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The present report is the third edition of Pro Wildlife’s 
“Stolen Wildlife” series and illustrates how wildlife 
traffickers are targeting a broad range of rare spe-
cies from a variety of different geographic regions. 
almost three quarters of reptile species and more than 
80 % of amphibian species in the european exotic pet 
trade are not listed under cites. Nonetheless, many of 
these species are threatened in the wild and are conse-
quently afforded a high level of national protection in 
their countries of origin. 

chapter 2 briefly describes how wildlife traffickers will 
often specifically target species that are not protected 
through cites, given that their importation into most 
countries is poorly regulated. Once animals have been 
successfully smuggled out of their country of origin, 
traffickers face no legal consequences, while their 
profits are often very high.

in chapter 3, we document the exploitation of more 
than 120 nationally protected reptile and amphibian 
species and present recent examples of this commer-
cial black market trade, giving updates from australia, 
brazil, costa Rica, Japan, Mexico, oman, sri lanka, and 
new case studies from cuba, New caledonia, Namibia 
and south africa. these case studies clearly indicate 
that:

•	 the demand of european “enthusiasts” for species, 
whether rare in the wild or seldom available on the 
market, remains high, making nationally protected 
species and new species, which have only recently 
described, especially attractive

•	 capture of adult specimens, sexually mature or 
pregnant females, enables the smugglers to soon 
offer “captive-bred” offspring

•	 To this day, the EU remains a major hub and con-
sumer market for illegally exported wildlife, with 
European citizens regularly being involved in 
smuggling events and European trade shows serv-
ing as meeting points for smugglers and clients

•	 traders openly offer animals on the european  
exotic pet market, which are clearly of illegal origin, 
and bluntly justify higher prices by praising their 
rare availability

•	 In the absence of legal consequences for import-
ing, selling or keeping of species within the EU, 
which were illegally caught in their range state, 
the smuggling of amphibians and reptiles, which 
command prices of several hundred or thousand 
Euros, remains highly profitable.

chapter 4 summarises the different legal options that 
the eu has to combat this special type of wildlife crime. 
it reflects on whether cites listings are appropriate 
or sufficient and what alternative measures should be 
considered. It becomes evident that the protection of 
species through CITES and EU legislation is only re-
active and limited to a fraction of the species found 
in commercial trade. Moreover, the expansion of cites 
appendix iii requested by range states would not solve 
the problem, leaving the sale, purchase or ownership 
of illegally-sourced animals listed in eu annex c un-
punished.

chapter 5 provides conclusions and recommendations. 
It is imperative that any new strategies and plans to 
fight the current extinction crisis and to conserve 
biodiversity should encompass new legislation ban-
ning the import, sale, purchase and possession of 
illegally-sourced wildlife. institutions and experts, in-
cluding the european parliament, efface, the uNodc 
and the former cites general secretary John scanlon, 
have been calling for such legislation to combat this 
special type of wildlife crime. The US Lacey Act, which 
prohibits the import, transport, sale, and purchase 
of wildlife taken, possessed, transported, or sold ei-
ther in violation of U.S. or foreign law, could provide 
a useful model. 
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Rarity sells – this is the golden rule of wildlife traffickers 
(chen 2016; lyons & Natusch 2013; hall et al. 2008; 
brook & sody 2006). the high demand for rare species 
can drive targeted populations to extinction (holden 
& Mcdonald-Madden 2017; courchamp et al. 2006). 
Much of the trade takes place via online-platforms and 
social media, which facilitates global connection, com-
munication and exchange between traders and clients, 
whether for legal or illegally-sourced wildlife (di Minin 
et al. 2019; lockwood et al. 2019; Runhovde 2018; eu 
commission 2016a; sollund 2016). the direct handover 
of animals is often arranged via international trade 
shows, such as the terraristika in hamm, germany, 
which is the largest event of its kind in europe (hru-
by 2019; Jensen et al. 2019; Neslen 2015). several studies  
on the international exotic pet trade show that the 
european union is a key hub and destination for rare 
and often illegally-caught animals (altherr et al. 2020; 
Janssen & shepherd 2019; Musing et al. 2018; auliya et 
al. 2016a,b; Nijman & stoner 2014; flecks et al. 2012). 

Reptiles are easy to smuggle. they are silent goods in 
suitcases and parcels, can often survive over long peri-
ods of confinement and rare species may fetch prices of 
hundreds or even thousands of euros (herr et al. 2020; 
Janssen & krishnasamy 2018; auliya et al. 2016a; altherr 
2014; Nijman & stoner 2014). although amphibians have 
higher mortality rates during transport, their smuggling 
from distinct biodiversity hotspots can also be very  
lucrative (auliya et al. 2016b). 

of particular interest to collectors are animals that 
are uncommon in the commercial pet trade, including 
species, which are strictly protected by national law, 
though not internationally protected via cites (altherr 
et al. 2019; Janssen & de silva 2019; Janssen & leu-
pen 2019; Nijman & stoner 2014). these animals are  
poached and trafficked from their range states in or-
der to feed a destructive commercial trade. poachers 

2. introduCtion
and smugglers often target gravid females, which enables  
them to falsely declare the offspring to have been bred 
in captivity (allott 2018; auliya et al. 2016a; auliya 
2003). species that were only recently described or  
re-discovered are highly sought after among so-called 
“enthusiasts” due to their rarity. an increasing number 
of scientists are therefore warning that the details on 
a new species’ location should not be published, as 
those data would facilitate exploitation (lindenmayer 
& scheele 2017; litzgus 2017; Neme 2011). often such 
species, especially those with intense colours, striking 
patterns or particular biological features, are showing 
up in the european pet trade shortly after their scien-
tific description has been published: for example, the 
colourful sylvie’s tree frog (Cruziohyla sylviae), which 
was only described in 2018 (gray 2018), was offered for 
sale at the terraristika hamm (germany) in 2019 (fig-
ure 1). additional examples are given in chapters 3.1., 
3.2. and 3.8.

the present report clearly illustrates how range states’ 
efforts to protect their native species continue to be un-
dermined by traffickers and weak european laws. 

figure 1: New species Cruziohyla sylviae and other latin 

american amphibians, offered at www.terraristik.com; trader 

from uk



 

Biodiversity: with currently 962 recognised reptile and 
397 amphibian species, Mexico is one of the world’s 
champions in terms of biodiversity (amphibiaweb 
2020; uetz et al. 2019). 539 reptile and 274 amphib-
ians are endemic to Mexico (living National treasures 
2019), many of them are thought to be in a precarious 
conservation situation (wilson et al. 2013), including 
those that are illegally caught for the pet trade.

National legislation: the “NoRMa oficial Mexicana 
NoM-059” identifies and lists threatened native species 
and populations, (seMaRNat 2010). in accordance 
with article 420 of the código penal (criminal code) 
capture of and commercial activity with wild animals 
and plants, which are endemic, in danger of extinction, 
threatened, rare or subject to special protection, is pro-
hibited without proper permit. legal commercial ex-
ports for species covered by NoM-059 are exceptional 
and limited to few species and specimens.

Illegal trade: Mexico’s unique herpetofauna is regular-
ly targeted by poachers (Mares 2019; petrossian et al. 
2018; fitzgerald et al. 2004). in reaction to the massive 
illegal trade, Mexico, together with the eu, successfully 
proposed the cites-listing of Abronia spp. at cop17 in 
2016 and Ctenosaura spp. at cop18 in 2019. however, 
many more Mexican species are still exploited in viola-
tion of national legislation (altherr et al. 2019; auliya 
et al. 2016a): 

according to official seizure records in Mexico (2000-
2017) horned lizards (Phrynosoma spp.) and spiny 
lizards (Sceloporus spp.) are species, which are fre-
quently traded illegally: Phrynosoma spp. is the most 
dominant genus, followed by Sceloporus spp. further-
more, knob-scaled lizards (Xenosaurus grandis and 
X. platyceps), collared lizards (Crotaphytus spp.), and 
alligator lizards (Mesaspis spp.) appear in the official 
seizure records, most of them not identified on species 
level (pRofepa 2019). 

