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enforcement agencies for action.

Social media also offers good conditions 
for wildlife trafficking to thrive, making 
it the “new epicentre” for wildlife trade, 
according to TRAFFIC. Not only are the 
social platforms easily accessible and 
have a high number of users, but it’s 
also good for sellers who can put up 
photographers and detailed information 
about the animals. 

According to the International Fund 
for Animal Welfare (IFAW) Oceania, 
five years ago IFAW investigated the 
sale of endangered wildlife on online 
marketplaces accessible in Australia and 
New Zealand and found a wide variety of 
species available, most of them offered 
on two of Australia’s most popular trading 
websites, despite those sites having 
policies that prohibit trade in endangered 
and protected species. The report 
revealed a 266% increase in the number 
of advertisements for endangered wildlife 
since comparable research in 2008!

WHAT’S PUTTING WILDLIFE AT RISK?

Besides social media, poachers are also 
trawling scientific papers for information on 
the location and habits of new, rare species! 
David Lindenmayer, Australian National 
University professor and award-winning 
scientist in conservation and biodiversity, 
co-published an essay in Science that 
scientists may have to rethink how much 
information they publicly publish.

The principles of open access and 
transparency have led to the creation of 
detailed online databases that pose a very 
real threat to endangered species, he said. 
For example, in the case of the endangered 
pink-tailed worm lizard, biologists working 
in NSW are required to provide location 
data on all species they discover during 
scientific surveys to an online wildlife atlas. 
After data was published, the landowners 
began to find trespassers on their 
properties. The interlopers had scoured 
online wildlife atlases. 

“There is thinking around a risk strategy 
for reducing data accessibility to try and 
thwart poachers. Although this is naïve 

in some ways because criminals are very 
savvy when it comes to new technology 
and accessing key information,” said Prof 
Lindenmayer. “The extent of poaching is 
increasing and wildlife is under enormous 
pressure. Far better regulation of data 
streams needs to occur to prevent data 
access to the wrong people.”

Prof Lindenmayer said the pet industry 
has also contributed to the illegal wildlife 
trade. “The pet industry is a major 
contributor to the trade of wildlife. That 
was formally called out in the Ecological 
Society of America in 1996,” he said. 

Demands for rare and threatened animals, 
like Chinese Cave Geckos, means massive 
poaching is happening, he continued. 

“But these problems cover not just the 
illegal trade in reptiles, but also birds and 
even spiders -wild caught tarantulas! The 
pet trade in frogs was the basis for the 
disease being spread that has decimated 
frogs around the world,” he said. “The pet 
industry needs to better regulate what 
is suitable and not suitable as a pet, and 
there needs to be far greater fines and jail 
sentences for breaches.”

DETECTOR DOGS SAVING WILDLIFE

Conservation detection dogs play a vital 
role in helping to protect Australia’s 
threatened species for recovery programs 
and conservation research. They also work 
to protect Australia from exotic pests and 
diseases. The Department of Agriculture 
and Water Resources’ detector dog teams 
are deployed at international passenger 
terminals, mail facilities and courier depots 
throughout the country to find items that 
could bring pets or disease into Australia, 
such as certain food, plant material and 
animal protects. 

Well-trained detection dogs are clearly  
a powerful resource in the protection  
of endangered species. So why are 
they not being used particularly at mail 
facilities to detect wildlife being smuggled 
out of Australia?

An Australia Post spokesperson would not 
comment on the screening processes in 
mail centres, saying “screening of postal 

articles for contraband is the responsibility 
of Australian Border Force, the Department 
of Agriculture and Water Resources, and 
state and territory police forces. Australia 
Post works closely with law enforcement 
agencies where appropriate.”

ABF Superintendent Fleming said the 
agency does not have detector dogs that 
work in wildlife trafficking because they 
have a range of effective border security 
processes in place that include working 
with other agencies.

“The technology and resources that we 
have to detect wildlife smuggling are pretty 
strong. We have good x-ray facilities and 
physical inspection,” he said. “Or the use 
of intelligence - where we work around 
the information we get from offshore and 
information we share in amongst all of 
our state and federal colleagues - helps us 
to do good profiling in syndicates that we 
think are involved. That is something we are 
working on very strongly now in developing 
those profiles so that we can better detect 
attempted smuggling at the border.”

Detector dog trainer Steve Austin, 
Australia’s most experienced dog trainer 
for detection work including conservation 
and narcotics, believes wildlife trafficking 
investigations would be greatly enhanced 
by the use of canine scent detection. 

Having worked with and trained canines 
in wildlife conservation detection for 
many years, Mr Austin said a dog will 
track the species by the scent of their 
feathers, fur, urine and scat. Sometimes a 
dog also utilises the sound of the species 

The way these animals are concealed are extremely cruel; 
taped up head to tail to avoid animals making any noise


