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Cover photo: Dead pangolins being 
displayed at a Bushmeat market in Kumasi, 
Ghana. Credit: World Animal Protection / 
One Touch Connections 
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Photo: Grey parrots caged for the pet trade. Although commercial trade of wild-caught grey parrots was banned in 2017, 
illegal trafficking continues, causing serious impacts on their welfare. Credit: World Animal Protection 
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Executive summary 

Photo: European mink grown on a fur farm in Lithuania. Unrestricted feeding during 
the growth season can lead to diarrhoea and injuries, while breeding females may 
be later subjected to 2-3 months of restricted feeding before mating. Credit: 
Algimantas Barzdzius / Shutterstock 

The global commercial wildlife trade – both legal and illegal – is a 
huge and growing industry, inflicting severe and widespread 
suffering on billions of wild animals each year. Among the scientific 
community, there is increasing recognition of animal sentience 
across diverse species. Sentience is the capacity to experience 
positive and negative feelings, such as joy, pain or fear. Supporting 
this view, the Declaration of Consciousness1, updated in 2024 in 
New York, has extended recognition of possible conscious 
experience from mammals and birds to all vertebrates and many 
invertebrates (from octopuses, to lobsters and insects).  

Despite this, welfare concerns are often overlooked in trade 
practices. Research reveals consistent harm across all stages of 
both the legal and illegal wildlife trade – from wild capture or 
captive breeding, to transportation, holding, captivity and slaughter. 
This report examines the wide-ranging welfare impacts on 13 
animal groups traded for pets, food, fashion, traditional medicine 
and entertainment. 

While these case studies represent just a snapshot of the current 
situation, they exemplify the typical welfare challenges and potential 
negative outcomes that are present throughout the trade. Conditions 
that fail to protect the welfare of animals can be endured for 
minutes, days, or even lifetimes, including poor nutrition, hostile 
environments, poor health, and behavioural restrictions. These can 
result in acute and chronic pain, distress, fear, exhaustion and 
sickness, affecting millions of individual animals.  

For example, in the pet trade, ball pythons, zebrafish and African 
grey parrots can endure distress and injury during breeding, capture 
and transportation. In traditional medicine, sharks and pangolins 
often suffer from slow and painful deaths, while Asian bears can 
endure considerable pain during bile collection. Many of these 
species are traded for multiple purposes in addition to medicine – 
for example, shark fins for soup, and pangolins for their meat – 
highlighting the overlapping pressures they face. Crickets and frogs 
farmed or wild-caught for food are kept in crowded conditions, 
which can spread disease, and are often subjected to inhumane 
slaughter methods, causing unnecessary suffering. In the fashion 
industry, crocodilians farmed for their skins can experience distress 
due to restricted movement and may experience excruciating pain 
during slaughter, while mink typically spend years in barren cages 
subjected to cruel treatment. For lions, elephants and dolphins used 
in entertainment and tourism, captivity deprives them of the close 
family bonds and social structures they depend on for their welfare.  

This research shows that the recognition of animals as sentient 
beings is not reflected in how animals are treated in trade. In the 
short term, welfare-focused reforms can reduce suffering. 
However, in the long term, we need a systemic shift away from 

the consumptive use of wild animals towards wildlife-friendly 
approaches that recognise animals as sentient beings with  
intrinsic value.  

Stronger policies with effective enforcement, responsible business 
practices, and a change in consumer choices are urgently needed, 
to end the large-scale global exploitation of wild animals and to 
protect their welfare. The identification and uptake of wildlife-friendly 
alternatives will be crucial. For example, in wildlife tourism, 
responsible alternatives prioritise animal welfare by avoiding direct 
contact or performances. While in traditional medicine, there are 
already more than 50 herbal and synthetic alternatives to bear bile.  

These changes will directly benefit the animals impacted by the 
trade, while also delivering broader positive impacts beyond 
animal welfare. Wildlife trade is a key driver of the biodiversity 
crisis – fuelling population declines and extinctions. It also poses 
significant risks to human health by facilitating the emergence and 
spread of zoonotic diseases. Therefore, implementing these 
changes will also enhance biodiversity and conservation, support 
public health, and stabilise the economies of local communities – 
all of which are currently harmed by the global commercial 
wildlife trade.  

As an initial immediate step, formally recognising animal sentience 
in international policy fora, agreements, and legal instruments that 
influence wildlife trade – such as the Convention on International 
Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) 
and the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) – could help 
strengthen trade regulations, inform assessments of welfare risks, 
and set a precedent for stronger legal protections. Recognising 
sentience means acknowledging that wild animals have their own 
experiences, needs and interest, and that we have both a moral 
and legal obligation to consider these in our interactions with 
them. While recognition is not a solution on its own, it provides a 
crucial foundation for policies and practices that can reduce 
suffering and better protect wildlife. 
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The scale of the trade 

Wild animals are traded across multiple industries, including for 
the pet trade, food, fashion, traditional medicine, entertainment 
and tourism. The global commercial trade is a far-reaching and 
profit-driven enterprise, exploiting billions of wild animals every 
year for financial gain.  

Monitoring deficits and the lack of databases for or non-CITES 
(Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of 
Wild Fauna and Flora)-listed species means that the exact 
numbers of animals traded worldwide is unknown. But recent 
estimates suggest there are more than 7,600 terrestrial vertebrate 
species and several thousand terrestrial invertebrate species 
legally traded2 3. Between 2005 and 2014, nearly 54 million 
CITES listed individual wild vertebrates and 36.5 million 
invertebrates were reportedly exported worldwide4 5. The actual 
number will be much higher as many more non-CITES-listed 
species are also traded in high numbers. For example, around 
75% of 2,000 traded reptile species are not CITES-listed6.  

This research comes as the commercial wildlife trade continues to 
grow, driven by the rising global demand for wild animals in 
many categories of their use. This is further enabled by the 
increasing influence of social media and online platforms that 
facilitate wildlife sales7 8. 

The global commercial wildlife trade is vast and growing, resulting 
in the physical and mental suffering of billions of animals. Despite 
increasing awareness of animal sentience across different 
taxonomic groups – from invertebrates like cephalopods 
(octopus, cuttlefish and squid) and decapod crustaceans (crab, 
shrimp and lobster), to all vertebrates, including mammals, birds, 
reptiles, amphibians and fish – there has been little research into 
the negative impacts of trade on animal welfare. 

