






Legal wildlife trade: 
● worth approximately USD 350 billion/year
● subject to national laws and international regulations (including CITES)

○ the types and number of species protected by national legislation 
varies from country to country

○ CITES is a legally binding Convention with currently 183 parties 
○ CITES applies to around 35,000 species.  

Illegal wildlife trade:
● includes animals and plants
● avoids compliance with the legal requirements for trade,
● will exploit legal transportation systems to move illicit goods.





Due to the nature of illicit activities,  it is hard to know the true cost as estimates are 
based on what is seized, and the financial, social and biodiversity costs are likely to 
be an underrepresented. 





Organized criminals and networks may be involved in and/or used for wildlife 
trafficking
Illegal activities depend on bribery, corruption, fraud, money laundering, and 
intimidation.

https://longreads.com/2016/07/18/a-fish-so-coveted-people-have-smuggled-
kidnapped-and-killed-for-it/
https://phys.org/news/2018-09-mexico-hitman-trafficking-endangered-fish.html

https://longreads.com/2016/07/18/a-fish-so-coveted-people-have-smuggled-kidnapped-and-killed-for-it/


Business risks associated with wildlife trafficking:
● The loss of reputation and revenue due to corruption or poor management within the 

industry
● Lost revenue due to inadequate or failed procedures 
● Breach of legal requirements and potential prosecution
● Health and safety concerns resulting in delays, increased insurance rates or increased 

government scrutiny 

https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/egyptair-snake-on-plane-emergency-
landing-passenger-bitten_n_2238602?ri18n=true

https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/egyptair-snake-on-plane-emergency-landing-passenger-bitten_n_2238602?ri18n=true


Zoonotic diseases include COVID-19, Avian Influenza, Ebola, SARS, Nipha and Hendra 
viruses 
The next zoonotic diseases spillover will likely be more severe. 
Traffickers do not comply with the LARs and increase the risks posed to health 
through the subversion of health controls and the promotion of conditions that 
exacerbate disease transfer.





C4ADS is a DC-based non-profit that conducts investigations into transnational illicit 
activity. In its role as manager of data & analytics for the USAID ROUTES Partnership, 
C4ADS maintains a global database of seizures of wildlife or wildlife products along 
air routes. The database covers publicly reported seizures of animal species (except 
insects, arachnids, and amphibians) and includes fields related information such as 
trafficking date, route, product, obfuscation, and detection.
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-C4ADS is dedicated to improving data access and analytics on wildlife trafficking in 

the air transport sector

Note that analyzing wildlife trafficking activity using open-source seizure is subject to 

certain limitations. The accuracy of the data is dependent on the data source and can 

be affected by differences in reporting from jurisdiction to jurisdiction. The database 

is not meant to represent the entirety of wildlife trafficking activity through the air 

transport sector but is intended to showcase the patterns visible within the database. 

Furthermore, seizures only capture unsuccessful trafficking attempts, and could also 

be evidence of effective enforcement efforts rather than high volumes of trafficking 

activity.

Sources:

C4ADS Air Seizure Database
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Wildlife trafficking has far-reaching impacts on public health, security * stability, and 
tourism & income
• public health: 40% of seizures contain live animals in the LAC region. This type of 

trafficking has been shown to spread zoonotic disease
• security & stability: organization- and seizure-level convergence seen in the LAC 

region
• tourism & income: The LAC region sees more unique species trafficked than in 

Africa. This may contribute to the decline of 94% in animal population sizes 
recorded by the Living Planet Index

Sources:

C4ADS Air Seizure Database
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2725831/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2351989418302312
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2857234/#:~:text=Imported%20ani
mals%20of%20a%20large,and%20highly%20pathogenic%20avian%20influenza.
https://earthleagueinternational.org/operation-fake-gold/
http://www.starnieuws.com/index.php/welcome/index/nieuwsitem/45665
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https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2351989418302312
http://www.starnieuws.com/index.php/welcome/index/nieuwsitem/45665


https://f.hubspotusercontent20.net/hubfs/4783129/LPR/PDFs/ENGLISH-FULL.pdf



• The most common route in the C4ADS Air Seizure Database was between 
Georgetown, Guyana and New York City, United States

