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The world is facing a biodiversity crisis driven by land-use and climate change, pollution, the spread of invasive alien 
species and overexploitation. The large-scale extraction of exotic animals from their ecosystems for the global pet 
trade contributes to this, exerting extreme and highly targeted pressure on thousands of species. This growing trade is 
an international, multi-billion-dollar industry involving hundreds of millions of exotic animals  that are captured or bred 
and traded annually. As of 2019, Europeans reportedly owned 90 million exotic pet birds, small mammals and reptiles, 
Mainland Chinese possessed a further 23 million, and Americans over 15 million. Whilst likely conservative, these figures 
highlight the sheer volume of live exotics living alongside humans around the world.

Until recently, the exotic animal trade has operated, for the most part, out of the public eye and with limited public 
interest. Since the emergence of COVID-19 and its likely zoonotic origin, however, exotic and other live animal trades 
have received increasing scrutiny globally.

In Hong Kong, publicly available data on exotic pet ownership is at least 15 years out of date. In 2005, census statistics 
indicated approximately 228,000 exotic animals1 (excluding cats and dogs) were distributed across Hong Kong 
households. Indications are that, in tandem with the trade globally, the volume of imports of exotic pet species has 
grown dramatically and local demand has risen markedly. 

As far back as 1975, local conservationists, legal scholars and academics that reviewed Hong Kong’s animal trading and 
welfare laws have called for reform. Their works identified regulatory weaknesses and loopholes that persist to this day, 
and that have effectively worsened as the demand for and trade in exotic animals has grown. A comprehensive review of 
the exotic pet trade and its regulatory regime is overdue.

Research was initiated by ADM Capital Foundation in 2020 to shed light on the scale and nature of the city’s exotic pet 
trade. It has specifically sought to identify key areas of concern regarding impacts on biodiversity; animal health and 
welfare; public health; and, ultimately, areas for potential policy and regulatory enhancement. 

1 98,300 turtles & tortoises, 51,800 birds, 50,500 small mammals (comprising 38,300 hamsters & 12,200 rabbits), as well 
as 27,300 other animals (excluding cats and dogs). 

This executive summary presents the key findings of this research. It indicates that over the last two decades the trade 
in Hong Kong has indeed grown and diversified, pointing towards a vast and high value industry. Exotics were found 
to be imported in their millions, many of high conservation value and threatened with extinction, yet in high demand 
as pets. Animal health and welfare issues are omnipresent, in part a result of a patchwork of legislation that has not 
kept up with the trade and allows the buying and selling of species highly unsuitable as pets. The risk of disease 
transmission requires assessment, both from an animal and public health perspective, and the government’s rhetoric on 
managing alien species needs clarification and action to ensure the protection of local biodiversity.

Ultimately, the research urges Hong Kong’s Administration to enhance the existing regulatory regime and adopt a 
holistic approach to the trade, such as that embodied in the globally recognised ‘One Health’ concept.

Hong Kong has the opportunity to exceed and even set global standards for the live exotic pet trade. The city is a 
vibrant trade hub recognised internationally, providing both a dynamic consumer base for exotic pets and a gateway to 
other key demand centres. As such, enhancing the standards of the trade within Hong Kong would have co-benefits, 
radiating across neighbouring jurisdictions and far-flung trade partners alike.

Setting the Scene 
Exotic Pets in the Spotlight

Defining Exotic Pets
For the purposes of this report, the trade in exotic pets includes small 
mammals (e.g., rabbits, rodents, ferrets, hedgehogs), birds, reptiles, 
amphibians and arthropods. Aquaria species, including fish and marine 
invertebrates (e.g., corals, molluscs), are not included. Domestic cats 
and dogs are also excluded.

1

Ex
EC

U
T

IV
E SU

M
M

A
R

y



Data on Hong Kong’s exotic pet trade is highly variable in detail and scope. As such, painting a full picture of the sheer numbers 
and species remains challenging. Insights can be gleaned, however, by examining data from the various government departments 
and divisions charged with quantifying aspects of the trade. 

At the broadest level, the government’s Census and Statistics data indicate that as many as 24.4 million live terrestrial exotic 
animals were imported into Hong Kong over the five years from 2015 to 2019 — equivalent to around 13,400 live exotic animals per 
day. These millions include a vast influx of live frogs, amounting to 18.8 million individuals. Notably, there is no data on their end 
use (though most are suspected to be for food), few have been re-exported and their sale locally is largely untraceable. Species 
data has not been collated for more than 99% of these imports.

A review of AFCD’s more detailed datasets indicate that from 2015 to 2019 as many as four million exotic animals were imported 
for the pet trade (excluding aquaria species, such as corals, molluscs and fish). These exotics were drawn from 84 countries and 
over 700 species, with reptiles dominating and consistently making up more than 97% annually. In 2016 alone, as many as 784,300 
reptiles were imported.