This report begins to address this gap in research by outlining the 
findings from two recent World Animal Protection commissioned 
research publications, which explore the negative experiences of 
individual animals in the commercial wildlife trade. These reports 
evaluate the welfare impacts of 13 animal species and groups 
traded globally for different purposes; ball pythons, zebrafish and 
African grey parrots (pet trade), sharks, pangolins and Asian bears 
(traditional medicine), crickets and frogs (food), crocodilians and 
mink (fashion), lions, elephants and dolphins (tourism).  

The case studies were chosen to provide a broad overview of the 
welfare issues and experiences of animals traded for different 
purposes, and across different geographic regions. They were 
also selected based on the authors’ expertise. 

 

1. Introduction 

Photo: Piles of shark fins. Despite international regulations under CITES, tens to hundreds of millions of sharks and rays continue to be killed each year to supply domestic and 
illegal markets. Credit: Paul Hilton / Earth Tree Images / HIDDEN / We Animals 
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A new approach is needed 

Mounting scientific evidence shows that animals are sentient – 
they can feel pain, pleasure, fear, and comfort. These experiences 
form the basis of an animal’s welfare state and therefore must be 
considered in any activity that affects them. 

At present, international agreements governing wildlife trade focus 
primarily on population numbers and extinction risk, overlooking 
the lived experiences of individual animals caught up in trade. Yet 
welfare impacts occur along the trade chain, from wild capture or 
captive breeding, to transportation, holding, captivity and 
slaughter.  

A fundamentally new approach is therefore required – one that 
moves beyond a narrow focus on species numbers and 
population-level impacts – to consider the lived experiences of 
individual animals.  

Recognising that animals can feel both joy and suffering means 
acknowledging that their experiences matter. Whether it is the 
intense pain endured by bears during bile extraction, the crushing 
confinement of crocodiles farmed for fashion, or the profound 
grief experienced by elephants isolated from their herds, such 
suffering is never morally neutral – it is harm that demands moral 
justification. 

Once we acknowledge that animals involved in the wildlife trade 
are sentient, the standard of what is acceptable changes and this 
can drive important improvements in animal welfare policy and 
practice. Animals can no longer be treated as commodities but as 
living beings whose welfare must be protected.  

Recognising sentience has real-world implications: it allows 
regulators to assess not only the risk of extinction, but also the risk 
of suffering; it requires businesses to consider welfare across 
supply chains; and it helps the public see wildlife not as resources, 
but as individual beings capable of suffering. Research shows that 
when people understand that animals can suffer, their support for 
stronger protections rises sharply – a reminder that awareness is a 
critical first step toward meaningful policy change9 10 11. 

 

Assessing animal welfare impact 

The commercial wildlife trade profoundly affects animals in different 
ways, with the extent and duration of suffering varying widely 
depending on several factors. For example, their biology, the trade 
purpose, the legal or regulatory status of their trade, and how long 
they are kept or remain alive12. Largely unprotected by animal 
welfare legislation, billions of animals endure poor welfare, 
including extreme hunger and thirst, chronic stress, pain or fear. 

To assess the welfare impacts in each case study, researchers 
reviewed the trade process from initial capture or breeding to 
eventual use or consumption, considering each stage from the 
animal’s perspective. This approach allowed identification of key 
welfare concerns at different points in the trade chain. 

For each of the 13 case studies presented in this report, 
researchers assessed:  

1. The welfare compromise experienced by the animals,  

2. The duration of each phase of the trade, and  

3. The estimated number of animals traded. 

Researchers used the Five Domains Model13 to assess animal 
welfare impacts. The Five Domains Model of animal welfare 
assesses the animals’ mental experience (Domain 5) in accordance 
with their internal states and external influences across four physical 
domains (Nutrition, Environment, Health, and Behaviour). The Five 
Domains Model recognises that the emotional experience of an 
animal is the meaningful assessment of welfare, the severity of which 
is influenced by the physical conditions to which an animal  
is subjected.  
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2. Case studies: stories from the wildlife trade 
[Warning: these case studies contain graphic descriptions of animal suffering that some 
readers may find upsetting] 

Welfare issues are widespread throughout every stage of the wildlife trade, from wild capture or captive breeding, to transportation, 
holding, captivity, harvesting and slaughter. Despite differences in species and use, our case studies show that animals experience harms that 
span all Five Domains. 

 

Photo: A dolphin at a venue in Australia. Captive dolphins spend their lives in tiny concrete tanks, drastically limiting their ability to swim or dive compared with the wild. 
Credit: World Animal Protection / Carol Slater 
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For those taken from the wild, hunters typically dig pythons out of 
their burrows, which is likely stressful for the snakes and can cause 
physical injuries and mortality17 20. Captured individuals are often 
restrained live in sacks with other snakes21, before being transferred 
to holding facilities, which are typically unhygienic, crowded and 
hot, and lack veterinary care and disease protocols21.  

When ranched, some hatched juveniles and females who have laid 
eggs, are released back into the wild22. However, little attention is 
paid to where they originated from or whether the release site has a 
suitable habitat, leading to mortality and genetic pollution (the 
uncontrolled flow of genes into a wild population)16 21 23. 

The snakes for export are typically transported in bags in close 
confinement with other snakes or other animals on journeys lasting 
from hours to weeks23. International transport is associated with hot, 
crowded conditions and high mortality rates – as high as 33% for 
reptiles in general24. Ball pythons kept as pets – often in barren and 
inappropriate environments – may be subject to human interactions 
that negatively impact their welfare25, with many people mistaking 
signs of stress and poor welfare as ‘normal’26 27 28. 

The pet trade 

Ball pythons captured and  
ranched for the pet trade 

Ball pythons (Python regius) are one of the most highly traded 
reptiles in the world – around 100,000 live ball pythons are legally 
exported from West Africa every year for the pet trade14 15. Over 
90% of exported pythons are declared as “ranched” – where 
eggs, juveniles or pregnant females are collected from the wild to 
be reared in captivity and a portion of these released back into the 
wild – the remaining are captive-bred or wild-caught. 

In the wild, ball pythons live in burrows, are primarily nocturnal and 
spend much of their time thermoregulating (maintaining a stable 
temperature), hunting small mammals, avoiding predators, and 
moving widely within their home ranges (from 20m to more than 
1km2)16 17 to find mates and suitable shelter18. Recent research on 
younger animals also reveals they can be highly social, spending 
time in large groups19. Typical pet or trade environments cannot 
meet these natural behaviours, particularly their need to move 
widely and cluster in large groups. 