online surveys of Mexican species offered in europe 
mirror many of the species in Mexico’s official  
seizure records. in addition, the following lizards were 
recorded on sale in europe: the critically endangered 
san Martin fringe-limbed treefrog (Ecnomiohyla  
valancifer; lee & flores-villela 2004), Barisia imbricata  
(figure 2 & 3), Diploglossus ingridae (figure 3),  
Mesaspis gadovii, Petrosaurus thalassinus,  
Sauromalus hispidus, Xenosaurus newmanorum and 
X. platyceps; among turtles several endemic species of 
Kinosternon, Rhinoclemmys rubida and Trachemys 
yaquia, as well as the snakes Crotalus basiliscus,  
C. culminatus, C. polystictus, Mixcoatlus melanurus, 
and dunn’s hognosed pitviper (Porthidium dunni; 
figures 2 to 5). Many of these species are threatened 
according to the iucN Red list. prices in europe may 
reach 500 euro per individual, with C. culminatus even 
offered for up to 1.500 euro.
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3. Case studies: mexiCo
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figure 2: several Mexican endemic species, offered at  

www.terraristik.com; trader from spain

figure 3: Phrynosoma orbiculare, Xenosaurus grandis, Bari-

sia imbricata, and Diploglossus (= Celestus) ingridae, offered 

at www.terraristik.com; trader from spain

figure 4: several adult Mexican turtles of the genus  

Kinosternon, offered at www.terraristik.com; trader from italy

figure 5: Porthidium dunni, offered in facebook group “Rare 

Reptiles – europe” (2018); trader from germany

besides the obviously illegal origin of species, which 
are nationally protected, online offers for newly de-
scribed and obviously threatened species are of addi-
tional concern, as these are not yet covered by Mexican 
legislation, but would meet the criteria for inclusion. 

for example, the emerald horned pitviper (Ophryacus 
smaragdinus) has only been described in 2015 (grün-
wald et al. 2015) and has been recorded at a european 
pet market in 2018 (altherr et al. 2020).



Cuba
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Biodiversity: cuba is part of the caribbean islands bio-
diversity hotspot with a high level of species endemism 
(fong et al. 2015; Myers et al. 2000): the insular state 
is home to 173 reptile species, of which about 135 are 
only found in cuba; 71 amphibians are native and 65 
endemic (amphibiaweb 2020; living National trea- 
sures 2019; uetz et al. 2019). 

National legislation: via Resolución No. 160/11 cuba 
is protecting threatened species at national level that 
have a special role for biological diversity. annex i lists 
species that are listed in cites appendix i, protected by 
the cMs or classified in cuba’s national Red list (gon-
záles et al. 2012) as endangered or critically endange-
red. capture or export of annex i species is only autho-
rised for scientific purposes. annex ii lists, for example,  
cites appendix ii or iii species and all species consid-
ered as vulnerable; any capture or export requires a 
permit by the environment authorities. 

Illegal trade: although several caribbean species have 
been traded as pets for decades, there appears to be a 
recent surge in demand for endemic caribbean reptiles 
(Noseworthy 2018). an online survey of the pet trade in 
europe identified 23 reptile species endemic to cuba, 
with at least 18 of them covered by Resolución No. 160/11 
(altherr et al. 2019). the survey recorded prices for  
cuban species ranging from 10 to 3,000 euro, with high-
er prices often correlating to a higher protection level.

all species of the genera Chamaeleolis spp. (now in-
tegrated in the genus Anolis), Amphisbaena spp., 
and the snakes of the genus Arrhyton spp., as well 
as most Sphaerodactylus species are listed in annex 
i and therefore strictly protected. Nevertheless, those 
highly attractive species – some with a chameleon-like 
appearance, others with striking colours or patterns  
– are regularly found on sale in europe (figures 6 
to 8), e.g. western bearded anole (Anolis barbatus),  
A. chamaeleonides, short-bearded anole (Anolis  
guamuhaya) or oriente bearded anole (A. porcus)  
– all of them protected under their old taxonomic  
affiliation to the genus Chamaeleolis. a new species 
of Chamaeleolis (zahradníčková et al. 2017), offered in  
figure 7, is also strictly protected by national legislation. 

the santiago de cuba geckolet (Sphaerodactylus  
dimorphicus), guantanamo bay geckolet (S. ruibali) and 
siboney gray-headed geckolet (S. siboney), all clas-
sified as endangered in cuba’s national Red list, are 
strictly protected. various offers of different adult pairs 
are therefore likely to indicate an illegal origin (fig- 
ure 9). guantanamo coastal geckolet (Sphaerodactylus 
armasi), North coast banded geckolet (S. intermedius) 
and cuban broad-banded geckolet (S. torrei) were also 
recorded in online surveys of the european pet trade 
(altherr et al. 2019). further examples of cuban an-
nex i species in european trade are cuban worm lizard 
(Amphisbaena cubana) and oriente brown-capped  
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figure 6: subadult Anolis porcus and adult Anolis barbatus, 

offered at www.terraristik.com; trader from italy

figure 7: Anolis guamuhaya and new related species, offered 

at www.terraristik.com; trader from czech Republic 

figure 8: f1 specimens of strictly protected cuban endemic 

species, facebook group “Rare Reptiles europe”; trader from 

czech Republic

figure 9: several lizards, endemic to cuba and strictly pro-

tected, offered at www.terraristik.com; trader from germany

racerlet (Arrhyton redimitum). the cuban conservation 
authorities were not aware of the large range of cuban 
endemic species being offered for sale in the european 
pet trade (alvarez 2018).

finally, the legal origin of many traded cuban en- 
demic species, which are nationally listed in annex ii, 
is dubious, e.g. for Anolis argenteolus, A. baracoae,  

A. bartschi, A. guafe, A. homolechis, A. imias,  
A. loysiana, and A. rejectus. 

in response to the ongoing sale of endemic and  
nationally protected lizards, cuba requested the  
listing of nine Anolis (formerly Chamaeleolis) and 15  
Sphaerodactylus species in cites appendix iii, which 
came into force in september 2019. 



Costa riCa
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Biodiversity: costa Rica has been considered to possess 
the highest density of biodiversity of any country world-
wide (obando acuña 2002). it is home to 264 reptile and 
211 amphibian species (amphibiaweb 2020; uetz et al. 
2019), of which 25 and 59, respectively, are considered to 
be endemic (living National treasures 2019). 

National legislation: costa Rica’s native species are 
protected by the wildlife conservation law No.7317 
of 1992 (ley de conservación de la vida silvestre) and 
Regulation 40548 of 2017, which prohibit the removal 
of wild animals without special authorization from the 
government. export of wildlife for scientific purposes 
requires a permit, while export for commercial pur- 
poses is prohibited.

Illegal trade: Many species native to costa Rica can be 
found in the european pet trade; only few of them are 
endemic, most are also native to other latin american 
countries with restrictive legislation. costa Rica is regu-
larly targeted by wildlife traffickers, as evidenced by sei-
zures (altherr et al. 2016; fendt 2014a,b; laufer 2010).

in 2017, a dutch trader offered spiny cochran frogs  
(Teratohyla spinosa) as “farmbred import” from costa 
Rica (figure 10). however, costa Rica’s authorities con-
firmed that there is no commercial breeding farm for 
this species in the country (vasquez 2017). this case 
illustrates how some traders are trying to conceal the 
wild-caught origin of animals. however, so far those 
traders do not risk any penalties in the eu, when sell-
ing non-cites species that were illegally taken from 

their country of origin. it is therefore no surprise that 
the same trader is still offering frogs that are native 
to costa Rica. in Nov 2019, the grainy cochran frog 
(Cochranella granulosa) – referenced to costa Rica 
– and other native amphibian species were put up for 
sale (figure 11). in dec 2019, he sold adult females of 
the powdered glass frog (Teratohyla pulverata), which 
is highly uncommon in captivity (figure 12). one week 
later, he advertised specimens of the meadow treefrog 
(Isthmohyla pseudopuma) as “first time in the hobby”, 
while, at the same time, claiming that they had been 
“captive-bred” (figure 13). 

in reaction to the increasing indications for illegal off-
takes of glass frogs from costa Rica and other latin 
american countries, costa Rica submitted a listing pro-
posal for cites cop18 to include four genera of glass 
frogs in cites appendix ii (cop18 prop. 38). the propos- 
al failed in a close vote. accordingly, traders can still 
legally sell these species in europe, even if they were 
illegally caught in the range state.

