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 � The world faces an uphill battle against the illicit wildlife poaching 

industry given its estimated value of US$ 7–23 billion. It remains an 
DWWUDFWLYH�PDUNHW�DV�LW�LV�UHJDUGHG�DV�D�KLJK�SURȴW��ORZ�ULVN�EXVLQHVV��
$UWLȴFLDO�ΖQWHOOLJHQFH��$Ζ��EDVHG�DSSURDFKHV�SURPLVH�WR�ȵLS�WKH�VFULSW�
and make it a high-risk pursuit.  

 � 7R�FRPEDW�ZLOGOLIH�FULPH��WKH�:RUOG�:LOGOLIH�)XQGȇV��::)��SUR-
JUDPPH�LGHQWLȴHG�IRXU�FRUH�SLOODUV�Ȃ�VWRS�WKH�SRDFKLQJ��VWRS�WKH�
WUDɝFNLQJ��VWRS�WKH�EX\LQJ��DQG�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�SROLF\��)RU�$Ζ�RULHQWHG�
VWUDWHJLHV�WR�EH�VXFFHVVIXO��LW�QHHGV�WR�LQWHUYHQH�DW�DOO�IRXU�OHYHOV� 

 � *LYHQ�WKDW�KDOI�RI�WKH�ZRUOGȇV�ZLOGOLIH�SRDFKLQJ�WDNHV�SODFH�LQ�$IULFD��
and that this continent is plunging into recession due to the pan-
GHPLF��WKH�LOOLFLW�ZLOGOLIH�WUDGH�LV�H[SHFWHG�WR�JDLQ�VWULGHV��7KLV�KDV�
renewed the urgency for innovative AI based solutions and fostered 
partnerships between global technology companies and conserva-
tion organizations to rise to this challenge.  

 � 7KLV�VWXG\�PDSV�WKH�FXUUHQW�$Ζ�EDVHG�FKDOOHQJHV��LQLWLDWLYHV��DQG�
voices from stakeholders and captures insights to important ques-
WLRQV�VXFK�DV�WR�ZKDW�H[WHQW�FDQ�GRHV�$Ζ�PLWLJDWH�LOOHJDO�ZLOGOLIH�
WUDɝFNLQJ�SUREOHPV"�:KDW�DUH�WKH�GL΍HUHQW�EHOLHIV�DPRQJ�VWDNH-
KROGHUV�DERXW�ZLOGOLIH�SRDFKLQJ�DQG�RQOLQH�WUDɝFNLQJ�DQG�ZK\"�+RZ�
LV�$Ζ�EHLQJ�HPEHGGHG�LQ�WKHVH�LQLWLDWLYHV" 

 � There is a bias towards market-based solutions among the African 
stakeholders at a time when the international funding sectors in 
 Europe are going against such measures. Cultural perspectives mat-
WHU�LQ�$Ζ�OHG�HQIRUFHPHQW��ZKLFK�GHPDQGV�ORFDO�EX\�LQ� 

 � ([RUELWDQW�FRVWV�WR�VXVWDLQ�$Ζ�LQWHUYHQWLRQV�VLW�XQFRPIRUWDEO\�ZLWK�
major resource scarcities in pay for the rangers and their informant 
QHWZRUNV�RQ�WKH�JURXQG��VWLOO�VHHQ�E\�FRQVHUYDWLRQLVWV�DV�WKH�PRVW�
“intelligent” way to combat the trade. 

 � Anti-poaching tracking initiatives need to address ongoing dilem-
mas of data governance such as data cooperation vs data localiza-
WLRQ�RZQHUVKLS��DQG�RSHQ�VFLHQFH�YV�SULYDF\�VHFXULW\�WR�KDYH�UHDO�
impact.
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$W�86���������D�NLORJUDP��D�UKLQR�KRUQ�FRVWV�PRUH�WKDQ�D�SRXQG�RI�
JROG�RU�FRFDLQH��DQG�DFFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�81�(QYLURQPHQW�3URJUDPPH�
DQG�ΖQWHUSRO��WKLV�LOOLFLW�ZLOGOLIH�SRDFKLQJ�LQGXVWU\�KDV�DQ��HVWLPDWHG�
value of US$ 7–23 billion.1 The destination countries where this 
WUDGH�PDLQO\�WDNHV�SODFH�LQFOXGH�&KLQD�DQG�6RXWKHDVW�$VLD��ZKLFK�DUH�
considered a “biodiversity hotspot” at the centre of legal and illegal 
wildlife trade.2�$VLDȇV�PDUNHW�GHPDQG�LV�ODUJHO\�GULYHQ�E\�WKH�XVH�RI�
WKHVH�DQLPDOV�DQG�DQLPDO�SURGXFWV�DV�FROOHFWDEOHV��SHWV��WUDGLWLRQDO�
PHGLFLQHV��DQG�IRRG��7KH�DWWUDFWLRQ�WR�WKLV�LOOHJDO�WUDGH�LV�GXH�WR�WKH�
SUHYDLOLQJ�IDFW�WKDW�LW�LV�UHJDUGHG�DV�D�KLJK�SURȴW��ORZ�ULVN�EXVLQHVV�3

:LOGOLIH�WUDɝFNLQJ�FDQ�EH�SDUVHG�LQWR�WKUHH�SKDVHV��WKH�SRDFKLQJ�
DFWLYLW\�LQ�WKH�VRXUFH�FRXQWULHV��WKH�WUDQVLW�DQG�WUDQVSRUWDWLRQ�WR�
WKH�GHVWLQDWLRQ�FRXQWULHV�DQG�ȴQDOO\�WKH�WUDGH�LQ�WKH�GHVWLQDWLRQ�
countries.4�7KH�VRXUFH�ZKHUHLQ�DERXW�KDOI�RI�WKH�ZRUOGȇV�ZLOGOLIH�
poaching takes place is African countries. The alarming rates of 
SRDFKLQJ�KDYH�OHG�WR�WKH�HQGDQJHULQJ�DQG�RU�SRVVLEOH�H[WLQFWLRQ� 
RI�PDQ\�VSHFLHV��LQFOXGLQJ�HOHSKDQWV��UKLQRFHURV��WLJHUV��DQG�SDQ-
JROLQV��ΖQ�$IULFD��DQ�HOHSKDQW�LV�NLOOHG�HYHU\�ȴIWHHQ�PLQXWHV�DQG�LQ�
������D�UKLQR�ZDV�NLOOHG�HYHU\���KRXUV�5�7R�FRPEDW�ZLOGOLIH�FULPH��
WKH�:RUOG�:LOGOLIH�)XQGȇV��::)��SURJUDPPH�LGHQWLȴHG�IRXU�FRUH�SLO-
ODUV�Ȃ�ȊVWRS�WKH�SRDFKLQJ�ȋ�ȊVWRS�WKH�WUDɝFNLQJ�ȋ�ȊVWRS�WKH�EX\LQJ�ȋ�
and “international policy.”6 They 
highlighted the high level of orga-
nised international wildlife crime 
LQYROYHG��DQG�LQWHOOLJHQFH�OHG�ODZ�
enforcement was described as be-
ing vital in deterring the illicit trade 
chains from source to market.7

Wildlife poaching and trading 
have come under added scrutiny 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
$VLDQ�FRXQWULHV��SDUWLFXODUO\�&KLQD��
are under serious international 
pressure to ban all further wildlife 
WUDGH��DV�WKH�YLUXV�LV�VXVSHFWHG�WR�

1 Poaching Facts. 2020. “Rhino  
Poaching Statistics.” (http://www.
poachingfacts.com/poaching-statistics/
rhino-poaching-statistics/). 

2 Krishnasamy, Kanitha and Monica  
Zavagali. 2020. “Southeast Asia at the 
heart of Wildlife Trade.” TRAFFIC. (https://
www.tra!c.org/publications/reports/
renewed-game-plan-needed-to-tackle-
southeast-asias-massive-wildlife- 
tra!cking-problem/). 

3 Krishnasamy, Kanitha and Sarah Stoner. 
2016. “Trading Faces: A rapid assessment 
on the use of Facebook to trade wildlife in 
Peninsular Malaysia”. TRAFFIC. (https://
www.tra!c.org/site/assets/files/2434/
trading-faces-facebook-malasia.pdf).

4 Cusack, John. 2020. “The Illegal Wildlife 
Trade, Dollars & Sense.” Financial Crime 
News, 8 March. (https://thefinancialcrime 
news.com/the-illegal-wildlife-trade- 
dollars-sense-by-john-cusack/).

5 Poaching Facts. 2020.  
“Rhino Poaching Statistics.”

6 WWF. 2020. “Wildlife Crime Initiative.” 
Panda.org.  (https://wwf.panda.org/
our_work/wildlife/wildlife_trade/wild-
life_crime_initiative/).

