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Trafficked tropical animals: the ghost
exports of Venezuela

/ Jeanfreddy Gutiérrez Torres

lllegal trafficking is taking a terrible toll on the birdlife, wildlife, fish and plants of this South American country

576 f in v & [ Published under
FACEBOOK LINKEDIN TWITTER GOOGLE+ E-MAIL Creative Commons BY-NC-ND
e |
o Venezuela is losing at least 900,000 animals every year to the $320 million illegal wildlife trade. 1
o Among the birds sold to the pet trade are 50 species of New World parrot, parakeet and macaw endemic to 1

Venezuela, along with American flamingoes and extremely rare red siskins. 1
Patrolling the country’s porous 2,800-kilometer coastline and nearly 5,000 kilometer border with 1
Colombia, Brazil and Guyana is a daunting task for law enforcers trying to stop clever wildlife traffickers. 1

4

The hunters ransack the vulnerable nests of tropical birds in richly
biodiverse but poorly patrolled Venezuelan rainforests. Wildlife
merchants brazenly display young fledglings, monkeys and other
animals, right next to main roads throughout the forest. Many
captives will travel a difficult 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 M OST READ
elsewhere. It is a lucrative, shadowy trade, involving at least 900,000

MORNING GLASS OF OJ
KEEPS US UP ALL NIGHT

1. Four get maximum sentence for murder of
animals annually, earning more than 300 million dollars for the Costa Rican sea turtle conservationist
UF'IFAS criminals plying it, from which the local rainforest hunter gleans barely

UNIVERSITY of FLORIDA 2. DiCaprio accused of running ‘black

campaign’ against Indonesian palm oil

a fistful of Bolivares.

According to a 2013 report Your Home Is Not Their Home, produced by the conservation organization Vitalis, 3. ?a'_'lea““s why many conservation efforts
i
A the ransacking of bird nests and theft of fledglings 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 4. :llalaysian palm oil giant 101 suspended
rom RSPO

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 5. Unilever, Kellogg, Mars drop palm oil giant
family most threatened by traffickers, and spring is the time of year when the most fledglings are seized. 101 over RSPO suspension

6. The hidden toll of war: world's largest ape
plummets 77% in 20 years

7. Peru's newest protected area could be a
tropical sea paradise

8. Palm oil’s new frontier: averting a Great

Ape phe in C:
9. Has WWF just condemned the last rhino in
Kalimantan?

10. Japan kills 333 whales, including 200
pregnant females

SUPPORT US

http://news.mongabay.com/2015/10/trafficked-tropical-animals-the-ghost-exports-of-venezuela/



