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THE GLOBAL MONITORING

SYSTEM FOR ONLINE

MARKETING OF ILLEGAL

WILDLIFE TRADE

he last decade and a half has seen an alarming surge in illegal wildlife trade (IWT) on the

internet. However, a dearth of data regarding the scale of the market, its dynamics, operations

and ramifications, especially on a global scale, is a significant hindrance to combating this
crime. To address this, ECO-SOLVE is developing a Global Monitoring System (GMS) to systematically

monitor global online IWT and gather data to feed into law enforcement activity and to inform

policymaking. The GMS is a network of data hubs in countries whose domestic online markets are

considered the largest or most consequential in their regions. The GMS’s national monitoring nodes

are being set up in a staggered process and the size and scope of the network will grow with each

edition of the Report. This Global Trend Report draws on data
from three national data hubs: Brazil, South Africa and Thailand.
By identifying areas of high pressure on endangered species and
ecosystems, monitoring may enable targeted interventions and
inform law enforcement action to prosecute those responsible
for wildlife crimes. Additionally, monitoring can help detect
emerging trends and shifts in the trade, allowing for timely and

effective responses to new threats and challenges.

This is the third publication in a series of Global Trend Reports,
that aim to showcase and contextualize trends in online IWT.
Reports will be published throughout the three years of the ECO-
SOLVE project, with about two to four reports released per year.
Drawing on findings generated by the GMS, each Global Trend
Report will highlight the latest trends in statistical data, including

DEFINING ONLINE ILLEGAL
WILDLIFE TRADE

Online wildlife trafficking refers
to the illegal trade in protected
wildlife species and their derivatives
facilitated through online platforms
and digital means. It encompasses
a wide range of activities, including
the sale of live animals, exotic pets,

animal parts and products derived

from endangered species.! 1O




TRENDS CONTEXT

B Number of adverts over time B Law enforcement efforts
® Number of adverts by type of platform B Relevant policies and regulations
(e-commerce/social media) ® Individual case studies

® Number of species
® Number of adverts by species

B Regional breakdown of trends

What are we monitoring? How are we monitoring?

Live animals, parts and products Al-enabled and manual

\ ¥

More than eight regional data hubs in
Africa, the Americas, Asia and Europe

\ \

Protected species (listed under CITES
and national legislation)

E-commerce and social media

English and local languages

FIGURE 1 Global Trend Reports - expected insights and trends.

the number of advertisements found, the species advertised as well as the platforms that host these
adverts. Diving deeper into individual topics, the reports will offer regional breakdowns and include
sections that contextualize and analyze findings, while also investigating changes in regulations and
their effects on online IWT as well as trends in law enforcement. The reports will also discuss case

studies of online IWT.

Following the structure of the previous Global Trend Reports, the third issue begins with a trend
analysis of online IWT drawing on data from regular monitoring carried out between August and
October 2024 by GMS data hubs in Brazil, South Africa and Thailand. The report then takes a closer
look at the elephant ivory trade in Thailand, exploring how social media is being used to facilitate
illegal trade. The third section provides a global overview of the illicit trade in flora and explores the

role of online platforms, highlighting the need for more effective online monitoring.



Methodology

The main data analysis presented here draws on data collected by the GMS related to online
advertisements for the illegal sale of wildlife. ECO-SOLVE derived general figures, such as
the number of advertisements per data hub over time; the platforms where they appear; the
protection status of the species under international and national regulations; and the extent to
which online markets are concentrated. ECO-SOLVE also developed analyses of interactions

between these variables to enhance understanding of the nature of the online trade.

For the data to be comparable across space and over time, data hubs follow a structured manual
monitoring routine. Monitoring is employed under standard temporal intervals for the same
platform types. In addition, data hubs monitor species that are included on established global
and national lists of vulnerable and endangered species. Akin to methodologies that monitor
market trends (e.g. inflation) by analyzing a ‘basket’ of goods that collectively represent the
wider economy, ECO-SOLVE creates national and global species baskets to represent the
broader online IWT market. We take into account the species’ protection status under CITES
(the Convention on the International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora) and
national regulations, their conservation status under the International Union for Conservation
of Nature Red List of Threatened Species (IUCN Red List) and their legal status under criminal

law, as well as their relevance to (local) law enforcement.
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TRENDS IN ONLINE IWT
MARKETS: GMS DATA
AUGUST-OCTOBER 2024

he following analysis draws on GMS monitoring of the online IWT market over a
three-month period (August-October 2024) in Brazil and South Africa. It also draws on
monitoring in Thailand, where the GMS hub completed its first full month of structured

monitoring in September 2024.

