
A Trader’ s Haven
Free of Strict Controls

Japan’ s Tireless Ivory Market:



high of more than 19.4 tons for the calendar 
year, surpassing the highest weights in 1999, 
when  the  C ITES  one -off  so ld  t u s k s  we re  
imported from the southern African countries, 
and in the following year of 2000; It should be 
noted that a large part of these “registered” tusks 
is considered to be actually unregistered tusks 
pos ing as  reg is te red .  Cut t ing of  the other  
unregistered whole tusks were also huge within 
that period (after 2016); our analysis estimates 
that 14.4 tons of those tusks in total were cut 
between April 2016 and March 2017, which 
account for 47% of the all whole tusks cut in the 
same period (an estimate of 30.8 tons). 

Subsequently, cutting of registered whole tusks 
plummeted when the deadl ine for business 
registration renewal for the longstanding main 
players (November 2019) passed and they had 
to demonstrate that every single whole tusk 
owned had been registered. In 2020, the amount 
of cut tusks dipped.

This series of phenomena suggest that since 
2016, when the main players of the ivory market 
predicted a tightening of the regulation on whole 
tusk trade in the near future, the main players of 
the market took countermeasures to evade any 
future regulation by using the legal loophole 
wh i ch  manda t e s  on l y  who l e  t u s k s  t o  be  
r eg i s t e r ed .  I n  o t he r  wo rd s ,  t h ey  cu t  t h e  
unregistered whole tusks in their possession 
beforehand, including ones posing as registered 
by using the registration cards, indicating specific 
numbers, given to other tusks which have been 
already consumed, and other unregistered ones in 
possession, so that these whole tusks were 
changed into cut pieces and then blank hanko. In 
conclusion,  the 100%-registration-mandate for 
whole tusks not only did not achieve a positive 
outcome, but also put enormous amount of ivory 

pieces and products with unknown origin and 
acquisition on the market.

Thirdly, according to the GoJ’ s report, ivory 
dealers must prepare and keep inventory data 
including transaction records and traceability 
information records for cut pieces. Our analysis of 
that  system found that  the inventory data 
including transaction records and traceability 
information records for cut pieces recorded in 
each registered dealer’ s ledger have not been 
used for tracing ivory sales transactions from the 
beginning (1995), and it is unlikely that such 
ledger-recording system will be contributing to 
securing the traceability after all this time. 

Furthermore, there is a fundamental problem in 
terms of securing traceability of ivory cut pieces 
and products. Ensuring traceability means that 
each identified item, the legality of which has 
been verified, can be traced in order to prevent 
illegal items from entering into the legal trade. 
However, all ivory items except for whole tusks, or 
any type of ivory cut pieces and products (without 
remaining whole shape) are exempted from the 
mandate on registration, meaning no official 
verification of legal origin and acquisition is in 
place. Securing the traceability of ivory cut pieces 
and ivory products is, in both institution and 
practice, completely impossible at present.

Fourthly, the GoJ claims that tightening the 
examinat ion of the whole tusk registrat ion 
application process by requiring the results of 
carbon-dating wil l  enable GoJ to scrutinize 
more closely whether or not a tusk was imported 
to/obtained in Japan before the CITES trade ban. 
However, our analysis on the effectiveness of this 
new requirement found that carbon-dating is not a 
meaningful tool in general as it judges when the 
elephant possessing the tusk concerned died, 

rather than judging when the tusk was acquired 
by the applicant for registration. Moreover, the 
implementation endorsed by GoJ, which leaves 
sampling for testing to the registration applicants 
could raise the risk of laundering. 

However, the most serious problem is that the 
tightening of the examination on whole tusk 
r eg i s t r a t i on  by  u s i ng  ca rbon -da t i ng  was  
intentionally delayed by GoJ, and tusk registration 
promoted, so that a vast amount of tusks with 
unknown origin and acquisition were salvaged, 
legalized and then released into the market before 
the measure was put in place. As the result, up to 
182 tons of whole tusks registered for legal trade 
were stockpiled without engagement in the 
carbon-dat ing as of  the t ime of the end of 
September 2019. GoJ reported that the recent 
ivory stockpile includes about 66 tons of cut 
pieces, 968,000 pieces of hanko, 3.18 million 
accessories and their parts, etc. besides slightly 
less than 17,000 whole tusks with about 178 tons 
in weight as of the end of December 2020. Japan’ s 
stockpile of 244 tons, including 178 tons of the 
registered whole tusks and 66 tons of the cut 
pieces reported by the registered dealers, account 
for 89% of the whole ivory stockpile in Asia (275.3 
tons) and 31% of the world’ s stockpile (796 tons), 
at least as reported to the CITES Secretariat by 28 
February 2021.

In conclusion, GoJ has consistently failed to 
regulate its domestic ivory market effectively, so 
that a legal market open to any ivory derived 
from tusks with unknown origin and acquisition 
has been established. Japan’ s stockpile is vast 
and the market remains tireless. Japan’ s legal 
market is perfect as a cover for illegally imported 
ivory and a supply source for illegal export. The 
only path Japan can take to truly eliminate the 
abundant loopholes is to close its legal domestic 
market urgently.
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Executive Summary
Africa’ s elephants continue to be in crisis due to 

poaching for trading their ivory, and domestic 
markets for ivory have been closing worldwide to 
combat this cris is .  The 18th meeting of the 
Conference  o f  the  Par t ies  (CoP18)  to  the  
Convention on International Trade in Endangered 
Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) adopted 
a decision, aimed at promoting the implementation 
of the recommendation on the closure of domestic 
ivory markets included in Resolution Conf.10.10 
amended at CoP17, which states “the Parties that 
have not closed their domestic markets for 
commercial trade in raw and worked ivory are 
reques ted to  repor t  to  the  Secre tar ia t  fo r  
consideration by the Standing Committee to 
CITES at its 73rd and 74th meetings on what 
measures they are taking to ensure that their 
domestic ivory markets are not contributing to 
poaching or illegal trade.”

The Government of Japan (GoJ) submitted 
reports under the CITES Decision and insisted 
that “Japan has been implementing stringent 
measures to ensure that i ts  domest ic ivory 
market is not contributing to poaching or illegal 
trade”. Most importantly, Japan demonstrates a 
new business registration requiring ivory dealers 
to fulfill all requirements for registration and 
renew their  registrat ion every five years;  a 
100%-registration-mandate on whole tusks when 
they renew or initially receive their business 
registrations; maintenance of inventory data 
including transaction records and traceability 
information records for cut pieces; and, increased 
scrutiny of the registration of whole tusks by 
requir ing the result  of  radiocarbon dat ing.  
However ,  GoJ ’ s  c laims of str ingent market 
controls are flawed and unjustified.

Firstly, according to the GoJ’ s report, raw and 
worked ivory dealers must be registered. In this 

case ,  they must  fu lfi l l  a l l  requirements for  
registration, which requires renewal every five 
years. But, our analysis of the GoJ’ s examination 
of eligibility of the business registration renewal 
indicates that businesses are being registered via a 
token examination with a lack of scrutiny by the 
competent authorities. Specifically, the reality of 
the examination of applications for business 
registration is that the competent authority has 
left it solely to the authorized private organization, 
even for the applications by kingpin dealers with 
track records of illegal trade engagement. Thus, it 
is obvious that the examination of business 
registration and renewal is in name only, and it 
ha s  no t  exe r t ed  any  effec t  on  exc l ud ing  
problematic dealers.

Secondly, GoJ insists ivory dealers must register 
all (whole) tusks in their possession when they 
r enew o r  i n i t i a l l y  r e ce i ve  t he i r  bu s i ne s s  
registrations. This approach is a countermeasure 
to the problem of unregulated unregistered whole 
tusks owned by the businesses; the Japanese 
domestic law requires whole tusks to be registered 
prior to transactions, however, exempts them from 
being registered as far as the owner does not 
intend to transfer them (even the case of tusks 
stocked by dealers for being consumed as raw 
material). Thus, it should be questioned whether 
the 100%-registration-mandate on whole tusks 
realized the goal of regulating the stockpile of 
reg is tered dealers  through the whole tusk 
registration or not. Our analysis indicates that 
registered dealers successful ly evaded this 
requirement by cutting their whole tusks into 
pieces and then processing them into hanko 
beforehand. The details are as follows.

Cutting of registered whole tusks surged in 
2016, and maintained that scale until November 
2019. In 2018 (calendar year), it hit a record 
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high of more than 19.4 tons for the calendar 
year, surpassing the highest weights in 1999, 
when  the  C ITES  one -off  so ld  t u s k s  we re  
imported from the southern African countries, 
and in the following year of 2000; It should be 
noted that a large part of these “registered” tusks 
is considered to be actually unregistered tusks 
pos ing as  reg is te red .  Cut t ing of  the other  
unregistered whole tusks were also huge within 
that period (after 2016); our analysis estimates 
that 14.4 tons of those tusks in total were cut 
between April 2016 and March 2017, which 
account for 47% of the all whole tusks cut in the 
same period (an estimate of 30.8 tons). 

Subsequently, cutting of registered whole tusks 
plummeted when the deadl ine for business 
registration renewal for the longstanding main 
players (November 2019) passed and they had 
to demonstrate that every single whole tusk 
owned had been registered. In 2020, the amount 
of cut tusks dipped.

This series of phenomena suggest that since 
2016, when the main players of the ivory market 
predicted a tightening of the regulation on whole 
tusk trade in the near future, the main players of 
the market took countermeasures to evade any 
future regulation by using the legal loophole 
wh i ch  manda t e s  on l y  who l e  t u s k s  t o  be  
r eg i s t e r ed .  I n  o t he r  wo rd s ,  t h ey  cu t  t h e  
unregistered whole tusks in their possession 
beforehand, including ones posing as registered 
by using the registration cards, indicating specific 
numbers, given to other tusks which have been 
already consumed, and other unregistered ones in 
possession, so that these whole tusks were 
changed into cut pieces and then blank hanko. In 
conclusion,  the 100%-registration-mandate for 
whole tusks not only did not achieve a positive 
outcome, but also put enormous amount of ivory 

pieces and products with unknown origin and 
acquisition on the market.

Thirdly, according to the GoJ’ s report, ivory 
dealers must prepare and keep inventory data 
including transaction records and traceability 
information records for cut pieces. Our analysis of 
that  system found that  the inventory data 
including transaction records and traceability 
information records for cut pieces recorded in 
each registered dealer’ s ledger have not been 
used for tracing ivory sales transactions from the 
beginning (1995), and it is unlikely that such 
ledger-recording system will be contributing to 
securing the traceability after all this time. 

Furthermore, there is a fundamental problem in 
terms of securing traceability of ivory cut pieces 
and products. Ensuring traceability means that 
each identified item, the legality of which has 
been verified, can be traced in order to prevent 
illegal items from entering into the legal trade. 
However, all ivory items except for whole tusks, or 
any type of ivory cut pieces and products (without 
remaining whole shape) are exempted from the 
mandate on registration, meaning no official 
verification of legal origin and acquisition is in 
place. Securing the traceability of ivory cut pieces 
and ivory products is, in both institution and 
practice, completely impossible at present.

Fourthly, the GoJ claims that tightening the 
examinat ion of the whole tusk registrat ion 
application process by requiring the results of 
carbon-dating wil l  enable GoJ to scrutinize 
more closely whether or not a tusk was imported 
to/obtained in Japan before the CITES trade ban. 
However, our analysis on the effectiveness of this 
new requirement found that carbon-dating is not a 
meaningful tool in general as it judges when the 
elephant possessing the tusk concerned died, 

rather than judging when the tusk was acquired 
by the applicant for registration. Moreover, the 
implementation endorsed by GoJ, which leaves 
sampling for testing to the registration applicants 
could raise the risk of laundering. 

However, the most serious problem is that the 
tightening of the examination on whole tusk 
r eg i s t r a t i on  by  u s i ng  ca rbon -da t i ng  was  
intentionally delayed by GoJ, and tusk registration 
promoted, so that a vast amount of tusks with 
unknown origin and acquisition were salvaged, 
legalized and then released into the market before 
the measure was put in place. As the result, up to 
182 tons of whole tusks registered for legal trade 
were stockpiled without engagement in the 
carbon-dat ing as of  the t ime of the end of 
September 2019. GoJ reported that the recent 
ivory stockpile includes about 66 tons of cut 
pieces, 968,000 pieces of hanko, 3.18 million 
accessories and their parts, etc. besides slightly 
less than 17,000 whole tusks with about 178 tons 
in weight as of the end of December 2020. Japan’ s 
stockpile of 244 tons, including 178 tons of the 
registered whole tusks and 66 tons of the cut 
pieces reported by the registered dealers, account 
for 89% of the whole ivory stockpile in Asia (275.3 
tons) and 31% of the world’ s stockpile (796 tons), 
at least as reported to the CITES Secretariat by 28 
February 2021.

In conclusion, GoJ has consistently failed to 
regulate its domestic ivory market effectively, so 
that a legal market open to any ivory derived 
from tusks with unknown origin and acquisition 
has been established. Japan’ s stockpile is vast 
and the market remains tireless. Japan’ s legal 
market is perfect as a cover for illegally imported 
ivory and a supply source for illegal export. The 
only path Japan can take to truly eliminate the 
abundant loopholes is to close its legal domestic 
market urgently.

Executive Summary
Africa’ s elephants continue to be in crisis due to 

poaching for trading their ivory, and domestic 
markets for ivory have been closing worldwide to 
combat this cris is .  The 18th meeting of the 
Conference  o f  the  Par t ies  (CoP18)  to  the  
Convention on International Trade in Endangered 
Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) adopted 
a decision, aimed at promoting the implementation 
of the recommendation on the closure of domestic 
ivory markets included in Resolution Conf.10.10 
amended at CoP17, which states “the Parties that 
have not closed their domestic markets for 
commercial trade in raw and worked ivory are 
reques ted to  repor t  to  the  Secre tar ia t  fo r  
consideration by the Standing Committee to 
CITES at its 73rd and 74th meetings on what 
measures they are taking to ensure that their 
domestic ivory markets are not contributing to 
poaching or illegal trade.”

The Government of Japan (GoJ) submitted 
reports under the CITES Decision and insisted 
that “Japan has been implementing stringent 
measures to ensure that i ts  domest ic ivory 
market is not contributing to poaching or illegal 
trade”. Most importantly, Japan demonstrates a 
new business registration requiring ivory dealers 
to fulfill all requirements for registration and 
renew their  registrat ion every five years;  a 
100%-registration-mandate on whole tusks when 
they renew or initially receive their business 
registrations; maintenance of inventory data 
including transaction records and traceability 
information records for cut pieces; and, increased 
scrutiny of the registration of whole tusks by 
requir ing the result  of  radiocarbon dat ing.  
However ,  GoJ ’ s  c laims of str ingent market 
controls are flawed and unjustified.

Firstly, according to the GoJ’ s report, raw and 
worked ivory dealers must be registered. In this 

case ,  they must  fu lfi l l  a l l  requirements for  
registration, which requires renewal every five 
years. But, our analysis of the GoJ’ s examination 
of eligibility of the business registration renewal 
indicates that businesses are being registered via a 
token examination with a lack of scrutiny by the 
competent authorities. Specifically, the reality of 
the examination of applications for business 
registration is that the competent authority has 
left it solely to the authorized private organization, 
even for the applications by kingpin dealers with 
track records of illegal trade engagement. Thus, it 
is obvious that the examination of business 
registration and renewal is in name only, and it 
ha s  no t  exe r t ed  any  effec t  on  exc l ud ing  
problematic dealers.

Secondly, GoJ insists ivory dealers must register 
all (whole) tusks in their possession when they 
r enew o r  i n i t i a l l y  r e ce i ve  t he i r  bu s i ne s s  
registrations. This approach is a countermeasure 
to the problem of unregulated unregistered whole 
tusks owned by the businesses; the Japanese 
domestic law requires whole tusks to be registered 
prior to transactions, however, exempts them from 
being registered as far as the owner does not 
intend to transfer them (even the case of tusks 
stocked by dealers for being consumed as raw 
material). Thus, it should be questioned whether 
the 100%-registration-mandate on whole tusks 
realized the goal of regulating the stockpile of 
reg is tered dealers  through the whole tusk 
registration or not. Our analysis indicates that 
registered dealers successful ly evaded this 
requirement by cutting their whole tusks into 
pieces and then processing them into hanko 
beforehand. The details are as follows.

Cutting of registered whole tusks surged in 
2016, and maintained that scale until November 
2019. In 2018 (calendar year), it hit a record 

3



The Government of Japan (GoJ) submitted reports 
under CITES Decision 18.117, its first report in 2020 
and its updated version in 2021 for consideration of 
the 74th Standing Committee (SC74)6.The contents 
are mostly the same and insist that “Japan has been 
implementing stringent measures to ensure that its 
domest ic  ivory  market  i s  not  cont r ibut ing to  
poaching or illegal trade”. Japan’ s reports include 
the sections of “Legislation on ivory control” and 
“Strengthened management measures on domestic 
ivory transactions”. Nevertheless, its effort should 
primarily be evaluated on the basis of development, 
review and implementation of legislative provisions 
because the effectiveness of “management (or 
enforcement) measures” are generally supported by 
the legislation concerned7.

In this regard, GoJ highlights six bullet points as 
follows8.

a) Raw and worked ivory business operators must 
be registered. Business operators must fulfill all 
requirements for registration, which requires 
renewal every five years.

b) Business operators must register all tusks (Note: 
“ tu sk s ”  he re  mean  who le  tu sk s )  o f  t he i r  
possession.

c) Business operators must prepare and keep 
inventory data including transaction records 
and traceability information records for cut 
pieces.

d) Business operators must indicate information 
including their business registration number and 
business operator’ s name, at the time of display 
or advertisement.

e) The Japanese government publishes a list of 
registered business operators.

f) Heavier penalties are to be imposed on business 
operators’ offense, i.e. introduction of imprisonment, 
increased fines.

In addition to those points, GoJ underlines an 
intense scrutiny for the registration of a whole tusk by 
requiring the result of scientific radiocarbon dating.

Introduction and Background
In  Oc tobe r  2016 ,  the  17 th  mee t ing  o f  the  

Con f e r e n c e  o f  t h e  Pa r t i e s  (CoP17 )  t o  t h e  
Convention on International Trade in Endangered 
Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES), aiming to 
take steps to save Africa’ s elephants, adopted an 
am e n dme n t  t o  R e s o l u t i o n  C o n f . 1 0 . 1 0  t o  
recommend all countries “in whose jurisdiction 
there is a legal domestic market for ivory that is 
contributing to poaching or illegal trade, take all 
necessary legislative, regulatory and enforcement 
measures to c lose their  domest ic markets for  
commercial trade in raw and worked ivory as a 
matter of urgency”.1 This was followed by the 
decision adopted by CITES CoP18 held in August 
2019, which directed “the Parties that have not 
closed their domestic markets for commercial trade 
in raw and worked ivory are requested to report to 
the Secretariat for consideration by the Standing 
Committee to CITES at its 73rd and 74th meetings 
on what measures they are taking to ensure that 
their domestic ivory markets are not contributing to 
poaching or illegal trade”2. 

The international community is concerned that 
Japan’ s legal ivory market has been playing a key 
role as a supply source of ivory for illegal export as 
well as a cover for ivory that is illegally smuggled 
into the country3.For instance, research by the 
Env i ronmen ta l  I nve s t i ga t i on  Agency  (E IA )  
confirmed at least 76 ivory shipments from Japan 
were seized in other countries based on open-source 
information between January 2018 and December 
20204.The persistent illegal ivory exports from Japan 
are not just a coincidence, rather a consequence of 
the existence of the authorized legal market selling 
any kind of ivory items. The ivory dealers have 
easily established a cunning business, and take it as 
given that many customers will export the ivory 
they bought while the dealer can formally stay 
within the regulations over domestic ivory trade 
with little difficulty5.Considering these situations, 
the legislative response by Japan to control its 
domestic ivory market should be strictly scrutinized 
for its effectiveness.

Regard ing  po in t s  “d ) ”  and “e ) ” :  mandatory  
indication of identification information by the 
registered dealers, and publication of the list of 
them including such information, will provide the 
opportunity for end-consumers to verify only the 
legal status of the dealers, not the legality of origin 
and acquisition of ivory items sold by them.

In terms of “f)”: the effectiveness of a tightening 
statutory penalty, 18 cases on il legal domestic 
ivory  t rade ,  which were  commit ted a f te r  the 
implementation of stricter penalty in 2013 and 2018 
were analyzed. And, it concluded that the actual 
penalties for offenders were quite low, and that 
there is persistent avoidance of strict punishment 
and prosecution about illegal wildlife trade cases, 
regardless of a tightening statutory penalty9.

In this report, points “a)”, “b)”, “c)” and perceived 
scrutiny of the application for whole tusk registration  
by using carbon-dating will be discussed in detail in 
Chapters 1, 2, 3 and 4, respectively.

high of more than 19.4 tons for the calendar 
year, surpassing the highest weights in 1999, 
when  the  C ITES  one -off  so ld  t u s k s  we re  
imported from the southern African countries, 
and in the following year of 2000; It should be 
noted that a large part of these “registered” tusks 
is considered to be actually unregistered tusks 
pos ing as  reg is te red .  Cut t ing of  the other  
unregistered whole tusks were also huge within 
that period (after 2016); our analysis estimates 
that 14.4 tons of those tusks in total were cut 
between April 2016 and March 2017, which 
account for 47% of the all whole tusks cut in the 
same period (an estimate of 30.8 tons). 

Subsequently, cutting of registered whole tusks 
plummeted when the deadl ine for business 
registration renewal for the longstanding main 
players (November 2019) passed and they had 
to demonstrate that every single whole tusk 
owned had been registered. In 2020, the amount 
of cut tusks dipped.

This series of phenomena suggest that since 
2016, when the main players of the ivory market 
predicted a tightening of the regulation on whole 
tusk trade in the near future, the main players of 
the market took countermeasures to evade any 
future regulation by using the legal loophole 
wh i ch  manda t e s  on l y  who l e  t u s k s  t o  be  
r eg i s t e r ed .  I n  o t he r  wo rd s ,  t h ey  cu t  t h e  
unregistered whole tusks in their possession 
beforehand, including ones posing as registered 
by using the registration cards, indicating specific 
numbers, given to other tusks which have been 
already consumed, and other unregistered ones in 
possession, so that these whole tusks were 
changed into cut pieces and then blank hanko. In 
conclusion,  the 100%-registration-mandate for 
whole tusks not only did not achieve a positive 
outcome, but also put enormous amount of ivory 

pieces and products with unknown origin and 
acquisition on the market.

Thirdly, according to the GoJ’ s report, ivory 
dealers must prepare and keep inventory data 
including transaction records and traceability 
information records for cut pieces. Our analysis of 
that  system found that  the inventory data 
including transaction records and traceability 
information records for cut pieces recorded in 
each registered dealer’ s ledger have not been 
used for tracing ivory sales transactions from the 
beginning (1995), and it is unlikely that such 
ledger-recording system will be contributing to 
securing the traceability after all this time. 

Furthermore, there is a fundamental problem in 
terms of securing traceability of ivory cut pieces 
and products. Ensuring traceability means that 
each identified item, the legality of which has 
been verified, can be traced in order to prevent 
illegal items from entering into the legal trade. 
However, all ivory items except for whole tusks, or 
any type of ivory cut pieces and products (without 
remaining whole shape) are exempted from the 
mandate on registration, meaning no official 
verification of legal origin and acquisition is in 
place. Securing the traceability of ivory cut pieces 
and ivory products is, in both institution and 
practice, completely impossible at present.

Fourthly, the GoJ claims that tightening the 
examinat ion of the whole tusk registrat ion 
application process by requiring the results of 
carbon-dating wil l  enable GoJ to scrutinize 
more closely whether or not a tusk was imported 
to/obtained in Japan before the CITES trade ban. 
However, our analysis on the effectiveness of this 
new requirement found that carbon-dating is not a 
meaningful tool in general as it judges when the 
elephant possessing the tusk concerned died, 

rather than judging when the tusk was acquired 
by the applicant for registration. Moreover, the 
implementation endorsed by GoJ, which leaves 
sampling for testing to the registration applicants 
could raise the risk of laundering. 

However, the most serious problem is that the 
tightening of the examination on whole tusk 
r eg i s t r a t i on  by  u s i ng  ca rbon -da t i ng  was  
intentionally delayed by GoJ, and tusk registration 
promoted, so that a vast amount of tusks with 
unknown origin and acquisition were salvaged, 
legalized and then released into the market before 
the measure was put in place. As the result, up to 
182 tons of whole tusks registered for legal trade 
were stockpiled without engagement in the 
carbon-dat ing as of  the t ime of the end of 
September 2019. GoJ reported that the recent 
ivory stockpile includes about 66 tons of cut 
pieces, 968,000 pieces of hanko, 3.18 million 
accessories and their parts, etc. besides slightly 
less than 17,000 whole tusks with about 178 tons 
in weight as of the end of December 2020. Japan’ s 
stockpile of 244 tons, including 178 tons of the 
registered whole tusks and 66 tons of the cut 
pieces reported by the registered dealers, account 
for 89% of the whole ivory stockpile in Asia (275.3 
tons) and 31% of the world’ s stockpile (796 tons), 
at least as reported to the CITES Secretariat by 28 
February 2021.

In conclusion, GoJ has consistently failed to 
regulate its domestic ivory market effectively, so 
that a legal market open to any ivory derived 
from tusks with unknown origin and acquisition 
has been established. Japan’ s stockpile is vast 
and the market remains tireless. Japan’ s legal 
market is perfect as a cover for illegally imported 
ivory and a supply source for illegal export. The 
only path Japan can take to truly eliminate the 
abundant loopholes is to close its legal domestic 
market urgently.
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Executive Summary
Africa’ s elephants continue to be in crisis due to 

poaching for trading their ivory, and domestic 
markets for ivory have been closing worldwide to 
combat this cris is .  The 18th meeting of the 
Conference  o f  the  Par t ies  (CoP18)  to  the  
Convention on International Trade in Endangered 
Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) adopted 
a decision, aimed at promoting the implementation 
of the recommendation on the closure of domestic 
ivory markets included in Resolution Conf.10.10 
amended at CoP17, which states “the Parties that 
have not closed their domestic markets for 
commercial trade in raw and worked ivory are 
reques ted to  repor t  to  the  Secre tar ia t  fo r  
consideration by the Standing Committee to 
CITES at its 73rd and 74th meetings on what 
measures they are taking to ensure that their 
domestic ivory markets are not contributing to 
poaching or illegal trade.”