http://news.mongabay.com/2016/04/these-countries-are-growing-their-economies-and-lowering-emissions-at-the-same-time/
http://twitter.com/mongabay
http://www.facebook.com/mongabay
http://igapo.net/feed/?post_type=post
https://www.linkedin.com/company/mongabay.com
https://www.pinterest.com/mongabay/
https://www.youtube.com/user/wildmadagascar
http://news.mongabay.com/
http://news.mongabay.com/list/south-america
http://news.mongabay.com/list/venezuela
http://news.mongabay.com/list/wildlife
http://news.mongabay.com/list/animals
http://news.mongabay.com/list/rainforests
http://news.mongabay.com/list/environment
http://3jxoym3s59ah3uq7ak2koa0s.wpengine.netdna-cdn.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/20/2015/10/featured-image-venezuela.jpg
http://www.facebook.com/share.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fnews.mongabay.com%2F2015%2F10%2Ftrafficked-tropical-animals-the-ghost-exports-of-venezuela%2F&title=Trafficked+tropical+animals%3A+the+ghost+exports+of+Venezuela
http://www.linkedin.com/shareArticle?mini=true&url=http%3A%2F%2Fnews.mongabay.com%2F2015%2F10%2Ftrafficked-tropical-animals-the-ghost-exports-of-venezuela%2Famp;title=Trafficked+tropical+animals%3A+the+ghost+exports+of+Venezuelaamp;summary=%3Cp%3EIllegal+trafficking+is+taking+a+terrible+toll+on+the+birdlife%2C+wildlife%2C+fish+and+plants+of+this+South+American+country%3C%2Fp%3E%0A&via=mongabay
http://twitter.com/home?status=Trafficked+tropical+animals%3A+the+ghost+exports+of+Venezuela+http%3A%2F%2Fnews.mongabay.com%2F2015%2F10%2Ftrafficked-tropical-animals-the-ghost-exports-of-venezuela%2F
https://plus.google.com/share?url=http%3A%2F%2Fnews.mongabay.com%2F2015%2F10%2Ftrafficked-tropical-animals-the-ghost-exports-of-venezuela%2F
mailto:?Subject=Article%20Recommendation%20on%20Mongabay&Body=I%20saw%20this%20and%20thought%20of%20you!%20%20http%3A%2F%2Fnews.mongabay.com%2F2015%2F10%2Ftrafficked-tropical-animals-the-ghost-exports-of-venezuela%2F
https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=L&ai=CdWXOYvEGV7uxHcWgmASChJHgC_PIn_IHm6-zg58CwI23ARABINfhlRNg3wbIAQKoAwHIA8EEqgS4AU_QW_iaKndiXwE8EGWEQLyMV1CSAY40kBx4mjdWTOS-trgO4O8EL-el4GJGhheujXdcBdMlliXnmNkdCbqbNU4Vs6tM28W7ERM1ardfKU2LnNiOuqdi4afaVM22bkttAy5cdLyxdb32WC02oElWT546b9EJl_cjwCsEEkVxaLS8BdGMmZJz3pPSyY7K7QZaHAoHaqOrXYZoYL07UtFIy511PRjBj1smuVoASPfySozIF70-AT0c4I6gBgKAB_Pc6jyoB6a-G9gHAQ&num=1&sig=AOD64_12ZoQ_wJcTd34W0jFJS9mDLc_-Dw&client=ca-pub-7638076456673025&adurl=http://news.ifas.ufl.edu/2015/07/citrus-greening-research-gets-1-million-in-state-budget-funding/
http://news.mongabay.com/series/latin-american-wildlife-trade
http://news.mongabay.com/by/jeanfreddy-gutierrez-torres
http://news.mongabay.com/2016/04/four-get-maximum-sentence-for-murder-of-costa-rican-sea-turtle-conservationist/
http://news.mongabay.com/2016/04/dicaprio-accused-of-running-black-campaign-against-indonesian-palm-oil/
http://news.mongabay.com/2016/03/5-reasons-why-many-conservation-efforts-fail/
http://news.mongabay.com/2016/03/malaysian-palm-oil-giant-ioi-suspended-from-rspo/
http://news.mongabay.com/2016/04/unilever-kellogg-mars-drop-palm-oil-giant-ioi-rspo-suspension/
http://news.mongabay.com/2016/04/new-report-finds-the-worlds-largest-ape-is-critically-endangered/
http://news.mongabay.com/2016/03/perus-newest-protected-area-could-be-a-tropical-sea-paradise/
http://news.mongabay.com/2016/04/palm-oils-new-frontier-averting-a-great-ape-catastrophe-in-cameroon/
http://news.mongabay.com/2013/04/has-wwf-just-condemned-the-last-rhino-in-kalimantan/
http://news.mongabay.com/2016/03/japan-kills-333-whales-including-200-pregnant-females/
http://rainforests.mongabay.com/
http://news.mongabay.com/list/oceans
http://news.mongabay.com/list/environment
http://kids.mongabay.com/
http://travel.mongabay.com/
http://wildtech.mongabay.com/

7/4/2016

A green macaw (ara militaris), one of the most trafficked 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 fledglings 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 trafficking. The most commonly captured and trafficked 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 flamingos

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 flamingo (Phoenicopterus ruber) — a species that thrives in the refuge and that is prized by
wildlife traffickers.

“Some of the fishermen work as [flamingo] transporters, taking the chicks and bringing them hidden inside their boats to
the Dutch Antilles, from where they are usually taken to Florida,” reveals Elios Rios, 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 [trafficking] problems through the media,” Rios 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.”

Rios hopes for firmer government actions aimed at reducing the demand for wild birds and other species. “This is
trafficking with life and it is deteriorating our ecosystems. It is bringing some species to the brink of extinction.
Responsibility must be established internationally, and traffickers 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.

Rios notes that environmental groups have made a formal complaint to the government concerning the trafficking, but the
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