
Combatting WILdlife trafficking:
Setting the scene



2 TRAFFIC.ORG

Who we are
o Leading international NGO on 

trade and nature markets
o Evidence and solutions, not 

campaigning
o Focus on combatting illegal 

trade and supporting 
sustainable trade for people

o 200 staff in 10 global offices
o Strong partnership with EC

Ensure that trade 
in wild species is 
legal and 
sustainable, for 
the benefit of the 
planet and people
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Legal and 
sustainable 
trade is 
essential for 
SDGs

IPBES, Sustainable Use of Wild Species, 2022

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Sustainable use of wild species is essential to the well-being of many indigenous peoples and local communities. 

 In turn, sustainable use also contributes to maintaining abundant, healthy populations of wild species. 

Photos, clockwise from top. 
Well-being and health: fishing by Mayangna communities in Nicaragua. Language: Inuit language encodes knowledge necessary 
for successful hunting, fishing and trapping in the Canadian Arctic. Art, crafts and music: animal motifs engraved on an ostrich egg 
by a Khomani San artist from the Kalahari, South Africa. Ritual and ceremony: spring festival in the Kedarnath Valley, India. Animals 
and plants as kin, totems and spirits: vicuñas are revered by peoples of the Andean altiplano. Community institutions and 
governance: the Karamojong people of Uganda make decisions about uses of wild species in a sacred meeting place. Livelihoods 
and economy: in the Solomon Islands, fishing is central to local livelihoods. Fishing is organized around customary sea tenures and 
fish are distributed through a kinship-based system. Clothing, fuel, fodder and shelter: the bark of Himalayan nettle is used as fibre 
for clothing, ropes and sacks by indigenous peoples and local communities in Nepal. Food: in the Brazilian Amazon a local fisherman 
carries a pirarucú, an important food fish. Traditional medicines: a Roma woman gathers Hypericum sp. in the Carpathians. 
Learning and knowledge transmission: in Canada, an Inuk boy learns how to skin a caribou
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ilLegal and 
unsustainable 
trade is a 
threat to 
nature

IPBES, Global Assessment Report on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services, 2019

Drivers of Biodiversity Decline

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
 Examples of global declines in nature, emphasizing declines in biodiversity, that have been and are being caused by direct and indirect drivers of change.

The direct drivers (land-/sea-use change; direct exploitation of organisms; climate change; pollution; and invasive alien species)  result from an array of underlying societal causes.

These causes can be demographic (e.g., human population dynamics), sociocultural (e.g., consumption patterns), economic (e.g., trade), technological, or relating to institutions, governance, conflicts and epidemics. They are called indirect drivers  and are underpinned by societal values and behaviours. The colour bands represent the relative global impact of direct drivers, from top to bottom, on terrestrial, freshwater and marine nature, as estimated from a global systematic review of studies published since 2005. Land- and sea-use change and direct exploitation account for more than 50 per cent of the 
global impact on land, in fresh water and in the sea, but each driver is dominant in certain contexts.

 The circles illustrate the magnitude of the negative human impacts on a diverse selection of aspects of nature over a range of different time scales based on a global synthesis of indicators
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Legal wildlife 
trade amounts 
to $200 billion 
per year

Andersson et al, Global Ecology and Conservation, 2021

Value of Traded Legal Wildlife

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Billions of people in all regions of the world rely on and benefit from the use of wild species for food, medicine, energy, income and many other purposes. An estimated 70 per cent of the world’s poor depend directly on wild species and on businesses fostered by them.

This includes aquatic animals, plants, trees, and terrestrial animals.

$220 billion per year

Seafood (82%), furniture (7%), and fashion (6%) were the largest categories of traded commodities.

