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WILDLIFE CRIME 
BACKGROUND 

Wildlife crime poses not only a real threat to biodiversity, but has also come to 
be regarded as a security issue in some source countries. While the latter is also 
relevant to the EU as part of the international community, the EU is first and 
foremost one of the main global markets for wildlife trade. 
 
 
The European Parliament in its resolution of 15 January 2014 on wildlife 

crimei has taken an 
active stance on wildlife 
crime, prominently 
calling on the 
Commission to develop 
an EU Action Plan 
against Wildlife 
Trafficking as well as on 
Member States to 
undertake enhanced 
efforts to combat wildlife 

crime and implement the 1973 Convention on International Trade in 
Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES). On 26 February 2016, the 
European Commission published a Communication on an EU Action Plan 
against Wildlife Trafficking to be implemented together with EU Member States 
between 2016 and 2020. 
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Wildlife crime 
The Committee on Environment, Public Health and Food Safety has requested 
a study on Wildlife crime. The study gives an overview over the state of 
wildlife crime in Europe based on available documents, data from the EU-Twix 
database which centralises data on seizures reported by the EU Member States, 
and empirical research including interviews with experts. The study also 
presents conclusions on how to enhance EU and Member State action on wildlife crime. In 
the framework of the study five in-depth analyses have been prepared which present 
insights on wildlife crime and efforts to combat it in Germany, the Netherlands, Poland, 

Spain and the UK. 
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KEY FINDINGS 

1. EU as destination and transit region for wildlife products 

The EU is both a destination and a transit region for wildlife products. Although European countries seem to 
have become less important consumers in the trade with African mammals, many countries still seem to have a 
very important role as a trading hub in that trade. This trade is conducted via the major trade hubs (airports and 
ports) but new trade hubs (e.g. smaller European airports with direct connections to Africa and Asia) are also 
emerging. 
On the other hand, European countries still seem to be very important consumers and importers of pets, 
especially of reptiles and birds. As this trade is often not conducted via the main trade hubs, but via the Eastern 
European land borders and the Mediterranean and Black Sea, enforcement is even more challenging. Moreover, 
the demand for alternative medicinal products very often produced in Asia from endangered wildlife appears 
to have increased in Europe.  

2. Trade routes 

The available information on trade routes is not very detailed, but the following four important trade 
routes could be identified (see Figure below):  

• Large mammals like elephants, rhinos and big cats from Africa and South America to major trade 
hubs and for further transit to Asia  

• Coastal smuggling of leeches, caviar, fish, as well as reptiles and parrots for the pet trade in Europe  
• Endangered birds from South Eastern Europe to Southern Europe  
• Russian wildlife and Asian exports via Eastern European land routes. 

3. Seizures in the European Union 
The overall trend in wildlife crime measured in the number of seizures has been roughly constant in recent years. 
Seizures are concentrated in countries with large overall trading volumes like Germany, the Netherlands, Spain 
and France. Overall the UK, Germany and Netherlands are responsible for more than 70% of seizures in 2007-
2014. The high number of seizures may also be attributable to well developed enforcement in these countries. 
The most frequently seized species are reptiles, mammals, flowers and corals.  
About half of the seizures are carried out at airports (e. g. London Heathrow, Paris Charles de Gaulle, Frankfurt a. 
M. and Amsterdam Airport Schiphol). Mailing centres are expected to become more important in the coming 
years. Most of the products confiscated are reported as imports in the EU Twix database although it is not clear 
whether parts of these imports are destined for re-selling to other countries.  
For the illegal trade in wildlife and its products the internet is becoming an increasingly important place. 
4. Legislative frameworks 
Overall, the regulatory framework of the EU to combat wildlife crime appears rather robust and fit for purpose. 
Deficiencies are mainly related to enforcement. 
All 25 Member States reviewed (excluding Cyprus, Luxemburg and Malta) have a legal framework in place that 
defines what constitutes legal and illegal trade in wildlife and transposes the EU legislation into national law. The 
national legislative frameworks in the majority of Member States consist of both criminal and administrative 
law provisions. Also, the majority of Member States appear to have legislation in place that goes beyond the 
EU’s wildlife regulation in some regards (e.g. possession of wildlife products, registration of breeders). 