Exotics destined for Hong Kong’s pet trade have been captive-bred and wild-caught, originating from almost every biome. From 
tortoises sourced from the deserts of Togo and the steppes of Uzbekistan, to frogs gathered from streams in Madagascar and 
parrots netted from the rainforests of Indonesia and Amazonia, Hong Kong’s exotic pet trade has brought all manner of animals 
into the city. The volume of imports notably climbed from 2007 onwards, in part as a result of legal reforms introduced in 2006 
that eased regulatory requirements for animal traders. 

Re-exports appear to have been minimal, with fewer than half a million exotics officially departing the city, at first glance 
suggesting that a large number may remain in Hong Kong. It is possible, however, that many animals have died, driving traders to 
import more animals to meet demand. Another scenario is that large numbers of exotics have been smuggled out of the city. Due 
to limited traceability in the system, it is not possible to determine which of these scenarios dominates. The reality may well lie in a 
combination of all three.

Traceability is a key challenge. Data on bird imports, for instance, indicate that 120 species of birds were imported from 2015 to 
2019 according to government statistics. In contrast, local researchers identified 227 species in domestic markets in 2018 and 
2019, raising concerns that more birds are being landed than are declared.

Threatened species as pets

Given the large volumes and diversity of animals in Hong Kong’s exotic pet trade over the last five years, a key concern is whether 
the species involved can withstand the demands of the trade. 

Looking back over the past two decades (2000 to 2019), 4.8 million live animals regulated under the Convention on International 
Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) were imported. Five nations, Peru, the USA, El Salvador, Malaysia 
and Indonesia, accounted for 81%. Despite hundreds of species in trade, ten species dominated imports, amounting to four million 
animals and dominated by the “Vulnerable” yellow-spotted river turtles (Podocnemis unifilis).

In the five years from 2015 to 2019, 2.8 million CITES-regulated animals were imported, nearly three-quarters of which were from 
species threatened with extinction. Of these, over 166,400 were from species facing “very high” and “extremely high” risk of 
extinction in the wild.

While CITES provides some governance and oversight for the international trade of exotic animals, there are still sustainability 
concerns. CITES listing can come too late for species that are already on the brink of extinction. Moreover, a relatively limited 
number of species are regulated under the Convention.

At least 1.2 million animals falling outside of CITES regulations were also imported into Hong Kong from 2015 to 2019 to supply the 
exotic pet trade. Turtles and tortoises (Testudines spp.), the most heavily traded taxonomic group, give rise to especially elevated 
conservation concerns. From a list of the world’s 25+ most at-risk species of tortoises and freshwater turtles, at least 13 were found 
in Hong Kong’s trade, with nearly 8,000 animals imported in these five years alone.

A major challenge in regulating exotics in trade is the threat of extinction before scientific research can assess the viability of their 
populations, or the sustainability of breeding or harvesting operations. This is compounded by the lack of insight or information 
on their sources, with limited country-specific information on whether animals traded originated from the wild or from captivity. 
The wild populations of nine in ten CITES animals and seven in ten non-CITES animals imported into Hong Kong (2015-2019) were 
either in decline or else their conservation status was poorly understood. Continuing to import animals without understanding the 
potentially detrimental impacts of the trade is problematic, presenting risks to the survival of wild populations.

Traded in Their Millions
Wild, Threatened, Farmed

An Increasing Pressure on Biodiversity
Hong Kong’s Outsized Ecological Footprint
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Taking from the wild

Both ranching and captive-breeding are often proposed as “sustainable” approaches to meet the demands of the exotic pet trade, 
while insulating wild populations from the worst impacts of climate and land use change, pollution, poaching, overharvesting, 
among other pressures. However, numerous captive-breeding operations have been repeatedly linked to concerning and even 
illegal practices. Reviews of just a few of the hundreds of species traded in recent years reveal a multitude of concerns. Turtles 
have arrived from war-zones. Species functionally extinct in the wild have been traded commercially. Purportedly captive-bred 
tortoises have been imported from nations without any known or authorised breeding operations. Others have been landed in 
numbers exceeding strict quotas in their source nations.

A prime example is the CITES-listed yellow-spotted river turtle, a species that accounts for 60% of Hong Kong’s turtles and 
tortoises imported over the past 20 years. Even though the species is bred through regulated operations, it continues to be 
exploited in troubling ways and its populations have not been fully assessed by the IUCN in a quarter of a century. Trade in the 
species boomed, as ranching efforts expanded from 2010 onward. Operations overseeing their rearing have since been linked to 
overharvesting from the wild, fundamental concerns about the viability of ranching wild-harvested eggs and juveniles, as well as 
alleged financial crimes.

Another example is the import of thousands of Pancake tortoises from Zambia. The species has been imported in relatively large 
numbers, far exceeding  the country’s entire population numbering only several hundred, the species typically laying just one egg a 
year and no public information available on any breeding facilities in the country. Thus, there are concerns around the sustainability 
and sourcing of this tortoise for the international pet trade, in which Hong Kong has been a leading demand centre. Equally troubling 
are the arrivals of African spurred tortoises from Togo, potentially exceeding national quotas and suspected to have been illegally 
sourced from neighbouring nations where populations are in decline. 

