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The first photographic evidence of Himalayan Brown Bear from Lippa-Asrang Wildlife Sanctuary,
Himachal Pradesh, India. Photo credit: Wildlife Institute of India, Dehradun. See page 23-25 for
more information on the research project that captured the photograph.
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International Trade in Bear Products for Traditional Asian Medicine
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Traditional Asian Medicines (TAM) contain plant and animal compounds that may be derived from endangered species
(Cheng et al. 2014; Coghlan et al. 2015). This is a cause for concern as the use of wild animal parts in TAM can put added
pressure on populations of many threatened species. The use of wildlife products in TAM has spread beyond Asia, via the
Asian diaspora, to other continents including North America (Petrossian et al. 2016), Australia (Coghlan et al. 2012), and Africa
(Nguyen and Robert 2020). Coghlan et al. (2012) found DNA from Asiatic black bear (Ursus thibetanus) in TAM products in
Australia, and trade of Asian species, for TAM purposes was also recorded recently in South Africa (Nguyen and Robert 2020).
The aim of the current pilot study was to investigate the animal species composition of TAM products seized in the United
Kingdom (UK).

Fourteen TAM products suspected to contain illegal wildlife that had been seized over the last 20 years from shops in
London, were provided by the Wildlife Crime Unit of the London Metropolitan Police and subjected to DNA nucleotide
sequence analysis for species identification. DNA from all samples was recovered using the QIAGEN DNeasy blood and tissue
DNA extraction kit, following the manufacturer’s instructions. The mitochondrial DNA cytochrome b gene was targeted for
sequence analysis, as it is known to enable diagnostic identification of multiple mammalian species. PCR amplification was
first attempted using universal mcb primers (Verma and Singh 2003) and subsequently, for products advertised as contain-
ing bear bile, using bear-specific primers, ut172f and ut367r (Peppin et al. 2008). Positive and negative controls were used
throughout.

DNA sequence results were obtained for 2 of the 14 samples. For sample 07, a product labelled as powdered bear gall,
manufactured by the Guizhentang Pharmaceutical Company in China, the sequence results identified DNA originating from
the Asiatic black bear. However sample 08, labelled as bear gallbladder, and was identified as originating from a domestic
pig (Sus domesticus). Unfortunately, the other products that were submitted for DNA analysis did not yield amplifiable DNA.

Although we were only able to obtain sequence from 2 TAM products, this finding is evidence that some individuals have
been engaged in international trade of bear bile from China for use as TAM products in the UK. The Guizhentang Pharma-
ceutical Company, registered in Fujian, China, is known for extracting bile from farmed bears to produce TAM (Jian 2012).
Although bear bile extraction and trade are permitted in China, all international cross-border import or export without
proper permits is an infraction of the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora
(CITES) trade regulations (Foley et al. 2011). It is noteworthy that bear products (confirmed with DNA analysis) found over
the counter in Australia and bear products observed during market surveys in South Africa were also manufactured by this
company (Coghlan et al. 2012; Nguyen and Roberts 2020). Among the 14 TAM products analyzed here, 8 were identified in
a market survey in South Africa. Although it was not possible to obtain these products from South Africa for the purpose
of this study, since the bear products match those from the Guizhentang Pharmaceutical Company, it is probable that bear
products found in South Africa are also genuinely from U. thibetanus.

The presence of dried pig gallbladder in this study demonstrates the use of fake products in the TAM trade, although it is
not clear whether or not the seller was aware of its true identity. The practice of advertising gallbladder from other species
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Fourteen TAM products suspected to contain illegal wildlife that had been seized over the last 20 years from shops
in London, were subjected to DNA nucleotide sequence analysis for species identification.

is not uncommon. Jabin et al. (2019), using genetic analysis, found that 3 gallbladders suspected to be U. thibetanus were

actually Sambar deer (Rusa unicolor) and cattle (Bos indicus). The trade in fake products has been identified as a potential

difficulty for regulation and enforcement (Foley et al. 2011). In the UK, simply advertising a product for sale as containing a
CITES-listed species without the correct permits constitutes an offence under CITES regulations, regardless of whether or

not its authenticity has been established. Some countries (e.g., Singapore) have extended legal restrictions to include fake
specimens purported to be from CITES-listed species (Foley et al. 2011).