5. Involvement of organized crime and money laundering in wildlife crime 
Organised criminal groups (OCGs) are identified in the literature as participating in and profiting from illegal 
wildlife trade that they consider a low-risk activity with high profit margins. OCGs operating in wildlife trafficking 
are often involved in multiple types of transnational illegal trade with overlaps of wildlife trafficking 
specifically with arms and drugs trafficking.  
The empirical research conducted for this study does not confirm that organised crime (however defined) is a 
major issue in relation to wildlife crime within the EU, at least not within all Member States. However, the evidence 
base on organised environmental crime is in general not very robust; so measures to improve it would be 
desirable.  
Equally, the empirical research conducted for this study has revealed very little information on money-laundering 
being a relevant factor in relation to wildlife crime in the Member States. This does not mean that there are no 
such links; however, further efforts would be needed to better understand them. 
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6. Enforcement of wildlife regulations in the EU Member States 
Insufficient and uneven levels of enforcement of the existing legislation across the EU are a major concern. 
What is problematic are in particular the varying and often low level of sanctions, a lack of resources, technical 
skills, awareness and capacity among police forces, prosecutors and judicial authorities, the low priority given to 
wildlife crime by enforcement institutions and a lack of cooperation between agencies. The distinction between 
specimens that are captive bred (and can therefore by traded legally) and those that are caught in the wild is 
often difficult to make and hampers enforcement.  
The information provided by Member States on sanctions varies significantly. Only a minority of Member 
States makes comprehensive information available on the number of criminal proceedings conducted annually. 
No Member State appears to provide comprehensive information on the sanctions applied in all of these cases. 
Only a minority of Member States have a national action plan on wildlife crime as recommended by 
Commission Recommendation 2007/425/EC. 

7. Added value of an EU Action Plan on wildlife crime 
In view of the enforcement deficits widely associated with wildlife crime, an EU Action Plan on Wildlife Trafficking 
appears to be a promising initiative. The option preferred by the Commission from its roadmap on the EU Action 
Plan, under which the Action Plan consists of a Communication from the Commission to the Council and the 
European Parliament without new legislative proposals has been supported by the results of the study. This 
represents a more comprehensive approach including not only enforcement but also prevention and a 
global partnership. The research team does not see an added value in including legislative amendments on 
sanctions in an EU Action Plan; in their view harmonisation of sanctions for wildlife crime is, if at all, better 
addressed in the broader context of the Environmental Crime Directive. The potential added value of an EU 
Action Plan was also acknowledged by interviewees from selected Member States and participants in the EU 
Commission’s consultation process. 

 

Figure: Major trade routes of illegal wildlife trade in Europeii 
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IN-DEPTH ANALYSES OF SELECTED COUNTRIES 
Wildlife Crime in Germany 

Germany is not a main destination country for high-value illegal wildlife products, 
most of the seizures concern CITES protected animals and plants transported by 
tourists as souvenirs. However, Germany appears to be an important transit 
country for ivory and other illegally traded animal parts from Western and Central 
Africa with East and South-East Asia (in particular China and Vietnam) as the main 
region of destination. Germany is quite active in promoting the fight against wildlife crime 
through initiatives, projects, scientific research, conferences and capacity building and training. 
Germany is also quite active regarding activities for demand reduction in specific areas, especially 
reptiles. The German nature protection law, although appearing somewhat complicated due to 

several amendments over the years, is generally regarded as a good legal basis for enforcement. Regarding 
enforcement, there is a lack of specialised knowledge on wildlife crime in administrative, enforcement and judicial 
bodies, ultimately attributed to a general lack of prioritisation and resources allocated to wildlife crime issues. 