 

Photo credit: George Munga 

Photo: Python hunters in Ghana, West Africa. Captured snakes are often packed in sacks and kept in overcrowded, hot, and unhygienic facilities with no veterinary care. 
Exported snakes may be transported in crowded bags for hours to weeks, with mortality rates up to 33%. Credit: World Animal Protection / Aaron Gekoski 
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regrouping and unpredictable events, sounds, temperatures and 
movements34 35. Zebrafish are typically transported in plastic bags 
with no filtration, sometimes for extended periods, which 
can cause prolonged increases in stress that may lead to 
increased rates of sickness and death36. 

In the wild, zebrafish live in shallow, slow-moving streams and 
flooded rice fields in South Asia36, where they form stable social 
shoals37 and spawn during monsoon season. Lacking this 
environmental complexity impairs cognitive development, with 
larvae reared in barren tanks showing reduced learning and 
lower activity38. 

Zebrafish in captivity are subject to a range of diseases, many of 
which cause pain and suffering39 40. While precise mortality rates in 
trade are unknown, high mortality rates may be due to a keeper’s 
lack of awareness and failure to seek veterinary care38 41. 

The pet trade 

Zebrafish captive-bred  
for the pet trade 

Although the scale of the trade in pet zebrafish (Danio rerio) is 
unknown, more than five million are thought to be bred for 
research each year29. They are typically bred in crowded, barren 
tanks with no enrichment, resulting in signs of boredom and 
stereotypical behaviours30 31. Zebrafish can also suffer from 
increased stress, morbidity and mortality, and decreased social 
behaviours (eg. shoaling and following)– when exposed to poor 
water quality and water changes32 33. Animals kept as pets may 
be repeatedly exposed to conditions resulting in negative welfare 
outcomes for days, months, or even years.  

Transportation, for example from nursery and breeding sites to 
traders and consumers, exposes animals to many potentially 
stressful experiences like handling, unloading, confinement, 

Photo: Zebrafish swimming in a crowded tank. The scale of the pet trade is unknown, but they are typically bred in crowded, barren tanks with no enrichment. Growing up 
without environmental complexity has been shown to impair cognitive development, with larvae exhibiting reduced learning. Credit: WUMANG / Shutterstock 
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extensive distress and suffering to the birds as a result of 
compromises to their physical health and nutrition, confined and 
injurious environments, and behavioural restrictions.  

Mortality rates caused by trapping are difficult to quantify due to 
the different methods used, however estimates can range from 30-
66%50 51 52 53. Additional deaths can occur immediately after 
trapping, with one study reporting 9-14% mortality among parrots 
transported between the forest to the trappers’ homes46. These 
deaths are often down to hunters taking chicks who are too 
young to survive on their own. However, the physical trauma of 
the capture, overcrowding, physiological stress, lack of food, 
water, and veterinary care also play a role46. 

Social media listings of African grey parrots also suggest basic 
animal welfare standards are frequently breached during 
transportation and in holding facilities, where they may be kept in 
overly crowded conditions with no perches and infrequent or no 
food and/or water48. 

The pet trade 

African grey parrots captured  
for the pet trade 

African grey parrots (Psittacus erithacus) are traded for food, 
medicine and – most predominantly – the international pet trade42 
43. They are the most traded of all CITES-listed birds, with more 
than 1.3 million wild-caught grey parrots exported from 18 range 
states from 1975 to 201644 45. Despite being listed in Appendix I 
of CITES in 2017, which prevents wild-caught grey parrots from 
being traded commercially, illegal trafficking continues, resulting in 
considerable welfare implications46. 

In the wild, African grey parrots live in dense tropical forests and 
forest edges, where they routinely fly 10-20km each day between 
roosting and feeding sites to forage46. They form lifelong 
monogamous pair bonds47, and participate in large, highly 
communicative flocks with complex vocal learning48. 

Methods of trapping wild parrots range from taking chicks from 
nests in tree cavities to mass trapping using nets – where birds are 
chased into fishing nets – or glue traps, which trap birds’ wings as 
they land to roost or feed49. These trapping methods cause 

Photo: A pet African grey parrot in Scotland, United Kingdom. Mortality during the illegal trade is high – studies report 9-14% die between capture and transport. In captivity, 
many grey parrots engage in feather-plucking, a behavioural response linked to chronic stress. Credit: World Animal Protection / Jeremy Sutton-Hibbert 



  
11 The hidden cruelty behind the global wildlife trade      

 

 
  

Photo: A lure parrot kept by poachers. In the Democratic Republic of Congo, poachers may trap parrots using a gum made from tree sap. A ‘lure’ parrot is placed in a tree to 
attract wild flocks, which then get their feathers stuck by the gum and are unable to fly. Credit: World Animal Protection 
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juvenile tiger sharks, released after being caught on a longline, 
exhibited changes in behaviour indicative of stress and avoided 
returning to the site of capture 60. Once captured, sharks are 
hauled on board – sometimes by stabbing with a long pole or 
hook – to have their fins cut off without pain relief61 62. During this 
process, which can last minutes, sharks are typically conscious 
and can experience considerable pain and distress63 61 64 65. 

De-finned sharks may then be thrown back into the sea alive, 
unable to swim because their fins have been removed, which 
leads to a slow and painful death through bleeding, asphyxiation, 
or becoming prey to other fish64 65 66. Sharks must swim 
continuously to ventilate their gills and maintain buoyancy, so de-
finning directly prevents these essential physiological functions, 
making survival impossible67.  

 

Traditional medicine 

Sharks wild-caught for  
the shark fin trade 

In the wild, many shark species are wide-ranging apex predators 
that travel hundreds of kilometres across ocean habitats1, playing 
a key role in maintaining healthy marine ecosystems by keeping 
prey populations under control55.  

International trade of almost all shark species traded for their fins 
has been regulated under CITES since 201944. However, 
conservative estimates suggest that due to domestic and illegal 
trade, around 63 to 273 million sharks and rays are killed each 
year56. 

Most sharks are caught using longlines57 (a line of baited hooks), 
which can cause stress and tissue damage58 59. For example, 

Photo: In Indonesia, a Bull shark has had its fins removed for the shark fin trade. Sharks are caught and finned while alive, often hauled on board using poles and hooks. Many 
are thrown back into the sea, unable to swim, and die slowly from bleeding, asphyxiation, or becoming prey for other fish. Credit: Ethan Daniels / Shutterstock 
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hand or spear78 79 80 81. Individuals may sometimes be hunted for 
days and may experience distress, fear and pain throughout82.  

Once caught, the pangolins are usually tightly tied in individual 
netting sacks before being killed or traded alive79. There are also 
reports of pangolins being force-fed with cement and plaster to 
increase their body weight, and therefore their value76. They are 
typically killed by blunt force or a cut on the head and boiled for 
scale removal. However, as these methods are unreliable, some 
animals may be alive when put in boiling water, causing 
excruciating pain76. 

