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This domesticated Sri Lankan elephant has
unusually long tusks and is hired for ceremonies.

These two tusk pieces were being carved into
religious figurines in Patan, Nepal, in February 2001.

Carved in Sri Lanka in 1979, this ornate
ivory elephant was the country’s
speciality souvenir, but ivory ones are
made no longer. Such elephant
carvings are named “Perahera” after
the annual ceremony where Buddha’s
“tooth” is carried on an elephant in
Kandy.

Photographed in 1979 near Kandy in
Sri Lanka, this ivory craftsman used
only hand tools. There are only a few
men carving ivory in the country today.
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Adult female elephants in Asia have
tushes that are of relatively little
economic importance compared
with tusks on the bull elephants.

Large tusks such as these in
Myanmar are rarely seen today.

This shop in the entrance hall of the
Shwedagon Pagoda in Yangon
employs its own craftsmen to
produce the items for sale.
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The only raw tusks seen for retail sale were a pair of 25 cm tusks, which had the internal ivory
removed, in an antique shop in Hikkaduwa near Galle, which weighed an estimated 0.6 kg each.
The pair was priced at 50,000 Sri Lankan rupees (USD 667), which works out to about USD 556/
kg, though bargaining was not done. The final price may have been 30-50% less (USD 278-389/kg)
as an estimate. The vendor said that raw ivory could no longer be found in the south-west coast
region. Martin and Martin (1990) reported that raw ivory cost USD l 70/kg in Kandy in 1979 and
Asiaweek reported that raw ivory cost USD 110/kg in 1987 (Anon., 1987).

When ivory sales were legal in Sri Lanka, raw ivory was imported from Africa in small quantities,
~400-620 kg a year from 1920 to 1964 (Martin and Martin, 1990). These days it is very unlikely that
raw ivory is smuggled into Sri Lanka from any foreign source, the risk is too great compared to the
payoff, though small quantities of worked ivory still come in illegally from India. In 1999 the
Fauna and Flora Protection Task Force of the Customs Department seized several carved ivory
pieces in the Colombo port, coming from Ghana. The Polish captain was fined 200,000 rupees
(about USD 2,700) (Kambe, 2000).

Ivory workshops in Sri Lanka

Former ivory working centres were in Galle and in the vicinities of Colombo and Kandy. Martin
and Martin (1990) estimated there were 107 ivory artisans in Sri Lanka in 1979, with 45 in and
around Galle. There is not a single ivory workshop in Galle, according to informants, nor near
Colombo because of the DWC crackdown. Individuals in home workshops around Kandy and
Polonnaruwa are still working ivory, though no one would take the investigator to visit one. Wood-
carving workshops were visited in Negombo (one), Galle (one) and Polonnaruwa (three), and
many of the carvers who formerly carved ivory now work in these places. Carvers in Negombo
said that they would carve ivory if it were supplied and a commission were placed. They said that
the last time they had carved ivory was in 1995. Two wood-carving workshops near Polonnaruwa,
one that claimed to be the largest in Sri Lanka (12 workers), said they employed carvers who
previously had worked ivory in Galle. All three workshops visited around Polonnaruwa also had
ivory for sale. One of the showrooms here associated with a wood-carving workshop displayed
over 100 ivory items recently carved for sale.

There were no longer any ivory workshops as such in the places visited, and the number of
craftsmen who regularly work ivory seemed to have been reduced from 1979 by up to 90% (see
Table 34). This decline suggests that the demand for worked ivory has decreased substantially
since 1979.

Retail outlets and prices of worked ivory in Sri Lanka

Table 8 shows the number of retail outlets that sold ivory in the places visited. In all, 22 out of 113
antique/craft outlets surveyed sold ivory, some 19.5% of the total. The largest quantity of displayed
ivory was seen in Kandy, followed by
Polonnaruwa (due to one shop) and then
Colombo. Very little carved ivory was
openly displayed in Colombo, as vendors
knew that it was illegal to sell it. Most of
the objects, commonly called antiques,
were usually kept in closed cupboards or
safes. Conversely, both carved and
uncarved ivory items were openly
displayed in Kandy and Polonnaruwa, and
in the six antique shops along the west
coast. The vendors here also knew it was
illegal to sell, but they were apparently not
concerned about visits from the DWC. The
vendors did not answer questions about
the sources of their ivory, however, and
several became very guarded after more
than a few minutes of questioning.

Table 8
Number of shops and ivory items seen for sale
in Sri Lanka in November 2000.

City, town No. of No. selling No. of
shops ivory items

surveyed

Kandy 17 7 355
Polonnaruwa 6 3 ~116
Colombo 20 6 102+
SW coast 30 27+
Negombo 28 3 19
Galle 5 0 0
Ratnapura 2 0 0
Dambulla and Sigiriya 5 0 0

 Total 113 22 ~620
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Craft outlets can be classified into three main types: (1) those catering to mass tourism, (2)
antique/art boutiques, and (3) high-end outlets of the first type that carry good quality handicrafts
and antique items. No ivory was found in the first category of shop; some, mainly collectors’
pieces, were found in the second; and the most ivory was found in the third type. No ivory was
found in any hotel boutiques or at the airport.

The number of ivory objects varied considerably from shop to shop in Sri Lanka. The minimum
was one piece and the maximum, in Kandy, was an estimated 158 pieces. Full and accurate counts
were not possible in some places because either the shops were closed (two) at the time of the visit
or, more commonly, the ivory pieces were mixed in with similar pieces made from bone or moulded
bone resin. It was not practical to remove each item from the display case to identify it as ivory or
not, as there were hundreds of the bone and cast resin pieces, and even the sales helpers did not
know which was which without examining tags on the pieces. Many were stained or tinted to
make them appear old, which made identification even more difficult. The total number of elephant
ivory items seen for sale in Sri Lanka was approximately 620, with a few more pieces contained in
the two closed shops identified by informants for selling ivory.

The most frequently seen carved pieces in order were Buddhas in various mudras (hand and
body positions), and Hindu gods, elephants, and fan handles. Other common objects were medicine
boxes, combs, lions, elephant bridges, pairs of Kandy king-and-queens, dagger handles, palm-leaf
book covers and medicine balance-scales. Some of the Buddhas were placed within carved and
painted wooden stands. All these types were carved in Sri Lanka. Some of the Hindu gods and, in
one antique shop, Moghul style paintings on filigreed ivory plaques, were imported from India.
Three shops had one or two items originating in China, and one antique boutique displayed a bust
carved on a tusk that came from central Africa that was bought from an Italian diplomat. The
Perahera elephant carving, covered in gold plate and encrusted with tiny gems (based on the
annual Kandy Perahera celebration), used to be a popular ivory item (Martin and Martin, 1990).
These days, however, those made of ivory are extremely rare, and even when found are quite
small. This item is now usually carved out of wood or cast in resin. Sri Lankan carved elephants
tend to be quite broad and squat, thus heavy, which is a style not seen elsewhere in Asia. Buddhist
priests no longer use ivory fan handles as they have switched to metal or wooden ones, and many
of the remaining old handles can he found in antique shops. As reported by Martin and Martin
(1990), no craftsmen are left who can fashion suitable fan handles.