Even small volumes, when harvested from wild populations, can be devastating to global populations or contribute to detrimental 
trends, as in the case of the Critically Endangered Turquoise dwarf geckos. In 2015, 300 geckos were illegally harvested and 
exported to Hong Kong, from a patch of forest in Tanzania smaller than Lantau North Country Park. This location contained the 
entirety of their wild population. Within two years, all international trade of wild-captured Turquoise dwarf geckos was banned as 
the species had been brought to the brink of extinction.

Mass captive breeding within the pet trade has also driven demand, spurring interest in animals previously free from the pressures 
of commercialisation. Examples include Red-eared sliders, snapping turtles, African grey parrots, among many others.

Further conservation concerns arise from breeding local species. There are many barriers to differentiating wild-caught from 
captive-bred or reared animals, which has resulted in wild local animals being laundered into the pet trade. The inability to 
differentiate wild from captive-bred individuals similarly poses a challenge to enforcement of CITES.

Without better understanding the supply chains feeding Hong Kong’s exotic markets, the city will continue to receive exotics from 
operations linked to unsustainable and sometimes illegal practices. The lack of transparency and accountability means animals of 
uncertain provenance will continue to be sold in local markets and pet shops.

Invasive and alien species threatening ecosystems

The transporting of animals around the world, in particular the trade of mercy release animals, elevates the risk of alien and 
potentially invasive species entering and threatening local ecosystems. The Hong Kong government and legislators have 
repeatedly acknowledged this potential risk, and yet little remedial action has been taken. Rhetoric and policy have been 
misaligned on this issue for a number of years, with repeated references to the likes of Red-eared sliders outcompeting valued 
endemic species, yet their trade being permitted to continue unabated. Over 60,200 were imported from 2015 through 2019. 

With more than 4 million exotics arriving in the city destined for the pet trade in just five years, from 700 species and over 80 
jurisdictions, the risk that such a trade could have a detrimental impact on local ecology should be assessed. Potential risks are 
heightened by regular imports of species listed among the “100 worst invasive species in the world”. The pet trade is an irrefutable 
source for many animals that have established populations in local environments across the region, with as many as 181 alien 
species entering Hong Kong ecosystems since international commerce began in the city. 

So-called “mercy releases”, whereby large numbers of animals are in effect abandoned, only elevate the risk of introducing invasive 
species, with known invaders among the most popular animals for such release in Hong Kong. While animal abandonment under 
some circumstances constitutes an offence, it does not seem to have been widely prosecuted in recent years. This is despite 
the clear contradiction with protecting animal health and welfare, for both the animals abandoned and those in the receiving 
environments.
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Research findings indicate multiple animal health and welfare concerns associated with Hong Kong’s exotic pet trade, with many 
animals suffering at every point along the supply chain as well as in the local trade. Sub-optimal conditions and environments can 
have a deleterious impact on animal health and cause considerable physiological and psychological stress, leading to disease, 
injuries and death. They may also pose potential risks to public health and safety if not assessed and addressed.

Capturing animals from the wild involves methods that are stressful and harmful to the health and welfare of the animal. While 
spared the trauma of capture, captive-bred animals may face significant stress and health risks from intensive rearing in over-
crowded conditions. Subsequent shipment of these animals in often cramped and/or overcrowded conditions is an additional 
stressor.

Complex husbandry requirements of exotics, mean that the animals’ welfare throughout the supply chain is hard to ensure, and 
maintaining proper environmental conditions during breeding, transport, and sale of these exotic animals is difficult to achieve, 
especially where large numbers are involved.

Inadequate husbandry, poor animal health and diseases

The trade in exotic pets in Hong Kong is primarily regulated via the Animal Trader Licensing regime under the Public Health 
(Animals and Birds) Ordinance (Cap. 139). The regime stipulates the animal welfare and animal and public health requirements for 
the import and commercial sale of animals for the pet trade. 

When live exotics arrive in Hong Kong, there are some testing and quarantining protocols in place, but these are limited and do not 
require a qualified veterinary surgeon to supervise or inspect. This increases the likelihood of diseased or ailing animals entering 
local markets undetected.

Once in the domestic market, many of the requirements stipulated for sanitation and husbandry are vague and ambiguous. As a 
result, enforcement is challenging. Poor practices and suspected breaches of these requirements have been frequently observed 
in local markets by researchers. Cages and enclosures are, in general, observed by veterinary surgeons, academics and NGOs to be 

Animal Welfare and Health 
Meeting the Complex Needs of Exotics is Challenging

Credit: Paul Hilton/Earth Tree images

poorly maintained with a lack of appropriate husbandry, enrichment and space for the animals. Poor hygiene and sanitation are clearly 
visible and there exist multiple potential opportunities for the transfer of infectious pathogens between animals and possibly humans.

yuen Po Bird Market serves as an example, where observers have similarly identified cages often stacked haphazardly without 
ample ventilation, thereby increasing the risk of cross contamination from transfer of faecal matter, feathers, other materials and 
dust particles from one cage to another. Overcrowding of birds in cages is also evident. Such unsafe conditions are not ideal for 
maintaining hygiene and increase the risk of disease transmission to other animals as well as to humans. Feral pigeons and other 
wild birds often wander, feed and excrete around or near these cages, further increasing the potential for disease transmission 
between the animals in captivity and the wild. 

