
Letters

Data on Wildlife Trade

In “Discrepancies in Reported Lev-
els of International Wildlife Trade,”
Arthur Blundell and Michael Mas-
cia (Conservation Biology 19: 2020–
2025) contend that U.S. Convention
on International Trade in Endangered
Species of Wild Fauna and Flora
(CITES) data and U.S. Customs data
exhibit significant discrepancies that
are caused by inaccurate data col-
lection. Based on these contentions,
they conclude that these data dis-
tort the perceived risk of wildlife
exploitation and lead to misalloca-
tion of resources and ineffective con-
servation efforts. The U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service’s Division of Manage-
ment Authority is the designated U.S.
management authority for CITES. We
are responsible for compiling the
U.S. CITES annual data report, which
records U.S. international trade in
specimens, parts, and products of
species of animals and plants listed in
the Appendices of CITES. Based on
our knowledge of the data sources,
we believe the authors’ contention is
flawed and the resulting conclusion
incorrect.

We agree that the accurate moni-
toring of international trade in wild
fauna and flora is an essential tool in
building the reliable data sets that un-
derlie sound conservation decisions.
We also understand that the collec-
tion and quality control of such data
are very challenging. The Fish and
Wildlife Service continually works on
improving data collection and refin-
ing data entry and quality control to
improve the accuracy, precision, and
reliability of U.S. CITES trade data.

A comparison of U.S. CITES data to
U.S. Customs data, however, does lit-
tle to demonstrate the accuracy of ei-
ther data set because these two data-

bases are completely different and do
not lend themselves to cross com-
parison. The U.S. CITES database is
designed to monitor trade in CITES-
listed species to determine the ef-
fects of trade on those species in
the wild, whereas the U.S. Customs
database is designed to monitor trade
in commodities, whether those com-
modities are made from species of
fauna and flora or not. Although U.S.
Customs Harmonized Tariff Schedule
(HTS) codes are in some instances
very useful in identifying shipments
of commodities made of regulated
wildlife, Customs data are not typi-
cally used to evaluate wildlife trade
and are not a basis for making con-
servation decisions.

Blundell and Mascia chose five taxa
to compare the two databases: caviar,
conch, coral, ginseng, and mahogany.
Despite their efforts to find data sets
that are comparable, there are nu-
merous problems inherent in their
comparisons. Although the authors
identified some of the differences be-
tween the data sets, they overlooked
many others. None of the data for the
five chosen taxa can be fairly com-
pared across the databases. We pro-
vide examples below for two of the
chosen taxa.

The U.S. CITES database records
U.S. imports, exports, and reexports
of queen conch (Strombus gigas),
the only CITES-listed conch species.
It does not record trade in any other
conch species. The U.S. Customs HTS
code used by the authors to com-
pare to the CITES queen conch data
is a general code for “conch,” and it
lumps together all conch and conch-
like species (at the very least 19 dif-
ferent species in the genera Strombus
and Busycon). The authors recog-
nize this problem and say that to ad-
dress the problem they limited their

analysis to trade through only those
U.S. ports within the range of the
queen conch. The assumption that
conch shipping through a U.S. port
falling within the range of queen
conch must in fact be queen conch
fails to recognize that any species of
conch or conch-like mollusk could be
shipped through any U.S. port.

The U.S. CITES database records
U.S. imports, exports, and reexports
of only those coral species that are
listed in the CITES Appendices. There
are many coral species in trade that
are not listed under CITES. The U.S.
Customs HTS code used by the au-
thors to compare to the CITES live-
coral import data is an extremely gen-
eral code that lumps mollusks and
aquatic invertebrates that do not fall
under a more specific code. In fact,
coral species are not specifically re-
ferred to at all under this code, so it
cannot be readily compared with any
coral data, let alone CITES coral data.

