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Protecting People and Planet

Why ban commercial wildlife markets?

Covid-19 has caused hundreds of thousands of deaths around the world, alongside incredible suffering and
economic devastation. This pandemic, believed to have originated in a market in Wuhan, China?, is only the most
recent disease to have made the jump from humans to animals - this was also the case for SARS, MERS, Ebola
and many others?. These diseases are transmitted to humans by close proximity with animals. Any environments
where many species with potentially novel pathogens are clustered together will create an extremely high risk of
the emergence and transmission of new diseases.

A slow loris in a cage. Slow lorises are affected badly by the wildlife trade, which places greater pressure on dwindling wild populations.

Key lessons were missed? in the wake of SARS. Action was short-term and limited, the response focused only on civet
cats rather than the wildlife trade in general, and the exploitation of wild species was not addressed. These are not
justthelessons of hindsight; the Covid-19 pandemic was predictable, as areport EJF published in 2003 demonstrates*.

From the UN biodiversity chief to lawmakers®, medical professionals’, conservation NGOs® and people® living in
countries with many commercial wildlife markets, the message is clear: shut down commercial wildlife markets,
the source of this and other pandemics, and stop many more from emerging.



Why not regulation?

The illegal trade in wildlife is a key driver of extinction' and the fourth most lucrative organised crime
globally®, and in many areas is hard or impossible to deal with while legal channels into which wildlife can
be laundered still exist.

The answer is not to regulate commercial wildlife markets under the pretence that both the legal and illegal
wildlife trade will somehow become possible to manage - past decades have shown this is not the case - but
rather to ban these markets, permanently and globally. Yes, support must be dedicated to those who depend
on these markets for food and income; yes, the international community must carry this cost collectively,
with wealthy countries paying a fair share; and yes, there will be some short term, localised negative impacts
(already being compensated for in some parts of China®). But compare these costs to the devastated lives and
ruined environments, the cascade of species declines and the spread of killer diseases that these markets make
such an awful contribution towards - the answer remains simple, compelling and clear: ban them.

Commercial wildlife markets and emergent diseases

Commercial wildlife markets are not the only source of zoonotic disease, with habitat loss and deforestation also
bringing humans into closer contact with wildlife®*, but they represent a particularly serious threat because of the
high number* species found in them. The more species present in a small space, the greater the potential number
of novel pathogens. There are also more interactions between species which do not usually mix with one another
in the wild. This means a virus has a better chance of finding a transmission route to humans via an intermediary®,
in cases where it could not have made the jump directly.

Wildlife markets, wet markets - what'’s the difference?

In recent coverage of the Covid-19 pandemic, the terms ‘wet market’ and ‘wildlife market’ have frequently
been used interchangeably, but it is important to distinguish them. A commercial wildlife market is where
wildlife or wildlife parts are sold on a large scale, bringing a significant risk of emerging diseases. A ‘wet
market’ refers simply to a market where produce is sold fresh, with the ‘wet’ coming from the fact that water
is used extensively to cool perishable items. Most wet markets do not sell wildlife'® or wildlife products, and
so this briefing does not call for a ban on wet markets, or any other place where fresh produce is sold.

75%" of emergent diseases have their origins in wildlife. Scientists have been making the case for nearly 20 years
that the most appropriate means of preventing future outbreaks is to identify ‘reservoirs’ and sever links with
them™. A reservoir is a high-risk environment created when large groups of other species - carrying pathogens
humans are not familiar with - are concentrated in a small space. This accurately describes a commercial wildlife
market. Because of the high concentration of new pathogens, and the associated risk of a new disease making the
jump to humans, these markets are inherently dangerous to human health.

This spread of new diseases, and the opportunity to break the chain to prevent another Covid-19, is the single most
important reason to ban commercial wildlife markets. It is self-evident that removing a primary route by which
diseases emerge will reduce the likelihood of them doing so.

Further strengthening the case for a global ban on commercial wildlife markets is the fact that it would likely have
a significant effect on the consumption of wildlife overall, rather than simply causing people to find alternative
sources. In a recent survey® of five Asian countries, 93% of respondents said they supported a ban on commercial
wildlife markets. 41% of those who said they were likely to buy wildlife products in the future said they would not
buy wildlife products from any other source if such a ban were implemented. Closing the high-risk environment
that markets represent and significantly reducing the overall quantity of wildlife being consumed, even in the
absence of other measures such as direct bans on consumption, would therefore be a strong move towards avoiding
future pandemics.