 

Wildlife crime in the Netherlands 
The analysis shows that the Netherlands is a major destination as well as transit hub 
for the trade in endangered animals and plants and products thereof in Western-
Europe. Trading routes in which the Netherlands is involved are very diverse and in 
the case of confiscations, countries of origin, export and destination are often 
unknown. However, it is evident that in 2013-2014, the majority of confiscations  
were related to trading routes in which China, Hong Kong and Thailand either were countries of 
origin, export and/or destination. In the Netherlands illegal shipments of wildlife mainly consist of 
live reptiles and birds, and products thereof, plants, and Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM). Dutch 
trafficking hotspots are the airport of Schiphol Amsterdam and the port of Rotterdam, with its 

massive container activity. Another important trading place is the internet, through websites such as www.markplaats.nl 
and www.christies.com. Combating wildlife crime is not a high priority in the Netherlands and there is no specific action 
plan to tackle illegal wildlife trade. However, compared to the other EU Member States, the Netherlands is seen as one of 
the frontrunners in enforcement of wildlife trade regulations, because of its risk-based approach and well-functioning 
cooperation between customs, police, and administration. 

Wildlife Crime in Poland  
In terms of illegal imports and (re)exports of wildlife, Poland is mainly a destination 
country, but it is also a territory of transit and, to some extent, of origin. Illegal 
markets of traditional Asian medicine, avifauna (including birds of prey), exotic 
wood, and wildlife suitable for aquaria and terraria are growing. Recent findings by 
regional NGOs indicate that Poland is a leading country in terms of the volume of 
illegal on-line trade in protected fauna and flora in the Central and Eastern part of the EU. There is, 
however, very little information in this regard collected by the public enforcement authorities 
involved in wildlife protection. Wildlife crime is not a priority for Polish authorities involved in 
environmental and criminal legislation and enforcement. While national legislation implementing 

EU law relevant to wildlife protection is in place, Poland is struggling to ensure adequate human resources in terms of 
volume and skills to counteract wildlife crime effectively. Poland has an overly rigid system of sanctions for CITES 
infringements embedded in the Polish Penal Code, which categorizes any breach in this respect as a crime and thus 
creates a risk of congestion of criminal cases in the already saturated Polish courts. 

Wildlife crime in Spain  
Spain is a relevant entry point to Europe as well as a country of origin and transit of 
wildlife crime with trade routes coming from Latin American and African countries 
and also trade routes to Asia. As examples of good practice, the Spanish 
Environmental Police, (SEPRONA), is one of the few specialized forces in Europe 
fighting environmental crime as well as its CITES Management Authorities which 
implement CITES and EU legislation. Both cooperate with the authorities of other 
Member States and third countries on a regular basis. Recent operations point to the existence of 
criminal groups operating from Spain revealing organized crime infrastructures. The internet is also 
increasingly used to sell rare species. Even though SEPRONA has participated in major wildlife crime 

operations, case law still shows a limited number of convictions and lenient sanctions due to difficulties to provide the 
required and highly technical evidence. More resources – human, operative and economic – are needed to improve 
enforcement. Adapted and specific forensics and DNA tests are needed to provide required evidence. 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2016/578958/IPOL_IDA(2016)578958_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2016/578957/IPOL_IDA(2016)578957_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2016/578960/IPOL_IDA(2016)578960_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2016/578962/IPOL_IDA(2016)578962_EN.pdf
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Wildlife crime in the UK  
This in-depth analysis showed that the illegal trade of wildlife and other wildlife 
crimes are a significant problem in the UK. With regards to wildlife trafficking, the UK 
is primarily a transit and destination country and a wide range of species are affected. 
The number of seizures is high, many of which take place at Heathrow Airport.  

Links between wildlife crime and organised crime groups have also been identified in 
the UK, primarily linked to rhino horn thefts and trade, to trade in raptors and bird eggs, and to the 
repeated sale of traditional medicine products. The UK has undertaken a wide range of both 
international and national actions to tackle wildlife crime. Such actions include the organisation of 

high-level conferences, establishing and/or financially supporting various initiatives, as well as information dissemination 
and capacity building activities. At the international level the UK should maintain its prominent role in supporting actions 
to tackle wildlife trafficking in order to keep the momentum and to provide a good practice example to other countries 
as well. 
 

