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Captive-bred Tigers and 
the Fate of Wild Tigers

Dinerstein and colleagues (2007)
urged in BioScience that action be

taken to ensure the protection of wild
tigers (Panthera tigris). We agree that this
is necessary, but unlike Dinerstein and
colleagues, we believe that captive breed-
ing is part of the answer.

Conservation breeding aims to
release captive-bred tigers to the wild,
but these tigers lack the skills to suc-
cessfully hunt and kill prey (Norris
2005). Moreover, it is difficult to find
places in which to release them,
because these locations must have ade-
quate food resources and offer little
opportunity for the animals to interact
with people. Although nature reserves
are a small step toward tigers’ protec-
tion, we should look elsewhere.

It is undeniable that a demand exists
for tiger parts and products in China.
Captive breeding will not only meet
these demands but also increase the
probability of the survival of tiger pop-
ulations. Dinerstein and colleagues
argued that the reopening of the trade
in tiger parts from what they call “tiger
farms” would encourage poaching and
lead to the “laundering” of tiger parts,
because “killing wild tigers is far
cheaper than farming them.” We dis-
agree. It is extremely difficult to find a
tiger in the wild: People have searched
for wild tigers in south China for many
years and have yet to find even one
(Tilson et al. 2004). Also, the punish-
ment for poaching is severe. One
smuggler of tiger skins was sentenced

to death in 2005 (SFA 2007). The cost
of killing a wild tiger is thus very high
and creates a disincentive to do so.

The reopening of the tiger part mar-
ket from the products of captive-bred
tigers will suppress poaching and smug-
gling because legal parts will be readily
available. The entering of laundered tiger
products into the market is not possible,
as all wild animal products in China,
such as ivory and musk, are given state-
approved wildlife product labels and are
registered in an Internet database.
Poached tiger products will be easily
identified under this system, so the
opening of a limited, controlled tiger-
part trade is feasible. This trade would

generate funds for field conservation of
tigers, defray the cost of captive breed-
ing operations, and help sustain overall
conservation.

Captive-bred tigers have the capacity
to meet tiger-part demand and can 
simultaneously conserve the species. In
some cases, tigers bred in captivity may
be the only survivors of their subspecies.
Captive breeding has already led to tiger
conservation and protection in China,
and the fate of wild tigers depends on the
fate of captive-bred tigers.
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