
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A half is not whole, because half is… well, how do you put it? It’s half! It’s not whole; it’s not complete. A half 
is not whole because a whole half is missing. Nature conservation is all about saving that patch of green 
wherever it may be on earth that conservation is in action. But that process is just half the action if the 
constituents of the natural environment aren’t accounted for within that process of conservation. 
Biodiversity is after all inclusive of floral and faunal aspects. And that’s what we’re here to highlight – the 
denizens of the wild, or should we say wildlife in the wild. 
 
The march of progress, it has indeed brought much progress. But it has also plundered, pillaged and 
trampled all in its path (quite thoughtlessly most times). Everyone got a piece of their dreams. But that’s 
talking only about humankind. The natural environment and its constituents have only lost and lost. The 
spate of destruction on the natural environment in the name of human development knowingly takes into 
stride the loss of wildlife and its  habitat. Add to that, the ills of poaching and wildlife trade is touching a 
high point wherein it has become a thorn in the side for everyone trying to do their best at conservation. 
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The situation: Regionally 
Southeast Asia is a major hub for national and 
international wildlife trade – both legal and illegal – 
and is home to some of the largest illicit wildlife 
markets on earth. The region also plays a key role as an 
end-market for consumption and onward trafficking in 
the global illegal trade of high value endangered 
species and is the primary destination for illegal ivory 
and rhino horn. Moreover, wildlife trade in SE Asia is 
predicted to rise in the future. SE Asian wildlife markets 
therefore play an important role in the accelerating 
destruction of both local, regional and global 
biodiversity. These markets have shown themselves to 
be highly resilient to international efforts to curtail 
them through law enforcement and conventional 
demand reduction initiatives that rely on governments, 
public figures or health professionals. 
 

The situation: Vietnam 
and Mongolia 
Vietnam is one of the world’s largest consumer 
markets and transit points for global wildlife 
trafficking. It is the world’s largest destination for ivory, 
with the number of recorded violations more than 
doubling between 2019 and 2020. The country is also 
one of the world’s largest markets for rhino horn. 
Consumer demand for pangolin products too is 
showing no signs of abating. The trade affects both 
native and foreign high value species, as well as 
reptiles, birds, amphibians and insects. According to 
the Environmental Investigation Agency, Vietnam was 
implicated in the deaths of at least 15,779 elephants, 
610 rhinos, 228 tigers and 65,510 pangolins between 
2003 and 2019. Violations related to tigers reportedly 
reached 390 cases in 2020, up almost 70% from 2019. 
Besides the sale of wild caught animals, Vietnam also 
maintains a host of both legal and illegal captive 
breeding facilities for a wide range of species, including 
tigers and bears. Such facilities have been shown to act 
as a high-risk interface for the transmission of zoonotic 
pathogens. 
 
Even when supported by more effective law 
enforcement, regulations alone are not able to solve 
Vietnam’s wildlife trade crisis. 
 
Mongolia does not generate all of the demand for its 
own wildlife, nor is it a major destination for wildlife 
products from other countries. However, wedged 
between China, with which it shares a 4630 km long 
land border, and Russia, the Mongolia cannot escape 
the pressures of global and regional trade flows. In 
2009, a multi- agency consortium comprising three 
government departments called for the prohibition of 
“selling, buying and export of wildlife, its parts and 
products” in an attempt to stem the continued strip-
mining of the country’s biodiversity. But despite new 
laws and enforcement efforts by the government, 
overexploitation for the same target species continued 
for decades. 
 

The situation: Bhutan 
More than 70% of Bhutan’s land area is covered by 
forest and more than half lies within a network of 
protected areas. As a result, Bhutan is characterized by 
remarkable species diversity and abundance, which 
includes 770 species of bird, 119 species of 
herpetofauna and 200 species of mammals. The latter 
include a range of high value species whose future is 
threatened because of overexploitation and 
international trade. The country’s growing role as a 
transit route for illegal wildlife and timber between 

SE Asia is a major hub for national and 
international wildlife trade – both legal and 
illegal. It remains to be the global hotspot for 
illicit wildlife markets on earth serving as an 
end-market for consumption and onward 
trafficking in the global illegal trade of high 
value endangered species 



India and China is increasingly undermining the 
Bhutan’s remarkable biodiversity successes. 
 
Over the past two decades, the number of reported 
cases of poaching and arrests in connection with illegal 
wildlife trade have been on the rise.  Affected species 
include tigers, leopards, bears, musk deer, wild boar, 
Asian elephants, greater one-horned rhinos, clouded 
leopards, pangolins, porcupines, Himalayan monal, 
pythons and pheasants. In the three years leading up 
to 2020, some 4,000 wildlife crimes were reported in 
Bhutan, most of which were linked to illegal timber and 
wildlife trade. The growing demand for wildlife and 
their parts in the global black market, difficult to patrol 
and therefore porous borders with China and India, a 
lack of enforcement capacity and a low risk of 
detection all contribute to this lamentable trend. Like 
elsewhere, such weaknesses are exploited by regional 
and global organized wildlife crime syndicates that are 
interwoven with sophisticated networks throughout 
the entire supply chain. 
 