For pangolins traded alive, transportation methods can cause 
prolonged suffering. Confiscated pangolins are often found tied 
tightly in their defensive balled position in net sacks, stacked upon 
each other. This denies them access to water and food, as well as 
the chance to move or even uncurl. Proximity to other animals can 
cause stress, and potentially pain if the animals are crushed or 
suffocated, while poor hygiene can cause infectious diseases and 
parasites. Those injured during hunting often get infections, 
resulting in the loss of limbs or fatal blood poisoning83.  

 

Traditional medicine 

Pangolins trapped and killed  
for traditional medicine 

Pangolins are often cited as the most heavily trafficked CITES-
regulated mammal68 69 70 71. Their scales are used in traditional 
medicine and have a high financial value72, while pangolin meat 
is considered a delicacy in some countries73 74, and is believed 
by some to have healing properties75 76. In 2019, around 
195,000 pangolins were known to be trafficked, although as this 
is based on a portion of the illegal trade that is intercepted, it is 
likely an underestimate75.  

In the wild, pangolins are solitary, nocturnal foragers. They stretch 
out to dig and feed, and curl into a tight ball when threatened. 
Pangolins sleep in burrows, or hollow trees, and may travel several 
kilometres each night while foraging for ants and termites77.  

Capture methods for the trade include opportunistic hunting, 
tracking with dogs, digging, felling or burning trees, smoking out 
dens and setting traps. Escaping pangolins may be caught by 

Photo: A bowl of pangolin scales – trafficked largely for traditional medicine in countries like China and Vietnam. These scales are deeply valued, despite consisting of keratin 
and having no scientifically proven medicinal effects. Credit: World Animal Protection 
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Photo: Hunters in India removing the scales of a pangolin. Pangolins are typically killed by blunt trauma or cutting to the head. Their scales are then 
removed by boiling, with some individuals reported to still be alive when boiling begins, causing extreme suffering. Credit: World Animal Protection 
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Bears in captivity typically spend five to ten years – and 
sometimes up to 20 years – on farms in cages sometimes as small 
as 5m2 that severely restrict their behaviour89 90. To collect bile, 
tubes are surgically placed into the bear’s abdomen and 
gallbladder, from which bile is syringed out up to six times a 
day91. Both the fitting of equipment and the collection can cause 
the bears pain, and the open wounds are susceptible to 
infection86 92 91. 

Farmed bears are typically kept dehydrated to aid bile 
collection92 90, and may be starved for two to three days before93. 
Farm workers often mutilate the bears – by breaking teeth or 
pulling out claws – to reduce the risk of injury to themselves90. 
Poor husbandry practices on farms also means diseases and 
deaths are common88 94.  

Once bears are no longer productive, they can be left to starve or 
are killed for their paws or gallbladders90. Rescued bears often 
have chronic health issues and injuries, such as abscesses,  
missing limbs and septicaemia95 88, and show signs of severe 
mental compromise, including chronic repetitive and  
self-injurious behaviours96.  

 

Traditional medicine 

Asian bears farmed  
for their bile 

There are currently an estimated 17,000 Asiatic black bears 
(Ursus thibetanus), Malayan sun bears (Helarctos malayanus) and 
Eurasian brown bears (Ursus arctos) farmed for their bile across 
Southeast Asia and China84 85. Bear farms are associated with 
numerous welfare concerns, including malnourishment, unhygienic 
conditions, stress-induced behaviours, infected wounds and 
inhumane treatment86 87 88 89. 

In the wild, these bear species are often solitary animals that 
spend much of their time roaming large home ranges (up to 
several hundred square kilometres) to forage for seasonally 
changing fruit, nuts, insects and small mammals90 91. They climb 
trees, dig for roots and invertebrates, build dens for resting and 
hibernation (Eurasian brown bears), exchange in complex social 
interactions during mating, and form strong mother-cub bonds that 
last for years92.  

Photo: Asian black bear at a bile farm in Vietnam. Bile is extracted by inserting a tube into the abdomen and gallbladder, sometimes multiple times a day. The restraints and 
repeated procedures cause severe physical and psychological suffering, and the resulting wounds are highly prone to infection. Credit: World Animal Protection 
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Photo: Asian black bear in a cage in Vietnam. On bile farms, bears may 
spend 5-20 years confined in cages as small as 5m2, causing chronic 
stress, muscle wasting, and severe behavioural frustration. Credit: World 
Animal Protection / One Touch Connections 
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Growing research suggests crickets may also be sentient beings, 
capable of feeling pain and stress, as well as exhibiting cognitive 
abilities such as decision-making, learning, recognition and long-
term memory106 107. 

Mistakes made while developing large-scale cricket farms have 
resulted in millions of cricket deaths108 109. For example, crickets 
reared on waste suffer high premature mortality rates109, where 
overcrowding helps to spread disease, compromises the 
environment and restricts their behaviour110. The lack of veterinary 
knowledge of insects impacts both their ability to survive, and their 
welfare111.  

The lack of knowledge regarding best practices for slaughter is 
also concerning112, especially as some of the methods used, 
including boiling alive, are known to cause pain and suffering in 
other invertebrates, such as crustaceans113. 

Food 

Crickets killed for food  
and feed 

Globally, insect farms are growing in size and number, driven by 
the demand for a range of commercial products, including cereal 
bars, flour, snacks and livestock feed97. In 2020, 370 – 430 
billion crickets (Gryllidae) were estimated to be sold or killed 
every year for the trade98.  

Despite the numbers, there is little understanding of the welfare 
implications of this trade on the animals involved99 100 101. In the 
wild, field and house crickets are omnivorous foragers that 
explore varied environments, communicate acoustically102, 
establish hierarchies103 and use temperature, light and humidity to 
regulate their development104 and behaviour101 105.  

Photo: Crickets at a farm in Indonesia. They are sold to several Javanese regions as animal feed or fried as snacks, a trend that has grown in popularity among tourists. Limited 
knowledge of humane slaughter is a concern, as methods used – such as boiling alive – are known to cause suffering in other invertebrates. Credit: Resha Juhari / We Animals 
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vegetation or burrows for shelter and rest. Many species also 
engage in complex acoustic communication119 and seasonal 
breeding driven by rainfall and temperature.  

