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Accurate characterization of wildlife trade and policy
instruments: Reply to D’Cruze et al. (2022) and Frank and

Wilcove (2022)

D’Cruze et al. (2022) and Frank and Wilcove (2022) suggest
that Challender et al. (2021) misrepresent their research.
We reiterate that our intention was not to denigrate any
particular study; instead, we aimed to draw attention
to contemporary issues in wildlife trade research and
highlight ways for research to better inform policy pro-
cesses. Here, we respond to the points raised in these
articles.

D’Cruze et al. suggest that we were incorrect to deduce
from Harrington et al. (2019) that their position is that
“use/trade [in Asian otters as exotic pets] constitutes a
threat to the species or is detrimental to wild populations.”
This is despite the title of that article being “Popularity of
pet otters on YouTube: evidence of an emerging trade threat.”
It is difficult to reconcile this title and statements within
the article with the assertion that Harrington et al. did not
conclude that the pet trade posed a threat to wild popula-
tions of Asian otters.

However, our primary concern is that Harrington et al.’s
analysis of trends in popularity of social media videos of
pet otters makes the jump to strongly endorsing an interna-
tional trade policy (specifically, including two otter species
in CITES Appendix I) despite the authors acknowledging
that there is no evidence of a link between social media
trends and trade trends. Trade bans via CITES may be con-
sidered as a sensible precautionary measure by some, but
in some instances, they may do more harm than good for
species (Challender et al., 2021). To avoid this scenario,
the risks and benefits of such proposals should be fully
assessed (Cooney et al., 2021).

Regarding CITES source code “I,” users of data with
this source code should be aware that CITES Parties use
this code in various ways and therefore be clear whether
data refer to illegal trade or legal (re-)exports of previously
seized specimens. Otherwise, trade is likely to be mischar-
acterized (Lopes et al., 2017). A better method of character-
izing illegal trade in CITES-listed species would be to use
other available databases (see Supporting Information in

Challender et al., 2021) and CITES source code “I” data that
can be categorically identified as referring to illegal trade.
Regarding Can et al.’s (2019) conclusion that “risks posed
by pathogens...associated with the wildlife trade should
not be under-estimated,” we agree and add that neither
should they be overestimated. Both carry the risk of mis-
leading policy processes.

D’Cruze et al. also argue that their errors relating to
transaction frequency in CITES trade data were minor
and do not fundamentally alter their conclusions. While
we acknowledge this, our concern remains that if mis-
takes made in published articles on wildlife trade are not
addressed, there is a risk that they will be perpetuated by
other authors in the future.

We agree with Frank and Wilcove (2022) that the [IUCN
Red List of Threatened Species (hereafter “Red List”) can
be used to inform the potential adoption of trade measures
in CITES. Indeed, the Red List has informed CITES pro-
cesses since its inception, and the potential for closer align-
ment is currently being explored.

However, Frank and Wilcove (2022) claim that Chal-
lender et al. (2021) believe that “... CITES protection (via
Appendices I and IT) should be reserved for vanishing species
whose main threat is international trade ...” and cite the
Convention text as justification for including species in
CITES when trade may only be a contributing threat.
They misrepresent our main point, namely that, based
on lessons learnt in preceding decades (Cooney et al.,
2021), species should be listed based on evidence that
doing so is likely to contribute to (and not potentially
undermine) their conservation. The precautionary princi-
ple which underpins conservation policy is not unidirec-
tional and it cannot be assumed that tighter regulation of
international trade, including bans, is always the most pre-
cautionary policy option.

One of our major criticisms of Frank and Wilcove (2019)
was that their recommendations were poorly developed,
overlooking critical factors that would impede real-world
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adoption (Challender et al., 2021). There is far more expo-
sition and “nuance” in their response to our commen-
tary than their original article. We encourage researchers
suggesting wildlife trade policy reforms to recognize and
address the potential challenges in realistic terms, not least
to ensure credibility with those who make and implement
policy.

Finally, we do not claim in Challender et al. (2021)
that specific studies have misled policy; however, where
wildlife trade data are interpreted inaccurately in research
articles, there is potential to mislead policy processes, and
to undermine the role of academic research in inform-
ing these processes. We would welcome collaboration with
researchers interested in working with us to develop best
practice guidelines that ensure that wildlife trade policy is
based on the best evidence, appropriately interpreted.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

D.C. and E.J.M.G. acknowledge funding from the Oxford
Martin Programme on Wildlife Trade and the UK Research
and Innovation’s Global Challenges Research Fund (UKRI
GCRF) through the Trade, Development, and the Envi-
ronment Hub project (project number ES/S008160/1). A.H.
is funded by a Kadas Fellowship at Worcester College,
Oxford.

CONFLICT OF INTEREST
The authors declare no conflict of interest.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS
All authors contributed to the conception, writing, editing,
and reviewing of the manuscript.