Not only amphibians from costa Rica are targeted by 
collectors and traders. in 2017, a us trader offered a 
range of adult snakes from different latin american 
and caribbean locations for sale at the trade show 
in hamm (germany), including three pairs of ringed 
tree boas (Corallus annulatus) “from costa Rica”  
(figure 14). other species in trade with explicit reference 
to costa Rica include. picado’s pit viper (Atropoides  
picadoi) and blotched palm-pit viper (Bothriechis  
supraciliaris).
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figure 10: Teratohyla spinosa, “farm-bred import” from 

costa Rica, offered at www.terraristik.com; trader from the 

Netherlands

figure 11: same trader as in figure 10, offering several frog 

species, reference to costa Rica, offered at www.terraristik.com

figure 14: Corallus annulatus “from costa Rica”, offered at 

www.terraristik.com; trader from the us

figure 13: Isthmohyla pseudopuma, “first time in the  

hobby”, offered at www.terraristik.com; same trader from  

the Netherlands (as in figure 10 to 12)

figure 12: adult females of Teratohyla pulverata, offered at 

www.terraristik.com; same trader as in figure 10 & 11



 

braziL
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Biodiversity: brazil is at the top of the megadiverse 
countries, hosting 15 to 20 % of the world’s biologi-
cal diversity (uN eNvi 2019). the country is home to 
826 reptile and 1,100 amphibian species, making it the 
richest country in the world in number of amphibian 
species (amphibiaweb 2020; uetz et al. 2019). at least 
364 of its reptiles and 759 of its amphibians are endem-
ic (living National treasures 2019). 

National legislation: according to art. 29 of the brazil-
ian environmental crimes law (law 9, 605 as of 1998) 
“killing, chasing, hunting, capturing or using specimens 
of wild animals, whether native or on a migratory  
route, without proper permission, license or authorization 
from the authorities” is a crime. however, according 
to guynup (2015) this is poorly enforced, and a legal 
loophole, allowing licensed wildlife breeders to oper- 
ate, results in animals being captured illegally and 
then “laundered” as “captive bred”.

Illegal trade: according to art. 29 of the brazilian 
environmental crimes law (law 9, 605 as of 1998)  
“killing, chasing, hunting, capturing or using specimens 
of wild animals, whether native or on a migratory route, 
without proper permission, license or authorization from 
the authorities” is a crime. however, according to guynup 
(2015) this is poorly enforced, and a legal loophole,  
allowing licensed wildlife breeders to operate,  
results in animals being captured illegally and then  
“laundered” as “captive bred”.

the reticulate leaf frog (Pithecopus (=Phyllomedusa) 
ayeaye) is classified by the iucN Red list as critically 
endangered, being known from only one location  
(caramaschi et al. 2016). in recent years, this extremely 
rare species has repeatedly been on sale in europe, e.g. 
offered by a german trader, who also sold burmeister‘s 
leaf frog (Phyllomedusa burmeisteri), another frog 
endemic to brazil (figure 15). the same trader had 
been arrested in 2014 in costa Rica, with almost 400 
reptiles and amphibians in his luggage (fendt 2014a,b). 
another trader praises P. burmeisteri as an “absolute 
rarity”, (figure 16). both advertisements refer to alle-
ged “captive bred” specimens. however, published re-
ports on captive-breeding for both species are lacking.

in November 2015, a paper on the geographic distribution 
of the two-lined fathead anole (Enyalius bilineatus), a 
lizard endemic to brazil, was published (dantas sales 
et al. 2015). only few months later, three adult pairs  
of this species, were to be sold at europe’s largest  
reptile trade show in hamm, allegedly “captive-bred” – 
and again offered by the trader, who has been convicted 
of reptile smuggling in costa Rica (figure 17).

during a twelve month online survey (sep 2017-sep 
2018), the authors of the present report recorded 
many more herpetological species endemic to brazil,  
for which the legality of offered species or their breed-
ing parents is unclear. among those species are, for 
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figure 15: Phyllomedusa burmeisteri and Phyllomedusa 

ayeaye; offered at terraristik.com; trader from germany

figure 16: Phyllomedusa burmeisteri, advertised as ‘absolute 

rarity’; facebook group “Rare Reptiles – europe”, trader from 

germany 

figure 17: three adult pairs of Enyalius bilineatus, facebook 

group “Rare Reptiles – europe”; trader from germany

figure 18: adult pair of Diploglossus lessonae for 1,200 euro; 

offered at terraristik.com; trader from Russia

example, the brazilian horned frog (Ceratophrys aurita), 
rufous toad (Rhinella rubescens), brazilian snake- 
necked turtle (Hydromedusa maximiliani), brazilian 
galliwasp, sold for 1,200 euro per pair (Diploglossus 
lessonae; figure 18), tuberculate toadhead turtle  

(Mesoclemmys tuberculata), caatinga lancehead 
(Bothrops erythromelas), golden lancehead (B. insularis, 
classified as critically endangered by iucN, Marques  
et al. 2004), Marajó lancehead (B. marajoensis), and 
Matogrossen hognose (Xenodon matogrossensis).
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namibia & south afriCa 

Due to the fact that Namibia and South Africa share 
many threatened species, both countries are included 
in one case study:

Biodiversity: 45 of Namibia’s 276 reptile species and 
three of its 45 amphibian species are endemic (amphib- 
iaweb 2020; living National treasures 2019; uetz et al. 
2019). species diversity is especially high in the Namib  
region (herrmann & branch 2013). south africa is 
home to 480 reptile and 132 amphibian species, with at 
least 141 and 66, respectively, being endemic (amphib-
iaweb 2020; living National treasures 2019; uetz et 
al. 2019). in the National Red list for reptiles of south  
africa, lesotho and swaziland (2014), the reptile region- 
al endemicity was even calculated at 54 %, noting that 
the country has the richest national diversity of several 
lizard families in africa (bates et al. 2014).

National legislation: in accordance with section 83 (2) 
of Namibia’s legislation (ordinance 4 of 1975) all wild-
life resources are protected and cannot be taken from 
the wild without an appropriate permit (Met 2020). in 
south africa, the capture of native wild animals requires 
a permit, to be issued by the relevant province in line 
with its provincial Nature conservation ordinance or 
act (endangered wildlife trust et al. 2018). on the national 
level, species can be listed as threatened or protected 
in terms of section 56 of the National environmental  
Management biodiversity act (NeMba) of 2004, which 
can prohibit capture and export. however, fragmented, 
outdated and unclear legislation is hampering clear 
proof of illegal activities (pinnock 2018; herbig 2010). 

Illegal trade: according to experts from south africa 
and Namibia many native reptiles are in high demand 
in the international pet trade because of their uniqueness, 
rarity, and/or threatened conservation status. wild-caught  
animals are smuggled out of the country and often 
laundered as “captive-bred” (bega 2020; Rasmeni 2020; 
Nspca 2019; parusnath 2019; saRatag 2019; warner  
2009). Media reports confirm such illegal activities  
(Nombembe 2019; tRaffic 2019; cruise 2018; steyn 
2015). endemic threatened species, with no records of 
captive breeding, are showing up in european pet trade, 
while their legal origin is at least dubious, such as the 
western leopard toad (Sclerophrys pantherina), endemic 
to western cape province in south africa and classified 
by iucN as endangered (iucN ssc asg & sa-fRog 2016). 

the Namib chirping gecko (Ptenopus carpi), not yet 
assessed by iucN, is endemic to the Namibian part of 
the Namib desert. adult pairs of this species recently 
showed up in europe (figure 19). in the absence of 
captive-breeding reports for this rare species, it seems 
likely that these animals have been caught in the wild. 
prices for a pair of chirping geckos range between 1,000 
and 1,500 euros. 

similar cases are the Namib sand gecko (Pachydacty-
lus rangei) and the Namib desert gecko (P. vanzyli), 
both not yet assessed by iucN. P. rangei is endemic to 
the Namib desert, with 80 % of its range within Namibia 
and the remaining area in the Namib region of south 
africa and southern angola. south african populations 
have been assessed as critically endangered (bates et 
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al. 2014), the species is nationally protected. Neverthe-
less, both species are collected for the international pet 
trade and occasionally offered for sale in europe (fig-
ures 20 & 21); the same applies to the common banded 
gecko (Pachydactylus mariquensis) from Northern 
cape, prince albert, colesburg or springbok. 

especially for dwarf adders, included in the genus 
Bitis spp., traders specifically name localities in  
Namibia (e.g. keetmanshoop, lüderitz, Mariental,  
Namaqualand, Rosh pinah, Ruimte, windhoek) and in 
south africa (e.g. lekkersing, limpopo, Mpumalanga, 
and springbok; figures 23 to 25). while some of those 
species do regularly breed in captivity, ongoing wild-
caught sourcing is obvious. following reports on in-
tense illegal offtakes of reptiles from both Namibia and 
south africa, a workshop was held in september 2019 
in cape st. francis, south africa (saRatag 2019). 

