
U.S. Efforts to Combat 
Wildlife Trafficking
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Presentation Notes
In the earlier presentation, you heard a lot about what the Service is doing to combat wildlife trafficking at home and abroad, particularly through law enforcement and financial assistance.  In this presentation, we will put that effort in the context of the larger U.S. government effort to stop poaching and illegal trade in wildlife and wildlife products.  The image depicts some of the items seized during Operation Crash, which was described to you this morning.Photo: USFWS



What is the Problem?

© Lowveld Rhino Trust

• Dramatic increases in the scope and scale of 
poaching to supply illegal trade;

• Landscape-scale losses of wildlife populations, 
both iconic and little known;

• Wildlife trafficking undermines security, weakens 
institutions and exacerbates official corruption;

• More than 1,000 rangers have died in the past 
decade;

• Responses were insufficient.
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Over the past several years, we have seen a dramatic increase in the scope and scale of poaching to supply illegal trade.  Though elephants and rhinos have received most of the attention and been most well documented, we have seen landscape-scale losses of wildlife populations across the world.  This includes pangolins, parrots, turtles and tortoises, coral reef species, and many others.  Wildlife trafficking is not only a threat to wildlife.  It undermines security, weakens government institutions and contributes to corruption.  It poses a threat to rangers who devote their lives to protecting wildlife and wild places.  As wildlife trafficking became more organized and sophisticated, it was clear that the government response was grossly insufficient.



Wildlife trafficking is taking a devastating toll on some of the world’s most 
treasured species. 

1,028 rhinos 
poached in South 

Africa in 2017

More than 30,000 
elephants poached 

every year
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RhinosA decade ago, South Africa, which has more than 80% of Africa’s rhinos, was losing about twenty rhinos a year to poaching. By 2014, the number of poached rhinos per year had skyrocketed to 1,215. Although we’ve since seen slight decreases in poaching numbers, we’ve just concluded the fifth consecutive year of more than 1,000 rhinos poached for their horns. As the black market price for rhino horn in Vietnam has escalated, so too has the violence of rhino poaching.  Organized, systematic poaching of rhinos by gangs equipped with satellite phones, uniforms, GPS coordinates, night vision, sophisticated weapons, and sometimes even assisted by helicopters and using veterinary drugs. The cost of securing rhinos is very high.  It requires: rhino monitors on foot; well-armed, well-equipped law enforcement officers; competent vets to dart and medicate rhinos injured by poachers or to dart and move rhinos away from the threat of poaching; and eyes in the sky – aerial surveillance and tracking equipment.  And most importantly, it continues to cost the lives of those rangers who have committed their lives to protecting rhinos on the ground.ElephantsSome countries have lost 90% of their elephant population in the past decade.More than 100,000 elephants were killed in a recent three year period.In a five-year period, Tanzania lost 60,000 elephants (60% of its population) to poaching.In 2011, 38.8 tons of ivory were seized worldwide (equaling the tusks from more than 4,000 dead elephants). The rate of ivory seizures globally is largely unchanged since that time.Photo: Left: Black rhinos, Mkhuze Game Reserve, South Africa, Karl Stromayer/USFWSRight: Poached elephant, USFWS



It’s also impacting many lesser-known species that are important food sources for 
local communities, support healthy ecosystems, and supply clean air and water. 

More than 1 million 
pangolins have been 

poached in the last decade

African grey parrots 
are poached to supply 

the pet trade
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Wildlife trafficking is not just a threat to elephants and rhinos. Pangolins are thought to be among the most trafficked mammals in the world, threatened by unsustainable and illegal international and domestic trade of their scales and meat.  Seizures of pangolin scales and meat often are measured in tons as shipments make their way from pangolin range states in Africa and Southeast Asia to consumer markets in China.African grey parrots continue to enter illegal trade to supply the demand for pets, despite being listed in CITES Appendix I and prohibited from international trade.And the list goes on and on.  Turtles and tortoises.  Seahorses.  Corals.  Sea turtles. Asian songbirds. Thousands of species across the globe are threatened by poaching to supply the illegal trade in wildlife and wildlife products.Photos:Left: Pangolin at Madikwe Game Reserv, SouthAfrica, David Brossard Creative CommonsRight: African grey parrots, Dirck Byler



Internationally, wildlife trafficking has emerged as a crisis that imperils both 
conservation and global security. It can destabilize local communities and 
national governments by exacerbating corruption and poor governance and 
reducing ecotourism revenue, a major source of income for many nations.