While relatively few animal pathogens or diseases are screened for on entry into Hong Kong, the same limitations exist regarding 
animals in the domestic market. Although there are prescribed ‘notifiable’ diseases under the purview of the Centre for Health 
Protection (CHP) and the Agriculture, Fisheries and Conservation Department (AFCD), the animal disease list (documented in 
Cap. 139 under the purview of AFCD), is not kept up to date. Common and less serious diseases such as ringworm and mange 
are retained, whereas other important animal diseases such as avian Chlamydiosis (a zoonotic respiratory infectious disease) 
and Chytridiomycosis (responsible for mass mortalities and extinctions of amphibians worldwide) have not been included. While 
CHP’s Statutory Notifiable Disease list has a dedicated webpage readily available to the public, the animal diseases list is not 
readily accessible or widely disseminated and many veterinary surgeons are unaware of it. As such, animal diseases appear seldom 
reported, increasing the challenge of disease control and surveillance.

Private pet owners have a duty to care

The lack of proper care and failure to meet the complex needs of exotics can also extend to the home environment. Local 
veterinary surgeons regularly see exotic pets suffering from a range of avoidable husbandry-related health issues. 

Hong Kong’s pet shops are usually the initial and primary source of husbandry information for pet owners, but the quantity and 
quality of information imparted have been noted by veterinary surgeons to be inadequate, misleading and in some cases false.

Exotic pet owners may find it hard to access suitably qualified and specialised exotic veterinary surgeons, as few veterinary 
hospitals are designed or provisioned to see such cases, and even fewer employ board-certified specialists. The costs of adequate 
care and veterinary treatments can far exceed willingness or ability to pay. Many exotics are cheap to purchase, costing only tens 
or a few hundred dollars, giving rise to the phrase ‘trash pets’. Many owners incorrectly assume that exotic pets that are small or 
‘pocket-sized’ would entail lower costs for care. However, to construct and maintain an appropriate captive environment for exotics 
with complex needs is by no means inexpensive. Since treatment and surgeries for exotic patients require specialised skills and 
often expensive, delicate equipment, veterinary fees are similar to or may even be higher than for dogs and cats. 

Consequently, it is common for owners to seek ‘free’ advice from traders and the internet, where the quality of information is 
variable and often contains outdated or incorrect information that can be harmful to the health of the animal. 

Additionally, lines between licensed animal traders and private owners are blurred with no clear definition as to when a Private 
Pet Owner (PPO) is entering commercial trading territory when selling their pet’s offspring. Pet owners typically face scrutiny only 
when welfare concerns are reported, and such cases appear infrequent despite widespread concerns.

Species unsuitable as pets

The presence of unsuitable species in the pet trade contributes to the animal welfare, public health and safety concerns. All 
animals are capable of inflicting injuries to humans and other pets through bites, scratches, kicks, envenomation and in the case 
of some species of birds, stabbing. In captivity, exotic animals equally can display such behaviour and thus injure handlers while 
trying to evade restraint. Such behaviour is often due to inherent fear, and self/territorial defence in threatening and unfamiliar 
environments. 

Although the Animal Trader Licenses indicate that large and dangerous animals should not be traded, there are no clear publicly 
available definitions, and such species can be legally imported and traded. Species that are non-domesticated, large, easily 
stressed, notoriously aggressive, challenging to handle, or have venom, may pose an elevated risk to owners, traders and the 
public alike. For instance, snapping turtles are imported into Hong Kong by the tens of thousands and are relatively common as 
pets despite their large adult size, specialised needs and powerful bites. Housing these animals suitably and safely in the domestic 
environment and particularly in small flats, can be challenging and potentially dangerous.
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Wildlife trafficking has run parallel to the legal trade since at least the 1970s, with attempts to smuggle exotic animals through 
every major control point in the city. Tens of thousands of animals have been seized. However, such incidents only capture a 
fraction of the animals being trafficked, and far greater numbers may be illegally transported to other jurisdictions.

Despite this, there are few known prosecutions. Burdens of proof are unclear and onerous, such that regulations are challenging to 
enforce. Meanwhile, court proceedings in other jurisdictions have repeatedly linked organised criminal operations to Hong Kong 
buyers, sellers and companies trafficking live exotic animals in the city.

Online platforms create further challenges to oversight. The online trade is of increasing importance globally and Hong Kong is no 
exception. Local studies have repeatedly identified threatened species being openly traded through social media, websites and 
fora, in the hundreds and thousands. This includes species that are strictly regulated, have never been legally imported into the 
city and are only recorded in the local trade when seized. From 2016 to 2019, nearly a hundred live animals were seized through 
anti-online trafficking operations. 

The scale of the illegal online trade is likely far greater than such seizures indicate, with data suggesting markedly more sellers 
operating online than there are licensed traders in the city. While there are more than 140 Licensed Pet Shops (variously trading 
dogs, cats and exotic species), researchers have identified many hundreds of social media accounts engaged in selling turtles alone. 
PPOs use social media to advertise and trade countless exotic offspring, contravening platform community guidelines and, more 
importantly, local regulations. Oversight appears limited. Resources, time and labour must be deployed to combat illegal trades 
across the cyber landscape.

