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Pangolins and the Criteria for Listing in
CITES Appendix I
BACKGROUND ON CITES
The Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Flora and Fauna (CITES) seeks
to ensure that international trade in wild animals and plants does not threaten their survival. All
eight species in the pangolin family are currently listed in Appendix II of CITES. This listing provides
a modest level of protection, requiring exporting countries to ensure that any traded pangolin
specimens have been legally obtained and that their export will not be detrimental to the species’
survival. The four Asian pangolin species are additionally subject to a zero commercial export quota
for specimens removed from the wild and traded for primarily commercial purposes, although
illegal international trade in these species remains rampant. As explained below, because all eight
pangolin species clearly meet the definition of an Appendix I species—each is “affected by trade”
and “threatened with extinction”—all eight species should be transferred to Appendix I at the 17th
meeting of the Conference of the Parties to CITES.

THE CRITERIA FOR LISTING ON CITES
APPENDIX I

Pursuant to Article II, paragraph 1, of CITES, “Appendix I shall
include all species threatened with extinction, which are or
may be affected by trade.”

AFFECTED BY TRADE

Pangolins are clearly “affected by trade.” Under Res. Conf.
9.24 (Rev. CoP16), a species “is or may be affected by trade”
if “it is known to be in trade and that trade has or may have a
detrimental impact on the status of the species.”
First, pangolins are undisputedly “in trade.” In the decade
leading up to 2014, an estimated one million pangolins
were taken from the wild for illegal international trade,
making them the “most heavily trafficked wild mammal in
the world.”1 Evidence indicates illegal trade is growing, as
the number of pangolin seizures reported in the media has
more than tripled during the past decade (Table 1; Figure 1).
Indeed, the estimated number of pangolins seized in the past
five years is double that seized during the mid-2000s (Figures
1 and 2).

TABLE 1: SELECTED LARGE SEIZURES OF PANGOLINS AND THEIR PARTS
SINCE 2010
YEAR

LOCATION
OF SEIZURE

COMMODITY

APPROXIMATE
WEIGHT (KG)

2010

Vietnam

Scales

2,000

2010

China

Frozen Pangolins and scales

9,432

2011

Indonesia

Frozen Pangolins and scales

6,690

2011

Indonesia

Frozen Pangolins + Scales

7,500
1,540*
*Seizure also

2012

China

Scales

included several
thousand
kilograms of frozen
pangolins

2012

Indonesia

Frozen Pangolins

5,000

2013

Phillipines

Frozen Pangolins

10,000

2013

Kenya

Scales

534

2014

Camerooon

Scales

1,500

2014

Hong Kong

Scales

3,340*
*Two separate

2015

Uganda

Scales

2,000

2015

Vietnam

Scales

4,000

2015

Indonesia

Frozen Pangolins and scales

5,100

2015

India

Scales

10,000

2015

China

Frozen Pangolins

11,500

seizures

Source: Media Reports

Increasing demand for pangolin parts is driving surging
prices. In Vietnam, the price per kilogram has increased
rapidly since 1990.2 In China, the value of one kilogram of
pangolin scales has increased by 250 percent over the past
five years.3 Similar trends are seen in Africa. For example, the
monetary value for Manis temminckii increased in Zimbabwe
from $5,000 to $7,000 per specimen in just two years.4 And in
Nigeria, the price of pangolins has increased tenfold over the
past five years.5
Second, trade is having “a detrimental impact on the status
of the species.” The International Union for Conservation
of Nature (IUCN) Pangolin Specialist Group identified
poaching for illegal international trade in live animals,
meat, scales, and other body parts destined primarily for
Asia—mainly China and Vietnam—as the main threat to all
pangolin species.6 As populations of two of the Asian species
(M. pentadactyla and M. javanica) have plummeted due to
overexploitation for commercial purposes, wildlife traffickers
have increased take of the two other Asian species.7
Similarly, international trade threatens the African pangolin
species, as the precipitous decline in Asian pangolin
populations has led the Asian market to start sourcing
pangolins from Africa.8 For example, prior to 2013, there
were no recorded shipments of pangolins from Africa to
Asia that exceeded 500 kilograms, but between January and
June of 2015 alone, eight tons of scales and skins were seized
en route from Congo, Kenya, Nigeria, and Uganda to Asia,

with four of the six seizures greater than 500 kg.9 In addition,
exports of wild-source pangolin scales from Uganda (3,198
kg) and Congo (750 kg) to China represented 100 percent of
legal international trade in scales reported in 2014, further
confirming the shift to African species to meet Asian demand.
This trend is expected to continue or increase as all Asian
species decline rapidly.10
Therefore, pangolins are clearly “affected by trade” according
to CITES criteria.