A ranger is killed in the line of duty, on average, every three days.
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In recent years, wildlife trafficking has become more and more sophisticated and organized. It has emerged as a crisis that not only imperils wildlife, but also people.It can destabilize local communities and national governments by exacerbating corruption and poor governance and reducing revenue, including from ecotourism, which many nations and communities depend on, but also from mineral extraction – which impacts U.S. companies in the region.The human tragedy is immense. Around the world, one ranger is killed in the line of duty every three days. (Source: Thin Green Line) In eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), the situation is particularly dire. In Virunga National Park, which is Africa’s oldest national park and home to the critically endangered mountain gorilla, more than 160 rangers have lost their lives in the line of duty over the past two decades. (The picture on this slide shows a funeral procession for one of Virunga’s fallen rangers.)Amazingly, despite the dangers and risks, park rangers continue to put their lives on the line on a daily basis to protect wildlife and habitats.Photo: Funeral procession for fallen Virunga ranger. Credit: Virunga National Park



Here in the U.S., wildlife trafficking can undercut legal trade and reduce 
populations of domestic species that are in demand around the globe. American 
ginseng, bobcat, alligators, and paddlefish are the foundation of significant 
economies that Americans depend on. 

Declared values of U.S. exports of skins, 2013-2015:

American alligator: $355.9 million

Bobcat: $29.8 million

River otter: $4.4 million
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Legal trade in these and other species is the foundation of significant economies that Americans depend on. Whether it’s trade in crocodilians for leathers; timber for instruments and furniture; birds, turtles, and snakes for pets; corals for jewelry; sturgeons for caviar… and the list goes on… these multimillion dollar economies are undercut and impacted by illegal trade.(Click for Table.) To give you an idea of numeric value, this table shows the declared values of U.S. exports of skins of American alligators, bobcats, and river otters from 2013-2015  - more than $390 million in total.Photos:Ginseng digger -  Credit: Eric BurkhardtAmerican bobcat – Credit: From the Flickr stream of Matt Knoth, Creative Commons licenseAlligator Farm – Credit: Thomas Leuteritz/USFWS



Executive Order:
Wildlife Trafficking

• Executive Order announced July 1, 2013
• Established a Presidential Task Force
• Co-chaired by Departments of Interior, State and 

Justice
• Called for the Task Force to develop a National 

Strategy for Combating Wildlife Trafficking
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In 2013, the President signed an Executive Order announcing the establishment of a Presidential Task Force chaired by the Departments of Interior, State and Justice.  The Task Force includes 17 government departments and agencies across the enforcement, assistance and policy sectors.  The Executive Order called for the development of a National Strategy for Combating Wildlife Trafficking.



National Strategy for Combating 
Wildlife Trafficking

• National Strategy for Combating Wildlife Trafficking signed on 
February 11, 2014

• Lays out a whole-of-government approach across 17 federal 
departments and agencies

• Focuses on three areas of intervention:
• Strengthening enforcement

and prosecution
• Reducing demand for illegally 

traded wildlife
• Expanding international 

cooperation and commitment
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In February 2014, the President signed the National Strategy for Combating Wildlife Trafficking, which laid out a whole-of-government approach to combat wildlife trafficking.  The three pillars of the national strategy are strengthening enforcement and prosecution; reducing demand for illegally traded wildlife; and expanding international cooperation and commitment.To meet these strategic goals, the Task Force committed to expanding  United States Government leadership guided by thefollowing principles:• Marshal Federal Resources for Combating Wildlife Trafficking.• Use Resources Strategically.• Improve the Quality of Available Information.• Consider All Links of the Illegal Trade Chain.• Strengthen Relationships and Partnerships. 