Asiatic black bears and majority of other species products that were included in this study are listed on Appendix |
of CITES. Therefore, international trade in TAM products containing these species is illegal and demand for them poses
a serious threat to species survival (Graham-Rowe 2011). This study raises concerns over the scale of the TAM market for
threatened species, outside of Asia. It is possible that Chinese migrants smuggle these products into other regions in order
to satisfy the demand of Chinese diaspora communities. This demand can also impact wildlife populations outside of Asia:
Research by Kennedy et al. (2018), highlighted the historical trade of brown bear (U. arctos) paws at Chinese diaspora sites
in western North America, showing the impact of consumer demand on local wildlife populations. Overall demand for the
parts of bears and other species may be increased greatly if consumption behaviours spread to the local non-Asian popu-
lace and/or incorporate other wildlife species as substitutes (Nguyen and Roberts 2020; Nguyen et al. 2020).

All 14 products analysed in this study claimed to include at least one protected species. Without scientific analysis it is
impossible to know if manufactured TAM products contain endangered species or were falsely labelled (Newmaster et al.
2013). The trade in processed products represents a challenge to effective law enforcement. However, DNA analysis is not
always effective at determining species presence. In the absence of consistent, robust methods of species identification for
TAM, it is recommended that all CITES member states enact legislation that extends trade regulations to include all parts
or products advertised or traded as containing endangered species, irrespective of their actual composition. Our findings
contribute to the understanding of the TAM trade in threatened species, particularly of the bear bile/gallbladder trade,
driven by the Chinese diaspora.
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About the International Association for Bear Research and Management (IBA)

The International Association for Bear Research and Management (IBA) is a non-profit tax-exempt organization open to profes-
sional biologists, wildlife managers, and others dedicated to the conservation of all bear species. The organization has approxmi-
ately 500 members from over 50 countries. It supports the scientific management of bears through research and distribution of
information. The IBA sponsors international conferences on all aspects of bear biology, ecology, and management. The proceed-
ings are published as peer-reviewed scientific papers in the journal Ursus.

IBA Mission Statement
Goal: The goal of the International Association for Bear Research and Management (IBA) is to promote the conservation and
restoration of the world’s bears through science-based research, management, and education.
Objectives: In support of this goal, IBA's objectives are to:

1. Promote and foster well-designed research of the highest professional standards.

2. Develop and promote sound stewardship of the world’s bears through scientifically based population and habitat
management.

3. Publish and distribute, through its conferences and publications, peer-reviewed scientific and technical information of high
quality addressing broad issues of ecology, conservation, and management.

4. Encourage communication and collaboration across scientific disciplines and among bear researchers and managers
through conferences, workshops, and newsletters.

5. Increase public awareness and understanding of bear ecology, conservation, and management by encouraging the transla-
tion of technical information into popular literature and other media, as well as through other educational forums.

6. Encourage the professional growth and development of our members.

7. Provide professional counsel and advice on issues of natural resource policy related to bear management and conservation.

8. Maintain the highest standards of professional ethics and scientific integrity.

9. Encourage full international participation in the IBA through the siting of conferences, active recruitment of international
members and officers, and through financial support for international research, travel to meetings, memberships, and
journal subscriptions.

10. Through its integrated relationship with the Bear Specialist Group of the World Conservation Union (IUCN)/Species Survival
Commission, identify priorities in bear research and management and recruit project proposals to the IBA Grants Program
that address these priorities.

11. Build an endowment and a future funding base to provide ongoing support for IBA core functions and for the IBA Grants
Program.

12. Support innovative solutions to bear conservation dilemmas that involve local communities as well as national or regional
governments and, to the extent possible, address their needs without compromising bear conservation, recognizing that
conservation is most successful where human communities are stable and can see the benefits of conservation efforts.

13. Form partnerships with other institutions to achieve conservation goals, where partnerships could provide additional fund-
ing, knowledge of geographical areas, or expertise in scientific or non-scientific sectors.

Deadline for the Summer 2020 issue is 5 Jun 2020
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