Across the three hubs, the GMS detected 1 741 advertisements of the 34 target species. This
represents an increase of approximately 265% (1 264) from the 477 advertisements detected in
the previous reporting period (May-July 2024, Brazil and South Africa data), as covered in the
second Global Trend Report in October 2024.? This is largely due to the establishment of the
data hub in Thailand and the high volume of detections recorded in the country during the
two-month period (September-October). Thailand accounted for 77% (1 349) of the advertisements
detected, with 12% (201) coming from the data hub in Brazil and 11% (192) from the data hub
in South Africa. The Brazilian hub detected five species with an average of 40 detections per
species, the South African hub detected 12 species with an average of 16 detections per species
and the Thai hub detected 16 species with an average of 84 detections per species. Between
August and October 2024, 74% of the target species were detected, compared with 61% in the

previous monitoring period.

As shown in Figure 2, Facebook accounted for 91% (1 587) of the advertisements during this
period, an increase from the previous reporting period, when 78% (374) of the detections were
from Facebook. Data from the newly established hub in Thailand accounts for this increase, as
it did not detect any advertisements on e-commerce platforms. Looking at data from Brazil and
South Africa separately, there is a notable decrease in Facebook detections: from 78% (374) in
May-July 2024 to 61% (238) in August-October 2024. The e-commerce platforms with the most
detections remained OLX in Brazil (12) and PublicAds in South Africa (136). The South African
hub detected more adverts on PublicAds (136) than Facebook (53) for this reporting period.
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FIGURE 2 Online advertisements for INT in target species detected by GMS data hubs in Brazil, South Africa and Thailand,

August-October 2024, by platform type, platform and species.

NOTE: Each path links a country to a platform type and then to a specific platform and species, representing the distribution of detections. The width of each

line corresponds to the number of advertisements detected. Data for Thailand includes only September and October.

Figure 3 details the most advertised species, based on the number of advertisements detected

in this study. The stacked bars show both the total numbers and the number of detections per

data hub. Elephants topped the list with 469 detections, reflecting active markets in Thailand and

South Africa. Tigers were in second place with 334 detections, 99% of which were in Thailand.

African grey parrots were a highly recorded species, with 260 detections across the three

countries. The hyacinth macaw was the only other species detected by all hubs, albeit with

fewer detections overall (37) and with 77% of detections from Brazil. In Thailand and South

Africa, hyacinth macaws are typically advertised as live specimens; in Brazil, the bulk of the

trade reflects the use of feathers in illegally marketed indigenous headdresses (known locally

as cocares). Pangolins were in 10th place, with 34 detections from Thailand.
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FIGURE 3 Top 10 target species, by number of online advertisements detected by GMS data hubs in Brazil, Thailand and South Africa,
August-October 2024.

NOTE: Data for Thailand includes only September and October.

Figure 4 shows the protection status under the CITES Appendices and national legislation for
caimans in Brazil, and the top three advertised species in Thailand. Note that national protection
of a species does not mean that there is no legal market, but rather that well-defined regulations,
along with criminal penalties, restrict capture, trading and /or breeding. All three species have
national protection status and are listed in CITES Appendices I and II. The protection status of
the top listed species in Brazil and South Africa was previously reported in the October 2024
Global Trend Report.

Caimans are protected at national level and are listed in Appendix I or II of CITES, depending
on the species. However, they are now one of the top species detected in Brazil. Despite the
multi-level protection status of the species, there are significant levels of online illegal trade,
suggesting that the existing regime on biodiversity governance has not been sufficient to keep

online markets in check.
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FIGURE 4 Protection status of caimans in Brazil and the three most advertised species in

Thailand, as detected by GMS data hubs, August-October 2024.
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Figure 5 indicates the change in the number of detections per species between May and July
and between August and October 2024 in Brazil and South Africa. Thailand is omitted as
data was only collected there from September. The dots indicate the number of detections

in each reporting period.

There were some notable shifts from one period to the next. There was a decrease of more than
50 detections for pirarucu advertisements and an increase of more than 30 for caimans, moving
them into the top 10 species (see Figure 3). In Brazil and South Africa, there was a decrease in the
number of detections for all big cat species (i.e. cheetah, jaguar, leopard, lion and tiger). Lastly,
there was an increase in detections of advertisements for hyacinth macaws, a species protected
under international and national regulations and classified as vulnerable on the IUCN Red List.

KEY POINTS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

m Hundreds of advertisements detected in each country between August and October 2024
indicate that online markets pose a threat to at least 25 protected wildlife species (74% of

target species).

m Social media platforms (specifically Facebook) continue to be the primary channel for
online marketing of IWT, with e-commerce platforms playing a smaller but still significant
role. Facebook alone accounted for 91% of all detections. However, the increasing number
of advertisements on e-commerce platforms in South Africa highlights the need to

monitor these spaces as well.

m The observed changes in the number of detections for specific species between the
two monitoring periods suggest that certain online IWT markets in Brazil and South
Africa may be seasonal. Further monitoring is required to draw a definitive conclusion.
However, if confirmed, this could provide crucial knowledge for disrupting online IWT

supply chains and informing effective policymaking,

m  While the size of the online IWT markets in Brazil and South Africa remained virtually
the same across reporting periods, the market in Thailand appears to be much larger. In
two months of structured monitoring, the number of detections in Thailand exceeded the

number of detections in Brazil and South Africa for the same period.