Commercial wildlife markets and our reliance on biodiversity

Of the hundreds of species traded at commercial wildlife markets around the globe, some are at serious risk of
extinction, such as pangolins®, the world’s most trafficked mammal®. Some species of pangolin are estimated to have
experienced population declines of at least 85%% between 1980 and 2018. While some pangolins sold at commercial
wildlife markets are farmed legally, wild-caught pangolins are trafficked into markets®, and distinguishing between
the two groups is simply not practical*. Commercial wildlife markets put an additional strain on wild populations
and mean anyone trying to stop the illegal wildlife trade essentially does so with one hand tied behind their back.

While the pangolin is a textbook example of how damaging commercial wildlife markets can be to conservation, it
is far from the only case. The global wildlife trade now affects one in five® vertebrate species, experts say. Vertebrates
are ‘on the brink'# already, and although such additional pressures are not likely to drive extinctions independently,
they certainly make a contribution.

Our dependence on the natural world for everything from a stable
climate, to food security, and even medicine® is well established.
Dr Erin. Sills, of NC State Ur‘livers‘it‘y, highlights® in refe.rence “We don’t know what future issues
to the risk of future pandemics arising from the destruction of
biodiversity that “we don't know what future issues we won't ) . .
be able to deal with, because we've lost the species and genetic weove.lost the species and g'enetlc
variation that would have given us the resources to deal with it.” variation that would have given us
A ban on commercial wildlife markets would give wildlife some the resources to deal with it.”

of the support it needs to start to recover, protecting us all.

we won’t be able to deal with, because

Dr Erin Sills

The animal welfare case for hans

The stacks of cages of various wildlife species in commercial wildlife markets are not only a breeding
ground for diseases but are also sites of significant animal suffering. Cages are frequently small, lower
cages are defecated on from above®, and animal welfare is not a major consideration*. Beyond the markets
themselves, Chinese wildlife conservationists have raised concerns® about how tigers bred for commercial
consumption are frequently kept in cramped conditions, and tens of thousands of bears are kept for their
bile, the extraction of which is painful.

Shark fins on sale at a market. The fins are often removed from living sharks, which are then thrown back into the water to suffocate.
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Recommendations

The recent move? to outlaw the eating of wildlife in Wuhan for five years is a welcome first step but will not be
sufficient to prevent future pandemics. Short of a total ban on commercial wildlife markets, any efforts to reduce
pandemic risk - such as the oxymoronic ban on illegal wildlife trading® in February - are doomed to failure.

Commercial wildlife markets are an ideal mixing bowl for novel pathogens to come into contact with humans,
as well as with intermediaries which can help the emergence of new diseases along. In addition, the illegal wildlife
trade, which has serious implications for people living near trafficked species and threatens many species globally,
is impossible to tackle while legal trade in the same species continues.

Local communities currently dependent on the wildlife trade should be supported, not left behind. They should
be active participants in the dismantling of commercial wildlife markets, the supply chains which fuel them, and
the human and ecological damage they cause. For both national governments and international organisations,
supporting these communities to transition to more sustainable sources of income is an opportunity. For a minimal
cost, it will be possible to avoid the global human and economic hardship the next pandemic will bring.

In a time of unprecedented human-driven extinction, the dangers posed by commercial wildlife markets cannot
go unaddressed. EJF therefore adopts the recommendation of medical professionals, global health experts and
conservationists, and calls for aban on commercial wildlife markets. To be effective, it must be permanent, enforced,
and global. Banning commercial wildlife markets will not make another deadly pandemic impossible, but itis a first
step on the road to making it much less likely.

We have an opportunity to cut the risk of another Covid-19, and the hundreds of thousands of deaths it has caused.
We cannot afford to ignore these lessons again.

EJF therefore adopts the recommendation of medical professionals,
global health experts and conservationists, and calls for a han on commercial
wildlife markets. To be effective, it must be permanent, enforced, and global.

Banning commercial wildlife markets will not make another deadly pandemic
impossible, but it is a first step on the road to making it much less likely.