THREATENED WITH EXTINCTION

Pangolins are clearly “threatened with extinction.” Res.
Conf. 9.24, Annex 1, states that a species is “threatened with
extinction” if it meets, or is likely to meet, at least one of
several biological criteria, including exhibiting:
C.	A marked decline in the population size in the wild,
which has been either:
i.	observed as ongoing or as having occurred
in the past (but with a potential to resume); or
ii.	inferred or projected on the basis of any one
of the following:
		 – a decrease in area of habitat;
		 – a decrease in quality of habitat;
		 – levels or patterns of exploitation;
		 – a high vulnerability to either intrinsic
or extrinsic factors; or
		 – a decreasing recruitment.
Each pangolin species meets Criterion C because each is
observed to have suffered or is inferred or projected to suffer
a “marked decline” in population due to “levels or patterns
of exploitation,” decrease in area and quality of habitat, and
a high vulnerability to intrinsic factors (low reproductive
output, low density) and extrinsic factors (habitat loss,
reduction in recruitment due to indiscriminate offtake).11
All eight pangolin species are listed on the IUCN Red List
of Threatened Species, with two Asian species listed as
Critically Endangered (M. pentadactyla and M. javanica),
two Asian species listed as Endangered (M. crassicaudata
and M. culionensis), and the four African species listed as
Vulnerable (M. temminckii, M. gigantea, M. tetradactyla, and
M. tricuspis).12 The best available science indicates that all
eight species are experiencing a decreasing population trend
(Table 2).
As can be seen in Table 2, the Critically Endangered and
Endangered Asian species have in the past or are projected
to decline in the future by at least 50 percent, which is clearly
a “marked decline” as defined in CITES Res. Conf. 9.24 (Rev.
CoP16): “[A] general guideline for a marked recent rate of
decline is a percentage decline of 50% or more in the last
10 years or three generations, whichever is the longer” (the
Resolution does not define the term for future projected rate
of decline). While the maximum projected decline for the
Vulnerable African species is 40 percent in three generations,
they still meet the definition of “marked decline” because
Res. Conf. 9.24 (Rev. CoP16) also states, “However, these

LISTING ALL PANGOLIN SPECIES IN
APPENDIX I WILL IMPROVE ENFORCEMENT
AND CONTROL OF TRADE

figures are presented only as examples, since it is impossible
to give numerical values that are applicable to all taxa
because of differences in their biology.” Considering the low
reproductive output of pangolins, a 40 percent decline is
“marked.”

Pangolin scales are difficult to distinguish to the species
level, particularly when traded in powdered form.29 Listing all
species in Appendix I avoids the enforcement problem that
would arise if species were listed on different appendices—
a problem we already see with a zero-export quota being
applied to the four Asian species, but not the African ones.

Pangolins typically produce only one offspring per year,21
making them highly vulnerable to intrinsic factors.22 Some
species are also highly vulnerable to extrinsic factors,
including potentially unsustainable levels of hunting for
local consumption (food and traditional medicine), which
threaten all African pangolin species.23 Indeed, a recent study
found that the proportion of pangolins hunted as part of the
total vertebrates hunted across sub-Saharan Africa and the
Congo Basin increased ninefold from 2005 to 2014 alone.24
Most pangolin species have also suffered a “decrease in
habitat” due to agricultural expansion and deforestation.25

Listing all eight pangolin species under Appendix I of CITES
would provide stronger protection, barring commercial
trade in all pangolin species and placing “dual control” over
remaining trade by requiring both importing and exporting
countries to issue permits and bolster domestic protections
for these imperiled species.

Additionally, according to IUCN, the “apparently rapid
growth in demand from Asia . . . indicate[s]” that the current
IUCN Vulnerable assessments for African pangolins may
“need to be revised.”26 It also appears that many pangolin
species have been extirpated or much diminished in parts
of their historic range.27 This includes not only Asian species
but also African pangolin species, which have, for example,
been almost completely eliminated from parts of northern
Nigeria.28
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Because the Appendix I criteria require that only one of these
five factors be met, each of these facts alone, when combined
with pangolins’ marked projected decline in the wild, makes
it clear that pangolins are “threatened with extinction.”
In light of the above, pangolins are both “threatened with
extinction” and “affected by trade” pursuant to CITES criteria
and therefore meet the CITES criteria for an Appendix I
listing.
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TABLE 2: IUCN STATUS OF PANGOLIN SPECIES

Manis javanica

Critically Endangered. Suspected declines of <80% over the
last 21 years (generation length estimated at 7 years), and
projected continuing declines of >80% over the next 21 years.13

Manis
pentadactyla

Critically Endangered. Predicted continuing declines of <90%
over the next 21 years (three generations).14

Manis
culionensis

Endangered. Suspected populations declines of >50% over
a period of 21 years (three generations; generation length
estimated at 7 years).15

Manis
crassicaudata

Endangered. Suspected population declines of at least 50% in
the next 21 years (generation length estimated at 7 years).16

Manis
gigantea

Vulnerable. Will continue to decline by at least 40% over a
27-year period (9 years past, 18 years future).17

Manis
temminckii

Vulnerable. Inferred past/ongoing and projected future
population reduction of 30–40% over a 27-year period (9 years
past, 18 years future; generation length estimated at 9 years).18

Manis
tricuspis

Vulnerable. Will continue to decline by at least 40% over
a 21-year period (7 years past, 14 years future).19

Manis
tetradactyla

Vulnerable. Projected to undergo a population decline of at
least 30–40% over a 21-year period (7 years past, 14 years
future; generation length estimated at 7 years).20
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FIGURE 2: THE ESTIMATED NUMBER OF PANGOLINS SEIZED
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