Table 9 shows the ranges of retail prices for various carved types. Prices for similar type items
varied greatly depending on the quality of carving and age, whether it was placed in a decorated
frame or on a stand, and if it was adorned with silver or gems. Prices were generally highest in
Colombo, followed by Kandy, then the coast resorts and finally Polonnaruwa (the forested area
where elephants are currently poached). For example, a 15 cm ivory comb was priced at USD 65 in
Polonnaruwa, while similar ones elsewhere cost at least USD 150.

Table 9
Retail prices for ivory items in Sri Lanka in November 2000.

Item Size in cm Starting USD price*

JEWELLERY
Necklace, small beads 127-152

FIGURINES
Elephant <5 24-72

5-10 300
10-20 (1.5 kg) 1,240
(2 kg) 1,440

 Perahera 8 456
Kandy king and queen 12 and 10 480
Religious <5 24-90

5-10 63-280
10-20 112-1,200
20-30 864-1,200
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Table 9 continued

Item Size in cm Starting USD price*

TUSKS
Carved
  (with wood stand), new 15 240
  (with silver tip), antique 18 1,320
  (with wood stand), new 25 420

25 1,240
90 1,520

Raw, 2 25 (1.2 kg) 800

MISC.
Comb 7 77-142

10 156-300
18 200

Fan handle 5-10 63
10-20 63-400
20-30 200-632
40 1,200-1,350

Horn 15 720
Medicine box <5 56- 80

5-10 91-120
10-20 20-880

Medicine scale 150
Temple (dagoba) 25 400

* For final price after bargaining, deduct about 30-50%.
N.B. USD 1 = 75 Sri Lankan rupees.

Mainly tourists buy the newer and cheaper ivory items; Portuguese, Dutch, French and British
were named in order of importance. Japanese tourists used to be the largest buyers, but they have
almost completely ceased coming to Sri Lanka since the war with the Tamil Tigers began receiving
extensive media coverage in the mid-1990s. The fact that not a single name seal was seen for sale
indicates that Eastern Asians are not targeted buyers. The more expensive older ivory pieces tend
to be bought by both local and foreign collectors, for the latter Portuguese and Dutch being most
often mentioned. Vendors said that they would commonly issue false receipts for the ivory items
stating that they are made from cow or water buffalo bone to enable export and destination import.

Carved bone items were much cheaper than ivory pieces. For example, a 10 cm figurine in bone
had a starting price of USD 80, while a similar piece in ivory started at USD 200 or more. Bone
medicine scales ranged from USD 40-70, while ivory ones were USD 125, and a 10 x 12 cm elephant
bone medicine box was priced at USD 200, with similar ivory ones costing from USD 420-880. The
asking price for a 35 cm high figurine of a Hindu god carved on an elephant molar was USD 500.

Vendors report that sales of ivory items nowadays are quite slow, and as a result prices are
lower than five years ago. Starting prices can still be very high, but for more recently and poorly
carved pieces, especially if large, the price can be bargained down to about half the starting price.
In several shops vendors tried passing off cow or fish bone, or even moulded bone resin, as ivory.
An informant said that bone is ground up into a powder and mixed in as white colouring with a
kind of resin, then placed into a sculpted mould to create a figurine. Ganesh and Buddha were
common subjects for this. Many vendors said that they had stopped ordering ivory, or buying it
from passing salesmen, but others, mainly in Kandy, were still buying items, as sales in this tourist
centre were better than elsewhere.

Laksala, the government handicraft chain, stopped selling ivory items in 1995. The investigator
visited two Laksalas in Colombo and one each in Beruwala, Galle and Kandy to confirm that they
sold no ivory nowadays. One shop in Galle said that they stopped selling ivory items in 1997, but
the owner said that he had a small ivory elephant and comb at home that he could bring in to sell.
Another shopkeeper in Negombo that had ivory said that they had bought their displayed pieces
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from an itinerant trader from Galle, also in 1997, but most of the pieces were still unsold, and the
owner said that she would not buy ivory items again.

The investigator found a huge pair of African rhino horns (~7 kg) and two elephant foot tables
in one well-known antique shop in Colombo, but in general wildlife products were not seen for
sale in art and craft outlets.

It is not possible to estimate trends with confidence for the ivory trade in Sri Lanka, such as by
comparing changes in retail prices or number of shops selling ivory, as comparable data are not
available. Prices of items reported in Martin and Martin (l 990) and Santiapillai et al. (1999) fall
within the range of variation of prices for similar sized items reported here; thus this indicator
suggests that ivory demand has not increased for some time, but the comparative quality and
historic value of the respective items cannot be determined. The number of shops selling carved
objects reported in Santiapillai et al. (1999) did not distinguish between those carrying real ivory
and fake ivory, thus the information cannot be used. The USD 18 price in Table 2 of Santiapillai et
al. (1999) for a 7.5 cm ‘ivory’ Buddha figurine is certainly for a fake ivory piece. A 7.5 cm Ganesh
figurine, in comparison, was priced at USD 90 in Santiapillai’s Table which is consistent with the
prices found in this study.

Sri Lankan elephant sculpture
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Myanmar

The legal position of the ivory trade in Myanmar

Myanmar acceded to CITES on 11 September 1997. Wild elephants are protected by the Wildlife
Protection Act of 1935, amended in 1956, and by the Public Property Protection Act of 1963 (Myint
Aung, 1997). In 1994 the Forest Department established a new law protecting wild animals and
plants outside forest and wildlife protected areas, and later that year Notification No. 583/94
published a list of species that cannot be hunted nor products exploited, which includes the Asian
elephant (GoM, 1994).

Legislation makes the killing of elephants and transport of whole tusks illegal, but it is still
legal to buy ivory tusk-ends cut off from domesticated elephants and to transport and sell carved
ivory. The government used to sell ivory obtained from government-owned elephants in auctions
(Martin, 1997), but this practice has apparently stopped, or at least has not been carried out recently,
according to informants. The government also encourages ivory carving through support given to
the Myanmar Artists and Artisans Association, and prizes are awarded to the best carvers (Nan
Myint, n.d.; Ohn Nyunt, ivory carver, pers. comm., 2001).

The situation concerning the ivory trade is thus somewhat ambiguous, with the prohibition of
trade in whole raw tusks on the one hand and the encouragement given for ivory carving by the
government on the other. Whole raw and carved tusks are still openly displayed for sale in Yangon
and Mandalay and, at least in Mandalay, whole tusks are still being carved

Introduction to Myanmar

Yangon (4 million population) was visited from 3 to 8 February and from 15 to 17 February, and
Mandalay (750,000) was surveyed from 9 to 14 February 2001. A day trip was also made to the
small town of Bago during this period (see map).

The ivory carving industry began in Myanmar in the 19th century, though a few small Buddhas
were carved in the 18th century (St Aubyn, 1987). King Thibaw had an ivory chair made for himself in
1878, which can now be seen in the National Museum, and royal swords had ivory handles. Buddhist
scripture was also written on large ivory flakes during this period. In about 1900 the main ivory carving
centres were in Rangoon (Yangon), Moulmein (Mawlamyine) and Pyinmana, but the industry was not
flourishing. By World War II Mandalay had taken over as the main ivory production centre, and the
Japanese occupation actually stimulated ivory trade by soldiers buying large quantities of ivory name
seals, chopsticks and cigarette holders (Martin, 1997). After the war ivory was still used mainly for
utilitarian items by British colonials and Indians working for timber companies, such as cigarette holders,
combs and jewellery, though the Indians also bought statuettes of Hindu deities (Martin, 1997).