The current array of policies and legislative mechanisms in place are often specific to certain groups of animals / taxa, leading to a 
system in which some species are more closely regulated and have more safeguards than others.

Birds
Birds are the most stringently regulated species in Hong Kong, with much of the oversight linked to public and animal health 
concerns, spurred by historic outbreaks of Avian influenza. There are strict requirements particularly to ensure birds’ health 
in advance of import. However, this approach is contingent on protocols being well-implemented and adhered to in other 
jurisdictions, which can be impeded by a lack of expertise and training in exporting countries, the volume of exotics in the 
consignment, and animal behaviours such as ‘masking phenomena’. In contrast with other animals, there are requirements 
to report all bird deaths. However, the AFCD lack records of any bird deaths in recent years, suggesting non-compliance by 
traders.

Reptiles
Despite being the most heavily imported exotic pets, reptiles have long been subject to comparatively fewer regulations than 
birds. For example, testing for salmonella is the only screening protocol. yet reptiles’ needs and conservation concerns are 
just as acute. Positively, a new Code of Practice (COP) is to be implemented in January 2023, clarifying many aspects of how 
traders should keep and care for pet reptiles, as well as requiring commitments to train shop staff and educate purchasers. 
The COP was seven years in the making, but there remains notable room for refinement in multiple areas. There is as yet no 
indication of commensurate COPs in development for pet birds, mammals, amphibians, invertebrates, ornamental fish or food 
reptiles.

Mammals
Regulation of exotic mammals largely focuses on species that could bring zoonotic diseases (e.g., rabies) into the city. In 
contrast to dogs and cats, exotic mammals are traded with relatively little oversight, which is exacerbated by the fact that 
most species in the local trade fall outside of the enhanced requirements provided for by CITES regulations. An internal 
assessment by AFCD on the suitability of exotic pets (assessment criteria include public health and safety, animal welfare, and 
environmental impact), has deemed animals such as sugar gliders, ferrets and hedgehogs unsuitable, resulting in longstanding 
local import bans. However, ownership is not illegal, and trading, breeding and ‘adopting out’ of these animals are still conducted 
relatively openly, raising concerns over illegal smuggling or inbreeding of these species in Hong Kong.

Illegal Animals 
Exotics Smuggled through Every Entry and Exit Point

Fragmented Oversight 
The Taxa-Specific Approach Requires Levelling Up
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Amphibians
Amphibians, although traded in their millions (most likely for food), are among the least regulated taxa, with next to no 
safeguards on their health, husbandry or welfare at import or in local trade. Amphibians are, as noted above, vulnerable to and 
carriers of devastating pathogens such as Chytrid fungus and ranaviruses, which have previously been found contaminating 
local imports. Such pathogens could potentially eradicate local amphibian populations, if introduced into local ecosystems via 
abandoned or escaped animals and discharges of wastewater, among many other pathways.

CITES-listed species
Local regulations to meet CITES’s requirements were established with the intent “to prevent the possibility of an undesirable 
trade developing through Hong Kong which would further contribute to the dangers of extinctions”. However, in 2006, during 
amendment of the implementing legislation Cap. 187 to Cap. 586, a number of changes intended to “reduce the burden on 
licensees” have reduced oversight and are suspected to have played a role in the proliferation of the trade. 

The removal of safeguards such as the Possession License (PL) requirements for captive-bred Appendix II species has likely 
played a role in the growth of Hong Kong’s exotic pet trade, allowing ranched species (i.e., harvested from the wild but reared 
in captivity) to be traded without PLs. The trade of such species has since ballooned. The yellow-spotted river turtle trade 
embodies this, jumping from a little over a hundred turtles imported in 2005 to several hundreds of thousands in every year of 
the last decade.

The amendments also led to lengthening the validity period of PLs (from two to five years), and issuing licenses on the basis 
of individual shipment or keeping premises rather than individual species. These amendments make it harder for AFCD to 
keep track of CITES specimens and make it easier to launder animals. As PLs are not tethered to specific animals or import 
batches, unscrupulous traders could replenish their stock with illegally sourced animals, with next to no means of tracing the 
animals sold. Under the current system, while traders may not exceed the maximum quota for each species stipulated on their 
license at any one point in time, they are free to import and trade up to this number daily over the five-year license period. 
Even a single PL with a quota of 50, could therefore allow the import of tens of thousands of animals that are then largely 
untraceable.

Enforcement of these licenses relies on faithful and accurate documentation being provided by traders, which is dependent on 
the paper trail of import and sales records. Ultimately, a more robust, traceable and accountable system is required.

Other loopholes remain around many aspects of the trade, allowing problematic practices to persist. The hundreds of thousands of 
exotics imported in recent years from Mainland China, for example, have not required Special Permits (though Health Certificates 
are required). Such permits are required to allow imports of birds, mammals and reptiles from all other jurisdictions, providing 
conditions on special arrangements, including quarantining as appropriate. This omission leaves exotics from the Mainland 
vulnerable. Even the low license fees, which equate to a few cents per live exotic imported and have not been revised since 1996, 
add to the devaluation of exotic lives.