Trying the Buddhism way 
–– Appealing to the 
compassionate self 
Called the Buddhist Wildlife Trade Demand Reduction 
Initiative (BWTDRI) in Southeast Asia; it is floated in 
the manner of striking a chord with the universal mind 
that is generally and individually capable of 
compassion for all living beings. The project is funded 
by the German government through the International 
Alliance Against Health Risks in Wildlife Trade and 
NABU International. The project is actively supported 
by the International Buddhist Confederation (IBC) 
In the chaotic scenario of reckless and rampant cruel 
and criminal harm against animals, it is presented as 
the device that should draw the proverbial line (of 
morality) which individuals as consumers shall not 
cross. Success in gaining actionable agreement among 
the thousands and millions on this front means a 
significant plunge in demands for wildlife products. A 
near-zero demand among consumers should straight 
away kill the market for poachers. And safely said, this 
is one market no one will shed a tear for, even if it 
vanishes from the face of earth. Put simply, if no one 
buys it, no one kills it. 
 Traditional demand reduction campaigns that are led 
by government agencies, prominent public figures or 
modern and traditional health professionals have had 
limited success, in large part as a result of lack of 
consumer trust. In contrast, harnessing traditional 
religious and cultural values via respected spiritual 
leaders as catalysts for transformative change has 
resulted in significant positive results for such 

interventions in the past. The BWTDRI project is based 
on the model of the Tibetan Conservation Awareness 
Campaign (TCAC) conceived by Dr Barbara Maas in 
2005 and successfully tackled trans-Himalayan 
trafficking of tiger skins and other wildlife by 
Himalayan communities in collaboration with His 
Holiness the Dalai Lama.  The initiative benefits from 
the expertise and experience of at least two of the key 
people involved with TCAC. 
 

 
 
Project countries (Bhutan, Mongolia, Vietnam) were 
chosen because of their role as recognized wildlife 
trade hotspots, a high Buddhist population and on the 
basis of feasibility. Reverence for life is enshrined in 
the first of the five precepts of Buddhism, namely the 
commitment not to harm living beings. It is common 
to all Buddhist traditions, forms part of lay Buddhist 
initiations and regular Buddhist devotional practices 
and is a corner stone of the IBC’s overall goals and 
objectives as well as its Nalanda Declaration on 
Nature Conservation and Animal Welfare 
 

 
 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/science/nature/4415929.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/science/nature/4415929.stm
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The Mode of Operation 
Project countries (Bhutan, Mongolia, Vietnam) were 
chosen because of their role as recognized wildlife 
trade hotspots, a high Buddhist population and on 
the basis of feasibility. 
 

 Public awareness and demand reduction 
campaigns in Vietnam, Bhutan and Mongolia that 
draw on the fundamental Buddhist principles of 
compassion towards all life, universal 
responsibility, and interdependence to: 

 

 Discourage wildlife consumption and trade by 
fostering lasting, value-based behavioural 
change; 

 

 Promote sustainability by sensitizing communities 
to take proactive roles in biodiversity 
conservation;  

 

 Reduce the risks of spreading existing zoonoses 
and the emergence of new viral spillovers; 
Generate a model for effective Buddhist demand 
reduction initiatives that may be transferable to 
other faiths  

 

 
Behind the Methodological 

approach and measures 
Buddhism is the predominant faith in SE Asia, including the 
three project countries: Mongolia: 52%, Vietnam: 55% (but 
as many as 85% of Vietnamese regularly visit temples), 
Bhutan: 75%. The project will work closely with the support 
of the Secretariat of the International Buddhist 
Confederation (IBC) and the Buddhist leadership in the 
three project countries. By promoting conscious 
compassionate and sustainable lifestyle choices, based on 
the Buddha’s teaching, the initiative will make a tangible 
contribution towards mitigating zoonotic disease spread 
and spillover risks, sustainability, biodiversity conservation, 
livelihood protection and peace.  
 
Reverence for life is enshrined in the first of the five 
precepts of Buddhism, namely the commitment not to harm 
living beings. It is common to all Buddhist traditions, forms 
part of lay Buddhist initiations and regular Buddhist 
devotional practices and is a corner stone of the IBC’s 
overall goals and objectives (see below), as well as its 
Nalanda Declaration on Nature Conservation and Animal 
Welfare. 
 
Specifically, the BWTDRI project will: 

 Contribute to a decline in environmental, human and 
animal health risks associated with contact and 
handling of wildlife along the trade value chain by 
raising awareness and reducing trade and consumption 
volumes through a faith-based behavior change 
initiative. 

 

 Promote and facilitate international dialogue and 
cooperation with regard to human health risks resulting 
from contact with wildlife along the wildlife trade value 
chain amongst Buddhist leaders, NGOs and civil society 
in Vietnam, Bhutan, Mongolia and the wider Buddhist 
world.  

 

 Contribute to the design and implementation of faith-
based behavior change initiatives with regard to the 
use, trade and consumption of wild animals to reduce 
environmental, human and animal health risks. 
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