7 Krishnasamy, Kanitha and Monica  
Zavagali. 2020. “Southeast Asia at the 
heart of Wildlife Trade.” 
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KDYH�HPDQDWHG�IURP�WKH�ZLOGOLIH�WUDGH�LQ�D�ZHW�PDUNHW�LQ�:XKDQ��
China.��$V�D�UHVXOW��LQ�$VLD��WKLV�WUDGH�KDV�WHPSRUDULO\�EHHQ�EDQQHG��
and further permanent laws are being drafted.9�)RU�LQVWDQFH��VHY-
eral law enforcement “milestones” have been achieved in response 
WR�WKH�&29Ζ'����SDQGHPLF��$V�RI�-XQH�������SDQJROLQV��WKH�PRVW�
WUDɝFNHG�PDPPDOV�IURP�$IULFD�DQG�$VLD�VROG�LQ�WKH�ZHW�PDUNHWV�
LQ�$VLD��KDYH�EHHQ�UHPRYHG�IURP�&KLQDȇV�WUDGLWLRQDO�PHGLFLQH�
treatments.10 There is renewed optimism towards an ultimate 
EDQ�RQ�XVLQJ�ZLOGOLIH�LQ�WUDGLWLRQDO�$VLDQ�PHGLFLQH��1HYHUWKHOHVV��
animal products such as rhino horns and elephant tusks are still on 
medicine lists and illegal trading still prevails.7�0RUHRYHU��DV�$IULFD�
plunges into recession and tourism falls rapidly due to the pandem-
LF��SRDFKLQJ�PD\�JDLQ�DGGHG�HFRQRPLF�LQFHQWLYHV�

)XUWKHUPRUH��ZLWK�WKH�ZHW�PDUNHW�YHQXHV�FORVLQJ��RQOLQH�LOOHJDO�
ZLOGOLIH�WUDɝFNLQJ�KDV�H[SDQGHG�H[SRQHQWLDOO\�YLD�VRFLDO�PHGLD� 
DQG�H�FRPPHUFH�SODWIRUPV��IXUWKHU�FKDOOHQJLQJ�WKH�H΍HFWLYH�GH� 
tection of illicit trading.11�$ORQJ�ZLWK�VXSSO\�FKDLQ�URXWHV��JOREDO�
access to technology and connectivity has enabled a fast-growing 
SODWIRUP�IRU�EX\HUV�DQG�VHOOHUV�WR�WUDGH�LOOHJDO�ZLOGOLIH��ΖPSRUWDQWO\��
WUDQV�FRQWLQHQWDO�WUDGH�KDV�H[SDQGHG�GXH�WR�$VLDȇV�ZLOG�SRSXOD-
tions being depleted. This has contributed to an increase in the 
demand for African wildlife in Asia.12 Enforcement agencies are 
LQFUHDVLQJO\�ȴQGLQJ�LW�GLɝFXOW�WR�GHWHFW�LOOLFLW�WUDGLQJ��HVSHFLDOO\� 
due to the encrypted nature of the online transactions.13�7KXV��
whilst the COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in the shutdown of wet 
markets and new laws in place to 
criminalise the sale of certain spe-
FLHV��WKH�IUDJPHQWHG�DQG�OLPLWHG�
approach in tackling illegal wildlife 
trade is seen as a guarantee of 
WKH�VWDWXV�TXR��RU�HYHQ�ZRUVH��RI�
worsening the situation as global 
supply chains go online. 

8 Standaert, Michael. 2020. “Illegal  
wildlife trade goes online as China  
shuts down markets.” Aljazeera,  
24 March.  (https://www.aljazeera.com 
/news/2020/03/illegal-wildlife 
-trade-online-china-shuts- 
markets-200324040543868.html). 

9 Froehlich, Paula. 2020. “China and 
Vietnam finally ban wildlife trade due to 
coronavirus.” New York Post, 28 March.  
(https://nypost.com/2020/03/28/ 
china-and-vietnam-finally-ban- 
wildlife-trade-due-to-coronavirus/). 

10 Briggs, Helen. 2020. “Coronavirus: Putting 
the spotlight on the global wildlife trade.” 
BBC, 5 April. (https://www.bbc.com/news/
science-environment-52125309).

11 Standaert, Michael. 2020. “Illegal wildlife 
trade goes online as China shuts down 
markets.” 

12 Krishnasamy, Kanitha and Monica  
Zavagali. 2020. “Southeast Asia at the 
heart of Wildlife Trade.” 

13 Briggs, Helen. 2020. “Coronavirus: Putting 
the spotlight on the global wildlife trade.” 
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7R�DGGUHVV�WKHVH�IRUPLGDEOH�FKDOOHQJHV��$Ζ�LV�EHLQJ�GHYHORSHG�WR�
automatically monitor and investigate high volumes of online data 
WR�H΍HFWLYHO\�SUHYHQW�DQG�GLVUXSW�WKLV�WUDGH��VHH�7DEOH�����ΖQ�������
WKH�::)�DQG�WKH�ΖQWHUQDWLRQDO�)XQG�IRU�$QLPDO�:HOIDUH��Ζ)$:��
ODXQFKHG�WKH�Ȋ&RDOLWLRQ�WR�(QG�:LOGOLIH�7UDɝFNLQJ�2QOLQHȋ��&(:72���
ZKHUH�FXUUHQWO\�WKLUW\�IRXU�H�FRPPHUFH��VHDUFK�DQG�VRFLDO�PHGLD�
technology companies are collaborating with wildlife organisations 
to assist in combating this illegal trade.14�%DLGX��D�&KLQHVH�PXOWLQD-
tional tech company and one of the largest AI and internet compa-
QLHV�JOREDOO\��LV�ZRUNLQJ�ZLWK�WKH�&(:72�WR�GHYHORS�$Ζ�VROXWLRQV�WR�
detect listings of wildlife for sale.15 

Table 1: Digital Platforms Used by the Crowdsourcing Initiatives

14 WWF. 2020. “Coalition to End Wildlife Online.” 
(https://www.worldwildlife.org/pages/ 
coalition-to-end-wildlife-tra!cking-online).

15 WWF. 2020. “Coalition to End Wildlife Online.”

Company/
NGO/
Park/ 
Project

Type of  
Technology

Interviewees 
Involved  
in These  
Technologies 

Country of  
Operations

Type of Park  
Management  
Utilising This  
Technology

Elephant  
Listening  
Project 
�(/3�

Acoustic  
Technology

Peter Wrege  � Democratic 
Republic of 
Congo

 � Central 
African 
Republic

Government with 
NGO management 
support

Rainforest  
Connection

Acoustic  
Technology

Topher White 15 countries in 
$IULFD��$VLD�	�
South America

*RYHUQPHQW�	� 
Community  
management

Air  
Shephard

Aerial  
Technology

)HL�)DQJ Test pilots  
in various  
$IULFDQ�	�$VLDQ� 
countries

Government  
0DQDJHPHQW�	�
Conservation areas 
utilising SMART  
technology
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While much research in this area of conservation focuses either on 
AI-led anti-poaching measures to check supply or policies to deter 
GHPDQG��IHZ�VWXGLHV�HPSKDVLVH�WKH�JOREDO�VXSSO\�FKDLQV�WKDW�LQWHU-
VHFW�WUDQVQDWLRQDO�DFWRUV��LQ�WKLV�FDVH�$IULFD�DQG�$VLD��7KH�GLɝFXO-
WLHV�LQ�FUHDWLQJ�$Ζ�DSSOLFDWLRQV�IRU�RQOLQH�WUDɝFNLQJ�DUH�WR�D�FHUWDLQ�
H[WHQW�GXH�WR�GL΍HUHQW�VWDNHKROGHU�LQWHUHVWV�GULYLQJ�WKH�QDWXUH�
FRQVHUYDWLRQ�ȴHOG�DQG�WKH�WHFKQRORJ\�LQGXVWU\�16�7KHUHIRUH��LW�LV�
HVVHQWLDO�WR�H[SORUH�WKH�GLYHUVH�DVSHFWV�RI�WKHVH�VRFLR�WHFKQLFDO�V\V-
WHPV�WR�DGGUHVV�WKH�VLJQLȴFDQW�DQG�JOREDO�FKDOOHQJHV�LQ�HOLPLQDWLQJ�
ZLOGOLIH�SRDFKLQJ�DQG�WUDGH��SDUWLFXODUO\�RI�HQGDQJHUHG�VSHFLHV�

The focus of this research is to create a critical and holistic approach 
in deploying AI-led strategies to combat the poaching and illegal 
trade that spans digital and physical geographies due to the inherent 
global supply chains that enable this practice. Through a qualitative 
DSSURDFK�RI�LQ�GHSWK�LQWHUYLHZV�ZLWK�GLYHUVH�H[SHUWV�LQYROYHG�LQ�

16 Ma"ey, Georgina, Hilary Homans, Ken 
Banks, and Koen Arts. 2015. “Digital  
technology and human development:  
A charter for nature conservation.”  
Ambio 44, 4: 527–537.

