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Summary

As the pan-European animal advocacy organisation, the primary focus of Eurogroup for 
Animals is to improve the well-being of as many animals as possible and defend animals’ 
interests. We represent 72 non-governmental organisations from all over Europe.

Eurogroup for Animals welcomes the European Commission’s initiative introducing the EU 
strategy for 2021-2025 to fight organised crime. With the present submission, we would like 
to point out the need of including the illegal animal trade within the scope of the 
upcoming strategy.

The illegal animal trade is a booming industry rife with cases of consumer fraud, tax 
evasion, biosecurity concerns and animal abuse. The convergences between animal 
trafficking and other forms of transnational organised crime have been very 
well-established. The EU and Member States must take action to curb this serious form of 
organised crime, as it threatens European citizens, public health and the Single Market. 

Eurogroup for Animals advocates for the European Commission to:

1. Acknowledge transnational illegal trade of animals in the Communication on an EU 
Strategy to tackle organised crime (2021-2025)

2. Establish an EU taskforce to tackle the cross-border illegal trade of animals and 
ensure funding for enforcement projects under the European Regional 
Development Fund and Internal Security Fund to encourage close cooperation 
between EU Member States, Europol, Eurojust and all the other relevant 
stakeholders

3. Establish harmonised and dissuasive fines to sanction animal trafficking, in 
proportion to the gravity of the offense

4. Link the EU Strategy to tackle organised crime (2021-2025) with the EU Action Plan 
against Wildlife Trafficking, the new post-2020 Action Plan and the revision of the 
Environmental Crime Directive

2

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/310411973_The_Illegal_Wildlife_Trade_Inside_the_World_of_Poachers_Smugglers_and_Traders
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM:2016:87:FIN


Background
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The United Nations Convention on Transnational Organized Crime (UNTOC) defines an 
'organized criminal group' as “a group of three or more persons existing over a period of 
time acting in concert with the aim of committing crimes for financial or material benefit”.

However, Europol acknowledges that modern networks involved in organised crime 
surpass this definition, thus it is not adjusted to the modern reality. 

According to Europol, almost half of the organised crime groups operating in the EU are 
involved in more than one criminal activity. As the illegal pet and wildlife trade carries low 
risks and high profits, it serves either as a diversification of income sources for organised 
crime groups, or as a main activity. Largely controlled by highly organised criminal 
structures, this multimillion euro industry clearly falls under the definition of organised 
crime, and must be addressed accordingly. Estimates of the value of wildlife trafficking 
alone reach up to EUR 8 billion to EUR 20 billion annually.

Amongst other things, the EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030 will encompass the revision of 
the Environmental Crime Directive, as well as the renewal of the EU Action Plan against 
Wildlife Trafficking. Both of these EU policy initiatives are highly relevant to tackling 
organised crime.

Animals illegally traded are often subject to immense suffering, and as 74% of Europeans 
believe the welfare of companion animals should be better protected than it is now, it is 
clear that this issue is of great importance to European citizens. Furthermore, The EU 
Security Union Strategy emphasises the need to tackle emerging threats and the 
importance of acknowledging the complex nature of organised crime. It is evident that 
illegal animal trade plays an important role in the network of criminal activities.

https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/organized-crime/intro/UNTOC.html
https://www.europol.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/report_socta2017_1.pdf
https://efface.eu/sites/default/files/publications/EFFACE%20Policy%20Brief%202%20Nov%202014.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/cites/traf_steps_en.htm
https://ec.europa.eu/commfrontoffice/publicopinion/index.cfm/ResultDoc/download/DocumentKy/71349
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_1379
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_1379


Companion animals
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Until now, any focus on the criminal pet trade has concentrated on the animal welfare 
and consumer fraud aspects, but today it has become clear that illegal animal trade is 
structured and organised by criminal elements. 

Member States recognize the need to join forces to tackle this increasingly pressing 
problem and point to long-term solutions for the sake of protecting European citizens and 
the Single Market. Similar to the fight of central and local governments against drug trade 
and human trafficking, combatting pet trade controlled by criminal gangs must be 
assisted by mechanisms of support at the EU level. 

The European Commission has no central database on numbers of dogs in the EU or, unlike 
farm animals, a centralised method of identifying and tracking the movement of those 
dogs. As government data is so poor on the legal trade, we are reliant on other sources 
such as non-governmental data to estimate that 8 million dogs are required annually with 
a value of €1 billion to satisfy the European market (although some sources estimate the 
value at levels as high as €3 billion). Preliminary work shows that governments are losing 
large amounts of tax revenue from illegal trade driven by organised criminal formations, 
and that the trade reacts quickly to any enforcement of rules or other changes in the 
marketplace. Data showed that substantial amounts of revenue can be reclaimed from 
those illegally trading pets (in the UK, £5.3 million from 257 cases over a four-year period) 
and unpaid taxes together with profits from illegal activities can fuel other criminal 
operations. However, the suspects caught are merely the most minor actors of the criminal 
operations, as fines are not dissuasive enough. 