ETHICS STATEMENT
No primary data were collected for this manuscript and an
ethical review process was not undertaken.

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT
No primary data were collected for this manuscript.

Daniel W.S. Challender!
Dan Brockington®

Amy Hinsley'
Michael Hoffmann?
Jonathan E. Kolby*>
Francis Massé®
Daniel J. D. Natusch’
Thomasina E. E. Oldfield’
Michael ’t Sas-Rolfes®
E. J. Milner-Gulland'

I Department of Zoology, University of Oxford, Oxford, UK

2 Sheffield Institute for International Development,
University of Sheffield, Sheffield, UK

3 Conservation and Policy, Zoological Society of London,
London, UK

4 JUCN SSC Amphibian Specialist Group, Toronto, Canada

2 College of Public Health, Medical and Veterinary Sciences,
James Cook University, Townsville, Australia

¢ Department of Geography & Environmental Sciences,
Northumbria University, Newcastle upon Tyne, UK

7 Department of Biological Sciences, Macquarie University,
Sydney, New South Wales, Australia

8 School of Geography and the Environment, University of
Oxford, Oxford, UK

9 TRAFFIC, Cambridge, UK

Correspondence

Daniel W.S. Challender, Department of Zoology,
University of Oxford, Zoology Research and
Administration Building, 11a Mansfield Road, Oxford,
0X1 3SZ, UK.

Email: dan.challender@zoo.ox.ac.uk

ORCID
Daniel W.S. Challender
0606-1715
Amy Hinsley © https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5590-7617

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-

REFERENCES

Can, O.E., D’Cruze, N., & Macdonald, D. W. (2019). Dealing in deadly
pathogens: Taking stock of the legal trade in live wildlife and
potential risks to human health. Global Ecology and Conservation,
17, €00515.

Challender, D. W. S., Brockington, D., Hinsley, A., Hoffmann, M.,
Kolby, J.E., Massé, F., Natusch, D. J. D., Oldfield, T. E. E., Outh-
waite, W., ’t Sas-Rolfes, M., & Milner-Gulland, E. J. (2021). Mis-
characterising wildlife trade and its impacts may mislead pol-
icy processes. Conservation Letters, €12832. https://doi.org/10.1111/
conl.12832.

Cooney, R., Challender, D. W. S, Broad, S., Roe, D., & Natusch, D. J.
D. (2021). Think before you act: Improving the conservation out-
comes of CITES listing decisions. Frontiers in Ecology and Evolu-
tion, 9, 631556. https://doi.org/10.3389/fev0.2021.631556.

D’Cruze, N., Can, O. E., & Harrington, L. (2022). Mischaracteris-
ing wildlife trade and its impacts may mislead policy processes:
Response to Challender et al. (2021). Conservation Letters. https:
//doi.org/10.1111/conl.12855

Frank, E. G., & Wilcove, D. S. (2019). Long delays in banning trade
in threatened species. Science, 363(6248), 686-688. https://doi.org/
10.1126/science.aav4013.

Frank, E. G., & Wilcove, D. S. (2022). Challender et al. (2021) misinter-
pret the recommendations regarding an IUCN-CITES interface in
Frank and Wilcove (2019) and advocate poor policy. Conservation
Letters. https://doi.org/10.1111/conl.12863


https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0606-1715
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5590-7617
mailto:dan.challender@zoo.ox.ac.uk
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0606-1715
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0606-1715
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0606-1715
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5590-7617
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5590-7617
https://doi.org/10.1111/conl.12832
https://doi.org/10.1111/conl.12832
https://doi.org/10.3389/fevo.2021.631556
https://doi.org/10.1111/conl.12855
https://doi.org/10.1111/conl.12855
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.aav4013
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.aav4013
https://doi.org/10.1111/conl.12863

CHALLENDER ET AL.

WILEY 1222

Harrington, L. A., Macdonald, D. W., & D’Cruze, N. (2019). Popu-
larity of pet otters on YouTube: Evidence of an emerging trade
threat. Nature Conservation, 36, 17-45. https://doi.org/10.3897/
natureconservation.36.33842

Lopes, R. J., Ferreira, J. M., & Moraes-Barros, N. (2017). A criti-
cal comment to DtCruze and Macdonald (2016). Nature Conser-
vation, 21, 159-161. https://doi.org/10.3897/natureconservation.21.
13071.


https://doi.org/10.3897/natureconservation.36.33842
https://doi.org/10.3897/natureconservation.36.33842
https://doi.org/10.3897/natureconservation.21.13071
https://doi.org/10.3897/natureconservation.21.13071

	Accurate characterization of wildlife trade and policy instruments: Reply to D’Cruze et al. (2022) and Frank and Wilcove (2022)
	ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
	CONFLICT OF INTEREST
	AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS
	ETHICS STATEMENT
	DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

	ORCID
	REFERENCES