Implementation Plan

• Implementation Plan launched on February 11, 2015
• Outlines specific commitments delivering on each of 

the 24 objectives in the National Strategy
• Progress measures
• Lead and participating agencies identified
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To activate the national strategy, the Task Force developed an implementation plan that was launched in February 2015.  The implementation plan lays out specific commitments delivering on each of the 24 objectives of the National Strategy, provides progress measures and identifies lead and participating agencies.  The Fish and Wildlife Service is the only agency that is a lead or participating agency for all 24 objectives, but every participating department and agency plays a critical role in delivering on the national strategy and implementation plan. This is particularly true for the co-chairs, and the unofficial fourth member, the U.S. Agency for International Development.The Department of State and USAID lead much of the whole-of-government effort under the pillar focused on international cooperation and commitment.  The Department of Justice plays a leadership role for much of the strengthening enforcement pillar.  The pillar focused on reducing demand for illegally traded wildlife is largely split between the Fish and Wildlife Service, which leads domestic demand reduction efforts, and the Department of State, which leads much of the international demand reduction effort.But the key to the substantial strides that the U.S. Government has made to combat wildlife trafficking over the past few years is that it is truly “Whole of Government.” Since 2014, Task Force efforts and activities have been coordinated across the U.S. government and at all levels. The principal-level Task Force provides policy guidance and direction. At the working level, the lead agencies have weekly calls, monthly working group meetings on finance and programs, and quarterly meetings with all Task Force agencies. These meetings ensure strategic and effective use of U.S. resources, eliminating redundancies, and identifying key gaps, while allowing us to share lessons learned and develop new lines of concerted effort. Improved intelligence has identified new areas of work. Coordination among U.S. agencies in the field has also greatly expanded. Twelve U.S. embassies and USAID missions, representing work on combating wildlife trafficking in more than 20 countries, have established wildlife trafficking working groups with resident agencies involved in conservation, law enforcement, security, defense, and economic development. These processes are augmented by meetings with individual non-governmental and private sector partners, as well as recurring meetings with our international partners at the bilateral and multilateral level.



Annual Progress
• Annual Progress 

Assessments and Fact 
Sheets have documented 
major actions to date.
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2015 and 2016 progress assessments have identified major actions taken to date to implement the national strategy.In 2017, we reported to Congress via a Strategic Review as called for in the END Wildlife Trafficking Act.



President Trump’s Executive Order 

• In February 2017, President Trump signed 
the Executive Order on Enforcing Federal 
Law with Respect to Transnational Criminal 
Organizations and Preventing International 
Trafficking, identifying wildlife trafficking as 
a focal area.
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President Trump has prioritized combating wildlife trafficking, including through President Trump’s Executive Order on Enforcing Federal Law with Respect to Transnational Criminal Organizations and Preventing International Trafficking, which specifically identifies wildlife trafficking as a focal area.



END Wildlife Trafficking Act
• Bipartisan Eliminate, Neutralize, and Disrupt (END) Wildlife 

Trafficking Act signed into law in October 2016

• Endorses and enshrines the Presidential Task Force on Wildlife 
Trafficking and its National Strategy and Implementation Plan

• Makes wildlife trafficking a liable offense for money laundering 
prosecution

• Requires an annual report that identifies “focus countries” 
determined to be a major source, transit point, or consumer of 
wildlife trafficking products and makes a special designation for 
“countries of concern”