Credit: Paul Hilton/Earth Tree images

The scale of the trade has far surpassed what it was at the time of the initial drafting of any international and local 
regulations. Oversight of the trade falls to relatively few staff distributed across several departments and divisions, 
each charged with enforcing a patchwork of parallel and often disconnected regulations. With potentially tens of 
thousands of animals arriving and exiting the city every day, the task of regulating this trade is extremely challenging. 
The prevailing system comprises several hundred personnel tasked with overseeing imports, exports, quarantine, 
health checks, inspections, permit applications, premises inspections, prosecutions, seizures, and more, in relation to 
these animals drawn from hundreds of species arriving from dozens of countries every year. 

Rollbacks in regulations, combined with opaque requirements and conditions, have subsequently introduced and 
compounded enforcement challenges that have ultimately hampered governance and introduced loopholes through 
which unscrupulous traders can game the system. 

There have been positive developments, with clarifications around the Duty of Care and the recently released COP 
for pet reptile traders. Nevertheless, the ordinances and subsidiary regulations governing the exotic pet trade in 
Hong Kong, as well as the resources allocated, remain in need of a comprehensive review, updating and alignment. 
Enhancements are needed to ensure the welfare, husbandry, health and suitability of animals in trade in the city, and 
that Hong Kong’s demand does not contribute to the current biodiversity crisis. 

The possibility of enhancing the laws governing the exotic pet trade was acknowledged by the government following 
amendment to its policies around the pet dog trade in 2017. The Administration conveyed then that it “may consider 
extending this to other animals gradually based on needs and other related circumstances”. The Reptile COP is a 
positive development in line with this statement, though it took many years to prepare and most taxa still remain 
without comparable standards. Five years on, many of the issues that spurred those legislative changes remain 
unaddressed in the trade of exotics.

Seizing The Opportunity 
Enhancements to Ensure Sustainability, Safety and Suitability

In October 2021, the Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity released the “Kunming Declaration”, affirming their 
commitments to build an “Ecological Civilization” centred on a shared future for all life on Earth. They further committed to 
implement measures, policies or otherwise “reverse the current loss of biodiversity and ensure that biodiversity is put on a path to 
recovery by 2030”.

In parallel, in its 14th Five-year Plan (FyP), China emphasised the importance of conserving the natural environment and 
developing sustainably. The imperatives to strengthen animal epidemic prevention, build the nation’s biodiversity protection 
network, modernise animal husbandry, strengthen controls on invasive species and reduce consumption of wild animals are all 
highly applicable in Hong Kong. As a Special Administrative Region and a leading trade hub and gateway to China, Hong Kong 
should adhere to these commitments and aspirations.

Climate change is an inextricable component and driver of the biodiversity crisis we are facing. As the Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change has stated, the warming of our planet, driving widespread and rapid changes in the atmosphere, ocean, 
cryosphere and biosphere, is unequivocal. As the climate changes some species may fare well, but resulting ecosystem changes 
are anticipated to force redistributions, and extinctions are considered likely. As species are put under increasing pressure on all 
fronts, policies need to be developed under the precautionary principle, with the One Health approach best suited to address this 
complex emerging challenge.

The city’s exotic pet trading laws have, to date, not comprehensively adopted the One Health approach that is advocated globally 
by expert institutions such as OIE, FAO, UNEP and WHO to safeguard public, animal, and environmental health. 

Such an enhanced approach would entail a shift from reactive to preventative and proactive efforts to combating disease, to 
address the complex health risks and environmental problems that exist today. As indicated by the UN-steered One Health High 
Level Expert Panel, such an approach “mobilizes multiple sectors, disciplines and communities at varying levels of society 
to work together to foster well-being and tackle threats to health and ecosystems, while addressing the collective 
need for clean water, energy and air, safe and nutritious food, taking action on climate change, and contributing to 
sustainable development.”

Enhancing the One Health Approach
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The COVID-19 pandemic and increased scrutiny of live animal trades provide a timely opportunity to review, amend, and enhance 
the relevant laws through a One Health lens. To this end, detailed recommendations are provided that are wide-ranging in scope 
and include amendments to existing statutes, changing and implementing policies where the powers to do so are vested with the 
Director of AFCD, and introducing schemes to positively incentivise the trade to improve practices. The proposed reforms aim to 
address gaps and loopholes, provide clarity where requirements are poorly defined and, importantly, facilitate enforcement. The 
recommendations are detailed in the full report and summarised in the following pages.

While Hong Kong’s authorities are understandably reticent to implement measures to curb “free trade” or hamper the city’s 
competitiveness as a commercial hub, the current loopholes and insufficiencies in the regulation of the live exotic trade expose the 
city to a range of risks, not least its reputation and the economic and social impacts of disease outbreaks.

