
Class Notes:
Endangered Species∗

Public Economics (ECO336)

October 2018

1 Practice Assignment:

As a ‘mini’ practice assignment, please consider the following question:

“The trade in endangered species is extremely valuable, and threatens the continued existence
of many types of creature. Can you think of a feasible policy response in order to avoid a
number of species becoming extinct [expressed in two or three sentences]?”

Just one comment at the outset: given the complexity of the problem, there is no way a
complete, compelling solution can be offered in a few sentences. So given the space constraint,
you need to focus on just one element of a broader solution that would involve several
measures (and thus take quite a bit of space to describe adequately). Please practise giving
a focused answer.

Some facts

By way of background, some facts – see, for example, a short article from the Economist (July
19, 2014, page 54), which you will be able to access through UTM’s library subscription:

• The illegal trade in endangered species is huge – perhaps the fifth largest illicit trade
in the world.

• The prices of some exotic animal parts are extraordinarily high.

• Many of these body parts have no medicinal value. Those that do have synthetic
analogs.

∗Note by Robert McMillan c©, email: mcmillan@chass.utoronto.ca
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• Not in the article, but true: some body parts like ivory are viewed as luxury items.
People want them because they look good, not because of any supposed medicinal
value.

Implications

Given the high prices, the incentive to engage in this trade is very strong indeed, especially
in a developing-country setting. Further, there is an unfortunate dynamic aspect (mentioned
in the article): as the species become rarer, so their prices rise further, which increases the
incentive to hunt the remaining animals down.

In light of the potential return, it is clear that if we simply let the ‘market’ prevail (illegal
though it is), then most endangered species will become extinct in their natural settings.
The technology is there to hunt and kill any and all animals, and some humans will use it
for those purposes.1

Policies

I am going to take it as given that extinction is an extremely bad ‘thing,’ which we should
do the utmost to prevent. (We could argue about that, but could a reasonable person be
persuaded to the contrary?)

“Doing the utmost” is going to be costly, and consideration of costs gets us into the territory
of tradeoffs. Simply put, we cannot have everything that we want; and this is one of the vital
disciplines on how we think about resource allocation that economists insist upon: scarce
resources need to be allocated carefully among competing wants/needs.

At one extreme, we could spend all of the resources of humanity on species preservation.
If we did, I think reasonable people could say that was too much, and they would surely
be right: humans matter too, and resources need to be allocated to health care, education,
maintaining the rule of law etc. Another proposal, by the biologist E. O. Wilson, to devote
half of the planet to wildlife and unspoilt nature, is also likely to be too much for most
people, especially in light of the growth in the human population, currently racing beyond
seven billion.

But there has to be some sensible balance. That is what we should be looking for in viable
policies.

1A recent article described elephants in Mozambique as being killed “on an industrial scale,” for instance.
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Species protection

We currently have prohibition: the trade is illegal in almost all parts of the world. We know
from the case of the ‘War on Drugs’ that prohibition can be a very problematic policy re-
sponse, especially when the prices are so high. It can lead to an entire trade being taken over
by gangsters, who operate according to very different rules, having no problem subverting
whole systems of law and order if that serves their ends.

Simply being labeled as illegal is clearly not sufficient. At a very basic level, endangered
species need protecting, and better monitoring and enforcement are clearly a part of that,
though both are costly.

Part of the reason monitoring and enforcement are so costly is that the trade has been taken
over by organized crime, and gangsters operate according to different rules, as noted. They
are easily capable of bribing or overwhelming law enforcers.

One possible approach would be to make penalties more severe. That could mean penalties
on individuals, or even on countries that are lax in their enforcement. It is hard to believe
gangsters would care, though. ‘Optimal penalties’: this issue is an important one. From
an economics perspective, is there a ‘price’ that could be levied on would-be poachers that
would deter them completely? Almost certainly not. One could envisage having military
levels of protection, with poachers being shot etc. That would be expensive, and raises its
own moral issues.

