of Congo and Republic of Congo. Angolans
were also illegally selling worked ivory carved mostly
in the north of the country, such as Zaire Province. The
authors interviewed two Angolan ivory carvers at their
ZRUNVKRSLQ/XDQGDRQHZDVPDNLQJLYRU\HDUULQJVDQG
pendants. At their retail outlet in the city, a variety of
artistically designed ivory items were displayed in glass
cabinets and were of a higher quality than the piles of
LYRU\LWHPVODLGRXWRQWDEOHVDWWKH%HQ¿FDPDUNHW

SURVEY RESULTS
Of the 10 888 ivory pieces on open display in Luanda,
LWHPVZHUHLQWKH%HQ¿FDPDUNHWDWODUJHVWDOOV
selling predominantly ivory. They were arranged in 12 rows
of about four stalls each (half of which were unoccupied on the
¿UVWGD\RIWKHVXUYH\DQDYHUDJHZHHNGD\ DQGDIHZLYRU\
carvings were included among wooden carvings available
elsewhere in the market. Each vendor had ivory items laid
RXW RQ D ÀDW WDEOH WRS  7KHUH DSSHDUHG WR EH QR VHFXULW\
JXDUGVLQWKHPDUNHW7KHPDUNHWLQ%HQ¿FDZDVYLVLWHGIRXU
times, on three days and on each visit the number of stalls
VHOOLQJLYRU\UDQJHGIURPEHWZHHQDQGWKHPDUNHWZDV
particularly active on Sunday when most Chinese, and some
other East Asian buyers, come to shop for ivory. The extra 10
stalls set up on the Sunday displayed equal quantities of ivory
and other souvenirs and cheap jewellery.
 7KHPDLQLYRU\REMHFWVIRUVDOHDWWKH%HQ¿FDPDUNHW
ZHUH EHDGHG QHFNODFHV   EDQJOHV   SHQGDQWV
  QDPH VHDOV   FLJDUHWWH KROGHUV   ULQJV
 ¿JXULQHV  ORQJKDLUSLQV  DQGFKRSVWLFNV
 0RVW¿JXULQHVZHUH%XGGKDVZKLFKWKH&KLQHVH
SUHIHUWR&KULVWLDQDQG$IULFDQ¿JXULQHVWKDWDUHPXFKOHVV
FRPPRQQRZDGD\V$WOHVVWKDQFPWKH¿JXULQHVZHUH
PDLQO\ VPDOOHU WKDQ LQ ²FOHDUO\ HDVLHU WR VPXJJOH
DEURDG²DQG IHZHU SODLQ WXVNV ZHUH RQ GLVSOD\ WKDQ LQ
2005. Jewellery items and name seals, including tusk tips,
were larger than those for retail sale in China, making them
attractive to Chinese buyers in Angola. The pieces were
more crudely carved than ivory items carved in China,
however. If a customer showed interest in a particular
item, the vendor would produce more such items from a
metal trunk under his stall, wrapped in cotton sheeting and
pillow cases. Items produced from these trunks ranged
IURPFRPEVDQGDQLPDO¿JXULQHVWRIXOOSROLVKHGWXVNV$W
the end of the day, the vendors would return all the ivory to
their trunks, which they locked with a padlock.
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Prices were very low, sometimes a tenth of the price similar items fetch in China
0DUWLQDQG9LJQH DQGOLNHO\DQLPSRUWDQWIDFWRUIRUWKHLUSRSXODULW\ZLWK
WKH&KLQHVHLQ$QJROD7KHFKHDSHVWLWHPVDWWKH%HQ¿FDPDUNHWZHUHULQJVIRU
86' DQG WKH PRVW H[SHQVLYH²DW 86'²ZHUH VROLG LYRU\ ZDONLQJ VWLFNV
with handles carved into the shape of a dragon’s head. Large bangles were offered
for USD100–200, but most items could be bought for half the original asking price.
Ivory vendors at the market, who were all men, spoke French, Portuguese and
Chinese. Most of the Chinese buyers are involved in construction projects, and
selected jewellery and utilitarian objects, examining them in great detail. Groups
of Chinese men, and sometimes Chinese couples, were seen buying ivory, usually
several items at a time. No other nationalities were knowingly observed buying
ivory, nor wearing ivory, during the week’s visit.
 $SDUWIURPWKHPDUNHWLQ%HQ¿FDRQO\VL[LYRU\RXWOHWVZHUHVHHQLQWKHFLW\
$WWKHVHVRPHLYRU\LWHPVZHUHFRXQWHGVHYHQEDQJOHVDQG¿JXULQHVLQRQH
KRWHOVRXYHQLUVKRSLWHPVLQIRXURWKHUVRXYHQLUVKRSVDQGODUJHSHQGDQWV
being sold by a street vendor. Antique ivory or noticeably older ivory was not seen
for sale in Luanda. Prior to the country’s independence from Portugal in 1975,
there had been an active ivory carving industry in Angola, largely for the ethnic
3RUWXJXHVH$QJRODQV PDQ\ RI ZKRP ÀHG WKH FRXQWU\ ZKHQ WKHLU SURSHUW\ ZDV
FRQ¿VFDWHGGXULQJWKH\HDUVRIFLYLOZDUIROORZLQJLQGHSHQGHQFHWDNLQJZLWKWKHP
many ivory carvings. Vendors at these six souvenir outlets said business today was
VORZDVWKHUHDUHIHZHU(XURSHDQ PRVWVWLOODUH3RUWXJXHVH DQG$PHULFDQEX\HUV
DQGWKH&KLQHVHSUHIHUWRJRWRWKH%HQ¿FDPDUNHWZKHUHWKHUHLVDODUJHUFKRLFHRI
worked ivory, lower prices, and items can be bought in bulk.
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A large illegal retail ivory trade continues unabated in Luanda, fuelled
mainly by Chinese nationals. The recently-carved ivory items for sale in the
%HQ¿FD PDUNHW LQ WKH FDSLWDO GHULYH PRVWO\ IURP IRUHVW HOHSKDQWV RI &HQWUDO
Africa, where numbers are in sharp decline. No vendors displayed any apparent
concern that they were offering ivory for sale illegally, perhaps owing to the
IDFW WKDW RI¿FLDO LQVSHFWLRQV DQG FRQ¿VFDWLRQV DUH H[WUHPHO\ UDUH  *URZLQJ
numbers of Chinese workers, and other East Asians coming to Angola, buy
ivory in this market daily. It is vital that the Chinese Embassy and other East
Asian embassies warn citizens from their countries working in Angola not to
buy ivory. It is also imperative that the Angolan Government closes down the
KXJHLOOHJDOUHWDLOLYRU\PDUNHWLQ%HQ¿FD
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