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THE BEAR BILE BUSINESS

The global trade in bear products from China to Asia and beyond

A Historical Perspective Of The Bear Trade

The use of bear parts in Chinese medicines dates back over 3,000 years. Bear bile 1s believed to be
effective for a variety of conditions, including reducing fever and inflammation, cooling the liver,
and for treating hepatitis. The active constituent found in bear bile, Ursodeoxycholic acid, UDCA, 1s
found 1n significant levels in bears, although UDCA can be made synthetically. Traditionally, bears
were hunted and killed in order to obtain the gall bladder for medicinal use.

However, since the 1980s, bile has been extracted from live bears kept on bear farms. A surgical
procedure is carried out to create a tissue fistula, or tube, into the bile duct or gall bladder. Originally,
there were many smaller farms. However, there has been consolidation of the industry and the
number of farms has been reduced, with fewer farms holding more bears. In 1998 there were 247
farms with 7,002 bears."

The TCM industry today utilizes both whole gall bladders and bile from bear farms. A wide variety
of products are now produced from farmed bile including powders, capsules, and ointments. The
products are sold in pharmacies in China, although the cost is high for the general public. They are
not generally demanded by the public or prescribed in high volumes by TCM practitioners. There are
herbal and synthetic alternatives to the use of bear bile in TCM.

The commercialization of the bear trade during the last 20 years has seen a huge quantities of bear
bile produced, far in excess of what can be consumed in China. Therefore, external markets are
keenly sought despite that fact that it 1s 1llegal to export the product (CITES Appendix I listed
species). Bear farming was claimed to help bear conservation. However, despite the presence of
farmed bear bile, the gall from a wild bear 1s seen as more potent in TCM, and 1s worth considerably
more. Therefore, there 1s significant poaching of wild bears, not only in Asia, but globally. In
addition, 1n 1999 and 2000 bear farm personnel stated that farm products were exported to the Asian
region, e.g. Japan, Philippines, Korea, Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Singapore °.

Bear Farming

In 1999 and 2000, the World Society for the Protection of Animals (WSPA) carried out
investigations into bear bile farms in China . Eleven farms were visited containing around 2,500
bears, approximately one third of the 7,000 bears kept in Chinese bear farms. A scientific assessment
of the findings identified ‘barren housing, poor hygiene and nutrition, improper surgery and



veterinary care, early weaning and maternal separation’  as key concerns, and stated  ‘that bear
farming for bile extraction, which requires maintaining bears with permanent gall bladder fistulae or
cannulae, 1s incompatible with modern husbandry practices designed to ensure the physical and
mental health of bears’ and ‘for these reasons, this practice should be abandoned’

Current Restrictions On International Trade

The international trade in bear species 1s regulated by the Convention on International Trade in
Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES). All eight bear species are listed on the
Appendices of CITES. The majority of species are listed on Appendix I of CITES, where no
commercial trade 1s allowed: Asiatic black bear; Malayan sun bear; Sloth bear; Spectacled bear; and
Brown bear (populations in China, Butan, Mongolia and Mexico). Due to significant illegal trade,
Resolution Conference 10.8  ‘Conservation of and trade in bear specimens’  was passed which

‘urges all Parties, particularly bear range and consuming countries, to take immediate action in
order to demonstrably reduce the illegal trade in bear parts and derivatives’ *. In addition,
Resolution Conference 8.15 and 11.14  ‘Guidelines for a procedure to register and monitor
operations that breed Appendix-I animal species for commercial purposes’ °°would be applied if
any applications were made to register a bear farm for legal international trade.