m Given the level of formal international and national protection for the most commonly
traded species online, it is clear that effective protection will require increased law
enforcement action and other forms of support, such as the intelligence generated by the
GMS country hubs.
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UNDERSTANDING
THAILAND’S ONLINE ILLEGAL
IVORY MARKET

he illegal trade in elephant ivory in Thailand has historically been conducted through

physical markets and networks, driven by cultural and religious beliefs that attribute

supernatural benefits to ivory products.® Elephant ivory and its carvings have always
been important in Thai culture: the oldest known ivory artefacts date back almost 4 000 years.*
Ivory is kept in temples for worship and given as gifts to respected individuals, based on the
belief that elephants have protective spiritual guardians.® A recent USAID survey found that 2%
of the Thai population owned ivory pieces.®

The commercial ivory trade in Thailand began in the late 1930s in Phayuhakhiri, Nakhon Sawan
province, initially to meet the demand for religious objects blessed by monks. Early ivory carvings
included Buddha amulets, knife handles and animal figurines.” With the growth of international
tourism in the 1970s, ivory carving expanded to include products popular with tourists, such as

jewellery and East Asian figurines.®

With the widespread commercial carving of jewellery and other products, raw ivory is now
considered a commodity.® Although declining in use, carved ivory amulets, statues and other

objects remain central to Thai Buddhist rituals and spiritual beliefs."

Despite the long history of ivory trade in Thailand, recent years have seen a significant shift to
digital platforms, such as online marketplaces and social media, which are increasingly being
used to sell illegal wildlife products, including elephant ivory.! The anonymity and wide reach
of these platforms allow traders to connect with potential buyers with minimal risk.

Existing research has examined various aspects of the ivory trade in Thailand, including the
supply chain, consumer behaviour and market size of both legal and illegal ivory.”” However, the
role of online platforms in facilitating this trade remains under-researched. A 2020 survey by
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the wildlife trade monitoring NGO TRAFFIC found that Facebook accounted for 99% of all ivory
items offered online in Thailand, highlighting the critical role of these platforms and the need
for further analysis of their scale and structure, the evolving dynamics of online trade, and the

strategies traders use to evade detection and enforcement measures."

This research aims to address this gap by providing a comprehensive overview of how online
marketplaces and social media platforms are being used to facilitate the illegal ivory trade in
Thailand. Analysis of the patterns of online ivory trade can inform more effective monitoring

and enforcement strategies.

Legislation and regulation of ivory trading

Thailand has several laws and regulations in place to control the trade in elephant ivory and
prevent illegal activities. The current Wild Animal Reservation and Protection Act, B.E. 2562
(2019) (WARPA) is the primary legislation governing the treatment of wildlife in Thailand, covering
both terrestrial and aquatic species. Asian elephants are classified as ‘protected’ under WARPA,
which means that activities related to them are controlled, hunting is prohibited and commercial
use is completely banned. Since the original legislation was passed in 1960, it has been amended
several times in response to changing trade dynamics. In 2015, African elephants were included
as a protected species, despite not being native to Thailand, as a measure to combat the global
illegal ivory trade. In 2019, explicit provisions were added to extend control over the possession
and domestic trade of CITES-listed species. The severity of penalties for such offences was
also increased, with fines of up to 1 million baht (THB) (approximately US$32 000) and prison
sentences of up to 10 years.

The Elephant Ivory Act B.E. 2558 (2015) was enacted to regulate the domestic trade in ivory in
Thailand, in line with international trade agreements, such as CITES, and mounting pressure
to combat the illegal ivory trade worldwide. The law strictly prohibits trade in ivory from wild
Asian or African elephants, including import and export. It requires individuals and businesses
to report ivory possession and trade to the authorities, except for personal or household use

within defined parameters.

However, the Elephant Ivory Act, and Thai law more broadly, does permit the domestic trade
in ivory derived from domesticated Asian elephants, as defined in the Draught Animals Act B.E.
2482 (1939). This act includes provisions to protect privately owned elephants and requires
registration, identification documents and import/export records. In addition, the permit that
vendors must obtain for domestic trade restricts them to transacting only at their registered

physical location.

Section 8 of the Elephant Ivory Act also exempts certain forms of ivory possession from
the requirement to report to authorities. These include all ivory or ivory products,
regardless of type or size, that are in the possession of government entities and limited
quantities of ivory products for personal, household or general non-commercial use.
The latter are restricted to no more than two pieces per person per type of product,
with a combined total not exceeding four pieces per person, and a maximum of

12 pieces per household with a total weight not exceeding half a kilogram.