The Government of Japan (GoJ) submitted 
reports under the CITES Decision and insisted 
that “Japan has been implementing stringent 
measures to ensure that i ts  domest ic ivory 
market is not contributing to poaching or illegal 
trade”. Most importantly, Japan demonstrates a 
new business registration requiring ivory dealers 
to fulfill all requirements for registration and 
renew their  registrat ion every five years;  a 
100%-registration-mandate on whole tusks when 
they renew or initially receive their business 
registrations; maintenance of inventory data 
including transaction records and traceability 
information records for cut pieces; and, increased 
scrutiny of the registration of whole tusks by 
requir ing the result  of  radiocarbon dat ing.  
However ,  GoJ ’ s  c laims of str ingent market 
controls are flawed and unjustified.

Firstly, according to the GoJ’ s report, raw and 
worked ivory dealers must be registered. In this 

case ,  they must  fu lfi l l  a l l  requirements for  
registration, which requires renewal every five 
years. But, our analysis of the GoJ’ s examination 
of eligibility of the business registration renewal 
indicates that businesses are being registered via a 
token examination with a lack of scrutiny by the 
competent authorities. Specifically, the reality of 
the examination of applications for business 
registration is that the competent authority has 
left it solely to the authorized private organization, 
even for the applications by kingpin dealers with 
track records of illegal trade engagement. Thus, it 
is obvious that the examination of business 
registration and renewal is in name only, and it 
ha s  no t  exe r t ed  any  effec t  on  exc l ud ing  
problematic dealers.

Secondly, GoJ insists ivory dealers must register 
all (whole) tusks in their possession when they 
r enew o r  i n i t i a l l y  r e ce i ve  t he i r  bu s i ne s s  
registrations. This approach is a countermeasure 
to the problem of unregulated unregistered whole 
tusks owned by the businesses; the Japanese 
domestic law requires whole tusks to be registered 
prior to transactions, however, exempts them from 
being registered as far as the owner does not 
intend to transfer them (even the case of tusks 
stocked by dealers for being consumed as raw 
material). Thus, it should be questioned whether 
the 100%-registration-mandate on whole tusks 
realized the goal of regulating the stockpile of 
reg is tered dealers  through the whole tusk 
registration or not. Our analysis indicates that 
registered dealers successful ly evaded this 
requirement by cutting their whole tusks into 
pieces and then processing them into hanko 
beforehand. The details are as follows.

Cutting of registered whole tusks surged in 
2016, and maintained that scale until November 
2019. In 2018 (calendar year), it hit a record 



The Government of Japan (GoJ) submitted reports 
under CITES Decision 18.117, its first report in 2020 
and its updated version in 2021 for consideration of 
the 74th Standing Committee (SC74)6.The contents 
are mostly the same and insist that “Japan has been 
implementing stringent measures to ensure that its 
domest ic  ivory  market  i s  not  cont r ibut ing to  
poaching or illegal trade”. Japan’ s reports include 
the sections of “Legislation on ivory control” and 
“Strengthened management measures on domestic 
ivory transactions”. Nevertheless, its effort should 
primarily be evaluated on the basis of development, 
review and implementation of legislative provisions 
because the effectiveness of “management (or 
enforcement) measures” are generally supported by 
the legislation concerned7.

In this regard, GoJ highlights six bullet points as 
follows8.

a) Raw and worked ivory business operators must 
be registered. Business operators must fulfill all 
requirements for registration, which requires 
renewal every five years.

b) Business operators must register all tusks (Note: 
“ tu sk s ”  he re  mean  who le  tu sk s )  o f  t he i r  
possession.

c) Business operators must prepare and keep 
inventory data including transaction records 
and traceability information records for cut 
pieces.

d) Business operators must indicate information 
including their business registration number and 
business operator’ s name, at the time of display 
or advertisement.

e) The Japanese government publishes a list of 
registered business operators.

f) Heavier penalties are to be imposed on business 
operators’ offense, i.e. introduction of imprisonment, 
increased fines.

In addition to those points, GoJ underlines an 
intense scrutiny for the registration of a whole tusk by 
requiring the result of scientific radiocarbon dating.

Introduction and Background
In  Oc tobe r  2016 ,  the  17 th  mee t ing  o f  the  

Con f e r e n c e  o f  t h e  Pa r t i e s  (CoP17 )  t o  t h e  
Convention on International Trade in Endangered 
Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES), aiming to 
take steps to save Africa’ s elephants, adopted an 
am e n dme n t  t o  R e s o l u t i o n  C o n f . 1 0 . 1 0  t o  
recommend all countries “in whose jurisdiction 
there is a legal domestic market for ivory that is 
contributing to poaching or illegal trade, take all 
necessary legislative, regulatory and enforcement 
measures to c lose their  domest ic markets for  
commercial trade in raw and worked ivory as a 
matter of urgency”.1 This was followed by the 
decision adopted by CITES CoP18 held in August 
2019, which directed “the Parties that have not 
closed their domestic markets for commercial trade 
in raw and worked ivory are requested to report to 
the Secretariat for consideration by the Standing 
Committee to CITES at its 73rd and 74th meetings 
on what measures they are taking to ensure that 
their domestic ivory markets are not contributing to 
poaching or illegal trade”2. 

The international community is concerned that 
Japan’ s legal ivory market has been playing a key 
role as a supply source of ivory for illegal export as 
well as a cover for ivory that is illegally smuggled 
into the country3.For instance, research by the 
Env i ronmen ta l  I nve s t i ga t i on  Agency  (E IA )  
confirmed at least 76 ivory shipments from Japan 
were seized in other countries based on open-source 
information between January 2018 and December 
20204.The persistent illegal ivory exports from Japan 
are not just a coincidence, rather a consequence of 
the existence of the authorized legal market selling 
any kind of ivory items. The ivory dealers have 
easily established a cunning business, and take it as 
given that many customers will export the ivory 
they bought while the dealer can formally stay 
within the regulations over domestic ivory trade 
with little difficulty5.Considering these situations, 
the legislative response by Japan to control its 
domestic ivory market should be strictly scrutinized 
for its effectiveness.

Regard ing  po in t s  “d ) ”  and “e ) ” :  mandatory  
indication of identification information by the 
registered dealers, and publication of the list of 
them including such information, will provide the 
opportunity for end-consumers to verify only the 
legal status of the dealers, not the legality of origin 
and acquisition of ivory items sold by them.

In terms of “f)”: the effectiveness of a tightening 
statutory penalty, 18 cases on il legal domestic 
ivory  t rade ,  which were  commit ted a f te r  the 
implementation of stricter penalty in 2013 and 2018 
were analyzed. And, it concluded that the actual 
penalties for offenders were quite low, and that 
there is persistent avoidance of strict punishment 
and prosecution about illegal wildlife trade cases, 
regardless of a tightening statutory penalty9.

In this report, points “a)”, “b)”, “c)” and perceived 
scrutiny of the application for whole tusk registration  
by using carbon-dating will be discussed in detail in 
Chapters 1, 2, 3 and 4, respectively.

high of more than 19.4 tons for the calendar 
year, surpassing the highest weights in 1999, 
when  the  C ITES  one -off  so ld  t u s k s  we re  
imported from the southern African countries, 
and in the following year of 2000; It should be 
noted that a large part of these “registered” tusks 
is considered to be actually unregistered tusks 
pos ing as  reg is te red .  Cut t ing of  the other  
unregistered whole tusks were also huge within 
that period (after 2016); our analysis estimates 
that 14.4 tons of those tusks in total were cut 
between April 2016 and March 2017, which 
account for 47% of the all whole tusks cut in the 
same period (an estimate of 30.8 tons). 

Subsequently, cutting of registered whole tusks 
plummeted when the deadl ine for business 
registration renewal for the longstanding main 
players (November 2019) passed and they had 
to demonstrate that every single whole tusk 
owned had been registered. In 2020, the amount 
of cut tusks dipped.

This series of phenomena suggest that since 
2016, when the main players of the ivory market 
predicted a tightening of the regulation on whole 
tusk trade in the near future, the main players of 
the market took countermeasures to evade any 
future regulation by using the legal loophole 
wh i ch  manda t e s  on l y  who l e  t u s k s  t o  be  
r eg i s t e r ed .  I n  o t he r  wo rd s ,  t h ey  cu t  t h e  
unregistered whole tusks in their possession 
beforehand, including ones posing as registered 
by using the registration cards, indicating specific 
numbers, given to other tusks which have been 
already consumed, and other unregistered ones in 
possession, so that these whole tusks were 
changed into cut pieces and then blank hanko. In 
conclusion,  the 100%-registration-mandate for 
whole tusks not only did not achieve a positive 
outcome, but also put enormous amount of ivory 

pieces and products with unknown origin and 
acquisition on the market.

Thirdly, according to the GoJ’ s report, ivory 
dealers must prepare and keep inventory data 
including transaction records and traceability 
information records for cut pieces. Our analysis of 
that  system found that  the inventory data 
including transaction records and traceability 
information records for cut pieces recorded in 
each registered dealer’ s ledger have not been 
used for tracing ivory sales transactions from the 
beginning (1995), and it is unlikely that such 
ledger-recording system will be contributing to 
securing the traceability after all this time. 

Furthermore, there is a fundamental problem in 
terms of securing traceability of ivory cut pieces 
and products. Ensuring traceability means that 
each identified item, the legality of which has 
been verified, can be traced in order to prevent 
illegal items from entering into the legal trade. 
However, all ivory items except for whole tusks, or 
any type of ivory cut pieces and products (without 
remaining whole shape) are exempted from the 
mandate on registration, meaning no official 
verification of legal origin and acquisition is in 
place. Securing the traceability of ivory cut pieces 
and ivory products is, in both institution and 
practice, completely impossible at present.

Fourthly, the GoJ claims that tightening the 
examinat ion of the whole tusk registrat ion 
application process by requiring the results of 
carbon-dating wil l  enable GoJ to scrutinize 
more closely whether or not a tusk was imported 
to/obtained in Japan before the CITES trade ban. 
However, our analysis on the effectiveness of this 
new requirement found that carbon-dating is not a 
meaningful tool in general as it judges when the 
elephant possessing the tusk concerned died, 

rather than judging when the tusk was acquired 
by the applicant for registration. Moreover, the 
implementation endorsed by GoJ, which leaves 
sampling for testing to the registration applicants 
could raise the risk of laundering. 

However, the most serious problem is that the 
tightening of the examination on whole tusk 
r eg i s t r a t i on  by  u s i ng  ca rbon -da t i ng  was  
intentionally delayed by GoJ, and tusk registration 
promoted, so that a vast amount of tusks with 
unknown origin and acquisition were salvaged, 
legalized and then released into the market before 
the measure was put in place. As the result, up to 
182 tons of whole tusks registered for legal trade 
were stockpiled without engagement in the 
carbon-dat ing as of  the t ime of the end of 
September 2019. GoJ reported that the recent 
ivory stockpile includes about 66 tons of cut 
pieces, 968,000 pieces of hanko, 3.18 million 
accessories and their parts, etc. besides slightly 
less than 17,000 whole tusks with about 178 tons 
in weight as of the end of December 2020. Japan’ s 
stockpile of 244 tons, including 178 tons of the 
registered whole tusks and 66 tons of the cut 
pieces reported by the registered dealers, account 
for 89% of the whole ivory stockpile in Asia (275.3 
tons) and 31% of the world’ s stockpile (796 tons), 
at least as reported to the CITES Secretariat by 28 
February 2021.

In conclusion, GoJ has consistently failed to 
regulate its domestic ivory market effectively, so 
that a legal market open to any ivory derived 
from tusks with unknown origin and acquisition 
has been established. Japan’ s stockpile is vast 
and the market remains tireless. Japan’ s legal 
market is perfect as a cover for illegally imported 
ivory and a supply source for illegal export. The 
only path Japan can take to truly eliminate the 
abundant loopholes is to close its legal domestic 
market urgently.
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Executive Summary
Africa’ s elephants continue to be in crisis due to 

poaching for trading their ivory, and domestic 
markets for ivory have been closing worldwide to 
combat this cris is .  The 18th meeting of the 
Conference  o f  the  Par t ies  (CoP18)  to  the  
Convention on International Trade in Endangered 
Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) adopted 
a decision, aimed at promoting the implementation 
of the recommendation on the closure of domestic 
ivory markets included in Resolution Conf.10.10 
amended at CoP17, which states “the Parties that 
have not closed their domestic markets for 
commercial trade in raw and worked ivory are 
reques ted to  repor t  to  the  Secre tar ia t  fo r  
consideration by the Standing Committee to 
CITES at its 73rd and 74th meetings on what 
measures they are taking to ensure that their 
domestic ivory markets are not contributing to 
poaching or illegal trade.”

The Government of Japan (GoJ) submitted 
reports under the CITES Decision and insisted 
that “Japan has been implementing stringent 
measures to ensure that i ts  domest ic ivory 
market is not contributing to poaching or illegal 
trade”. Most importantly, Japan demonstrates a 
new business registration requiring ivory dealers 
to fulfill all requirements for registration and 
renew their  registrat ion every five years;  a 
100%-registration-mandate on whole tusks when 
they renew or initially receive their business 
registrations; maintenance of inventory data 
including transaction records and traceability 
information records for cut pieces; and, increased 
scrutiny of the registration of whole tusks by 
requir ing the result  of  radiocarbon dat ing.  
However ,  GoJ ’ s  c laims of str ingent market 
controls are flawed and unjustified.

Firstly, according to the GoJ’ s report, raw and 
worked ivory dealers must be registered. In this 

case ,  they must  fu lfi l l  a l l  requirements for  
registration, which requires renewal every five 
years. But, our analysis of the GoJ’ s examination 
of eligibility of the business registration renewal 
indicates that businesses are being registered via a 
token examination with a lack of scrutiny by the 
competent authorities. Specifically, the reality of 
the examination of applications for business 
registration is that the competent authority has 
left it solely to the authorized private organization, 
even for the applications by kingpin dealers with 
track records of illegal trade engagement. Thus, it 
is obvious that the examination of business 
registration and renewal is in name only, and it 
ha s  no t  exe r t ed  any  effec t  on  exc l ud ing  
problematic dealers.

Secondly, GoJ insists ivory dealers must register 
all (whole) tusks in their possession when they 
r enew o r  i n i t i a l l y  r e ce i ve  t he i r  bu s i ne s s  
registrations. This approach is a countermeasure 
to the problem of unregulated unregistered whole 
tusks owned by the businesses; the Japanese 
domestic law requires whole tusks to be registered 
prior to transactions, however, exempts them from 
being registered as far as the owner does not 
intend to transfer them (even the case of tusks 
stocked by dealers for being consumed as raw 
material). Thus, it should be questioned whether 
the 100%-registration-mandate on whole tusks 
realized the goal of regulating the stockpile of 
reg is tered dealers  through the whole tusk 
registration or not. Our analysis indicates that 
registered dealers successful ly evaded this 
requirement by cutting their whole tusks into 
pieces and then processing them into hanko 
beforehand. The details are as follows.

Cutting of registered whole tusks surged in 
2016, and maintained that scale until November 
2019. In 2018 (calendar year), it hit a record 



The Government of Japan (GoJ) submitted reports 
under CITES Decision 18.117, its first report in 2020 
and its updated version in 2021 for consideration of 
the 74th Standing Committee (SC74)6.The contents 
are mostly the same and insist that “Japan has been 
implementing stringent measures to ensure that its 
domest ic  ivory  market  i s  not  cont r ibut ing to  
poaching or illegal trade”. Japan’ s reports include 
the sections of “Legislation on ivory control” and 
“Strengthened management measures on domestic 
ivory transactions”. Nevertheless, its effort should 
primarily be evaluated on the basis of development, 
review and implementation of legislative provisions 
because the effectiveness of “management (or 
enforcement) measures” are generally supported by 
the legislation concerned7.

In this regard, GoJ highlights six bullet points as 
follows8.

a) Raw and worked ivory business operators must 
be registered. Business operators must fulfill all 
requirements for registration, which requires 
renewal every five years.

b) Business operators must register all tusks (Note: 
“ tu sk s ”  he re  mean  who le  tu sk s )  o f  t he i r  
possession.

c) Business operators must prepare and keep 
inventory data including transaction records 
and traceability information records for cut 
pieces.

d) Business operators must indicate information 
including their business registration number and 
business operator’ s name, at the time of display 
or advertisement.

e) The Japanese government publishes a list of 
registered business operators.

f) Heavier penalties are to be imposed on business 
operators’ offense, i.e. introduction of imprisonment, 
increased fines.

In addition to those points, GoJ underlines an 
intense scrutiny for the registration of a whole tusk by 
requiring the result of scientific radiocarbon dating.

1.3  Main players in Japan’ s domestic ivory 
market and the kingpins of them

The main players of Japan’ s domestic ivory market 
i nc lude  some  long - s tand ing  manu fac tu re r s ,  
especially those supported by a strong business base 
including huge stockpiles and strong ties with large 
wholesalers; they are heavily dependent on ivory, 
among other materials22. In fact, the Government of 
Japan (hereinafter referred to “GoJ”) had exclusively 
required businesses dealing with raw ivory pieces 
both 20 cm or more in length and one kilogram or 
m o r e  i n  w e i g h t  ( c o n s i d e r e d  m a j o r  i v o r y  
manufacturing) to notify the GoJ since the start of 
the business notification system in 28 June 1995 
until 18 March 1999, when the scope of the system 
was expanded23. It means that GoJ regarded such 
major manufacturing dealing with larger raw ivory 
pieces as the keystone of the domestic ivory market 
when it initially launched control measures over 
ivory businesses. Thus, these dealers serve as the 
“main players” of Japan’ s domestic ivory market.

The kingpins of the market’ s main players compose 
the “Tokyo Ivory Arts and Crafts Cooperative 
Association” (including 28 members as of the time of 
October 2021) and “Osaka Ivory Arts and Crafts 
Cooperative Association” (including 10 members or 
so as of the time of October 2021), which together 
compose “Japan Federation of Ivory Arts and Crafts 
Associations (JIA)” (these associations are hereinafter 
referred to “ivory associations”)24. These ivory 
associations have strong connections to GoJ25; they 
have lobbied for lifting the international ivory ban, 
and requested what  they want  regard ing the 
regulation of the domestic ivory market26. Their 
influence on Japan’ s domestic ivory market is 
demonstrated in the following examples:

・The ivory associations would hold a members-only 
auction for their members to exchange their ivory 
stockpiles. The price reached at the auction would 
determine the standard price of raw ivory in the 
domestic ivory market27.

・More than a few members of the ivory associations 
used to engage in import of ivory until the import 
ban. Over two-thirds of some 300 metric tons of 
raw ivory annually imported between 1975 and 
1979 were imported by five of the largest member 
companies of the associations28.

Introduction and Background
In  Oc tobe r  2016 ,  the  17 th  mee t ing  o f  the  

Con f e r e n c e  o f  t h e  Pa r t i e s  (CoP17 )  t o  t h e  
Convention on International Trade in Endangered 
Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES), aiming to 
take steps to save Africa’ s elephants, adopted an 
am e n dme n t  t o  R e s o l u t i o n  C o n f . 1 0 . 1 0  t o  
recommend all countries “in whose jurisdiction 
there is a legal domestic market for ivory that is 
contributing to poaching or illegal trade, take all 
necessary legislative, regulatory and enforcement 
measures to c lose their  domest ic markets for  
commercial trade in raw and worked ivory as a 
matter of urgency”.1 This was followed by the 
decision adopted by CITES CoP18 held in August 
2019, which directed “the Parties that have not 
closed their domestic markets for commercial trade 
in raw and worked ivory are requested to report to 
the Secretariat for consideration by the Standing 
Committee to CITES at its 73rd and 74th meetings 
on what measures they are taking to ensure that 
their domestic ivory markets are not contributing to 
poaching or illegal trade”2. 

The international community is concerned that 
Japan’ s legal ivory market has been playing a key 
role as a supply source of ivory for illegal export as 
well as a cover for ivory that is illegally smuggled 
into the country3.For instance, research by the 
Env i ronmen ta l  I nve s t i ga t i on  Agency  (E IA )  
confirmed at least 76 ivory shipments from Japan 
were seized in other countries based on open-source 
information between January 2018 and December 
20204.The persistent illegal ivory exports from Japan 
are not just a coincidence, rather a consequence of 
the existence of the authorized legal market selling 
any kind of ivory items. The ivory dealers have 
easily established a cunning business, and take it as 
given that many customers will export the ivory 
they bought while the dealer can formally stay 
within the regulations over domestic ivory trade 
with little difficulty5.Considering these situations, 
the legislative response by Japan to control its 
domestic ivory market should be strictly scrutinized 
for its effectiveness.

( the reg is t ra t ion must  be renewed every  five 
years)”14; the Government of Japan insists that “the 
registration of business operators involves rigorous 
examination of each application, which put them 
under more thorough control”.15

Some  t r an s i t i ona l  measu re s  nece s sa ry  f o r  
introducing the business registration system were 
taken. First of all, all of the dealers who had filed a 
not ificat ion based on the  prev ious  law were  
automatically deemed as registered dealers at the 
time of implementation of the amendment on 1 June 
2018 (hereinafter referred to “deemed registered 
dealers”)16. According to the transitional measures, 
whether they comply with the requirements for the 
business registration or not was to be examined at 
their first registration renewal17.   The renewal 
deadline for those who had filed their business 
notification on or before 17 March 1999 was set to 
30 Novembeｒ 2019 while the deadline for others 
was set to 31 May 202118.

The business registration requirements include not 
being under bankruptcy proceedings, not having a 
certain criminal records, demonstrating registration 
for every single whole tusk possessed (see Chapter 2), 
etc19. The examination of the requirements is subject to 
a private institution20, a registration organization21 
which is authorized and controlled by the Ministry 
of Environment (MoE).

1.1  Outline of this chapter

According to the GoJ (as per a) in i ts  report  
prepared for the review by SC74), raw and worked 
ivory dealers must be registered. In this case, they 
must fulfill all requirements for registration, which 
requi res  renewal  every five years .  But ,  i s  the 
eligibility of the business registration or renewal 
rigorously examined as proclaimed? The analysis 
indicates that businesses are being registered via a 
token examination with a lack of scrutiny by the 
competent authorities.

1.2  For a business to be registered, 
requirements were to be examined at the 
first registration renewal period

The 2017 amendment to the Law for Conservation 
of Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora 
(LCES)10was implemented on 1 June 201811. From 
this point, the business registration system was 
applied to the ivory dealers12, replacing the previous 
system, which is “just having to file a notification 
previously in entering the business”13. The previous 
system could not allow the competent authorities to 
intervene for prohibition of his/her business no 
matter how problematic the ivory dealer was. 
Accordingly, the “business operators handling ivory 
products are now subject to registration requirements 
with the government, in order to engage in business 

Regard ing  po in t s  “d ) ”  and “e ) ” :  mandatory  
indication of identification information by the 
registered dealers, and publication of the list of 
them including such information, will provide the 
opportunity for end-consumers to verify only the 
legal status of the dealers, not the legality of origin 
and acquisition of ivory items sold by them.

In terms of “f)”: the effectiveness of a tightening 
statutory penalty, 18 cases on il legal domestic 
ivory  t rade ,  which were  commit ted a f te r  the 
implementation of stricter penalty in 2013 and 2018 
were analyzed. And, it concluded that the actual 
penalties for offenders were quite low, and that 
there is persistent avoidance of strict punishment 
and prosecution about illegal wildlife trade cases, 
regardless of a tightening statutory penalty9.

In this report, points “a)”, “b)”, “c)” and perceived 
scrutiny of the application for whole tusk registration  
by using carbon-dating will be discussed in detail in 
Chapters 1, 2, 3 and 4, respectively.

・66% of cut pieces (by weight) notified to the 
government by all ivory dealers at the time of 
1995 were owned by the ivory associat ion 
members29.

・All of the participants from Japan in the auctions 
held in 1999 by three southern African countries 
for the first CITES one-off sale of ivory were 
members of the ivory associations, totaling 14 
companies (15 individuals)30.

・All of the participants from Japan in the auctions 
held in 2008 by four southern African countries 
for the second CITES one-off sale of ivory were 
members of the ivory associations, totaling 20 
companies (23 individuals)31.

1.4  Token examination of applications for 
renewing business registration 

1.4.1  The kingpins among the main players in the 
ivory market were recently involved in illegal 
ivory trade

The kingpins among the longstanding main players 
in the ivory market, including Takaichi, Nippon 
Ivory, and All Japan Ivory Wholesale Center, who 
were all approved to renew their businesses, were 
recently cracked down on for illegal trade in ivory.
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The Government of Japan (GoJ) submitted reports 
under CITES Decision 18.117, its first report in 2020 
and its updated version in 2021 for consideration of 
the 74th Standing Committee (SC74)6.The contents 
are mostly the same and insist that “Japan has been 
implementing stringent measures to ensure that its 
domest ic  ivory  market  i s  not  cont r ibut ing to  
poaching or illegal trade”. Japan’ s reports include 
the sections of “Legislation on ivory control” and 
“Strengthened management measures on domestic 
ivory transactions”. Nevertheless, its effort should 
primarily be evaluated on the basis of development, 
review and implementation of legislative provisions 
because the effectiveness of “management (or 
enforcement) measures” are generally supported by 
the legislation concerned7.

In this regard, GoJ highlights six bullet points as 
follows8.

a) Raw and worked ivory business operators must 
be registered. Business operators must fulfill all 
requirements for registration, which requires 
renewal every five years.

b) Business operators must register all tusks (Note: 
“ tu sk s ”  he re  mean  who le  tu sk s )  o f  t he i r  
possession.

c) Business operators must prepare and keep 
inventory data including transaction records 
and traceability information records for cut 
pieces.

d) Business operators must indicate information 
including their business registration number and 
business operator’ s name, at the time of display 
or advertisement.

e) The Japanese government publishes a list of 
registered business operators.

f) Heavier penalties are to be imposed on business 
operators’ offense, i.e. introduction of imprisonment, 
increased fines.