Company/
NGO/
Park/ 
Project

Type of  
Technology

Interviewees 
Involved  
in These  
Technologies 

Country of  
Operations

Type of Park  
Management  
Utilising This  
Technology

PAWS Patrol  
Technology

Patrick 
)OLFNLQJHU�
Shahrzad  
*KRODPL�
Remko 
'H�/DQJH�
)HL�)DQJ

Test pilots in 
various African 
	�$VLDQ�FRXQ-
WULHV�ΖQFOXGLQJ�

 � China
 � Malaysia
 � Uganda

Conservation areas 
utilising SMART  
technology

Smart 
Parks B.V.

Sensor and 
Animal 
Tagging 
Technology

Timothy van 
Dam

“African Parks”  
Conservancies

Private management 
	�$38

TrailGuard 
AI

Camera 
Technology

�8QDEOH�WR�
reach for 
LQWHUYLHZ�

Tested in 
Tanzania

Grumeti Reserve
Private management 
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FRPEDWLQJ�WKLV�WUDGH��ZH�DVNHG�WKH�IROORZLQJ��WR�ZKDW�H[WHQW�FDQ�
GRHV�$Ζ�PLWLJDWH�LOOHJDO�ZLOGOLIH�WUDɝFNLQJ�SUREOHPV"�:KDW�DUH�WKH�GLI-
IHUHQW�EHOLHIV�DERXW�ZLOGOLIH�SRDFKLQJ�DQG�RQOLQH�WUDɝFNLQJ�DQG�ZK\"�
:KDW�DUH�WKH�ELJJHVW�FKDOOHQJHV�DQG�H[LVWLQJ�VWUDWHJLHV�LQ�FRXQWHULQJ�
SRDFKLQJ�DQG�KRZ�LV�$Ζ�EHLQJ�HPEHGGHG�LQ�WKHVH�LQLWLDWLYHV"

The study aims to provide cross-sectoral insights for stakeholders 
on the global value chains of wildlife markets and the use of AI 
anti-poaching applications to disrupt supply. Due to the increasing 
LQWHJUDWLRQ�RI�$Ζ�DQG�FRQVHUYDWLRQ��WKLV�ZRUN�SURYLGHV�QXDQFH�WR�
WKH�UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�WKH�VRFLR�WHFKQLFDO�V\VWHPV�RI�$Ζ�GHYLFHV��
the communicative and media ecologies of promoting such devices 
and responses from the various conservationist members of Asia 
and Africa. Given the economic pressures of the COVID-19 pandem-
LF��WKH�DLP�LV�WR�XWLOLVH�WKHVH�LQVLJKWV�WR�IXUWKHU�HQDEOH�FRVW�HɝFLHQW�
DQG�SURȴFLHQW�FRQVHUYDQF\��  
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7KLV�FDVH�VWXG\�LQFRUSRUDWHV�D�PL[HG�PHWKRG�DSSURDFK�RI�LQ�GHSWK�
interviews of 15 diverse stakeholders across the global supply 
FKDLQV��FRQVHUYDWLRQ�H[SHUWV��1*2V�DQG�WHFKQRORJ\�FRPSDQLHV��
DQG�WKH�WKHPDWLF�DQDO\VLV�RI�WKHLU�LQLWLDWLYHV��VHH�7DEOH�����7KH�
stakeholder analysis method is recognised as a vital process for 
HQYLURQPHQWDO�DQG�QDWXUDO�UHVRXUFHV�PDQDJHPHQW��PDNLQJ�WKLV�
method applicable to this study.17 The aim is to intersect diverse 
VWUDWHJLHV�RQ�FRQVHUYDWLRQ��$Ζ�GHVLJQ��DQG�GHSOR\PHQW�SURFHVVHV�
geared towards mitigating the illegal wildlife trade.

7KH�LQWHUYLHZV�ZHUH�FRQGXFWHG�RYHU�D�VSDQ�RI�WZR�PRQWKV��$SULO�
0D\��������0XOWLSOH�VWDNHKROGHUV��LQFOXGLQJ�VXSHUYLVRUV�RI�WKH�UDQJ-
HUV��1 ����FRQVHUYDWLRQLVWV��1 ����1*2V��1 ����DQG�$Ζ�WHFKQRORJ\�H[-
SHUWV��1 ����ZHUH�LQWHUYLHZHG�RYHU�=RRP��3XUSRVLYH�VDPSOLQJ�ZDV�
DSSOLHG�WR�WKLV�VWXG\��ZKHUHE\�QRQ�UDQGRP��VHOHFWHG�LQGLYLGXDOV�
ZHUH�LQWHUYLHZHG�EDVHG�RQ�WKHLU�H[SHUWLVH�DQG�RXU�DFFHVV�WR�WKHP��
:H�XVHG�WKHPDWLF�DQDO\VLV�WR�DQDO\VH�WKH�LQWHUYLHZ�GDWD��JXLGHG�E\�
WKH�NH\�FRQFHSWV�FRGHV�WKDW�KDYH�HPHUJHG�IURP�WKH�VWDWH�RI�WKH�DUW�
OLWHUDWXUH�LQ�WKH�GRPDLQV�RI�WKH�FRQVHUYDWLRQ�VHFWRU��$Ζ�XVDJH��DQG�
JOREDO�VXSSO\�FKDLQV�LQ�ZLOGOLIH�WUDɝFNLQJ��7KURXJK�WKH�LQLWLDO�FRGLQJ�
SURFHVV��D�WRWDO�RI�����FRGHV�ZHUH�FUHDWHG��DQG�IXUWKHU�ȴOWHUHG�DQG�
FURVV�FRGHG�WR�DUULYH�DW�VL[�RYHUDUFKLQJ�WKHPHV��QDPHO\��ȊWRROV�
XVLQJ�$Ζȋ��ȊDQWL�SRDFKLQJ�VWUDWHJ\ȋ��ȊWUDGH�GLVUXSWLRQ�WHFKQLTXHVȋ��
ȊGHPDQG�DQG�FULPHȋ��Ȋ&29Ζ'���ȋ�DQG�ȊHFRQRPLFVȋ�

Qualitative thematic analysis was also utilised to gain further in-
VLJKW�LQWR�WKH�PHGLDȇV�QDUUDWLYHV�DERXW�$Ζ�DV�ZHOO�DV�WKH�SHUVLVWHQFH�
of illegal wildlife purchasing. We critically analyse the CEWTO NGO 
application report that addresses and presents their views about AI 
WRROV�WR�FRPEDW�ZLOGOLIH�WUDGH�RQOLQH��2YHUDOO��WKLV�UHVHDUFK�UHYHDOV�
the global political economy of this industry by mapping and criti-
cally analysing 

1/ UDQJHU�SRDFKHU�H[SHULHQFHV�DQG�SHUVSHFWLYHV�LQ�$IULFD��
2/ $Ζ�EDVHG�DQWL�SRDFKLQJ�VRIWZDUH�GHVLJQ�LQLWLDWLYHV��DQG�
3/ consumer markets in Asia.  

17 Colvin, Rebecca M., G. Bradd Witt, and 
Justine Lacey. 2016. “Approaches to 
identifying stakeholders in environmental 
management: Insights from practitioners 
to go beyond the ‘usual suspects’.” Land 
Use Policy 52: 266–276.
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1. Market Paradigm and AI for Conservation

Global conservation practice stems from “sustainable utilisation”�� 
ZKHUH�ZLOGOLIH�ODZV�DUH�HQIRUFHG��DQG�ZLOGOLIH�LV�XWLOLVHG�LQ�VXFK�D�
way that it does not jeopardise the continued survival of the spe-
FLHV��EHJJLQJ�WKH�TXHVWLRQ�RI�ZKHWKHU�LW�LV�SURYHQ�WR�ZRUN��&XUUHQW-
O\��FRQVHUYDWLRQ�JRYHUQDQFH�ZLGHO\�IROORZV�WKH�WUHQG�RI�QHROLEHUDOL�
VDWLRQ��ZKLFK�HQWDLOV�WKH�SURPRWLRQ�RI�PDUNHW�EDVHG�LQVWUXPHQWV�
for the management of the environment.19 The neoliberal logic 
DOOXGHV�WR�D�ȊZLQ�ZLQȋ�FRQVHUYDWLRQ�DSSURDFK�IRU�DOO�DɝOLDWHG�SDU-
WLHV�WKURXJK�WKH�VWUDWHJLF�H[WUDFWLRQ�RI�QDWXUDO�UHVRXUFHV��

ΖQ�WKH�LQWHUYLHZV��WKH�WRSLF�RI�DSSO\LQJ�PDUNHW�SULQFLSOHV�LQ�FRQVHU-
YDWLRQ�UHVXUIDFHG��VSHFLȴFDOO\�UHJDUGLQJ�WKH�OHJDOLVLQJ�RI�WKH�VDOH�RI�
UKLQR�KRUQV�DQG�HOHSKDQW�WXVNV��1LFR�-DFREV��WKH�&R�)RXQGHU�RI�WKH�
1*2�5KLQR������DUJXHV�WKDW�WKH�SURFHHGV�FRXOG�EH�UHLQYHVWHG�LQWR�
FRQVHUYDWLRQ�

“We owe it to the animals to at least try to lift the ban, 
try the trade. Can you imagine if we start selling horns 
in South Africa? People will come out of bankruptcy and 
start breeding the animals with a passion. Because at 
this stage it’s a liability. It’s not an asset anymore… That 
same rhino, the heart that’s beating is worth 10,000 US 
Dollars but the horn is worth 180,000 US Dollars.”