Wild-caught frogs are typically processed within hours or days of 
capture, although live transport also occurs115 120. Hunters usually 
use a three-headed spear or a net to capture wild frogs. Those 
caught with a spear can suffer a painful and often slow death121. 
Those captured with a net are kept alive in overcrowded bags, 
buckets or cages, with limited space, air and water – risking 
disease, suffocation and crushing115 122. 

Live frogs are transported in overcrowded conditions where they 
cannot engage in normal behaviours, such as feeding, moving or 
resting. Many frogs are dead on arrival at processing plants and 
cannot be exported. During processing, live frogs typically have 
their legs removed while conscious, either by cutting with scissors 
or a knife, or dismemberment by hand – all without pain relief118. 

 

Food 

Frogs wild-caught for the  
frogs’ leg meat trade 

The commercial trade in frogs’ legs is estimated to involve 81-200 
million frogs (Anura) annually114. While most frogs are wild-
caught115, large-scale commercial farming for the trade is also 
increasing116 117. Frogs’ legs are consumed globally, but demand 
is greatest in Western Europe117. The EU alone imported 40,700 
tonnes of mainly wild but also farmed frogs’ legs between 2011 
and 2020118. 

In the wild, most commonly traded species (eg. Fejervarya, 
Hoplobatrachus, Lithobates) are highly active, nocturnal 
predators that depend on clean, fresh water to forage, 
thermoregulate and maintain skin moisture118. They rely on 
jumping and swimming to escape when threatened, and require 

Photo: Frogs at a farm in Indonesia. Many are sent to local Chinese restaurants. During processing, frogs´ legs may be removed while they are still conscious, either by cutting 
or by manual dismemberment. Credit: Chaikom / Shutterstock 
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Photo: Bullfrogs at a farm in Indonesia. One of the most widely farmed frog species in Indonesia and globally, they are raised in small concrete enclosures 
that contrast sharply with their natural habitats of lakes, ponds, swamps, rivers, or bushy vegetation. Credit: Seb Alex / We Animals 
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years of age, with limited space and access to water. Because 
they are predominantly farmed for their skin and to avoid 
imperfections on their belly, they are kept in individual pens for the 
final stage of production. This severely restricts their movement 
and ability to perform normal and motivated behaviours130. 

Captivity-related stressors – such as the thwarting of innate drives 
(eg. hunting, territorial patrolling, nesting or mating behaviours), 
overcrowding, social disruption, handling and restraint, noise, 
poor hygiene and poor diet – can lead to physiological and 
behavioural compromises. These could include 
immunosuppression, disease susceptibility, obesity, injuries and 
infections131 132 133 134 and result in subsequent negative mental 
experiences. Intensive rearing can also trigger disease outbreaks 
and death127 132 135. 

The IUCN Crocodile Specialist Group recommends brain 
destruction for slaughter131, however investigations in Australian 
farms have found some crocodiles may be “processed” while still 
alive136 137. While this claim is disputed, it does not appear to be 
common practice for operators to ensure crocodiles are 
unconscious before processing, which may mean they experience 
excruciating pain and suffering138 139 140 141 142. 

The fashion industry 

Crocodilians farmed  
for their skins 

Crocodilians (Crocodylidae) have been commercially farmed for 
their skins – and meat as a by-product – since the 1970s123. 
According to the International Union for the Conservation of 
Nature (IUCN) Crocodile Specialist Group, more than 1.5 million 
crocodilian skins are legally exported annually from around 30 
countries124 and 5,000 farms worldwide123. 

The saltwater crocodile is a popular species for farming and 
ranching in Australia, due to its large size and high-quality skin131. 
In the wild, saltwater crocodiles patrol large territories, engage in 
complex social interactions and displays, thermoregulate by sun 
basking and going in water, and show maternal care during 
nesting – behaviours that are entirely absent or severely restricted 
on crocodile farms128 125 126.  

Saltwater crocodiles are territorial and competitive by nature and 
can become aggressive when close to others – with dominant 
individuals guarding resources like water127 128 129. Despite this, 
saltwater crocodiles are typically held in groups until around two 

Photo: Juvenile crocodiles during feeding time in communal ponds at a farm in Australia. These naturally territorial animals can become aggressive when crowded, yet saltwater 
crocodiles are typically kept in groups with limited space until about two years of age. Credit: World Animal Protection / Dean Sewell 
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Photo: Staff at a crocodile farm in Australia examine a salted crocodile skin before being sent to the tannery in Singapore. Prior to processing, crocodiles are kept in individual 
pens to protect the quality of their belly skin, severely limiting natural behaviour. Despite IUCN guidance that slaughter involves brain destruction, it has been reported that 
operators do not consistently confirm unconsciousness before processing, raising serious welfare concerns. Credit: World Animal Protection / Dean Sewell 
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behaviour151 152, such as scrabbling and pacing, fur chewing and 
tail biting153 154. Bare cages, coupled with negative handling 
experiences can also increase fearfulness155. 

Food is unrestricted for mink during the growth season to yield 
large pelts, resulting in diarrhoea and injuries159. Those selected 
for breeding are then typically subjected to 2-3 months of 
restricted feeding to decrease body weight before mating. This 
can lead to prolonged hunger, reduced reproduction 
performance and increased mortality159. 

Early and abrupt weaning is common on fur farms, known to cause 
stress to both kits and mothers156. The early-weaned kits are not fully 
independent and vocalise distress calls when separated from their 
mothers157, as well as displaying tail-biting and over-grooming158. 

Gassing with high concentrations of carbon dioxide (CO2) or 
carbon monoxide (CO) is commonly used to kill mink159. Carbon 
dioxide can cause extreme pain and distress prior to loss of 
consciousness160 161. Farmed mink are also susceptible to 
numerous contagious and zoonotic diseases162 163. 

 

The fashion industry 

Mink farmed for their fur 

The American mink (Neogale vison) is globally the most farmed 
fur-bearing species143. Despite declines in the number of mink 
farmed globally, 17 million were still farmed in 2022144. 

Globally, minks are farmed in typically barren wire mesh cages, 
with minimal enrichment145. While an American mink can grow to 
up to 54cm in body length (excluding the tail), a typical mink 
cage in Scandinavia is just 45cm high, 30cm wide and 90cm 
long – with even smaller cages outside of Europe146.  