12



It is important to note that this only applies to elephant ivory acquired before the enactment of the
Elephant Ivory Act in 2015. While these items may not be linked to poaching or illegal activities, the
lack of retrospective certification processes leaves them undocumented under the law. Certificates
of origin, now mandatory for legal trade, cannot be issued for these older stocks, creating an obstacle

for those seeking to trade this ivory lawfully.

In addition, the transportation of raw ivory between provinces, which is considered as the movement
of animal carcasses, requires a permit along with a certificate of origin for elephant ivory, as required
by the Animal Epidemics Act B.E. 2558 (2015).

CLASSIFICATION OF ELEPHANTS UNDER THAI LAW
Thai law classifies elephants into three categories:

m  Wild Asian elephants (Elephas maximus) are protected under WARPA (2019), which

strictly prohibits trade in ivory or any parts of wild Asian elephants.

Domesticated Asian elephants (Elephas maximus) are recognized under the Draught
Animals Act as legal sources for the ivory trade. Ivory derived from domesticated Asian
elephants can be traded domestically under strict regulations and in compliance with

the provisions of the Elephant Ivory Act.

African elephants (Loxodonta africana) are also protected under WARPA. The trade,

import and export of ivory from African elephants is banned in Thailand. 1O

Shifting trade dynamics and enforcement challenges

Tightened regulations and increased enforcement efforts targeting the ivory trade in traditional
physical marketplaces appear to have led to a significant shift to online platforms. Before the enactment
of the Elephant Ivory Act in 2015, ivory products were widely sold in prominent markets such as the
Chatuchak Market and the Tha Phra Chan Amulet Market, both located in Bangkok. A TRAFFIC survey
of Bangkok’s ivory market between December 2014 and June 2016 showed a dramatic decline in the
availability of ivory in these physical retail locations. In December 2014, over 7 400 ivory items were
recorded in Bangkok markets; by June 2016, this number had fallen to just 283. Similarly, the number
of retail shops selling ivory decreased from 47 to only 5, illustrating the effectiveness of increased
enforcement in reducing the open availability of ivory."

In response, traders have shifted to online platforms where monitoring and enforcement are less
stringent. In a separate study conducted between June and July 2016, TRAFFIC found at least 2 550
ivory items for sale online, significantly more than were available in physical markets during the same
time period. Facebook and Instagram were identified as popular venues for posts advertising ivory

jewellery and other decorative products.”

Several enforcement challenges and legal loopholes contribute to the persistence of the illegal ivory

trade, particularly through online platforms. As noted above, sellers of legally traded ivory from
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domestic Asian elephants must adhere to strict permit conditions, including that transactions
take place only at the vendor’s registered physical location. This effectively prohibits online
sales. However, ivory remains readily available on social media platforms, highlighting a gap in

enforcement that enables online trade.

The registration and tracking requirements under existing ivory regulations pose further
challenges, as Thailand’s regulatory framework is notably complex and can be difficult to
navigate. For example, permits for transporting raw ivory between provinces require a certificate
of origin, which is not obtainable for older ivory stocks. This is a significant obstacle for those
wishing to trade historical ivory legally and may also discourage compliance, particularly for
those trading in smaller ivory items.'® These complexities make enforcement difficult and can

open the system to exploitation by those trading in illegally sourced ivory.”

In addition, the elephant identification methods mandated by the Draught Animals Act relied
on basic rough sketches of the elephant’s features and noticeable marks. These methods were
insufficient for accurately tracing the origins of ivory. Before the reforms of the 2014 National
Ivory Action Plan, domestic elephants could be registered within an eight-year timeframe,
creating a loophole that effectively allowed illegally captured wild elephants to be registered as
domestic. The reforms reduced the registration period to 90 days from birth and implemented

a more robust identification system, including elephant IDs linked to DNA data.®®

Despite these changes, effective enforcement remains a challenge, but is essential to prevent
illegally obtained ivory from infiltrating the domestic market. While DNA testing and
spectroscopic analysis could help distinguish the legal origin of ivory,”” these methods are
currently underutilized in Thailand and often limited to sporadic checks. The establishment
of electronic databases and enhanced software systems to monitor the ivory trade could also
improve coordination among enforcement agencies and reduce the entry of illegal ivory into
the market.?

Monitoring the online trade

From September to November 2024, the GMS data hub in Thailand detected 807 elephant-related
advertisements on online platforms. These were primarily found on Facebook and e-commerce
sites, reflecting the ongoing use of digital marketplaces to trade illegal wildlife products. Over
the three-month monitoring period, the volume of advertisements detected showed a notable
increase: 201 adverts were recorded in September, 257 in October and 349 in November. In order
to systematically analyze and classify the advertisements, six categories were developed based

on the nature and material of the products advertised (see Figure 6).
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CATEGORY

Jewellery and
ornaments

Raw ivory

Figurines and
sculptures

Functional items

Non-ivory

Other

FIGURE 6 Categorie
in Thailand.