N

A pangolin, the world’s most trafficked mammal, commonly found in wildlife markets. Picture credit: Adam Tusk (CC BY 2.0)

4


https://www.flickr.com/photos/148468630@N02
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/

References

1 Burki, T. (2020) Outbreak of coronavirus disease 2019. The Lancet
Infectious Diseases, 20(3). pp.292-293.

2 The Revelator, 10.04.2020, How COVID-19 Took Hold and Why We
Must End the Wildlife Trade, accessed 11.04.2020, https://therevelator.
org/coronavirus-wildlife-trade/

3 The Revelator, 10.04.2020, How COVID-19 Took Hold and Why We
Must End the Wildlife Trade, accessed 11.04.2020, https://therevelator.
org/coronavirus-wildlife-trade/

4 EJF (2003), Viral diseases from wildlife in China. Could SARS happen
again?, London, https://ejfoundation.org/resources/downloads/EJF
Viral-diseases-from-wildife-in-China-2003-final.pdf

5 The Guardian, 06.04.2020, Ban wildlife markets to avert pandemics,
says UN biodiversity chief, accessed 06.04.2020,
https://www.theguardian.com /world /2020/apr/06 /ban-live-animal-
markets-pandemics-un-biodiversity-chief-age-of-extinction

6 Booker.Senate.Gov, 08.04.2020, Booker-Graham Live Market Letter
2, accessed 10.04.2020, https://www.booker.senate.gov/imo/media/
doc/04.08.20 Booker Graham Livev%20Market%20Letter %20
(002)%20(001)[1].pdf

7 Xinhua, 21.02.2020, Interview: Virologist says origin of novel
coronavirus in wildlife, refuting conspiracy theory, accessed 01.03.2020,
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english /2020-02/21/c 138806037.htm

8 Lion Coalition, 04.04.2020, Open letter to World Health
Organisation, accessed 06.04.2020, https://lioncoalition.
org/2020/04/04 /open-letter-to-world-health-organisation/

9 World Wildlife Fund, 06.04.2020, Opinion Survey on COVID-19 and
Wildlife Trade in Five Asian Markets, accessed 07.04.2020,
https://www.worldwildlife.org /publications/opinion-survey-on-covid-
19-and-wildlife-trade-in-five-asian-markets

10 van Uhm, D.P. & Wong, RWY. (2019) Establishing trust in the illegal
wildlife trade in China. Asian Journal of Criminology, 14.1. pp.23-40.

11 van Uhm, D.P. & Wong, RWY. (2019) Establishing trust in the illegal
wildlife trade in China. Asian Journal of Criminology, 14.1. pp.23-40.

12 Mongabay, 20.05.2020, China offers buyouts to wildlife farmers in
response to pandemic, accessed 23.05.2020, https://news.mongabay.
com/2020/05/china-offers-buyouts-to-wildlife-farmers-in-response-to-

pandemic/

13 NC State University, 22.04.2020, How Habitat Destruction Enables
the Spread of Diseases Like COVID-19, accessed 29.04.2020,
https://cnr.ncsu.edu/news/2020/04 /habitat-destruction-covidig/

14 EJF (2003), Viral diseases from wildlife in China. Could SARS happen
again?, London, https://ejfoundation.org/resources/downloads/EJF
Viral-diseases-from-wildife-in-China-2003-final.pdf

15 Kruse, H., Kirkemo, A.M. & Handeland, K. (2004) Wildlife as source
of zoonotic infections. Emerging infectious diseases, 10.12. pp.2067.

16 The Guardian, 16.04.2020, What is a wet market?, accessed
16.04.2020, https://www.theguardian.com /global-development/2020/
apr/16 /what-is-a-wet-market-coronavirus

17 Taylor, L.H., Latham, S.M., & Woolhouse, M.E.]. (2001) Risk factors
for human disease emergence. Philosophical Transactions of the Royal
Society of London. Series B: Biological Sciences, 356.1411. pp.983-989.

18 Haydon, D. T., Cleaveland, S., Taylor, L. H., & Laurenson, M. K.
(2002) Identifying reservoirs of infection: a conceptual and practical
challenge. Emerging infectious diseases, 8(12). pp.1468-1473.

