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CONSERVATION MEETING

Critics urge reform of CITES endangered list

London

NEexT week’s meeting of the Convention
on International Trade in Endangered
Species (CITES) in Kyoto, Japan, prom-
ises to be the most acrimonicus in the
treaty’s 19-year history.

Already on the agenda is a fight be-
tween several southern African nations
and their neighbeurs, teamed up with the
industrialized world, over proposals to
modify a three-year ban on trade in el-
ephant ivory. But informed observers say
this battle is part of a larger issue that
member nations must address: badly
needed reform of CITES itself. The con-
vention is performing poorly, according
to leading conservation biologists, largely
because it lacks appropriate criteria for
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deciding which species should be included
under its trade controls.

South Africa and a consortium of five
southern African nations (Zimbabwe,
Botswana, Malawi, Namibia and Zambia)
want to remove their thriving elephant
populations from Appendix 1 of CITES, a
listing that prohibits international trade in
any elephant products. Despite the serious
problems with elephant poaching else-
where in Africa, these countries can claim
that their populations are managed effec-
tively. They want to sell ivory from el-
ephants that are culled annually, to raise
money for wildlife conservation. Another
proposal, by Richard Leakey of the Ken-
yan Wildlife Service, would allow coun-
tries with healthy elephant populations to

Soviet immigrants trigger debate

Sao Paulo

A TRICKLE of scientists from the former
Soviet Union who are headed towards
Brazil has touched off a heated debate
about the wisdom of hiring them at a time
when native scientists are struggling to
find jobs.

The current recession has meant few
opportunities for faculty of any stripe. The
notable exception is the University of Sao
Paulo, the biggest and richest university in
the country which, not coincidentally, can
also boast of having the most talented
faculty. The university, supported by the
state of S0 Paulo, is putting the finishing
touches to contracts with 10 scientists from
abroad, including eight from the former
Soviet Unien. One has already arrived for
a two-year stay, and his colleagues —
mostly engineers, physicists and math-
ematicians — are due this spring.

However, their hiring has been criti-
cized by the president of the Brazilian
Society for the Progress of Science, an
umbrella group of scientists from various
disciplines. Physicist Ennio Candotti, head
of the society, believes that it is wrong for
the university to hire foreigners at a time
when the federal government is failing to
provide necessary support for both work-
ing and would-be scientists.

Candotti pointed out that, since last
May, the government has withheld funds
for projects approved by an advisory body
to the National Council for Scientific and
Technological Development. Students
who are studying abroad face similar de-
lays. The problem came to a head earlier
this month when several graduate stu-
dents camped in front of foreign consu-
lates and overseas agencies of the Bank of
Brazil in cities where they are going to
school to complain that they had not re-
ceived their scholarship money. Their pro-
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tests convinced the government to release
the funds.

“The idea of bringing scientists from
abroad is a very good one”, says Candotti.
“But we must be careful not to lose our
international credibility”. Candotti is also
worried that foreign scientists could face
the same hardships as native researchers if
the Brazilian government fails to sustain
its support. “Our wages are not competi-
tive internationally,” he says. Although
Sdo Paulo plans to pay the immigrant
scientists some $3,000 to $3,500 a month,
foreign scientists expected this fall at the
University of Brazilia will be earning only
$1,200 to $1,400 a month.

Sao Paulo’s pro-rector for research,
Erney Plessman de Camargo, says that his
university’s recruitment of foreigners goes
back more than 50 years, and that “we
must keep the tradition of bringing com-
petence [to the university’ from abroad”.
He says that the university’s $400 million
annual budget can easily absorb the cost
of the new facuity.

The first contingent of Russian scien-
tists has already arrived, and is making a
difference. The University of [jui, a small
institution in the southern state of Rio
Grande do Sul, has hired a small group of
chemists, applied mathematicians and
physicists from the Kazan Aviation Insti-
tute, a research facility that until recently
has been closed to foreigners. They are
currently teaching in a small town far from
the country’s main academic research cen-
tres.

The group are part of a continuing
effort by the university to bring in foreign
faculty for two-year periods. “We're very
pleased with their work,” says Telmo
Frantz, the university’s rector. “We hope
that they stay.”

Ricardo Bonalume

© 1992 Nature Publishing Group

resume the less-lucrative trade in elephant
skins, while retaining the ivory trade ban.
Conservationists hope that this compro-
mise can unite the divided African na-
tions.

South Africa’srequesthas already been
endorsed by a panel of CITES-appointed
experts (see Nature 354, 175; 1991), and
expert reports on requests from the other
nations will be delivered near the start of
the two-week Kyoto meeting. But even if
these reports are also positive, delegates
from many of the 112 CITES nations are
expected to block the requests. UK envi-
ronment secretary Michael Heseltine, for
example, has already said Britain will op-
pose the move.

Anticipating a tough battle, the five
black southern African nations, led by
Zimbabwe, are launching a full-scale of-
fensive to rewrite the convention itself.
Zimbabwe and its allies want CITES to
recognize that a carefully managed trade
in animal products can benefit conserva-
tion efforts. They also argue that it is now
almost impaossible to cancel a species’
CITES listing, even if populations are no
longer endangered. CITES needs ‘sym-
metrical’ criteria for including and re-
moving species from its appendices, the
southern African countries argue.

These nations also want to abolish the
‘Beme criteria’, by which species are given
their CITES listings. Under these rules,
species qualify for inclusion in Appendix
1 of CITES if they are “currently threat-
ened with extinction”. The southern Afri-
can countries argue that this definition is
hopelessly vague, and leading conserva-
tion biologists agree. “They’re not even
criteria at all,” says Georgina Mace, from
the Institute of Zoology in London.

Last month, at a workshop in Cam-
bridge organized by the World Conserva-
tion Union, conservation biologists agreed
that many species have been given inap-
propriate CITES listings. At one point,
Rowan Martin, director of research at the
Zimbabwean National Parks Department,
challenged biclogists to name a single
species that has benefited from a CITES
listing. There were several moments of
embarrassed silence before a handful of
species were put forward.

The southern African nations want to
replace the Berne criteria with new defini-
tions developed for the Union by Mace
and Russell Lande, from the University of
Oregon. The new definition would cover
those species thathave a 20 percentchance
of becoming extinct within 20 years, or
ten generations (Conservation Biology 5,
148; 1991).

Mace believes that her criteria are not
yet ready for general use; she says there
have so far been no studies to test their
usefulness. But she is hopeful that the
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