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Abstract Legalized trade in commercially farmed wildlife
products is sometimes promoted as a conservation strat-
egy. In theory, flooding the market with cheaper or better
quality products will decrease the profitability of poach-
ing. Bear bile is highly sought-after for use in traditional
medicine and overhunting to supply the demand for
bear parts has led to declining populations across South-
east Asia. Bear bile farming was established to help supply
the high demand for bear bile. In Viet Nam it is legal to
keep registered bears, but illegal to extract or sell bear
bile. We conducted semi-structured interviews with 

bear bile farmers in Viet Nam to examine the conservation
implications of bear bile farming. The results show that
demand for wild bear bile was not satisfied by the wide-
spread availability of farmed bear bile. Farmers report a
strong consumer preference and willingness to pay more
for wild-sourced products. The existence of bear bile
farms presents considerable challenges to law enforce-
ment. The results suggest that bear bile farming in Viet
Nam relies on restocking from wild populations, and
farmers openly admit to extracting and selling bear bile,
in clear violation of national legislation. The case of bear
bile farming in Viet Nam provides an example of wildlife
farming failing to reduce pressure on a once widely dis-
tributed and relatively abundant species. Research into
consumer values, attitudes and behaviours will help to im-
prove understanding of market drivers and help inform
the design of effective species conservation and manage-
ment strategies.
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Introduction

South-east Asia is in the midst of a wildlife crisis (Wilcove
et al., ). Overhunting is the greatest and most imme-

diate threat to the survival of the majority of the region’s
threatened vertebrates, caused in part by the growing de-
mand for wild meat and wildlife-derivedmedicinal products
(Harrison et al., ). Commercial farming of wildlife and a
legalized trade in farmed wildlife products are sometimes
promoted as conservation strategies and potential solutions
to the wildlife crisis (Bulte & Damania, ).

Bears, their parts and derivatives are highly sought-after
for use in Traditional Asian Medicines. Hunting and trade
are significant threats to Asiatic black bear Ursus thibetanus
and sun bear Helarctos malayanus, and have led to popula-
tion declines and extirpations throughout much of their his-
toric ranges. Both species are classified as Vulnerable on the
IUCN Red List, and international commercial trade is pro-
hibited under CITES Appendix I (Garshelis & Steinmetz,
; Scotson et al., ). Bear bile farming was established
in Viet Nam in the s in response to increasing consumer
demand for bear bile (Vu, ), which contains the thera-
peutic component ursodeoxycholic acid. Although the term
‘bear bile farm’ suggests that bears are bred at these facilities,
in reality little breeding occurs and most bears are wild-
caught (Foley et al., ; Livingstone & Shepherd, ).

Viet Nam became a signatory to CITES in , thereby
prohibiting cross-border trade in bears. In  domestic
regulations were introduced to limit the number of wild-
sourced bears entering bear bile farms. Bear owners were re-
quired to register and microchip every bear by  February
. However, it remained illegal to extract bile from the
bears (Nguyen, ; Willcox et al., ). Government
Decree //ND-CP on the Management of Endangered,
Precious, and Rare Species of Wild Plants and Animals,
dated  March , lists sun bears and Asiatic black
bears as Group B protected species, prohibiting their ex-
ploitation and use for commercial purposes, including
hunting, trading, advertising, transport, and slaughter.
Therefore, although individuals are permitted to keep
bears that were registered on or before  February ,
it is illegal to extract or sell bile from those bears, and to
keep unregistered bears or source new bears from the wild.

Despite the introduction of regulations, law enforcement
deficiencies have allowed the trade in live wild-caught bears
and the extraction of bear bile to continue (Burgess et al.,
; Willcox et al., ). Recent nationwide surveys in
Viet Nam have shown that wild bear populations declined

BRIAN CRUDGE (Corresponding author) Free the Bears, PO Box 723, House 26,
Street 334, BBK1, Phnom Penh, Cambodia. E-mail briancrudge@gmail.com

TRANG NGUYEN* Durrell Institute of Conservation and Ecology, University of
Kent, Kent, UK

CAO TIEN TRUNG Centre for Environment and Rural Development, Vinh
University, Vinh City, Viet Nam

*Also at: WildAct Vietnam, Hanoi, Viet Nam

Received  August . Revision requested  October .
Accepted  November . First published online  July .