Environmental Justice Foundation (EJF)
1 Amwell Street, London, EC1R 1UL, UK

T: +44 (0) 207 239 3310, info@ejfoundation.org,
www.ejfoundation.org

19 WWE 06.04.2020, Opinion Survey on COVID-19 and Wildlife Trade
in Five Asian Markets, accessed 07.04.2020, https:/www.worldwildlife.
org/publications/opinion-survey-on-covid-19-and-wildlife-trade-in-five-
asian-markets

20 IUCN, 10.05.2019, Chinese Pangolin, accessed 10.05.2020,
https://www.iucnredlist.org/species/12764/168392151

21 Mongabay, 22.04.2020, The extinction clock ticks for the little-
known Philippine pangolin, accessed 29.04.2020, https://news.
mongabay.com/2019/04 /the-extinction-clock-ticks-for-the-little-
known-philippine-pangolin/

22 IUCN, 12.04.2018, Philippine Pangolin, accessed 10.05.2020,
https://www.iucnredlist.org /species/136497/123586862

23 Nijman, V., Zhang, M. X., & Shepherd, C. R. (2016) Pangolin trade in
the Mong La wildlife market and the role of Myanmar in the smuggling
of pangolins into China. Global Ecology and Conservation, 5. pp.118-126.

24 The Revelator, 10.04.2020, How COVID-19 Took Hold and Why We
Must End the Wildlife Trade, accessed 11.04.2020, https://therevelator.
org/coronavirus-wildlife-trade/

25 Scheffers, B. R., Oliveira, B. E, Lamb, I., & Edwards, D. P. (2019)
Global wildlife trade across the tree of life. Science, 366(6461). pp.71-76.

26 Ceballos, G., Ehrlich, P.R., & Raven, P. H. (2020) Vertebrates

on the brink as indicators of biological annihilation and the sixth
mass extinction. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences,
117(24). pp.13596-13602

27 EJE 21.04.2020, How Nature Is Helping Us Fight Coronavirus,
accessed 21.04.2020, https://ejfoundation.org/news-media/how-nature-
is-helping-us-fight-coronavirus

28 NC State University, 22.04.2020, How Habitat Destruction Enables
the Spread of Diseases Like COVID-19, accessed 29.04.2020,
https://cnr.ncsu.edu/news/2020/04/habitat-destruction-covidig/

29 NPR, 05.02.2020, New Coronavirus ‘Won’t Be The Last’ Outbreak To
Move From Animal To Human, accessed 10.02.2020,
https://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2020/02/05/802938289/
new-coronavirus-wont-be-the-last-outbreak-to-move-from-animal-to-
human?t=1591131151478

30 Li, P.J. (2007) Enforcing wildlife protection in China: the legislative
and political solutions. China Information, 21(1). pp.71-107.

31 Washington Post, 30.01.2016, Grim news for bears, tigers under
proposed new wildlife law in China, accessed 01.06.2020,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world /asia pacific/grim-news-
for-tigers-bears-as-china-wildlife-law-allows-farming-medical-
use/2016/01/29/e991ddeo-c5d7-11e5-b933-31c93021392a story.html

32 CBS, 21.05.2020, Wuhan bans eating wild animals as coronavirus
drives a crackdown in China, accessed 21.05.2020, https:/www.cbsnews.
com/news/wuhan-china-coronavirus-bans-eating-wild-animals-
breeding-wet-markets/

33 Xinhua, 24.02.2020, China’s legislature adopts decision on banning
illegal trade, consumption of wildlife, accessed 27.02.2020,
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english /2020-02/24/c 138814328.htm

