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The Puppy Files 
 

An investigation into the illegal trade of puppies  
from Eastern Europe to the Netherlands and beyond 

 
Summary 
  
 The illegal trade of dogs from Eastern Europe to the Netherlands has frequently been 
in the media over the last few years. The illegal dog trade regularly shows multiple offences 
including offences on transport, animal welfare and health, registration and payment of taxes. 
The substantial demand for puppies in The Netherlands is supplied by Eastern European 
countries. In Hungary, Slovakia, Poland and other Eastern European countries puppies are 
bred in extremely poor welfare conditions in so-called “puppy mills”, after which they are 
illegally transported to the Netherlands. European guidelines for transportation are violated. 

The illegal trade in dogs is entwined with the legal trade, which makes it possible for 
large international networks to emerge. The Internet is playing an important role as an 
anonymous trade medium. 

Of all the traded puppies in the Netherlands two thirds disappear from the official and 
mandated government registration. From the registered animals we know that that 95% of the 
imported dogs originate from Eastern Europe. 

Low priority, lack of transparency and the absence of European legislation for the 
welfare of companion animals result in inefficient structural controls and enforcement. In 
theory punishment measures are high enough, but rarely implemented in practice. Because of 
this the deterring function is close to nil.  
 As long as there is a demand for cheap (pedigree) dogs the illegal trader will answer 
this demand; consumer awareness is a necessity to ban the illegal trade in dogs. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 

 Dimension. In The Netherlands 120.000 puppies (from the estimated 180.000)  
disappear from the official and mandated government registration every year. It is 
unclear which part of these puppies come from private homes and which part 
come from illegal commercial breeders and traders. Because of the relatively large 
amount of puppies, being two thirds of the population, the chances are very high 
that a large amount of the 120.000 puppies originate from illegal commercial 
breeding. 

 Eastern European Import. On a large scale puppies are being imported from 
Eastern European countries like Hungary, Slovakia and Poland. EU transport and 
Traces guidelines are violated. Puppies are trafficked when they are still weaning, 
without or incorrect vaccinations, dog-passports and transport papers, in bad 
circumstances, with little regard for their wellbeing and in unsanitary conditions. 
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 Interdependence. The illegal trade is entwined with the legal trade in puppies, 
which makes it possible for large international networks to emerge, which are not 
purely legal or illegal. The Netherlands play an important part as ‘broker’ towards 
local and Western-European markets, through many dog trading agencies.  

 Legislation. The European Union has no trade borders. Discrepancy in legislation 
for the welfare of companion animals between European member states is creating 
a niche in which illegal trade can flourish. The non-existence of legislation for the 
welfare of companion animals in Eastern European creates a situation in which 
countries in this part of Europe play an important role in the illegal trade in 
puppies for the whole of Europe. Much of this trade is to and via The Netherlands.  

 Enforcement. Structural controls and law enforcement on the inner borders of the 
EU belong to the past. Low priority is resulting in inefficient manpower and 
equipments to fight back the illegal trade in dogs. 

 Punishment measure. The measure of punishment for illegal puppy trafficking is 
severe enough on paper, but is in reality rarely laid down in court. Therefore the 
deterring function of the punishment is close to nil.  

 Consumer. Impulsive buying of puppies on the internet is what keeps this illegal 
trade going. The demand for cheap (pedigree) dogs, which can be obtained in a 
simple manner and on short notice, is keenly answered by illegal breeders and 
traders 

 
Policy recommendations 
 

 Identification and registration. Partially due to the given exemption by the 
responsible minister on the first, second and third paragraph of the Dutch ‘Dog and 
Cat directive’ in 2004, there is no transparency in dog trade and breeding. To 
achieve a better overview on nature, dimensions and illegal trading networks, a 
fast implementation of a mandated identification and registration system for all 
dogs is necessary.  

 Synthesising legislation in the EU. A level playing field in the EU concerning 
legislation for health and welfare of companion animals, combined with an 
entrenched Traces-system for trafficking of animals, will offer opportunities to 
give transparency in and a hold on the illegal puppy trade. It is a necessity to put 
the welfare of companion animals on the European political agenda. 

 Animal police. In the Netherlands there are several governmental bodies, as well as 
several non-governmental organisations responsible for the enforcement of 
companion animal health and welfare legislation. They are not cooperating 
together in an optimal manner and the subject is known to have a low priority 
resulting in a lack of enforcement capacity. Founding an institution which has the 
main purpose of enforcement and controlling animal health and welfare legislation 
such as ‘animal cops’, should be further investigated. 

 Information and education. Consumers maintain the illegal trade in dogs. Through 
information and education of consumers the illegal trade should be fought back. 

 
 
 