Oryx, 2020, 54(2), 252–259 © 2018 Fauna & Flora International doi:10.1017/S0030605317001752

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0030605317001752 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0030605317001752
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0030605317001752
mailto:briancrudge@gmail.com
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0030605317001752


throughout the country at a time when the bear bile industry
was growing rapidly, suggesting that the establishment of
bear bile farms had a negative impact on wild bear popula-
tions (Crudge et al., ). Although demand for wild bears
and their body parts continues to persist (Foley et al., ;
Burgess et al., ; Crudge et al., ; Livingstone &
Shepherd, ; Willcox et al., ; Nijman et al., ), re-
ports indicate that the number of bears kept on farms in Viet
Nam is in decline, from a peak of almost , in  to
c. , in  and further decreasing to , in 

(Willcox et al., ).
This study aims to investigate the reasons for the decline

in the number of bears held in bile farms in Viet Nam. We
consider the conservation potential of bear bile farming in
Viet Nam and determine if any conclusions can be applied
to the bear bile industry beyond Viet Nam and to commer-
cial farming of wildlife in general.

Study area

Hanoi, Nghe An Province, Ho Chi Minh City and Binh
Duong Province were selected as survey sites based on
their relatively large populations of captive bears (based
on  data from the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural
Development; Supplementary Table ) and their geograph-
ical representation of northern, north-central and southern
Viet Nam. In Viet Nam, demand from urban centres has
been identified as a primary driver for the hunting of wild
animals (Donovan, ; Brooks et al., ; Drury, ).
Hanoi and Ho ChiMinh City are Viet Nam’s two largest cit-
ies. Binh Duong Province is immediately north of Ho Chi
Minh City and its southern districts of Di An and Thuan
An are highly urbanized and are now encompassed within
the Ho Chi Minh City metropolitan area. Vinh City, the
provincial capital of Nghe An, is the largest city on the
north-central coast of Viet Nam.

Methods

Semi-structured interviews

We conducted semi-structured interviews with bear bile
farmers and former bear bile farmers in Hanoi, Nghe An
Province, Ho Chi Minh City, and Binh Duong Province be-
tween March and July . Semi-structured interviews are
most suitable in situations where there will only be one op-
portunity to interview a participant (Newing, ; Bernard,
). Unlike structured interviews such as questionnaires,
which are used for large-scale quantitative analyses, semi-
structured interviews focus on gathering data from a rela-
tively small set of informants, to gain insight into underlying
processes, values and relationships that can lead to specific
outcomes (Drury, ). Interviews were conducted using

an interview guide (Supplementary Material ) designed to
elicit data on key topics but also allowing interviewers to be
guided by the pace and flow of the conversation and follow
the interviewees’ leads on key topics.

All interviews were conducted in Vietnamese by native
Vietnamese speakers. In Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh City and
Binh Duong surveys were conducted by one experienced
Vietnamese researcher, data in Nghe An were collected by
eight volunteers with formal training in researchmethodology
from Vinh University. Potential interviewees were identified
based on prior knowledge of farm locations, local knowledge
of researchers, and by questioning localmembers of the public
such as residents, shop owners and motorbike taxi drivers.

Researchers identified themselves as associates of Vinh
University, and explained they were interested in studying
the economics of commercial wild animal farming and its
potential as a source of income in rural or semi-rural
areas. Because of the sensitive nature of the topic, respon-
dents were informed that interviews would be anonymous
and that no personal identifying information would be re-
corded. Verbal consent was obtained from each respondent
before the interview and respondents could refuse to answer
any question or end the interview at any point. All data col-
lected were anonymous.

Data analysis

As a result of the semi-structured design of the survey and
the sensitivity of the topic, the number of responses varied
between questions. Here we present response frequencies as
percentages and fractions of the total number of responses
to each question. For analysis, responses that were stated as a
range (e.g. –) were standardized to the midpoint
of the stated range (e.g. ).