ENVIRONMENTAL
JUSTICE
F FOUNDATION



mailto:info@ejfoundation.org
http://www.ejfoundation.org
https://therevelator.org/coronavirus-wildlife-trade/
https://therevelator.org/coronavirus-wildlife-trade/
https://therevelator.org/coronavirus-wildlife-trade/
https://therevelator.org/coronavirus-wildlife-trade/
https://ejfoundation.org/resources/downloads/EJF_Viral-diseases-from-wildife-in-China-2003-final.pdf
https://ejfoundation.org/resources/downloads/EJF_Viral-diseases-from-wildife-in-China-2003-final.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/06/ban-live-animal-markets-pandemics-un-biodiversity-chief-age-of-extinction
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/06/ban-live-animal-markets-pandemics-un-biodiversity-chief-age-of-extinction
https://www.booker.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/04.08.20_Booker_Graham_Live%20Market%20Letter_%20(002)%20(001)[1].pdf
https://www.booker.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/04.08.20_Booker_Graham_Live%20Market%20Letter_%20(002)%20(001)[1].pdf
https://www.booker.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/04.08.20_Booker_Graham_Live%20Market%20Letter_%20(002)%20(001)[1].pdf
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2020-02/21/c_138806037.htm
https://lioncoalition.org/2020/04/04/open-letter-to-world-health-organisation/
https://lioncoalition.org/2020/04/04/open-letter-to-world-health-organisation/
https://www.worldwildlife.org/publications/opinion-survey-on-covid-19-and-wildlife-trade-in-five-asian-markets
https://www.worldwildlife.org/publications/opinion-survey-on-covid-19-and-wildlife-trade-in-five-asian-markets
https://news.mongabay.com/2020/05/china-offers-buyouts-to-wildlife-farmers-in-response-to-pandemic/
https://news.mongabay.com/2020/05/china-offers-buyouts-to-wildlife-farmers-in-response-to-pandemic/
https://news.mongabay.com/2020/05/china-offers-buyouts-to-wildlife-farmers-in-response-to-pandemic/
https://cnr.ncsu.edu/news/2020/04/habitat-destruction-covid19/
https://ejfoundation.org/resources/downloads/EJF_Viral-diseases-from-wildife-in-China-2003-final.pdf
https://ejfoundation.org/resources/downloads/EJF_Viral-diseases-from-wildife-in-China-2003-final.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2020/apr/16/what-is-a-wet-market-coronavirus
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2020/apr/16/what-is-a-wet-market-coronavirus
https://www.worldwildlife.org/publications/opinion-survey-on-covid-19-and-wildlife-trade-in-five-asian-markets
https://www.worldwildlife.org/publications/opinion-survey-on-covid-19-and-wildlife-trade-in-five-asian-markets
https://www.worldwildlife.org/publications/opinion-survey-on-covid-19-and-wildlife-trade-in-five-asian-markets
https://www.iucnredlist.org/species/12764/168392151
https://news.mongabay.com/2019/04/the-extinction-clock-ticks-for-the-little-known-philippine-pangolin/
https://news.mongabay.com/2019/04/the-extinction-clock-ticks-for-the-little-known-philippine-pangolin/
https://news.mongabay.com/2019/04/the-extinction-clock-ticks-for-the-little-known-philippine-pangolin/
https://www.iucnredlist.org/species/136497/123586862
https://therevelator.org/coronavirus-wildlife-trade/
https://therevelator.org/coronavirus-wildlife-trade/
https://ejfoundation.org/news-media/how-nature-is-helping-us-fight-coronavirus
https://ejfoundation.org/news-media/how-nature-is-helping-us-fight-coronavirus
https://cnr.ncsu.edu/news/2020/04/habitat-destruction-covid19/
https://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2020/02/05/802938289/new-coronavirus-wont-be-the-last-outbreak-to-move-from-animal-to-human?t=1591131151478
https://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2020/02/05/802938289/new-coronavirus-wont-be-the-last-outbreak-to-move-from-animal-to-human?t=1591131151478
https://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2020/02/05/802938289/new-coronavirus-wont-be-the-last-outbreak-to-move-from-animal-to-human?t=1591131151478
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/grim-news-for-tigers-bears-as-china-wildlife-law-allows-farming-medical-use/2016/01/29/e991dde0-c5d7-11e5-b933-31c93021392a_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/grim-news-for-tigers-bears-as-china-wildlife-law-allows-farming-medical-use/2016/01/29/e991dde0-c5d7-11e5-b933-31c93021392a_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/grim-news-for-tigers-bears-as-china-wildlife-law-allows-farming-medical-use/2016/01/29/e991dde0-c5d7-11e5-b933-31c93021392a_story.html
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/wuhan-china-coronavirus-bans-eating-wild-animals-breeding-wet-markets/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/wuhan-china-coronavirus-bans-eating-wild-animals-breeding-wet-markets/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/wuhan-china-coronavirus-bans-eating-wild-animals-breeding-wet-markets/
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2020-02/24/c_138814328.htm