Photos: Social media

DESCRIPTION EXAMPLE

Items crafted from elephant ivory and
designed for personal adornment - e.g.
necklaces, bracelets, rings and beads.

Unprocessed or minimally altered
ivory, often marketed for further
crafting or sale - e.g. ivory tusks,
chunks or pieces, sheets of ivory and
ivory powder.

Crafted ivory artworks, often depicting
religious, cultural or artistic themes

- e.g. carved ivory figurines, deity or
animal sculptures, and intricate relief
panels.

Ivory objects for practical use - e.g.
knife handles, combs, utensils or tools
with ivory components.

Non-ivory elephant parts - e.g.
elephant bones, skin, hair, nails or
temporin (pictured).

Ivory items that do not fit into the
above categories or whose specific
nature is unclear - e.g. chess pieces or
collectibles.

s of elephant-related products in advertisements detected by the GMS data hub
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Raw ivory accounted for 45.1% of the detected advertisements during the research period, making
it the most frequently advertised category of elephant products and indicating a significant
demand for unprocessed ivory that can be carved or used for a variety of purposes. This level of
demand is particularly concerning, as it is likely to exceed what could be legally sourced from
either historical stocks or domesticated elephants, suggesting that illegally sourced ivory is
being offered to meet existing demand.

Jewellery and ornaments accounted for 36.1% of the adverts. These included items such as
bracelets, necklaces and rings, which have cultural and symbolic value in Thailand and are often
marketed as talismans or status symbols. Ivory figurines and sculptures appeared in 10.8% of
the advertisements; functional items represented 5.7%, showing a smaller but persistent market
for practical ivory goods; and 1.4% were classified as other. The remaining 1% of adverts were
for non-ivory elephant products, commonly bones or hair, which may be used for traditional
remedies or ceremonial purposes.

1.4%
Other

5.7%

Functional items
Q

\

10.8% .
Figurines and sculptures

-+ 451%
Raw ivory

36.1% °
Jewellery and ornaments

FIGURE 7 Distribution of elephant-related products by category in advertisements detected by the GMS
data hub in Thailand, September-November 2024.

NOTE: The percentages have been rounded to one decimal place, which may result in a total slightly above or below 100%.

Price transparency - whether the price is provided or only available on request - and the average
price of items also varied across categories. Raw ivory had the highest rate of price transparency
at 72.5%, followed by functional items at 54.3%, jewellery and ornaments at 48.1%, other items
at 27.3%, figurines and sculptures at 25.3% and non-ivory products at 25%.

16



Figurines and sculptures had the highest average price at THB6 486 (US$S190), followed by raw
ivory at THB6 434 (USS$188), functional items at THB3 425 (US$100), jewellery and ornaments at
THB3 274 (USS$S96), non-ivory products at THB1 500 (USS44) and other items at THB1 060 (US$31).
The high rate of price transparency in raw ivory advertisements, combined with the significant
variation in prices, reflects the value placed on raw ivory and the presence of a well-established

online market for it.

{a (millimetre) 192

d1e (beautiful) 157

any (pattern)

\in (bead) 102

Suilsefiu (genuine guarantee) 100

7n (direct message)

dula (interest)

1 (Thai baht)

du (piece)

51A1 (price)

N
o

50 100 150 200

o

FIGURE 8 Top 10 keywords used in elephant-related advertisements detected by the GMS data hub in Thailand.

The texts of elephant-related advertisements had an average length of 57 characters,
demonstrating the concise descriptions that sellers use to attract buyer interest. The 10 most
frequently used words were #a (millimetre) - 92 mentions; s (beautiful) - 157 mentions;
a1 (pattern) - 108 mentions; uia (bead) - 102 mentions; Sudsziu (genuine guarantee) —
100 mentions; #n (direct message) - 95 mentions; aula (interest) - 90 mentions, uw (Thai baht) -

83 mentions; 4 4 (piece) - 74 mentions; 57 (price) - 70 mentions.

The frequency of words such as fa (millimetre) and 1fia (bead) reflects the number of
advertisements for small ivory pieces often used in jewellery. The prominence of a1e (pattern) as a
keyword is linked to Schreger lines, a visible crosshatch pattern unique to genuine elephant ivory

that helps buyers distinguish it from counterfeits. The frequency of this keyword indicates that
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sellers want to assure buyers of the authenticity of their product. The use of Suiszfiu (genuine
guarantee) similarly highlights concerns among buyers about counterfeits in the online ivory
market. These are likely to be exacerbated by the impossibility of inspecting or verifying products
before purchasing. Sellers mitigate this by offering guarantees and refund conditions. Meanwhile,
the emphasis on private communication, as signalled by +in (direct message), demonstrates a
core strategy to mitigate the risk of detection. By moving discussions to private channels, sellers
limit their exposure to monitoring and detection by law enforcement.