In addition to those points, GoJ underlines an 
intense scrutiny for the registration of a whole tusk by 
requiring the result of scientific radiocarbon dating.

1.3  Main players in Japan’ s domestic ivory 
market and the kingpins of them

The main players of Japan’ s domestic ivory market 
i nc lude  some  long - s tand ing  manu fac tu re r s ,  
especially those supported by a strong business base 
including huge stockpiles and strong ties with large 
wholesalers; they are heavily dependent on ivory, 
among other materials22. In fact, the Government of 
Japan (hereinafter referred to “GoJ”) had exclusively 
required businesses dealing with raw ivory pieces 
both 20 cm or more in length and one kilogram or 
m o r e  i n  w e i g h t  ( c o n s i d e r e d  m a j o r  i v o r y  
manufacturing) to notify the GoJ since the start of 
the business notification system in 28 June 1995 
until 18 March 1999, when the scope of the system 
was expanded23. It means that GoJ regarded such 
major manufacturing dealing with larger raw ivory 
pieces as the keystone of the domestic ivory market 
when it initially launched control measures over 
ivory businesses. Thus, these dealers serve as the 
“main players” of Japan’ s domestic ivory market.

The kingpins of the market’ s main players compose 
the “Tokyo Ivory Arts and Crafts Cooperative 
Association” (including 28 members as of the time of 
October 2021) and “Osaka Ivory Arts and Crafts 
Cooperative Association” (including 10 members or 
so as of the time of October 2021), which together 
compose “Japan Federation of Ivory Arts and Crafts 
Associations (JIA)” (these associations are hereinafter 
referred to “ivory associations”)24. These ivory 
associations have strong connections to GoJ25; they 
have lobbied for lifting the international ivory ban, 
and requested what  they want  regard ing the 
regulation of the domestic ivory market26. Their 
influence on Japan’ s domestic ivory market is 
demonstrated in the following examples:

・The ivory associations would hold a members-only 
auction for their members to exchange their ivory 
stockpiles. The price reached at the auction would 
determine the standard price of raw ivory in the 
domestic ivory market27.

・More than a few members of the ivory associations 
used to engage in import of ivory until the import 
ban. Over two-thirds of some 300 metric tons of 
raw ivory annually imported between 1975 and 
1979 were imported by five of the largest member 
companies of the associations28.

Introduction and Background
In  Oc tobe r  2016 ,  the  17 th  mee t ing  o f  the  

Con f e r e n c e  o f  t h e  Pa r t i e s  (CoP17 )  t o  t h e  
Convention on International Trade in Endangered 
Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES), aiming to 
take steps to save Africa’ s elephants, adopted an 
am e n dme n t  t o  R e s o l u t i o n  C o n f . 1 0 . 1 0  t o  
recommend all countries “in whose jurisdiction 
there is a legal domestic market for ivory that is 
contributing to poaching or illegal trade, take all 
necessary legislative, regulatory and enforcement 
measures to c lose their  domest ic markets for  
commercial trade in raw and worked ivory as a 
matter of urgency”.1 This was followed by the 
decision adopted by CITES CoP18 held in August 
2019, which directed “the Parties that have not 
closed their domestic markets for commercial trade 
in raw and worked ivory are requested to report to 
the Secretariat for consideration by the Standing 
Committee to CITES at its 73rd and 74th meetings 
on what measures they are taking to ensure that 
their domestic ivory markets are not contributing to 
poaching or illegal trade”2. 

The international community is concerned that 
Japan’ s legal ivory market has been playing a key 
role as a supply source of ivory for illegal export as 
well as a cover for ivory that is illegally smuggled 
into the country3.For instance, research by the 
Env i ronmen ta l  I nve s t i ga t i on  Agency  (E IA )  
confirmed at least 76 ivory shipments from Japan 
were seized in other countries based on open-source 
information between January 2018 and December 
20204.The persistent illegal ivory exports from Japan 
are not just a coincidence, rather a consequence of 
the existence of the authorized legal market selling 
any kind of ivory items. The ivory dealers have 
easily established a cunning business, and take it as 
given that many customers will export the ivory 
they bought while the dealer can formally stay 
within the regulations over domestic ivory trade 
with little difficulty5.Considering these situations, 
the legislative response by Japan to control its 
domestic ivory market should be strictly scrutinized 
for its effectiveness.

( the reg is t ra t ion must  be renewed every  five 
years)”14; the Government of Japan insists that “the 
registration of business operators involves rigorous 
examination of each application, which put them 
under more thorough control”.15

Some  t r an s i t i ona l  measu re s  nece s sa ry  f o r  
introducing the business registration system were 
taken. First of all, all of the dealers who had filed a 
not ificat ion based on the  prev ious  law were  
automatically deemed as registered dealers at the 
time of implementation of the amendment on 1 June 
2018 (hereinafter referred to “deemed registered 
dealers”)16. According to the transitional measures, 
whether they comply with the requirements for the 
business registration or not was to be examined at 
their first registration renewal17.   The renewal 
deadline for those who had filed their business 
notification on or before 17 March 1999 was set to 
30 Novembeｒ 2019 while the deadline for others 
was set to 31 May 202118.

The business registration requirements include not 
being under bankruptcy proceedings, not having a 
certain criminal records, demonstrating registration 
for every single whole tusk possessed (see Chapter 2), 
etc19. The examination of the requirements is subject to 
a private institution20, a registration organization21 
which is authorized and controlled by the Ministry 
of Environment (MoE).

1.1  Outline of this chapter

According to the GoJ (as per a) in i ts  report  
prepared for the review by SC74), raw and worked 
ivory dealers must be registered. In this case, they 
must fulfill all requirements for registration, which 
requi res  renewal  every five years .  But ,  i s  the 
eligibility of the business registration or renewal 
rigorously examined as proclaimed? The analysis 
indicates that businesses are being registered via a 
token examination with a lack of scrutiny by the 
competent authorities.

1.2  For a business to be registered, 
requirements were to be examined at the 
first registration renewal period

The 2017 amendment to the Law for Conservation 
of Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora 
(LCES)10was implemented on 1 June 201811. From 
this point, the business registration system was 
applied to the ivory dealers12, replacing the previous 
system, which is “just having to file a notification 
previously in entering the business”13. The previous 
system could not allow the competent authorities to 
intervene for prohibition of his/her business no 
matter how problematic the ivory dealer was. 
Accordingly, the “business operators handling ivory 
products are now subject to registration requirements 
with the government, in order to engage in business 

Chapter 1  Examination of the business registration
Regard ing  po in t s  “d ) ”  and “e ) ” :  mandatory  

indication of identification information by the 
registered dealers, and publication of the list of 
them including such information, will provide the 
opportunity for end-consumers to verify only the 
legal status of the dealers, not the legality of origin 
and acquisition of ivory items sold by them.

In terms of “f)”: the effectiveness of a tightening 
statutory penalty, 18 cases on il legal domestic 
ivory  t rade ,  which were  commit ted a f te r  the 
implementation of stricter penalty in 2013 and 2018 
were analyzed. And, it concluded that the actual 
penalties for offenders were quite low, and that 
there is persistent avoidance of strict punishment 
and prosecution about illegal wildlife trade cases, 
regardless of a tightening statutory penalty9.

In this report, points “a)”, “b)”, “c)” and perceived 
scrutiny of the application for whole tusk registration  
by using carbon-dating will be discussed in detail in 
Chapters 1, 2, 3 and 4, respectively.

Legislative measures

Figure1: Is the eligibility of the business registration/its renewal rigorously examined? 
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Business notification system 
applied, based on the former 
LCES

New business registration system applied, based on the 2017 
amendment to LCES; the dealers notified their businesses 
based on the former LCES were automatically regarded as 
"deemed registered dealers".

Deadline for renewal of business registration for 
the main players of Japan's domestic ivory 
market, who deal with cut pieces with 20cm or 
more and 1 kg or more

Examination of the business registration 
renewal is in name only, so that it has not 
exerted any effect on excluding 
problematic dealers 

・66% of cut pieces (by weight) notified to the 
government by all ivory dealers at the time of 
1995 were owned by the ivory associat ion 
members29.

・All of the participants from Japan in the auctions 
held in 1999 by three southern African countries 
for the first CITES one-off sale of ivory were 
members of the ivory associations, totaling 14 
companies (15 individuals)30.

・All of the participants from Japan in the auctions 
held in 2008 by four southern African countries 
for the second CITES one-off sale of ivory were 
members of the ivory associations, totaling 20 
companies (23 individuals)31.

1.4  Token examination of applications for 
renewing business registration 

1.4.1  The kingpins among the main players in the 
ivory market were recently involved in illegal 
ivory trade

The kingpins among the longstanding main players 
in the ivory market, including Takaichi, Nippon 
Ivory, and All Japan Ivory Wholesale Center, who 
were all approved to renew their businesses, were 
recently cracked down on for illegal trade in ivory.
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1.3  Main players in Japan’ s domestic ivory 
market and the kingpins of them

The main players of Japan’ s domestic ivory market 
i nc lude  some  long - s tand ing  manu fac tu re r s ,  
especially those supported by a strong business base 
including huge stockpiles and strong ties with large 
wholesalers; they are heavily dependent on ivory, 
among other materials22. In fact, the Government of 
Japan (hereinafter referred to “GoJ”) had exclusively 
required businesses dealing with raw ivory pieces 
both 20 cm or more in length and one kilogram or 
m o r e  i n  w e i g h t  ( c o n s i d e r e d  m a j o r  i v o r y  
manufacturing) to notify the GoJ since the start of 
the business notification system in 28 June 1995 
until 18 March 1999, when the scope of the system 
was expanded23. It means that GoJ regarded such 
major manufacturing dealing with larger raw ivory 
pieces as the keystone of the domestic ivory market 
when it initially launched control measures over 
ivory businesses. Thus, these dealers serve as the 
“main players” of Japan’ s domestic ivory market.

The kingpins of the market’ s main players compose 
the “Tokyo Ivory Arts and Crafts Cooperative 
Association” (including 28 members as of the time of 
October 2021) and “Osaka Ivory Arts and Crafts 
Cooperative Association” (including 10 members or 
so as of the time of October 2021), which together 
compose “Japan Federation of Ivory Arts and Crafts 
Associations (JIA)” (these associations are hereinafter 
referred to “ivory associations”)24. These ivory 
associations have strong connections to GoJ25; they 
have lobbied for lifting the international ivory ban, 
and requested what  they want  regard ing the 
regulation of the domestic ivory market26. Their 
influence on Japan’ s domestic ivory market is 
demonstrated in the following examples:

・The ivory associations would hold a members-only 
auction for their members to exchange their ivory 
stockpiles. The price reached at the auction would 
determine the standard price of raw ivory in the 
domestic ivory market27.

・More than a few members of the ivory associations 
used to engage in import of ivory until the import 
ban. Over two-thirds of some 300 metric tons of 
raw ivory annually imported between 1975 and 
1979 were imported by five of the largest member 
companies of the associations28.

( the  reg is t ra t ion must  be renewed every  five 
years)”14; the Government of Japan insists that “the 
registration of business operators involves rigorous 
examination of each application, which put them 
under more thorough control”.15

Some  t r an s i t i ona l  measu re s  nece s sa ry  f o r  
introducing the business registration system were 
taken. First of all, all of the dealers who had filed a 
not ificat ion based on the  prev ious  law were  
automatically deemed as registered dealers at the 
time of implementation of the amendment on 1 June 
2018 (hereinafter referred to “deemed registered 
dealers”)16. According to the transitional measures, 
whether they comply with the requirements for the 
business registration or not was to be examined at 
their first registration renewal17.   The renewal 
deadline for those who had filed their business 
notification on or before 17 March 1999 was set to 
30 Novembeｒ 2019 while the deadline for others 
was set to 31 May 202118.

The business registration requirements include not 
being under bankruptcy proceedings, not having a 
certain criminal records, demonstrating registration 
for every single whole tusk possessed (see Chapter 2), 
etc19. The examination of the requirements is subject to 
a private institution20, a registration organization21 
which is authorized and controlled by the Ministry 
of Environment (MoE).

1.1  Outline of this chapter

According to the GoJ (as per a) in i ts  report  
prepared for the review by SC74), raw and worked 
ivory dealers must be registered. In this case, they 
must fulfill all requirements for registration, which 
requi res  renewal  every five years .  But ,  i s  the 
eligibility of the business registration or renewal 
rigorously examined as proclaimed? The analysis 
indicates that businesses are being registered via a 
token examination with a lack of scrutiny by the 
competent authorities.

1.2  For a business to be registered, 
requirements were to be examined at the 
first registration renewal period

The 2017 amendment to the Law for Conservation 
of Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora 
(LCES)10was implemented on 1 June 201811. From 
this point, the business registration system was 
applied to the ivory dealers12, replacing the previous 
system, which is “just having to file a notification 
previously in entering the business”13. The previous 
system could not allow the competent authorities to 
intervene for prohibition of his/her business no 
matter how problematic the ivory dealer was. 
Accordingly, the “business operators handling ivory 
products are now subject to registration requirements 
with the government, in order to engage in business 

Takaichi
Takaichi is the largest ivory hanko manufacturer and 
a member of the ivory association in Osaka (at the 
time of the crime). In May 2011, the former chairman 
of the company, who also had served as the chairman 
of JIA, was arrested with his son, the CEO of the 
company, on suspicion of buying unregistered ivory 
whole tusks32. It was revealed that Takaichi bought a 
total of 58 unregistered ivory tusks (509.45kg) for 
245,000 US$ (the exchange rate at the time was 
0.0125 yen to US$) from four antiquaries and an 
ivory manufacturer from March to June 201033. The 
former chairman was sentenced to 1 year in prison, 
suspended for 3 years, and also forfeited the seized 
58 tusks. His son, the CEO, was sentenced to 10 
months in prison, suspended 2 years,  and the 
company was fined up to 12,500 US$34.  I t  was 
estimated that between 572 -1,622 unregistered 
whole tusks weighing 5,580 -15,770kg in total had 
been purchased between 2005 and 2010 from the 5 
suppliers, and consumed for hanko production. The 
number of the tusks corresponds to 31-87% of the 
registered whole tusks, which are estimated to have 
been legally consumed in the same period for the 
same purposes35.

・66% of cut pieces (by weight) notified to the 
government by all ivory dealers at the time of 
1995 were owned by the ivory associat ion 
members29.

・All of the participants from Japan in the auctions 
held in 1999 by three southern African countries 
for the first CITES one-off sale of ivory were 
members of the ivory associations, totaling 14 
companies (15 individuals)30.

・All of the participants from Japan in the auctions 
held in 2008 by four southern African countries 
for the second CITES one-off sale of ivory were 
members of the ivory associations, totaling 20 
companies (23 individuals)31.

1.4  Token examination of applications for 
renewing business registration 

1.4.1  The kingpins among the main players in the 
ivory market were recently involved in illegal 
ivory trade

The kingpins among the longstanding main players 
in the ivory market, including Takaichi, Nippon 
Ivory, and All Japan Ivory Wholesale Center, who 
were all approved to renew their businesses, were 
recently cracked down on for illegal trade in ivory.

1.4.2  Application examination is left to the authorized 
private organization, even for traders with track 
records of illegal trade engagement

In examining the application documents submitted 
for business registration renewal by dealers such as 
Takaich i ,  Nippon Ivory ,  and Al l  Japan Ivory  
Who le sa l e  Cen te r ,  wh i ch  a l l  have  a  r ecen t  
track-record of illegal ivory trade, the competent 
authority should verify those documents carefully 
and give the registration organization, which is 
under control of it, some necessary instructions. 
Thus, JTEF requested the competent authorities, 
MoE and METI, to disclose all information and 
communications related to the application for 
renewal of the business registration made by some 
dealers, including the aforementioned. However, the 
response was that  such informat ion “doesn’ t  
exist”45. According to MoE, “we have never been 
questioned from the registration organization about 
something like dubious stockpiles owned by some 
dealers”, and “have not advised/instructed a stricter 
examination or some responses to a specific dealer.”46

Based on this response, it is apparent that MoE 
has left the assessment of business registration 
renewal applications to the private institution under 
its control, and has not taken any init iative to 
examine or advise the process. 

1.5 Discussion

The reality of the examination of applications for 
business registration is that the competent authority 
has left it solely to the authorized private organization, 
even for the applications by kingpin dealers with 
track records of illegal trade engagement. Thus, it is 
obvious that the examination of business registration 
and renewal is in name only, and it has not exerted 
any effect on excluding problematic dealers. GoJ 
must not insist that “the registration of business 
operators involves rigorous examination of each 
application, which put them under more thorough 
control”47.

Nippon Ivory
Nippon Ivory was a member of the ivory association 
in Tokyo (at the time of the crime). The executive 
member who has overseen all operations of the 
company (CEO at present)  was prosecuted in 
December 2016 for buying 5 unregistered whole 
tusks for about 12,610 US$ (the exchange rate in 
June 2016 was 0.0097 yen to US$) between February 
2015 and June 2016, and later fined36. Besides this 
criminal penalty, the company was inspected by MoE 
and the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry 
(METI), which had received some information from 
the Environmental Investigation Agency (EIA) and 
JTEF37, and subsequently imposed an administrative 
disposition by the authorities38. Nippon Ivory, during 
the invest igat ion by EIA/JTEF, identified many 
different modus operandi for the illegal buying of 
unregistered whole tusks; using the registration card 
issued for the other whole tusks, which had been 
already consumed; disguising the unregistered whole 
tusks to be purchased as the existing (unregistered) 
legal stockpi les exclusively for self-consuming 
purpose; and cutting the unregistered tusks to be 
purchased swif t ly  for  d isguis ing them as the 
purchased in the form of cut pieces, which are not 
legally required to be registered39. The dealer also 
intended to sell ivory to an undercover Chinese 
customer/investigator, despite knowing that they 
planned to export the ivory to China, and referred to 
the existence of Chinese groups which provide 
services for transporting ivory from Japan to China40.

All Japan Ivory Wholesale Center
All Japan Ivory Wholesale Center was a member of 
the ivory association in Tokyo (at the time of the 
crime). In November 2017, a Chinese sailor was 
arrested when he attempted to board a container 
vessel anchored at Tokyo Port. The seizure included 
605 ivory pieces cut in 1cm square and 10cm long on 
the way to be processed into hanko, weighing about 7 
kg in total, and valued at 2,790 US$ (the exchange 
rate in November 2017 was 0.009 yen to US$), all 
packed in a paper bag and a backpack he carried41. 
The source of the ivory was the All Japan Ivory 
Wholesale Center42 .  The board member of the 
company who has overseen all operations of the 
company was arrested in January 201843; however, 
the prosecution against him was dismissed44.
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when it initially launched control measures over 
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and requested what  they want  regard ing the 
regulation of the domestic ivory market26. Their 
influence on Japan’ s domestic ivory market is 
demonstrated in the following examples:

・The ivory associations would hold a members-only 
auction for their members to exchange their ivory 
stockpiles. The price reached at the auction would 
determine the standard price of raw ivory in the 
domestic ivory market27.

・More than a few members of the ivory associations 
used to engage in import of ivory until the import 
ban. Over two-thirds of some 300 metric tons of 
raw ivory annually imported between 1975 and 
1979 were imported by five of the largest member 
companies of the associations28.

( the  reg is t ra t ion must  be renewed every  five 
years)”14; the Government of Japan insists that “the 
registration of business operators involves rigorous 
examination of each application, which put them 
under more thorough control”.15

Some  t r an s i t i ona l  measu re s  nece s sa ry  f o r  
introducing the business registration system were 
taken. First of all, all of the dealers who had filed a 
not ificat ion based on the  prev ious  law were  
automatically deemed as registered dealers at the 
time of implementation of the amendment on 1 June 
2018 (hereinafter referred to “deemed registered 
dealers”)16. According to the transitional measures, 
whether they comply with the requirements for the 
business registration or not was to be examined at 
their first registration renewal17.   The renewal 
deadline for those who had filed their business 
notification on or before 17 March 1999 was set to 
30 Novembeｒ 2019 while the deadline for others 
was set to 31 May 202118.

The business registration requirements include not 
being under bankruptcy proceedings, not having a 
certain criminal records, demonstrating registration 
for every single whole tusk possessed (see Chapter 2), 
etc19. The examination of the requirements is subject to 
a private institution20, a registration organization21 
which is authorized and controlled by the Ministry 
of Environment (MoE).

1.1  Outline of this chapter

According to the GoJ (as per a) in i ts  report  
prepared for the review by SC74), raw and worked 
ivory dealers must be registered. In this case, they 
must fulfill all requirements for registration, which 
requi res  renewal  every five years .  But ,  i s  the 
eligibility of the business registration or renewal 
rigorously examined as proclaimed? The analysis 
indicates that businesses are being registered via a 
token examination with a lack of scrutiny by the 
competent authorities.

1.2  For a business to be registered, 
requirements were to be examined at the 
first registration renewal period

The 2017 amendment to the Law for Conservation 
of Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora 
(LCES)10was implemented on 1 June 201811. From 
this point, the business registration system was 
applied to the ivory dealers12, replacing the previous 
system, which is “just having to file a notification 
previously in entering the business”13. The previous 
system could not allow the competent authorities to 
intervene for prohibition of his/her business no 
matter how problematic the ivory dealer was. 
Accordingly, the “business operators handling ivory 
products are now subject to registration requirements 
with the government, in order to engage in business 

Takaichi
Takaichi is the largest ivory hanko manufacturer and 
a member of the ivory association in Osaka (at the 
time of the crime). In May 2011, the former chairman 
of the company, who also had served as the chairman 
of JIA, was arrested with his son, the CEO of the 
company, on suspicion of buying unregistered ivory 
whole tusks32. It was revealed that Takaichi bought a 
total of 58 unregistered ivory tusks (509.45kg) for 
245,000 US$ (the exchange rate at the time was 
0.0125 yen to US$) from four antiquaries and an 
ivory manufacturer from March to June 201033. The 
former chairman was sentenced to 1 year in prison, 
suspended for 3 years, and also forfeited the seized 
58 tusks. His son, the CEO, was sentenced to 10 
months in prison, suspended 2 years,  and the 
company was fined up to 12,500 US$34.  I t  was 
estimated that between 572 -1,622 unregistered 
whole tusks weighing 5,580 -15,770kg in total had 
been purchased between 2005 and 2010 from the 5 
suppliers, and consumed for hanko production. The 
number of the tusks corresponds to 31-87% of the 
registered whole tusks, which are estimated to have 
been legally consumed in the same period for the 
same purposes35.

・66% of cut pieces (by weight) notified to the 
government by all ivory dealers at the time of 
1995 were owned by the ivory associat ion 
members29.

・All of the participants from Japan in the auctions 
held in 1999 by three southern African countries 
for the first CITES one-off sale of ivory were 
members of the ivory associations, totaling 14 
companies (15 individuals)30.

・All of the participants from Japan in the auctions 
held in 2008 by four southern African countries 
for the second CITES one-off sale of ivory were 
members of the ivory associations, totaling 20 
companies (23 individuals)31.

1.4  Token examination of applications for 
renewing business registration 

1.4.1  The kingpins among the main players in the 
ivory market were recently involved in illegal 
ivory trade

The kingpins among the longstanding main players 
in the ivory market, including Takaichi, Nippon 
Ivory, and All Japan Ivory Wholesale Center, who 
were all approved to renew their businesses, were 
recently cracked down on for illegal trade in ivory.

1.4.2  Application examination is left to the authorized 
private organization, even for traders with track 
records of illegal trade engagement

In examining the application documents submitted 
for business registration renewal by dealers such as 
Takaich i ,  Nippon Ivory ,  and Al l  Japan Ivory  
Who le sa l e  Cen te r ,  wh i ch  a l l  have  a  r ecen t  
track-record of illegal ivory trade, the competent 
authority should verify those documents carefully 
and give the registration organization, which is 
under control of it, some necessary instructions. 
Thus, JTEF requested the competent authorities, 
MoE and METI, to disclose all information and 
communications related to the application for 
renewal of the business registration made by some 
dealers, including the aforementioned. However, the 
response was that  such informat ion “doesn’ t  
exist”45. According to MoE, “we have never been 
questioned from the registration organization about 
something like dubious stockpiles owned by some 
dealers”, and “have not advised/instructed a stricter 
examination or some responses to a specific dealer.”46

Based on this response, it is apparent that MoE 
has left the assessment of business registration 
renewal applications to the private institution under 
its control, and has not taken any init iative to 
examine or advise the process. 

1.5 Discussion

The reality of the examination of applications for 
business registration is that the competent authority 
has left it solely to the authorized private organization, 
even for the applications by kingpin dealers with 
track records of illegal trade engagement. Thus, it is 
obvious that the examination of business registration 
and renewal is in name only, and it has not exerted 
any effect on excluding problematic dealers. GoJ 
must not insist that “the registration of business 
operators involves rigorous examination of each 
application, which put them under more thorough 
control”47.

Nippon Ivory
Nippon Ivory was a member of the ivory association 
in Tokyo (at the time of the crime). The executive 
member who has overseen all operations of the 
company (CEO at present)  was prosecuted in 
December 2016 for buying 5 unregistered whole 
tusks for about 12,610 US$ (the exchange rate in 
June 2016 was 0.0097 yen to US$) between February 
2015 and June 2016, and later fined36. Besides this 
criminal penalty, the company was inspected by MoE 
and the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry 
(METI), which had received some information from 
the Environmental Investigation Agency (EIA) and 
JTEF37, and subsequently imposed an administrative 
disposition by the authorities38. Nippon Ivory, during 
the invest igat ion by EIA/JTEF, identified many 
different modus operandi for the illegal buying of 
unregistered whole tusks; using the registration card 
issued for the other whole tusks, which had been 
already consumed; disguising the unregistered whole 
tusks to be purchased as the existing (unregistered) 
legal stockpi les exclusively for self-consuming 
purpose; and cutting the unregistered tusks to be 
purchased swif t ly  for  d isguis ing them as the 
purchased in the form of cut pieces, which are not 
legally required to be registered39. The dealer also 
intended to sell ivory to an undercover Chinese 
customer/investigator, despite knowing that they 
planned to export the ivory to China, and referred to 
the existence of Chinese groups which provide 
services for transporting ivory from Japan to China40.