in Namibia, peringuey‘s adder (Bitis peringueyi) is  
threatened with local extirpation due to collection for 
the international pet trade (herrmann & branch 2013). 
according to whistle-blowers, a group of citizens from 
different eu Member states is regularly visiting south 
africa in the autumn, during the breeding season for 
snakes, aiming to collect gravid females from different 
species of Bitis. a few weeks later, they offer alleged 
“captive-bred” offspring of, for example,berg adder  
(Bitis atropos), southern adder (B. armata, classified 
as vulnerable, Maritz & turner 2019), desert mountain  
adder (B. xeropaga) and many-horned adder  
(B. cornuta) at the trade show in hamm, naming  
exact localities, which may indicate respective collec-
tion points (see above).

while for several south african species the iucN clas-
sification recognises the impact of exploitation for the 
pet trade – e.g. the speckled dwarf tortoise (Chersobius 
signatus) – for others this risk factor may be underesti-
mated. for several species documented in the european 
pet trade, the iucN assessments neglect trade (e.g.  
bates 2018; bates & bauer 2018). online surveys  
illustrate that adult specimens of, for example,  
the transvaal gecko (Pachydactylus affinis) and 
wahlberg’s velvet gecko (Homopholis wahlbergii) are 

on sale in europe and the usa (figure 26). in addition, 
the Maripi flap gecko (Afroedura maripi; Jacobsen et 
al. 2014), has since its description in 2014, been record-
ed in the pet trade. a timely iucN assessment of this 
range-restricted species is required. 

finally, the ring-necked spitting cobra (Hemachatus 
haemachatus) is native to south africa, zimbabwe,  
lesotho, and swaziland. Most specimens in european 
pet trade obviously originate from south africa, indi-
cated by the named locations, e.g. kokstad, western 
cape or kwazulu Natal (figures 22, 24 & 27). prices 
range from 275 to 450 euros per individual.

figure 19: adult pairs of Ptenopus carpi; offered at 

www.terraristik.com; trader from germany

figure 20: six adult Pachydactylus rangei, facebook group 

“Rare Reptiles - europe” (dated 16 Jan 2020); trader from 

germany

figure 21: three adult Pachydactylus vanzyli, facebook 

group “ Rare and uncommon Reptile discussion group”; 

trader from germany (2020)
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figure 26: several species from south africa, to be sold in 

hamm; offered at www.terraristik.com; trader from Russia

figure 27: Hemachatus haemachatus, linked to kwazulu 

Natal, south africa; offered at www.terraristik.com; trader 

from czech Republic

figure 25: several Bitis sp.; including B. cornuta, with 

locations from Namibia and south africa, offered at 

www.terraristik.com; trader from germany

figure 24: Bitis xeropaga, B. cornuta, B. armata, B. atropos 

and Hemachatus haemachatus; facebook group “Rare  

Reptiles – europe”; trader from croatia

figure 22: adult Hemachatus haemachatus, offered at 

www.terraristik.com, british trader

figure 23: adult Bitis arietans, with location from Namibia, 

offered at www.terraristik.com; trader from germany
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Biodiversity: the arabian peninsula with its diversi-
ty of desert and mountain habitats is well known for 
its richness in reptile species, especially in the regions 
dhofar, hajar, and barr al hikman in oman (cox et al. 
2012; gardner 2009). oman is home to at least 242 rep-
tile species, of which 18 are endemic (living National 
treasures 2019; uetz et al. 2019). due to the arid condi-
tions only two frog species naturally occur in the coun-
try (amphibiaweb 2020).

National legislation: in accordance with “Royal decree 
No. (6/2003) issuing the law on Nature Reserves and 
wildlife conservation” a permit by the Ministry of  
Regional Municipalities, environment and water  
Resources is required to collect live or dead wildlife 
or their parts for scientific research, economic or trade  
purposes. for a variety of species, e.g. carter’s rock  
geckos (Pristurus carteri), commercial exports are  
fully banned (sindaco et al. 2012).

Illegal trade: although commercial export of P. carteri 
is prohibited specimens from different locations are 
regularly offered in the european pet trade and fetch 
high prices (altherr et al. 2016; t. wilms, cited in  
sindaco et al. 2012). for most animals on sale salalah 
 and Masirah island are named as localities, but  
recently new localities were also given, including  
dhofar, hallaniyat, Qairoon hairiti, thumrait, sur, and 
hijj (figures 28 & 29). specimens in trade are adults 
– likely indicating wild-caught animals – as well as off-
spring, often marked as “captive-bred”. however, the 
species is hard to keep and breed in captivity, with a 
low reproduction rate. individuals occasionally found 
at reptile fairs are presumed to be illegally collected  
(t. wilms, cited in sindaco et al. 2012). 

Recently, more species of this genus showed up in the 
european trade, such as the wadi kharrar rock gecko 
(Pristurus gallagheri), endemic to northern oman, 
and the rock semaphore gecko (P. rupestris), with spec-
imens offered in europe being linked to localities in 
oman, such as djebel shams and saiq. the gallagher’s 
rock gecko (P. gallagheri) is classified in the iucN Red 
list as Near threatened, despite its small area, but 
assuming “it is not currently subject to any threats” 
and “this species is not traded or used” (sindaco &  
Mohammed 2012). however, the species has entered the  

european pet trade. furthermore, a german trader  
offered adult specimens of the birdhead rock gecko  
(P. ornithocephalus) and a new Pristurus species. on 
his website, he stated that these animals originate 
from oman and that he would present details on exact  
localities only to his clients, to not encourage further 
collections from the wild. the same trader also sells 
adult arabian sand skinks (Scincus mitranus) with  
reference to oman.

during a twelve month online survey, more species 
native or even endemic to oman were recorded in the 
european pet trade, including the mountain leaf-toed 
gecko (Asaccus montanus) and the tawi atair half-
toed house gecko (Hemidactylus alkiyumii; altherr 
et al. 2020). A. montanus is classified in the iucN Red 
list as vulnerable, due to its small distribution area (al 
Rasbi et al. 2013) – and this might be underestimated, 
given the fact that the assessors were not aware that 
this species is in trade. H. alkiyumii has only been de-
scribed in 2012 (carranza & arnold 2012), but is already 
on sale in europe.

figure 28: twelve adult Pristurus carteri, with reference 

to two locations in oman; offered at www.terraristik.com; 

trader from germany

figure 29: offspring of Pristurus carteri, reference to salalah 

and new locality hijj in oman; facebook (2020); trader from 

czech Republic

oman



sri Lanka

Biodiversity: sri lanka is well known for its species  
diversity (erdelen 2012; weerakoon 2012; gunatilleke et 
al. 2008). the country is home to 236 reptile species, 
of which about 62.6 % are considered to be endemic 
(gibson et al. 2020; uetz et al. 2019). sri lanka’s 6th 
National report to cbd (2019) revealed the distinct  
zonations of terrestrial and marine reptiles, indicating 
their range limitations.

National legislation: in accordance with section 30 of 
the fauna and flora protection ordinance of sri lanka 
(ffpo), all reptiles are protected, and thus must not be 
collected, including outside of protected areas. section 
40 of the ffpo completely prohibits the export of any 
reptile from sri lanka, including eggs or parts, without 
a permit from the director general of the department 
of wildlife conservation. such exceptional permits are 
only possible for the promotion of scientific knowledge 
and research.