In spite of the disastrous economic situation brought on by the military socialist government in
1962, ivory production increased in the 1970s, due mainly to Thailand’s economic development,
as worked ivory was exported to Thailand (Martin, 1997). The gradual opening up of Myanmar to
tourism and foreign businessmen in the 1980s and especially the 1990s has stimulated the ivory
carving industry considerably. Today it is second only to Thailand in South and South East Asia.

The quality of ivory carving in Myanmar today varies from low to mediocre in Yangon, and
mediocre to high in Mandalay. As a result of government encouragement, and with the incentive
of foreign visitors willing to pay for high quality, there is a small cadre of artisans in Mandalay
who are leading what one has called a ‘renaissance’ of the traditional art of ivory sculpture (Nan
Myint, n.d. and pers. comm., 2001).

Myanmar still has natural forest cover of 43%, and it holds an estimated 75% of the world’s
teak reserves. Marco Polo visited the country in the 13th century and described it as teeming with
elephants, unicorns and other wild beasts. In 1586 Ralph Fitch was probably the first Englishman
to visit Burma (officially called Myanmar since 1989). He counted 5,000 trained elephants owned
by the Nanda king of Bago alone, used to harvest teak, thus there must have been many more
thousands in the rest of the country (Zaw, 1997). In 1996 Lair (1997) estimated that there were no
more than 6,000 to 7,000 domesticated elephants in the entire country, still the largest number of
any country in the world. The Myanmar Timber Enterprise company, which is state owned,
possesses about 2,900 of these, while the others are privately owned.
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Map of Myanmar
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The Forest Department estimated that there were approximately 9,000 wild elephants in the
country from 1956-1960. In 1990/1991 the Forest Department concluded after a survey that there
were a minimum of 4,639 wild elephants in the country, but the survey did not include Kachin
State in the north and Shan and Kayin States in the east, which among them probably harbour at
least 1,500 wild elephants (Myint Aung, 1997). Thus, there were about 6,000 wild elephants in
1990/91. The IUCN Asian Elephant Specialist Group estimated that there were from 4,639 to 5,000
wild elephants in 2000 in five main areas: Northern Hill Ranges, Western Hill Ranges, the Pegu
Yoma Mountains in central Myanmar, and in the east, the region of Tenasserim and Shan State
bordering Thailand (Kemf and Santiapillai, 2000).

Two threats endanger wild elephant populations today: capture for domestication and ivory
poachers. Myint Aung (1997) states that 2,122 elephants were captured for timber extraction between
1970 and 1993 and, of these, 395 died as a result of the capture actions. He also reports that the
army sometimes illegally captures or kills elephants in their operations against rebel groups in the
east of the country. Caughley (1995) calculated that a maximum offtake rate of 4% was a sustainable
one for the wild elephant population. Thus, if Myint Aung’s capture rates are accurate, and the
rate has remained on average stable up to the present, capture alone should not endanger the wild
population. Unfortunately, there are no data for the number of elephants poached each year.

Sources and prices of raw ivory in Myanmar

According to local sources, most ivory is obtained from the forested areas in Kachin and Shan
States with a bit coming from the Pegu Yoma Mountains. Although no data are available, informants
said that quite a bit of ivory can be obtained in the form of tusk-ends from domesticated elephants
and whole tusks from those which die. Tusks from wild elephants poached by the Myanmar army
and by soldiers of the various ethnic minority armies also come onto the market, though some are
smuggled into Thailand. When ivory is available for sale, word is sent to shop owners or carvers
in Mandalay, who either send someone or go themselves to collect it. One senior carver had gone
to a village north of Myitkyina and another had gone to Shan State to obtain ivory at the time of
the investigator’s visit to Mandalay, One retail shop owner with an ivory carving workshop in
Mandalay said that some of his ivory came from India, but he was the only one in Myanmar to
give this source.

Buyers said that they could get permits from the Forestry Department to transport raw ivory,
but it was unclear under what circumstances this could be done. Buyers also said that military
police at checkpoints could simply be bribed if the ivory were found.

A weight unit called a viss, which equals 1.6 kg, is used to measure raw ivory. In Yangon a
decent tusk tip weighing 1 viss now costs 100,000 kyats or USD 142/kg, up from 30,000 kyats
(~USD 62.50/kg @ 1 USD = 300 kyats) three years ago, a 227% increase in price in US dollars. A
similar piece in Mandalay would cost the same or perhaps slightly less. The price for a 40 cm, 1.5
viss raw tusk was also 100,000 kyats/viss in Mandalay. A 10-20 viss (16-32 kg) tusk would cost
250,000-350,000 kyats or USD 355-497/kg, according to one workshop owner. He had not seen one
for a long time. Smaller tusk pieces, other fragments and tushes (from females) were purchased at
prices ranging from 30,000-60,000 kyats/viss or USD 42.50-85/kg.

Martin (1997) reported that raw small tusks and
female tushes cost USD 13.50 and USD 10 per kg
respectively in 1981, rising to USD 128 and USD
107 per kg respectively in late 1995. The larger tusks
sold for USD 26/kg in 1981, rising to USD 239/kg
by December 1995. Raw ivory prices seem to have
fallen in Myanmar since late 1995 (see Table 10).
The raw ivory price indicator suggests that ivory
demand increased greatly between 1981 and 1995.
The drop in price after 1995 observed during this
survey (in 2001) is due either to decreased demand
or increased supply although the price is still higher
than in 1981.

Table 10
Prices per kg in USD for raw ivory in
Myanmar for various years.

<1 kg 1-15 kg >15 kg

1981 10-13.50 26 -
1993 128 256 -
1995 107-128 239 -
2001 42.50-85 142 355-497

N.B. - = no data.
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Ivory workshops in Myanmar

Two shop owners in Yangon at the New Bogyoke Market were quite helpful in providing the
investigator with the names and contacts of ivory carvers in Yangon and of a shop owner at the
Shwedagon Pagoda who employed ivory carvers. The shop owner at the Shwedagon Pagoda
decided in the end not to allow the investigator to visit the workshop, as she feared the carvers
would ‘become proud’ by the attention and demand higher wages. The workshops are in people’s
homes in the suburbs where one or more carvers work with simple hand tools and vices. No
electric tools are used. One workshop where ivory was carved was amongst the 20 or so wood-
carving workshops found outside the south entrance of the Shwedagon Pagoda.

Five workshops were found employing about ten craftsmen who work more or less full time
on ivory. Three workshops were in Thaketa, one in Saya San (both suburbs of Yangon) and one at
the Shwedagon Pagoda. The carvers work completely on commissions from shop owners, from
middlemen who sell worked ivory to shops and embassies, and from private individuals who
want the pieces for themselves. The client provides the raw ivory. The most skilful, least expensive
and most reliable ivory carvers had established lasting relationships with a number of buyers,
who kept them busy. Because of the ivory scarcity only small pieces are carved these days in
Yangon. All of the raw ivory pieces seen in Yangon at workshops weighed less than 1 kg. Two
former ivory carvers had stopped carving ivory to shift to wood, and more than one carver said
that many ivory craftsmen had moved to Mandalay because there was more raw ivory, and thus
business, there.

