The Bear
in the Bottle

Unclear laws and consumer demands make it a dangerous life for endangered animals

in Vietnam. From bears to monkeys, mouse deer and monitor lizards, all are at risk. But
there are some people doing what they can to save them. Words by Brian Webb.

THERE™S MO DOUBT THAT VIETMAM 15 A
growing economy, The middle class, almost non-
existent in the past. is rising. But with the rise of the
purchasing power of the Vietnamese, and the taste
for luxury that comes along with it, there has been

difficult. ENV has been working hard  to
counter the illegal wildlife trade. As the
name suggests, a large part of what they do

involves education, Many  people are
unaware of the laws concemning different

an unfortunate e in the illegal wildlife trade.
There is a growing demand for meat and other
products from species that once thrived in the
mountains and jungles of Vietnam. One of many
problems that has been receiving a lot of attention
from NGOs, as well as the media, is the extraction
of bile from bears.

Bear bile has been used for thousands of years in
China and Vietnam for its supposed healing
properties. The Asiatic black bear is indigenous to
this country, but now, just like the bgers and
elephants, thefr numbers in the wild are being
decimated, This is partly due to the hunting and
trapping associated with bear farms, places that
keep bears in tiny cages and periodically harvest
their bile. As vou can imagine, these are cruel places
to live in for the animals.

According to Van Anh, co-director of Education
for Nature Vietnam (ENV), laws concermning such
atfairs are a bit fuzry.

"1t i= legal to keep bears, but not to harvest their
bile,” he explains.

O A Wildlife Crime Unit

One can imagine where enforcement  becomes
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species, and another problem i that
even when people have withessed an
offence, thev don't know how or
where to report it

ENV's response was to set up a
hotline to report these kinds of crimes,
At first, they expected that most calls
would come from  toursts.  “We
thought that Vietnamese people
might not care,” says Anh.

But it was a big surprise when,
“put of 1850 cases, Vietnamese
peaple reported 99 percent of them.”
When a crime is mepored o the
hotline, they send  their Wildlife
Crimes  Unit, all of whom are
volunteers, o investigate.

Oin Search of a Bear

Hang, a volunteer, ook me around
with her to check out some places
around Hanoi that were reported to
be selling products of species from
the restricted list, The first place we
stopped mibo was o wine shop on the




sutskirts of the city. They were wary from the
start, wondering why ‘a western man was in
the shop in the first place, Apparently this
place had been reported before, and they
were not willing to show us everything they
fad, But a big sign in the front of the place
advertised organised trips o a bear bile farm
A kilometres outside of the capital.

There wasn't much to be done here,

The next stop was a restaurant whene
someone had peported that monitor lizard
meat was for sale. Two dozen sparrows
awaited their fate in a cage near the front; not
pretty, but then again, sparrows anem't
endangered. Here, the staff were a bit morne
friendly and even served us bea. But we came
at the wrong time, There had been a party
earlier in the day, 5o, consequently they wene
sold out of monitor meat. The waitress did
fell us that the lizards are usually kept live on
the premises,

The last restaurant we stopped by was
more fruitful, however, In order to avert
suspicion, we pretended 1o be an engaged
coupled planning & wedding party. They
didn’t suspect a thing. All they saw was
potential profit, and were happy to show us
apund, And sure enough, after a few
questions about prices and the capacity of
the restsurant, we saw what we'd come

After a few questions about
prices and the capacity of
the restaurant, we saw what
we’d come looking for; a
large glass jar filled with ruou
(wine) and immersed inside
was a baby bear.

??

looking for. A large glass jar flled with ruow
frrinel, a baby bear immersed inside. Other
jars of rice wine had multiple bear paws

It wouldn't be too shocking to see for
anyone who's been living here for mone than
a few months: But that, in itself, is one of the
problems. After seeing this, | realised that
I've probably seen similar examples in the
past and have not done anything about it,
and wasn't even aware that 1 should have.

O A Surprising Answer
As we drove back, Tasked Hang what would
be done about the restaurant. 1 was guite
surprised by her answer.

“Well it depends on the seripusness of the

{ Theis prageed Orme af NV goal s fio prevent the ilfegal
wldfife triagle for mmimals, (Opposite page) Bears are kept in

Borttles to flovour rice wine

incident. Bul usually the first Hime we just
call them,” she says. Some of the violators
don’t know that what they are doing is
illegal. Some of them comply: after a’ phone
calL

The ones who don't? “Then we notify the
authorities,” she continues,

But often the authorities either can’t or
won't take decisive action. As we pull closer
tix the ENV offices, Hang laughs as she tells
me about something the restaurant manager
had said to her: "Last time somebody came
here to plan a party. We set everything up,
but nobody showed = only some officials
who told us that we weme selling illegal
things."

Apparentty they hadn't confiscated those
illegal things. 50, as it turned out, the bear in
the bottle wasn't their first viodation. We can
only hope it will be their last.

For more imformation please vistt e,
enictnarorg or if you wondd fike to - report o
crime call their toll-free fotline momber ot 180601
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