
The NSPCA:

The primary motivating factor for wildlife

traders is money, and it ranges from small

scale local income generation to major prof-

it-oriented business. The trade is driven by

the end-consumer who has a need or desire

for wildlife or wildlife products.The trade in

wildlife has the potential to be very damaging

and is the second biggest threat to species

survival (after habitat destruction).The most

obvious problem associated with wildlife

trade, both legal and illegal, is that it can cause

overexploitation to the point where the 

survival of a species hangs in the balance.

Between the wildlife collectors and the

end users, any number of middlemen may be

involved in the wildlife trade. These include

specialists involved in storage, handling, trans-

port, marketing, and the export and retail

businesses.

The illegal wildlife trade is usually driven

by a demand for rare, protected species,

which need to be smuggled in secret to get

them out of the country, as well as by the

desire to avoid paying duties. Some species

involved in the illegal wildlife trade are highly

endangered and are obtained in an environ-

mentally damaging way. Conditions of trans-

port for live animals are also often quite

poor.

The animal trade is deadly for animals that

are not detected. For every animal that

makes it to a store, an auction or a new

owner, countless others die along the way.

The sale of "companion" animals, like 

primates, is accompanied by the killing of

mothers and adult animals in order to

acquire the youngsters. The survival rate of

certain species during transport, especially

those caught in the wild, is extremely poor.

Due to the very low survival rate, this also

means that far higher numbers of animals are

removed from the ecosystem to make up for

losses. Animals are smuggled across borders

in the same way illegal drugs are smuggled -

in the trunks of cars, in suitcases, or in 

disguised crates.

When trappers take animals away from

their natural habitats, the animals often

change hands several times through interme-

diaries and exporters, and they endure 

gruelling transport conditions. Parrots might

have their beaks and feet taped and be stuffed

into plastic tubes that can easily be hidden in

luggage, and bird and reptile eggs are con-

cealed in special vests so that couriers can

bypass X-ray machines at airports. Baby tur-

tles have been trapped inside their shells with

tape and shoved by the dozen into tube

socks, and infant pythons have been shipped

in CD cases. Cases have been reported in

which leopard cats have been found in back-

packs, birds have been found in luggage, mon-

keys have been found in underwear and ani-

mal parts have been placed inside tyres.

During transportation, animals are sub-

jected to crowded conditions, poor ventila-

tion, a lack of food and water and a lack of

basic care. Animals are sometimes left in
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T
he smuggling and illegal wildlife

trade are nothing new, and it is

often amazing to discover what

people have managed to smuggle and the way

in which they've done it. However, wild ani-

mals are not the only animals to be smuggled

- even domestic animals are smuggled across

South African borders.The National Council

of SPCAs (NSPCA) is involved in enforcing

the law relating to both wild animals and

domestic animals.

Wildlife trade
The world is dealing with an unprece-

dented spike in illegal wildlife trade, which is

threatening to overturn decades of conser-

vation gains.The global trade in over-exploit-

ed, unsustainable and illegal wildlife is a multi-

billion dollar industry that is responsible for

causing the maximum degree of harm to bio-

diversity in the shortest time frame.Wildlife

crime is a big business which is run by inter-

national networks through which wildlife and

animal parts are trafficked much like illegal

drugs and arms. This trafficking is a trans-

national crime that exploit porous borders,

disadvantaged communities and corruption.

The illegal wildlife trade is driven by high

profit margins and low risk of interception,

and it involves live animals and plants, as well

as their parts or products. There is an exten-

sive legal and illegal trade, both in South

Africa and internationally.



transport crates without food and water 

during transportation delays or when orders

are cancelled. Even when they are discovered,

many of these animals die afterwards because

they are too ill to be saved.

Animals which do survive long enough to

be sold are often subject to cruelty because

caretakers are unprepared or unable to pro-

vide for the needs of animals that are so far

removed from their natural habitats.

Unwanted exotic animals are sometimes

turned loose or abandoned. This introduces

invasive species that, if they survive, will prey

on or compete with native species. Invasive

species are as big a threat to the balance of

nature as the direct overexploitation by

humans or other species.

The importation of animals may pose a

serious disease threat to humans and other

animals. Many new human infectious diseases

originate from animals. Exotic species can be

carriers of dangerous diseases such as rabies,

monkey pox, the herpes B virus and salmo-

nella, which can be transferred to other ani-

mals or pet owners, especially children.Trade

in amphibians with a fungus causing chytrid-

iomycosis has been lethal for certain amphib-

ian populations. Reverse zoonosis, or the

transfer of human disease to animals, can be

a threat as well.

It is one thing to ban or limit trade in a

particular species, but it is quite another to

effectively enforce this - especially in coun-

tries where equipment, training and funds for

enforcement are often lacking. In addition,

there are many countries that still lack strict

national legislation and appropriate penalties

for illegal wildlife trade.Add corrupt enforce-

ment officials to these factors and you have a

perfect recipe for wildlife disaster. Southern

Africa is considered to be one of the "wildlife

trade hotspots".

The most important instrument for the

control of wildlife trade, from a conservation

standpoint, is the Convention on

International Trade in Endangered Species

(CITES), which aims to ensure that interna-

tional trade in specimens of wild animals and

plants does not threaten their survival. The

Convention is implemented through the

national legislation of its 180 parties. It

divides species into three categories. From

2005 to 2009, CITES recorded an annual

average of more than 317 000 live birds, just

over 2 million live reptiles, 2.5 million 

crocodilian skins, 1.5 million lizard skins,

2.1 million snake skins, 1.1 million coral

pieces and nearly 20 000 hunting trophies.

This only accounts for legal trade.