In Mandalay at least 45 ivory carvers were identified, but some work part time for more than
one workshop, and thus it was difficult to arrive at a final total. Three of the larger ivory retail
shops had their own in-residence carvers. Two of the main senior independent carvers who employ
‘undercarvers’ were away on raw ivory buying trips, so complete information on their workshops’
activities was unavailable.

One of the larger shop owners, who also has a branch in Yangon, said that his three carvers use
about 1.5-2.5 kg of raw ivory a month, which seems to be an underestimate based on observing the
carvers working and seeing the large amount of ivory in the shop. In another workshop, two
carvers were each working ~3 kg whole tusks which would take 30 to 40 days to complete and one
was working on a 200 g piece which would take ten days to make. Small to medium size (2-6 kg)
tusks were not uncommon in Mandalay workshops.

One older Chinese carver in Yangon, who had been working ivory for more than 30 years, said
that he earned 150,000 kyats (USD 340.90) a month on average, a huge sum in Myanmar where the
per capita income is about USD 280 a year. (By comparison the investigator’s driver-interpreter, a
government employee, earned 10,000 kyats a month). The carver may have exaggerated, as he
said he would be paid 10,000 kyats (USD 22.73) for the piece he was currently working on, and it
would take him a week to do it. Two other carvers who work together, one doing the crude shaping
and the other the finer finishing work, said that they each make about 40,000 kyats (USD 91) a
month, which seems much more likely.

A shop owner in Mandalay who employs three full time carvers said that they would earn from
30,000 to 40,000 kyats (USD 68-91) a month, depending on output. Three young ‘undercarvers’ in
Mandalay said that they are paid about 500 kyats (USD 1.14) a day when they are working for a
senior carver, and that they earn on average 15,000 kyats (USD 34) a month, still not a bad income
by Burmese standards.

Martin (1997) estimated that there were 50 to 60 craftsmen in Mandalay in 1995 who carved
mainly ivory, though would work in wood if business were slack. The situation seems to be little
changed today, with perhaps a slight decline in numbers.

The overall interpretation of the number of ivory craftsmen indicator seems to be that first,
demand for ivory has remained stable since the mid-1990s and second, Mandalay has reinforced
its pre-eminence as the ivory carving centre of Myanmar at the expense of Yangon. This evidence
combined with the 1995 to 2001 raw ivory price drop would suggest that there has been an increase
in ivory supply to Mandalay.
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Retail outlets and prices of worked ivory in Myanmar

Table 11 shows the number of outlets visited in the three cities and the number of ivory pieces
seen. A total of 53 shops carried 5,796 pieces of worked ivory in Yangon and Mandalay. No ivory
was found in Bago.

Most of the worked ivory in Yangon was concentrated in the south entrance of the Shwedagon
Pagoda (15 shops) and in the central hall of the New Bogyoke Market (seven shops). One of the 15
shops in the Shwedagon Pagoda had three stalls, but since the name and owner of the three were
the same it was counted as one. Two other pagodas carried small amounts of ivory as did three
luxury hotels. Seven tourist boutiques scattered around the city were found that sold higher quality
ivory items. The museum shops and airport had no ivory. About 220 souvenir outlets are found in
the southern and eastern entrances to the Shwedagon Pagoda, and a further approximately l 00
craft shops are in the New Bogyoke Market.

Eleven of 45 souvenir shops in the eastern entrance of the Maha Muni Pagoda in Mandalay
displayed ivory, as did six of the eight handicraft boutiques found in town. Two luxury hotels
carried small amounts of ivory.

Some souvenir shops outside the main tourist pagodas in Bago used to sell ivory (Martin,
1997), but vendors during this visit said that they could not afford to buy ivory to sell now as
prices had been rising over the past two to three years.

Shops must be registered with the government in order to sell worked ivory and other items
that the government considers of economic importance (for example gems, gold, antiques). To
export any of these products, except ivory, a buyer must carry a receipt from a registered shop.
Because of CITES regulations, in order to export worked ivory a buyer has the choice of asking the
vendor to write on the receipt that the piece(s) is/are made of bone, or of bribing the Customs
officer, which is said to be a simple matter.

There was a great variety of larger pieces, because there is a conscious effort on the part of ivory
carvers to develop a distinctive Burmese corpus of subjects, in addition to the usual classical
Buddhist figures (Buddhas in various hand positions or mudras and Bodhisattvas, who are
individuals worthy of becoming Buddhas, but choose to help suffering mankind) and the Chinese
Buddhist and Taoist subjects such as Kwan Yin (the Buddhist goddess of compassion), Maitreya
(Happy or Laughing Buddha), Long Life (represented by an old man with a beard), Immortals etc.
The Burmese style is naturalistic and includes people from traditional life such as dancers, cane
ball players, fishermen, hunters, women carrying water jars, old men and so on. There are also
more formal figures such as Burmese style Buddhas, nats (spirits) and past kings. Carved tusks are
very common and these are usually elephant bridges with lotus flower bases or scenes from the
Buddha stories (Jatakas).

The smaller pieces (<10 cm) were usually smaller versions of the statuettes enumerated above,
name seals, 3-6 cm elephants and tigers, cigarette holders, chopsticks and jewellery. One shop in
Mandalay carried ivory pieces shaped in the form of the proximal end of human femur bones,
which had been used as hip replacements in operations. Since they were now for sale in a tourist
shop, ivory hip bones evidently were not a success! Table 12 shows the range of prices for various
items.

Table 11
Number of shops and ivory items seen for sale in Myanmar in February 2001.

City, town No. of shops surveyed No. selling ivory No. of items

Yangon 337 34  3,438
Mandalay 56 19  2,363
Bago 28 0 0

Total 421 53 5,801
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Table 12
Retail prices for ivory items in Myanmar in
February 2001.

Item Size in cm Starting USD
price*

JEWELLERY
Bangle 1 45-57

70
Buddha amulet 4 8
Ear-rings, pair 2-20
Necklace, small beads 5-9
Necklace, rosary
 large beads 90-100
Pendant, tusk 4 2
Ring 2-10
FIGURINES
Crocodile 60 341
Elephant 2-4 2-35
Elephant towing a log
 with baby and mahout 10 x 12 600

<5 7-35
Religious (Maitreya) <5 70

5-10 30-150
10-20 68-380
20-30 300
30-40 450

TUSKS
Carved 10-20 90-500

20-30 175
30-40 102-350
40-50 250
50-60 568
60-70 700-4,000
72 1,200-1,667
140 2,045

MISC.
Cigarette holder 6-10 4-10
Chopsticks, pair 20-60
Name seal 6 40-55

38-60
Saki cup 5-7 9-13

* For final price after bargaining, deduct about 30-35%.
N.B. USD 1 = 440 kyats. No one changes dollars or other hard
currency at the official and artificial rate of 6.2 kyats to the USD.

In Yangon the shop with three outlets
in the Shwedagon Pagoda’s south
entrance displayed the highest number of
ivory items, 508 pieces. The most ivory in
Mandalay seen in one shop was 723 items
in a boutique that has been in the ivory
business for at least 40 years (it displayed
a framed raw ivory import permit from
Zanzibar dated 1963!). The cheapest
worked ivory in Yangon was found in the
Shwedagon Pagoda, followed by the New
Bogyoke Market shops, then the
boutiques. In Mandalay the large
government-run store had by far the
cheapest worked ivory, though all the
pieces were small. Prices for similar items
were about the same in Yangon and
Mandalay. Uncarved elephant molars
ranging from 15-35 cm in length sold in
both cities from USD 35-100.