To effectively fight this criminal activity, competent authorities must prioritise resources 
across all the illegal trade activities. As pet traders traffic across multiple countries and are 
often based in countries other than the final destination of the animals (pets tend to be  

https://www.scribd.com/document/363388742/Declaration-Working-Party-of-the-Chief-Veterinary-Officers-of-the-Council-of-the-EU?secret_password=ABeZR6NgOoXNpPibpEri
https://ec.europa.eu/food/sites/food/files/animals/docs/aw_eu-strategy_study_dogs-cats-commercial-practices_en.pdf
https://www.euractiv.com/section/agriculture-food/opinion/animal-health-law-a-power-tool-against-illegal-puppy-trade/
https://www.eurogroupforanimals.org/sites/eurogroup/files/2020-09/Eurogroup%20Illegal%20pet%20trade%20report_v7_0.pdf
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-48167134
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scoping-research-sourcing-pet-dogs-illegal-importation-puppy-farms-2016/


Companion animals
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bred in eastern Europe, but are sold to northern European markets at a significant margin - 
the cost of breeding a puppy can be as low as 25 EUR while the market price could easily 
reach 1000-2000 EUR) international cooperation is required. 

https://view.pagetiger.com/RSPCAPuppyTradeReport
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scoping-research-sourcing-pet-dogs-illegal-importation-puppy-farms-2016/pages/16/
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1. Illegal pet trade fulfills all the potential requirements to be linked to other organised 

criminal activities, such as drug or human trafficking.

2. Biosecurity concerns including bioterrorism. Pets can be used as bioweapons - 

inconspicuous carriers of disease are capable of inflicting serious damage on the 

public health sector, and as a result, destroy economies. Increased transmission of 

pathogens among animals can result in widespread health crises impacting 

wildlife, pets and farm animals. 

3. Health of consumers at risk. Rabies, a lethal zoonosis causing 59 000 deaths globally 

each year, is becoming more prevalent in countries such as the Netherlands or 

France due to the influx of unvaccinated puppies from Eastern European countries. 

Other risks include parasitic and bacterial infections with severe implications for 

human health, such as intestinal worm infestations and alveolar echinococcosis 

caused by Echinococcus multilocularis.

4. Consumer fraud and violations of import rules. The pet’s health status, country of 

origin, vaccination status, breed and even existence can all be falsely presented to 

the consumer. 

Threats

https://thebulletin.org/2016/08/the-unintentional-exotic-pet-bio-attack-on-us-shores/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/agriculture-food/opinion/animal-health-law-a-power-tool-against-illegal-puppy-trade/
https://www.who.int/features/factfiles/rabies/en/
https://www.animalwardens.co.uk/news/the-biggest-scam-of-2020/
https://ec.europa.eu/food/animals/pet-movement_en
https://www-vice-com.cdn.ampproject.org/c/s/www.vice.com/amp/en/article/88a8qk/puppy-sale-scam-coronavirus?utm_source=upday&utm_medium=referral
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Recommendations for the EC communication on the EU strategy to tackle organised crime 
(2021-2025)

1. Implement an EU taskforce to tackle the cross-border illegal pet trade with formal 

representation from each EU Member state and non-EU State representation 

(agencies and organizations such as Europol and Eurojust, Interpol, the World 

Customs Organisation should be included). This task force would be a permanent 

body to centralise information exchange, ensure operational coordination by 

developing and executing national multi-agency operations, and offer and 

undertake training. The NEST and Biocrime models could be examined. 

2. Other enforcement projects should be funded under the European Regional 

Development Fund and Internal Security Fund based on the Biocrime model at key 

borders crossed by the pet trade using the links between animal and human health 

and the 43 International Police Cooperation Centres. 

3. Closer cooperation between Member States and with the aforementioned 

agencies and organizations is encouraged. 

Recommendations 

http://www.eurojust.europa.eu/Pages/home.aspx
https://www.interpol.int/
http://www.wcoomd.org/
http://www.wcoomd.org/
https://www.interpol.int/en/Crimes/Environmental-crime/Our-response-to-environmental-crime
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fvets.2020.593683/full


Wildlife 
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Wildlife trafficking is one of the most profitable forms of transnational crime along drug, 
human and arms trafficking. The highly organised criminal activity poses a risk to 
biosecurity, biodiversity, wildlife conservation, and is a major animal welfare concern. 
Interpol reports the links of wildlife trafficking to other serious criminal activities and points 
to the low-risk and high-profit ratio as a major driver of environmental crime, stating that 
60% of surveyed countries recognised a growing sophistication and adaptation to 
environmental crimes committed by transnational organised crime groups. 

Controlling and eradicating invasive alien species, treating people for zoonotic diseases, 
fighting against illegal trade and culling thousands of farm animals in order to prevent the 
spread of illness, are all direct consequences of absent or inadequate laws and 
regulations on exotic pet trade. In recent years, the growing trend for exotic pet keeping 
includes an increasing range of species on sale that are caught in the wild elsewhere 
around the globe, and the commercial trade in captive-bred wild animals. 

Recommendations for the EC communication on the EU strategy to tackle organised 
crime (2021-2025)

1. The EU strategy to tackle organised crime (2021-2025) should be linked with the 
forthcoming revision of the EU Action Plan against Wildlife Trafficking, the new 
post-2020 Action Plan and the revision of the Environmental Crime Directive

2. Preventive legislation under the form of an EU Positive List of allowed exotic pet 
species must be adopted to tackle commercial trade in critically endangered 
species, and facilitate enforcement against wildlife trafficking

3. Wildlife crime should be acknowledged as a serious form of organised crime and 
proportionate and dissuasive penalties need to be adopted at EU level

https://www.europol.europa.eu/newsroom/news/european-organised-crime-groups-active-in-trafficking-endangered-species
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3371803/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41559-021-01399-y
https://www.interpol.int/content/download/5088/file/INTERPOL-UNEP%20Strategic%20Report%20-%20Environment,%20Peace%20and%20Security%20-%20A%20Convergence%20of%20Threats.pdf
https://www.worldanimalprotection.org.uk/news/uk-imports-wild-animals-known-disease-hotspots-feed-exotic-pet-trade
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM:2016:87:FIN
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