Many of the Southern African countries are currently stuck with 
ODUJH�LYRU\�VWRFNSLOHV�GXH�WR�JOREDO�EDQV�RQ�H[SRUWV�WR�$VLD�DQG�
HOVHZKHUH��2OLYLD�0XIXWH��&RXQWU\�'LUHFWRU�IRU�$IULFDQ�:LOGOLIH�
)RXQGDWLRQ��H[SODLQV�WKDW�DOWKRXJK�WKHUH�LV�FRQFHUQ�WKDW�VHOOLQJ�
WKHVH�UHPDLQLQJ�VWRFNSLOHV�FRXOG�SURPRWH�IXUWKHU�SRDFKLQJ��JLYHQ�
WKH�VFDUFLW\�RI�UHVRXUFHV�IRU�FRQVHUYDWLRQ��WKH�FRQVHUYDWLRQ�DUHDV�
ZRXOG�EHQHȴW�JUHDWO\�E\�VHOOLQJ�WKHP�VR�WKH\�FDQ�UHLQYHVW�WKDW�
amount back into wildlife conservation. 

The fact is that AI-led anti-poaching tools are designed primarily 
WR�GHWHFW�SRDFKHUV�EXW�QRW�WKH�SRDFKHG�SURGXFWV��VXFK�DV�UKLQR�

18 Du"y, Rosaleen. 1999. “The role and 
limitations of state coercion: Antipoaching 
policies in Zimbabwe.” Journal of Contem-
porary African Studies 17, 1: 97–121.

19 Fletcher, Robert, et al. 2019. “Natural 
capital must be defended: green growth 
as neoliberal biopolitics.” The Journal of 
Peasant Studies 46, 5: 1068–1095.
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KRUQV��8VLQJ�VSHFLHV�LGHQWLȴFDWLRQ�WHVWV�WR�GL΍HUHQWLDWH�EHWZHHQ�
the old stockpiles and newly poached products and standardised 
GDWDȴFDWLRQ�RI�WKHVH�SURFHVVHV20 can serve as a valuable tool to 
DOORZ�IRU�VHOHFWLYH�PDUNHWLVDWLRQ��QXDQFHG�SROLF\�PDNLQJ�DQG�
enforcement on tracking these products through the global supply 
chains. Strategic AI intervention can thereby resolve the long-stand-
LQJ�FRQȵLFW�LQ�WKH�ȴHOG�RI�FRQVHUYDWLRQ�UHJDUGLQJ�UHVRXUFH�VFDUFLW\�
in conservation by capitalising on stockpiles though tracking their 
GLJLWDO�ȴQJHUSULQWV��7KH�HWKLFDO�GLOHPPD��KRZHYHU��UHPDLQV�LQ�SODFH�

7KH�FXOWXUDO�GLPHQVLRQ�H[WHQGV�WR�WKH�$Ζ�DQG�HWKLFV�ȴHOG�DV�GH-
cisions are made about what these tools should do and why. A 
rethink of the universalisms of the ethical guidelines is needed on 
JOREDO�ZLOGOLIH�FRQVHUYDWLRQ�DQG�DQLPDO�FUXHOW\�LQ�ERWK�$IULFD��WKH�
VXSSO\�VRXUFH��DQG�$VLD��WKH�FRQVXPHU�VRXUFH���&XOWXUDO�FRQGLWLRQV�
SHUVSHFWLYHV�PDWWHU�LQ�HQIRUFHPHQW��ZKLFK�GHPDQGV�ORFDO�EX\�LQ��
There appears to be a bias towards market-based solutions among 
the African stakeholders at a time when the international funding 
sectors in Europe are going against such measures.

2. Sustainability and Placement  
of AI in Conservation

7UDLO*XDUG�$Ζ�KDV�LGHQWLȴHG�RQH�KXQGUHG�QDWLRQDO�SDUNV�WKDW�KDYH�
the highest risks of poaching. AI cameras acting as an early warning 
system are due to be deployed at these parks by the end of 2020.21 
It is estimated that the equipment and infrastructure to protect 
WKHVH�SDUNV�FRXOG�EH�LQVWDOOHG�IRU�DERXW�86����PLOOLRQ��DOO�RI�ZKLFK�
are said to have been donated.22 With these massive donor invest-
PHQWV�DQG�SURȴWV�IRU�WHFKQRORJ\�FRPSDQLHV��$Ζ�OHG�LQWHUYHQWLRQV�
LQ�FRQVHUYDWLRQ�DUH��QRW�VXUSULVLQJO\��EHLQJ�GULYHQ�E\�WKH�WHFKQRO-
RJ\�FRPSDQLHV��7KHVH�H[RUELWDQW�
costs sit uncomfortably with the 
major resource scarcity in pay for 
the rangers and their informant 
networks on the ground to prevent 
anti-poaching.

20 Ewart, Kyle, et al. 2018. “An internationally 
standardized species identification test for 
use on suspected seized rhinoceros horn in 
the illegal wildlife trade.” Forensic Science 
International: Genetics 32: 33–39.

21 Inmarsat. 2019. “Inmarsat joints forces 
with RESOLVE to revolutionise fight to  
protect African wildlife” Press Release, 25 
July.  (https://www.inmarsat.com/press-
release/inmarsat-joins-forces 
-with-resolve-to-revolutionise 
-fight-to-protect-african-wildlife/). 

22 FT.com. 2019. “Targeted action can stem 
illegal wildlife trade.” Financial Times,  
30 November. (https://www.ft.com/ 
content/ef8e379e-12a3-11ea-a7e6- 
62bf4f9e548a). 
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7KH�UHDOLW\�LV�WKDW�QDWLRQDO�SDUNV�FDQ�EDUHO\�D΍RUG�WR�SD\�WKHLU�UDQJ-
HUV��OHW�DORQH�LQYHVW�LQ�QHZ�WHFKQRORJLHV��ΖW�LV�QRWHZRUWK\�WKDW�DOO�
VWDNHKROGHUV��ERWK�ZLWKLQ�WKH�ȴHOGV�RI�FRQVHUYDWLRQ�DQG�WHFKQRORJ\��
GLVFXVVHG�WKH�WHQVLRQV�LQYROYHG�ZLWK�REWDLQLQJ�DGHTXDWH�IXQGLQJ��
\HW��WKH�H[WHQW�RI�GHSULYDWLRQ�GL΍HUHG��:KLOH�LQLWLDO�VXEVLGLHV�DQG�
JUDQWV�DUH�DOORZLQJ�$Ζ�LQWR�WKHVH�FRQVHUYDWLRQ�DUHDV��WKHUH�LV�D�OLP-
ited period to this funding. Additional upkeep and upgrading of the 
HTXLSPHQW��WUDLQLQJ�RI�WKH�VWD΍��GDWD�VWRUDJH��UHSDLUV�DQG�HFRORJL-
cally responsible disposal of the e-waste are not often included in 
the budgets allocated. It is evident that some of the simplest tools 
are not being implemented in these African and Asian conservation 
DUHDV�GXH�WR�EDVLF�SUREOHPV�RI�FRQQHFWLYLW\��ODFN�RI�HOHFWULFLW\�DQG�
GLJLWDO�OLWHUDF\��:LWKRXW�WKH�EDVLF�IRXQGDWLRQV�LQ�SODFH��$Ζ�FDQQRW�EH�
integrated in a sustained manner. 

Our stakeholders reveal that to manage and create networks on 
WKH�JURXQG��UHZDUGV�DUH�QHHGHG�WR�LQFHQWLYLVH�WKH�SURYLVLRQ�RI�VXFK�
LQIRUPDWLRQ��DQG�WKLV�LV�FRVWO\��7KH�DFFXPXODWLRQ�RI�LQWHOOLJHQFH�ZLOO�
only go as far as the funding allows. NGOs describe that they often 
ODFN�IXQGV�IRU�SD\LQJ�R΍�LQIRUPDQWV�DQG�WKDW�WKLV�OLPLWHG�IXQGLQJ�LV�
getting diverted to AI technologies. They argue that these AI-led in-
itiatives do not have a clear insider-knowledge base and a starting 
point for assessing these terrains. Donations given to conservation-
ists and NGOs are often earmarked for AI-based projects or come 
in the form of partnerships with technology corporations and are 
facilitated by transnational agencies. 