Illegal trade: in recent years, several studies and news 
articles have illustrated an ongoing trade in adult and 
sub-adult reptiles endemic to sri lanka, despite strict 
national legislation (gibson et al. 2020; hettiaarachchi 
2020; Janssen & de silva 2019; Malsinghe et al. 2017; 
Rodrigo 2012; figure 30). in response to the alarming 
trade levels, sri lanka’s government in 2019 proposed 
the inclusion of ten endemic agamid species in cites 
appendix i. for five species, this request was con- 
firmed at cites cop18 (Ceratophora erdeleni, C. karu, C. 
tennentii; Cophotis ceylanica, C. dumbara), three were 
listed in cites appendix ii with a zero quota for wild-
caught specimens (Ceratophora aspera, C. stoddartii; 

Lyriocephalus scutatus), while for two Calotes species 
the proposal was withdrawn (cites 2019; Rodrigo 2019). 

however, trade in Calotes remains a matter of concern. 
a twelve month online survey by altherr et al. (2020) 
recorded at least six Calotes species in the european 
pet trade, of which four are endemic to sri lanka: cey-
lon bloodsucker (C. ceylonensis), morningside lizard 
(C. desilvai), black-lipped lizard (C. nigrilabris; figure 
31) and pethiyagoda’s crestless lizard (C. pethiyagodai). 
according to the country’s national Red list, C. desilvai 
is classified as critically endangered, C. nigrilabris as 
endangered (Moe 2012); C. pethiyagodai was described 
in 2014 and has not yet been assessed (amarasinghe et 
al. 2014). Recent trade in Calotes sp. with mostly adults 
on sale is an indicator for repeated smuggling events. 
while in the meantime some captive offspring is  
offered, the legal origin of the breeding stock must be 
doubted.

other species that are endemic to sri lanka, but not yet 
internationally protected and occasionally sold in eu-
rope are, for example, the sri lankan kangaroo lizard 
(Otocryptis wiegmanni; figure 32), the blotch bowfin-
ger gecko (Cyrtodactylus yakhuna, formerly Gecko-
ella yakhuna) and bahir‘s fan-throated lizard (Sitana 
bahiri), which was only acknowledged as a distinct  
species in 2015 (amarasinghe et al. 2015). C. yakhuna 
is classified as vulnerable in sri lanka’s national Red 
list (Moe 2012). furthermore, the ceylon pit viper  
(Trimeresurus trigonocephalus) is regularly sold in 
europe (figure 33; Janssen & de silva 2019).
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figure 30: adult pair of Lyriocephalus scutatus, 1,000 euro 

each; facebook group “Rare Reptiles - europe” (2018), trader 

from czech Republic

figure 31: several endemic species, including adult Calotes 

nigrilabris from sri lanka, facebook group “Rare Reptiles – 

europe”, offered for hamm; spanish company

figure 32: Otocryptis wiegmanni, marked as “f1”, indicating 

wild breeding stock. facebook group “Rare Reptiles - 

europe” (2018), trader from germany

figure 33: unknown number of Trimeresurus 

trigonocephalus, offered at www.terraristik.com, 

trader from czech Republic
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Japan

Biodiversity: the reptile database currently lists 97 
valid species in Japan (uetz et al. 2019), of which about 
46 are endemic (living National treasures 2019). the 
country is home to 93 amphibian species, with 45 frog 
and 48 salamander species (amphibiaweb 2020) and 
at least 63 endemic amphibian species (living National 
treasures 2019).

National legislation: the law for the conservation of 
endangered species of wild fauna and flora (lces; 
act. No. 75, 1992) mainly applies to cites appendix i  
species, but it also covers non-cites species that are 
classified as critically endangered in Japan’s national 
Red list. More native species may be designated as 
protected under Japan’s national legislation for eco-
log-ical or cultural reasons, i.e. as “National Natural 
Monument” under the law for the protection of cul-
tural properties (act No. 214 of 30 May 1950), which 
prohibits captures. furthermore, local authorities can 
protect them as a “prefectural Natural Monument”. 

Illegal trade: several threatened reptile and amphibian 
species, which are endemic to Japan and nationally or 
regionally protected, regularly show up in the interna-
tional exotic pet trade. while those species were also 
recorded in china and usa (kanari & xu 2012), many 
traders and clients are based in europe, with czech 
Republic, germany, france, and the united kingdom 
being the most predominant countries (own records; 
Janssen & shepherd 2019). 

the toyama‘s ground gecko (Goniurosaurus toyamai) 
is limited to a tiny distribution range of only about 20 
km² at iheyajima island in okinawa province, where it 
is protected as prefectural Natural Monument. due to 
its classification as critically endangered in both the 
iucN’s global and Japan’s national Red lists (Moe 
2019; kidera & ota 2017a), it is nationally protected by 
the lces. the species is regularly offered in europe, for 
800 to 1,000 euro per individual, “true f1 hatchlings” 
indicate that parents originated in the wild (figure 34). 
the yamashina‘s ground gecko (Goniurosaurus  
yamashinae) is confined to the island of kumejima in 
okinawa province and covered by the prefectural Natu-
ral Monument. due to its eoo of only about 60 km², it 
is classified as critically endangered in the global iucN 
Red list and Japan’s national Red list 2012 (Moe 2019; 
kidera & ota 2017b). Nevertheless, Janssen & shepherd 
(2019) found it was the most frequently encountered 
Nansei island endemic species in their online survey. 
also, online offers in the eu for adult specimens are  
regularly observed (figure 35), with prices ranging 
from 70 to 220 euro each. 

the Japanese warty newt (Echinotriton andersoni), 
classified by the iucN Red list as endangered (kaneko 
& Matsui 2004), is protected as prefectural Natural 
Monument in okinawa and kagoshima. this species 
is regularly available in international trade, including 
the european market, reaching prices of up to 180 euro 
(Janssen & shepherd 2019; uNep-wcMc 2016). while 
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figure 34: Goniurosaurus toyamai, “f1”, indicating 

wild-caught parents, 1,000 euro each. offered at 

www.terraristik.com, trader from uk

figure 35: online advertisement in the facebook group 

“Rare Reptiles - europe” for Goniurosaurus yamashinae, 

trader from czech Republic

figure 36: adult Takydromus toyamai, offered at 

www.terraristik.com, trader from the Netherlands

part of the trade may derive from captive-breeding, ille-
gal activities are ongoing. for example, in  in 2016, nine 
specimens, illegally caught in okinawa and smuggled 
to belgium, were returned home (kyodo 2016).

in other cases, the origin of species in european trade 
is more difficult to identify. the Miyako grass lizard 
(Takydromus toyamai) is classified by the global iucN 

Red list as endangered and until recently was only lo-
cally protected in Miyakojima city (kidera & ota 2017c; 
kanari & xu 2012). due to its new classification in the 
Japanese national Red list as critically endangered, 
this lizard is now nationally protected via lces (Moe 
2019). the species is regularly found on sale for about 
200 euro (figure 36; Janssen & shepherd 2019), while 
breeding reports are absent. 



austraLia

Biodiversity: australia is one of the 17 mega-diverse 
countries and known for its enormous herpetological 
diversity: with at least 1,096 recognised reptile and 245 
amphibian species australia’s herpetofauna is outstand- 
ing (amphibiaweb 2020; uetz et al. 2019), with 963 
and 226, respectively, being endemic (living National  
treasures 2019; Mittermeier & Mittermeier 2004).

National legislation: in australia, export of live native 
australian mammals, birds, reptiles and amphibians 
for commercial purposes is prohibited (doe 2020) – in 
accordance with the environment protection and bio-
diversity conservation act 1999, which came into force 
in July 2000. Native wildlife was previously protected 
by the wildlife protection (Regulation of exports and 
imports) act 1982.

Illegal trade: australia’s unique herpetofauna is highly 
sought-after in the international pet trade, as indicated 
by regular seizures (drevikovsky 2020; herr et al. 2020; 
beniac-brooks 2019; parke 2018; dean 2015; Menagh 
2015; fettes 2014; towie 2009). however, seizures  
represent only the tip of the iceberg and a variety of 
australian endemic species that recently appeared in 
the european pet market raises questions about their 
legal origin. a recent online study identified 66 lizard 
species that were offered at european websites and  
facebook groups, with some species of the genera  

Nephrurus, Saltuarius and especially Tiliqua and 
Egernia, among the most expensive (altherr et al. 
2019). specimens of these species are often sold  
as adults, sometimes naming localities, such as  
“tasmania” (figures 37 to 40).

the iucN Red list classified pygmy blue-tongue lizards 
(Tiliqua adelaidensis) as endangered and states in its 
assessment: “This species is not legally available in the 
pet trade” (fenner et al. 2018). the species was thought 
to be extinct until its rediscovery in 1992 (hutchinson et 
al. 1994), resulting in a national recovery plan (Milne 
et al. 2000). it showed up in the european pet trade for 
the first time in 2018. at that time, all specimens on sale 
were obviously adult, some even gravid (figure 39), with 
interim record prices of about 1,000 euro per animal. a 
few months later “captive-bred” offspring were offered.

eight frilled-necked lizards (Chlamydosaurus kingii), 
offered by a swedish trader in 2018, were also clearly of 
illegal origin. the species is restricted to southern New 
guinea (indonesia & papua New guinea) and australia. 
while indonesia allows legal exports, the facebook  
advertisement explicitly stated “those are NOT new 
guinea dragons and the price is therefore higher” (fig-
ure 41) – confirming the illegal source as justification 
for a higher price. the species is highly sought after in 
the pet trade (o‘shea et al. 2017).

