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death. They are assessed, treated and 
sometimes euthanised.”

Mr Bruce said authorities prioritise their 
investigations according to how rare 
the species are – the rarer species are 
involved, the higher priority to investigate.

DELWP together with Australia Post ran 
one of Australia’s biggest investigations 
(Operation Sheffield) into illegal wildlife 
trafficking, leading to search warrants 
across Victoria and multiple arrests.   

A press release from the Minister of 
Energy, Environment and Climate Change, 
Lily D’Ambrosio reported more than 
150 lizards have been seized since the 
smuggling operation was discovered 
in June 2018 by Australia Post and the 
ABF – with a total estimated street value 
of more than $550,000. The smuggling 
syndicate was attempting to send 
the wildlife to China and Hong Kong, 
concealed inside toys, chip containers, 
powdered chocolate tins, deep-fryers and 
rice cookers. 

Most of the reptiles were rehoused to 
local sanctuaries, schools and zoos, and 
some sent to the Australian Museum 
to help develop tools to detect these 
animals being trafficked out of Australia 
in the future. Sadly, 12 of the smuggled 
reptiles died following their ordeal, either 
from suffocation or trauma. 

The DELWP has a lot of tools and 
significant powers under the Widlife Act 
1975 and other legislation to investigate, 
including surveillance devices, search 

warrants and dedicated resources, said 
Mr Bruce. 

“We identified, though, that we need to 
do better,” he said. “The government 
has invested $36 million to improve our 
efforts in recent times. In the past three 
years, DELWP has doubled the number of 
wildlife forest officers from around 35 to 
70. I’d like to think that Victoria is leading 
the way with significant intelligence by 
having a dedicated intelligence function.”

DELWP also uses the AELERT forum, a 
contact point to share information on 
wildlife trafficking compliance in resource 
management, and attends its bi-annual 
conference, he added.

Despite all the combined intelligence and 
resources, investigators need help from 
the public to bring criminals to justice,  
he said. 

“We are proud of our wildlife 
investigations but are not satisfied with 
the outcome,” said Mr Bruce. “Wildlife is 
difficult to detect. All sorts of different 
methods are being used to conceal the 
animals, providing false names and 
false documentation. We have all the 
information we need to prosecute and are 
bringing some to justice but have trouble 
locating other key suspects even when 
we have CCTV footage of them delivering 
parcels to post offices.”

Mr Bruce said investigators need 
the community to help identify these 
criminals who may have purchased some 
of the animals from legitimate  

pet owners. 

“There may be signs that are not quite 
right,” he said. “Take a look at the CCTV 
images on Crime Stoppers (www.
crimestoppers.com.au). From our 
investigations in the past year we’ve 
found that alleged offenders usually 
use post offices close to where they live 
or work. Parcels have been sent from, 
East Kew, Airport West and Melbourne. 
Somebody may recognise them!”

WHAT CONTRIBUTES TO WILDLIFE 
TRAFFICKING?

Wildlife based tourism and social media 
have done wonders to promote Australian 
wildlife and help expand dialogue on 
conservation and wildlife issues, but also 
contribute to the growth of  
wildlife trafficking.

Tour and travel operators are in an 
excellent position to not just educate 
tourists about wildlife, but also inform 
them about wildlife trafficking and to be 
alert for suspicious activities. A great 
example is Taronga Conservation Society 
Australia’s ‘Wildlife Witness’ app that 
enables users to directly report illegal 
wildlife trade!

Developed in partnership with TRAFFIC, 
this world-first app enables users to report 
suspicious illegal wildlife activity by taking 
a photo, pinning the exact location of an 
incident and sending these important 
details to TRAFFIC. These reports are then 
analysed by a Wildlife Crime Data Analyst 
and credible incidents will be referred to 
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