The fact is that public-private partnerships between donors and 
tech companies come with a long legacy of using Global South com-
PXQLWLHV�DV�ȊWHVWEHGV�IRU�QHZ�WHFKQRORJLHV�ȋ�7KHVH�ȊH[SHULPHQWVȋ�
KDYH�OHG�WR�WKH�ȴHOG�VX΍HULQJ�ȊFKURQLF�SLORWLWLV�ȋ�DQ�LQXQGDWLRQ�RI�
technology-initiated pilot projects with no clear steps for integra-
tion into the community.23�+HQFH��LW�LV�HVVHQWLDO�WR�KDYH�D�VXVWDLQ-
able and community growth-led model that accounts for institu-
WLRQDO�EXLOGLQJ�DQG�LQYHVWPHQW�LQWR�KXPDQ�UHVRXUFHV��DORQJVLGH�
$Ζ�OHG�DQWL�SRDFKLQJ�WHFKQRORJLHV��2WKHUZLVH��WKHUH�LV�D�GDQJHU�RI�
repeating past failures. 

23 Arora, Payal. 2019. The next billion users: 
Digital life beyond the West. Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press.
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3. Re-Examining What Counts as “Intelligence”

Preventing poaching in protected areas necessitates prompt col-
OHFWLRQ��DQDO\VLV�DQG�UHSRUWLQJ�RI�GDWD�GHULYLQJ�IURP�WKH�ȴHOG�24 In 
WKLV�ȴHOG�RI�SUHYHQWLQJ�SRDFKLQJ��WKHUH�DUH�GLYHUVH�DQWL�SRDFKLQJ�
LQIRUPDWLRQ�V\VWHPV�LPSOHPHQWHG�WR�VXSSRUW��HQKDQFH�DQG�JDWKHU�
GDWD�WR�VWUHQJWKHQ�DQWL�SRDFKLQJ�WDFWLFV��QDPHO\��*OREDO�3RVLWLRQLQJ�
6\VWHPV��*36���PLFURFKLSSLQJ�ZLOGOLIH��GURQHV��LQIUDUHG�FDPHUDV��
VHQVRUV��DFRXVWLFV��F\EHUWUDFNHUV��DQG�6SDWLDO�0RQLWRULQJ�DQG�
5HSRUWLQJ�7RRO��60$57��25 These technologies enable the derivation 
of data for AI processing and help with the breakthroughs for AI 
for conservation.26�7R�GDWH��LQIRUPDWLRQ�WHFKQRORJLHV�WKDW�HQDEOH�$Ζ�
IRU�VXFK�SXUSRVHV�DUH�DHULDO�EDVHG��SDWURO�EDVHG��DFRXVWLF�EDVHG��
FDPHUD�EDVHG��DQG�VHQVRU�EDVHG��0XOWLSOH�WHFKQRORJ\�FRPSDQLHV��
UHVHDUFK�LQVWLWXWHV�DQG�QRQ�SURȴW�RUJDQLVDWLRQV�DUH�XWLOLVLQJ�WHVWLQJ�
PDFKLQH�OHDUQLQJ��D�VXEVHW�RI�$Ζ��DQG�$Ζ�DOJRULWKPV�WR�UHYROXWLRQLVH�
H΍RUWV�LQ�FRQVHUYDWLRQ��LQFOXGLQJ�WKH�(OHSKDQW�/LVWHQLQJ�3URMHFW��
5DLQIRUHVW�&RQQHFWLRQ��6PDUW�3DUNV��$LU�6KHSKHUG��3URWHFWLRQ�$VVLV-
WDQW�IRU�:LOGOLIH�6HFXULW\��3$:6���DQG�7UDLO*XDUG�$Ζ�

8QGRXEWHGO\��LQWHOOLJHQFH�LV�QRWHG�WR�EH�D�YLWDO�HOHPHQW�LQ�$Ζ�OHG�
anti-poaching strategies. Wildlife poaching is increasingly paying 
attention to “high” level and “smart” intelligence anti-poaching op-
erations in which processed information about poachers can assist 
LQ�FULPH�SUHYHQWLRQ��DSSUHKHQVLRQ��DQG�FRQYLFWLRQ�27 Technology is 
a principal factor where automation and AI are deployed in con-
servation decisions as “conservation by algorithm.”���)RU�H[DPSOH��
*KRODPL��D�'DWD�DQG�$SSOLHG�6FLHQWLVW�IURP�0LFURVRIW��H[SODLQV�KRZ�
PAWS has been successfully pilot tested in the national parks of 
8JDQGD��0DOD\VLD��&DPERGLD�DQG�
China. PAWS utilises the data from 
60$57��ZKLFK�RQO\�JDWKHUV�KLV-
WRULFDO�GDWD��DQG�SURYLGHV�LQVLJKWV�
based on its analyses of this data 
to the conservation area manag-
HUV��)DQJ��DQ�$VVLVWDQW�3URIHVVRU�
DW�&DUQHJLH�0HOORQ��DQG�DQ�$Ζ�

24 Stokes, Emma J. 2010. “Improving 
e"ectiveness of protection e"orts in tiger 
source sites: developing a framework for 
law enforcement monitoring using MIST.” 
Integrative Zoology 5, 4: 363–377.

25 Pimm, Stuart L. et al. 2015. “Emerging 
technologies to conserve biodiversity.” 
Trends in ecology & evolution 30, 11:  
685–696.

26 Wearn, Oliver R., Robin Freeman, and 
David Jacoby. 2019. “Responsible AI 
for conservation.” Nature Machine 
Intelligence 1,2: 72–73.

27 Singh, Jaidev, and Henk Van Houtum. 
2002. “Post-colonial nature conservation 
in Southern Africa: same emperors, new 
clothes?” GeoJournal 58, 4: 253–263.

28 Cowan, Devin, Christina Burton, and  
William Moreto. 2019. “Conservation-
based intelligence-led policing.” Policing: 
An International Journal. 
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H[SHUW�IRU�WKH�3$:6�WHFKQRORJ\��H[SODLQV�WKDW�IXUWKHU�GDWD�VXS-
plementation includes “geospatial features around [the] protected 
DUHDȋ��ZKLFK�LV�WKHUHDIWHU�GLJLWLVHG�DQG�LPSOHPHQWHG�LQWR�WKH�3$:6�
technology. The implementation of machine learning and game 
theory is utilised for predictive analytics of poaching activities and 
PRYHPHQWV�LQ�WKLV�YDVW�WHUUDLQ��*KRODPL�IURP�0LFURVRIW�H[SODLQV�
that PAWS also provide “real time heat maps” that detect activities 
so that the rangers can see which locations have higher risks than 
RWKHUV�DQG�JXLGH�WKHP�LQ�RSWLPLVLQJ�WKHLU�WLPH�LQ�WKH�ȴHOG��

:KLOH�WKLV�LV�XVHIXO��KLVWRULFDO�GDWD�DV�WKH�SULPDU\�GDWD�IHHG�FDQ�VNHZ�
WKH�V\VWHPȇV�DQDO\VLV�DV�LW�GRHV�QRW�DFFRXQW�IRU�VKLIWLQJ�HFRORJLFDO�
DQG�KXPDQ�PLJUDWRU\�SDWWHUQV��G\QDPLF�SRDFKHU�VWUDWHJLHV��DQG�
FRXQWHU�PHDVXUHV��ZKLFK�QHHG�WR�EH�FDSWXUHG�IRU�D�FRPSOHWH�DQG�
WKHUHE\�PRUH�DFFXUDWH�SUHGLFWLRQ�RI�SRDFKLQJ�SUDFWLFHV�LQ�WKH�ȴHOG��
0RUHRYHU��WKH�UHDOLWLHV�RQ�WKH�JURXQG�DUH�WKDW�PRVW�UDQJHUV�KDYH�
rotary phones and limited access to connectivity and electricity and 
WKHUHIRUH�HQJDJH�ZLWK�PRUH�SDSHU�EDVHG�UHFRUG�NHHSLQJ��+HQFH�� 
for live streaming to work and for such data-intensive practices to be 
LQWHJUDWHG��D�ODUJHU�LQYHVWPHQW�LQWR�GLJLWDO�DQG�GDWD�LQIUDVWUXFWXUHV�
ZRXOG�EH�UHTXLUHG��ZKLFK�LV�EH\RQG�WKH�VFRSH�RI�WKHVH�SURMHFWV�

$QRWKHU�H[DPSOH�RI�$Ζ�GHSOR\PHQW�LV�WKH�FDVH�RI�WKH�5DLQIRUHVW�
&RQQHFWLRQ�SURMHFW��DQ�LQLWLDWLYH�WKDW�XWLOLVHV�DFRXVWLF�WHFKQRORJ\��
The AI technology monitors variables they see as being applicable 
WR�SRDFKLQJ��LQFOXGLQJ�DQLPDO�QRLVHV��JXQ�QRLVHV�DQG�FKDLQVDZV��
The custom-designed acoustic technology is erected in trees and 
ZRUNV�LQ�FRQVHUYDWLRQ�DUHDV�WKDW�KDYH�FHOO�SKRQH�QHWZRUNV��R΍HULQJ�
real-time data and alerts. Rainforest Connection CEO Topher White 
H[SODLQV�WKDW�$Ζ�WHFKQRORJ\�LV�XWLOLVHG�WR�SURFHVV�WKH�DFRXVWLFV�E\�
ȊJRLQJ�WKURXJK�WKH�PDVVLYH�GDWD�DQG�ȴOWHULQJ�RXW�WKH�VWX΍�WKDW�
>WKH\@�GRQȇW�QHHG�SHRSOH�WR�SD\�DWWHQWLRQ�WRȋ�DQG�WR�GHWHFW�FHUWDLQ�
VRXQGV�DFTXLUHG��7KH�WHFKQRORJ\�LV�RSHUDWLQJ�LQ�$IULFDQ��$VLDQ�DQG�
6RXWK�$PHULFDQ�SURWHFWHG�DUHDV��DQG�XWLOLVHV�ELRDFRXVWLFV��DQLPDO�
YRFDOLVDWLRQV�DQG�KXPDQ�PDGH�VRXQGV�IURP�WKH�VRXQGVFDSHV��
ZKLFK�FDQ�EH�GHWHFWHG�WKURXJK�DOJRULWKPV��GHHS�OHDUQLQJ��DQG�H[-
perts.29 Due to the fact that the acoustic technology uses cell phone 

29 Burivalova, Zuzana, Edward T. Game, 
and Rhett A. Butler. 2019. “The sound of a 
tropical forest.” Science 363, 6422: 28–29.
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QHWZRUNV��WKH�UHVXOWDQW�H΍HFW�LV�OLYH�VWUHDPLQJ��WKHUHE\�DOORZLQJ�
IRU�UHDO�WLPH�UHVSRQVHV�IURP�WKH�UDQJHUV��+HQFH��LW�LV�LPSRUWDQW�
WR�EXLOG�WUXVW�ZLWK�WHFKQRORJ\�DW�WKH�VWDUW�DV�LW�D΍HFWV�KRZ�SHRSOH�
adopt and integrate new interventions.

The success of these strategies depends fundamentally on being 
sensitised to the socio-political and economic conditions of the 
target nation as well as its ecological uncertainties.20�7KH�HɝFDF\�
of AI systems for conservation rests on quality and trustworthy 
LQWHOOLJHQFH��)URP�RXU�VFKRODUVKLS�DQG�ȴQGLQJV��WKLV�IXQGDPHQWDOO\�
LQFOXGHV�JUDVVURRWV��RQ�WKH�JURXQG�ȊORZ�LQWHOOLJHQFHȋ��ZKLFK�FRQVWL-
tutes local-level informant networks and humbler forms of knowl-
HGJH�PDNLQJ�DQG�VKDULQJ��0LNH�%DOO��WKH�6HFXULW\�0DQDJHU�IURP�
0DOLODQJZH�7UXVW��GHVFULEHV�WKDW�Ȋ����WR�����RI�SRDFKLQJ�FRPHV�
IURP�ZLWKLQ�>WKH@�SURSHUW\�ȋ�3RDFKHUV��LW�VHHPV��DUH�RIWHQ�NQRZQ�
DQG�ORFDO������RI�SRDFKHUV�DUH�DSSUHKHQGHG�WKURXJK�LQIRUPDWLRQ�
SURYLGHG�E\�LQIRUPDQWV�LQ�WKH�FRPPXQLW\��$OVR��%DOO�VWDWHV�WKDW�KLV�
UDQJHUV�KDYH�EHHQ�DSSURDFKHG�E\�SRDFKHUV�WR�ZRUN�IRU�WKHP��EXW�
LQVWHDG�WKH\�UHSRUWHG�EDFN�WR�WKH�RUJDQLVDWLRQ��+H�DWWULEXWHV�WKLV�
KRQHVW\�WR�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�ȊWKH\ȇUH�ZHOO�ORRNHG�DIWHUȋbȂ�ZLWK�GHFHQW�VDO-
aries and support to maintain their informant networks. This keeps 
rangers from being tempted to change sides. A well-managed local 
operation is one of the most important contributory factors in 
HQDEOLQJ�H΍HFWLYH�DQWL�SRDFKLQJ�SURJUDPPHV�IRU�WKH�SURWHFWLRQ�RI�
wildlife populations.30

1HYHUWKHOHVV��ZRUNLQJ�ZLWK�QHLJKERXULQJ�SDUN�FRPPXQLWLHV�WR�
FUHDWH�LQWHOOLJHQFH�QHWZRUNV�DOVR�KDV�LWV�FKDOOHQJHV��.XYDZRJD��
IURP�3DLQWHG�'RJ�&RQVHUYDWLRQ��H[SODLQV�WKDW�WKH�FRPPXQLWLHV�
DUH�PDGH�XS�RI�SHRSOH�ZKR�DUH�UHODWHG��7KHUHIRUH��WKHUH�LV�D�QHHG�
to shift from individual to household and even kinship infor mant 
networks to best optimise these “low intelligence” sources as 
credible data for AI-based technologies. Reward systems should 
EH�GHVLJQHG�DFFRUGLQJO\��)XUWKHUPRUH��KXPEOHU�WHFKQRORJLHV�FDQ�
aid AI in fostering a more robust system of information networks. 
Stakeholders within conservation state that generally they share 
their own successes and challenges with the various technologies 
on the market via WhatsApp groups and general “word of mouth”. 

30 Watson, James, Nigel Dudley, Daniel B. 
Segan, and Marc Hockings. 2014. “The  
performance and potential of protected 
areas.” Nature 515, 7525: 67–73.
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2YHUDOO��ZKLOVW�LQFUHDVLQJO\�VRSKLVWLFDWHG�WHFKQRORJ\�LV�EHLQJ� 
XWLOLVHG�WR�ȴJKW�DJDLQVW�ZLOGOLIH�SRDFKLQJ��LW�LV�QRWHG�WKDW�VXFFHVV�
lies in continuing to invest in building and sustaining trusted 
ground-level networks at the source market alongside the ramping 
up of AI-based frameworks and applications for monitoring the 
moving of the products to the Asian markets.31�2XU�ȴQGLQJV�VKRZ�
that we need both the “high” and the “low” forms of data collection 
to enhance the process of detecting illegal wildlife poaching and 
WUDGH��8QIRUWXQDWHO\��LQ�DQ�DJH�RI�WHFKQR�VROXWLRQLVP�ZKHUH�LW�LV�
EHOLHYHG�WKDW�WKH�ODWHVW�WRROV�SURPLVH�WKH�EHVW�UHVXOWV��DORQJVLGH�
WKH�UHDOLWLHV�RI�EXGJHW�FXWV�IRU�ORFDO�VWD΍��WKHUH�DUH�SXVKHV�IRU�WKH�
cost-cutting of the human networks of “low intelligence” in favour 
of “smart” technologies. 

4. AI Technology Combating Online Trade:  
Double-Edged Sword?

ΖQ�ERWK�$VLD�DQG�$IULFD��WKH�ΖQWHUQDWLRQDO�)XQG�IRU�$QLPDO�:HOIDUH�LV�
RSHUDWLQJ�RQOLQH�WR�GHWHFW�LOOLFLW�WUDGH��&XUUHQWO\��PDFKLQH�OHDUQLQJ�
and AI-driven technologies have not been thoroughly implemented 
in the conservation framework. Data mining on various social me-
dia platforms raises questions about the impact that data process-
ing has on fundamental privacy rights and shared social and ethical 
YDOXHV��:LWK�WKH�VWDNHV�KLJK�LQ�WHUPV�RI�H[WLQFWLRQ�RI�HQWLUH�VSHFLHV��
WKH�PDUNHW�LV�FRQIURQWHG�ZLWK�YDOXHV�WKDW�PD\�FRQȵLFW�RQH�DQRWKHU�

Research asserts that AI can drive a project to success for the 
“social good” of humanity.32�+RZHYHU��ZKLOVW�WHFKQRORJLHV�FDQ�DLG�LQ�
FRQVHUYLQJ�ZLOGOLIH��ȊLW�LV�LPSRUWDQW�WKDW�WKHVH�WRROV�WKHPVHOYHV�GR�
QRW�GULYH�FRQVHUYDWLRQ�H΍RUWVȋ�33 Metrics can be improved through 
collaborations between machine learning researchers and conser-
YDWLRQLVWV��$OVR��RQFH�DOJRULWKPV�DUH�UHOHDVHG�DQG�XWLOLVHG�ȊLQ�WKH�
ZLOGȋ��WKLV�FDQ�LPSURYH�WKH�DFFXUDF\�RI�WKH�PHWULFV��7KHUH�LV�D�QHHG�
IRU�D�PRUH�KROLVWLF�YLHZ�RI�FRQVHUYDWLRQ�SUDFWLFHV��6DUDK�6DYRU\��
D�FRQVHUYDWLRQ�FRQVXOWDQW�IURP�$IULFD�&HQWUH�RI�+ROLVWLF�0DQDJH-
PHQW��VXSSRUWV�WKLV�DSSURDFK�� 

31 Ball, Mike, Colin Wenham, Bruce Clegg, 
and Sarah Clegg. 2019. “What does it 
take to curtail rhino poaching? Lessons 
learned from twenty years of experience at 
Malilangwe Wildlife Reserve, Zimbabwe.” 
Pachyderm 60: 96–104.