• Requires USG to prepare and implement strategic plans for 
combating wildlife trafficking for these countries
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The bipartisan END Wildlife Trafficking Act was signed into law in October 2016.  The law enshrines the Task Force on Wildlife Trafficking and the National Strategy for Combating Wildlife Trafficking.  It makes wildlife trafficking a liable offense for money laundering prosecutions.  It requires an annual report that identifies “focus countries” determined to be a major source, transit point, or consumer of wildlife trafficking products and makes a special designation for “countries of concern”, where governments may be complicit in wildlife trafficking.  In November 2017, 26 focus countries and three countries of concern were identified.  The Service worked closely with the Department of State, Department of Justice and USAID to develop criteria and analyze data that led to the identification of these countries.Initial assessments of each of these countries have been completed, and we are working with our interagency colleagues to develop strategic plans to address wildlife trafficking in each country.(Focus Countries: Bangladesh, Brazil, Burma, Cambodia, Cameroon, China, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Gabon, India, Indonesia, Kenya, Laos, Madagascar, Malaysia, Mexico, Mozambique, Nigeria, Philippines, Republic of the Congo, South Africa, Tanzania, Thailand, Togo, Uganda, United Arab Emirates, and Vietnam. Countries of Concern: Madagascar, Democratic Republic of the Congo, and Laos.)



Wildlife Trafficking Task Force
Some major actions taken under the National Strategy 
include:

• A near total ban on elephant ivory trade; 

• A comparable Chinese ivory trade ban;

• Domestic and international demand reduction 
campaigns;

• Law Enforcement, prosecution and judicial training 
and capacity building;
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The Task Force's work to combat wildlife trafficking is making a difference on the ground, at home and worldwide. Since 2014, the U.S. government has dedicated more than $250 million to combat wildlife trafficking globally. This funding has been directed at the local, bilateral, regional, and multilateral levels. Just some of the actions taken under the National Strategy include a series of administrative actions to impose a near total ban on ivory trade; a similar action by China to match the U.S. effort; domestic and international demand reduction campaigns; and extensive international capacity-building programs,training more than 3,000 people in more than 40 countries in 2016, to improve our international law enforcement partners' ability to fight wildlife crime.



Wildlife Trafficking Task Force
Some major actions taken under the National Strategy 
include:

• Stationing wildlife law enforcement attachés;

• Conducting long-term, covert investigations to 
address organized criminal enterprises;

• ARREST;

• Developing new technologies and partnerships.
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We have stationed seven wildlife law enforcement attaches in key countries around the world and conducted highly successful and publicized long-term covert investigations to address organized criminal enterprises.In its final year, USAID’s ARREST Program, Asia's Regional Response to Endangered Species Trafficking, supported 94 law enforcement actions and included seizures that resulted in the arrest of at least 182 suspected wildlife criminals and seized $3.7 million in contraband, including 23,270 live animals, 3,761 carcasses, and 7,565 kg of wildlife products. Over five years, the ARREST program trained 2,300 officers from 14 countries across Asia and contributed to more than 1,300 arrests and at least $150 million in criminal assets seized.We developed partnerships with other governments, industries and organizations to amplify our efforts to protect wildlife and the habitat on which they depend, to increase patrolling effectiveness, to interdict illegally traded wildlife, to go after wildlife trafficking kingpins, and to educate consumers and change the consumptive behavior that is the lifeblood of poachers and wildlife traffickers.  We expanded sniffer dog programs, introduced new technologies to detect and identify illegal wildlife, and to reach and recruit allies in the global fight to combat wildlife trafficking.This is just a snapshot of the myriad efforts undertaken and ongoing to combat wildlife trafficking across the trade chain.  I would encourage you to review the National Strategy, Implementation Plan, Annual Reports and END Wildlife Trafficking Act to see all that we are doing to move the needle on this critical conservation issue.



Conclusions and Next Steps

• A whole-of-government approach bringing all relevant 
tools to bear.

• Addressing all parts of the trade chain.

• Implementing the END Wildlife Trafficking Act.
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We need to continue to commit to a whole-of-government approach to bring all the relevant tools to bear and to match our effort to the increasing sophistication of the world’s wildlife traffickers.  We need to address all parts of the trade chain, protecting habitat, stopping poachers, arresting middlemen and the kingpins they supply, and changing behavior in consumer countries.  We need to create incentives for local people who live with and can benefit from the wildlife around them.And we need to fully implement the END Wildlife Trafficking Act, which is a mechanism for identifying the current hotspots and bringing resources to bear to address wildlife trafficking where it matters most.We look forward to hearing your thoughts on how we can continue this momentum and continue to strengthen U.S. efforts to combat wildlife trafficking at home and abroad.
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