Notably, the words 1 (ivory) and 414 (elephant) were not observed in advertisements. Alternative
variations of 1 (ivory) were occasionally seen, suggesting the strategic use of coded language to
avoid detection. In addition, the elephant emoji ( ) was used more than 800 times to indicate
‘ivory’, a clear strategy to evade detection. The aeroplane emoji ( ) was also commonly used to

indicate items ready for delivery.

Tawmin g vagans 14 da anedasy
14 60 awaEBINNI®

w151 5500.u samas T yaimlilduan
Suuseiunanadn

An online advertisement for ivory,
utilizing the elephant emoji to avoid
detection. Photo: Social media

The use of coded language and images to evade detection, combined with the other data gathered
by the GMS hub in Thailand, highlights the ways in which online marketplaces and social media
platforms are being co-opted to facilitate the illegal ivory trade in Thailand. Of particular
significance here is the prevalence of advertisements for raw ivory, raising concern about the size
of the demand and the legality of how it is being met. Shortcomings in Thailaw and the difficulties
in monitoring and enforcing the online ivory trade are significant obstacles to controlling it.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Online data should be used to support the intelligence-led law enforcement responses that

are crucial to effectively address illegal online markets.

Determining the origin and legality of ivory products on the market is challenging but
essential. Law enforcement should make better use of DNA testing and spectroscopic

analysis.

The establishment of electronic databases and enhanced software systems to monitor the
ivory trade could also improve coordination among enforcement agencies and reduce the

entry of illegal ivory into the market.

Structural loopholes in Thai legislation should be addressed, with stronger law enforcement
measures to ensure compliance with existing regulations, particularly those that effectively

prohibit the online sale of ivory from domesticated elephants.

An accessible database of government-registered elephant ivory sellers and their permitted
activities should be established. This will allow buyers to verify the legitimacy of sellers and
reduce the risk of unintentionally supporting illegal trade. 1O
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ROOTED IN CRIME: EXPLORING
THE ILLEGAL FLORA TRADE

he global trade in wild plants involves as many as 30 000 species, many of which are taken
from the wild and used in modern and traditional medicines, health supplements, cosmetics,
furniture and food products. Other plants are sought after by hobbyists and horticulturalists for
ornamental purposes. A significant proportion of the demand for ornamental plants is met by nurseries
and other retail outlets, supplied by artificial propagation or from ostensibly legal and sustainable

wild-sourcing.

The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) has estimated the average annual value
of the legal trade in CITES-listed plant species at US$9.3 billion between 2016 and 2020,? based on
declared import values and wholesale market prices.? Despite the available data from law enforcement
seizures, the true scale of the illegal plant trade is unknown. However, the high international demand
for succulents and other valuable ornamental or rare plant species, coupled with limited sustainable
economic opportunities and inadequate protection of natural habitats, including the absence of physical

barriers, has led to the indiscriminate and often illegal harvesting of plants from the wild.*

As with the trade in fauna,® online marketplaces play an increasing role in facilitating the flora trade,
particularly when it comes to rare and threatened species. The internet offers global reach and easily
connects sellers and buyers interested in species-specific products.?® To date, monitoring of online
IWT has focused mainly on fauna, and there is growing concern about the high levels of online trade

in flora and the gaps in our knowledge of its dynamics.”
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The globaliillicit trade in flora

The illegal plant trade is a rapidly evolving area of environmental crime with serious impacts on
biodiversity and local economies.?® Globally, the trade targets a range of high-value species. Rosewood,
a type of timber prized for luxury furniture, ranks among the most trafficked plant commodities
globally; clivias and wild-growing cactuses are increasingly targeted for international markets;*
and dudleyas, a family of succulents, are valued for their unique colour characteristics and shapes.*
While there is legal trade in many of these species, plants are frequently harvested illegally, driven

by high demand for rare and threatened species, or those with aesthetic appeal or medicinal value.

International demand for illegally traded plants is driven by cultural, economic and aesthetic factors.
Collectors’ markets value rarity and exclusivity, and some plants are seen as status symbols or even
investments. Timber species such as rosewood are trafficked for use in making high-end furniture
and decorative items. The growing popularity of exotic plants for ornamental purposes, amplified by
social media and online marketplaces, has broadened the consumer base by making formerly niche
interests more mainstream. Traditional medicine practices further fuel demand, as certain plant

species are believed to have medicinal or spiritual properties.®

These dynamics, combined with limited legal supply chains, incentivize traffickers to exploit wild
populations to meet market demand. Specialized illicit markets for succulents and orchids cater
specifically to collectors, who are often willing to pay a premium for rare and wild-sourced specimens,
regardless of legality.® Bulk markets circumvent time-consuming propagation by harvesting wild

species for ornamental and horticultural purposes.