In Yangon the main buyers of worked
ivory in order of importance were ethnic
Chinese from Thailand, Hong Kong,
Singapore, Malaysia and China, and
Japanese. A Singaporean Indian had
bought a USD 850 carved tusk for his
daughter’s wedding in one shop, and
another vendor said that an Indian man
from Chennai (Madras) came about twice
a year to buy many worked pieces to take
back to India with him to sell there. Few
Europeans or Americans buy ivory, except
for jewellery. Wealthy Myanmar army and
government officials also buy ivory.

In Mandalay some vendors said that
Italians, Spanish and Germans bought
ivory, in addition to the majority East
Asians. The Chinese and Japanese prefer
the Kwan Yin, Maitreya, Long Life, etc.
pieces, while in Mandalay one vendor said
that Europeans like statuettes representing
the Ramayana story in the Burmese
naturalistic style, and Thais like those that
represent a Buddha story from the Jatakas.

Rich Burmese like the pieces showing dancing nats holding up Buddha. One vendor said that he
makes some of the statuettes look old by boiling them in water containing tobacco leaves.

One large shop owner in Mandalay said that he does a good business at the Myanmar-China
border. He sends name seals, chopsticks and smaller statuettes to Mu-se in quantity, where they
cross the border into China in contravention of CITES to be sold in Shweli. This shop owner also
has a new shop selling ivory in Yangon. Almost all vendors said that business was good. One in
Yangon said that the main problem was that the increase in price of raw ivory was causing her to
raise her worked ivory prices, which was slowing sales with Chinese people as she could no
longer offer good discounts. She said that she charges Japanese about 40% more, thus the price
rises had not affected business with them. Most vendors said that in spite of price rises for raw
and worked ivory, the ivory business had been growing over the past three years or so.



35

In late 1995 Martin (1997) found 17 shops selling ivory at the Shwedagon Pagoda, which is
essentially the same as this study (one ivory shop was seen in the eastern entrance as well in 2001).
He found no hotels selling ivory, but some of them have started selling small quantities now,
mainly jewellery and other little items. Martin (1997) found six shops selling between 200 and 400
ivory objects in total at the eastern entrance of the Maha Muni Pagoda in Mandalay. This survey
found that the number had almost doubled to 11 shops carrying 406 pieces. Comparing Martin’s
(1997) Table of retail prices in Mandalay with prices for similar items in this study, it does not
appear that retail prices have changed significantly from December 1995, in spite of vendors’
claims to the contrary. Stiles also visited Myanmar in 1995, and in Mandalay two of the ivory
workshop showrooms he visited then have expanded considerably in the number of items he saw
displayed in 2001. The retail ivory indicators clearly suggest that worked ivory demand has been
slowly rising over the past few years.

Burmese gong
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Thailand

The legal position of the ivory trade in Thailand

Thailand acceded to CITES on 21 April 1983. The internal trade in Thai and foreign wild elephant
products is illegal according to the Wildlife Reservation and Protection Act of 1960 (amended in
1992). Domesticated Thai elephants, however, are not included in this Act, but instead come under
the Draught Animal Act of 1939 (along with cows, water buffalo and other livestock); this does not
ban the possession or sale of ivory from Thai domesticated elephants (TRAFFIC, 2000a and Lair,
1997). According to the Director of the CITES Division in the Royal Forest Department, Manop
Lauprasert, if an official tries to arrest an ivory trader or shopkeeper he will state that his ivory
came from domesticated Thai elephants. Since the government is unable to distinguish the ivory
types, the case will collapse in court. Lauprasert believes, unlike most others, that almost all the
raw ivory in trade in Thailand does indeed come from Thai domesticated elephants, mostly dead
ones. As will be documented later in this chapter, however, by far the most raw ivory used by Thai
ivory carvers comes illegally (since 1990) from Africa and some from neighbouring countries. The
majority of raw ivory from Thai elephants comes legally from domesticated elephants which have
had their tusks pruned. Lauprasert does not accept that many tusks are pruned because most
domesticated elephants are used for tourist shows or for displays, and he believes the customers
like to see the full tusks (Lauprasert, pers. comm. 2001; Lauprasert, as quoted in the Bangkok Post
(Anon., 2001b).

Large quantities of tusks have been recently imported into Thailand and have not been
intercepted by the Thai authorities according to Thai conservationists. There have been extremely
few prosecutions of people carving or selling items made from this imported ivory or from Thai
wild elephant ivory. Over the past few years, much more illegal ivory has come into Thailand for
the Thai artisans than for any other country in South and South East Asia.

Introduction to Thailand

Field-work was carried out in Bangkok (7.2 million inhabitants) from 24 February to 4 March, 6 to
7 March and 13 to 15 March 2001; in Chiang Mai (175,000) from 8 to 12 March 2001; and the small
town of Phayuha Kiri (about 200 km north of Bangkok in Nakhon Sawan Province) on 5 March
2001 (see map). These are the main ivory centres in Thailand.

Thailand’s wild elephant population numbered around 1,650 in 2000 (Kemf and Santiapillai,
2000) with perhaps half located in the western part of the country. There are more domesticated
elephants than wild ones: about 2,500 in early 2001 (Richard Lair, pers. comm.), but this is down
from published government estimates of 3,800 in 1994 (Lair, 1997).

Some of the oldest ivory objects have been found in Thailand. At the village of Ban Chiang in
Udon Thani Province ivory beads, presumably for necklaces, have been excavated which date
back to 3,600-200 BC. Undecorated ivory bracelets have been excavated at a site called Ban Phak
Tob, also in Udon Thani Province (St Aubyn, 1987). In the village of Ban Kao in Kanchanaburi
Province archaeologists found ivory cylindrical pieces with the tops carved with concentric circles;
these date from 2000-1600 BC. At a site called Ban Sangdu in Sakhon Nakhon Province an ivory
amulet has been found which is 2,500 years old (Nakhonphanom, 1993).

The National Museum in Bangkok has the largest public collection of ivory in the country. The
ivory works of art on display illustrate the high quality of workmanship by Thai artisans and the
diversity of carved items. Most of the works of art date from the 19th and early 20th centuries as
many of the earlier objects have not survived. The most important items on display are: elaborately
carved tusks, boxes, scent containers, Buddhas, boy dolls, palanquins, ceremonial daggers, swords,
howdahs, cosmetic containers and parts for Thai classical musical instruments. It would appear
from the number of full worked tusks found in the National Museum and the Royal Elephant
National Museum (also in Bangkok) that Thai ivory carvers in the 19th and early 20th centuries
specialized in producing magnificent carvings on large tusks. There is one huge pair of tusks on
display in the Royal Elephant National Museum that measures 2.57 m and 2.90 m in length.
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Map of Thailand
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During the 19th and early 20th centuries there were two main areas where the ivory craftsmen
worked. Bangkok was one location where King Rama V (who reigned from 1868-1910) took a
personal interest in ivory carving by establishing an ivory container contest, which categorized 17
different styles of container, each of which was registered. The other main location was in the
Chiang Mai area where ivory carvers produced a northern Thai style of craftsmanship. They
specialized in carving full tusks, Buddhas and howdahs (Mongkol Samransuk, Curator, the National
Museum, Bangkok, pers. comm., 2001).