The illegal wildlife trade is not just an envi-

ronmental crisis. It is now a global criminal

industry, ranked alongside drugs, arms and

human trafficking. Unfortunately, however,

CITES regulations are focused on trade and

not on the welfare of the animals. Many of the

animals traded are not CITES species, as

there is a lack of data on the conservation

status of many amphibians and reptiles.

Smuggling is not limited to
wild animals

Transnational animal trade and smuggling

are not limited to wild animals. South Africans

are often willing to breed and sell puppies to

any willing buyer and readily give pets away

"free to a good home". This results in an easy

and constant source of untraceable kittens

and puppies. These animals cross our bor-

ders to whatever fate awaits them in coun-

tries such as Angola, Nigeria, Ghana and the

Congo, to name but a few.

The NSPCA monitors livestock saleyards

throughout South Africa and numerous prob-

lems are regularly addressed, and criminal

charges are regularly laid with the SAPS for

overloading of animals on vehicles.

Identifying and tracing the rightful owners

of animals need more attention from the

SAPS, as many animals are neither identified

nor traceable. Stock theft remains a huge

concern for all, and the NSPCA is represent-

ed on the relevant Stock Theft Forums,

where grazing permit concerns on the

Lesotho border is also discussed. Donkeys

and horses are typically used as drug mules at

these borders. These animals are herded

across mountainous terrain, over extensive

distances and under poor welfare conditions,

to get drugs to and from Lesotho and South

Africa.

The NSPCA is dedicated to ensuring that

the trade in production animals and the

movement of these animals is done in a man-

ner that takes their welfare and health into

account. The NSPCA is opposed to the

export of live animals via sea, since this mode

of transport severely affects the well-being of

animals. Apart from the welfare issue, there

appears to be an underlying cross-border

trade, with animals being sourced from
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An NSPCA inspector conducting an inspection at

the OR Tambo International Airport

Overloading resulting in injuries

Ready for inspection at the OR Tambo International

Airport

Flap-necked chameleons that have died of stress

and dehydration
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Namibia and other neighbouring countries,

trucked into South Africa and then loaded

onto ships destined for countries such as

Mauritius. Since the mid-1990s, the NSPCA

has monitored and opposed the export of

farmed animals by sea, as it is one of the most

cruel methods of transport in existence.

After being in a truck for days, on the road to

the harbour, the animals are loaded onto a

ship bound for owners in the purchasing

country. The loading process, which involves

herding animals off the trucks and onto the

ship, can take up to 24 hours. Once on the

ship, the animals are held below deck and face

a journey of between seven and 12 days,

depending on the weather and sea condi-

tions. Restricted ventilation below deck on

the ship increases stress and results in animal

suffering. In the past, it was found that animals

that were transported via sea became ill and

lethargic, were sometimes sea sick and often

ended up with broken legs.

Tightening and enforcing 
legislation

The NSPCA's ongoing investigations at

South Africa's ports of entry have not only

uncovered a host of serious animal welfare

concerns, but have also exposed a thriving

transnational animal trade that brings our

country's policing of this industry into seri-

ous question. As South Africa's strained law

enforcement becomes a port of preference

for an ever-growing list of animal traders,

transporters, dealers and smugglers, so the

finances available to police it and the political

desire to regulate it seem to be ever declin-

ing.

In a country which is 1 219 090 km2 in

size, with more than 60 land, sea and air ports

of entry and limited NSPCA staff, the NSPCA

initiated a new approach which has had very

positive results. Instead of individual prose-

cuting in an opportunistic and largely random

manner, which was only taking place when an

inspector was physically at a port of entry,

the NSPCA embarked on an initiative to

engage and educate the border enforcement

industry, with very positive results to date.

Combined meetings with South African bor-

der enforcement entities, as well as their

counterparts in our neighbouring countries,

initiated great discussions, increased aware-

ness and fired up passionate individuals.

Some officials at individual points of entry

have amazed the NSPCA with their willing-

ness to embrace the training and to take up

the challenge - not only through increased

vigilance when it comes to animals, but also in

their desire to learn more about the different

requirements, handling techniques and legisla-

tion that involves animals in South Africa.

Some individuals at border posts, such as

Vioolsdrift, and border towns, such as

Kuruman in the Northern Cape, have gone as

far as intercepting illegal animal shipments or

animals in cruel transport conditions and,

with the NSPCA's guidance, have pressed

charges under the Animals Protection Act

and other relevant legislation.

Raising awareness of how animal crime is

conducted in South Africa empowers staff at

ports of entry, not only to help them to be

vigilant for animal welfare concerns and ille-

gal operations, but also to increase their

awareness of the associated crime that takes

place using common animal transport

avenues.

NSPCA border post initiatives have

resulted in increasing calls from the NSPCA

to report suspicious activities involving ani-

mals in transit, as well as enquiries for guid-

ance on making the transportation of animals

more comfortable or for assistance in speed-

ing up the border crossing process for

already travel-weary animals.

The ongoing interaction with the cargo

handling industry at the OR Tambo

International Airport has drastically improved

the crating conditions in which animals are

permitted to travel, and has sparked aware-

ness among industry role-players about ani-

mal trade and how to put the brakes on ille-

gal activities.

* * *
Continued cooperation between the

NSPCA and the South African authorities is

an important factor in addressing the illegal

trade and in the enforcement of South

African legislation to ensure the well-being of

our country, its people and its animals.
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Capt Sonsi from Vioolsdrif SAPS is dedicated to 

stopping the horrific conditions associated with over-

land puppy trafficking

A shocking sight: puppy smuggling

SAPS and SARS officers at land and air ports of

entry checking for smuggled animals after the

NSPCA made presentations on animal crime