The impact of plant poaching is far-reaching. Plants play a critical role in ecosystems, maintaining soil
stability, providing food and shelter for wildlife, and contributing to the overall ecological balance.
The removal of rare and endemic species from their natural habitats can lead to population declines
and extinction in the wild. The loss of flora undermines conservation efforts and ecotourism, on
which many local communities rely for their livelihoods. Illegal harvesting also deprives regions of
potential revenue from sustainable legal trade, while simultaneously flooding markets with illegally
sourced products that undercut legal, regulated products. Cultural and medicinal practices tied to
these plants are also jeopardized as species vanish from their native landscapes.

According to TRAFFIC’s Wildlife Trade Portal, between 1 December 2019 and 31 December 2024, there
were 3 540 seizures of plants by law enforcement agencies worldwide.* Between 2019 and May 2024,
more than 1.6 million individual succulent plants were seized by law enforcement in South Africa alone,
reflecting the scale and persistence of the illegal plant trade.** Figure 9 shows the sharp increase
in seizures particularly since 2020. Restrictions imposed to combat COVID-19 led to an increase
in demand for house plants internationally, and as socio-economic challenges worsened in source
countries, impoverished communities were recruited to harvest wild plants to generate an income.>
However, actual levels of plant trafficking are likely to be far greater than the recorded seizures
demonstrate,*® as seizures only reflect cases where law enforcement has successfully intercepted
consignments of trafficked plants, and thus often represent only a fraction of the trade. Many incidents
go undetected due to limited resources, lack of specialized training or difficulties in identifying plants
during inspections, particularly for species that closely resemble legal plants. Traffickers also adapt
to enforcement efforts by changing smuggling methods, routes and packaging techniques to evade
detection. In addition, systemic gaps in the reporting and recording of seizure data may result from
the lack of centralized databases or consistent reporting mechanisms across countries, leading to

under-reporting or fragmented records.
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FIGURE 9 Seizure trends, 2015-2021, showing plants and animals.
NOTE: Seizures are based on the UNODC's standardized seizure index and given as an expression of relative value.
SOURCE: UNODC, World wildlife crime report 2024, p 16

Plant trafficking is a global problem. In the US, dudleyas are stolen from the wild in California
to supply demand in Korea and China.* In South America, cactuses are collected from the wild
regions such as Chile’s Atacama desert, destined for international markets in Asia and Europe
(see Figure 10).*8 In South Africa, the Western and Northern Cape provinces have become
epicentres of plant poaching,® targeting a global biodiversity hotspot known as the Succulent
Karoo biome, and trafficked to meet the demands of niche collectors in Europe and Asia.
Traffickers are not constrained by jurisdictional borders, however; poaching from South Africa
extends into south-west Namibia, for example, where succulents from the Gariep Centre of

Endemism are also targeted.*

International markets play a notable role in driving demand for protected plants, with traffickers
exploiting established trade routes to move wild-harvested plants from source countries to
international destinations. In South Africa, succulents are smuggled through key exit points, such
as OR Tambo International Airport in Johannesburg, Cape Town International Airport and land
border crossings into Mozambique and Namibia.* These plants are often concealed among legal
goods or misdeclared to avoid detection. More creative smuggling methods are also often used,
including disguising plants as everyday items by wrapping them in toilet paper or labelling them
as children’s toys. In one case, 12 000 succulents were disguised as mushrooms for shipment to
China.* These routes frequently overlap with those used for other illicit commodities, such as
rhino horn and abalone, highlighting potential intersections of serious organized crime.*® Plant
trafficking also draws parallels with abalone trafficking in the way poachers are paid - either

in cash or drugs.
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FIGURE 10 lllegal trade routes for endangered cactuses taken from the wild in the Americas.
SOURCE: Adapted from Sandy Masuo, Raising awareness about the illegal plant trade, The Huntington, 13 August 2024, https://huntington.

org/verso/raising-awareness-about-illegal-plant-trade

Plant trafficking in the digital world

The illegal plant trade has increasingly moved online. Like the trade in fauna, plant trafficking
leverages digital platforms to facilitate every stage of the supply chain, from poaching to
consumer sales. Traffickers often begin by using biodiversity websites, online plant forums and
social media platforms to locate rare specimens. Unlike fauna, plant specimens remain in place
in the wild, making them easier to collect. Photos uploaded by plant enthusiasts or researchers,
particularly those with precise locations, provide the information needed to locate plants in
the wild. Criminal networks use this information to identify target areas for poaching.* In some
cases, traffickers reside in the source countries and poach the plants independently; in other

cases, they use the internet to solicit plants from people in the source countries.*

Once harvested, the plants are marketed online through social media platforms, e-commerce
websites and specialized forums. In one case, two Spanish citizens were apprehended in South
Africa following a poaching expedition in South Africa and Namibia in 2015. Authorities seized
more than 2 000 succulents and evidence that many more plants had already been sent to Spain.
The couple sold the poached plants through an e-commerce website and offered international
shipping, taking advantage of the ease with which poached plants can be transported using

commercial parcel carriers.*

Encrypted messaging apps such as WhatsApp, Telegram and WeChat play a crucial role in
facilitating transactions by allowing traffickers to share photographs, discuss prices and arrange
logistics discreetly. Buyers range from private collectors to large-scale resellers who purchase
plants in bulk and distribute them internationally. Profits from plant trafficking are laundered

through unregulated channels such as cryptocurrencies.”
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South Africa has banned the wild
harvesting of Conophytum succulents,
but poaching is rife. Photo courtesy SANBI