All Japan Ivory Wholesale Center
All Japan Ivory Wholesale Center was a member of 
the ivory association in Tokyo (at the time of the 
crime). In November 2017, a Chinese sailor was 
arrested when he attempted to board a container 
vessel anchored at Tokyo Port. The seizure included 
605 ivory pieces cut in 1cm square and 10cm long on 
the way to be processed into hanko, weighing about 7 
kg in total, and valued at 2,790 US$ (the exchange 
rate in November 2017 was 0.009 yen to US$), all 
packed in a paper bag and a backpack he carried41. 
The source of the ivory was the All Japan Ivory 
Wholesale Center42 .  The board member of the 
company who has overseen all operations of the 
company was arrested in January 201843; however, 
the prosecution against him was dismissed44.
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Chapter 2  100% registration mandate on whole tusks

The main players of Japan’ s domestic ivory market 
(see 1.3), who filed the notification to the competent 
authorities by March 1999 on their business dealing 
with raw ivory pieces that are both 20 cm or more in 
length and one kilogram or more in weight52, were 
deemed as registered dealers together with other 
notified dealers at the time of implementation of the 
2017 amendment to the LCES. The first deadline for 
business registration renewal was set to 30 November 
2019, so those dealers had to demonstrate that every 
single whole tusk they owned had been registered by 
that date: 30 November 2019.

2.3  Response of ivory dealers who predicted 
a stricter regulation

Ivory dealers, including the main players/leading 
manufacturing companies, predicted a tightening of 
the regulation on the whole tusk trade in the near 
future at the beginning of 201653. Thus, they embarked 
to intens i fy  an at tempt  to  evade any s t r ic ter  
regulations over the whole tusk trade by using the 
loophole of the law mandating registration of each 
piece of ivory only when it is a whole tusk. The 
analysis finds that traders evaded the loophole by 
rushing to cut their whole tusks, including unregistered 
ones posing as registered by using registration cards, 
indicating specific numbers, given to other tusks which 
have been already consumed, and other unregistered 
ones in possession, and stocked produced cut pieces 
and inzai or blank hanko (80% of raw ivory is 
estimated to be consumed for hanko production in 
Japan’ s domestic ivory market54). The changes in the 
ivory stockpiles described in this report strongly 
support this assessment.

2.1  Outline of this chapter

According to the GoJ (as per b) in i ts  report  
prepared for the review by SC74), ivory dealers 
must register all (whole) tusks in their possession 
when they renew or initially receive their business 
registrations. Did the 100%-registration-mandate on 
whole tusks achieve any tangible impact? The 
analysis indicates that registered dealers successfully 
evaded this requirement by cutting their whole tusks 
into pieces and then processing them into hanko.

2.2  Registration mandate for 100% of whole 
tusks for business registration renewal

According to the LCES, ivory tusks, maintaining the 
whole shape, are required to be individually registered 
prior to transactions48. In other words, tusk registration is 
not applied to the other ivory than whole tusks, nor is 
necessary for even whole tusks as far as the owner does 
not intend to transfer them (even the case of tusks 
stocked by dealers for being consumed as raw material). 
These points have been crit icized as the biggest 
loophole of the law on Japan’ s domestic ivory control49. 
The 2017 amendment to the LCES implemented in June 
2018 tried to solve the latter problem and obliged ivory 
dealers to prove that every single whole tusk owned by 
them has been registered before they renew/newly 
receive their  business registrat ions50 .  The LCES 
amendment also gave authority to the officials from the 
responsible Ministries to order a report and conduct an 
inspection of the registered dealers with regard to their 
whole tusk stockpile51. 

The number of cut registered whole tusks surged in 
2016, maintained the same level in 2017, and then hit 
a record high of 19.4 metric tons in 2018, surpassing 
the peaks in 1999, when the one-off sold tusks from 
the southern African countries were imported, and 
the following year of 2020. The weight decreased to 
9.1 tons in 2019, though still high,56 but it plunged to 
3.6 tons in 2020. 

The change in the weight of cut whole tusks per 
month for 2019 and 2020 is shown in Figure 4.

2.4  Change in the annual number of 
registered whole tusks cut 

2.4.1  Surge in cutting registered whole tusks in 2016

When a whole tusk is cut, the registration card 
issued for it should be returned55. Thus, the amount 
of cut whole tusks can be identified from the amount 
of  ones for which the regist rat ion cards were 
returned. The change in the annual number/weight  
of cut registered whole tusks is shown in Figure 3 
(for each year (Jan.‒Dec.) from 1995, when the 
registration system was introduced, through 2020).

As shown in Figure 4, there is a dip from November to 
December 2019, and the number of cut tusks has 
obviously declined since then. As mentioned, the first 
deadline for business registration renewal for the 
longstanding main players of the ivory market was at 
the end of November 2019, so traders were forced to 
register every single whole tusk they owned by that time.

2.4.2  Why registered whole tusks were cut into pieces

The change in the number of registered whole 
tusks  cu t  in to  p ieces  sugges t s  tha t  the  ma in  
players of the ivory market abruptly quickened 
their pace in cutting tusks before the deadline of the 
100%-registration-mandate, and slowed down just 
after the deadline passed. Why did they cut the 
already registered whole tusks in haste? That could be 
because they feared that the newly prescribed 
inspections of their whole tusk stockpiles in 2017 
amendment to LCES would be carried out just after 
the deadline of the 100%-registration-mandate. The 
traders could have been worried that a verification 
inspection could reveal that some of their actual 
unregistered stockpi les ,  posing them as being 
registered by using specific registration cards given to 
other tusks which had been already consumed, are 
no t  iden t i ca l  w i th  the  ones  desc r ibed  in  the  
registration cards / registry through differences in the 
physical attributes (e.g. equal weight). There is 
evidence that the kingpins of the major manufacturers 
would often retain the registration cards of tusks 
which had already been cut / consumed and abuse 
the system to disguise other tusks illegally obtained as 
ones legally registered,57 while they sometimes transfer 
those registration cards to other dealers58. Thus, those 
tusks which they disguised as registered ones may 
have been cut in haste before the facts were revealed 
by the inspections.

2.5  Change in the stockpile of cut pieces and 
blank hanko

2.5.1  Mechanism of change for stockpile amounts

Ivory whole tusks are cut up to be cut pieces, then 
80% of which are processed into blank hanko while 
the remaining 20% are carved into other ivory items 
such as accessories, carvings, etc. In general, the 
amount  o f  s tockp i led cut  p ieces  wi l l  change 
depending on the difference between production,59 of 
cutting whole tusks (including registered ones and 
unregistered ones), and consumption by producing 
blank hanko and other items. Similarly, the amount of 
stockpiled blank hanko will change depending on the 
difference between production by consuming cut 
pieces and sale to end-consumers.

The change in stockpile amounts of cut pieces and 
blank hanko for ten years before 2016, based on the 
data provided by GoJ, are shown in Table 1. 

The stockpile of cut pieces increased from 2009, 
when the second one-off sold ivory was imported, to 
2010, largely decreased from 2012 to 2013, and 
further declined after 2014. The stockpile of hanko 
increased from 2010 to 2011, recovered to the 2010 
levels in 2012, and then mostly stabilized.

2.5.2  Change in stockpile amounts between 2016 
and 2020

The changes in the amounts of stockpiled cut pieces 
(by weight) and stockpiled blank hanko (by number) 
at the end of each year (from April to March60) 
between 2016 and 2020 are shown in Figure 5, along 
with the weight of registered whole tusks, which have 
been cut up during the period of each year.

See below for an analysis, also based on the data 
provided by GoJ, on what the change between each 
year (2016-2020) means, and what conditions can 
affect the change.

2.5.3  Assessment of 2016-2017

Between April 2016 and March 2017, 30.8 tons in 
total of whole tusks were cut. Among them, 16.4 
tons of tusks were registered (as aforementioned in 
2.4.2, a large part of them is considered to be actually 
unregistered ones, posing as being registered) and 14.4 
tons of tusks were unregistered (47% of the total). 

The stockpile of cut pieces, unlike the declining 
trend of the previous years, jumped from 43.9 tons 
to 68.7 tons (highest in the past decade) with 24.8 
tons of abrupt increase.

At the same time, the number of stockpiled blank 
hanko also increased by more than 145,000, from 
715,487 to 860,728. This means that a consumption 
of cut pieces corresponding to at least that number of 
blank hanko existed, though the exact amount of the 
cut pieces cannot be identified from the data above. 
The weight of whole tusks which were required for 
producing those cut pieces can be estimated as 6 tons 
in total, by assuming that the average weight of a 
blank hanko is 20g (0.02kg)61, the average yield ratio 
is 60%62, and that the consumption rate of cut pieces 
for blank hanko is 80%.

145,000×0.02÷0.6÷0.8=6,041(kg)
Therefore, the weight of whole tusks which were 

cut within the one year period is supposed to be 30.8 

tons or more by adding this 6 tons to the 24.8 tons 
for the increase of cut pieces stockpile.　The weight 
of the registered whole tusks cut within the same 
period is 16.4 tons. So, the difference between the 
two figures, or 14.4 tons (corresponding to 47% of 
the total: 30.8 tons), is likely derived from the cutting 
of unregistered whole tusks. 

Why didn’ t they try to apply for registration of 
those unregistered whole tusks but instead cut up 
them? It may be because the longstanding main 
players of the market feared that the requested 
carbon-dating, which was considered by GoJ at that 
time (starting from 1 July 2019 (see 4.2)), will lead to 
some inconvenient results, i.e. these tusks being 
dated after the CITES international ban took effect. 
Regardless of that assessment, the members of the 
ivory associations, the kingpins of the main players in 
the market, especially had reason to do so. When the 
registration of whole tusks started in 1995, the 
government  took measures  to  encourage the 
members of the ivory associations to register all 
whole tusks owned by them63 in exchange for virtual 
exemption from proving source and pre-Convention 
acquis i t ion of  the tusks64 .  Accordingly ,  i f  the 
association members tried to apply for registration at 
this stage of unregistered whole tusks secretly owned 
for so long, it would be uncovered that they deceived 
the government in 199565.

2.5.4  Assessment of 2017-2018

Between April 2017 and March 2018, more than 
603,000 hanko were sold to end-consumers, as 
detailed below.

The stockpile of cut pieces reduced by 6.6 tons 
(from 68.7 tons to 62.1 tons), though 13 tons of 
registered whole tusks were newly cut. It means that 
they consumed (i.e. produced blank hanko or other 
items) more cut pieces than they produced within the 
one year period. The weight of the consumed cut 
pieces can be estimated as 19.6 tons or more by 
combining the above numbers: 6.6 tons and 13 tons. 
The number of blank hanko produced from those cut 
pieces can be estimated at 470,000. 

19,600×0.8×0.6÷0.02=470,400
At the same time, the blank hanko stockpiles also 

reduced by more than 133,000 from 860,728 to 
727,579. It means that they consumed (i.e. sold to 
end-consumers)  more blank hanko than they 
produced. The number of ivory hanko, which were 
sold to the end-consumers, can be estimated to be 
more than 603,000 by combining the above number 
of production: 470,000 and number of stockpile 
decrease: 133,000.

2.5.5  Assessment of 2018-2019

Between April 2018 and March 2019, at least 21.3 
tons in total of whole tusks were cut. Among them, 
14.6 tons of tusks were registered (as aforementioned 
in 2.4.2, a large part of them is considered to be 
actually unregistered ones, posing as being registered) 
and 6.7 tons of tusks were unregistered whole tusks. 

The stockpiles of cut pieces increased again by 12 
tons (from 62.1 tons to 74.1 tons). 

At the same time, the stockpiles of blank hanko also 
increased by more than 223,000 (from 727,579 to 
951,456). The weight of whole tusks required for 
producing those cut  p ieces  corresponding to 
production of that number of blank hanko can be 
estimated as 9.3 tons.

223,000×0.02÷0.6÷0.8=9,291(kg)
As the result, the total weight of the whole tusks cut 

within this one-year period is supposed to be 21.3 
tons or more by combining the aforementioned 
numbers: 12 tons and 9.3 tons. On the other hand, 
14.6 tons of  regis tered whole tusks were cut .  
Therefore, the difference between those numbers, or 
6.7 tons (31% of the total), can be regarded as being 
originated in unregistered whole tusks.

2.5.6   Assessment of 2019-2020

Between April 2019 and March 2020, more than 418,000 
hanko were sold to end-consumers, as detailed here.

The stockpile of cut pieces decreased by 8.4 tons 
(from 74.1 tons to 65.7 tons) even though 9.7 tons of 
registered whole tusks were cut. It means that they 
consumed cut pieces for producing blank hanko and 
other items for at least the total amount of the above 
numbers: 18.1 tons. The number of blank hanko 
which was to be produced from the cut pieces of that 
amount above can be estimated as 434,000.

18,100×0.8×0.6÷0.02=434,400
On the other hand, the stockpiles of blank hanko 

increased by more than 16,000 from 951,456 to 
967,844. It indicates that sales of hanko within this 
one-year period did not exceed the production. 
Accordingly, the total number of hanko sold to the 
end-consumers is supposed to be more than 418,000 
by deducting the number of stockpile increase: 16,000 
from the number of production: 434,000.

2.6 Discussion

Cutting of registered whole tusks surged in 2016, 
and maintained that scale until November 2019. In 
2018 (calendar year), it hit a record high of more 
than 19.4 tons for the calendar year, surpassing the 
highest weights from 1999 and 2000, just after 
importing the CITES one-off sold tusks from the 
southern African countries. It should be noted that a 
large part of these “registered” tusks is considered to 
be actually unregistered tusks posing as registered. 
Cutting of the other unregistered whole tusks was 
also huge within that period (after 2016). Our 
analysis estimates that 14.4 tons of those tusks in 
total were cut between April 2016 and March 2017, 

which account for 47% of the all whole tusks cut in 
the same period (30.8 tons). 

Subsequently, cutting of registered whole tusks 
plummeted when the deadline for business registration 
renewal for the longstanding main players (November 
2019) passed and they had to demonstrate that every 
single whole tusk owned had been registered. 

This series of phenomena suggest that since 2016, 
when the main players of the ivory market predicted a 
tightening of the regulation on whole tusk trade in the 
near future, the main players of the market took 
countermeasures to evade any future regulation by 
using the legal loophole which mandates only whole 
tusks to be registered. In other words, they cut the 
unreg i s te red  whole  tusks  in  the i r  possess ion  

beforehand, including ones posing as registered by 
using the registration cards, indicating specific 
numbers, given to other tusks which have been 
already consumed,  and other unregistered ones in 
possession, so that these whole tusks were changed 
into cut pieces and then blank hanko. In conclusion, 
the 100%-registration-mandate for whole tusks not 
only did not achieve a positive outcome, but also put 
enormous amount of ivory pieces and products with 
unknown origin and acquisition on the market.

Incidentally, the number of ivory hanko, which were 
sold to the end-consumers between April 2017 and 
March 2018 was more than 603,000. The influence of 
Japan’ s still tireless domestic ivory market on the 
international community’ s goal of preventing illegal 
international ivory trade should not be downplayed.

Legislative measures
Figure 2: Did the 100%-registration-mandate on whole tusks achieve any tangible result?

� Jun. �� Nov.
Business notification system 
applied, based on the former LCES

New business registration system applied, based on the 2017 
amendment to LCES; the dealers notified their businesses 
based on the former LCES were automatically regarded as 
"deemed registered dealers".

Deadline for renewal of business registration 
for the main players of Japan's domestic 
ivory market, who deal with cut pieces with 
20cm or more and 1 kg or more

As one of the requirements for 
renewal of the business registration, 
it is required to demonstrate that 
every single whole tusk owned by 
the applicants had been registered

���� ���� ����

The main players of the market rushed to cut their unregistered whole tusks, including ones 
posing as registered by using the registration cards, indicating specific numbers, given to other 
tusks which have been already consumed, and other ones in possession, to enable them to 
evade the 100%-registration-mandate
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Figure 4: Monthly change in the weight of registered whole tusks for which "registration 
cards" were returned due to cutting the tusks in 2019 and 2020

Written responses from Wildlife Division, Nature Conservation Bureau, Ministry of Environment to 
Sakamoto.M/JTEF,dated on �� February ���� (in Japanese)
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The deadline of the first renewal of business registration for 
the main players of the ivory market, meaning they had to 
demonstrate that every single whole tusk they owned had 
been registered 

The number of cut registered whole tusks surged in 
2016, maintained the same level in 2017, and then hit 
a record high of 19.4 metric tons in 2018, surpassing 
the peaks in 1999, when the one-off sold tusks from 
the southern African countries were imported, and 
the following year of 2020. The weight decreased to 
9.1 tons in 2019, though still high,56 but it plunged to 
3.6 tons in 2020. 

The change in the weight of cut whole tusks per 
month for 2019 and 2020 is shown in Figure 4.

2.4  Change in the annual number of 
registered whole tusks cut 

2.4.1  Surge in cutting registered whole tusks in 2016

When a whole tusk is cut, the registration card 
issued for it should be returned55. Thus, the amount 
of cut whole tusks can be identified from the amount 
of  ones for which the regist rat ion cards were 
returned. The change in the annual number/weight  
of cut registered whole tusks is shown in Figure 3 
(for each year (Jan.‒Dec.) from 1995, when the 
registration system was introduced, through 2020).

As shown in Figure 4, there is a dip from November to 
December 2019, and the number of cut tusks has 
obviously declined since then. As mentioned, the first 
deadline for business registration renewal for the 
longstanding main players of the ivory market was at 
the end of November 2019, so traders were forced to 
register every single whole tusk they owned by that time.

2.4.2  Why registered whole tusks were cut into pieces

The change in the number of registered whole 
tusks  cu t  in to  p ieces  sugges t s  tha t  the  ma in  
players of the ivory market abruptly quickened 
their pace in cutting tusks before the deadline of the 
100%-registration-mandate, and slowed down just 
after the deadline passed. Why did they cut the 
already registered whole tusks in haste? That could be 
because they feared that the newly prescribed 
inspections of their whole tusk stockpiles in 2017 
amendment to LCES would be carried out just after 
the deadline of the 100%-registration-mandate. The 
traders could have been worried that a verification 
inspection could reveal that some of their actual 
unregistered stockpi les ,  posing them as being 
registered by using specific registration cards given to 
other tusks which had been already consumed, are 
no t  iden t i ca l  w i th  the  ones  desc r ibed  in  the  
registration cards / registry through differences in the 
physical attributes (e.g. equal weight). There is 
evidence that the kingpins of the major manufacturers 
would often retain the registration cards of tusks 
which had already been cut / consumed and abuse 
the system to disguise other tusks illegally obtained as 
ones legally registered,57 while they sometimes transfer 
those registration cards to other dealers58. Thus, those 
tusks which they disguised as registered ones may 
have been cut in haste before the facts were revealed 
by the inspections.

2.5  Change in the stockpile of cut pieces and 
blank hanko

2.5.1  Mechanism of change for stockpile amounts

Ivory whole tusks are cut up to be cut pieces, then 
80% of which are processed into blank hanko while 
the remaining 20% are carved into other ivory items 
such as accessories, carvings, etc. In general, the 
amount  o f  s tockp i led cut  p ieces  wi l l  change 
depending on the difference between production,59 of 
cutting whole tusks (including registered ones and 
unregistered ones), and consumption by producing 
blank hanko and other items. Similarly, the amount of 
stockpiled blank hanko will change depending on the 
difference between production by consuming cut 
pieces and sale to end-consumers.

The change in stockpile amounts of cut pieces and 
blank hanko for ten years before 2016, based on the 
data provided by GoJ, are shown in Table 1. 

The stockpile of cut pieces increased from 2009, 
when the second one-off sold ivory was imported, to 
2010, largely decreased from 2012 to 2013, and 
further declined after 2014. The stockpile of hanko 
increased from 2010 to 2011, recovered to the 2010 
levels in 2012, and then mostly stabilized.

2.5.2  Change in stockpile amounts between 2016 
and 2020

The changes in the amounts of stockpiled cut pieces 
(by weight) and stockpiled blank hanko (by number) 
at the end of each year (from April to March60) 
between 2016 and 2020 are shown in Figure 5, along 
with the weight of registered whole tusks, which have 
been cut up during the period of each year.

See below for an analysis, also based on the data 
provided by GoJ, on what the change between each 
year (2016-2020) means, and what conditions can 
affect the change.

2.5.3  Assessment of 2016-2017

Between April 2016 and March 2017, 30.8 tons in 
total of whole tusks were cut. Among them, 16.4 
tons of tusks were registered (as aforementioned in 
2.4.2, a large part of them is considered to be actually 
unregistered ones, posing as being registered) and 14.4 
tons of tusks were unregistered (47% of the total). 

The stockpile of cut pieces, unlike the declining 
trend of the previous years, jumped from 43.9 tons 
to 68.7 tons (highest in the past decade) with 24.8 
tons of abrupt increase.

At the same time, the number of stockpiled blank 
hanko also increased by more than 145,000, from 
715,487 to 860,728. This means that a consumption 
of cut pieces corresponding to at least that number of 
blank hanko existed, though the exact amount of the 
cut pieces cannot be identified from the data above. 
The weight of whole tusks which were required for 
producing those cut pieces can be estimated as 6 tons 
in total, by assuming that the average weight of a 
blank hanko is 20g (0.02kg)61, the average yield ratio 
is 60%62, and that the consumption rate of cut pieces 
for blank hanko is 80%.

145,000×0.02÷0.6÷0.8=6,041(kg)
Therefore, the weight of whole tusks which were 

cut within the one year period is supposed to be 30.8 

tons or more by adding this 6 tons to the 24.8 tons 
for the increase of cut pieces stockpile.　The weight 
of the registered whole tusks cut within the same 
period is 16.4 tons. So, the difference between the 
two figures, or 14.4 tons (corresponding to 47% of 
the total: 30.8 tons), is likely derived from the cutting 
of unregistered whole tusks. 

Why didn’ t they try to apply for registration of 
those unregistered whole tusks but instead cut up 
them? It may be because the longstanding main 
players of the market feared that the requested 
carbon-dating, which was considered by GoJ at that 
time (starting from 1 July 2019 (see 4.2)), will lead to 
some inconvenient results, i.e. these tusks being 
dated after the CITES international ban took effect. 
Regardless of that assessment, the members of the 
ivory associations, the kingpins of the main players in 
the market, especially had reason to do so. When the 
registration of whole tusks started in 1995, the 
government  took measures  to  encourage the 
members of the ivory associations to register all 
whole tusks owned by them63 in exchange for virtual 
exemption from proving source and pre-Convention 
acquis i t ion of  the tusks64 .  Accordingly ,  i f  the 
association members tried to apply for registration at 
this stage of unregistered whole tusks secretly owned 
for so long, it would be uncovered that they deceived 
the government in 199565.

2.5.4  Assessment of 2017-2018

Between April 2017 and March 2018, more than 
603,000 hanko were sold to end-consumers, as 
detailed below.

The stockpile of cut pieces reduced by 6.6 tons 
(from 68.7 tons to 62.1 tons), though 13 tons of 
registered whole tusks were newly cut. It means that 
they consumed (i.e. produced blank hanko or other 
items) more cut pieces than they produced within the 
one year period. The weight of the consumed cut 
pieces can be estimated as 19.6 tons or more by 
combining the above numbers: 6.6 tons and 13 tons. 
The number of blank hanko produced from those cut 
pieces can be estimated at 470,000. 

19,600×0.8×0.6÷0.02=470,400
At the same time, the blank hanko stockpiles also 

reduced by more than 133,000 from 860,728 to 
727,579. It means that they consumed (i.e. sold to 
end-consumers)  more blank hanko than they 
produced. The number of ivory hanko, which were 
sold to the end-consumers, can be estimated to be 
more than 603,000 by combining the above number 
of production: 470,000 and number of stockpile 
decrease: 133,000.

2.5.5  Assessment of 2018-2019

Between April 2018 and March 2019, at least 21.3 
tons in total of whole tusks were cut. Among them, 
14.6 tons of tusks were registered (as aforementioned 
in 2.4.2, a large part of them is considered to be 
actually unregistered ones, posing as being registered) 
and 6.7 tons of tusks were unregistered whole tusks. 

The stockpiles of cut pieces increased again by 12 
tons (from 62.1 tons to 74.1 tons). 

At the same time, the stockpiles of blank hanko also 
increased by more than 223,000 (from 727,579 to 
951,456). The weight of whole tusks required for 
producing those cut  p ieces  corresponding to 
production of that number of blank hanko can be 
estimated as 9.3 tons.

223,000×0.02÷0.6÷0.8=9,291(kg)
As the result, the total weight of the whole tusks cut 

within this one-year period is supposed to be 21.3 
tons or more by combining the aforementioned 
numbers: 12 tons and 9.3 tons. On the other hand, 
14.6 tons of  regis tered whole tusks were cut .  
Therefore, the difference between those numbers, or 
6.7 tons (31% of the total), can be regarded as being 
originated in unregistered whole tusks.

2.5.6   Assessment of 2019-2020

Between April 2019 and March 2020, more than 418,000 
hanko were sold to end-consumers, as detailed here.

The stockpile of cut pieces decreased by 8.4 tons 
(from 74.1 tons to 65.7 tons) even though 9.7 tons of 
registered whole tusks were cut. It means that they 
consumed cut pieces for producing blank hanko and 
other items for at least the total amount of the above 
numbers: 18.1 tons. The number of blank hanko 
which was to be produced from the cut pieces of that 
amount above can be estimated as 434,000.