Ensuring sustainability of the use of wild species, including by promoting sustainable use and halting overexploitation, is critical to reverse the global trend in biodiversity decline
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Eu plays 
central role in 
Legal wildlife 
trade

Andersson et al, Global Ecology and Conservation, 2021

Top 3 Import and Export Countries 
for Wildlife Trade Categories
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Illegal wilidfe
trade is top 
criminal 
activity

OECD, Illicit Trade: Converging Criminal Networks, 2016 

Source and Destination Regions 
for Illicit Trade

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes

4th LARGEST TRANSNATIONAL CRIMINAL ACTIVITY IN THE WORLD After drug trafficking, counterfeit goods trafficking, human trafficking
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Illegal trade 
resuming after 
COVID Lull

Operation Thunder 2022

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
A joint INTERPOL - World Customs Organization (WCO) law enforcement operation has seen hundreds of arrests and the disruption of wildlife and timber crime networks globally.

Codenamed “Thunder 2022”, the month-long (3-30 October) operation brought together police, customs, financial intelligence units, wildlife and forestry enforcement agencies from 125 countries - the largest number of countries to take part in a Thunder operation since the series started in 2017.

Through routine inspections and targeted controls, hundreds of parcels, suitcases, vehicles, boats and cargo transporters were examined, often with the use of sniffer dogs and X-ray scanners.

Searches at land and air border checkpoints focused on illegally traded species protected by national legislation or CITES.

CITES is an international agreement to ensure that trade in wild animals and plants does not threaten their survival. All trade performed in breach of CITES is illegal.

Seizures ranged from timber to live animals, as well as animal parts, bushmeat, and derivatives such as clothing, beauty products, food items, traditional medicines and handicrafts.

Although operational results are still being reported, Operation Thunder 2022 has so far seen almost 2,200 seizures and the identification of 934 suspects, triggering a series of worldwide arrests and investigations linked to illegal trading, processing, exporting and importing of protected wildlife and forestry products.

In addition to the identification of 141 companies suspected of engaging in illegal sales, total worldwide seizures of protected animals and plants so far include:

Wildlife:

119 big cats and other felines
34 primates, 136 primate body parts
25 rhino horns
9 pangolins, 389 kg pangolin scales and derivatives
750 birds, more than 450 bird parts
With seizures reported in units, or total kg, according to national police practices, results also include:

Almost 780 kg and 516 pieces elephant ivory, and 27 elephant body parts
1,795 reptiles and almost half a tonne reptile parts and derivative products
4,337 and 2,813 kg marine products, including corals, eels and sea cucumbers
1,190 turtles and tortoises, 1,304 units and 8 kg body parts
More than a tonne and 17,081 units other wildlife, parts and derivatives.
Plants and timber:

47,28 m3 rosewood and 17,163 pieces
Almost 47,000 m3 and 6,764 pieces other timber
710 cacti, 125 and 1,706 kg orchids
Almost 3.5 tonnes and 7,815 units other plants
More than five tonnes and 3,945 units plant derivatives.
In Southern Africa, Namibian authorities intercepted large amounts of timber before they were smuggled into the region, with Angola arresting a citizen of the Asian region attempting to travel to Asia with rhino horns and ivory ornaments, and Malawi authorities seizing elephant tusks at the home of a man with Asian citizenship.  

In Asia, Thailand reported several seizures of tortoises from East Africa and hundreds of live reptiles from Europe, whilst Indonesia made two large seizures of timber bound for the Middle East and Asia. India seized some 1,200 reptiles (iguanas, pythons, monitor lizards and tortoises) declared as “ornamental fish’ and packed in cardboard boxes.

With Europe a growing destination region for protected wildlife, France intercepted reptiles from Central Africa hidden in luggage, Germany intercepted tiger skin amulets in a parcel from Asia and the UK seized several ivory pieces after investigating a man selling wildlife on an e-commerce platform.

Illustrating the commitment of the American continent to protecting its natural heritage, Costa Rica arrested an individual in possession of hundreds of protected wildlife species and Peru issued an INTERPOL Red Notice against a timber trafficker. Parrots, iguana eggs, coral, crocodile leather products, caviar and shark meat were seized in several US international airports.

Several countries reported seizures of garments and accessories made of reptile skins.



Mozambique authorities intercept elephant tusks being smuggled across national borders. A total of 780 kg and 516 pieces elephant ivory were intercepted globally during Operation Thunder 2022.