Data collected during the interviews are supplemented with
data obtained from the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural
Development (Supplementary Table ). Data from Ho Chi
Minh City and Binh Duong are pooled for analysis because
of their close geographical proximity. It should be noted that
during the interviews it became apparent that occasionally
bears were owned collectively by a small group of people.
However, only one person was interviewed at any one location
and the possibility that more than one interviewee provided
information on the same bear or bear farm is negligible.

Data were provided by respondents on both the highest
and lowest trading values of bear bile. Differences between
the related points were normally distributed and a paired
T-test was used to compare the differences between the cur-
rent price for bear bile and the highest trading value across the
country. A non-parametric Mann–Whitney U test was used
to examine the difference between the frequencies of bile ex-
traction between bears of reportedly wild origin and those of
captive origin, as well as for the highest sale price of wild and
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captive bear bile. Prices were converted to USD (at the cur-
rency exchange rate from the month of response). Bears are
a protected species in Viet Nam and extraction and sale of
bile are illegal, therefore trade values are not presented here,
to avoid unnecessarily inciting unlawful behaviours.

Results

We conducted semi-structured interviews with a total of 
current or former bear bile farmers in Hanoi (n = ), Nghe
An Province (n = ), Ho Chi Minh City and Binh Duong
Province (n = ). Nine farmers declined to participate in
the survey. The largest group of respondents (%, /)
were current owners of bear bile farms, followed by former
owners (%, /), current workers (%, /), immediate
family members of current and former owners (%, /),
and former workers (%, /).

Growth of an industry

The majority of surveyed farms (%, /) were estab-
lished during –. The surveyed farms fall into
three categories: small household businesses with –
bears (%, /), medium commercial businesses with
– bears (%, /) and larger commercial enterprises
with – bears (%, /).

In , the only year for which there is complete data
available, the number of recorded bears in farms in Viet
Nam was , (Ministry of Agriculture and Rural
Development data, Supplementary Table ). Ten out of 
provinces contained % (,/,) of the captive bear
population (Fig. ), with bear farms being concentrated
near large urban populations (Fig. ). The majority (%,
,/,) of registered bears were Asiatic black bears;
the remaining % (/,) were sun bears.

Two thirds of respondents (%, /) reported that
their founder stock was supplemented with additional indi-
viduals, whereas the others (%, /) cited lack of avail-
able space as the primary reason for not expanding. Of the
farmers that reported supplementing the founder stock, %
(/) added – bears, % (/) added – bears and
% (/) added – bears. The mean percentage in-
crease between founder and maximum number of bears
held on the farms was % (SD ± ).

Supply and demand

All respondents (n = ) stated that at the height of the
industry the supply of farmed bear bile could not meet the
demand. Interviewees reported ‘people queuing up to buy
bile’ and that ‘even with the whole village keeping bears they
could not meet the demand’. Of those that responded, all
(n = ) reported that the farms needed more bears to meet

the demand. All respondents (n = ) reported that the con-
sumer demand for farmed bear bile is now decreasing. Eight
interviewees (%) reported that there was an initial increase
in demand since bear bile farms were first established, and
three stated that this was followed by a decline beginning in
–. Poor quality bile was the primary reason given for
decreasing consumer demand, reported by % (/) of re-
spondents. Of those, % (/) reported that poor quality
bile is a result of high bile extraction rates and % (/)
reported that consumers are also concerned about the au-
thenticity of the bile that is being sold.

All respondents (n = ) reported that bile from wild
bears is of better quality than bile from bear bile farms.
Six interviewees specifically mentioned that wild bear bile
is better because of the quality of food in the wild, and the
fact that the bears do not undergo regular extractions.
Almost all farmers (%, /) felt that the quality of the
bile is affected by a bear’s ability to move and forage.

