Reform wildlife
trade in the
European Union

Wildlife trade affects a wide variety of
species (1), and trade numbers are
growing globally (2). The European
Union is a major hub for wildlife trade
(3), but its wildlife trade regulations
are primarily based on the adoption
and adaptation of provisions written
by the Convention on International
Trade in Endangered Species of Wild
Fauna and Flora (CITES). In 2022, the
European Union adopted a welcome
new EU action plan against wildlife
trafficking (4), but its measures fall
short of ensuring that wildlife traded
within  the European Union s
thoroughly documented and sourced
legally and sustainably.

The EU Trade in Wildlife Exchange
(EU-TWIX) database (5) provides infor-
mation about illegal trade, but the
data are limited to CITES-listed
species, excluding many traded
species (6, 7). Building on the 2022
plan, which focuses on the enforce-
ment of existing legislation, the Euro-
pean Union should expand the EU-
TWIX database to cover all wildlife
trade, including all species, legal and
illegal, and regulated and unregu-
lated. The data collected should ad-
here to FAIR (findable, accessible, in-
teroperable, reusable) principles (8).
Other countries, such as the United
States (9), already track all wildlife
trade, and the European Union should
follow that example.

The EU Action Plan also overlooks
the possibility of illegally sourced and
trafficked species legally entering EU
borders. Such species are subse-
quently traded within the European
Union and often later exported. To ad-
dress this issue, the European Union
should implement a regulation com-
parable to the US Lacey Act, which
prohibits imports that violate laws of
the country of origin of the specimens
(10). This change could fill the gaps in
current regulatory frameworks and
also aid in the preservation of biodi-
versity in nations that, due to resource
limitations, lack effective enforce-
ment.

Finally, many legally traded species
face overlooked risks, with insufficient
or no evidence of the sustainability of
trade practices. Unsustainable trade
poses potential threats to wild popula-
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tions and human health (11). EU au-
thorities should require evidence of
the sustainable trade of all imported
species and populations. Although
identifying sustainability is often more
challenging than determining legality,
information about how trade affects
legally traded species (which are not
listed by CITES) can be obtained by
consulting databases such as the
IUCN Red List Portal (12) or species
experts, many of whom are already in
the European Union.

The European Union is a global hub
for unregistered, illegal, and unsus-
tainable activities. The recent Action
Plan is a step forward, but tracking all
species, observing the laws of the
species’ home countries, and ensuring
sustainability of legal traffic would
transform the region into a model of
environmental protection in relation to
wildlife trade.
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