Argentina police authorities rescue one of the 34 primates seized from traffickers globally during Operation Thunder 2022.

Operation Thunder 2022 saw some 2,200 seizures and the identification of 934 suspects, including this pet shop owner in Chile suspected of engaging in the illegal sale of protected species.

Young Rhea birds are intercepted by Peruvian authorities.

Through routine inspections and targeted controls, Peruvian authorities inspect hundreds of parcels, suitcases, vehicles, boats and cargo transporters throughout the country during Operation Thunder 2022.

Operation Thunder 2022 brought together police, customs, financial intelligence units, wildlife and forestry enforcement agencies from 125 countries.
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Massive
financial and 
environmental 
costs

World Bank, Illegal Logging, Fishing, and Wildlife Trade, 2019

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
 Table 1 presents estimates of the financial (market value) of illegal trade in logging, fishing, and wildlife, and two other transnational crimes—drugs 
and human trafficking. The negative impact to society from illegal drugs and human trafficking is well documented and has received systematic attention in recent decades, while illegal trade of renewable natural resources gets less attention and fewer resources. 

WB tallied the annual cost of these illegal activities at a staggering $1 trillion to $2 trillion. More than 90 percent of these losses are from ecosystem services that forests, wildlife and coastal resources provide, and that are not currently priced by the market, such as carbon storage, biodiversity, water filtration, and flood retention.

Besides the market failure problem, illegal logging, fishing and wildlife trade is facilitated by systematic corruption and weak governance across the public and private sectors. This multibillion-dollar transnational illegal trade is operated by international criminal organizations and is on par—in scope and revenue—with human and drug trafficking. Despite targeted and often successful efforts, initiatives to combat these activities pale in comparison to efforts to fight other transnational crimes. For example, a 2019 World Bank study found that roughly $260 million a year is spent to combat illegal wildlife trade in 67 African and Asian countries whereas the U.S. federal government alone spent $30 billion on drug control efforts in 2017.

The real costs of illegal logging, fishing and wildlife trade: $1 trillion–$2 trillion per year (worldbank.org)
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cuts across all 
geographies

Wildlife Trafficking Air Routes, 
2009-2019

USAID ROUTES Project 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
 Maps displaying the air transport routes of seized wildlife between 2009-2019.
Infographics — ROUTES (routespartnership.org)
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Including EU

EU TWIX Database, 2020

Seizures of CITES-Listed Wildlife 
in the European Union, 2020
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Cuts across all 
species

UNODC, World Wildlife Crime Report, 2020

Share of total seizures 
based on value

(2014-2018)Share of total seizures 
by taxonomy
(1999-2018)
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Continued 
pressure on 
Iconic Species

ETIS database, 2022

Ivory Seizures from 1998-2021

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
2019 – 3rd largest year by weight with record-setting seizures of 7.5, 8.8 and 9.1 tonnes�
2020 – abnormal year of reporting and law enforcement due to COVID pandemic 

2021 – increasing number of seizures, what’s next? 




14 TRAFFIC.ORG

Continued 
pressure:
Wild Plants

FAO, Wild Check, 2022
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Wildlife 
Supply 

chains are 
complex
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Ivory Trafficking of Chen Crime Group

Constantly 
adapting 

trading routes

WJC, Bringing Down the Dragon, 2021

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
China introduced a complete ivory trade ban that came into effect from 31 December 2017, which was followed up with strict enforcement by Chinese authorities. 

The Chen OCG began to struggle to sell their ivory in 2018, and it appears that the ivory shipment of February 2018 was stranded 
for more than a year in storage due to the government’s ivory crackdown. Around this time, ivory stockpiling also began occurring in neighbouring countries in Southeast Asia as the crackdown caused difficulties in smuggling shipments across the border into China
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French Customs

French Customs

Constantly
adjusting 

Shipping 
practices

French Customs

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The birds involved were hummingbirds intercepted in French Guiana on export (2010).
The birds were wrapped and the beaks taped.

