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Internet Trade
What’s the problem? Isn’t the Internet just another mechanism for trade?

The Internet is a rapidly expanding global marketplace. Its anonymity and
unregulated nature provide almost limitless opportunities for criminal activities
to thrive undetected - we see this with regard to child pornography and the drug
trade. The scope of the illegal trade in wildlife – on a par with the illegal 
drug trade and arms trafficking – is increasingly occurring over the Internet. 
It will continue to do so unless action is taken to address this issue. 

Is there any evidence of the scale of the illegal trade in wildlife on the Internet?
The very nature of the Internet is anonymous and for the most part untraceable. Nevertheless, 
a number of investigative reports (IFAW, DoW, WCS, USFWS, HSUS) have uncovered startling 
levels of illegal trade via the Internet. IFAW’s 2005 report, Caught in the Web: Wildlife trade on the
Internet, revealed the results of an intensive investigation into the online trade. In the course of just
one week, IFAW was astonished to find more than 9,000 wild animals and animal products for sale
in the UK alone. This figure was all the more alarming because the survey was conducted on only
English language sites and restricted to trade in only five categories of endangered animals: live 
primates, elephant products, turtle and tortoiseshell products, other reptile products and wild cat
products. Many similar IFAW studies have uncovered the same alarming results. IFAW's 2007 follow-
up investigation, “Bidding for Extinction” indicates that most of the illegal trade (90 percent of 
eBay listings in this survey) goes un-policed. 

Meanwhile, many governments and enforcement agencies have also looked into the matter and agree
that there is a horrendous amount of illegal trade on the Internet. It is impossible to quantify the exact
scale of illegal trade, but in assessing the scale of legal trade and accepting the “snapshot” results from
the above mentioned investigations, it is clear that illegal trade is huge – and growing – in scale. 

How is it possible to tackle the problem given the cross-boundary reach of the Internet?
Nations are already tackling issues of international trade domestically: International packages require
customs declarations; international passengers are systematically required to “declare” goods and
cash; importation of potentially harmful substances (agriculture, seeds, live animals) is frequently
strictly regulated, et al. 

Another way is to shift the burden of proof to the owner of an animal or wildlife product who
should be obliged to prove its legality (via an international system of certification, already in place).
One example: eBay™ in Germany requires that every piece of ivory offered for sale show proof 
of legality. This action has already reduced the numbers of ivory on offer by 98%! But eBay™
Germany is a lone example, as most other online marketplaces (including eBay sites in other
countries) are all too complacent. Online marketplaces all over the world need to be more proactive
in policing their own sites for illegal products, lest they become accomplices in wildlife crime. 
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Internet Trade continued

How am I supposed to know if something I’m selling is illegal or not? I’m just an average user. 
The sale of banned substances comes with strict fines and in some cases, jail time. That is why IFAW
is working on raising public awareness to educate online traders/consumers, in order to reduce the
number of these “technical offences,” and to help to identify the true criminals. When in doubt,
don’t buy or sell wildlife products. 

Enforcement agencies do not have the resources to tackle this issue. Why should we make 
this a priority?
They should find the resources. Wildlife crime hurts society today and risks the livelihoods of 
future generations. Having made the commitment to comply with international law, countries have
assumed the responsibility for its adequate enforcement.

But more importantly, because of the enormous monetary stakes involved, we are seeing international criminal 
syndicates getting in on the action. The participation of these types of organizations along with the incentive to kill
and collect more wildlife is now endangering the lives of people charged with protecting them: Each year, about 
one hundred park rangers are killed in the line of duty protecting wildlife from poaching gangs, and the numbers 
are increasing. 
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