32 Castro, Daniel, and Joshua New. 2016. “The 
promise of artificial intelligence.” Center 
for Data Innovation: 1–48.

33 Pimm, Stuart L. et al. 2015. “Emerging 
technologies to conserve biodiversity.” 
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VWDWLQJ�WKDW�WHFKQRORJ\�PXVW�EH�ȊWHVWHG�ZLWKLQ�WKH�FRQWH[Wȋ�DV�WKLV�
form of management style “ensures that [they] test that every 
GHFLVLRQ�RU�DFWLRQDEOH�SROLF\�LV�OHDGLQJ�>WKHP@�WRZDUGV�WKDW�FRQWH[W��
VRFLDOO\��FXOWXUDOO\��DQG�HQYLURQPHQWDOO\�ȋ�+HQFH��WHFKQRORJ\�VKRXOG�
QRW�GULYH�FRQVHUYDWLRQ�H΍RUWV��EXW�UDWKHU�VXSSOHPHQW�WKHP�

)DQJ�IURP�&DUQHJLH�0HOORQ�GHVFULEHV�WKH�VHWEDFNV�HQFRXQWHUHG�
ZKHQ�FRQGXFWLQJ�UHVHDUFK�IRU�WUDFNLQJ�ZLOGOLIH�WUDɝFNLQJ�DQG�
KRZ�$Ζ�VKRXOG�EH�VLWXDWHG�VWUDWHJLFDOO\�WR�EH�PRVW�H΍HFWLYH��6KH�
H[SODLQV�WKDW�WKHUH�DUH�OLPLWDWLRQV�WR�DFFHVVLQJ�VRFLDO�PHGLD�DQG�
H�FRPPHUFH�LPDJHV�DQG�WH[WXDO�GDWD�GXH�WR�WKH�GDWD�EHLQJ�RQ�
SURSULHWDU\�SODWIRUPV�DQG�HQFU\SWHG�DSSOLFDWLRQV��WKHUHE\�EHLQJ�
YHU\�KDUG�WR�UHWULHYH��&(:72��RQ�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG��ZDV�DEOH�WR�XWLOLVH�
$Ζ�PRUH�H΍HFWLYHO\�LQ�WKLV�GRPDLQ�DV�WKH�GDWD�ZDV�UHDGLO\�DYDLODEOH�
due to the data platform owners themselves being partners of this 
organisation.34�7KH�&(:72�&RDOLWLRQ�EULQJV�WRJHWKHU�H�FRPPHUFH��
search and social media companies across the world in partnership 
ZLWK�WKUHH�OHDGLQJ�ZLOGOLIH�RUJDQLVDWLRQV��DQG�DLPV�WR�UHGXFH�ZLOG-
OLIH�WUDɝFNLQJ�RQOLQH�RQ�FRPSDQ\�SODWIRUPV�E\�����E\������35 This 
makes a case for technology companies to become more coopera-
WLYH�LQ�FRQVHUYDWLRQ�H΍RUWV��

)XUWKHUPRUH��3DWULFN�)OLFNLQJHU��WKH�6HQLRU�'DWD�$UFKLWHFW�LQ�WKH�
0LFURVRIW�$Ζ�IRU�*RRG�5HVHDUFK�/DE��VXJJHVWV�WKDW�ZLWK�WKH�GDWD�
IURP�3$:6��WKHLU�ODE�FDQ�PDNH�WKH�$3ΖV�RSHQ�WR�RWKHU�FRQVHUYD-
WLRQ�RUJDQLVDWLRQV�DQG�UHVHDUFKHUV�DURXQG�WKH�ZRUOG��VR�WKDW�WKH\�
can reuse the same APIs inside their own pipelines. In this way the 
$3ΖVbSURYLGH�DQ�RSHQ�V\VWHP�WKDW�FDQ�EH�XVHGbE\�FRQVHUYDWLRQLVWV�
to share poaching information with other stakeholders for further 
GHYHORSPHQW�RI�WKLV�$Ζ�WHFKQRORJ\��2SHQ�VFLHQFH�GDWD�FDQ��KRZHY-
HU��FRPH�ZLWK�VHFXULW\�DQG�GDWD�RZQHUVKLS�LVVXHV��HVSHFLDOO\�WRGD\�
DV�QDWLRQV��LQFOXGLQJ�WKRVH�LQ�WKH�*OREDO�6RXWK��DUH�HQWHUWDLQLQJ�WKH�
QRWLRQ�RI�GDWD�ORFDOLVDWLRQ��WKH�PDQGDWRU\�VWRUDJH�RI�GDWD�LQ�ORFDO�
servers.36�)DQJ�IURP�&DUQHJLH�0HOORQ�H[SODLQV�WKDW�LQ�&KLQD��GXH�
to data localisation laws that restrict cross-border internet gover-
QDQFH�DQG�GDWD�H[FKDQJH��LW�FDQ�JHW�FRPSOLFDWHG�WR�RSHUDWLRQDOLVH�
VXFK�WUDQVQDWLRQDO�FROODERUDWLRQV�IRU�FRQVHUYDWLRQ�

34 WWF. 2020. “Coalition to End  
Wildlife Online.” 

35 WWF. 2020. “Coalition to End  
Wildlife Online.” 

36 Chander, Anupam and Uyen P. Le. 2015. 
“Breaking the Web: data localization vs. 
the global internet.” Emory Law Journal, 
UC Davis Legal Studies Research Paper 
378. (https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.
cfm?abstract_id=2407858). 
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“The only concern was that data transmission is a 
little bit hard because they need to make sure that the 
GDWD�VWD\V�LQ�&KLQD��VR�ZH�ZHUH�DEOH�WR�ȴQG�DQRWKHU�
additional collaborator who stays in China. This person 
would get the advice from us, the previous algorithms 
from us, and also get the data from them and then kind 
of integrate everything together to produce results.”

+HQFH��WKHUH�DUH�ZD\V�WR�QDYLJDWH�WKLV�WHUUDLQ�EXW�LW�FRQWLQXHV� 
WR�EH�FRPSOLFDWHG�DV�WKH\�GHPDQG�IDU�PRUH�VWDPLQD��SHUVLVWHQFH�
DQG�FRPPLWPHQW�WR�WKH�LVVXH��ZKLFK�FDQ�GHWHU�VRPH�SDUWQHUVKLSV�
from happening. 

Other various conservation areas which utilise a variety of wildlife 
WUDFNHUV�GHVFULEHG�LVVXHV�ZLWK�ȊFORVHG�V\VWHPV�ȋ�7LPRWK\�YDQ�'DP��
WKH�&(2�RI�6PDUW�3DUNV��VWDWHV�WKDW�WKH�SUREOHP�RI�XVLQJ�9+)�8&)�
WHFKQRORJ\�LV�WKDW�WKHVH�ȊVPDUWȋ�DQLPDO�FROODUV�DUH�YHU\�H[SHQVLYH��
FORVHG�VRXUFHG�DQG�XVH�ROG�WHFKQRORJ\��ZKLFK�FRQWULEXWHV�WR�WKHLU�
YXOQHUDELOLW\�DV�RQH�FDQ�HYHQ�FDWFK�WKH�FROODUVȇ�VLJQDOV�ZLWK�MXVW�D�
US$ 25 equipment. This is why his organisation started “Open  
&ROODU�ȋ�ZKLFK�LV�IXOO\�RSHQ�VRXUFH��

7KH�FDOO�IRU�DQ�RSHQ�DQG�JOREDO�FROODERUDWLYH�H΍RUW�JRHV�DJDLQVW�WKH�
FXUUHQW�SROLWLFV�RI�GDWD�ORFDOLVDWLRQ�DQG�WKH�QDWLRQDOLVDWLRQ�RI�GDWD��
and encrypted platforms and closed networks at play within the 
bigger trade wars between dominant players such as the United 
6WDWHV�DQG�&KLQD��<HW��IRU�FRQVHUYDWLRQ��ZKLOH�WKH�WDON�FRQWLQXHV�
DERXW�FORVHG�V\VWHPV��WKHUH�DUH�PRUH�RSHQ�FROODERUDWLRQV�EHWZHHQ�
WKH�WHFKQRORJ\�DQG�FRQVHUYDWLRQ�FRPPXQLWLHV��HQDEOLQJ�WKHP�WR�
XWLOLVH�$Ζ�PRUH�H΍HFWLYHO\�ZLWK�WKH�VKDULQJ�RI�GDWD�DFURVV�ERUGHUV��  



26

7KH�ZHW�PDUNHWV�DQG�ZLOGOLIH�WUDGH�LQ�$VLD��SDUWLFXODUO\�LQ�&KLQD��
have come under serious scrutiny due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
$V�UHJXODWRUV��SROLF\�PDNHUV��WHFK�LQQRYDWRUV��FRQVHUYDWLRQLVWV�DQG�
DFWLYLVWV�MRLQ�IRUFHV�WR�DGGUHVV�WKLV�VHFWRU��WKHUH�LV�D�GDQJHU�LQ�LP-
SOHPHQWLQJ�VROXWLRQV�WKDW�DUH�SLHFHPHDO��IUDJPHQWHG�DQG�KDYH�WKH�
possibility of causing more confounding problems in the long run. 
7KLV�VWHPV�SDUWO\�IURP�ORRNLQJ�DW�UHJLRQV�DV�FRQWDLQHG�XQLWV��ZKHUH�
policy-making and technological governance disassociate from and 
HYHQ�QHJDWH�WKH�LQWULQVLF�DQG�FRPSOH[�PDWUL[�RI�UHODWLRQVKLSV�LQ�WKH�
UHJLRQ�YLV�¢�YLV�JOREDO��GLJLWDO��DQG�QDWXUDO�HFRV\VWHPV��

ΖQ�WKLV�VWXG\��ZH�GHOYH�LQWR�$VLDQ�ZHW�PDUNHWV�DQG�ZLOGOLIH�WUDɝFN-
LQJ�E\�PRYLQJ�DZD\�IURP�WKHP��LQVWHDG��ZH�SXVK�WKH�UHDGHU�WR�
ORRN�DW�WKH�PDUNHWV�DV�SDUW�RI�JOREDO�YDOXH�FKDLQV�DQG�WKH�SROLWLFDO��
GLJLWDO�DQG�JOREDO�HFRQRPLHV��ZLWK�D�VSHFLDO�IRFXV�RQ�WKH�VRXUFH�
RI�WKH�ZLOGOLIH�WUDGH�Ȃ�$IULFD��&OHDUO\��$Ζ�DQG�LQVWLWXWLRQDO�DQG�SROLF\�
LQWHUYHQWLRQV�FRPH�ZLWK�HWKLFDO�GLOHPPDV��RI�SXVKLQJ�IRU�D�PDUNHW-
ised approach to sustainability due to the funding realities at the 
ground level against the morality of commodifying these endan-
JHUHG�VSHFLHV��)XUWKHU��KLJK�HQG��ȊVPDUWȋ�WHFKQRORJLHV�DUH�KXPEOHG�
E\�WKH�PRUH�PXQGDQH�ORZ�HQG�EXW�FULWLFDO�LQIRUPDQW�QHWZRUNV��
DQG�H[LVWLQJ�OLPLWHG�GDWD�GLJLWDO�LQIUDVWUXFWXUHV��7KLV�GHPDQGV�D�
ORQJ�WHUP�LQYHVWPHQW�LQWR�FRPPXQLW\�EDVHG�QHWZRUNV��VXSSRUW�
IRU�UDQJHUV��DQG�SUHVVXUH�RQ�JRYHUQPHQWV�WR�LPSURYH�GLJLWDO�DQG�
data infrastructures for these AI-led technologies to be embedded 
ZLWKLQ��/LPLWHG�ȴQDQFLDO�UHVRXUFHV�FRPSHO�OHDSIURJJLQJ�RYHU�WKH�
KXPDQ�WR�WKH�WHFKQRORJ\��GRRPLQJ�$Ζ�FHQWUHG�FRQVHUYDWLRQ�LQLWLD-
tives to possible failure. Sustainability considerations also push us 
to scrutinise collaborations between technology companies and 
GHYHORSPHQW�DQG�JRYHUQPHQW�DFWRUV�LQ�WHUPV�RI�GDWD�JRYHUQDQFH��
security and access. Global alliances are essential to tackling the 
SUREOHPV�KXPDQLW\�IDFHV�WRGD\��DV�WKH\�DUH�LQWULQVLFDOO\�JOREDO�DQG�
FRPSOH[�LQ�QDWXUH�Ȃ�FOLPDWH�FKDQJH��H[WLQFWLRQ�RI�VSHFLHV��DQG�SDQ-
GHPLFV��7KHUHIRUH��WKLV�FKDSWHU�DUJXHV�WKDW�ZH�QHHG�WR�JR�EH\RQG�
the “human in the loop” trope in designing responsible platforms 
E\�UHFRJQLVLQJ�WKH�VSHFLȴF�PRWLYDWLRQV��UDWLRQDOHV�DQG�QHWZRUNV�
that sustain the illicit in the global wildlife trade. By humanising the 
DFWRUV�LQ�WKH�JOREDO�VXSSO\�FKDLQV��ZH�PD\�KDYH�D�FKDQFH�WR�ERRVW�
conservation towards more sustainable ends.  
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Table 2: Overview of Stakeholder Analysis

Company/NGO/
Park/ Project & 
Country 

Interviewee Stakeholder 
Category 

Job Position Date &  
Programme

Africa Centre  
RI�+ROLVWLF� 
Management
	�=LPEDEZH

Sarah  
Savory

Conserva-
tionist

Conservation
Consultant 
	�$XWKRU

����������
=RRP

AndBeyond
	�6RXWK�$IULFD

Les Carlisle Conserva-
tionist
�RSHUDWLQJ�LQ�
ȴHOG�

Group  
Conservation 
Manager

����������
=RRP

%LJ�/LIH�)RXQGDWLRQ
	�.HQ\D

Richard  
Bonham

Ranger &R�)RXQGHU ����������
=RRP

Painted Dog 
&RQVHUYDWLRQ�	�
=LPEDEZH

David 
Kuvawoga

Ranger Operations 
Manager

����������
=RRP

Panda Masuie 
Project
	�=LPEDEZH

Jos  
Danckwerts

Ranger Project  
Manager

����������
=RRP

The Malilangwe 
7UXVW�	�=LPEDEZH

Mike Ball Ranger Security  
Manager

����������
=RRP

=DPEH]L�6RFLHW\
	�=LPEDEZH

Gary Layard NGO Volunteer  
Logistics 
Coordinator

����������
=RRP

ΖQWHUQDWLRQDO�)XQG�
for Animal Welfare  
	�=LPEDEZH

Philip 
Kuvawoga

NGO 'LUHFWRU� 
 Landscape 
Conservation 
Programs

����������
=RRP

African Wildlife 
)RXQGDWLRQ� 
	�=LPEDEZH

Olivia  
Mufute

NGO Country 
Director

����������
=RRP
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Company/NGO/
Park/ Project & 
Country 

Interviewee Stakeholder 
Category 

Job Position Date &  
Programme

Rhino 911
	�6RXWK�$IULFD

Nico Jacobs NGO &R�)RXQGHU�DQG�
Pilot

����������
=RRP

Elephant Listening 
3URMHFW�	�$PHULFD

Peter Wrege $Ζ�H[SHUW�
and Ecolo-
gist

Senior Research 
$VVRFLDWH�� 
Cornell University

����������
=RRP

Rainforest  
Connection
	�$PHULFD

Topher 
White

$Ζ�H[SHUW CEO ����������
=RRP

3$:6�	�$LU� 
Shephard
	�$PHULFD

)HL�)DQJ $Ζ�H[SHUW Assistant  
3URIHVVRU��
Carnegie Mellon 
University

����������
=RRP

0LFURVRIW�	� 
America

Patrick  
)OLFNLQJHU

$Ζ�H[SHUW Senior Data 
$UFKLWHFW��$Ζ�IRU�
Good Research 
Lab

���������
=RRP

0LFURVRIW�	� 
America

Shahrzad  
Gholami

$Ζ�H[SHUW Data and  
Applied Scientist

����������
=RRP

Microsoft  
	�1HWKHUODQGV

Remko  
De Lange

$Ζ�H[SHUW Cloud Solution 
$UFKLWHFW�
'DWD�	�$Ζ

����������
=RRP

Smart Parks
	�1HWKHUODQGV

Timothy van 
Dam

$Ζ�H[SHUW &R�)RXQGHU��
Director

����������
=RRP
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