18,100×0.8×0.6÷0.02=434,400
On the other hand, the stockpiles of blank hanko 

increased by more than 16,000 from 951,456 to 
967,844. It indicates that sales of hanko within this 
one-year period did not exceed the production. 
Accordingly, the total number of hanko sold to the 
end-consumers is supposed to be more than 418,000 
by deducting the number of stockpile increase: 16,000 
from the number of production: 434,000.

2.6 Discussion

Cutting of registered whole tusks surged in 2016, 
and maintained that scale until November 2019. In 
2018 (calendar year), it hit a record high of more 
than 19.4 tons for the calendar year, surpassing the 
highest weights from 1999 and 2000, just after 
importing the CITES one-off sold tusks from the 
southern African countries. It should be noted that a 
large part of these “registered” tusks is considered to 
be actually unregistered tusks posing as registered. 
Cutting of the other unregistered whole tusks was 
also huge within that period (after 2016). Our 
analysis estimates that 14.4 tons of those tusks in 
total were cut between April 2016 and March 2017, 

which account for 47% of the all whole tusks cut in 
the same period (30.8 tons). 

Subsequently, cutting of registered whole tusks 
plummeted when the deadline for business registration 
renewal for the longstanding main players (November 
2019) passed and they had to demonstrate that every 
single whole tusk owned had been registered. 

This series of phenomena suggest that since 2016, 
when the main players of the ivory market predicted a 
tightening of the regulation on whole tusk trade in the 
near future, the main players of the market took 
countermeasures to evade any future regulation by 
using the legal loophole which mandates only whole 
tusks to be registered. In other words, they cut the 
unreg i s te red  whole  tusks  in  the i r  possess ion  

beforehand, including ones posing as registered by 
using the registration cards, indicating specific 
numbers, given to other tusks which have been 
already consumed,  and other unregistered ones in 
possession, so that these whole tusks were changed 
into cut pieces and then blank hanko. In conclusion, 
the 100%-registration-mandate for whole tusks not 
only did not achieve a positive outcome, but also put 
enormous amount of ivory pieces and products with 
unknown origin and acquisition on the market.

Incidentally, the number of ivory hanko, which were 
sold to the end-consumers between April 2017 and 
March 2018 was more than 603,000. The influence of 
Japan’ s still tireless domestic ivory market on the 
international community’ s goal of preventing illegal 
international ivory trade should not be downplayed.

（no.） （ton）

Weight (ton) of tusks for which "registration cards" were returnedNumber of tusks for which "registration cards" were returned

Source：Written response from Wildlife Division, Nature Conservation Bureau, Ministry of Environment to Sakamoto M./JTEF, dated on �� February ���� (in Japanese)

Figure3: Number / weight of registered whole tusks for which "registration cards" 
were returned due to cutting the tusks  （1995 ～ 2020）
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Table 1: Change in stockpile amounts of cut pieces and hanko (2007-2016)

Written response from Lifestyle Industries Division, Manufacturing Industries Bureau, Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry (METI) to Sakamoto M./JTEF, dated on 21 
February 2012, 7 July 2016, and 29 November 2018  (in Japanese)

Cut pieces 
(unit: tons) 

Hanko
(unit: no.)

Mar. 2007 Mar. 2016Mar. 2015Mar. 2014Mar. 2013Mar. 2012Mar. 2011Mar. 2010Mar. 2009Mar. 2008

54.3 43.943.355.45461.26160.853.854.1

774,523 751,417 752,014 747,485 864,349 724,408 728,565 742,430 699,481 715,487

The number of cut registered whole tusks surged in 
2016, maintained the same level in 2017, and then hit 
a record high of 19.4 metric tons in 2018, surpassing 
the peaks in 1999, when the one-off sold tusks from 
the southern African countries were imported, and 
the following year of 2020. The weight decreased to 
9.1 tons in 2019, though still high,56 but it plunged to 
3.6 tons in 2020. 

The change in the weight of cut whole tusks per 
month for 2019 and 2020 is shown in Figure 4.

2.4  Change in the annual number of 
registered whole tusks cut 

2.4.1  Surge in cutting registered whole tusks in 2016

When a whole tusk is cut, the registration card 
issued for it should be returned55. Thus, the amount 
of cut whole tusks can be identified from the amount 
of  ones for which the regist rat ion cards were 
returned. The change in the annual number/weight  
of cut registered whole tusks is shown in Figure 3 
(for each year (Jan.‒Dec.) from 1995, when the 
registration system was introduced, through 2020).

As shown in Figure 4, there is a dip from November to 
December 2019, and the number of cut tusks has 
obviously declined since then. As mentioned, the first 
deadline for business registration renewal for the 
longstanding main players of the ivory market was at 
the end of November 2019, so traders were forced to 
register every single whole tusk they owned by that time.

2.4.2  Why registered whole tusks were cut into pieces

The change in the number of registered whole 
tusks  cu t  in to  p ieces  sugges t s  tha t  the  ma in  
players of the ivory market abruptly quickened 
their pace in cutting tusks before the deadline of the 
100%-registration-mandate, and slowed down just 
after the deadline passed. Why did they cut the 
already registered whole tusks in haste? That could be 
because they feared that the newly prescribed 
inspections of their whole tusk stockpiles in 2017 
amendment to LCES would be carried out just after 
the deadline of the 100%-registration-mandate. The 
traders could have been worried that a verification 
inspection could reveal that some of their actual 
unregistered stockpi les ,  posing them as being 
registered by using specific registration cards given to 
other tusks which had been already consumed, are 
no t  iden t i ca l  w i th  the  ones  desc r ibed  in  the  
registration cards / registry through differences in the 
physical attributes (e.g. equal weight). There is 
evidence that the kingpins of the major manufacturers 
would often retain the registration cards of tusks 
which had already been cut / consumed and abuse 
the system to disguise other tusks illegally obtained as 
ones legally registered,57 while they sometimes transfer 
those registration cards to other dealers58. Thus, those 
tusks which they disguised as registered ones may 
have been cut in haste before the facts were revealed 
by the inspections.

2.5  Change in the stockpile of cut pieces and 
blank hanko

2.5.1  Mechanism of change for stockpile amounts

Ivory whole tusks are cut up to be cut pieces, then 
80% of which are processed into blank hanko while 
the remaining 20% are carved into other ivory items 
such as accessories, carvings, etc. In general, the 
amount  o f  s tockp i led cut  p ieces  wi l l  change 
depending on the difference between production,59 of 
cutting whole tusks (including registered ones and 
unregistered ones), and consumption by producing 
blank hanko and other items. Similarly, the amount of 
stockpiled blank hanko will change depending on the 
difference between production by consuming cut 
pieces and sale to end-consumers.

The change in stockpile amounts of cut pieces and 
blank hanko for ten years before 2016, based on the 
data provided by GoJ, are shown in Table 1. 

The stockpile of cut pieces increased from 2009, 
when the second one-off sold ivory was imported, to 
2010, largely decreased from 2012 to 2013, and 
further declined after 2014. The stockpile of hanko 
increased from 2010 to 2011, recovered to the 2010 
levels in 2012, and then mostly stabilized.

2.5.2  Change in stockpile amounts between 2016 
and 2020

The changes in the amounts of stockpiled cut pieces 
(by weight) and stockpiled blank hanko (by number) 
at the end of each year (from April to March60) 
between 2016 and 2020 are shown in Figure 5, along 
with the weight of registered whole tusks, which have 
been cut up during the period of each year.

See below for an analysis, also based on the data 
provided by GoJ, on what the change between each 
year (2016-2020) means, and what conditions can 
affect the change.

2.5.3  Assessment of 2016-2017

Between April 2016 and March 2017, 30.8 tons in 
total of whole tusks were cut. Among them, 16.4 
tons of tusks were registered (as aforementioned in 
2.4.2, a large part of them is considered to be actually 
unregistered ones, posing as being registered) and 14.4 
tons of tusks were unregistered (47% of the total). 

The stockpile of cut pieces, unlike the declining 
trend of the previous years, jumped from 43.9 tons 
to 68.7 tons (highest in the past decade) with 24.8 
tons of abrupt increase.

At the same time, the number of stockpiled blank 
hanko also increased by more than 145,000, from 
715,487 to 860,728. This means that a consumption 
of cut pieces corresponding to at least that number of 
blank hanko existed, though the exact amount of the 
cut pieces cannot be identified from the data above. 
The weight of whole tusks which were required for 
producing those cut pieces can be estimated as 6 tons 
in total, by assuming that the average weight of a 
blank hanko is 20g (0.02kg)61, the average yield ratio 
is 60%62, and that the consumption rate of cut pieces 
for blank hanko is 80%.

145,000×0.02÷0.6÷0.8=6,041(kg)
Therefore, the weight of whole tusks which were 

cut within the one year period is supposed to be 30.8 

tons or more by adding this 6 tons to the 24.8 tons 
for the increase of cut pieces stockpile.　The weight 
of the registered whole tusks cut within the same 
period is 16.4 tons. So, the difference between the 
two figures, or 14.4 tons (corresponding to 47% of 
the total: 30.8 tons), is likely derived from the cutting 
of unregistered whole tusks. 

Why didn’ t they try to apply for registration of 
those unregistered whole tusks but instead cut up 
them? It may be because the longstanding main 
players of the market feared that the requested 
carbon-dating, which was considered by GoJ at that 
time (starting from 1 July 2019 (see 4.2)), will lead to 
some inconvenient results, i.e. these tusks being 
dated after the CITES international ban took effect. 
Regardless of that assessment, the members of the 
ivory associations, the kingpins of the main players in 
the market, especially had reason to do so. When the 
registration of whole tusks started in 1995, the 
government  took measures  to  encourage the 
members of the ivory associations to register all 
whole tusks owned by them63 in exchange for virtual 
exemption from proving source and pre-Convention 
acquis i t ion of  the tusks64 .  Accordingly ,  i f  the 
association members tried to apply for registration at 
this stage of unregistered whole tusks secretly owned 
for so long, it would be uncovered that they deceived 
the government in 199565.

2.5.4  Assessment of 2017-2018

Between April 2017 and March 2018, more than 
603,000 hanko were sold to end-consumers, as 
detailed below.

The stockpile of cut pieces reduced by 6.6 tons 
(from 68.7 tons to 62.1 tons), though 13 tons of 
registered whole tusks were newly cut. It means that 
they consumed (i.e. produced blank hanko or other 
items) more cut pieces than they produced within the 
one year period. The weight of the consumed cut 
pieces can be estimated as 19.6 tons or more by 
combining the above numbers: 6.6 tons and 13 tons. 
The number of blank hanko produced from those cut 
pieces can be estimated at 470,000. 

19,600×0.8×0.6÷0.02=470,400
At the same time, the blank hanko stockpiles also 

reduced by more than 133,000 from 860,728 to 
727,579. It means that they consumed (i.e. sold to 
end-consumers)  more blank hanko than they 
produced. The number of ivory hanko, which were 
sold to the end-consumers, can be estimated to be 
more than 603,000 by combining the above number 
of production: 470,000 and number of stockpile 
decrease: 133,000.

2.5.5  Assessment of 2018-2019

Between April 2018 and March 2019, at least 21.3 
tons in total of whole tusks were cut. Among them, 
14.6 tons of tusks were registered (as aforementioned 
in 2.4.2, a large part of them is considered to be 
actually unregistered ones, posing as being registered) 
and 6.7 tons of tusks were unregistered whole tusks. 

The stockpiles of cut pieces increased again by 12 
tons (from 62.1 tons to 74.1 tons). 

At the same time, the stockpiles of blank hanko also 
increased by more than 223,000 (from 727,579 to 
951,456). The weight of whole tusks required for 
producing those cut  p ieces  corresponding to 
production of that number of blank hanko can be 
estimated as 9.3 tons.

223,000×0.02÷0.6÷0.8=9,291(kg)
As the result, the total weight of the whole tusks cut 

within this one-year period is supposed to be 21.3 
tons or more by combining the aforementioned 
numbers: 12 tons and 9.3 tons. On the other hand, 
14.6 tons of  regis tered whole tusks were cut .  
Therefore, the difference between those numbers, or 
6.7 tons (31% of the total), can be regarded as being 
originated in unregistered whole tusks.

2.5.6   Assessment of 2019-2020

Between April 2019 and March 2020, more than 418,000 
hanko were sold to end-consumers, as detailed here.

The stockpile of cut pieces decreased by 8.4 tons 
(from 74.1 tons to 65.7 tons) even though 9.7 tons of 
registered whole tusks were cut. It means that they 
consumed cut pieces for producing blank hanko and 
other items for at least the total amount of the above 
numbers: 18.1 tons. The number of blank hanko 
which was to be produced from the cut pieces of that 
amount above can be estimated as 434,000.

18,100×0.8×0.6÷0.02=434,400
On the other hand, the stockpiles of blank hanko 

increased by more than 16,000 from 951,456 to 
967,844. It indicates that sales of hanko within this 
one-year period did not exceed the production. 
Accordingly, the total number of hanko sold to the 
end-consumers is supposed to be more than 418,000 
by deducting the number of stockpile increase: 16,000 
from the number of production: 434,000.

2.6 Discussion

Cutting of registered whole tusks surged in 2016, 
and maintained that scale until November 2019. In 
2018 (calendar year), it hit a record high of more 
than 19.4 tons for the calendar year, surpassing the 
highest weights from 1999 and 2000, just after 
importing the CITES one-off sold tusks from the 
southern African countries. It should be noted that a 
large part of these “registered” tusks is considered to 
be actually unregistered tusks posing as registered. 
Cutting of the other unregistered whole tusks was 
also huge within that period (after 2016). Our 
analysis estimates that 14.4 tons of those tusks in 
total were cut between April 2016 and March 2017, 

which account for 47% of the all whole tusks cut in 
the same period (30.8 tons). 

Subsequently, cutting of registered whole tusks 
plummeted when the deadline for business registration 
renewal for the longstanding main players (November 
2019) passed and they had to demonstrate that every 
single whole tusk owned had been registered. 

This series of phenomena suggest that since 2016, 
when the main players of the ivory market predicted a 
tightening of the regulation on whole tusk trade in the 
near future, the main players of the market took 
countermeasures to evade any future regulation by 
using the legal loophole which mandates only whole 
tusks to be registered. In other words, they cut the 
unreg i s te red  whole  tusks  in  the i r  possess ion  

beforehand, including ones posing as registered by 
using the registration cards, indicating specific 
numbers, given to other tusks which have been 
already consumed,  and other unregistered ones in 
possession, so that these whole tusks were changed 
into cut pieces and then blank hanko. In conclusion, 
the 100%-registration-mandate for whole tusks not 
only did not achieve a positive outcome, but also put 
enormous amount of ivory pieces and products with 
unknown origin and acquisition on the market.

Incidentally, the number of ivory hanko, which were 
sold to the end-consumers between April 2017 and 
March 2018 was more than 603,000. The influence of 
Japan’ s still tireless domestic ivory market on the 
international community’ s goal of preventing illegal 
international ivory trade should not be downplayed.
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Figure 5: Change of stockpiled cut pieces and hanko, and weight of
      registered whole tusks cut (April 2016 - March 2020) 

Written responses from Wildlife Division, Nature Conservation Bureau, Ministry of Environment to Sakamoto.M/JTEF,  dated on �� February ���� (in Japanese) 
Written response  from Lifestyle Industries Division, Manufacturing Industries Bureau METI to Sakamoto M./JTEF, dated on �� November ����, �� November 
����, � November ���� and �� October ����(in Japanese)

■Wight of registered whole tusks cut   ■  Weight of stockpiled cut pieces  ▲  Number of stockpiled hanko

The number of cut registered whole tusks surged in 
2016, maintained the same level in 2017, and then hit 
a record high of 19.4 metric tons in 2018, surpassing 
the peaks in 1999, when the one-off sold tusks from 
the southern African countries were imported, and 
the following year of 2020. The weight decreased to 
9.1 tons in 2019, though still high,56 but it plunged to 
3.6 tons in 2020. 

The change in the weight of cut whole tusks per 
month for 2019 and 2020 is shown in Figure 4.

2.4  Change in the annual number of 
registered whole tusks cut 

2.4.1  Surge in cutting registered whole tusks in 2016

When a whole tusk is cut, the registration card 
issued for it should be returned55. Thus, the amount 
of cut whole tusks can be identified from the amount 
of  ones for which the regist rat ion cards were 
returned. The change in the annual number/weight  
of cut registered whole tusks is shown in Figure 3 
(for each year (Jan.‒Dec.) from 1995, when the 
registration system was introduced, through 2020).

As shown in Figure 4, there is a dip from November to 
December 2019, and the number of cut tusks has 
obviously declined since then. As mentioned, the first 
deadline for business registration renewal for the 
longstanding main players of the ivory market was at 
the end of November 2019, so traders were forced to 
register every single whole tusk they owned by that time.

2.4.2  Why registered whole tusks were cut into pieces

The change in the number of registered whole 
tusks  cu t  in to  p ieces  sugges t s  tha t  the  ma in  
players of the ivory market abruptly quickened 
their pace in cutting tusks before the deadline of the 
100%-registration-mandate, and slowed down just 
after the deadline passed. Why did they cut the 
already registered whole tusks in haste? That could be 
because they feared that the newly prescribed 
inspections of their whole tusk stockpiles in 2017 
amendment to LCES would be carried out just after 
the deadline of the 100%-registration-mandate. The 
traders could have been worried that a verification 
inspection could reveal that some of their actual 
unregistered stockpi les ,  posing them as being 
registered by using specific registration cards given to 
other tusks which had been already consumed, are 
no t  iden t i ca l  w i th  the  ones  desc r ibed  in  the  
registration cards / registry through differences in the 
physical attributes (e.g. equal weight). There is 
evidence that the kingpins of the major manufacturers 
would often retain the registration cards of tusks 
which had already been cut / consumed and abuse 
the system to disguise other tusks illegally obtained as 
ones legally registered,57 while they sometimes transfer 
those registration cards to other dealers58. Thus, those 
tusks which they disguised as registered ones may 
have been cut in haste before the facts were revealed 
by the inspections.

2.5  Change in the stockpile of cut pieces and 
blank hanko

2.5.1  Mechanism of change for stockpile amounts

Ivory whole tusks are cut up to be cut pieces, then 
80% of which are processed into blank hanko while 
the remaining 20% are carved into other ivory items 
such as accessories, carvings, etc. In general, the 
amount  o f  s tockp i led cut  p ieces  wi l l  change 
depending on the difference between production,59 of 
cutting whole tusks (including registered ones and 
unregistered ones), and consumption by producing 
blank hanko and other items. Similarly, the amount of 
stockpiled blank hanko will change depending on the 
difference between production by consuming cut 
pieces and sale to end-consumers.

The change in stockpile amounts of cut pieces and 
blank hanko for ten years before 2016, based on the 
data provided by GoJ, are shown in Table 1. 

The stockpile of cut pieces increased from 2009, 
when the second one-off sold ivory was imported, to 
2010, largely decreased from 2012 to 2013, and 
further declined after 2014. The stockpile of hanko 
increased from 2010 to 2011, recovered to the 2010 
levels in 2012, and then mostly stabilized.

2.5.2  Change in stockpile amounts between 2016 
and 2020

The changes in the amounts of stockpiled cut pieces 
(by weight) and stockpiled blank hanko (by number) 
at the end of each year (from April to March60) 
between 2016 and 2020 are shown in Figure 5, along 
with the weight of registered whole tusks, which have 
been cut up during the period of each year.

See below for an analysis, also based on the data 
provided by GoJ, on what the change between each 
year (2016-2020) means, and what conditions can 
affect the change.

2.5.3  Assessment of 2016-2017

Between April 2016 and March 2017, 30.8 tons in 
total of whole tusks were cut. Among them, 16.4 
tons of tusks were registered (as aforementioned in 
2.4.2, a large part of them is considered to be actually 
unregistered ones, posing as being registered) and 14.4 
tons of tusks were unregistered (47% of the total). 

The stockpile of cut pieces, unlike the declining 
trend of the previous years, jumped from 43.9 tons 
to 68.7 tons (highest in the past decade) with 24.8 
tons of abrupt increase.

At the same time, the number of stockpiled blank 
hanko also increased by more than 145,000, from 
715,487 to 860,728. This means that a consumption 
of cut pieces corresponding to at least that number of 
blank hanko existed, though the exact amount of the 
cut pieces cannot be identified from the data above. 
The weight of whole tusks which were required for 
producing those cut pieces can be estimated as 6 tons 
in total, by assuming that the average weight of a 
blank hanko is 20g (0.02kg)61, the average yield ratio 
is 60%62, and that the consumption rate of cut pieces 
for blank hanko is 80%.

145,000×0.02÷0.6÷0.8=6,041(kg)
Therefore, the weight of whole tusks which were 

cut within the one year period is supposed to be 30.8 

tons or more by adding this 6 tons to the 24.8 tons 
for the increase of cut pieces stockpile.　The weight 
of the registered whole tusks cut within the same 
period is 16.4 tons. So, the difference between the 
two figures, or 14.4 tons (corresponding to 47% of 
the total: 30.8 tons), is likely derived from the cutting 
of unregistered whole tusks. 

Why didn’ t they try to apply for registration of 
those unregistered whole tusks but instead cut up 
them? It may be because the longstanding main 
players of the market feared that the requested 
carbon-dating, which was considered by GoJ at that 
time (starting from 1 July 2019 (see 4.2)), will lead to 
some inconvenient results, i.e. these tusks being 
dated after the CITES international ban took effect. 
Regardless of that assessment, the members of the 
ivory associations, the kingpins of the main players in 
the market, especially had reason to do so. When the 
registration of whole tusks started in 1995, the 
government  took measures  to  encourage the 
members of the ivory associations to register all 
whole tusks owned by them63 in exchange for virtual 
exemption from proving source and pre-Convention 
acquis i t ion of  the tusks64 .  Accordingly ,  i f  the 
association members tried to apply for registration at 
this stage of unregistered whole tusks secretly owned 
for so long, it would be uncovered that they deceived 
the government in 199565.

2.5.4  Assessment of 2017-2018

Between April 2017 and March 2018, more than 
603,000 hanko were sold to end-consumers, as 
detailed below.

The stockpile of cut pieces reduced by 6.6 tons 
(from 68.7 tons to 62.1 tons), though 13 tons of 
registered whole tusks were newly cut. It means that 
they consumed (i.e. produced blank hanko or other 
items) more cut pieces than they produced within the 
one year period. The weight of the consumed cut 
pieces can be estimated as 19.6 tons or more by 
combining the above numbers: 6.6 tons and 13 tons. 
The number of blank hanko produced from those cut 
pieces can be estimated at 470,000. 

19,600×0.8×0.6÷0.02=470,400
At the same time, the blank hanko stockpiles also 

reduced by more than 133,000 from 860,728 to 
727,579. It means that they consumed (i.e. sold to 
end-consumers)  more blank hanko than they 
produced. The number of ivory hanko, which were 
sold to the end-consumers, can be estimated to be 
more than 603,000 by combining the above number 
of production: 470,000 and number of stockpile 
decrease: 133,000.

2.5.5  Assessment of 2018-2019

Between April 2018 and March 2019, at least 21.3 
tons in total of whole tusks were cut. Among them, 
14.6 tons of tusks were registered (as aforementioned 
in 2.4.2, a large part of them is considered to be 
actually unregistered ones, posing as being registered) 
and 6.7 tons of tusks were unregistered whole tusks. 

The stockpiles of cut pieces increased again by 12 
tons (from 62.1 tons to 74.1 tons). 

At the same time, the stockpiles of blank hanko also 
increased by more than 223,000 (from 727,579 to 
951,456). The weight of whole tusks required for 
producing those cut  p ieces  corresponding to 
production of that number of blank hanko can be 
estimated as 9.3 tons.

223,000×0.02÷0.6÷0.8=9,291(kg)
As the result, the total weight of the whole tusks cut 

within this one-year period is supposed to be 21.3 
tons or more by combining the aforementioned 
numbers: 12 tons and 9.3 tons. On the other hand, 
14.6 tons of  regis tered whole tusks were cut .  
Therefore, the difference between those numbers, or 
6.7 tons (31% of the total), can be regarded as being 
originated in unregistered whole tusks.

2.5.6   Assessment of 2019-2020

Between April 2019 and March 2020, more than 418,000 
hanko were sold to end-consumers, as detailed here.

The stockpile of cut pieces decreased by 8.4 tons 
(from 74.1 tons to 65.7 tons) even though 9.7 tons of 
registered whole tusks were cut. It means that they 
consumed cut pieces for producing blank hanko and 
other items for at least the total amount of the above 
numbers: 18.1 tons. The number of blank hanko 
which was to be produced from the cut pieces of that 
amount above can be estimated as 434,000.

18,100×0.8×0.6÷0.02=434,400
On the other hand, the stockpiles of blank hanko 

increased by more than 16,000 from 951,456 to 
967,844. It indicates that sales of hanko within this 
one-year period did not exceed the production. 
Accordingly, the total number of hanko sold to the 
end-consumers is supposed to be more than 418,000 
by deducting the number of stockpile increase: 16,000 
from the number of production: 434,000.

2.6 Discussion

Cutting of registered whole tusks surged in 2016, 
and maintained that scale until November 2019. In 
2018 (calendar year), it hit a record high of more 
than 19.4 tons for the calendar year, surpassing the 
highest weights from 1999 and 2000, just after 
importing the CITES one-off sold tusks from the 
southern African countries. It should be noted that a 
large part of these “registered” tusks is considered to 
be actually unregistered tusks posing as registered. 
Cutting of the other unregistered whole tusks was 
also huge within that period (after 2016). Our 
analysis estimates that 14.4 tons of those tusks in 
total were cut between April 2016 and March 2017, 

which account for 47% of the all whole tusks cut in 
the same period (30.8 tons). 

Subsequently, cutting of registered whole tusks 
plummeted when the deadline for business registration 
renewal for the longstanding main players (November 
2019) passed and they had to demonstrate that every 
single whole tusk owned had been registered. 