24 • stoLen wiLdLife iii: the eu – a main hub and destination for iLLegaLLy Caught exotiC pets



stoLen wiLdLife iii: the eu – a main hub and destination for iLLegaLLy Caught exotiC pets • 25 

figure 37: two adult Saltuarius salebrosus, offered on 

facebook; trader from Russia

figure 38: two adult pairs of Tiliqua migrolutea, with refe-

rence to tasmania, offered at www.terraristik.com; trader of 

unknown origin

figure 39: two adult pairs of Tiliqua adelaidensis, one 

“possibly gravid”, plus offspring, offered at 

www.terraristik.com; uk trader

figure 41: eight Chlamydosaurus kingii; illegal origin from 

australia highlighted, facebook (2018); trader from sweden

figure 40: three adult Egernia pilbarensis, “only ones in 

captivity (??)”, 7,500 euro; offered at www.terraristik.com; 

trader from the Netherlands

for several australian endemic snakes, which are  
reaching record prices, the legal origin is at least 
doubtful. for example, the kimberley death adder  
(Acanthophis cryptamydros) was only described in 
2015 for the first time, but has already been offered on 

the european pet market. furthermore, for common 
death adders (Acanthophis antarcticus) traders request 
1,200 euro per individual, naming specific localities 
such as djarra or sydney. smuggling events for this 
species are reported, e.g. by towie (2009).
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new CaLedonia 

Biodiversity: the iucN describes New caledonia as 
the “smallest single biodiversity hotspot in the world” 
(iucN 2012). at present, 131 reptile species are con-
sidered native (uetz et al. 2019), with 99 of them being 
endemic (living National treasures 2019), and a re-
markable diversity of geckos (bauer et al. 2012, 2009). 
there are no amphibians native to New caledonia. 

National legislation: the New caledonian provinces 
Nord and sud strictly protect all their native animal 
species against capture, transport, usage or sale:  
province Nord via its code de l‘environnement (délibéra-
tion n° 2016-98/bpN /apN, 10 June 2016), and province 
sud via its code de l‘environnement de la province sud 
(délibération n° 333-2019/baps, 23 april 2019). 

Illegal trade: several New caledonian species with a 
precarious conservation status are highly sought-after 
in the exotic pet trade, especially since they are not 
yet protected by cites (auliya et al. 2016; ufz 2016) 
and reach high prices (figure 43). smuggling events of 
New caledonian reptiles have been reported since the 
1990s (de vosjoli 2012; Manzano 1998). while illegally 
sourced animals became the breeding stock for some 
species, for others illegal offtake obviously continues 
until today. 

a german trader offered individuals of five endemic 
species (figure 42), naming distinct locations of the 
New caledonian gecko (Mniarogekko jalu) and the 
mossy New caledonian gecko (M. chahoua) (ile art, 
in province Nord, and kotomo, in province sud) and 

highlighting the rarity of specimens from ile kotomo 
as “super rare. Maybe the only pair available world-
wide.” Nevertheless, he declares all animals to have 
been “captive-bred“. several other species in his advert 
are true rarities, too. 

the symmetrical gecko (Eurydactylodes symmetricus) 
is classified by iucN as endangered (whitaker et al. 
2010a) and the western chameleon gecko (E. occidentalis) 
as critically endangered, due to its tiny aoo of about 
2.5 km² (figure 42; whitaker & sadlier 2011). prices  
for such rare chameleon geckos may reach up to  
1,000 euro per individual (figure 43). in 2014, the same  
german trader was arrested for reptile smuggling in  
costa Rica (fendt 2014a,b), but he continues to regular-
ly offer endemic and nationally protected species from 
all over the world.

in figure 44, offspring of wild-caught specimens (f1) 
of gunther‘s New caledonian gecko (Bavayia cyclura) 
and sauvage‘s New caledonian gecko (B. sauvagii) are 
offered, naming locations. the Nehoué River is located 
in province Nord, the Mount koghi in province sud – in 
both provinces collection of native species is prohib-
ited. accordingly, the breeding stock of those animals 
is likely of illegal origin. in January 2020, offspring of 
wild-caught specimens (f1) of sclerophyll bavayias  
(B. exsuccida) was presented in the facebook group 
“New caledonian endemics” as “some of the first ever 
captive-bred specimens” (figure 45). this species is  
endemic to and protected in province Nord and is clas-
sified as endangered by the iucN Red list (whitaker et 
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figure 42: several species of Eurydactylodes and 

Mniarogekko, different locations; facebook (2019); trader 

from germany

figure 43: several species of Eurydactylodes and 

Rhacodactylus, up to 1,000 euro per animal; offered at 

www.terraristik.com; trader from czech Republic

figure 44: several species of Bavayia, prices up to 1,000 

euro per animal; offered at www.terraristik.com; trader from 

germany

figure 46: pair of Rhacodactylus leachianus, “only pair 

available worldwide”; offered at www.terraristik.com; trader 

from germany

figure 45: three adult Bavayia exsuccida, “some of the first 

ever captive-bred specimens”; facebook; trader from  

germany

al. 2010b). Nevertheless, the species has been repea-
tedly found in the european pet trade (altherr et al. 
2020).

while captive breeding of the New caledonia giant ge-
cko (Rhacodactylus leachianus) from several locations 
has been successfully established (with pine island and 

Mt. koghi the most often named locations), specimens 
with new colours and patterns from new sites are high-
ly attractive for collectors. in figure 46, an adult pair 
from the location houailou in province Nord is offered, 
praised as “the only pair available worldwide”. other 
species of this genus found in trade are R. auriculatus 
and R. trachycephalus.



4. LegaL soLutions for 
the european union
pro wildlife’s report “stolen wildlife” documented the 
systematic trade in non-cites-species taken illegally 
from their country of origin for the first time (altherr 
2014). a second report followed two years later, illus-
trating more cases of this specific form of wildlife traf-
ficking from several range states (altherr et al. 2016). 
an increasing number of studies and seizures contin-
ues to confirm not only the ongoing trade in nationally 
protected reptiles and amphibians, but also the leading 
role of the eu as a main hub and destination for these 
species (Rasmeni 2020; altherr et al. 2019; Janssen & 
de silva 2019; Janssen & shepherd 2019; Rodrigo 2019; 
shepherd et al. 2019; Noseworthy 2018; auliya et al. 
2016; kyodo 2016). 

these publications have caught the attention of various 
cites parties, different eu institutions and the wider 
conservation community and have ultimately led to the 
inclusion of several dozens of taxa in the cites appen-
dices. however, fundamental questions still remain: 

•	 are the listings of individual species on cites enough 
to prevent illegal trade in an almost unlimited  
number of species from a steadily changing range? 

•	 is the protection of just a fraction of traded species 
sufficient to meet the precautionary principle to 
which the eu is obliged to abide in its environmen-
tal policy by article 191 of the treaty on the func-
tioning of the european union?

•	 and finally, what legal options does the eu have at 
its disposal to combat this type of wildlife crime?

4.1 How many CITES-listings are realistic?

the process of including species in appendix i of cites 
(which prohibits international commercial trade in wild 
specimens) or appendix ii (which requires permits and 
the prior making of Non-detriment and legal acquisi-
tion findings) is slow. Meetings of the conference of the 
parties take place only every three years, the parties 
often have a limited capacity to develop proposals and 
listings are sometimes hampered by lack of data or by 

commercial interests. accordingly, highly threatened 
species, including even those protected in their coun-
try of origin, may remain without international protec-
tion from trade or cites-listings may come too late to 
prevent large-scale trafficking and the decimation of 
endemic populations (frank & wilcove 2019; Janssen 
& shepherd 2019, 2018). in particular for threatened 
species with small wild populations, even the removal 
of low numbers of individuals may have detrimental 
consequences (Meiri et al. 2018; auliya et al. 2016a,b; 
leitao et al. 2016).

after pro wildlife’s first stolen wildlife report in 2014 
and a follow-up analysis by uNep-wcMc (2015), which 
was commissioned by the eu, the eu in cooperation 
with several range states, successfully proposed the  
listing of several reptile species in the cites appendices 
(e.g. Abronia spp., Cnemaspis psychedelica, and Lygo-
dactylus williamsi). furthermore, guatemala, Malaysia, 
and kenya submitted proposals for cites cop17 to list  
some of their nationally protected reptile species under 
cites. 