All interviewees (n = ) reported that consumers care
about the difference between wild-sourced and farmed bear
bile, with the preference being for bile from wild bears. The
majority of respondents (%, /) reported that bile from
wild bears is more expensive. Over half of the respondents
(%, /) specifically stated that bile from a bear living
in the forest is the most valuable, followed by bile from a
bear that was caught in the wild but kept on a bile farm,
with the least valuable being bile from a captive-born bear.
The mean stated price for wild bear bile (n = ) was 

times higher than the currentmean price for farmed bear bile.

Economics of bile farming

Interviewees reported a decrease in the amount consumers
are willing to pay for farmed bear bile. The price of bear bile

FIG. 1 The number of registered bears in  in the  out of 
provinces in Viet Nam with  or more registered bears,
accounting for % (,/,) of the captive bear population at
that time (data sourced from the Ministry of Agriculture and
Rural Development, Supplementary Table ).
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has reduced by a mean of  ± SD .% (n = ) in recent
years. There is a significant difference between prices of
farmed bear bile at the height of the industry and the current
low values (t = ., df = , P, .).

Bile is extracted more frequently from reportedly wild-
caught bears than captive-born bears (U = .,W = .,
P, .). However, although wild-caught bears are
undergoing more frequent extractions, and the quality of
the bile reportedly decreases with increasing extraction
rates, the highest value of wild-caught bear bile is signifi-
cantly higher than that of captive-born bear bile (U = .,
W = ., P = .).

Food for the bears was identified as the greatest expense in-
curred after the initial costs of purchasing a bear and building a
cage. There is a significant difference between current expend-
iture on food and expenditure at the time when the price for
bear bile was high (t = ., P, .). Following the decline
in income, expenditure on food has dropped by %, from a
mean of USD  per bear per month (n = ) (at the  ex-
change rate) to a mean of USD  per bear per month (n = )
(at the  exchange rate). Bile is extracted on average . ±
SD . times per bear per year (n = ). The mean volume of
bile obtained per extraction is  ± SD .ml (n = ), mean-
ing one bear can yield c. ml of bile per year.

FIG. 2 Map of Viet Nam showing
survey sites in Hanoi, Nghe An, Ho
Chi Minh City and Binh Duong and
the number of bears registered in
each province in  (data on the
number of registered bears sourced
from the Ministry of Agriculture and
Rural Development, Supplementary
Table ).
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Themean lifespan of bears in bile farms, reported by %
(/) of interviewees in Nghe An (this question was only
asked in this region), is . ± SD . years. The majority of
respondents (%, /) reported old age and disease as the
main causes of death for bears on the farms, nine intervie-
wees (%) attributed death specifically to digestive pro-
blems, and three respondents (%) reported that the bile
extraction process was the main cause of death. Three farm-
ers reported killing the bears after they reached  years of
age. Most farmers (%, /) reported that farmed bear
bile is now too cheap and that keeping bears no longer pro-
vides any benefit to them.

Despite these changes in the economic viability of bear
bile farming, some farmers continue to keep bears to sell
bile occasionally or keep it for personal use.

Founding stock and captive breeding

Although there was a large amount of uncertainty, most re-
spondents (%, /) reported that the bears on their
farms were wild-caught, a minority (%, /) claimed
that the bears were sourced from other farms, and %
(/) stated that they did not know the origin of the
bears. According to respondents, the average size of the
founder stock for the bear bile farms was  ± SD . bears
(n = ). The majority of respondents (%, /) reported
that bears were purchased as adults (. years), whereas the
minority (%, /) reported buying juvenile bears (, 

years), and two (%, /) interviewees did not know the
age of the bears when purchased.

Only % (/) of respondents reported that the farms
had attempted to breed bears and only four farms (%, /)
reported successful breeding. Of those four, three reported
that bears were born but died after  week. One interviewee
reported that the farm started with three bears in  and
increased to  by breeding bears on the farm, although this
report was not substantiated by other means. Most respon-
dents (%, /) reported that breeding bears is difficult,
and the majority (%, /) stated that they did not know
of anybody who had done so successfully.

Law enforcement and violations

Almost all respondents (%, /) admitted to regularly
extracting bile from bears, a practice which is a clear viola-
tion of national legislation. The majority of interviewees
(%, /) reported personal use of bile extracted from
bears on their own farm. Only five interviewees admitted
to advertising the sale of bear bile, all of whom placed
signs in front of the farm or house.