This series of phenomena suggest that since 2016, 
when the main players of the ivory market predicted a 
tightening of the regulation on whole tusk trade in the 
near future, the main players of the market took 
countermeasures to evade any future regulation by 
using the legal loophole which mandates only whole 
tusks to be registered. In other words, they cut the 
unreg i s te red  whole  tusks  in  the i r  possess ion  

beforehand, including ones posing as registered by 
using the registration cards, indicating specific 
numbers, given to other tusks which have been 
already consumed,  and other unregistered ones in 
possession, so that these whole tusks were changed 
into cut pieces and then blank hanko. In conclusion, 
the 100%-registration-mandate for whole tusks not 
only did not achieve a positive outcome, but also put 
enormous amount of ivory pieces and products with 
unknown origin and acquisition on the market.

Incidentally, the number of ivory hanko, which were 
sold to the end-consumers between April 2017 and 
March 2018 was more than 603,000. The influence of 
Japan’ s still tireless domestic ivory market on the 
international community’ s goal of preventing illegal 
international ivory trade should not be downplayed.
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The number of cut registered whole tusks surged in 
2016, maintained the same level in 2017, and then hit 
a record high of 19.4 metric tons in 2018, surpassing 
the peaks in 1999, when the one-off sold tusks from 
the southern African countries were imported, and 
the following year of 2020. The weight decreased to 
9.1 tons in 2019, though still high,56 but it plunged to 
3.6 tons in 2020. 

The change in the weight of cut whole tusks per 
month for 2019 and 2020 is shown in Figure 4.

2.4  Change in the annual number of 
registered whole tusks cut 

2.4.1  Surge in cutting registered whole tusks in 2016

When a whole tusk is cut, the registration card 
issued for it should be returned55. Thus, the amount 
of cut whole tusks can be identified from the amount 
of  ones for which the regist rat ion cards were 
returned. The change in the annual number/weight  
of cut registered whole tusks is shown in Figure 3 
(for each year (Jan.‒Dec.) from 1995, when the 
registration system was introduced, through 2020).

As shown in Figure 4, there is a dip from November to 
December 2019, and the number of cut tusks has 
obviously declined since then. As mentioned, the first 
deadline for business registration renewal for the 
longstanding main players of the ivory market was at 
the end of November 2019, so traders were forced to 
register every single whole tusk they owned by that time.

2.4.2  Why registered whole tusks were cut into pieces

The change in the number of registered whole 
tusks  cu t  in to  p ieces  sugges t s  tha t  the  ma in  
players of the ivory market abruptly quickened 
their pace in cutting tusks before the deadline of the 
100%-registration-mandate, and slowed down just 
after the deadline passed. Why did they cut the 
already registered whole tusks in haste? That could be 
because they feared that the newly prescribed 
inspections of their whole tusk stockpiles in 2017 
amendment to LCES would be carried out just after 
the deadline of the 100%-registration-mandate. The 
traders could have been worried that a verification 
inspection could reveal that some of their actual 
unregistered stockpi les ,  posing them as being 
registered by using specific registration cards given to 
other tusks which had been already consumed, are 
no t  iden t i ca l  w i th  the  ones  desc r ibed  in  the  
registration cards / registry through differences in the 
physical attributes (e.g. equal weight). There is 
evidence that the kingpins of the major manufacturers 
would often retain the registration cards of tusks 
which had already been cut / consumed and abuse 
the system to disguise other tusks illegally obtained as 
ones legally registered,57 while they sometimes transfer 
those registration cards to other dealers58. Thus, those 
tusks which they disguised as registered ones may 
have been cut in haste before the facts were revealed 
by the inspections.

2.5  Change in the stockpile of cut pieces and 
blank hanko

2.5.1  Mechanism of change for stockpile amounts

Ivory whole tusks are cut up to be cut pieces, then 
80% of which are processed into blank hanko while 
the remaining 20% are carved into other ivory items 
such as accessories, carvings, etc. In general, the 
amount  o f  s tockp i led cut  p ieces  wi l l  change 
depending on the difference between production,59 of 
cutting whole tusks (including registered ones and 
unregistered ones), and consumption by producing 
blank hanko and other items. Similarly, the amount of 
stockpiled blank hanko will change depending on the 
difference between production by consuming cut 
pieces and sale to end-consumers.

The change in stockpile amounts of cut pieces and 
blank hanko for ten years before 2016, based on the 
data provided by GoJ, are shown in Table 1. 

The stockpile of cut pieces increased from 2009, 
when the second one-off sold ivory was imported, to 
2010, largely decreased from 2012 to 2013, and 
further declined after 2014. The stockpile of hanko 
increased from 2010 to 2011, recovered to the 2010 
levels in 2012, and then mostly stabilized.

2.5.2  Change in stockpile amounts between 2016 
and 2020

The changes in the amounts of stockpiled cut pieces 
(by weight) and stockpiled blank hanko (by number) 
at the end of each year (from April to March60) 
between 2016 and 2020 are shown in Figure 5, along 
with the weight of registered whole tusks, which have 
been cut up during the period of each year.

See below for an analysis, also based on the data 
provided by GoJ, on what the change between each 
year (2016-2020) means, and what conditions can 
affect the change.

2.5.3  Assessment of 2016-2017

Between April 2016 and March 2017, 30.8 tons in 
total of whole tusks were cut. Among them, 16.4 
tons of tusks were registered (as aforementioned in 
2.4.2, a large part of them is considered to be actually 
unregistered ones, posing as being registered) and 14.4 
tons of tusks were unregistered (47% of the total). 

The stockpile of cut pieces, unlike the declining 
trend of the previous years, jumped from 43.9 tons 
to 68.7 tons (highest in the past decade) with 24.8 
tons of abrupt increase.

At the same time, the number of stockpiled blank 
hanko also increased by more than 145,000, from 
715,487 to 860,728. This means that a consumption 
of cut pieces corresponding to at least that number of 
blank hanko existed, though the exact amount of the 
cut pieces cannot be identified from the data above. 
The weight of whole tusks which were required for 
producing those cut pieces can be estimated as 6 tons 
in total, by assuming that the average weight of a 
blank hanko is 20g (0.02kg)61, the average yield ratio 
is 60%62, and that the consumption rate of cut pieces 
for blank hanko is 80%.

145,000×0.02÷0.6÷0.8=6,041(kg)
Therefore, the weight of whole tusks which were 

cut within the one year period is supposed to be 30.8 

tons or more by adding this 6 tons to the 24.8 tons 
for the increase of cut pieces stockpile.　The weight 
of the registered whole tusks cut within the same 
period is 16.4 tons. So, the difference between the 
two figures, or 14.4 tons (corresponding to 47% of 
the total: 30.8 tons), is likely derived from the cutting 
of unregistered whole tusks. 

Why didn’ t they try to apply for registration of 
those unregistered whole tusks but instead cut up 
them? It may be because the longstanding main 
players of the market feared that the requested 
carbon-dating, which was considered by GoJ at that 
time (starting from 1 July 2019 (see 4.2)), will lead to 
some inconvenient results, i.e. these tusks being 
dated after the CITES international ban took effect. 
Regardless of that assessment, the members of the 
ivory associations, the kingpins of the main players in 
the market, especially had reason to do so. When the 
registration of whole tusks started in 1995, the 
government  took measures  to  encourage the 
members of the ivory associations to register all 
whole tusks owned by them63 in exchange for virtual 
exemption from proving source and pre-Convention 
acquis i t ion of  the tusks64 .  Accordingly ,  i f  the 
association members tried to apply for registration at 
this stage of unregistered whole tusks secretly owned 
for so long, it would be uncovered that they deceived 
the government in 199565.

2.5.4  Assessment of 2017-2018

Between April 2017 and March 2018, more than 
603,000 hanko were sold to end-consumers, as 
detailed below.

The stockpile of cut pieces reduced by 6.6 tons 
(from 68.7 tons to 62.1 tons), though 13 tons of 
registered whole tusks were newly cut. It means that 
they consumed (i.e. produced blank hanko or other 
items) more cut pieces than they produced within the 
one year period. The weight of the consumed cut 
pieces can be estimated as 19.6 tons or more by 
combining the above numbers: 6.6 tons and 13 tons. 
The number of blank hanko produced from those cut 
pieces can be estimated at 470,000. 

19,600×0.8×0.6÷0.02=470,400
At the same time, the blank hanko stockpiles also 

reduced by more than 133,000 from 860,728 to 
727,579. It means that they consumed (i.e. sold to 
end-consumers)  more blank hanko than they 
produced. The number of ivory hanko, which were 
sold to the end-consumers, can be estimated to be 
more than 603,000 by combining the above number 
of production: 470,000 and number of stockpile 
decrease: 133,000.

2.5.5  Assessment of 2018-2019

Between April 2018 and March 2019, at least 21.3 
tons in total of whole tusks were cut. Among them, 
14.6 tons of tusks were registered (as aforementioned 
in 2.4.2, a large part of them is considered to be 
actually unregistered ones, posing as being registered) 
and 6.7 tons of tusks were unregistered whole tusks. 

The stockpiles of cut pieces increased again by 12 
tons (from 62.1 tons to 74.1 tons). 

At the same time, the stockpiles of blank hanko also 
increased by more than 223,000 (from 727,579 to 
951,456). The weight of whole tusks required for 
producing those cut  p ieces  corresponding to 
production of that number of blank hanko can be 
estimated as 9.3 tons.

223,000×0.02÷0.6÷0.8=9,291(kg)
As the result, the total weight of the whole tusks cut 

within this one-year period is supposed to be 21.3 
tons or more by combining the aforementioned 
numbers: 12 tons and 9.3 tons. On the other hand, 
14.6 tons of  regis tered whole tusks were cut .  
Therefore, the difference between those numbers, or 
6.7 tons (31% of the total), can be regarded as being 
originated in unregistered whole tusks.

2.5.6   Assessment of 2019-2020

Between April 2019 and March 2020, more than 418,000 
hanko were sold to end-consumers, as detailed here.

The stockpile of cut pieces decreased by 8.4 tons 
(from 74.1 tons to 65.7 tons) even though 9.7 tons of 
registered whole tusks were cut. It means that they 
consumed cut pieces for producing blank hanko and 
other items for at least the total amount of the above 
numbers: 18.1 tons. The number of blank hanko 
which was to be produced from the cut pieces of that 
amount above can be estimated as 434,000.

18,100×0.8×0.6÷0.02=434,400
On the other hand, the stockpiles of blank hanko 

increased by more than 16,000 from 951,456 to 
967,844. It indicates that sales of hanko within this 
one-year period did not exceed the production. 
Accordingly, the total number of hanko sold to the 
end-consumers is supposed to be more than 418,000 
by deducting the number of stockpile increase: 16,000 
from the number of production: 434,000.

2.6 Discussion

Cutting of registered whole tusks surged in 2016, 
and maintained that scale until November 2019. In 
2018 (calendar year), it hit a record high of more 
than 19.4 tons for the calendar year, surpassing the 
highest weights from 1999 and 2000, just after 
importing the CITES one-off sold tusks from the 
southern African countries. It should be noted that a 
large part of these “registered” tusks is considered to 
be actually unregistered tusks posing as registered. 
Cutting of the other unregistered whole tusks was 
also huge within that period (after 2016). Our 
analysis estimates that 14.4 tons of those tusks in 
total were cut between April 2016 and March 2017, 

which account for 47% of the all whole tusks cut in 
the same period (30.8 tons). 

Subsequently, cutting of registered whole tusks 
plummeted when the deadline for business registration 
renewal for the longstanding main players (November 
2019) passed and they had to demonstrate that every 
single whole tusk owned had been registered. 

This series of phenomena suggest that since 2016, 
when the main players of the ivory market predicted a 
tightening of the regulation on whole tusk trade in the 
near future, the main players of the market took 
countermeasures to evade any future regulation by 
using the legal loophole which mandates only whole 
tusks to be registered. In other words, they cut the 
unreg i s te red  whole  tusks  in  the i r  possess ion  

beforehand, including ones posing as registered by 
using the registration cards, indicating specific 
numbers, given to other tusks which have been 
already consumed,  and other unregistered ones in 
possession, so that these whole tusks were changed 
into cut pieces and then blank hanko. In conclusion, 
the 100%-registration-mandate for whole tusks not 
only did not achieve a positive outcome, but also put 
enormous amount of ivory pieces and products with 
unknown origin and acquisition on the market.

Incidentally, the number of ivory hanko, which were 
sold to the end-consumers between April 2017 and 
March 2018 was more than 603,000. The influence of 
Japan’ s still tireless domestic ivory market on the 
international community’ s goal of preventing illegal 
international ivory trade should not be downplayed.

3.1  Outline of this chapter

According to the GoJ (as per c) in its report prepared 
for the review by SC74), ivory dealers must prepare 
and keep inventory data including transaction records 
and traceability information records for cut pieces. 
However, is the traceability of ivory cut pieces and 
products really secure and effective? The analysis 
indicates that given there is no verification on the 
legality of the source and acquisition at the point of 
production for cut pieces and products, tracing the 
trade in them is meaningless.

3.2  Data management has been abandoned in 
a broken system

GoJ insists “Business operators must prepare and 
keep inventory data including transaction records and 
traceability information records for cut pieces”66. 
Specifically, “a record must be prepared for every 
transaction of cut pieces and worked products of 
i v o r y ,  i nd i c a t i n g  i t s  o r i g i n ,  buye r ,  we i gh t ,  
characteristics, and other specifics, and must be kept 

for five years”67. The ledger-recording system initially 
developed required the notified dealers to keep a 
record of each ivory transaction in a ledger and was 
established in the 1994 amendment to LCES and 
implemented in 1995.68

The  ma in  c r i t i c i sm  o f  t h e  ma l f unc t i on i ng  
ledger-recording system, which has not been used for 
tracing ivory sales transactions during 23 years since 
t he  imp l emen ta t i on  un t i l  2018 ,  when  2017  
amendment to LCES was implemented, is as follows: 
when the competent authorities try to understand the 
movement of a material/product under this system, 
they have to compare and trace the enormous 
transaction data included in so many ledgers recorded 
by various different dealers related to the supply chain 
concerned; that kind of system not only requires 
significant time and effort, but also is inherently 
fragile. The tracing process can be easily interrupted, 
by even one dealer failing to make the correct record 
in the middle of the supply chain from the production 
to the transaction to the end-consumer. Thus, 
authorities have been unable to utilize the transaction 

records in the ledgers for securing traceability since 
the very start of the system69.

The GoJ was finally compelled to admit that the 
ledger-recording system was ineffective in terms of 
ensur ing  the  t raceabi l i ty ,  in  response  to  the  
longstanding criticism of that system, and established 
the mandatory “traceabil i ty information form” 
system in the 2017 amendment to LCES70 and 
implemented it in 2018. 

3.3  “Traceability information form” system is 
full of loopholes

Spec ifica l l y ,  in  the  mandato ry“ t raceab i l i t y  
information form” system, “A traceability information 
form must be prepared for every cut piece and every 
worked product of ivory that weighs over 1 kg and 
exceeds 20cm (correctly, 1kg or more and 20cm or 
more). The form must be attached on every cut piece 
and every worked product of ivory that is put up for 
sale. Business operators must keep a copy of the 
form for 5 years after the transaction”71. However, 
there are major problems in this system as follows.

First, there is no mechanism for identifying every 
targeted item in this “traceability information form” 
system though i t  i s  essent ia l  for  ensur ing the 
traceability. While weight and the main identifying 
characteristics, etc. of the ivory are to be filled in for 
the “traceability information form”, they are totally 
insufficient for differentiating the ivory in question 
from the others. Thus, the real stockpile and the one 
on paper are almost impossible to compare based on 
the “traceability information forms”72.

Second, ivory cut pieces or any products, which 
were produced and not equipped with a “traceability 
information form” before the time of implementation 
of the new law in June 2018, are allowed to be 
traded indefinitely73. This exemption was designated 
to keep the trade in these ivory cut pieces and ivory 
products because GoJ considered that it is difficult to 
prohibit the items from being transferred since they 
are already abundant in the market due to the 
fo rmer  law;  p repara t ion  o f  the  “ t raceab i l i t y  
information form” was voluntary for ivory cut pieces, 
and was not allowed for ivory products under the 
former law. This exemption without expiration 
provides a serious loophole for inviting smuggled 
ivory cut pieces/products to enter in the legal market74.

Third, the whole operation of the “traceability 
information form” system, including the paperwork 
aspect, transferring the item to the other party 
together with the form, and keeping a copy of the 
form in the case of transfer, is in the hands of each 
registered dealer. The competent authorities can only 
make occasional requests for a copy of the form or 
an on-site inspection retroactively. In this way, 
compliance with this system relies heavily on an 
honest voluntary operation by every registered 
dealer, so high effectiveness cannot be expected75.

Fourth, the items subject to the “traceabil i ty 
information form” system are limited to those that are 
1 kg or more in weight and 20cm or more in length76. 
Most of the ivory products dominant in Japan’ s 
marke t ,  inc lud ing  hanko ,  which  make up an 
estimated 80% of raw ivory production, are exempted 
from the mandatory application of the system. 

3.4  Discussion

“The  inven to ry  da ta  inc lud ing  t ransac t ion  
records and traceability information records for 
cut pieces” recorded in each ledger have never 
been used for tracing ivory sales transactions 
during these 27 years as of the time of 2022. It is 
unlikely that such ledger-recording system will be 
contributing to securing the traceability after all this 
t ime .  However ,  the  mandato ry  “ t raceab i l i t y  
information form” system, which was introduced to 
solve the problem, remains inadequate due to 
serious loopholes. 

Furthermore, there is a fundamental problem in 
terms of securing traceability of ivory cut pieces and 
products. Ensuring traceability means that each 
identified item, the legality of which has been 

verified, can be traced in order to prevent illegal 
items from entering into the legal trade. In fact, all 
ivory items except for whole tusks, or any type of 
ivory cut pieces and products (without remaining 
whole shape) are exempted from the mandate on 
registration, where legal origin and acquisition is to 
be identified. Thus, no official verification at the point 
of production on the legal origin and acquisition of 
cut pieces and products is in place. Though no one 
can run a business to transfer any ivory other than 
whole tusks unless they are registered in advance77, 
once registered, they are allowed to trade any cut 
pieces or products without any official verification on 
the legal origin and acquisition.

Securing the traceability of ivory cut pieces and 
ivory products is, in both institution and practice, 
completely impossible at present.
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The number of cut registered whole tusks surged in 
2016, maintained the same level in 2017, and then hit 
a record high of 19.4 metric tons in 2018, surpassing 
the peaks in 1999, when the one-off sold tusks from 
the southern African countries were imported, and 
the following year of 2020. The weight decreased to 
9.1 tons in 2019, though still high,56 but it plunged to 
3.6 tons in 2020. 

The change in the weight of cut whole tusks per 
month for 2019 and 2020 is shown in Figure 4.

2.4  Change in the annual number of 
registered whole tusks cut 

2.4.1  Surge in cutting registered whole tusks in 2016

When a whole tusk is cut, the registration card 
issued for it should be returned55. Thus, the amount 
of cut whole tusks can be identified from the amount 
of  ones for which the regist rat ion cards were 
returned. The change in the annual number/weight  
of cut registered whole tusks is shown in Figure 3 
(for each year (Jan.‒Dec.) from 1995, when the 
registration system was introduced, through 2020).

As shown in Figure 4, there is a dip from November to 
December 2019, and the number of cut tusks has 
obviously declined since then. As mentioned, the first 
deadline for business registration renewal for the 
longstanding main players of the ivory market was at 
the end of November 2019, so traders were forced to 
register every single whole tusk they owned by that time.

2.4.2  Why registered whole tusks were cut into pieces

The change in the number of registered whole 
tusks  cu t  in to  p ieces  sugges t s  tha t  the  ma in  
players of the ivory market abruptly quickened 
their pace in cutting tusks before the deadline of the 
100%-registration-mandate, and slowed down just 
after the deadline passed. Why did they cut the 
already registered whole tusks in haste? That could be 
because they feared that the newly prescribed 
inspections of their whole tusk stockpiles in 2017 
amendment to LCES would be carried out just after 
the deadline of the 100%-registration-mandate. The 
traders could have been worried that a verification 
inspection could reveal that some of their actual 
unregistered stockpi les ,  posing them as being 
registered by using specific registration cards given to 
other tusks which had been already consumed, are 
no t  iden t i ca l  w i th  the  ones  desc r ibed  in  the  
registration cards / registry through differences in the 
physical attributes (e.g. equal weight). There is 
evidence that the kingpins of the major manufacturers 
would often retain the registration cards of tusks 
which had already been cut / consumed and abuse 
the system to disguise other tusks illegally obtained as 
ones legally registered,57 while they sometimes transfer 
those registration cards to other dealers58. Thus, those 
tusks which they disguised as registered ones may 
have been cut in haste before the facts were revealed 
by the inspections.

2.5  Change in the stockpile of cut pieces and 
blank hanko

2.5.1  Mechanism of change for stockpile amounts

Ivory whole tusks are cut up to be cut pieces, then 
80% of which are processed into blank hanko while 
the remaining 20% are carved into other ivory items 
such as accessories, carvings, etc. In general, the 
amount  o f  s tockp i led cut  p ieces  wi l l  change 
depending on the difference between production,59 of 
cutting whole tusks (including registered ones and 
unregistered ones), and consumption by producing 
blank hanko and other items. Similarly, the amount of 
stockpiled blank hanko will change depending on the 
difference between production by consuming cut 
pieces and sale to end-consumers.

The change in stockpile amounts of cut pieces and 
blank hanko for ten years before 2016, based on the 
data provided by GoJ, are shown in Table 1. 

The stockpile of cut pieces increased from 2009, 
when the second one-off sold ivory was imported, to 
2010, largely decreased from 2012 to 2013, and 
further declined after 2014. The stockpile of hanko 
increased from 2010 to 2011, recovered to the 2010 
levels in 2012, and then mostly stabilized.

2.5.2  Change in stockpile amounts between 2016 
and 2020

The changes in the amounts of stockpiled cut pieces 
(by weight) and stockpiled blank hanko (by number) 
at the end of each year (from April to March60) 
between 2016 and 2020 are shown in Figure 5, along 
with the weight of registered whole tusks, which have 
been cut up during the period of each year.

See below for an analysis, also based on the data 
provided by GoJ, on what the change between each 
year (2016-2020) means, and what conditions can 
affect the change.

2.5.3  Assessment of 2016-2017

Between April 2016 and March 2017, 30.8 tons in 
total of whole tusks were cut. Among them, 16.4 
tons of tusks were registered (as aforementioned in 
2.4.2, a large part of them is considered to be actually 
unregistered ones, posing as being registered) and 14.4 
tons of tusks were unregistered (47% of the total). 

The stockpile of cut pieces, unlike the declining 
trend of the previous years, jumped from 43.9 tons 
to 68.7 tons (highest in the past decade) with 24.8 
tons of abrupt increase.

At the same time, the number of stockpiled blank 
hanko also increased by more than 145,000, from 
715,487 to 860,728. This means that a consumption 
of cut pieces corresponding to at least that number of 
blank hanko existed, though the exact amount of the 
cut pieces cannot be identified from the data above. 
The weight of whole tusks which were required for 
producing those cut pieces can be estimated as 6 tons 
in total, by assuming that the average weight of a 
blank hanko is 20g (0.02kg)61, the average yield ratio 
is 60%62, and that the consumption rate of cut pieces 
for blank hanko is 80%.

145,000×0.02÷0.6÷0.8=6,041(kg)
Therefore, the weight of whole tusks which were 

cut within the one year period is supposed to be 30.8 

tons or more by adding this 6 tons to the 24.8 tons 
for the increase of cut pieces stockpile.　The weight 
of the registered whole tusks cut within the same 
period is 16.4 tons. So, the difference between the 
two figures, or 14.4 tons (corresponding to 47% of 
the total: 30.8 tons), is likely derived from the cutting 
of unregistered whole tusks. 

Why didn’ t they try to apply for registration of 
those unregistered whole tusks but instead cut up 
them? It may be because the longstanding main 
players of the market feared that the requested 
carbon-dating, which was considered by GoJ at that 
time (starting from 1 July 2019 (see 4.2)), will lead to 
some inconvenient results, i.e. these tusks being 
dated after the CITES international ban took effect. 
Regardless of that assessment, the members of the 
ivory associations, the kingpins of the main players in 
the market, especially had reason to do so. When the 
registration of whole tusks started in 1995, the 
government  took measures  to  encourage the 
members of the ivory associations to register all 
whole tusks owned by them63 in exchange for virtual 
exemption from proving source and pre-Convention 
acquis i t ion of  the tusks64 .  Accordingly ,  i f  the 
association members tried to apply for registration at 
this stage of unregistered whole tusks secretly owned 
for so long, it would be uncovered that they deceived 
the government in 199565.

2.5.4  Assessment of 2017-2018

Between April 2017 and March 2018, more than 
603,000 hanko were sold to end-consumers, as 
detailed below.

The stockpile of cut pieces reduced by 6.6 tons 
(from 68.7 tons to 62.1 tons), though 13 tons of 
registered whole tusks were newly cut. It means that 
they consumed (i.e. produced blank hanko or other 
items) more cut pieces than they produced within the 
one year period. The weight of the consumed cut 
pieces can be estimated as 19.6 tons or more by 
combining the above numbers: 6.6 tons and 13 tons. 
The number of blank hanko produced from those cut 
pieces can be estimated at 470,000. 

19,600×0.8×0.6÷0.02=470,400
At the same time, the blank hanko stockpiles also 

reduced by more than 133,000 from 860,728 to 
727,579. It means that they consumed (i.e. sold to 
end-consumers)  more blank hanko than they 
produced. The number of ivory hanko, which were 
sold to the end-consumers, can be estimated to be 
more than 603,000 by combining the above number 
of production: 470,000 and number of stockpile 
decrease: 133,000.

2.5.5  Assessment of 2018-2019

Between April 2018 and March 2019, at least 21.3 
tons in total of whole tusks were cut. Among them, 
14.6 tons of tusks were registered (as aforementioned 
in 2.4.2, a large part of them is considered to be 
actually unregistered ones, posing as being registered) 
and 6.7 tons of tusks were unregistered whole tusks. 

The stockpiles of cut pieces increased again by 12 
tons (from 62.1 tons to 74.1 tons). 