Efforts to combat plant trafficking

Like other forms of IWT, the online trade in plants presents complex challenges for law
enforcement. The anonymity of digital platforms makes it difficult to trace sellers or buyers,
particularly when fake profiles and encrypted communications are used. The vastness of the
internet also overwhelms enforcement efforts, as new listings can be posted faster than they
can be detected and removed. The volume of legitimate online plant trade further complicates
the issue, requiring great effort and expertise to identify illegal listings, even more so than
with fauna. The platforms themselves lack the expertise or incentive to proactively identify
and remove illegal listings. The use of online botanical and tourism platforms to locate plant
specimens offers its own challenges. Innovative monitoring tools, cross-border collaboration
and partnerships with tech companies are needed to disrupt the online plant trade effectively.

Enforcement efforts are also complicated by corruption and limited resources and capacity. In
many countries, enforcement agencies are understaffed and poorly equipped to handle the scale
and sophistication of plant trafficking networks. Detection and monitoring efforts are inevitably
difficult in the vast remote areas where poaching often occurs, leaving many ecosystems
vulnerable. Additionally, gaps in legislation, particularly for non-CITES-listed species, create
regulatory blind spots that traffickers frequently exploit. The global nature of the trade also
poses jurisdictional challenges. Trafficked plants can cross multiple borders, requiring seamless
international collaboration that can be hindered by differing laws, priorities and enforcement
capacities. As with wildlife trafficking more broadly, these issues combine to make countering

plant trafficking a complex and ongoing struggle.

Despite the challenges, some of the countries most affected by plant trafficking are responding
proactively. South Africa is implementing its National Response Strategy and Action Plan to
Address the Illegal Trade in South African Succulent Flora,* as well as a National Integrated
Strategy to Combat Wildlife Trafficking.*® This includes listing local at-risk species in CITES
Appendices, engagement with communities, and increased staffing and training for law

enforcement and border agencies on plant-related IWT.*® South African law enforcement has
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made numerous arrests to disrupt trafficking networks, with convicted offenders receiving lengthy
prison sentences.” In 2023, for example, a man was sentenced to 10 years in prison after being caught
with 2 850 plants, including large trophy plants, allegedly worth more than 9 million rand (US$475 000)
on the international market.5? In 2023, Namibia established the Protected Plants Task Team, an inter-
agency collaboration between the Ministry of Environment, Forestry and Tourism, the police force and

the revenue agency.*

Innovative responses to plant trafficking make use of technology and collaboration. Al-powered
monitoring systems and web-scraping algorithms are being deployed to detect illegal plant listings
on e-commerce sites and social media platforms. For example, the University of Southampton’s
FloraGuard project uses Al to identify patterns in online trade that can inform conservation and trade
policy interventions.> In the Peruvian Amazon, drones and satellite imaging are being used to monitor
remote areas for signs of illegal harvesting and deforestation.® These technological advancements, if
combined with increased cross-border cooperation and public-private partnerships, offer promising
ways to disrupt plant trafficking networks and protect biodiversity. Other strategies look to mitigate
the illegal trade by increasing the availability of desired plant species, for example through the off-site

propagation of confiscated plants by legitimate, licensed nurseries.*

Although some progress has been made in combating plant trafficking, it is a complex problem
that requires a multifaceted approach and a combination of regulatory, enforcement, technological
innovation and community-based measures. The online elements of plant trafficking specifically deserve
greater attention, as do online strategies to counter it. Investment in capacity building for enforcement
agencies is critical, including training, resources and technology to monitor and intercept online
trafficking networks effectively. Public awareness and demand reduction are also crucial components
of the response. Social media and other digital platforms can be used to highlight the impact of plant
poaching and to encourage consumers to question the origin of plants and choose sustainable, legally
sourced alternatives to wild-collected plants. Wider collaboration among governments, NGOs and the
private sector will ensure a coordinated and innovative response to dismantle trafficking networks and

safeguard the world’s unique flora.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Capacity should be built in enforcement agencies through the provision of training, resources

and technology to monitor and disrupt online plant trafficking networks.

Priority should be given to fostering partnerships between government agencies and local

communities to provide alternative livelihoods and empower them as stewards of biodiversity.

The cultivation of protected plants by nurseries and botanical gardens should be promoted to

reduce pressure on wild populations and to meet market demand.

Awareness campaigns should be conducted to inform consumers and sellers about the ecological

consequences of the illegal plant trade, in order to shift demand towards legally and sustainably

sourced plants. 1O
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