One third of interviewees (%, /) reported that their
customers requested to purchase bear gallbladder instead of
bile, and % (/) admitted that customers requested

bear paws or other parts to consume as food. Farmers gen-
erally did not provide the requested items unless the bear
died of other causes. However, nine farmers (%) admitted
to killing bears and selling their parts before the government
registration scheme in . Of the surveyed farms,  (%)
were established from  onward and a third of farmers
(%, /) admitted to purchasing bears after .

Of the  respondents that commented on the implica-
tions of registering with the Forest Protection Department,
 (%) mentioned the authorities visiting the farms. Eight
farmers (%) reported that registration made things com-
plicated or troublesome, specifically that they were unable
to trade freely (%, /). A small number of farmers
(%, /) mentioned having to pay unofficial fees to the au-
thorities, and % (/) reported having paid the Forest
Protection Department a small fee for registering the bears.

The majority of respondents (%, /) reported that
the Forest Protection Department conducted inspections
of the farms, whereas others (%, /) stated that no in-
spections were carried out. Farms that were inspected were
typically visited by authorities once or twice per year (mean
. ± SD ., n = ). Only %of interviewees (/) reported
that the authorities have issued fines, specifically for selling
bear bile. Half of the respondents (%, /) admitted to
killing bears when closing the farms, and more than half
(%, /) admitted to selling either live bears or bear
parts. Eleven interviewees (%) reported that bears had
been handed over to the Forest Protection Department or
a rescue centre.

Decline of an industry

Although some farms (%, /) closed before , the
majority of respondents (%, /) reported that their
farms closed between  and . A third of respondents
(%, /; including farmers who were still keeping bears
but were considering stopping) mentioned government in-
terventions, specifically inspections and discouragement, as
reasons for discontinuing bear bile farming. The majority
(%, /) reported that one of the main reasons for stop-
ping farming was because bear bile is now too cheap to sell;
% (/) of respondents mentioned that using bear bile
was no longer fashionable, and % (/) mentioned that
consumers think that farmed bear bile is ineffective, specif-
ically that the effectiveness of farmed bear bile was over-
stated and does not meet their expectations. Only two re-
spondents mentioned the availability of better alternative
medicines. Intervention by government authorities, includ-
ing discouraging bear bile farming, making it difficult to sell,
and shaming people was reported by % of respondents
(/) as contributing to the decreasing demand for farmed
bear bile. All respondents (n = ) believed that local wild
bears are rare or extinct. However, most respondents
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(%, /) also believed that bear bile farming helped to
protect wild bear populations.

Discussion

Contrary to the belief of bear bile farmers, there is no evi-
dence to suggest that bear bile farming has had a positive
impact on wild bear populations in Viet Nam. At the 
IUCN World Conservation Congress, IUCN members
passed a motion to phase out bear bile farming (IUCN,
). The government of Viet Nam now acknowledges
that bear bile farming has had a negative impact on wild po-
pulations and in July  signed an agreement to end bear
bile farming (T. Bendixsen, , pers. comm.).

The majority of surveyed farms were established during
–. Most registered bears in were concentrated
around the urban centres of Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh City, and
Vinh City in Nghe An Province. This supports the suppos-
ition that rapid growth in urban prosperity during –
 led to an increasing demand for wildlife products in
Viet Nam (Venkataraman, ; Drury, ).

Five criteria have been identified, all of which must be
met in order for wildlife farming to benefit species conser-
vation (Tensen, ): () the legal products form a substi-
tute, and consumers show no preference for wild-caught
animals; () a substantial part of the demand is met, and
the demand does not increase because of the legalized mar-
ket; () the legal products are more cost-efficient, to combat
the blackmarket prices; () wildlife farming does not rely on
wild populations for restocking; and () illegal products are
not laundered into the commercial trade. Based on the re-
sults presented here, bear bile farming in Viet Nam, under
past and current conditions, fails to meet any of these cri-
teria and therefore does not have the potential to benefit
species conservation.