Sources and prices of raw ivory in Thailand

Thailand has been both an importer and exporter of raw ivory for centuries. In the 13th century some of
the country’s tusks were exported to China. The Commissioner of Foreign Trade at Ch’uan-Chou
in Fukien Province in south-east China wrote in the early 13th century that these tusks were small,
weighing from 6.7 kg to 20 kg, and were of a reddish tint. Tips of tusks were also sent to China
from Thailand at this time, but could only be made into scent holders (Hirth and Rockhill, 1911).
In the 19th century the Chinese were still importing tusks from Thailand; 18,000 kg were exported
to China on eight ships in 1821 (Srikrachang and Jaisomkom, 2001). Japan has also been a major
importer of Thai tusks for a long time. In 1663 Japan brought in one shipment of 3,097 kg from
Thailand. In the 1880s Japan imported most of its tusks from Thailand and other South East Asian
countries: in 1885, 89% of Japan’s raw ivory came from these places and the declared import price
was USD 2.96/kg (Japan Government, 1886).

Thailand was also an importer of raw ivory in the latter part of the 20th century, indicating that
local ivory could no longer satisfy demand. From 1957 to 1997, Thailand imported legally 43,527
kg of elephant ivory and 1,991 kg of mammoth ivory from Russia. The major countries supplying
the elephant tusks were Sudan (20%), Kenya (19%), Hong Kong (12%), South Africa (7%), Zaire
(5%) and Myanmar (5%) (Thai Customs Statistics as recorded in Luxmoore, 1989, and Srikrachang
and Jaisomkom, 2001). A considerable amount of additional raw ivory was imported illegally,
from Myanmar after 1983 (when Thailand joined CITES) and from Africa from 1990. Shop owners
admitted to buying ivory from traders who had brought their consignments into Thailand illegally.
There is also strong indirect evidence that tusks have come recently into the country illegally,
mostly from Africa, based on shipments of raw ivory which were intercepted by the Thai authorities
from 1995-2000 (see Table 13). For example, the April 2000 confiscation at Bangkok airport consisted
of 112 pieces of raw ivory, which were put into iron boxes, declared as gems and sent from Zambia.
A citizen of Guinea came to Bangkok airport to collect the three boxes (Anon., 2000). Obviously,
other shipments were successfully smuggled into Thailand over this period. Almost all the tusk
confiscations by the Thai authorities in the 1990s occurred at Bangkok airport. According to the
curio shop owners, a lot of African ivory came by ship, as they say port officials are more corrupt.
One shopkeeper estimated that 500 kg of tusks were transported from the port of Sattahip (just
south of Pattaya) to Phayuha Kiri in 1997 (Srikrachang and Jaisomkom, 1998).

Thai ivory howdah
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What are the present sources for raw ivory for the Thai ivory industry? Probably the largest is
illegal imports. Several curio shop owners in Bangkok told the investigator that most of the tusks
imported into the country are still coming from Africa. One said that a middleman offers him new
stocks of African tusks about twice a year. Most new tusks, however, are offered to the wholesalers,
craftsmen and shop owners in the main ivory crafting centre of Thailand, Phayuha Kiri. Either
they go to Bangkok (Chinatown was specifically mentioned) to buy the tusks or traders from
Bangkok go to Phayuha Kiri. There are a lot of tips of ivory available in Phayuha Kiri, The shop
owners claim that although most of these are from Thai domesticated elephants, some come from
Africa (as these tusks are often chopped up for easier concealment).

Ivory is still also smuggled into Thailand from Myanmar. The owner of one of the shops selling
the largest amounts of ivory items in Chiang Mai produced an advertisement in the early 1990s
(which was still being distributed in 2001). It stated “We use only the finest quality ivory tusk
imported under licence control from Burma”. Some tourists are no doubt tricked into believing
that Thailand is importing this ivory legally, but the Thai authorities have given no such permits.
The Myanmar border town of Tachilek opposite the Thai town of Mae Sai has been a major supplier
of ivory to Thai traders for at least a decade. Some of this ivory was coming to Phayuha Kiri,
according to the shopkeepers in 1995 (Srikrachang and Jaisomkom, 1998). In 1998 one of the
investigators (EM.) visited Tachilek and counted 34 wildlife shops aimed at Thai wholesalers and
retailers. There were over 1,456 ivory items (mostly name seals, bangles, pendants, small elephant
carvings and rings in that order of importance) for sale. Many of the shop managers and other
traders offer raw ivory as well to the Thais (especially those of Chinese origin). Smaller amounts
of ivory were on sale in 1998 in another Myanmar town bordering Thailand, Myawaddy, also
supplying the Thai market (Martin and Redford, 2000). A few tusks come to Thailand from Laos
and Cambodia, according to traders in Indochina.

After imported tusks, another source for raw ivory is domesticated elephants. About 600 out of
Thailand’s 2,500 domesticated elephants are adult males with tusks (Lair, pers. comm., 2001). Every
few years, as elsewhere in Asia, most of these elephants have their tusks pruned (also referred to
as tipping). The reasons are to earn money from their sales, to prevent the tusks from being stolen,
to improve the mahout’s safety, to even the tusk lengths for aesthetic reasons, and to prevent
crossed tusks or splitting lengthwise for the animal’s comfort. Many of these domesticated elephants
are privately owned, the largest number in Asia after Myanmar.

One businessman alone owns about 130, another owns 120 and a third owns 83! Female elephant
tushes are too small to prune, but when the animals die in Thailand the tushes are sometimes
removed and sold.

Table 13
Ivory seizures in Thailand, 1994-2000.

Date Type Quantity Place confiscated

Jan 1994 Ornaments 75 kg Hua Lum Pong Posts and Telegraph office
Jan 1994 Ornaments 28,128 items Hua Lum Pong Posts and Telegraph office
Feb 1994 Raw 20 pieces Bangkok airport: Customs office
Feb 1994 Cut pieces 739 pieces Bangkok airport: Customs office
Mar 1994 Ornaments 7.23 kg Hua Lum Pong Posts and Telegraph office
May 1994 Carved 9 items Bangkok airport: Customs office
Sep 1994 Tusks 225.9 kg Police
Sep 1994 Tusks 81 pieces Bangkok airport: Customs office
May 1995 Ornaments 578 items Police
May 1995 Raw 6 pieces Bangkok airport: Customs office
Jul 1995 Raw 153 pieces Police
Mar 1996 Raw 4 pieces Bangkok airport: Customs office
Mar 1996 Raw 16 pieces Bangkok airport: Customs office
Jul 1996 Raw 4 pieces Bangkok airport: Customs office
Mar 1998 Raw 450 pieces Bangkok airport: Customs office
April 2000 Raw 112 pieces Bangkok airport: Customs office

(of 488 kg)

Sources: Srikrachang and Jaisomkom, 2001, and Anon., 2000.
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There has been a serious problem in Thailand with gangs of thieves forcibly cutting the tusks
from government and privately owned domesticated elephants. From 1985 to 1994, 21 domesticated
elephants owned by the Forest Industrial Organization had their tusks illegally removed
(Srikrachang and Jaisomkom, 2001). Gangs of four to ten people chain an elephant to a tree and
using a saw, cut off most of the tusk up to or even into the pulp cavity. Often the remaining part of
the tusk becomes rotten and the elephant can feel great pain. These thefts of tusks from live
domesticated elephants were common from the 1980s until the mid-1990s. One elephant specialist
estimates that in the late 1980s about 70% of the domesticated elephants in Thailand had their
tusks removed by criminal gangs (Prasop Tipprasert, pers. comm., 2001). Eventually, owners of
elephants took strict measures to protect their animals. At the Thai Elephant Conservation Center
near Lampang, for example, the elephants are chained at night and the tuskers are placed close to
the mahouts’ houses for increased protection (Lair, pers. comm., 2001).