FOLLOW UP                                            

 
EU Action Plan and an INI report by the ENVI Committee 

(Rapporteur: Catherine BEARDER (ALDE)) 
 
In 2014 a consultation on the EU approach against wildlife trafficking showed strong support for the 
development of an EU Action Plan. The European Parliament adopted a comprehensive resolution in 
January 2014 calling for an EU Action Plan against wildlife crime and trafficking. On 26 February 2016, the 
European Commission adopted a Communication on the EU Action Plan against Wildlife Trafficking 
which sets out a comprehensive blueprint for joined-up efforts to fight wildlife crime inside the EU, and 
for strengthening the EU's role in the global fight against these illegal activities.  
The Action Plan further targets the entire supply chain of illegal trade in wildlife, from source to transit to 
end consumer. It seeks to reduce demand for wildlife products traded illegally among end consumers, 
increase business sector engagement in efforts to combat wildlife trafficking and encourage sustainable 
sourcing of wildlife products, to tackle corruption associated with wildlife trafficking, and to ensure 
wildlife trafficking regulations in the EU are fully implemented. The Action Plan is to be implemented 
jointly by the EU (Commission services, EEAS, Europol, Eurojust) and its Member States until 2020. 
 
The Action Plan comprises 32 measures to be carried out between now and 2020 by the EU and its 28 
Member States. It focuses on three priorities:  
 
1. Prevent trafficking and reduce supply and demand of illegal wildlife products: for example by the end 

of 2016 the Commission will prepare guidelines aiming to suspend the export of old ivory items from 
the EU; 
 

2. Enhance implementation of existing rules and combat organised crime more effectively by increasing 
cooperation between competent enforcement agencies such as Europol; 
 

3. Strengthen cooperation between source, destination and transit countries, including strategic EU 
financial support to tackle trafficking in source countries, help build capacity for enforcement and 
provide long term sources of income to rural communities living in wildlife-rich areas. 

 
In the European Agenda on Security presented in May 2015, the Commission proposed to scale up the 
fight against environmental crimes and the illegal trade in wildlife. The Action Plan against Wildlife 
Trafficking forms part of the wider EU Action Plan to strengthen the fight against terrorist financing 
presented by the Commission in February 2016. It is also an important contribution to achieving the 
Sustainable Development Goals' dedicated target (Goal 15) to "take urgent action to end poaching and 
trafficking of protected species of flora and fauna, and address both demand and supply of illegal wildlife 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2016/578963/IPOL_IDA(2016)578963_EN.pdf
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products". The Commission will report to the European Parliament and the Council by July 2018 on 
progress in implementing the Action Plan, and on whether its priorities and objectives are appropriate 
and relevant. Progress made in tackling wildlife trafficking will be evaluated in 2020 and based on the 
evaluation the Commission will consider what further action is needed. On 20 June 2016 the Council 
adopted conclusions supporting the Action Plan. The Council expressed deep concern about the increase 
in illegal wildlife trafficking and its detrimental effect on biodiversity and sustainable development.  The 
conclusions call on all actors to step up efforts to combat this crime. 
 
The European Parliament’s Committee on Environment, Public Health and Food Safety (ENVI) is preparing 
an own-initiative report on the EU Action plan against Wildlife trafficking (Rapporteur: Catherine 
BEARDER (ALDE). The report is scheduled to be adopted in ENVI in October 2016 and the plenary vote is 
provisionally planned for November 2016. 
 

 
 

 

 

POLICY DEPARTMENTS 
The five policy departments are responsible for providing - both 
in-house and external - high-level independent expertise, 
analysis and policy advice at the request of committees and 
other parliamentary bodies. They are closely involved in the 
work of committees which they support in shaping legislation 
on and exercising democratic scrutiny over EU policies. Policy 
departments deliver policy analysis in a wide variety of formats, 
ranging from studies and in-depth analyses to briefings and the 
Fact Sheets on the EU. This written output serves a variety of 
purposes by feeding directly into the legislative work of a 
specific committee or serving as a briefing for delegations of 
members. 

CONTACTS 
Policy Department A:  Economic and Scientific Policy  
ECON - ENVI - EMPL - IMCO - ITRE - TAXE 2 - EMIS 
poldep-economy-science@ep.europa.eu 
 

 

MONTHLY HIGHLIGHTS 
The Monthly highlights provide an overview, at a 
glance, of the on-going work of the policy 
departments, including a selection of the latest 
and forthcoming publications, and a list of future 
events. To receive this publication send an email 
to:  Ep-policydepartments@ep.europa.eu 

SUPPORTING ANALYSES 
Access all Studies, In-depth analyses, Briefings 
and At a glance notes produced by the Policy 
Departments.  
 
