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They can get $6,000
for a single jaguar skin,
$5,000 for a grizzly
bear's gallbladder and
$42 an ounce for elk
anflers. No wonder
illegal trafficking in
wildtife is booming,
despite intensive”
efforts by law-
enforcement

agencies to put
profiteers on the
endangered list.

By Michae! Dorman
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ers in 14 states from New
York to Montana and Florida

nificant of its kind in the
world. And it underscored

that traffie.

Day in and day out, general-
ly without the public’s knowl-
edge, a bitter, sometimes dan-

For the traffickers them-
selves, there are the risis of
physical danger and possible
imprisonment but, simuita-
necualy, the temptation to
shoot for big money. It mat-

ters little whether the wildlife
at stake iz dead or alive. In &~
ther state, if it is the right ani-
mal specimen, somebody is in-

@ A large, fierce hawk
called the gyrfalcon — which
weighs almost five pounds,
flies up to 200 mph and is
prized by falconers — sells il-
legally for as much as
$120,000 in Europe and the
Middle East. In one case
broken by Fish and Wildlife
agents, there was testimony
that an atiempt was made to

smuggle six gyrialcons from

the United States to Sendi
Arabian Crown Prince Ab-

to smuggling charges ad-
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vestiga-
tion mounted by Fish and
Wildlife agents broke up a
South Dekota ring supplying
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ed $2 million worth of elk ant-
lers are taken illegaily from
Yellowstone National Park.
Ground antlers, sold primar-
ily to Asians both in the Unit-
ed States and abroad, are
used in an assortment
of products ranging from
vitamins to aphrodisiaca.
They sell for about $42 an
ounce in ground form. Often,

smuggled into the United
States by the thousands.
Some are anesthetized and
brought across the Mexican
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duce arvests thousands of
miles IWay.
Bl Donato and his New
York agents, as well as
agents in other sections of
the country, eventually
were drawn into the investi-
ﬁ“ made possible by
Gavitt's agomizing jag-
uar-hunting expedition in
Mexico. It was, all agree, a
team effort. But the sine
qua now I that effort was
Gavitt's three-year masquer-

ade — s classic example of
the—art-ofundercover mves--

Jolm Gavitt is a wiry man
with unraly blond hair, a
drooping blond mustache
and the rolling gait of a
cowhand. His Operation Tro-
phykill assignment was
mounted in response to per-

" gistent reports of highly or-
i large-ecale animal

ganised, T

smuggling and poaching
throughout the western
states. Fish and Wildlife

AVTTT approached a

reputable taxidermist

named Jim Bensley,
who ran a company called
Rocky Mountain Game Pro-
eessors in Fort Collins, Colo.
Ho guardedly deecribed the
planned investigation, ex-
plained that he would need a
long-term cover story and
asked Bensley to help pro-
vide it by pretending to hire

him as the firm's business™

mansger. Bensley agreed to
eooperate “beesuse he want-
ed to help wildlife,” Gavitt
says.
Shortly after Gavitt began
working with Bensiey in the
fall of 1981, they established
a tannery in Fort Coilins. Os-
tensibly to promote the tan-
nery, t.!:eypheedadvertine—
ments i i

. In hunting magazines
circulated throughout the
United States. Actually, Ga-
vitt hoped the ads would belp
him make connections with il-
legal wildlife traffickers.

McAllen, Texas, who ar-
ranged illegal jaguar

“T told him I wanted to go on
a hunt,” Gavitt says. “He
questioned me very closely.

not a very safe piace to be.”
Eventually, Gavitt per-
suaded the Texan he was not

ETELE
gg i1
Eégigi
S
E.E.Eé
HF

;
Eéi
4171

4
?i
.

“Along the way, we were
stopped at gunpoint by feder-
and searched for guns,”

hunt for jaguars and the
giege of dysentery, Gavitt
concluded he had accom-
plished his immediste mission
— to prove a conspiracy be-
tween the Texan and the
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“Operstion Falcon” broke up a mmitimillion-
dollar international black market in birds o
prey such as the Arctie gyrfaleon and the

ine falcon. Thirty-nine persons were

“It is too much money, this business”
the suspect complained into a hidden micro-
phome. “They sboot each other for this kind
of money. It's like drugs or some other
business.”

ingide dead animais. One shipment of 80
rrots that originated in Bolivia was
foond to contain two dozen dead birds

recognition )
ple hunting out of season,” Habicht says.
“We're most interested in people who deal
in ilegal wildlife for a living. This is an -
ingly sophisticated type of erime. An
investigation sometimes takes two to four
years. We hope the message is getting out
that significant trade in animals is going to
get serious treatment.”
Habicht says there has been an “interest-
ing reaction” from hunters who have
served on juries in wildlife cases. “It’s not,
‘Government, get off my back’ It's, ‘By
God, I'm a law-abiding citizen. I obey the
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n%emley describes as “tremen-

dous” the profits to be made on -

legal wildlife. “Take a parrot smug-
,-Bolivia,”

“A native catches the parrot and
sells it to a river trader for the
muhm of a nickel or a dime.

trader gges dowmriver and
sells the parrot to.mn exporter for
dollars. The exporter sells it
livia, to a Mismi im-
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trying to get people not to create a  that message across 1o the public — He spied 3 womaz wearmg a spot-
demand for endangered species,” in other countries as well as the ted-cat cosi and accosted her
Hemley says. “Before people buy 2 United States — is not nearly a0 “Do you know that cost is made
parrot, for instance, they should easy as it may sound. Tom Milliken, from an endangered species™ he
a little more about where it who heads the TRAFFIC office in asked.

from. The same goes for a pair Japan, discovered that one day _ “Yes,” the woman replied. “And
of erocodile shoes.” But getting while walking down a Toicyo street. I'm talcng very good care of it.” @
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