At the same time, the stockpiles of blank hanko also 
increased by more than 223,000 (from 727,579 to 
951,456). The weight of whole tusks required for 
producing those cut  p ieces  corresponding to 
production of that number of blank hanko can be 
estimated as 9.3 tons.

223,000×0.02÷0.6÷0.8=9,291(kg)
As the result, the total weight of the whole tusks cut 

within this one-year period is supposed to be 21.3 
tons or more by combining the aforementioned 
numbers: 12 tons and 9.3 tons. On the other hand, 
14.6 tons of  regis tered whole tusks were cut .  
Therefore, the difference between those numbers, or 
6.7 tons (31% of the total), can be regarded as being 
originated in unregistered whole tusks.

2.5.6   Assessment of 2019-2020

Between April 2019 and March 2020, more than 418,000 
hanko were sold to end-consumers, as detailed here.

The stockpile of cut pieces decreased by 8.4 tons 
(from 74.1 tons to 65.7 tons) even though 9.7 tons of 
registered whole tusks were cut. It means that they 
consumed cut pieces for producing blank hanko and 
other items for at least the total amount of the above 
numbers: 18.1 tons. The number of blank hanko 
which was to be produced from the cut pieces of that 
amount above can be estimated as 434,000.

18,100×0.8×0.6÷0.02=434,400
On the other hand, the stockpiles of blank hanko 

increased by more than 16,000 from 951,456 to 
967,844. It indicates that sales of hanko within this 
one-year period did not exceed the production. 
Accordingly, the total number of hanko sold to the 
end-consumers is supposed to be more than 418,000 
by deducting the number of stockpile increase: 16,000 
from the number of production: 434,000.

2.6 Discussion

Cutting of registered whole tusks surged in 2016, 
and maintained that scale until November 2019. In 
2018 (calendar year), it hit a record high of more 
than 19.4 tons for the calendar year, surpassing the 
highest weights from 1999 and 2000, just after 
importing the CITES one-off sold tusks from the 
southern African countries. It should be noted that a 
large part of these “registered” tusks is considered to 
be actually unregistered tusks posing as registered. 
Cutting of the other unregistered whole tusks was 
also huge within that period (after 2016). Our 
analysis estimates that 14.4 tons of those tusks in 
total were cut between April 2016 and March 2017, 

which account for 47% of the all whole tusks cut in 
the same period (30.8 tons). 

Subsequently, cutting of registered whole tusks 
plummeted when the deadline for business registration 
renewal for the longstanding main players (November 
2019) passed and they had to demonstrate that every 
single whole tusk owned had been registered. 

This series of phenomena suggest that since 2016, 
when the main players of the ivory market predicted a 
tightening of the regulation on whole tusk trade in the 
near future, the main players of the market took 
countermeasures to evade any future regulation by 
using the legal loophole which mandates only whole 
tusks to be registered. In other words, they cut the 
unreg i s te red  whole  tusks  in  the i r  possess ion  

beforehand, including ones posing as registered by 
using the registration cards, indicating specific 
numbers, given to other tusks which have been 
already consumed,  and other unregistered ones in 
possession, so that these whole tusks were changed 
into cut pieces and then blank hanko. In conclusion, 
the 100%-registration-mandate for whole tusks not 
only did not achieve a positive outcome, but also put 
enormous amount of ivory pieces and products with 
unknown origin and acquisition on the market.

Incidentally, the number of ivory hanko, which were 
sold to the end-consumers between April 2017 and 
March 2018 was more than 603,000. The influence of 
Japan’ s still tireless domestic ivory market on the 
international community’ s goal of preventing illegal 
international ivory trade should not be downplayed.

Chapter 3  Traceability of ivory cut pieces and products

3.1  Outline of this chapter

According to the GoJ (as per c) in its report prepared 
for the review by SC74), ivory dealers must prepare 
and keep inventory data including transaction records 
and traceability information records for cut pieces. 
However, is the traceability of ivory cut pieces and 
products really secure and effective? The analysis 
indicates that given there is no verification on the 
legality of the source and acquisition at the point of 
production for cut pieces and products, tracing the 
trade in them is meaningless.

3.2  Data management has been abandoned in 
a broken system

GoJ insists “Business operators must prepare and 
keep inventory data including transaction records and 
traceability information records for cut pieces”66. 
Specifically, “a record must be prepared for every 
transaction of cut pieces and worked products of 
i v o r y ,  i nd i c a t i n g  i t s  o r i g i n ,  buye r ,  we i gh t ,  
characteristics, and other specifics, and must be kept 

for five years”67. The ledger-recording system initially 
developed required the notified dealers to keep a 
record of each ivory transaction in a ledger and was 
established in the 1994 amendment to LCES and 
implemented in 1995.68

The  ma in  c r i t i c i sm  o f  t h e  ma l f unc t i on i ng  
ledger-recording system, which has not been used for 
tracing ivory sales transactions during 23 years since 
t he  imp l emen ta t i on  un t i l  2018 ,  when  2017  
amendment to LCES was implemented, is as follows: 
when the competent authorities try to understand the 
movement of a material/product under this system, 
they have to compare and trace the enormous 
transaction data included in so many ledgers recorded 
by various different dealers related to the supply chain 
concerned; that kind of system not only requires 
significant time and effort, but also is inherently 
fragile. The tracing process can be easily interrupted, 
by even one dealer failing to make the correct record 
in the middle of the supply chain from the production 
to the transaction to the end-consumer. Thus, 
authorities have been unable to utilize the transaction 

records in the ledgers for securing traceability since 
the very start of the system69.

The GoJ was finally compelled to admit that the 
ledger-recording system was ineffective in terms of 
ensur ing  the  t raceabi l i ty ,  in  response  to  the  
longstanding criticism of that system, and established 
the mandatory “traceabil i ty information form” 
system in the 2017 amendment to LCES70 and 
implemented it in 2018. 

3.3  “Traceability information form” system is 
full of loopholes

Spec ifica l l y ,  in  the  mandato ry“ t raceab i l i t y  
information form” system, “A traceability information 
form must be prepared for every cut piece and every 
worked product of ivory that weighs over 1 kg and 
exceeds 20cm (correctly, 1kg or more and 20cm or 
more). The form must be attached on every cut piece 
and every worked product of ivory that is put up for 
sale. Business operators must keep a copy of the 
form for 5 years after the transaction”71. However, 
there are major problems in this system as follows.

First, there is no mechanism for identifying every 
targeted item in this “traceability information form” 
system though i t  i s  essent ia l  for  ensur ing the 
traceability. While weight and the main identifying 
characteristics, etc. of the ivory are to be filled in for 
the “traceability information form”, they are totally 
insufficient for differentiating the ivory in question 
from the others. Thus, the real stockpile and the one 
on paper are almost impossible to compare based on 
the “traceability information forms”72.

Second, ivory cut pieces or any products, which 
were produced and not equipped with a “traceability 
information form” before the time of implementation 
of the new law in June 2018, are allowed to be 
traded indefinitely73. This exemption was designated 
to keep the trade in these ivory cut pieces and ivory 
products because GoJ considered that it is difficult to 
prohibit the items from being transferred since they 
are already abundant in the market due to the 
fo rmer  law;  p repara t ion  o f  the  “ t raceab i l i t y  
information form” was voluntary for ivory cut pieces, 
and was not allowed for ivory products under the 
former law. This exemption without expiration 
provides a serious loophole for inviting smuggled 
ivory cut pieces/products to enter in the legal market74.

Third, the whole operation of the “traceability 
information form” system, including the paperwork 
aspect, transferring the item to the other party 
together with the form, and keeping a copy of the 
form in the case of transfer, is in the hands of each 
registered dealer. The competent authorities can only 
make occasional requests for a copy of the form or 
an on-site inspection retroactively. In this way, 
compliance with this system relies heavily on an 
honest voluntary operation by every registered 
dealer, so high effectiveness cannot be expected75.

Fourth, the items subject to the “traceabil i ty 
information form” system are limited to those that are 
1 kg or more in weight and 20cm or more in length76. 
Most of the ivory products dominant in Japan’ s 
marke t ,  inc lud ing  hanko ,  which  make up an 
estimated 80% of raw ivory production, are exempted 
from the mandatory application of the system. 

3.4  Discussion

“The  inven to ry  da ta  inc lud ing  t ransac t ion  
records and traceability information records for 
cut pieces” recorded in each ledger have never 
been used for tracing ivory sales transactions 
during these 27 years as of the time of 2022. It is 
unlikely that such ledger-recording system will be 
contributing to securing the traceability after all this 
t ime .  However ,  the  mandato ry  “ t raceab i l i t y  
information form” system, which was introduced to 
solve the problem, remains inadequate due to 
serious loopholes. 

Furthermore, there is a fundamental problem in 
terms of securing traceability of ivory cut pieces and 
products. Ensuring traceability means that each 
identified item, the legality of which has been 

verified, can be traced in order to prevent illegal 
items from entering into the legal trade. In fact, all 
ivory items except for whole tusks, or any type of 
ivory cut pieces and products (without remaining 
whole shape) are exempted from the mandate on 
registration, where legal origin and acquisition is to 
be identified. Thus, no official verification at the point 
of production on the legal origin and acquisition of 
cut pieces and products is in place. Though no one 
can run a business to transfer any ivory other than 
whole tusks unless they are registered in advance77, 
once registered, they are allowed to trade any cut 
pieces or products without any official verification on 
the legal origin and acquisition.

Securing the traceability of ivory cut pieces and 
ivory products is, in both institution and practice, 
completely impossible at present.
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Figure 6: Is the traceability of ivory cut pieces and products secured?
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Those systems did not work in 
practice for securing 
traceability of ivory cut pieces 
and products for 23 years

The mandatory “traceability information form” system  is inadequate due to a lot of serious loopholes. 
Especially, any official verification at the point of production on the legality of origin and acquisition of ivory cut 
pieces and ivory products is not in place, so that securing traceability of them is  completely impossible 

3.1  Outline of this chapter

According to the GoJ (as per c) in its report prepared 
for the review by SC74), ivory dealers must prepare 
and keep inventory data including transaction records 
and traceability information records for cut pieces. 
However, is the traceability of ivory cut pieces and 
products really secure and effective? The analysis 
indicates that given there is no verification on the 
legality of the source and acquisition at the point of 
production for cut pieces and products, tracing the 
trade in them is meaningless.

3.2  Data management has been abandoned in 
a broken system

GoJ insists “Business operators must prepare and 
keep inventory data including transaction records and 
traceability information records for cut pieces”66. 
Specifically, “a record must be prepared for every 
transaction of cut pieces and worked products of 
i v o r y ,  i nd i c a t i n g  i t s  o r i g i n ,  buye r ,  we i gh t ,  
characteristics, and other specifics, and must be kept 

for five years”67. The ledger-recording system initially 
developed required the notified dealers to keep a 
record of each ivory transaction in a ledger and was 
established in the 1994 amendment to LCES and 
implemented in 1995.68

The  ma in  c r i t i c i sm  o f  t h e  ma l f unc t i on i ng  
ledger-recording system, which has not been used for 
tracing ivory sales transactions during 23 years since 
t he  imp l emen ta t i on  un t i l  2018 ,  when  2017  
amendment to LCES was implemented, is as follows: 
when the competent authorities try to understand the 
movement of a material/product under this system, 
they have to compare and trace the enormous 
transaction data included in so many ledgers recorded 
by various different dealers related to the supply chain 
concerned; that kind of system not only requires 
significant time and effort, but also is inherently 
fragile. The tracing process can be easily interrupted, 
by even one dealer failing to make the correct record 
in the middle of the supply chain from the production 
to the transaction to the end-consumer. Thus, 
authorities have been unable to utilize the transaction 

applying for registration are the same because the 
process is in the hands of the applicant. According to 
the protocol, the applicants for registration are 
supposed to sample a piece from the whole tusk on 
their own, send it to a private laboratory they chose, 
receive a report on the testing results from it, and 
submit it to the registration organization with some 
photos taken before and after the sampling on their 
own79 (see the Figure 7 below). Because the registration 
organizat ion is  jus t  author ized to complete a 
paperwork approval, it cannot confirm that the tested 
tusk is the same as the one in the photos, or even that 
the tusk in the photos is the same as the one applying 
for registration at the time. Such implementation by 
GoJ could raise the risk of laundering.

4.3  Intentional delay in tightening the 
examination of registration requirements

While the problems in the carbon-dating process 
are egregious in themselves, the consequences that 
resulted from the delay in implementing the tighter 
restrictions and examination are even more serious. 

When an application for tusk registration is submitted, 
the registration organization authorized by MoE must 
examine the legality of the origin and acquisition of the 
tusk80. It had been common practice for the period of 24 
years between June 1995 and June 2019 that the 
application for whole tusk registration would be 
approved by accepting not only a document issued by a 
public agency, a document/statement prepared by the 

person who transferred the tusk to the applicant, but 
also a statement by a third party, including family 
members of the applicant, supposedly validating the 
date of origin and acquisition (hereinafter referred to as 
“former procedure”)81 . However, such a statement can 
be easily made up by filling in false information, 
initiated by the applicants. Moreover, once those 
fraudulent statements are prepared, it is difficult for the 
registration organization to prove otherwise because 
such statements comprise personal experiences of the 
applicants82. Therefore, the contents of those statements 
cannot be ensured to be true. 

However, GoJ not only continued this slapdash 
former procedure for 24 years, but also carried out a 
nationwide “campaign” for promoting whole tusk 
registration for a period of 1 year and 9 months 
between 31 August 2017 and 31 May 201983. During 
this campaign period, MoE broadly announced, 
“Fol lowing complet ion of  th i s  campaign ,  the 
examination of appl icat ion for registrat ion of 
international endangered species including ivory will 
be tightened”, so that it tried to instigate last-minute 
applications for registration84. Consequently, 3,968 
whole tusks were registered only within the period of 
the campaign85. 

The breakdown of the verification documents, 
which are accepted for the regist rat ion made 
through the former procedure at its final stage 
(January 2016 - September 2019), is shown in Figure 
8. The start of the timeframe is set at the beginning 
of January 2016 because the ivory dealers rushed to 
obtain already-registered whole tusks from anybody 
because they predicted a tightening of the regulation 
on whole tusk trade in the near future at the time 
(see Note 53). The end of the timeframe is set at the 
end of September 2019 because all registration 
applications made by then were based on the former 
procedure, while in October 2019, some of the 
applications were based on the new procedure86.

As seen in Figure 8, 75% of the applications, resulted 
in registration of 7,962 whole tusks in this period, 
were based on statements by an applicant’ s family 
member and 23% of them were based on statements 
of other third party (namely, an acquaintance of the 
applicants). In all, 98% of whole tusks registered 
within this period of 3 years and 9 months were 

records in the ledgers for securing traceability since 
the very start of the system69.

The GoJ was finally compelled to admit that the 
ledger-recording system was ineffective in terms of 
ensur ing  the  t raceabi l i ty ,  in  response  to  the  
longstanding criticism of that system, and established 
the mandatory “traceabil i ty information form” 
system in the 2017 amendment to LCES70 and 
implemented it in 2018. 

3.3  “Traceability information form” system is 
full of loopholes

Spec ifica l l y ,  in  the  mandato ry“ t raceab i l i t y  
information form” system, “A traceability information 
form must be prepared for every cut piece and every 
worked product of ivory that weighs over 1 kg and 
exceeds 20cm (correctly, 1kg or more and 20cm or 
more). The form must be attached on every cut piece 
and every worked product of ivory that is put up for 
sale. Business operators must keep a copy of the 
form for 5 years after the transaction”71. However, 
there are major problems in this system as follows.

First, there is no mechanism for identifying every 
targeted item in this “traceability information form” 
system though i t  i s  essent ia l  for  ensur ing the 
traceability. While weight and the main identifying 
characteristics, etc. of the ivory are to be filled in for 
the “traceability information form”, they are totally 
insufficient for differentiating the ivory in question 
from the others. Thus, the real stockpile and the one 
on paper are almost impossible to compare based on 
the “traceability information forms”72.

Second, ivory cut pieces or any products, which 
were produced and not equipped with a “traceability 
information form” before the time of implementation 
of the new law in June 2018, are allowed to be 
traded indefinitely73. This exemption was designated 
to keep the trade in these ivory cut pieces and ivory 
products because GoJ considered that it is difficult to 
prohibit the items from being transferred since they 
are already abundant in the market due to the 
fo rmer  law;  p repara t ion  o f  the  “ t raceab i l i t y  
information form” was voluntary for ivory cut pieces, 
and was not allowed for ivory products under the 
former law. This exemption without expiration 
provides a serious loophole for inviting smuggled 
ivory cut pieces/products to enter in the legal market74.

Third, the whole operation of the “traceability 
information form” system, including the paperwork 
aspect, transferring the item to the other party 
together with the form, and keeping a copy of the 
form in the case of transfer, is in the hands of each 
registered dealer. The competent authorities can only 
make occasional requests for a copy of the form or 
an on-site inspection retroactively. In this way, 
compliance with this system relies heavily on an 
honest voluntary operation by every registered 
dealer, so high effectiveness cannot be expected75.

Fourth, the items subject to the “traceabil i ty 
information form” system are limited to those that are 
1 kg or more in weight and 20cm or more in length76. 
Most of the ivory products dominant in Japan’ s 
marke t ,  inc lud ing  hanko ,  which  make up an 
estimated 80% of raw ivory production, are exempted 
from the mandatory application of the system. 

4.1  Outline of this chapter

The GoJ claims in its report prepared for the review 
by SC74 that tightening the examination of the whole 
tusk registration applications by requiring the results 
of carbon-dating will enable GoJ to scrutinize more 
c lose ly  whether  o r  no t  a  tusk  was  impor ted  
to/obtained in Japan before the CITES trade ban. 
However, did this new requirement achieve any 
tangible result? The analysis indicates that a huge 
number of whole tusks with unknown origin and 
acquisition have already been put on the legal market 
without engagement in the carbon-dating due to the 
intentional delay of tightening the examination.

4.2  Using carbon-dating the wrong way

According to the new procedure for whole tusk 
registration launched on 1 July 2019, a “third party” 
s ta tement  wr i t ten  by a  fami ly  member  or  an 
acquaintance of the applicant, which is prepared as 
the proof of pre-Convention acquisition (see 4.3 

about problems with such procedure, which relied 
solely on such “proof”), has to be accompanied by a 
radioact ive-carbon-dat ing report  as evidence 
corroborating the statement78. Even this measure, 
however, cannot ensure confirming the legality of 
origin and acquisition.

First ,  carbon-dating, by its nature, can judge 
scientifically when the elephant possessing the tusk 
concerned died, but cannot judge when the tusk was 
acquired by the applicant for registration of it. It is 
prohibited to register a tusk imported illegally in recent 
days even if it was derived from an elephant that died 
before the international ban. In fact, it is impossible for 
carbon-dating to identify such ivory. Consequently, the 
acquisition date to be confirmed will be referred to the 
one described in the third-party statement, as has been 
the case for decades. Thus, carbon-dating is not 
particularly meaningful as corroborating proof with 
regard to the date of acquisition.

Second, the new process adopted by GoJ cannot 
ensure that a tusk sampled for the testing and the one 

3.4  Discussion

“The  inven to ry  da ta  inc lud ing  t ransac t ion  
records and traceability information records for 
cut pieces” recorded in each ledger have never 
been used for tracing ivory sales transactions 
during these 27 years as of the time of 2022. It is 
unlikely that such ledger-recording system will be 
contributing to securing the traceability after all this 
t ime .  However ,  the  mandato ry  “ t raceab i l i t y  
information form” system, which was introduced to 
solve the problem, remains inadequate due to 
serious loopholes. 

Furthermore, there is a fundamental problem in 
terms of securing traceability of ivory cut pieces and 
products. Ensuring traceability means that each 
identified item, the legality of which has been 

verified, can be traced in order to prevent illegal 
items from entering into the legal trade. In fact, all 
ivory items except for whole tusks, or any type of 
ivory cut pieces and products (without remaining 
whole shape) are exempted from the mandate on 
registration, where legal origin and acquisition is to 
be identified. Thus, no official verification at the point 
of production on the legal origin and acquisition of 
cut pieces and products is in place. Though no one 
can run a business to transfer any ivory other than 
whole tusks unless they are registered in advance77, 
once registered, they are allowed to trade any cut 
pieces or products without any official verification on 
the legal origin and acquisition.

Securing the traceability of ivory cut pieces and 
ivory products is, in both institution and practice, 
completely impossible at present.

assessed solely based on those statements, which 
cannot provide a credible date of acquisition. This 
result truly reflects GoJ’ s superficial practice of 
examining the applications, accepting the “third 
party” statement as an evidence for whole tusk 
registration, which had been the norm for decade 
since 1995 until September 2019.

The stockpile of registered whole tusks accumulated 
since 1995 reached 17,297 in number and about 182 
tons in weight when the registration process based on 
the former procedure was near close as of the end of 
September 201987. Those huge “legal” ivory stockpiles 
will be cut into pieces, and then processed into 
hanko and other products, which are totally unable 
to be traced, and be around the market.

4.4  Discussion

In general, carbon-dating is not a meaningful tool 
for proving the date of acquisition. Moreover, the 
implementation by GoJ leaves sampling for testing 
to the registration applicants, which could raise the 
r isk of laundering.  However ,  the most ser ious 
problem is that the tightening of the examination on 
whole tusk registration by using carbon-dating was 
i n t en t i ona l l y  de layed  and  tu sk  r eg i s t r a t i on  
promoted, so that a vast amount of tusks with 
unknown origin and acquisition were salvaged, 
legalized and then released into the market before 
the measure was put in place. As the result, up to 
182 tons of whole tusks registered for legal trade 
were  s tockp i l ed  w i thou t  engagement  in  the  
ca rbon -da t i ng  a s  o f  t he  t ime  o f  t he  end  o f  
September 201988. GoJ reported in its report to SC74 
that the recent ivory stockpile, as of the time of the 
end of 2020, includes about 66 tons of cut pieces, 
968,000 pieces of hanko, 3.18 million accessories 
and their parts, etc. besides slightly less than17,000 
whole tusks with about 178 tons in weight 89 .  
Japan’ s stockpile of 244 tons, including 178 tons of 
the registered whole tusks and 66 tons of the cut 
pieces reported by the registered dealers, account 
for 89% of the whole ivory stockpile in Asia (275.3 
tons90)  and 31% of the world’ s stockpi le (796 
tons91), at least as declared by 28 February 2021. 
The large part of them is considered to be derived 
from the tusks with unknown origin and acquisition.
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3.1  Outline of this chapter

According to the GoJ (as per c) in its report prepared 
for the review by SC74), ivory dealers must prepare 
and keep inventory data including transaction records 
and traceability information records for cut pieces. 
However, is the traceability of ivory cut pieces and 
products really secure and effective? The analysis 
indicates that given there is no verification on the 
legality of the source and acquisition at the point of 
production for cut pieces and products, tracing the 
trade in them is meaningless.

3.2  Data management has been abandoned in 
a broken system

GoJ insists “Business operators must prepare and 
keep inventory data including transaction records and 
traceability information records for cut pieces”66. 
Specifically, “a record must be prepared for every 
transaction of cut pieces and worked products of 
i v o r y ,  i nd i c a t i n g  i t s  o r i g i n ,  buye r ,  we i gh t ,  
characteristics, and other specifics, and must be kept 

for five years”67. The ledger-recording system initially 
developed required the notified dealers to keep a 
record of each ivory transaction in a ledger and was 
established in the 1994 amendment to LCES and 
implemented in 1995.68

The  ma in  c r i t i c i sm  o f  t h e  ma l f unc t i on i ng  
ledger-recording system, which has not been used for 
tracing ivory sales transactions during 23 years since 
t he  imp l emen ta t i on  un t i l  2018 ,  when  2017  
amendment to LCES was implemented, is as follows: 
when the competent authorities try to understand the 
movement of a material/product under this system, 
they have to compare and trace the enormous 
transaction data included in so many ledgers recorded 
by various different dealers related to the supply chain 
concerned; that kind of system not only requires 
significant time and effort, but also is inherently 
fragile. The tracing process can be easily interrupted, 
by even one dealer failing to make the correct record 
in the middle of the supply chain from the production 
to the transaction to the end-consumer. Thus, 
authorities have been unable to utilize the transaction 

applying for registration are the same because the 
process is in the hands of the applicant. According to 
the protocol, the applicants for registration are 
supposed to sample a piece from the whole tusk on 
their own, send it to a private laboratory they chose, 
receive a report on the testing results from it, and 
submit it to the registration organization with some 
photos taken before and after the sampling on their 
own79 (see the Figure 7 below). Because the registration 
organizat ion is  jus t  author ized to complete a 
paperwork approval, it cannot confirm that the tested 
tusk is the same as the one in the photos, or even that 
the tusk in the photos is the same as the one applying 
for registration at the time. Such implementation by 
GoJ could raise the risk of laundering.

4.3  Intentional delay in tightening the 
examination of registration requirements

While the problems in the carbon-dating process 
are egregious in themselves, the consequences that 
resulted from the delay in implementing the tighter 
restrictions and examination are even more serious. 

When an application for tusk registration is submitted, 
the registration organization authorized by MoE must 
examine the legality of the origin and acquisition of the 
tusk80. It had been common practice for the period of 24 
years between June 1995 and June 2019 that the 
application for whole tusk registration would be 
approved by accepting not only a document issued by a 
public agency, a document/statement prepared by the 

person who transferred the tusk to the applicant, but 
also a statement by a third party, including family 
members of the applicant, supposedly validating the 
date of origin and acquisition (hereinafter referred to as 
“former procedure”)81 . However, such a statement can 
be easily made up by filling in false information, 
initiated by the applicants. Moreover, once those 
fraudulent statements are prepared, it is difficult for the 
registration organization to prove otherwise because 
such statements comprise personal experiences of the 
applicants82. Therefore, the contents of those statements 
cannot be ensured to be true. 

However, GoJ not only continued this slapdash 
former procedure for 24 years, but also carried out a 
nationwide “campaign” for promoting whole tusk 
registration for a period of 1 year and 9 months 
between 31 August 2017 and 31 May 201983. During 
this campaign period, MoE broadly announced, 
“Fol lowing complet ion of  th i s  campaign ,  the 
examination of appl icat ion for registrat ion of 
international endangered species including ivory will 
be tightened”, so that it tried to instigate last-minute 
applications for registration84. Consequently, 3,968 
whole tusks were registered only within the period of 
the campaign85. 