 
 
                                                All publications: 

 
 
 

www.europarl.europa.eu/supporting-analyses 

 
                                                      
i  2013/2747(RSP). 
ii  Ecologic Institute: Stylised map based on Twix data and country reports. 
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	EU Action Plan and an INI report by the ENVI Committee
	(Rapporteur: Catherine BEARDER (ALDE))
	In 2014 a consultation on the EU approach against wildlife trafficking showed strong support for the development of an EU Action Plan. The European Parliament adopted a comprehensive resolution in January 2014 calling for an EU Action Plan against wildlife crime and trafficking. On 26 February 2016, the European Commission adopted a Communication on the EU Action Plan against Wildlife Trafficking which sets out a comprehensive blueprint for joined-up efforts to fight wildlife crime inside the EU, and for strengthening the EU's role in the global fight against these illegal activities. 
	The Action Plan further targets the entire supply chain of illegal trade in wildlife, from source to transit to end consumer. It seeks to reduce demand for wildlife products traded illegally among end consumers, increase business sector engagement in efforts to combat wildlife trafficking and encourage sustainable sourcing of wildlife products, to tackle corruption associated with wildlife trafficking, and to ensure wildlife trafficking regulations in the EU are fully implemented. The Action Plan is to be implemented jointly by the EU (Commission services, EEAS, Europol, Eurojust) and its Member States until 2020.
	The Action Plan comprises 32 measures to be carried out between now and 2020 by the EU and its 28 Member States. It focuses on three priorities: 
	1. Prevent trafficking and reduce supply and demand of illegal wildlife products: for example by the end of 2016 the Commission will prepare guidelines aiming to suspend the export of old ivory items from the EU;
	2. Enhance implementation of existing rules and combat organised crime more effectively by increasing cooperation between competent enforcement agencies such as Europol;
	3. Strengthen cooperation between source, destination and transit countries, including strategic EU financial support to tackle trafficking in source countries, help build capacity for enforcement and provide long term sources of income to rural communities living in wildlife-rich areas.
	In the European Agenda on Security presented in May 2015, the Commission proposed to scale up the fight against environmental crimes and the illegal trade in wildlife. The Action Plan against Wildlife Trafficking forms part of the wider EU Action Plan to strengthen the fight against terrorist financing presented by the Commission in February 2016. It is also an important contribution to achieving the Sustainable Development Goals' dedicated target (Goal 15) to "take urgent action to end poaching and trafficking of protected species of flora and fauna, and address both demand and supply of illegal wildlife products". The Commission will report to the European Parliament and the Council by July 2018 on progress in implementing the Action Plan, and on whether its priorities and objectives are appropriate and relevant. Progress made in tackling wildlife trafficking will be evaluated in 2020 and based on the evaluation the Commission will consider what further action is needed. On 20 June 2016 the Council adopted conclusions supporting the Action Plan. The Council expressed deep concern about the increase in illegal wildlife trafficking and its detrimental effect on biodiversity and sustainable development.  The conclusions call on all actors to step up efforts to combat this crime.
	The European Parliament’s Committee on Environment, Public Health and Food Safety (ENVI) is preparing an own-initiative report on the EU Action plan against Wildlife trafficking (Rapporteur: Catherine BEARDER (ALDE). The report is scheduled to be adopted in ENVI in October 2016 and the plenary vote is provisionally planned for November 2016.
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	The five policy departments are responsible for providing - both in-house and external - high-level independent expertise, analysis and policy advice at the request of committees and other parliamentary bodies. They are closely involved in the work of committees which they support in shaping legislation on and exercising democratic scrutiny over EU policies. Policy departments deliver policy analysis in a wide variety of formats, ranging from studies and in-depth analyses to briefings and the Fact Sheets on the EU. This written output serves a variety of purposes by feeding directly into the legislative work of a specific committee or serving as a briefing for delegations of members.
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