Noting that bears have been a fully protected species in
Viet Nam since  and that there is no legal market for
bear bile in the country, the results of this study show that
the demand for wild bear bile was not satisfied by the wide-
spread availability of farmed bear bile. Despite a substantial
growth in the number of bears being held on farms, respon-
dents reported that at the height of the industry the supply
of farmed bear bile could not meet the demand. The subse-
quent reduction in demand for farmed bear bile is partially
attributed to consumer dissatisfaction with farmed bear bile
as a substitute for bile sourced from wild bears. Rather than
consumers being dissatisfied with bear bile in general, the
farmers attribute the dissatisfaction to the poor quality of
farmed bear bile, an issue not associated with bile sourced
from wild bears.

Bear bile farmers report a strong consumer preference
for wild-sourced bear bile. This distinction is reflected in
the price that consumers are willing to pay, with % of

respondents reporting that bile from wild bears is more ex-
pensive. This finding is supported by surveys in rural vil-
lages throughout Viet Nam in , which found that the
average reported value of bile from wild bears was c. 
times higher than that of farmed bear bile (BC, unpubl.
data).

The perceived better quality and variety of food in the
wild and the fact that wild bears do not undergo regular ex-
tractions are factors contributing to the strong preference
for bile from wild bears. Consumers are also concerned
about the efficacy of farmed products and are wary of
fakes, which probably contributes to their willingness to
pay more for wild bear bile. There is greater trust in more
expensive medicines and an assumption that price relates
to quality (Dutton et al., ). Therefore, the fact that bile
and gallbladders from wild bears are more expensive may
allay consumer concerns about efficacy and authenticity.

Although bear bile farming appears to have been highly
profitable in the past, even with additional income from
selling the parts of a deceased bear, it is now unlikely to
be cost-efficient enough to combat black market prices.
Opportunistic or indiscriminate hunting methods such as
snaring, commonly used throughout Viet Nam and
South-east Asia to catch bears and other terrestrial mam-
mals, do not require much skill on the part of the hunter
and do not incur substantial financial or opportunity costs
because snares can be made easily at home or purchased
cheaply (Harrison et al., ). As a result of the low invest-
ment costs and the potentially high profits from the sale of a
wild bear or other high-value species, bear bile farming is
unlikely to be more cost-efficient than hunting under the
current conditions of under-resourced law enforcement
and high consumer demand for wild-sourced products.

Although in China many bear farms now appear to have
active breeding programmes, restocking from the wild con-
tinues and there is no evidence of breeding of farmed bears
anywhere in South-east Asia (Garshelis & Steinmetz, ).
It is clear from our data that bear bile farming in Viet Nam
is heavily reliant on restocking from wild populations.
Farmers reported that bears on farms lived c. . years.
Some admitted to killing bears after they reached  years
of age. Assuming that bile extraction begins at c.  years
(Maas, ), this supports the findings of Nguyen ()
that because of poor husbandry and excessive bile extrac-
tion, most captive bears do not survive . – years of
exploitation, after which the owners have to procure new
bears caught from the wild. The data do not indicate that
there has been sufficient captive breeding of bears on bile
farms to sustain a viable population. The majority of farm-
ers reported that breeding bears on farms is difficult and
most (%) reported that the bears were wild-caught. This
finding is supported by the incidence of snare injuries ob-
servable in the captive bear population and widespread
documented declines in wild bear populations throughout
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the region coinciding with the establishment of bear bile
farms (Loeffler et al., ; Crudge et al., ; Livingstone
& Shepherd, ).

The existence of bear bile farms presents considerable
challenges to law enforcement. Even though almost all inter-
viewees (%) admitted to regularly extracting bile, and half
(%) admitted to killing bears when closing the farms,
which are clear violations of national legislation, only %
of respondents reported having ever been issued fines.
This indicates a discrepancy between violation and prosecu-
tion rates. However, government interventions, specifically
inspections and discouragement, were mentioned by a third
of respondents as reasons for discontinuing bear bile
farming.