Without legislative reform, governance and enforcement challenges will remain unresolved. No single approach, standard or 
license can suitably address the manifold concerns of all species, uses, forms and sources. An array of approaches, based 
on specific risk assessment protocols, should be considered. Each trade has different vulnerabilities that can be catalogued, 
monitored and matched with appropriate management strategies.

Global regulation of the wildlife trade is challenging, and while some jurisdictions have set positive precedents, much remains to 
be done. With a small population yet globally significant trade in wildlife, Hong Kong has the potential to positively and proactively 
address the issues that pervade the international and local trade in live animals and rapidly reduce its ecological footprint.
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Reductions in the efficacy of the licensing and permit system have likely spurred the growth of the local trade in live animals. It has 
also led to enforcement challenges. A complete review and, where appropriate, risk assessments are recommended as these would 
be beneficial, if not essential, in developing and enhancing the current system. Such a review should collectively assess Cap. 139, 
Cap. 586, Cap. 170 and Cap. 169 and seek to ensure that future policies and their requirements are comprehensive, aligned, clear 
and readily enforceable.

The overarching recommendations included in this table are considered broader in scope and may relate to numerous ordinances. 
These are followed by specific recommendations, which relate to individual ordinances.

Recommendations Main Report Ref.

Enhance the One Health approach in relation to the trade in live exotic animals at a high policy level and review 
regulations with a view to understanding and managing global health risks and ensure a more sustainable 
balance between demands of trade and the health of the environment, people and animals. Ensure incorporation 
into the regulatory framework, as part of the decision-making process as to what can be traded and how to 
minimise/manage related risks.

Part I:
Sections 4, 5 & 6

Undertake studies, including continuous risk analyses of zoonotic and epizootic diseases (including anti-
microbial resistance).

Part I:
Sections 5 & 6

Conduct regular disease surveillance for imported exotic pets and wild animals in Hong Kong, and establish 
baseline health profiles to understand how new and emerging disease risks may affect native wildlife, especially 
threatened species.

Part I: Section 6
Part II: Section 3

Develop the pre-existing work that AFCD conducts to assess the sustainability, disease risk, suitability, 
potential invasion threat, etc. of species before allowing importation, and incorporate it into a list of pre-
screened and approved species that are permitted to be traded – a so-called ‘positive list’.

Part I: Section 3.4 
Part II: Sections 
3.3 & 3.4

C&SD to conduct regular thematic surveys on private ownership of pets, including exotic species. Part I: Section 1.1

Undertake a review of the feasibility and applicability of microchipping and tagging all exotic pet species in trade. 
Protocols and methods are already relied on in the regulation of CITES Appendix I species.

Part II: 
Sections 3 & 4

Prohibit the trade of species for pets native to or with established populations in Hong Kong. Part II: Section 7.5

Introduce provisions that prohibit PPOs from importing exotic species. Part II: Sections 
4.3 & 5

Hospital Authority (HA) and Hong Kong Poison Information Centre (HKPIC) to establish and maintain a detailed 
database on injuries or infections inflicted by exotic pet animals to increase knowledge on animal pathogens 
and inform treatment protocols and regulations on exotic imports.

Part I: Section 6

Undertake a legislative review to determine the feasibility of introducing regulations e.g., modelled on the USA’s 
Lacey Act, to prevent the import of illegally sourced animals.

Part II: Section 7.4

Establish a designated port(s) of entry for wildlife, facilitating improved enforcement and concentrating limited 
resources.

Part II: Section 4.2

Overarching

Specific

High-priority recommendations to be 
considered at the earliest opportunity

High-priority recommendations where it is 
understood some aspects are already under 
consideration by the Administration

Medium priority recommendations deemed 
important but less urgent 

NOTE:

Cap. 139 - The Public Health (Animal and Bird) Regulations aims to:

• consolidate and amend the law relating to quarantine and the prevention of disease among animals and birds

• make provision relating to the regulation of businesses, trades and other activities involving animals and birds and the licensing of 
such businesses, trades and activities and persons and places connected therewith

• provide for the protection and safety of the public at places where wild animals and birds are exhibited

Recommendations Main Report Ref.

Review methodologies to assess the suitability of the exotic animals to be kept as pets to exclude ‘unsuitable’ 
species from trade. Special Permits should not be granted to pet traders for pets considered unsuitable.

Part II: Section 3.4

Implement recordkeeping to track exports and re-exports of all taxa, to enhance understanding of trade dynamics. Part I: Section 3.4

Require traders to provide evidence-based husbandry hand-outs and contacts for vets/specialists capable of 
treating species on sale, to all buyers.

Part I: Section 5
Part II: Section 3.5

continued next page

Cap. 139A

Recommendations Main Report Ref.

Update the interpretation of ‘animals’ 
and ensure it is present and consistent 
(as appropriate) across all of the related 
ordinances and subsidiary legislation.

Part II: Section 3.2

Review, consolidate and update the list 
of Notifiable Animal Diseases (including 
zoonotic and epizootic), ensuring it is 
readily available to the public, traders, vet 
industry, etc.

Part II: Section 3.3

Clearly stipulate the Health Certificate 
requirement for the importation of animals 
‘other than birds.’