In the wild, mink are semi-aquatic carnivores that establish territories 
spanning several kilometres. They hunt a variety of prey on land 
and in water, and den in hollow trees and underground burrows147 
148. They are highly active and show complex behaviours such as 
swimming, climbing, scent-marking and patrolling their territory149 150. 
Breeding occurs once per year, and mothers care for kits until they 
are independent. In captivity, the relatively barren cages deny mink 
the chance to perform any of these natural behaviours. This 
commonly results in frustration and stress, shown by stereotypic 

Photo: Mink at a farm in Sweden, typically housed in barren wire cages with little enrichment. Abrupt weaning stresses both kits and mothers, causing the young to vocalise 
distress and display abnormal behaviours, and leaving the animals vulnerable to disease. Credit: Jo-Anne McArthur / Djurrattsalliansen / We Animals 
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Lion farms are associated with poor welfare conditions, including 
inadequate diets, poor hygiene, and a lack of veterinary care 
resulting in sick, malnourished, and injured animals174. There is 
also a major risk of increased disease outbreaks on lion farms, 
including zoonotic diseases175. Lions are typically kept in small, 
barren and overcrowded enclosures, which can lead to 
aggression, severe injuries and deaths176. 

Intensive farming practices can result in inbreeding, low 
reproductivity, poor maternal acceptance, increased cub mortality 
and poor immune functioning176. Cubs are often removed from 
lionesses before they are weaned, which can cause physiological 
and psychological stress172.  

Cubs used for petting and lion walking are often subjected to 
unsupervised and forced handling by inexperienced humans, 
potentially causing fear and stress and impacting their 
development by ignoring their social needs and disturbing their 
natural behaviour177. Excessive handling may also result in injuries 
and exacerbate their compromised immunity176. 

Lions used for ‘walking with lion’ experiences are forced to 
participate in daily interactions, often in high temperatures, which 
can cause stress and restrict their natural behaviours, particularly 
given that lions in the wild rest and sleep for 16 to 20 hours a day 
(the exact amount depends on temperature, food availability and 
pride activity). The lack of control and inability to express normal 
behaviours can lead to stereotyping such as pacing or head 
bobbing178. When animals become too old, they may be sold for 
canned hunting or killed for the bone trade, both of which are 
associated with numerous welfare concerns172. 

 

Entertainment and tourism 

Lions farmed for tourist attractions 

Commercial lion (Panthera leo) farming is a burgeoning industry in 
South Africa, with around 8,500 lions registered at around 350 
facilities across the country164 165. The lions are largely destined 
for the tourism industry, including cub petting, ‘walking with lions’ 
experiences, voluntourism (eg. when volunteers help at facilities by 
feeding cubs) and ‘canned’ hunting (when they are hunted in an 
enclosed space with no chance of escape), or to have their body 
parts sold as by-products used in traditional medicine166 167 168. 

In the wild, lions are social carnivores that live in prides of related 
females, their cubs and a group of males. They roam over large 
territories spanning several hundred kilometres, engage in 
coordinated hunting, maintain complex social hierarchies, and 
communicate by vocalising, scent-marking and body language. 
Cubs are well cared for by their mothers and the wider social 
group, and pride members work together to defend their territory. 
These natural behaviours – roaming, hunting, resting, social 
bonding, play and cub-rearing – are largely absent or severely 
restricted on lion farms, making farmed conditions profoundly 
incompatible with lions’ biological and psychological needs169 170 
171 172. 

In Thailand, the captive lion industry has also expanded 
dramatically in recent years, despite regulatory changes intended 
to curb it. The number of registered captive lions increased 
by 239% between 2018 and 2024. Lions can legally be kept in 
private homes and are increasingly used in cafés and in social 
media content, raising grave concerns for both animal welfare 
and public safety173.  

Photo: A lion at an undisclosed venue in South Africa offering petting and interaction with big cats. Once too large for interactions, they are often sold for canned hunting, and 
their bones may later be used in traditional medicine. Credit: World Animal Protection 
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lacerations, ulcers and abscesses186 187. Such aversive training 
has also been linked to long-term psychological harm188 189.  

In the wild, Asian elephants live in highly social, female-led family 
groups, maintaining long-term bonds. They may travel several 
kilometres each day across large home ranges to forage on a 
wide variety of vegetation, spending up to 18 hours feeding, 
exploring and problem-solving190. Access to rivers and mud 
wallows is essential for thermoregulation, skin health and play, 
while calves remain closely attached to their mothers for many 
years, learning survival skills from them and wider family groups191 
192 193.  

In captivity, elephants from different sources are typically housed 
together, given little opportunity to form the social bonds that are 
key to their natural matriarchal family structures. This can cause 
stress and lead to poorly adjusted animals194 195. 

Many captive elephants in South and Southeast Asia spend hours 
chained in one area and are prevented from performing 
behaviours such as foraging, bathing and social interactions183. 
This can considerably impact their mental state196. For example, 
elephants in temples in Southern India are often distressed, 
aggressive and prone to severe intestinal stress183. 

 

Entertainment and tourism 

Elephants used for entertainment 

Across South and Southeast Asia, there are an estimated 3,800 
captive Asian elephants (Elephas maximus) kept in camps for tourists 
to ride and interact with, for example as part of washing 
experiences179. Many are captive-bred or were captured from the 
wild180, often coming into conflict with people181 182, or were former 
logging elephants (previously used in the timber industry)183.  

Young calves are often separated from their mothers at two to 
four years old184, causing considerable distress for the mother, 
who may be chained in place for up to two months to stop her 
from searching for her calf. Calves are often ‘broken’ by confining 
them and tying them with chains, sometimes preventing them from 
lying down. They are then prodded or hit into submission176. This 
process causes intense pain, suffering and exhaustion for young 
animals already in a heightened state of fear and distress after 
being taken from their mother185. 

Elephants are often trained using punishment or aversion-based 
methods, such as a hook or sticks to scrape and apply pressure to 
sensitive points on their body. This can cause wounds, abrasions, 

Photo: Undercover footage from 2018-2020 reveals the training of baby elephants for the tourism industry. Bullhooks, sticks, and nails are typically used to inflict pain during 
two daily sessions. Calves may be restrained in crush boxes or tied to fences, trees, or poles. This aversive training can cause long-term stress and learned helplessness. Credit: 
World Animal Protection 
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Photo: Tourists take rides on elephants 
in Thailand. When not interacting with 
tourists, elephants may be chained for 
hours, unable to forage, bathe, or 
socialise, which can seriously 
compromise their welfare. Credit: 
World Animal Protection 
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migrate for the best food and environmental conditions, and 
calves remain with their mothers for extended periods, learning 
essential survival and social skills203 204 205 206.  

Captive dolphins are typically kept in captivity for all or most of 
their lives207. They are held in small, concrete tanks – more than 
200,000 times smaller than in the wild – or sea pens208, which 
severely restrict their ability to swim or dive freely.  