Another source of raw ivory is from poached wild Thai elephants. From 1992 to 1997, 24 male
elephants were known to have been illegally killed for their tusks (Srikrachang and Jaisomkom,
1999). Obviously more were killed that went unreported.

Government stockpiles of tusks are not made available officially to traders. There are, however,
private stockpiles of ivory available to carvers, sometimes inherited. In 1992/1993 the Royal Forest
Department allowed Thais to register their raw ivory in order to legalize its possession (to prevent
the possibility of officials confiscating it for whatever reasons). Not surprisingly, residents of
Bangkok declared the largest amount: 3,432 pairs and 1,451 single tusks. Thais in other parts of the
country declared a total of 3,301 pairs, 582 single tusks, 9,519 pieces of tusks and 673 kg. The
Nakhon Sawan Province, where the main ivory artisans are located, registered 267 pairs of tusks,
9,075 pieces and the previously mentioned 673 kg (Srikrachang and Jaisomkom, 1999 and 2001).

The wholesale prices for tusks are roughly the same throughout Thailand. Surprisingly, most
craftsmen make no distinction between African and Asian ivory and thus the prices were the
same. This is because the prices of Asian tusks had been lowered due to the larger amounts of
cheaper African ivory imported into the country. In fact, the price of raw ivory wholesale in Thailand
is one of the cheapest in Asia. The wholesale price in early 2001 for an average tusk of about 5 kg
was 7,000 baht (USD 159)/kg. This price ranged from 4,000 baht (USD 91) to 8,000 baht (USD 182)
depending on quality, according to curio shop owners, workshop owners and craftsmen. Small
tusks cost about 3,000 baht (USD 68)/kg, while tiny offcuts cost 1,000 baht (USD 23)/kg.

Ivory workshops in Thailand

By 1979, the main centres of ivory craftsmanship were Phayuha Kiri and to a lesser extent Bangkok.
Some of the Thai carvers had gone to Hong Kong to improve their skills in the art of ivory carving,
as the industry expanded tremendously in the 1970s due to the huge increase in foreign tourists
from 628,671 in 1970 to 1,858,000 in 1980 (Anon., 1995). In 1979, the average ivory craftsman earned
USD 75-150 a month. To make even more money, some of the craftsmen sold the ivory powder for
USD 1.50/kg to traditional Chinese medicine shops in Bangkok (as did their colleagues in
Singapore). The pharmacists burned the powder and sold it to the customers to lower fever (survey
by Esmond and Chryssee Martin in Bangkok in 1979).

The majority of ivory craftsmen in Thailand today live in and around the country’s main ivory
carving centre, Phayuha Kiri. It is a traditional small town consisting of one main street with
mostly double storey buildings. Eleven of the 12 ivory shops, which sell mainly wholesale but
some retail ivory items, are along this street. Few tourists ever visit the town and none of the
shopkeepers speaks English; there are no signs in English although some labels are in Chinese;
even the business cards are only in the Thai language. There are at least 50 craftsmen working in
ivory (almost all ethnic Thais), mostly part time and mainly from their own homes with some
artisans attached to the shops. Luxmoore estimated that there were 50-100 ivory craftsmen in 1989
(Luxmoore, 1989). For how long this small town has been an important ivory centre is not clear,
but the ivory industry here has certainly been active for over 40 years. According to Luxmoore,
one ivory shop has been there for about 200 years.

The shopkeepers in Phayuha Kiri were extremely reluctant to give out information on their
ivory craftsmen. One reason given was their fear of the tax authorities. Although some work for
shopkeepers, most of the craftsmen work on a freelance basis, obtaining their ivory from traders
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or shopkeepers and selling their items to one or more shops in the town or to other buyers, mostly
from Bangkok. Over 85% are jewellery items that are not carved, but are quickly made using
electric powered drills and are mass-produced. Consequently, the artisans’ earnings are not high.
One of the prominent craftsmen admitted that he earned 10,000 baht (USD 227) a month making
beaded ivory necklaces, while a woman worker polishing ivory name seals (requiring little skill)
earned about 3,900 baht (USD 89). Almost all the items made out of ivory are small as there is no
longer a demand by foreign customers for pieces larger than 15 cm.

The second main ivory carving centre in Thailand is in and around Bangkok. There are two
types of ivory craftsmen: most produce jewellery, statuettes and other items, while some others
carve names (hallmarks) on seals. No shop owner or craftsman could give a convincing figure of
the number of ivory craftsmen in and around Bangkok, but nobody stated there were more than
20. Most work freelance from their homes. One Thai of Chinese origin admitted to owning a small
ivory factory making bangles, pendants, a few sculptures and name seals for wholesale and retail
sale for his shop in The Old Market in Chinatown. A master craftsman from Yunnan Province in
southern China has set up a retail shop in the World Trade Center in the middle of the city displaying
for sale 23 statuettes and 290 name seals. These seals are priced from 1,300 baht (USD 29.55) for a
personal one of 2.5 x 7.5 cm to 12,000 baht (USD 273) for a business seal of 12.5 cm in length. He
also carves names onto his seals. He charges 500 baht (USD 11.36) for a simple hallmark, 1,000
baht (USD 22.77) for an intricate one, and a maximum of 5,000 baht (USD 114) for a very complicated
hallmark. In a colourful brochure, printed in Chinese, Thai and English, the master craftsman
boasts that he can do “miniature carving on a piece of rice-shaped ivory with 560 Chinese characters
on it, on whiskers or any hair-like material with a poem on it, or on a piece of 3 x 4 cm ivory with
a story (more than 10,000 Chinese characters)”.

Chiang Mai, as mentioned previously, was formerly an important ivory carving centre, but no
longer. Luxmoore in 1989 found only two companies which still employed ivory craftsmen: Ivory
House with two workers and Siam Gifts with five workers; there were also some men crafting
from their homes (Luxmoore, 1989). In Siam Gifts they carved mostly Myanmar ivory as they
believed it was superior to African ivory because it came from living elephants (the tips) and not
from poached African elephants. In early 2001 Siam Gifts had no ivory workers, as according to
the manager, the six craftsmen employed by 1990 had moved to Ivory House in 1991. Ivory House
had ten craftsmen as late as 1996, but in that year they all left to carve other materials for the owner
of another shop. They said that ivory tusks were becoming too difficult to obtain. Siam Gifts and
Ivory House were still displaying large quantities of ivory items, mostly made before 1997.