One expensive solution which may work would be to create wildlife preserves that do not
allow humans inside. Inside, the animals are tagged and monitored perpetually, and the
boundaries to these areas are secured. This would cost a fortune, and at some level, local
people need to sign up for this. How big would the area need to be? For many large animals,
a very large area...

Species copies

As a short-term measure, we should make sure we have ‘species-backups.’ At minimum, we
should collect and store the relevant DNA!

Breeding programs

This takes two forms:

i. Captive breeding: moving particular species away from extinction

The best known case is that of the Californian condor, a giant prehistoric-looking bird found
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on the Californian coast.2 In 1987, when there were merely eight breeding pairs left in the
wild, a radical decision was made to round up the remaining birds and breed them in a
protected setting in order to help the species recover. Some of the birds were then released
back into nature. This program has met with some success. There are now over 160 birds,
40 of which are in the wild – occasionally, one can see them from the Pacific Coast Highway,
soaring above. But it is still short of being a wild breeding bird, mainly because human
habitation has removed the main food sources, including dead bison.

There are around 50 Amur leopards remaining in the wild. These are amazing creatures,
as you will know if you have seen the relevant excerpt of “The Living Planet.” One could
argue the time has come for some similarly radical program to be implemented, though that
would be costly.3

ii. Farming

Farming could serve as a means of increasing supply.

This may work for some species. There are tiger farms in some parts of the world, for
instance. I think the question arises whether the tigers bred in such settings are real tigers,
with all the talents that such animals have, or rather zombie tigers.

More generally, a lot of endangered species are not domesticable. They are in a fragile state,
and grow in special, difficult-to-replicate environments. If you put them in a zoo or a farm,
they die.

‘Cut demand’

The prices of these parts are too high. Cutting demand is one obvious response. Demand
can be cut through education and publicity programs, the goal being to change people’s
tastes and re-shape their attitudes. This would take time, though, especially when hunting
and using certain species are viewed as acceptable according to traditional norms.

Is it OK to go hunting tigers?4

Is it OK to fish marlin out of the sea? By some, it is viewed as great ‘sport.’5 I’m guessing
the marlin do not share the same level of enthusiasm for this activity.

2It is actually the largest flying bird in North America.
3People do pay money to the WWF for that purpose...
4I met someone who went on a hunting holiday and said that he tracked and shot a tiger. He seemed to

think that was an achievement.
5Check out Hemingway’s book “The Old Man and the Sea,” or the corresponding movie starring Spencer

Tracy – heard of him? The footage of the marlin in the latter is almost unbelievable.
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In sum:

It is fair to say that there are no easy answers to the mini-assignment posed at the beginning,
folks. But there needs to be an intelligent debate, and some of the above considerations are
relevant in that debate.

One thing I will close with: the natural world is complex and inter-connected, as we under-
stand better and better. We mess with any one part of it at our peril. Yet somehow, we are
messing with almost every part of it – that is the very hallmark of the Anthropocene epoch,
after all! It is not smart.6

2 Hints on Producing Handwritten Answers

In this course, the term tests, final examination, and contributions towards class participation
all involve hand-written answers.

1. Please write legibly. If this is an issue for you, print your answer, rather than doing
‘joined-up’ (meaning, writing in cursive).

2. Write in complete, grammatical sentences. If this is a challenge for you, then we need to
work on it.

A sentence expresses a complete thought. You need to get good at this form of expression.
Not least, the ability to write complete, grammatical sentences is a key element in the
repertoire of an educated person.

3. Express your ‘argument’ in a clear way. Strive for absolute clarity – I mean, why not?

4. Make sure your argument is reasonable, and convincing.

When an educated person reads it, that person should not be able to dismiss the argument
immediately. You should try to anticipate obvious objections to your case, and address them.
That takes thought, and work.

(For hints on writing an essay in economics, please see the note on the course website under
“Writing”.)

6And smartness aside, it is hard to see how it can be right. Here is one reason: we are treating Planet
Earth as a garbage dump, and using up its resources as though they were for free. When the next generation
comes along, we are making the planet a less amenable place for them. That is not considerate: effectively,
we are using up resources at the expense of future generations, even when we have the option of being more
caring.
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