Being held in confinement has considerable long-term impacts 
on dolphins’ physical and psychological welfare209. This can 
result in early deaths and behavioural abnormalities, such as 
stereotypical behaviours (eg. repetitive circling, pattern 
swimming, surface bobbing, tooth rubbing, collisions with 
enclosure structures)210 211, self-mutilation, self-inflicted trauma 
and excessive aggression212 213. Even suicidal behaviour has 
been reported in captive dolphins214 215.  

Being required to perform for long periods can also lead to 
boredom, frustration and anxiety216. There are a growing 
number of documented examples of orcas becoming 
dangerously aggressive towards humans – an indicator of 
stress. This includes pushing trainers into the water, biting, 
lunging and holding trainers underwater217. 

Entertainment and tourism 

Captive dolphins used as  
tourist attractions in marine parks 

There are currently an estimated 3,000 dolphins and around 59 
orcas in captivity around the world in sea parks and aquariums197. 
Many are captive-bred, although wild capture still occurs using 
controversial ‘drive hunts’198.  

Tens to hundreds of dolphins are estimated to be captured each 
year in Japan alone to be sold to marine parks199. Wild capture 
causes acute stress and injury for dolphins due to prolonged 
chasing, herding, confinement and restraining, and the use of loud 
noise to disorientate the dolphins200. Mortality rates of captured 
cetaceans are thought to be six times higher than in the wild201. 

In the wild, dolphins are highly social, intelligent and wide-ranging 
– most species’ home ranges exceed 100 km2, travelling several 
kilometres each day while foraging202. They engage in complex 
social interactions, forming long-term bonds, alliances and hunting 
groups. Dolphins rely on echolocation and vocalisations for 
communication, navigation and hunting, and they engage in play, 
problem solving, exploration, and tool use (eg. using sponges to 
protect their beaks while foraging on the seafloor). Many species 

Photo: A captive dolphin at Marineland, Niagara Falls, Canada. Confinement can cause serious welfare problems, including behavioural abnormalities, self-harm, and even 
suicidal tendencies. Credit: World Animal Protection / Sasha Rink 
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Confiscations in the illegal wildlife trade 

While not included in the case studies, we want to acknowledge the impacts that occur at other stages of the trade chain, 
including during confiscation. 

Confiscating illegally traded animals is an established global strategy for disrupting and deterring trafficking. However, 
reports of malpractice, poor treatment and corruption is undermining welfare. Deaths are common, both from trauma 
experienced prior to seizure, and poor care afterwards.  

 

Overwhelming numbers 

Rescue centres do not have the resources to adequately manage the number of animals being held. For example, one 
facility in Rio de Janeiro admitting more than 10,000 animals annually, reported 600 deaths in just four months in 2021218.  

Severe overcrowding, insufficient housing and inadequate care risk the spread of disease and the mistreatment of animals. 
In Mexico, a sanctuary holding seized big cats was closed in 2022, after investigators found 190 animals suffering from 
poor welfare, including severe malnutrition, untreated wounds, and even cannibalism219 220. 

 

Corruption and abandonment 

The fate of seized animals is often uncertain. Many animals are euthanized due to trauma or a lack of space and 
resources. Others are released into inappropriate habitats and without proper follow up, jeopardising their welfare and 
wild populations. 

Limited release options, high costs, and challenges in repatriating non-native species means most animals never return 
to the wild. While some live out their lives in well-managed sanctuaries, many are diverted back into the trade. For 
example, at Alipore Zoo in India, 321 rescued animals reportedly disappeared overnight, believed to have been sold 
to private zoos and collections221 222. 

 

Ending the trade 

Limited protections, chronic underfunding and systemic corruption mean seizures often perpetuate harm rather than 
alleviate it. Efforts should focus on safely releasing animals into the wild (when feasible) and ensuring appropriate care 
while in custody. However, ultimately, the only way to end the suffering of billions of traded wild animals every year is to 
end the exploitation of animals for consumptive purposes. 

 

Psychological burden 

Overall, across the 13 case studies, welfare compromises occur throughout the trade chain - during capture, rearing, transport, sale, holding, 
and captivity. These compromises result in a range of negative mental experiences, including thirst, hunger, discomfort, exhaustion, pain, sickness, 
trauma, frustration, boredom, stress, fear, anxiety, distress, and depression; all of which adversely affect animals’ overall mental states. 
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Table 1: Summary of animal experiences across case studies, highlighting the similarity  
and prevalence of welfare issues regardless of species or trade purpose. 

 

Nutrition 
Pet trade Traditional medicine Luxury foods Fashion Entertainment 

             
No/ insufficient access to water/ food 

Capture              
Captive-breeding              
Transportation              
Captivity              
Slaughter              

 
 

Environment 
Pet trade Traditional medicine Luxury foods Fashion Entertainment 

             
Thermal extremes 

Capture              
Captive-breeding              
Transportation              
Captivity              
Slaughter              

Prolonged close confinement 
Capture              
Captive-breeding              
Transportation              
Captivity              
Slaughter              

Unpredictable noises/ events 
Capture              
Captive-breeding              
Transportation              
Captivity              
Slaughter              

Barren environment/ lack of enrichment 
Capture              
Captive-breeding              
Transportation              
Captivity              
Slaughter              

 
 

Health 
Pet trade Traditional medicine Luxury foods Fashion Entertainment 

             
High risk of disease, injuries and/or inhumane death 

Capture              
Captive-breeding              
Transportation              
Captivity              
Slaughter              

High mortality rates 
Capture              
Captive-breeding              
Transportation              
Captivity              
Slaughter              

Physiological stress 
Capture              
Captive-breeding              
Transportation              
Captivity              
Slaughter              

 



  
29 The hidden cruelty behind the global wildlife trade      

 

 
  

 

Behavioural 
Interactions 

Pet trade Traditional medicine Luxury foods Fashion Entertainment 

             
Significantly restricted behavioural repertoire 

Capture              
Captive-breeding              
Transportation              
Captivity              
Slaughter              

Negative interactions with humans 
Capture              
Captive-breeding              
Transportation              
Captivity              
Slaughter              

Inappropriate/ lack of social opportunities 
Capture              
Captive-breeding              
Transportation              
Captivity              
Slaughter              

Stereotypic behaviour 
Capture              
Captive-breeding              
Transportation              
Captivity              
Slaughter              

 

 

Mental states 
Pet trade Traditional medicine Luxury foods Fashion Entertainment 

             
Negative mental states inc. pain, fear and stress 

Capture              
Captive-breeding              
Transportation              
Captivity              
Slaughter              
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assessments of welfare risks. Aligning these protections with 
broader sustainability goals can reinforce their impact, with co-
benefits to biodiversity, public health, animal welfare and 
responsible trade practices. 

