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The hunters ransack the vulnerable nests of tropical birds in richly
biodiverse but poorly patrolled Venezuelan rainforests. Wildlife
merchants brazenly display young 㰀謄edglings, monkeys and other
animals, right next to main roads throughout the forest. Many
captives will travel a difἀ渄cult path — an exhausting, often fatal journey
covering thousands of miles, cleverly hidden inside bags and luggage,
passing through airports and seaports, bound for Europe and
elsewhere. It is a lucrative, shadowy trade, involving at least 900,000
animals annually, earning more than 300 million dollars for the
criminals plying it, from which the local rainforest hunter gleans barely
a ἀ渄stful of Bolivares.

According to a 2013 report Your Home Is Not Their Home, produced by the conservation organization Vitalis,
the ransacking of bird nests and theft of 㰀謄edglings is the main method by which tropical birds are captured in
Venezuela. Biologist Esmeralda Mujica, former director of the Foundation of Zoos and Aquariums of
Venezuela, a member of the Species Survival Commission of IUCN and co-author of the Vitalis paper, says that

the Psittacidae — including 50 species of New World parrot, parakeet and macaw endemic to Venezuela — is the bird
family most threatened by trafἀ渄ckers, and spring is the time of year when the most 㰀謄edglings are seized.

    

Venezuela is losing at least 900,000 animals every year to the $320 million illegal wildlife trade.• Among the birds sold to the pet trade are 50 species of New World parrot, parakeet and macaw endemic to
Venezuela, along with American flamingoes and extremely rare red siskins.•
Patrolling the country’s porous 2,800kilometer coastline and nearly 5,000 kilometer border with
Colombia, Brazil and Guyana is a daunting task for law enforcers trying to stop clever wildlife traffickers.•
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Trafἀ渄cked tropical animals: the ghost
exports of Venezuela

 / Jeanfreddy Gutiérrez Torres

Illegal trafficking is taking a terrible toll on the birdlife, wildlife, fish and plants of this South American country
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A green macaw (ara militaris), one of the most trafἀ渄cked birds in Venezuela. Photo by Dick Daniels licensed

under the Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 3.0 Unported license.

“The Easter holiday coincides with the reproductive season of parrots, which makes the hunting of 㰀謄edglings a very easy
endeavor all through the Llanos [vast tropical plain] and Southern Venezuela,” says Mujica. “The [local] people live in rural
areas where hospitals don’t even have needles, and jobs are hard to come by,” she says, so the easy money made from
hunting parrots is often vital to feeding their families.

The young captive birds readily adapt to human manipulation and hand feeding, so are easy to transport and very popular
for trafἀ渄cking. The most commonly captured and trafἀ渄cked Venezuelan Psittacidae are the Red and Green Macaws (Ara
chloroptera and Ara militaris), Yellow-shouldered Parrots (Amazona barbedensis), Yellow-crowned Parrots (Amazona
ochrocephala), Brown-throated Parakeets (Aratinda pertinax venezuelae) and Black-headed Caiques (Pionites
melanocephala).

Pirated coastal 㰀謄amingos

The estuarine wildlife refuge known as “Ciénaga de Los Olivitos” in northwestern Venezuela borders on Colombia and the
Caribbean Sea, and it has been described as a “delivery room” by local ecologists. That is because it comprises the resting,
feeding and nesting grounds for a great many species of terrestrial and aquatic birds, both local and migratory. One of
these birds is the American 㰀謄amingo (Phoenicopterus ruber) — a species that thrives in the refuge and that is prized by
wildlife trafἀ渄ckers.

“Some of the ἀ渄shermen work as [㰀謄amingo] transporters, taking the chicks and bringing them hidden inside their boats to
the Dutch Antilles, from where they are usually taken to Florida,” reveals Elíos Ríos, an environmental health doctor working
at the local Health Authority and an active member of several environmental NGOs including Grupo Mangle (the Mangrove
Group), Amigos del Bosque (Friends of the Forest) and Ecosistema Revolucionario (Revolutionary Ecosystem).

“Environmentalists and the Venezuelan Ministry for the Environment [which recently changed its name to the Ministry of
Ecosocialism and Water] have denounced [trafἀ渄cking] problems through the media,” Ríos told mongabay.com. “We have
also insisted on education for coastal communities, whose members usually sell the animals for a few Bolivares without
understanding the ecosystem alterations [and damage] this implies. Each species has a function in this bioregion related
to their ecological niche.”

Ríos hopes for ἀ渄rmer government actions aimed at reducing the demand for wild birds and other species. “This is
trafἀ渄cking with life and it is deteriorating our ecosystems. It is bringing some species to the brink of extinction.
Responsibility must be established internationally, and trafἀ渄ckers must [realize] that they are criminals and will be
incarcerated if they enter the country. Our constitution compels us; a healthy environment is a right for future generations,”
Rios declares.

But the trade goes on largely unhampered, and helped by major organized crime syndicates working at the region’s famous
Flea Market, an informal bazaar held in the capital of Zulia State, the province that is home to the Ciénaga de Los Olivitos
refuge.

Ríos notes that environmental groups have made a formal complaint to the government concerning the trafἀ渄cking, but the
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