• Trade along this route was almost entirely of finches, which have become prized 
songbirds for competitions in the United States

• Although finches could be sent legally, wild finches are considered better singers 
and smuggling the birds circumvents a mandatory month-long quarantine

• This leads to risks such as the spread of disease, and significant public 
health concerns

• The birds are often smuggled in hair curlers, as displayed, and not all birds survive

Sources:

C4ADS Air Seizure Database
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/06/24/nyregion/finches-smuggled-jfk-airport.html
https://news.sky.com/story/man-arrested-at-jfk-airport-after-34-live-birds-in-hair-
curlers-found-in-case-11744222
https://www.northjersey.com/story/news/new-york/2019/06/18/man-caught-jfk-
airport-smuggling-34-finches-hair-curlers/1492597001/
https://fox5sandiego.com/news/trending/police-arrest-man-trying-to-smuggle-birds-



in-plastic-hair-curlers/
https://abcnews.go.com/Weird/wireStory/man-caught-jfk-smuggling-34-finches-hair-
curlers-63792834



• Based on open source data collected by C4ADS, traffickers exploit airports and 
airlines to move their product: 91 airports globally, including 61 in the LAC region

• Most common are Mexico City (Mexico), Sao Paulo (Brazil), Belem (Brazil), 
Manaus (Brazil), and Tijuana (Mexico)

• These five airports account for 30% of wildlife trafficking in the LAC region. 
• Intra-regional demand is an important factor of wildlife trafficking in the air 

transport sector in the LAC region; 17% of the trade was intra-regional
• Brazil and Mexico are the largest drivers of LAC demand. They routinely act 

as both origin and destination points
• Table to the right shows most common city-to-city routes recorded in the C4ADS 

Air Seizure Database

Intra-regional trade is prevalent in the LAC region, due to local demand. In seizures 
with known origins and destinations within the LAC region, 17% were intra-regional. 
While not as prevelant than, say, in Asia (with 27%), this is of note because it means 
that the destinations are widespread through the region. This demand is led largely 
by Brazil and Mexico, who both routinely act as origin and destination points for 
wildlife trafficking.
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Sources:

C4ADS Air Seizure Database



• Birds, reptiles, and marine species were most commonly seized at airports in the 
LAC region, according to the Air Seizure Database. 

• The top species include finches, lizards, snakes, turtles, and fish
• In 2020, reptiles were the most commonly trafficked animal in the region, making 

up 41% of seizures
• Reports by organizations such as TRAFFIC and IUCN show that mammal trafficking, 

particularly of jaguars or their derivative parts, is also a significant concern in the 
region

• Mammal trafficking appears to use other methods of transport, and is less 
prevalent in the C4ADS Air Seizure Database than the other categories

Sources:

C4ADS Air Seizure Database
https://www.traffic.org/site/assets/files/13031/brazil_wildlife_trafficking_assessmen
t.pdf
https://www.iucn.nl/files/publicaties/an_assessment_of_wildlife_poaching_and_traf
ficking_in_bolivia_and_suriname.pdf



• Turtles are some of the most commonly trafficked animals in the LAC region
• The largest shipments in 2020 were destined for China or Japan, although 

most shipments are intercepted intra-regionally
• Turtles are popular in Asia both to keep as pets and for human consumption

• As pets, turtles are prized for their longevity; according to one estimate 
each turtle can be worth around USD 300

• This shipment held freshwater turtles; freshwater turtles are among the most 
threatened groups in the world

Sources:

C4ADS Air Seizure Database
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2018/09/180912133434.htm
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/animals/2019/10/american-turtles-

poached-to-become-asian-pets/
https://www.rfa.org/english/commentaries/china-florida-turtles-

03272020081106.html#:~:text=Traffickers%20in%20Florida%20are%20shippi
ng,fetch%20up%20to%20%24300%20each.&text=Nearly%20all%20species%2
0of%20sea%20turtles%20are%20now%20classified%20as%20endangered.



https://www.gob.mx/profepa/prensa/profepa-asegura-precautoriamente-mas-
de-15-mil-tortugas-que-pretendian-exportarse-de-manera-ilegal-a-
china?idiom=es

https://www.telemundopr.com/noticias/mexico/mexico-decomisa-mas-de-
15000-tortugas/2081117/

https://www.adn40.mx/noticia/mexico/notas/2020-05-12-16-37/profepa-
asegura-mas-de-15-mil-tortugas-que-pretendian-exportarse-de-manera-
ilegal-a-china

https://www.mexicoambiental.com/aseguran-15-mil-tortugas-que-pretendian-
exportarse-de-manera-ilegal-a-china/



The smuggling techniques traffickers use to move their product often depends on the 
species and destinations of the products. 

• Trafficked live 74% of the time, usually to be kept as pets
• Moved in luggage or a passenger’s clothing or in their items
• Possibly smuggle this way to ensure their survival, or because their high 

value makes it worth it to smuggle even small numbers of the animals
• Reptiles

• Most reptile trafficking remains within the LAC region
• Although the seizures containing the largest number of reptiles are 

often bound for Asia
• Mexico and Brazil, in particular, have strong markets for reptile pets with 

unusual colors that might be passed down through breeding
• Where known, reptiles are smuggled live 50% of the time

• Marine Species
• Trafficked dead 72% of the time
• Majority of marine species products recorded were totoaba bladders and 

shark fins
• Destined to be used in soup or as traditional medicines in China



• Possibly smuggle this way because they do not need to be kept alive or 
because it is more valuable to send them in large numbers

Sources:

C4ADS Air Seizure Database
https://es.mongabay.com/2015/11/trafico-ilegal-de-especies-en-america-latina-esta-
explotando-en-alcance-y-en-escala/
https://www.savannahnow.com/story/special/2020/09/03/shark-finning-drug-
trafficking-operation-dismantled/114771676/
https://eia-international.org/wildlife/wildlife-trade-maps/illegal-trade-seizures-
totoaba/



• Shark fins are used in soup and considered a delicacy in China
• Marine species like this are, as the last slide showed, generally shipped dead, or as 

products like just the fin, to Asia for use as food or in traditional medicine

Sources:

C4ADS Air Seizure Database
https://www.local10.com/news/local/2020/02/06/700000-worth-of-shark-fins-
confiscated-at-miami-airport-cargo-facility/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/endangered-species-1400-pounds-shark-fins-1m-
seized-miami/
https://www.cnn.com/2020/02/04/us/shark-fins-seized-trnd/index.html
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2020/02/04/1400-pounds-shark-fins-
worth-nearly-1-million-seized-miami/4660256002/
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Pandemics will increase in frequency & intensity (climate change, wildlife trafficking, 

habitat loss & intern. travel)

More information at: https://www.iata.org/en/programs/environment/wildlife-trafficking/

https://www.iata.org/en/programs/environment/wildlife-trafficking/


Learn more about tools specifically for airports and commitments of ACI on the ACI 
World Website:  https://aci.aero/services/member-tools-to-combat-human-and-
wildlife-trafficking/wildlife-
trafficking/#:~:text=ACI%20is%20committed%20to%20developing,and%20develops%
20an%20appropriate%20response.

https://aci.aero/services/member-tools-to-combat-human-and-wildlife-trafficking/wildlife-trafficking/#:~:text=ACI%20is%20committed%20to%20developing,and%20develops%20an%20appropriate%20response.