It is not possible to obtain an accurate figure on the amount of ivory consumed by the Thai
craftsmen on a yearly basis. The shopkeepers were interviewed in the 12 shops in Phayuha Kiri
who have by far the largest quantity of ivory items for sale in Thailand to find out how much raw
ivory was crafted in 2000. Six of the shopkeepers gave figures, admitting to an average per shop of
93 kg of raw ivory used in 2000. If the other six shopkeepers also used the same amount, then the
total for the 12 shops would have been 1,116 kg of raw ivory for 2000. This is a minimum figure
only. Many of the items offered for sale in these shops are bought from craftsmen, not employed
by these shops, who get their raw ivory from elsewhere. It was not possible to obtain figures on
the amounts of raw ivory used annually in Bangkok, but the amount of ivory used by craftsmen in
Bangkok is considerably less than in Phayuha Kiri. Most Bangkok shopkeepers obtain their ivory
items from Phayuha Kiri.

Retail outlets and prices for worked ivory in Thailand

In 1979 many of the Bangkok curio shops sold a wide variety of ivory items (see Table 14). The
main buyers were Japanese and Europeans, especially the West Germans. Besides these retail sales,
Thai businessmen also exported fairly large quantities of worked ivory objects. For example, in
1978, 3,530 kg of such items worth wholesale USD 507,856 were exported mostly to the Federal
Republic of Germany (2,030 kg) and the UK (627 kg) (Thailand Government, 1978).
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In Bangkok today there are many hundreds
of antique and curio shops with some selling
ivory for the large number of foreign tourists who
visit the city every year; over 9.5 million visited
Thailand in the year 2000. Generally, Thais do
not put a high priority on owning carved ivory
or ivory trinkets, preferring to invest in gold and
gems. Some Thais, especially ethnic Chinese,
however, own pairs of tusks which they exhibit
in their homes and businesses as a sign of
prosperity, privilege and good fortune.

From December 2000 to February 2001 a
survey of 111 four and five star hotels, eight malls
and department stores, seven souvenir and
tourist shops, and three “tourist spots” was
carried out by WWF-Thailand to document
wildlife products for retail sale. A total of 26,889
ivory items was counted for sale in Bangkok with
an estimated value of 139,363,450 baht (USD
3,167,350). The next most numerous wildlife

products found for retail sale were made from crocodiles (3,611 items) and snakes (3,190 items).
Interestingly reptile products are only a fraction of the number and value for ivory objects for sale
(WWF-Thailand, 2001, and Anon., 2001 a).

Martin’s February/March 2001 survey in Bangkok was carried out in all the tourist areas. A
total of 164 antique and curio shops, many in the hotels, was found offering for sale 38,510 ivory
items (see Table 15). Most of them are in the following locations in the city: Oriental Place, New
Road, River City, Silom Road, Yaowaraj Road (Chinatown), Siam Square, World Trade Center,
Amarin Plaza, Sukhumvit Road and Shangri-La Lane. There were also curio shops in other hotels
dispersed elsewhere in the city.

Table 14
Retail prices for Thai-made ivory items in
Bangkok in 1979.

Item Size Starting USD price

Bangle small 11
large 22

Chopsticks, pair 8
Cigarette holder 10 cm 15
Comb medium 17
Dice, pair small 1.48
Dinner gong 20 cm 150
Figurine, Buddha 2.5 cm 1.10
Figurine, woman 40 cm 600
Figurine, elephant 7.5 cm 60
Pistol handle grip 47
Tusk, carved 60 cm 2,000

N.B. USD 1 = 20.3 Thai baht.
Source: Survey by Esmond and Chryssee Martin in
September and October 1979.

Table 15
Number of shops and ivory items seen for sale in Thailand in February/
March 2001.

City, town No. of shops surveyed No. of items
with ivory items

Phayuha Kiri 12 39,649 (mostly wholesale)
Bangkok 164 38,510
Chiang Mai 18 10,020

Total 194 88,179

There are two general types of ivory items offered for sale in these 164 shops: antiques and new
pieces. The number of shops specializing in antiques was around 61. The minimum number of
antique ivory items that was offered for sale in these stores in early 2001 was 622. Of these an
estimated 39% were carved in Thailand, 36% in China, 8% in Myanmar, 7% in Japan, 4% in Vietnam,
and the remaining 6% in Laos, Indonesia, Europe, Cambodia and India, in that order, according to
the shopkeepers. Most of these stores are located in and around Oriental Place, River City and
New Road. These shops display far fewer items than those offering new pieces, but the quality of
carving is far superior to the modern objects that largely consist of mass-produced jewellery. Most
of the antiques are exquisitely carved figurines of humans and animals (including some outstanding
pigs from China and Japan), fans, boxes, carved tusks, barges (boats) and netsukes. Curiously,
there were few old Indian items, except for bangles, and almost none from Europe or Africa. There
were, however, a few antiques from Vietnam (ear-plugs and combs), Laos (ear-rings and ear-plugs)
and Cambodia (necklaces), according to the vendors. The old Thai items include mostly elephants,
Buddhas, boxes, human figurines, human penises, carved tusks, ear-plugs and Thai chess pieces.
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Most of the valuable ivory antiques were made in China, Japan, Myanmar and Thailand. The
three most expensive items for sale in Bangkok in February and March 2001 were: a 55 cm long
reclining Buddha with two monks for USD 34,000, either made in China or Thailand (see cover); a
90 cm tall female sculpture for USD 20,455, also from China or Thailand; and a 17 cm tall Japanese
father and son for USD 16,000. Other
valuable Thai objects were: a Thai chess
set for USD 6,818, and a bust of King
Rama V, 35 cm high, for USD 5,682, both
carved in the late 19th century.

The most expensive ivory items in
Bangkok are all beautifully displayed in
modern-designed shops that are fully air
conditioned, skilfully lit and employ
multi-lingual attendants to serve the
customers. This is in sharp contrast to the
simple wholesale/retail shops in
Phayuha Kiri.

The other general type of ivory for
retail sale, new pieces, are mostly mass-
produced, coming to Bangkok from
Phayuha Kiri in very large numbers.
Bangkok shops sell more ivory items
retail than any other city in South or South
East Asia. Over 85% is jewellery. The most
popular are bangles, ear-rings, necklaces,
pendants and rings (see Table 16). Other
numerous items for sale are chopsticks,
cigarette holders, ear picks, elephant
sculptures and name seals. The shop with
the largest number of items, located on
Silom Road, offered 3,159 items. The shop
with the second most ivory offered 2,162
items. The least expensive items in a
single shop were ear-ring studs (USD
1.14), thin rings (USD 1.36) and small
pendants (USD 1.70).

Cigarette holder, rings, pendants, bangles and a necklace

Table 16
Retail prices for Thai-made ivory items in
Bangkok in February/March 2001.

Item Size in cm Starting USD price*

JEWELLERY
Bangle 0.6 18

1.25 56
Ear-ring 1 6
Ear-ring stud 1 .25 1
Necklace, beaded 0.3 18

2.5 109
Pendant 2.5 4
Ring 0.6 9

FIGURINES
Buddha 1.6 7

5 91
Elephant 9 68
TUSKS
Carved 90 (4 kg) 1,932
Polished, pair (20 kg) 13,636

MISC.
Chopsticks, pair 22 57
Cigarette holder 10 39
Ear pick 7.5 4
Human penis 20 341
Letter opener 15 18
Name seal 7.5 x 2.5 41
Tiger tooth 5 14

* For final price after bargaining, deduct about 25-30%.
N.B. USD 1 = 44 Thai baht.