One source: https://insightcrime.org/news/brief/ecotrafficker-caught-in-french-guiana-airport-with-hummingbirds-in-pants/
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Migrating to
online 

platforms

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
EGI: Filling in the gaps in law enforcement for the online wildlife trade (mongabay.com)
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high Risks of 
Corruption

Corruption Risk in Rhino Horn
Supply Chain

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Corruption is a major driver of all forms of wildlife crime involving terrestrial wild animals, fisheries, 
and timber, facilitating illegal poaching or harvesting, transportation, processing, and sale of products 
at every step of the supply chain. It also creates a significant advantage in favour of trafficking networks 
over law enforcement agencies who are investigating 
these crimes, as corrupted officials protect traffickers 
from criminal justice and hinder investigative efforts.
Examples of bribery and corruption can be overtly seen in the majority of the 12 case studies, but 
undoubtedly would also be covertly present in a 
high proportion of cases to facilitate the movement 
of products across borders. It is most formidable in 
timber and fisheries crime cases, where corruption 
relating to the provision of fishing licenses and logging concessions can extend to the highest levels 
of government. Its ability to stymie cases in court is 
evident in the both the Kromah and Akasha cases, 
and the role it can play in selling back seized goods 
or sabotaging investigations can be seen in the illegal abalone trade case. As a result, corruption goes 
far beyond simply being a convergence crime, as it 
is a common underlying factor present in almost 
every case. Therefore, in order to counter any form 
of wildlife crime, corruption must be addressed
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High Risks of 
Financial crime

FATF, Money Laundering and Illegal Wildlife Trade, 2020

Wildlife Trade Supply Chain and 
Payments

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Wildlife crime is a lucrative industry that is attractive to organised crime groups because of the potential to enjoy large profits with relative impunity. 
The high prices and high returns that some wildlife 
products command in illicit markets, such as rhino 
horn and ivory, indicate the existence of significant illicit financial flows that may be laundered in 
various ways to disguise their illegal origin. Money 
laundering is a common resulting crime linked to 
any proceeds-generating crime; however, not many 
countries conduct financial investigations to identify the proceeds of crime or possible money laundering offences related to wildlife crime. 
The United States is one of the few countries that 
does, which is demonstrated by two of the case studies where money laundering charges were included 
in the indictments – the Kromah case and the shark 
fin trafficking case. Another two cases indicated the 
presence of money laundering crimes although no 
such formal charges were laid – the Pusaka Benjina 
case in Indonesia and the timber scandals related to 
Abdul Taib Mahmud in Sarawak, Malaysia. “Following 
the money” is an under-utilised investigation technique that would provide an opportunity for law 
enforcement to identify, trace, freeze and seize the 
proceeds of wildlife crime and remove the financial 
incentive and expected reward for criminals
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Five drivers to 
Combat wildlife 
trafficking
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1.  
Strengthening 
global policy 
frameworks

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
CITES, CBD, CMS
One Health
Nature-Based Solutions in Climate Change
Nature Crime and Anti-Money Laundering
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2.
Improving
effectiveness of 
national policies

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Research, data, analysis on trade flows and illegal trade
Support for design and implementation of strong national laws
Capacity building for government agencies and law enforcement
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3.
Empowering 
Communities

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Support community-led resource management
Promote sustainable use investments that generate increased benefits for communities
Strengthen enabling environment for rights-based approaches and improved access to resources for communities
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4.
Enabling 
Responsible 
Supply Chains

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Mandatory requirement for businesses to disclose impact and dependencies on nature 
Tools for due diligence for nature positive action, including traceability and transparency
Strengthen finance, transport, and e-commerce to combat IWT
New PPPs to accelerate sustainable use in key supply chains
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5.
Catalyzing 
responsible 
consumption

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Social and behaviour change to reduce demand for illegal and unsustainable trade
Awareness raising of “hidden” wild species in consumer goods
Support certification and traceability so consumers can recognize sustainable use




Thank You
Richard Scobey

Richard.Scobey@traffic.org
Mobile: + 44 7881 968586

mailto:Richard.Scobey@traffic.org
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