in its progress Report on the implementation of the eu 
action plan against wildlife trafficking, the eu com-
mission explained its engagement for the cites-listing 
of exotic pet species: “the eu market should not fuel 
demand for species that have been harvested illegally 
or unsustainably. this is why the eu, in close coopera-
tion with range states, has been playing a proactive role 
in extending the scope of the convention on interna-
tional trade in endangered species of wild fauna and 
flora (cites) to new species threatened by international 
trade, thereby awarding them international protection. 
this is especially the case for exotic pets, for which the 
eu is an important market, […]” (eu commission 2018).

for the 18th cites conference in 2019, the eu together 
with range states once again submitted five proposals 
to include exotic pet species in cites appendix i or ii, 
many of which are being traded in contravention of na-
tional legislation (Ngo et al. 2019; shepherd et al. 2019; 
Rowley et al. 2016; altherr 2014). sri lanka proposed 
appendix i for ten endemic and nationally protected 
agamids, iran for its endemic Pseudocerastes  
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urachnaoides, and st. vincent & the grenadines for its 
endemic gecko Gonatodes daudini, while costa Rica 
aimed to list four genera of glass frogs in cites ap-
pendix ii. while the eu initiatives and support for a series 
of cites listing proposals is highly commendable, this 
approach alone will not be sufficient to solve the much 
more far-ranging systemic problem: 

•	 only a fraction of species traded in the eu are 
protected through cites and a large number of 
non-cites species are in illegal trade, with a con-
tinuous shift in species range (altherr et al. 2020, 
2019; auliya et al. 2016a). a limited number of list-
ing proposals will, therefore, not impact the ongo-
ing illegal trade in many other species. 

•	 while cites can be a useful instrument and is cur-
rently the only existing international convention 
dedicated to reducing or halting the internatio-
nal trade in listed species, it is mostly a reactive 
measure, when offtakes have already reduced and  
threatened the survival of wild populations.  
listings are often hampered by the lack of solid 
field and trade data, the capacities of range states, 
and the political will of parties. 

4.2 Would CITES Appendix III listings 
solve the problem?

in 2016, the eu submitted cites cop17 doc. 80 “cites 
appendix iii - an added-value for the conservation of 
threatened wildlife with restricted distribution”  to en-
courage range states to include more species in cites 
appendix iii “being subject to regulation within its ju-
risdiction for the purpose of preventing or restricting 
exploitation, and as needing the cooperation of other 
parties in the control of trade. however, many prob-
lems remain:

•	 Range states can request the inclusion of their 
nationally protected species in cites appendix iii  
without the consent of other countries. however, 
the eu neither prohibits nor imposes penalties for the 
sale, purchase and ownership of illegally-sourced 

animals listed in cites appendix iii (annex c in eu 
wildlife trade legislation); only imports or exports 
without an appropriate certificate can be penalized. 
given this and the often massive profit margins for 
rare species, appendix iii creates no deterrent and 
will not stop illegal trade into the eu.

 
•	 appendix iii listings continue to be used by few 

countries and, if so, they are only applied to a  
limited number of species. amongst others, one 
reason for this may be that often range states are 
not even aware of the extent of trafficking in their 
nationally protected species. even in the iucN Red 
list classifications information on trade is lacking 
for many species, resulting in an underestimated 
of threats and Red list status (altherr et al. 2020; 
auliya et al. 2016).

•	 appendix iii listings shift the task to act to coun-
tries of origin that are often under-resourced, 
while destination countries assume no obligation 
to support foreign national conservation efforts, 
even if it is their own citizens, who are engaged in 
smuggling and buying such species.

4.3 Why an EU Lacey Act is needed

article 191 of the treaty on the functioning of the 
european union states that the eu’s policy “shall be 
based on the precautionary principle and on the prin-
ciples that preventive action should be taken, that en-
vironmental damage should as a priority be rectified 
at source”. by failing to prohibit trade in all nationally 
protected species, the eu is not living up to these  
obligations.

in 2015, the united Nations general assembly – for the 
first time and unanimously – passed a resolution on 
“tackling illicit trafficking in wildlife”, which among 
others, urges its Member states (including importing 
countries) to strengthen their national legislation to 
prevent, investigate and prosecute wildlife trafficking 
(united Nations 2015). this request was affirmed by 
two follow-up resolutions (united Nations 2019, 2017).
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legislation, such as the “us lacey act”, which has al-
ready been in force since 1900, would prohibit the im-
port, sale, and possession of all species that were il-
legally caught, transported, sold or exported in their 
range state and can provide a precautionary and practi-
cal tool to combat this type of wildlife crime (altherr et 
al. 2019; Janssen & de silva 2019; auliya et al. 2016; 
vinke & vinke 2015). while the initial development 
and adoption of supplementary eu legislation would 
require time, it would provide a framework that could 

be applied to all nationally protected species taken and 
traded in violation of the laws of their country of origin, 
within the eu. a legal analysis by client earth (2018) 
has confirmed that such legislation would not conflict 
with existing eu wildlife trade regulations (council  
Regulation (ec) No 338/97). considering the eu’s  
central role as a consumer of illegally source wildlife, 
similar legislation for the eu is recommended by an 
increasing number of experts and institutions, as  
summarised in table 1:

WHO? WHAT WAS STATEd?

UNOdC
July 2020

woRld wildlife cRiMe RepoRt 2020:
„[…]„while global research on wildlife crime has mainly focused on internationally protected species, 
little comparative analysis is available on wildlife crime affecting nationally protected species,  
including illegal domestic trade. With criminals taking advantage of any loophole, there is a need  
to better understand the trafficking of non-CITES listed species within and across borders to support 
law enforcement and criminal justice practitioners to define national and international tools that can  
protect the biodiversity of each country from criminal threats.”

John Scanlon 
(CITES General 
Secretary,  
2010 - 2018) 
March 2020

speech oN the occasioN of the woRld wildlife day 2020: 
“[…] The time has come for a new global agreement on wildlife crime. One that is placed under the UN 
Convention against Transnational Organised Crime […] What is needed is a new agreement that obliges 
countries to criminalise importing illegally sourced wildlife, as we already see in some country’s 
domestic laws, such as in the US under the Lacey Act, and to criminalise serious wildlife crimes […]”

United Nations
sep 2019

ResolutioN a/73/l.120 –tackliNg illicit tRaffickiNg iN wildlife:
“[…] 4. Urges Member States to take decisive steps at the national level to prevent, combat and era-
dicate the illegal trade in wildlife, on the supply, transit and demand sides, including by strengthe-
ning their legislation and regulations necessary for the prevention, investigation, prosecution and ap-
propriate punishment of such illegal trade; 5. Calls upon Member States to make illicit trafficking in 
protected species of wild fauna and flora involving organized criminal groups a serious crime […]”.

Janssen & de Silva 
May 2019

the pReseNce of pRotected Reptiles fRoM sRi laNka iN iNteRNatioNal coMMeRcial tRade: 
“[…] Whereas the European Commission states that the “EU market should not fuel demand for species 
that have been harvested illegally or unsustainably” (European Commission, 2018), the lack of legal 
protection for nationally protected species makes the EU a key player in the illegal trade in such 
species. […] In order to combat illegal trade in species protected in their range states, it is essential that 
the EU recognises their status and provides the legal framework required for law enforcement to seize 
such specimens.”

dNR 
July 2018

eNviRoNMeNtal deMaNds with RegaRd to the 2019 euRopeaN electioNs:
“[…] Stand up for a European and global ban on ivory trade and for an EU Lacey Act, a EU regulation 
prohibiting the import, possession and sale of animals illegally caught in their home country and ex-
ported. Currently animal smugglers can openly and legally sell such animals, insofar as they are only 
protected nationally in the country of origin but not by CITES or the EU wildlife trade regulations […]”

European 
Parliament 
March 2017

ResolutioN oN eu coMMoN coMMeRcial policy iN the coNtext of wildlife sustaiNability 
iMpeRatives: “[…] 23. Considers that in the existing domestic legal framework the key challenge and 
priority for EU Member States, at this stage, is implementation of the existing rules; recognises, however, 

tabLe 1: awareness and support for an eu LaCey aCt-Like LegisLation
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that supplementary provisions taking into account those rules existing in other states should be 
examined in order to prohibit the making available and placing on the market, transport and  
acquisition of wildlife that has been illegally harvested or traded in third countries, according to 
that country’s own legal framework; […] 
31. Recommends that EU Member States consider policy solutions that would allow for the  
elimination of all remaining legal loopholes that could facilitate the ‘laundering’ of illegally  
sourced wildlife and wildlife products; […]”

European 
Parliament 
oct 2016

ResolutioN oN eu actioN plaN agaiNst wildlife tRaffickiNg:
“EU Member States should introduce fixed and harmonious penalties for convicted wildlife traffickers. 
The EU must explore the possibility of introducing legislation to prohibit the import, trade and re-
export of species that are protected in their countries of origin. The US Lacey Act is an example of 
such legislation. While CITES is a useful tool for regulating wildlife trade and protecting endangered 
species, it does not encompass all critical species, nor is it able to react to changing circumstances 
quickly enough and therefore provides criminals with easy opportunities to exploit loopholes.”