This is a crucial step toward a broader goal of reducing and 
replacing the consumptive commercial use of wild animals 
altogether. Achieving this requires redirecting consumer demand 
away from animal products and experiences that exploit, harm or 
kill wild animals, toward non-consumptive, wildlife-friendly 
alternatives that do not involve wild animal commodification at all.  

Reducing and redirecting demand towards non-consumptive use 
has wider benefits beyond animal welfare. For conservation, 
species threatened with extinction due partly to trade, would 
hugely benefit. Similarly, the advantages for public health are 
substantial, with the exploitation of wildlife being one of the 
dominant drivers of zoonotic disease transmission223 224 225, and 
potentially leading to pandemics and severe negative impacts on 
people and economies226 227. 

The 13 case studies highlighted in this report provide a snapshot 
of the welfare compromises experienced by billions of wild 
animals traded across the globe for pets, traditional medicine, 
food, fashion, and entertainment. 

Individual animals involved in the commercial wildlife trade typically 
experience welfare compromises across all the Five Domains: 

1. Poor nutrition, involving inappropriate or restricted food 
intake, starvation and severe deprivation of water. 

2. Poor environments, such as thermal extremes, severe 
restriction and confinement. 

3. Poor health, including the risk of disease, injury and a 
slow, inhumane death. 

4. Behavioural issues, such as negative human interactions 
and permanent barren and highly confined environments 
with no freedom to make choices. 

 

This can result in: 

5. Negative mental states, including feelings of sickness, 
pain, exhaustion, discomfort, fear, hunger, thirst, stress, 
anxiety, trauma, distress, depression, boredom and 
frustration. 

Despite the growing recognition of the intrinsic value and 
understanding of the sentience of wild animals, animal welfare is 
still frequently overlooked throughout the wildlife trade chain. A 
systemic shift is needed to align policy and legal frameworks with 
this growing body of evidence, including recent milestones such 
as the 2024 New York Declaration on Animal Consciousness, 
which extends recognition of sentience to all vertebrates. Such 
alignment is essential to support a transition away from 
consumptive wildlife use. 

Formal recognition of sentience by relevant international policy 
fora, agreements and legal instruments such as CITES and the 
CBD could provide a concrete mechanism to integrate welfare 
considerations into trade decisions, guiding law, policy, and 

3. Conclusion 

Photo: Piles of expensive brown mink and sable fur skins at an auction exhibition. 
Minks are often killed with carbon dioxide or carbon monoxide, gases that cause 
pain, panic, and severe distress before they lose consciousness. Credit: Artem Bruk 
/ Shutterstock 
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biodiversity, strengthening biosecurity and reducing public health 
risks, and shifting global markets away from the exploitation of 
sentient wildlife. 

To achieve this transformation, governments can take practical steps 
such as engaging with stakeholders across the wildlife trade chain 
to develop holistic solutions using the One Health approach – 
which recognises the interconnections between animals, humans, 
and the environment, implementing behaviour change initiatives to 
reduce consumer demand for wildlife products and exploitative 
wildlife tourism experiences232, strengthening laws and law 
enforcement233, and supporting sustainable alternative livelihoods 
for those economically dependent on the wildlife trade234. 

 

For traders and the private sector 

Individuals involved in the commercial wildlife trade should be 
supported to transition towards alternative, sustainable 
livelihoods that do not involve animal suffering. At the same time, 
the wider private sector should shift towards wildlife-friendly 
business models.  

A variety of wildlife-friendly alternatives are already available, for 
example tourist providers can offer responsibly-managed 
encounters with wild animals in their wild habitats that do not 
involve the deliberate killing or unethical exploitation of animals or 
direct interaction with tourists. For example, responsible whale and 
dolphin watching to ensure minimum disturbance and with no 
guarantee of sightings.  

Increasing scientific research also points to the potential for 
replacing wild animal-origin traditional medicine ingredients with 
sustainably-sourced herbal or human synthetic alternatives235. 
Further, sustainably produced faux fur is widely accepted and 
actively promoted by the fashion industry as an alternative to real 
fur. At the time of writing there were more than 1,500 retailers 
listed on the ‘Fur Free Retailers’ site236. 

  

For the public 

Consumers can play a critical role in reducing the demand for 
consumptive wildlife products by choosing alternatives. For 
example, booking only responsibly-managed wildlife tourism 
experiences that do not offer direct interactions with wild animals, 
making ethical fashion and medicine choices that do not use 
animal products, and choosing to eat more plant-based food and 
not to buy wild animal pets.  

By refusing to purchase wildlife trade products and live wild 
animals as pets, or take part in exploitative entertainment that 
compromises the welfare of the animals involved, global demand 

For governments and policymakers 

The Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and 
Ecosystem Services’ (IPBES) recent assessments on sustainable 
use228, biodiversity229 and invasive species230 emphasise the net 
negative impact of wildlife exploitation on biodiversity. The 
platform calls for a transformative shift in humanity’s relationship 
with nature, including toward an ethics of care which recognises 
the agency and sentience of non-human entities, such as animals, 
plants and ecosystems231.  

Formally recognising animal sentience in international policy 
frameworks and agreements that influence wildlife trade – such as 
CITES and the CBD – would establish a stronger ethical and 
scientific foundation for action, ensuring that the capacity of 
animals to experience positive and negative states is explicitly 
considered in decision-making processes. 

Implementing and enforcing actions which are consistent with 
animal sentience and welfare principles, such as transitioning 
away from commercial wildlife trade, would demonstrate 
meaningful progress towards valuing and living in harmony with 
nature. It would also enable countries to more effectively meet 
their national and international commitments on trade, biodiversity, 
and health. By tackling the root causes of harm and ending these 
poor welfare practices, countries can make more efficient use of 
resources to prevent negative downstream effects.  

Embedding the principle of sentience in decisions made under 
frameworks such as CITES and the CBD would help ensure that 
welfare is considered alongside conservation. The interconnections 
between humans, animals, and the environment require a more 
holistic view of sustainability that also includes considerations 
of biodiversity, health, habitat destruction, and climate. Aligning 
sentience-based protections with global sustainability goals would 
multiply their impact: reducing animal suffering, safeguarding 

4. Recommendations 

Photo: Bear bile has been used in traditional Chinese medicine for thousands of 
years. Despite the availability of over 50 herbal alternatives and many affordable 
synthetic alternatives, bear bile is still in high demand. Credit: World Animal 
Protection 
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