Part II: Section 3.4

Require proof of shipment and transit 
plans for animals intended for onward 
shipment where animals are to be held in 
Hong Kong for more than 24-hours.

Part II: Section 3.4

Mandate importers to indicate sources for 
all imports of live exotics (i.e., captive-bred 
or wild) for non-CITES animals.

Part II: Section 3.4

Require Special Permits for inbound 
consignments from Mainland China to 
Hong Kong.

Part II: Section 3.4

Review and clarify biosecurity protocols 
and regulations for all taxonomic groups 
with the aim of ensuring strict veterinary 
border controls for live exotic animals/
wildlife imported into Hong Kong.

Part II: Sections 
3.4 & 8

Cap. 139B

Recommendations Main Report Ref.

Refine aspects of the reptile COP 
(Appendix I).

Part II: 
Sections 3.5

Amend the ATLs to include advertising 
requirements for all exotic pets.

Part II: 
Sections 3.5 & 5

To improve traceability, on transfer/
purchase of animals, require copies of 
documentation (e.g., CITES certification, 
Special Permits, Health Certificates) to 
accompany the animals.

Part II:
Sections 3, 4 & 5

To prevent hobby breeding by PPOs, 
require a one-off permit for the sale of 
exotic pets without a license and establish 
clear standards defining when an ATL is 
required.

Part II: Section 3.5

Prohibit mercy releases without a permit, 
unless for the purposes of conservation 
releases, re-introductions, etc. by 
authorised organisations/individuals.

Part I: Section 4.4 
Part II: Section 7.6

Review, revise and keep up to date ATL 
Codes of Standards and Additional 
Conditions to include both minimum 
standards and higher standards of animal 
husbandry (in line with the 5 Domains 
Model of Animal Welfare).

Part II: Section 3.5 

Develop a COP(s) applicable for all exotic 
animals in trade, including mammals, birds, 
amphibians, etc.

Part II: Section 3.5

Require competencies and training for 
licensees and staff.

Part I: Section 5.2
Part II: Sections 
3.5 & 8

Establish the minimum age to purchase an 
exotic pet species as 18 years old.

Part II: 
Sections 3.5 & 5

Introduce additional licensing conditions 
specifically for exotic animal breeders.

Part II: Section 3.5

Prohibit the trade in live snakes for food 
(especially venomous species).

Part II: Section 3.5

Implement protocols for humane slaughter 
for all food animals (including reptiles, 
amphibians, etc.).

Part I: Section 5.1
Part II: Sections 
3.5 & 7.1

Establish or re-establish and enforce 
protocols to ensure traders comply with 
requirements to report bird mortality.

Part II: Section 7.2

Cap. 139 (cont’d)

Recommendations Main Report Ref.

Introduce a mandatory pet shop labelling scheme. Part II: 
Sections 5 & 8

Provide powers of search and seize where a breach of Cap. 139 is suspected. Part II: Section 7.2

Provide incentives to animal traders (including breeders) who exceed minimum standards for husbandry and 
other conditions.

Part II: Section 8
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Cap. 586 – The Protection of Endangered Species of 
Animals and Plants Ordinance aims to:

• give effect in Hong Kong to the Convention on International 
Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora

• regulate the import, introduction from the sea, export, 
re-export, and possession or control of certain endangered 
species of animals and plants

• provide for incidental and connected matters.

Recommendations Main Report Ref.

Amend the PL system:-

Replace the quota system with a single 
species-specific PL per consignment, with 
a tamper-proof mechanism for identifying 
individual animals.

Return the validity period for PLs to two-
years.

Return captive-bred CITES Appendix II 
animals to the PL system.

Part II: Section 4.3

Establish a CITES Scientific Authority for 
the Hong Kong SAR.

Part II: Section 2.2

High-priority recommendations to be 
considered at the earliest opportunity

High-priority recommendations where it is 
understood some aspects are already under 
consideration by the Administration

Medium priority recommendations deemed 
important but less urgent 

NOTE:

Applicable to Other (Cap. 60 and Cap. 208) and Multiple 
Ordinances 

Relevant to: Recommendations Main Report Ref.

Cap. 60 Amend/add to HS Codes 
to include more specific 
codes, providing greater 
transparency on the taxa in 
trade.

Part I: Section 2.2 
Part II: Section 3.4

Cap. 208 Prohibit the removal or 
other disturbances any form 
of wild life within a country 
park or special area except 
with a permit.

Part II: Section 6.1 

Cap. 139 & 
Cap. 586

Revise membership of the 
Advisory/Statutory Boards 
& Committees overseeing 
live animals to include 
veterinary surgeons and 
animal welfare experts.

Part II: Section 2.2 

Cap. 60, 
Cap. 139 & 
Cap. 586

Standardise protocols to 
count live animals by heads/
number of animals

Part I: Section 2 

Conduct a comprehensive 
review of the aquaria trade 
in Hong Kong, assessing the 
scale, potential impacts and 
regulatory oversight.

Part I: Section 2.2 

Permit imports of live exotic 
animals by air only.

Part II: Sections 
3.4 & 4.2

Credit: Paul Hilton/Earth Tree images
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