The breakdown of the verification documents, 
which are accepted for the regist rat ion made 
through the former procedure at its final stage 
(January 2016 - September 2019), is shown in Figure 
8. The start of the timeframe is set at the beginning 
of January 2016 because the ivory dealers rushed to 
obtain already-registered whole tusks from anybody 
because they predicted a tightening of the regulation 
on whole tusk trade in the near future at the time 
(see Note 53). The end of the timeframe is set at the 
end of September 2019 because all registration 
applications made by then were based on the former 
procedure, while in October 2019, some of the 
applications were based on the new procedure86.

As seen in Figure 8, 75% of the applications, resulted 
in registration of 7,962 whole tusks in this period, 
were based on statements by an applicant’ s family 
member and 23% of them were based on statements 
of other third party (namely, an acquaintance of the 
applicants). In all, 98% of whole tusks registered 
within this period of 3 years and 9 months were 

records in the ledgers for securing traceability since 
the very start of the system69.

The GoJ was finally compelled to admit that the 
ledger-recording system was ineffective in terms of 
ensur ing  the  t raceabi l i ty ,  in  response  to  the  
longstanding criticism of that system, and established 
the mandatory “traceabil i ty information form” 
system in the 2017 amendment to LCES70 and 
implemented it in 2018. 

3.3  “Traceability information form” system is 
full of loopholes

Spec ifica l l y ,  in  the  mandato ry“ t raceab i l i t y  
information form” system, “A traceability information 
form must be prepared for every cut piece and every 
worked product of ivory that weighs over 1 kg and 
exceeds 20cm (correctly, 1kg or more and 20cm or 
more). The form must be attached on every cut piece 
and every worked product of ivory that is put up for 
sale. Business operators must keep a copy of the 
form for 5 years after the transaction”71. However, 
there are major problems in this system as follows.

First, there is no mechanism for identifying every 
targeted item in this “traceability information form” 
system though i t  i s  essent ia l  for  ensur ing the 
traceability. While weight and the main identifying 
characteristics, etc. of the ivory are to be filled in for 
the “traceability information form”, they are totally 
insufficient for differentiating the ivory in question 
from the others. Thus, the real stockpile and the one 
on paper are almost impossible to compare based on 
the “traceability information forms”72.

Second, ivory cut pieces or any products, which 
were produced and not equipped with a “traceability 
information form” before the time of implementation 
of the new law in June 2018, are allowed to be 
traded indefinitely73. This exemption was designated 
to keep the trade in these ivory cut pieces and ivory 
products because GoJ considered that it is difficult to 
prohibit the items from being transferred since they 
are already abundant in the market due to the 
fo rmer  law;  p repara t ion  o f  the  “ t raceab i l i t y  
information form” was voluntary for ivory cut pieces, 
and was not allowed for ivory products under the 
former law. This exemption without expiration 
provides a serious loophole for inviting smuggled 
ivory cut pieces/products to enter in the legal market74.

Third, the whole operation of the “traceability 
information form” system, including the paperwork 
aspect, transferring the item to the other party 
together with the form, and keeping a copy of the 
form in the case of transfer, is in the hands of each 
registered dealer. The competent authorities can only 
make occasional requests for a copy of the form or 
an on-site inspection retroactively. In this way, 
compliance with this system relies heavily on an 
honest voluntary operation by every registered 
dealer, so high effectiveness cannot be expected75.

Fourth, the items subject to the “traceabil i ty 
information form” system are limited to those that are 
1 kg or more in weight and 20cm or more in length76. 
Most of the ivory products dominant in Japan’ s 
marke t ,  inc lud ing  hanko ,  which  make up an 
estimated 80% of raw ivory production, are exempted 
from the mandatory application of the system. 

Chapter 4  Requiring the result of carbon-dating for 
whole tusk registration application

4.1  Outline of this chapter

The GoJ claims in its report prepared for the review 
by SC74 that tightening the examination of the whole 
tusk registration applications by requiring the results 
of carbon-dating will enable GoJ to scrutinize more 
c lose ly  whether  o r  no t  a  tusk  was  impor ted  
to/obtained in Japan before the CITES trade ban. 
However, did this new requirement achieve any 
tangible result? The analysis indicates that a huge 
number of whole tusks with unknown origin and 
acquisition have already been put on the legal market 
without engagement in the carbon-dating due to the 
intentional delay of tightening the examination.

4.2  Using carbon-dating the wrong way

According to the new procedure for whole tusk 
registration launched on 1 July 2019, a “third party” 
s ta tement  wr i t ten  by a  fami ly  member  or  an 
acquaintance of the applicant, which is prepared as 
the proof of pre-Convention acquisition (see 4.3 

about problems with such procedure, which relied 
solely on such “proof”), has to be accompanied by a 
radioact ive-carbon-dat ing report  as evidence 
corroborating the statement78. Even this measure, 
however, cannot ensure confirming the legality of 
origin and acquisition.

First ,  carbon-dating, by its nature, can judge 
scientifically when the elephant possessing the tusk 
concerned died, but cannot judge when the tusk was 
acquired by the applicant for registration of it. It is 
prohibited to register a tusk imported illegally in recent 
days even if it was derived from an elephant that died 
before the international ban. In fact, it is impossible for 
carbon-dating to identify such ivory. Consequently, the 
acquisition date to be confirmed will be referred to the 
one described in the third-party statement, as has been 
the case for decades. Thus, carbon-dating is not 
particularly meaningful as corroborating proof with 
regard to the date of acquisition.

Second, the new process adopted by GoJ cannot 
ensure that a tusk sampled for the testing and the one 

3.4  Discussion

“The  inven to ry  da ta  inc lud ing  t ransac t ion  
records and traceability information records for 
cut pieces” recorded in each ledger have never 
been used for tracing ivory sales transactions 
during these 27 years as of the time of 2022. It is 
unlikely that such ledger-recording system will be 
contributing to securing the traceability after all this 
t ime .  However ,  the  mandato ry  “ t raceab i l i t y  
information form” system, which was introduced to 
solve the problem, remains inadequate due to 
serious loopholes. 

Furthermore, there is a fundamental problem in 
terms of securing traceability of ivory cut pieces and 
products. Ensuring traceability means that each 
identified item, the legality of which has been 

verified, can be traced in order to prevent illegal 
items from entering into the legal trade. In fact, all 
ivory items except for whole tusks, or any type of 
ivory cut pieces and products (without remaining 
whole shape) are exempted from the mandate on 
registration, where legal origin and acquisition is to 
be identified. Thus, no official verification at the point 
of production on the legal origin and acquisition of 
cut pieces and products is in place. Though no one 
can run a business to transfer any ivory other than 
whole tusks unless they are registered in advance77, 
once registered, they are allowed to trade any cut 
pieces or products without any official verification on 
the legal origin and acquisition.

Securing the traceability of ivory cut pieces and 
ivory products is, in both institution and practice, 
completely impossible at present.

assessed solely based on those statements, which 
cannot provide a credible date of acquisition. This 
result truly reflects GoJ’ s superficial practice of 
examining the applications, accepting the “third 
party” statement as an evidence for whole tusk 
registration, which had been the norm for decade 
since 1995 until September 2019.

The stockpile of registered whole tusks accumulated 
since 1995 reached 17,297 in number and about 182 
tons in weight when the registration process based on 
the former procedure was near close as of the end of 
September 201987. Those huge “legal” ivory stockpiles 
will be cut into pieces, and then processed into 
hanko and other products, which are totally unable 
to be traced, and be around the market.

4.4  Discussion

In general, carbon-dating is not a meaningful tool 
for proving the date of acquisition. Moreover, the 
implementation by GoJ leaves sampling for testing 
to the registration applicants, which could raise the 
r isk of laundering.  However ,  the most ser ious 
problem is that the tightening of the examination on 
whole tusk registration by using carbon-dating was 
i n t en t i ona l l y  de layed  and  tu sk  r eg i s t r a t i on  
promoted, so that a vast amount of tusks with 
unknown origin and acquisition were salvaged, 
legalized and then released into the market before 
the measure was put in place. As the result, up to 
182 tons of whole tusks registered for legal trade 
were  s tockp i l ed  w i thou t  engagement  in  the  
ca rbon -da t i ng  a s  o f  t he  t ime  o f  t he  end  o f  
September 201988. GoJ reported in its report to SC74 
that the recent ivory stockpile, as of the time of the 
end of 2020, includes about 66 tons of cut pieces, 
968,000 pieces of hanko, 3.18 million accessories 
and their parts, etc. besides slightly less than17,000 
whole tusks with about 178 tons in weight 89 .  
Japan’ s stockpile of 244 tons, including 178 tons of 
the registered whole tusks and 66 tons of the cut 
pieces reported by the registered dealers, account 
for 89% of the whole ivory stockpile in Asia (275.3 
tons90)  and 31% of the world’ s stockpi le (796 
tons91), at least as declared by 28 February 2021. 
The large part of them is considered to be derived 
from the tusks with unknown origin and acquisition.
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The graphic explanation by the tusk registration organization showing each process of 
sampling a whole tusk, taking photos before and after, and sending the sample to a 
caebon-dating lab.  http://www.jwrc.or.jp/service/cites/pdfs/c14kibosha.pdf

Figure 7:Protocol for the whole tusks registration 
applicants on carbon-dating,

endorsed by the Government of Japan

Packed ivory powder with the aluminum foil.

Aluminum foil.
Newspaper

Carbon-dating lab.

Photos

Photos

applying for registration are the same because the 
process is in the hands of the applicant. According to 
the protocol, the applicants for registration are 
supposed to sample a piece from the whole tusk on 
their own, send it to a private laboratory they chose, 
receive a report on the testing results from it, and 
submit it to the registration organization with some 
photos taken before and after the sampling on their 
own79 (see the Figure 7 below). Because the registration 
organizat ion is  jus t  author ized to complete a 
paperwork approval, it cannot confirm that the tested 
tusk is the same as the one in the photos, or even that 
the tusk in the photos is the same as the one applying 
for registration at the time. Such implementation by 
GoJ could raise the risk of laundering.

4.3  Intentional delay in tightening the 
examination of registration requirements

While the problems in the carbon-dating process 
are egregious in themselves, the consequences that 
resulted from the delay in implementing the tighter 
restrictions and examination are even more serious. 

When an application for tusk registration is submitted, 
the registration organization authorized by MoE must 
examine the legality of the origin and acquisition of the 
tusk80. It had been common practice for the period of 24 
years between June 1995 and June 2019 that the 
application for whole tusk registration would be 
approved by accepting not only a document issued by a 
public agency, a document/statement prepared by the 

person who transferred the tusk to the applicant, but 
also a statement by a third party, including family 
members of the applicant, supposedly validating the 
date of origin and acquisition (hereinafter referred to as 
“former procedure”)81 . However, such a statement can 
be easily made up by filling in false information, 
initiated by the applicants. Moreover, once those 
fraudulent statements are prepared, it is difficult for the 
registration organization to prove otherwise because 
such statements comprise personal experiences of the 
applicants82. Therefore, the contents of those statements 
cannot be ensured to be true. 

However, GoJ not only continued this slapdash 
former procedure for 24 years, but also carried out a 
nationwide “campaign” for promoting whole tusk 
registration for a period of 1 year and 9 months 
between 31 August 2017 and 31 May 201983. During 
this campaign period, MoE broadly announced, 
“Fol lowing complet ion of  th i s  campaign ,  the 
examination of appl icat ion for registrat ion of 
international endangered species including ivory will 
be tightened”, so that it tried to instigate last-minute 
applications for registration84. Consequently, 3,968 
whole tusks were registered only within the period of 
the campaign85. 

The breakdown of the verification documents, 
which are accepted for the regist rat ion made 
through the former procedure at its final stage 
(January 2016 - September 2019), is shown in Figure 
8. The start of the timeframe is set at the beginning 
of January 2016 because the ivory dealers rushed to 
obtain already-registered whole tusks from anybody 
because they predicted a tightening of the regulation 
on whole tusk trade in the near future at the time 
(see Note 53). The end of the timeframe is set at the 
end of September 2019 because all registration 
applications made by then were based on the former 
procedure, while in October 2019, some of the 
applications were based on the new procedure86.

As seen in Figure 8, 75% of the applications, resulted 
in registration of 7,962 whole tusks in this period, 
were based on statements by an applicant’ s family 
member and 23% of them were based on statements 
of other third party (namely, an acquaintance of the 
applicants). In all, 98% of whole tusks registered 
within this period of 3 years and 9 months were 

4.1  Outline of this chapter

The GoJ claims in its report prepared for the review 
by SC74 that tightening the examination of the whole 
tusk registration applications by requiring the results 
of carbon-dating will enable GoJ to scrutinize more 
c lose ly  whether  o r  no t  a  tusk  was  impor ted  
to/obtained in Japan before the CITES trade ban. 
However, did this new requirement achieve any 
tangible result? The analysis indicates that a huge 
number of whole tusks with unknown origin and 
acquisition have already been put on the legal market 
without engagement in the carbon-dating due to the 
intentional delay of tightening the examination.

4.2  Using carbon-dating the wrong way

According to the new procedure for whole tusk 
registration launched on 1 July 2019, a “third party” 
s ta tement  wr i t ten  by a  fami ly  member  or  an 
acquaintance of the applicant, which is prepared as 
the proof of pre-Convention acquisition (see 4.3 

about problems with such procedure, which relied 
solely on such “proof”), has to be accompanied by a 
radioact ive-carbon-dat ing report  as evidence 
corroborating the statement78. Even this measure, 
however, cannot ensure confirming the legality of 
origin and acquisition.

First ,  carbon-dating, by its nature, can judge 
scientifically when the elephant possessing the tusk 
concerned died, but cannot judge when the tusk was 
acquired by the applicant for registration of it. It is 
prohibited to register a tusk imported illegally in recent 
days even if it was derived from an elephant that died 
before the international ban. In fact, it is impossible for 
carbon-dating to identify such ivory. Consequently, the 
acquisition date to be confirmed will be referred to the 
one described in the third-party statement, as has been 
the case for decades. Thus, carbon-dating is not 
particularly meaningful as corroborating proof with 
regard to the date of acquisition.

Second, the new process adopted by GoJ cannot 
ensure that a tusk sampled for the testing and the one 

assessed solely based on those statements, which 
cannot provide a credible date of acquisition. This 
result truly reflects GoJ’ s superficial practice of 
examining the applications, accepting the “third 
party” statement as an evidence for whole tusk 
registration, which had been the norm for decade 
since 1995 until September 2019.

The stockpile of registered whole tusks accumulated 
since 1995 reached 17,297 in number and about 182 
tons in weight when the registration process based on 
the former procedure was near close as of the end of 
September 201987. Those huge “legal” ivory stockpiles 
will be cut into pieces, and then processed into 
hanko and other products, which are totally unable 
to be traced, and be around the market.

4.4  Discussion

In general, carbon-dating is not a meaningful tool 
for proving the date of acquisition. Moreover, the 
implementation by GoJ leaves sampling for testing 
to the registration applicants, which could raise the 
r isk of laundering.  However ,  the most ser ious 
problem is that the tightening of the examination on 
whole tusk registration by using carbon-dating was 
i n t en t i ona l l y  de layed  and  tu sk  r eg i s t r a t i on  
promoted, so that a vast amount of tusks with 
unknown origin and acquisition were salvaged, 
legalized and then released into the market before 
the measure was put in place. As the result, up to 
182 tons of whole tusks registered for legal trade 
were  s tockp i l ed  w i thou t  engagement  in  the  
ca rbon -da t i ng  a s  o f  t he  t ime  o f  t he  end  o f  
September 201988. GoJ reported in its report to SC74 
that the recent ivory stockpile, as of the time of the 
end of 2020, includes about 66 tons of cut pieces, 
968,000 pieces of hanko, 3.18 million accessories 
and their parts, etc. besides slightly less than17,000 
whole tusks with about 178 tons in weight 89 .  
Japan’ s stockpile of 244 tons, including 178 tons of 
the registered whole tusks and 66 tons of the cut 
pieces reported by the registered dealers, account 
for 89% of the whole ivory stockpile in Asia (275.3 
tons90)  and 31% of the world’ s stockpi le (796 
tons91), at least as declared by 28 February 2021. 
The large part of them is considered to be derived 
from the tusks with unknown origin and acquisition.
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Enforcement measures

Figure 9: Did the stricter examination on application for whole tusk registration by requesting the result of 
carbon-dating achieve any tangible result?

Other official measures

30 Jun. 30 Sep.
Accepting a statement of a third party including a family member 
or acquaintance of the applicant as a sole proof of the origin and 
the date of acquisition (former procedure)

1 Jul.

The registration applied 
through the former 
procedure mostly finished

31 May31 Aug.
Government of Japan implemented a "campaign" 
for promoting registration; it legalized 3,968 
whole tusks through approving registration

2017 2018 2019

17,297 whole tusks of 182 tons were legally stockpiled

Requesting the result of carbon-dating

Figure 8: Breakdown of documents accepted for confirming 
pre-Convention acquisition of applied whole tusks for registration      

（January 2016 - September 2019: the carbon-dating mandate is not applied）

Source: Written responses from Wildlife Division, Nature Conservation Bureau, Ministry of 
Environment to Sakamoto.M/JTEF, dated on May 9 2016, June 10 2016, November 16 
2017, October 29 2018 and August 11 2020 (in Japanese)
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applying for registration are the same because the 
process is in the hands of the applicant. According to 
the protocol, the applicants for registration are 
supposed to sample a piece from the whole tusk on 
their own, send it to a private laboratory they chose, 
receive a report on the testing results from it, and 
submit it to the registration organization with some 
photos taken before and after the sampling on their 
own79 (see the Figure 7 below). Because the registration 
organizat ion is  jus t  author ized to complete a 
paperwork approval, it cannot confirm that the tested 
tusk is the same as the one in the photos, or even that 
the tusk in the photos is the same as the one applying 
for registration at the time. Such implementation by 
GoJ could raise the risk of laundering.

4.3  Intentional delay in tightening the 
examination of registration requirements

While the problems in the carbon-dating process 
are egregious in themselves, the consequences that 
resulted from the delay in implementing the tighter 
restrictions and examination are even more serious. 

When an application for tusk registration is submitted, 
the registration organization authorized by MoE must 
examine the legality of the origin and acquisition of the 
tusk80. It had been common practice for the period of 24 
years between June 1995 and June 2019 that the 
application for whole tusk registration would be 
approved by accepting not only a document issued by a 
public agency, a document/statement prepared by the 

person who transferred the tusk to the applicant, but 
also a statement by a third party, including family 
members of the applicant, supposedly validating the 
date of origin and acquisition (hereinafter referred to as 
“former procedure”)81 . However, such a statement can 
be easily made up by filling in false information, 
initiated by the applicants. Moreover, once those 
fraudulent statements are prepared, it is difficult for the 
registration organization to prove otherwise because 
such statements comprise personal experiences of the 
applicants82. Therefore, the contents of those statements 
cannot be ensured to be true. 

However, GoJ not only continued this slapdash 
former procedure for 24 years, but also carried out a 
nationwide “campaign” for promoting whole tusk 
registration for a period of 1 year and 9 months 
between 31 August 2017 and 31 May 201983. During 
this campaign period, MoE broadly announced, 
“Fol lowing complet ion of  th i s  campaign ,  the 
examination of appl icat ion for registrat ion of 
international endangered species including ivory will 
be tightened”, so that it tried to instigate last-minute 
applications for registration84. Consequently, 3,968 
whole tusks were registered only within the period of 
the campaign85. 

The breakdown of the verification documents, 
which are accepted for the regist rat ion made 
through the former procedure at its final stage 
(January 2016 - September 2019), is shown in Figure 
8. The start of the timeframe is set at the beginning 
of January 2016 because the ivory dealers rushed to 
obtain already-registered whole tusks from anybody 
because they predicted a tightening of the regulation 
on whole tusk trade in the near future at the time 
(see Note 53). The end of the timeframe is set at the 
end of September 2019 because all registration 
applications made by then were based on the former 
procedure, while in October 2019, some of the 
applications were based on the new procedure86.

As seen in Figure 8, 75% of the applications, resulted 
in registration of 7,962 whole tusks in this period, 
were based on statements by an applicant’ s family 
member and 23% of them were based on statements 
of other third party (namely, an acquaintance of the 
applicants). In all, 98% of whole tusks registered 
within this period of 3 years and 9 months were 

4.1  Outline of this chapter

The GoJ claims in its report prepared for the review 
by SC74 that tightening the examination of the whole 
tusk registration applications by requiring the results 
of carbon-dating will enable GoJ to scrutinize more 
c lose ly  whether  o r  no t  a  tusk  was  impor ted  
to/obtained in Japan before the CITES trade ban. 
However, did this new requirement achieve any 
tangible result? The analysis indicates that a huge 
number of whole tusks with unknown origin and 
acquisition have already been put on the legal market 
without engagement in the carbon-dating due to the 
intentional delay of tightening the examination.

4.2  Using carbon-dating the wrong way

According to the new procedure for whole tusk 
registration launched on 1 July 2019, a “third party” 
s ta tement  wr i t ten  by a  fami ly  member  or  an 
acquaintance of the applicant, which is prepared as 
the proof of pre-Convention acquisition (see 4.3 

about problems with such procedure, which relied 
solely on such “proof”), has to be accompanied by a 
radioact ive-carbon-dat ing report  as evidence 
corroborating the statement78. Even this measure, 
however, cannot ensure confirming the legality of 
origin and acquisition.

First ,  carbon-dating, by its nature, can judge 
scientifically when the elephant possessing the tusk 
concerned died, but cannot judge when the tusk was 
acquired by the applicant for registration of it. It is 
prohibited to register a tusk imported illegally in recent 
days even if it was derived from an elephant that died 
before the international ban. In fact, it is impossible for 
carbon-dating to identify such ivory. Consequently, the 
acquisition date to be confirmed will be referred to the 
one described in the third-party statement, as has been 
the case for decades. Thus, carbon-dating is not 
particularly meaningful as corroborating proof with 
regard to the date of acquisition.

Second, the new process adopted by GoJ cannot 
ensure that a tusk sampled for the testing and the one 

assessed solely based on those statements, which 
cannot provide a credible date of acquisition. This 
result truly reflects GoJ’ s superficial practice of 
examining the applications, accepting the “third 
party” statement as an evidence for whole tusk 
registration, which had been the norm for decade 
since 1995 until September 2019.

The stockpile of registered whole tusks accumulated 
since 1995 reached 17,297 in number and about 182 
tons in weight when the registration process based on 
the former procedure was near close as of the end of 
September 201987. Those huge “legal” ivory stockpiles 
will be cut into pieces, and then processed into 
hanko and other products, which are totally unable 
to be traced, and be around the market.

4.4  Discussion

In general, carbon-dating is not a meaningful tool 
for proving the date of acquisition. Moreover, the 
implementation by GoJ leaves sampling for testing 
to the registration applicants, which could raise the 
r isk of laundering.  However ,  the most ser ious 
problem is that the tightening of the examination on 
whole tusk registration by using carbon-dating was 
i n t en t i ona l l y  de layed  and  tu sk  r eg i s t r a t i on  
promoted, so that a vast amount of tusks with 
unknown origin and acquisition were salvaged, 
legalized and then released into the market before 
the measure was put in place. As the result, up to 
182 tons of whole tusks registered for legal trade 
were  s tockp i l ed  w i thou t  engagement  in  the  
ca rbon -da t i ng  a s  o f  t he  t ime  o f  t he  end  o f  
September 201988. GoJ reported in its report to SC74 
that the recent ivory stockpile, as of the time of the 
end of 2020, includes about 66 tons of cut pieces, 
968,000 pieces of hanko, 3.18 million accessories 
and their parts, etc. besides slightly less than17,000 
whole tusks with about 178 tons in weight 89 .  
Japan’ s stockpile of 244 tons, including 178 tons of 
the registered whole tusks and 66 tons of the cut 
pieces reported by the registered dealers, account 
for 89% of the whole ivory stockpile in Asia (275.3 
tons90)  and 31% of the world’ s stockpi le (796 
tons91), at least as declared by 28 February 2021. 
The large part of them is considered to be derived 
from the tusks with unknown origin and acquisition.
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Conclusion and Recommendation

In summary, GoJ insists that “Japan has been implementing stringent measures to 
ensure that its domestic ivory market is not contributing to poaching or illegal trade”; 
however, such stringent measures have never really been implemented.

・The GoJ insists that ivory dealers must be registered and the eligibility of the 
business regis t rat ion/i ts  renewal is  r igorously examined.  However ,  t rue 
examination of the business registration applications is actually nonexistent, so 
there has been no effect of excluding problematic dealers. Therefore, the 
examination of the business registration and renewal applications is very poor.

　　
・The GoJ insists that the registered dealers must register every single tusk they own. 
However, registered dealers successfully evaded the 100%-registration-mandate by 
cutting tusks into pieces and then processing them into hanko. Thus, the mandate 
did not work.

・The GoJ insists that traceability of ivory cut pieces and products is secured. 
However, because there is no official verification on the legality of origin and 
acquisition at the point of production for ivory cut pieces and products, securing 
legal traceability of them is completely impossible.

・The GoJ insists that intense scrutiny for whole tusk registration is secured by 
requiring the result of carbon-dating. However the tightening of the examination of 
the whole tusk registration process by using carbon-dating was too late, and is also 
ineffective in process. A vast amount of tusks with unknown origin and acquisition 
have been legalized and are around the market. 

In conclusion, GoJ has consistently failed to regulate its domestic ivory market 
effectively, so that a legal market open to any ivory derived from tusks with unknown 
origin and acquisition has been established. Japan’ s stockpile is vast and the market 
remains tireless. Japan’ s legal market is perfect as a cover for illegally imported ivory 
and a supply source for illegal export. The only path Japan can take to truly eliminate 
the abundant loopholes is to close its legal domestic market urgently. 
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