The Forest Protection Department and provincial au-
thorities in Viet Nam lack the resources and capacity to
monitor bear farms using microchip scanners that were in-
troduced when registration of bears became mandatory
(Willcox et al., ). The resulting uncertainty about the
origin of an animal impedes effective law enforcement.
With no reliable, readily-available method to distinguish be-
tween bears or bear bile from wild or farmed sources, the
potential for laundering is significant. In addition, a number
of farmers admitted to paying small or unofficial fees to the
authorities, suggesting there may be barriers to strict regu-
lation of wildlife farms. Despite prohibition of domestic and
international trade in bears and their parts, trade and traf-
ficking is widespread (Burgess et al., ; Willcox et al.,
). In an assessment of all reported bear-related seizures
across Asia during –, Viet Nam was identified as a
significant source country for live bears, with the second
highest trade volume ( live bears), and it is inferred
that seized live bears were intended to stock bear bile
farms (Burgess et al., ).

Viet Nam’s regulation on the Management of Captive
Bears (Decision  QD//BNN-KL) prohibits keeping
bears in facilities that do not meet certain minimum re-
quirements, including stipulations that bear farmers must
ensure they have sufficient finances to take care of the
bears and that bears must receive sufficient food and
water daily. The health and welfare implications of bear
bile farming are important considerations for its long-term
viability, which need to be taken into account by other na-
tions in the region (and by Viet Nam if regulations were to
change in the future). A comprehensive assessment of these
issues is beyond the scope of this study but they are dis-
cussed elsewhere (Maas, ; Loeffler et al., ).
However, our study shows that there has been a significant
decrease in farmers’monthly expenditure on bear food dur-
ing –, suggesting that, in contravention of regula-
tions and the principles of animal welfare, bears on farms
are currently not receiving sufficient sustenance.

Proponents of commercial wildlife farming often argue
that other, more conventional conservation interventions

are failing to protect the most threatened and most sought-
after species, and that alternative strategies should be tested
(Bulte & Damania, ). Because of the potentially high
risks of increased threats (should the market not react as ex-
pected) and lack of empirical evidence, much of the debate
around this contentious issue relies on model-based ap-
proaches and economic theory (Tensen, ). The case of
bear bile farming inViet Nam provides an example of wildlife
farming failing to sufficiently reduce pressure on a once wide-
ly distributed and relatively abundant species. Commercial
bear bile farming has been practiced since the s (Foley
et al., ). Despite the fact that . , bears are held
on farms in Asia, demand for wild bear bile and gallbladders
remains high (Nijman et al., ) and it is unlikely that com-
mercial trade in bear products will become sustainable.

The findings presented here highlight the difficulties in
regulating large-scale commercial farming of wildlife. It is
clear that bear bile farming in Viet Nam fails to meet any
of the criteria necessary for commercial wildlife farming
to benefit conservation, andmany bear farms do not comply
with government regulations as they continue to extract and
sell bear bile. This raises important considerations for the
continued existence of wildlife farms in Viet Nam and the
government’s response. If commercial wildlife farming is
to be of benefit to species conservation, deficiencies need
to be addressed and resources will need to be directed to-
wards improving regulatory compliance on farms, reform-
ing farming practices, increasing effective law enforcement
efforts, and changing consumer preferences and behaviours.

The results of this study have important implications for
commercial wildlife farming as a conservation strategy. Bear
bile farming expanded rapidly in Viet Nam, to the detriment
of wild bear populations. Yet the widespread availability of
farmed bear bile has failed to satisfy consumer demand.
Unlike farming of certain relatively fecund species that are
bred commercially for their skins (e.g. crocodiles; Corey
et al., ) or meat (e.g. snakes; Aust et al., ), we
argue that, without a considerable shift in consumer pre-
ferences, commercial farming will not result in positive con-
servation impacts for species such as bears, rhinoceroses
and tigers, which are exploited primarily for medicinal pro-
ducts, the potency of which is believed to be greatest when
obtained from wild individuals. Research into consumer
values, attitudes and behaviours will help improve our un-
derstanding of market drivers and help inform the design of
effective species conservation and management strategies.
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