European 
Parliament 
sep 2016

ResolutioN oN key obJectives foR the cites cop17 MeetiNg iN JohaNNesbuRg: 
“[…] 11. Encourages the EU and its Member States to promote and support initiatives to increase 
protection against the impact of international trade on species for which the European Union is a 
significant transit or destination market; […] 
13. Urges the EU to adopt legislation to reduce illegal trade by making it illegal to import, export, 
sell, acquire or buy wild animals or plants which are taken, possessed, transported or sold in  
violation of the law of the country of origin or transit;  […]”

EU Commission,
dG Environment 
feb 2016

staff woRkiNg docuMeNt – aNalysis aNd evideNce iN suppoRt of the eu actioN plaN 
agaiNst wildlife tRaffickiNg:
p. 24: “The illegal trade in exotic pets, especially in live reptiles, has received increased attention, with the 
EU appearing as an important consumer region and thus driver of this trade. This includes species which, 
though not covered by the CITES Convention, are protected nationally. Exporting them thus breaks the 
law of their country of origin. But in the absence of an appropriate legal basis through a CITES listing, 
EU Member States are not always able to seize these species once they are on the EU market.” 

European  
Parliament,  
Policy dept A 
March 2016

study “wildlife cRiMe”:
p. 109, item 6.2.8: “The EU should consider measures to curtail activities involving wildlife species 
protected by laws of their countries of origin (only); this may include new legislation, making  
import, sale, purchase and re-export of specimens, which have been captured, traded or exported 
in violation of laws in the country of origin a criminal act within the EU […]”

EFFACE 
apr 2016

coNclusioNs aNd RecoMMeNdatioNs, efface ReseaRch RepoRt
p. 32: “For example, one of the recommendations that came up at the final conference considered 
the introduction in Europe of legislation similar to the US Lacey Act which would facilitate the fight 
against transboundary crime.” 

UNOdC 
May 2016

woRld wildlife cRiMe RepoRt: tRaffickiNg iN pRotected species:
p. 12: “There are millions of species for which international trade is not regulated, and certain cases 
reviewed for this report suggest that these species can be legally traded internationally, even when 
harvested or exported contrary to national law.” 
p. 13: “Illegal trade could be reduced if each country were to prohibit, under national law, the possession 
of wildlife that was illegally harvested in, or illegally traded from, anywhere else in the world.”
p. 37: “Outside CITES, most destination countries lack a legal basis for refusing wood that was  
harvested or exported contrary to source country regulations. The US Lacey Act, the EU Timber

United Nations 
July 2015

ResolutioN 69/314: tackliNg illicit tRaffickiNg iN wildlife
“[…] 3. Urges Member States to take decisive steps at the national level to prevent, combat and  
eradicate the illegal trade in wildlife, on both the supply and demand sides, including by strengthening 
the legislation necessary for the prevention, investigation and prosecution of such illegal trade. 
4. Calls upon Member States to make illicit trafficking in protected species of wild fauna and flora 
involving organized criminal groups a serious crime […]”.
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5. ConCLusions 
and reCommendations
the present report provides recent case studies on  
illegal trade in reptiles and amphibians from australia, 
brazil, costa Rica, cuba, Japan, Mexico, Namibia &  
south africa, New caledonia, oman, and sri lanka. 
while some of these countries were already covered in 
earlier reports and studies (Janssen & de silva 2019; 
Janssen & shepherd 2019; altherr et al. 2019, 2016;  
petrossian et al. 2018; vinke & vinke 2015; altherr 
2014), for other range states a systematic evidence 
for illegal trade into the european union has, to our  
knowledge, thus far not yet been published. 

5.1. Conclusions

•	 the eu remains a hub, transit point and destina-
tion for exotic pets, which were illegally caught and 
exported from their country of origin. eu residents 
are among the key smugglers, traders and clients 
for such species. traders, who have been arrested 
for reptile smuggling in range states, remain active 
players in the exotic pet business, with a focus on 
high-priced rare and nationally protected species. 
their activities undermine the efforts of conserva-
tion-oriented range states to protect their native 
species.

•	 Major reptile trade shows in europe, such as hamm 
(germany) and houten (Netherlands), are meeting 
points for traders and buyers of rare and nationally 
protected species. 

•	 cites regulations are the most relevant tool to  
regulate international trade in endangered species. 
however, the inclusion of species into appendices i 
and ii of cites is a slow and only reactive process, 
which is often hampered by the lack of biological 
and trade data, limited resources in national cites 
authorities, and sometimes political or economic 
resistance. 

•	 while cites listings for species threatened by in-
ternational trade remains a prime obligation, the 
listing of a small number of individual species is a 
‘band-aid’ approach that falls short of halting the 
haemorrhaging of illegal trade in wildlife. this ap-

proach falls well behind comprehensive efforts to 
combat trafficking in all animal and plants species 
– whether listed on cites or nationally protected.

•	 to date, the eu does not even record the imports 
of species other than those listed in the eu wildlife 
trade regulation. 

•	 the listing of threatened and nationally protected 
species on cites appendix iii has been suggested 
as a solution. however, this would not prevent the 
selling, buying or keeping of illegally sourced ani-
mals, as eu legislation only prohibits the import of 
appendix iii (annex c) specimens without proper 
paperwork. 

•	 this black market industry for commercial hob-
byists generates high profits by trading nationally 
protected species, often comparable to profits for 
cites appendix i or ii species, but with almost no 
risk.

•	 thus far, the eu has not taken the necessary steps 
to halt their citizens’ wildlife trafficking activities. 
while the cites proposals of recent conferences of 
the parties, including those that were initiated by 
the eu, are highly welcome and justified, the basic 
problems – the gaping holes in european and in-
ternational legislation – are not solved.

•	 the usa is the only country in the world, which 
has legislation (i.e. the us lacey act) that makes 
it a criminal offence to import, export, transport, 
sell, receive, acquire, or purchase wildlife that has 
been taken, possessed, transported, or sold either 
in violation of u.s. or foreign law. however, some 
traffickers prefer to collect animals during breed-
ing season, which enables them to offer “captive-
bred” offspring shortly afterwards. the laundering 
of such animals through the eu market and then 
the subsequent export of offspring to the us helps 
smugglers and clients to circumvent the us lacey 
act. in this way, they can launder wild-caught, ille-
gally sourced animals as “captive-bred in europe” 
into the legal trade.
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5.2. Recommendations

•	 close cooperation between range states and  
importing countries is essential to prevent the  
trafficking of nationally protected species for the 
international trade. 

•	 the eu is presently evaluating the outcome of 
its action plan against wildlife trafficking imple-
mented from 2016 to 2020 (eu commission 2020, 
2016b). the renewal and strengthening of the eu 
wildlife action plan is highly recommended and 
should include the goal of developing and adopt-
ing precautionary, pro-active and robust legisla-
tion to combat the trade in nationally protected 
species.

•	 the eu should continue with its strong engage-
ment at cites, but at the same time should also 
take stricter domestic measures to combat wildlife 
trafficking in nationally protected species from all 
over the world. 

•	 importing countries – particularly the eu given 
that it is a major hub, transit point and destina- 
tion – should pass legislation comparable to the 

us lacey act, which supports the conservation  
efforts of countries of origin by banning import, 
possession and trade of specimens caught or  
exported in violation of other nations’ laws. 

•	 a registration of all wildlife imports (species level 
and number of individuals) would be a pre-condi-
tion to be able to enforce such legislation. in addi-
tion, the eu, in cooperation with the usa, should 
establish a database of national legislation, detail-
ing prohibitions on the capture, trade and export 
of wildlife in range states. such a database would 
also help to enforce existing trade restrictions for 
species listed in cites or the eu regulation.

•	 Range states need to strengthen their efforts to 
enforce national legislation, to intensify controls 
and to impose deterrent fines for wildlife crime. 
in addition, they should exchange information on 
their national legislation with destination coun-
tries. a cites appendix iii listing by the range  
states as an interim measure is also recommended 
as part of such information, although this does not 
relieve consumer countries from their responsibil-
ity to help combat the illegal trade in those nation-
ally protected species.
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