There are also several broader is-
sues that further demonstrate the fun-
damental flaws in Blundell and Mas-
cia’s analyses. For example, there is a
distinct difference in how CITES and
U.S. Customs define country of ori-
gin. The U.S. CITES database records
“country of origin” as the country
from which the specific wildlife in
trade originated. The U.S. Customs
database records “country of origin”
as the country from which the com-
modity was exported, regardless of
where the species originated. This ba-
sic difference makes country-specific
analyses between the two databases
impractical. Also, the U.S. Customs
Service and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service do not define import and ex-
port the same way, treating wildlife
trade involving free-trade zones, U.S.
territories, and in-transit shipments
differently. Thus, a shipment may be

597

Conservation Biology Volume 20, No. 3, 597–599
C©2006 Society for Conservation Biology

DOI: 10.1111/j.1523-1739.2006.00437.x



598 Letters

considered an import or export for
one agency but not the other.

For these and numerous other rea-
sons, the authors’ attempts to com-
pare U.S. CITES trade data with U.S.
Customs trade data is a classic case of
comparing apples and oranges, call-
ing into question the premise that
a meaningful comparison was possi-
ble from the outset. Fortunately, be-
cause the differences between these
data sets are well known and under-
stood within the Fish and Wildlife
Service and other organizations that
assist the CITES Parties in analyzing
wildlife trade data, such as the World
Conservation Monitoring Center and
TRAFFIC, concerns over impacts on
sound conservation decision making
are overstated.

Peter O. Thomas∗ and Mark R. Albert

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Division of Man-
agement Authority, Branch of CITES Opera-
tions, 4401 N. Fairfax Drive, Room 700, Arling-
ton, VA 22203, U.S.A.

∗email peter thomas@fws.gov

Thomas and Albert note in their re-
sponse to our article (Blundell & Mas-
cia 2005) that accurate measures of
wildlife trade are “essential” to sound
conservation decisions, yet “collec-
tion and quality control of such data
are very challenging.” We commend
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and
other CITES authorities for their work
to improve the accuracy, precision,
and reliability of wildlife trade data.
To the extent that these data are
inaccurate or imprecise, we believe
this simply highlights the challenge
noted by Thomas and Albert and il-
lustrates the need to support wildlife
trade monitoring with additional fi-
nancial, human, and technical reso-
urces.

We systematically examined the
extent and magnitude of discrepan-
cies in the reported levels of inter-
national wildlife trade, which have
been described previously for several
disparate taxa (see Blundell and Mas-
cia [2005] for references). Thomas

and Albert dispute the methodolog-
ical validity of our research in three
ways. First, they assert that our com-
parison of CITES and Customs data
is invalid because “Customs data are
not typically used to evaluate wildlife
trade and are not a basis for making
conservation decisions.” In fact, Cus-
toms is already a primary source of
trade data for wildlife not covered by
CITES and is often used in studies of
the wildlife trade (e.g., see numer-
ous publications at www.traffic.org).
We believe Customs data, rigorously
screened and applied, are an impor-
tant and underutilized scientific data
set. Certainly the original intent un-
derlying the collection of data should
not preclude appropriate use of this
information for other purposes; novel
use of data has been essential to many
recent insights in conservation sci-
ence (e.g., Pauly et al. 1998; Romero
2003).

Second, Thomas and Albert claim
that comparisons between CITES and
Customs data are invalid because the
taxonomic categories used by these
two systems are not exact matches.
We controlled for these differences
by only examining taxa for which
categorical differences could not ex-
plain observed discrepancies (see
Methods and Table 1 in Blundell and
Mascia [2005]). In the two cases they
cite, Thomas and Albert correctly
note that the categories used by Cus-
toms are broader than the categories
used by CITES. However, they fail to
note that CITES reports were greater
than Customs reports for conch (6
of 12 cases) and coral imports (6
of 6). Thus, our results are gener-
ally conservative and cannot be ex-
plained by categorical differences.
The true discrepancy—if it could be
measured—would generally be even
greater than the estimates we report,
suggesting that Customs data substan-
tially underestimates the volume of
trade in these two taxa. Similarly,
Gerson (2000) found that Canada
Customs greatly underestimates trade
in mahogany because approximately
60% of shipments were not captured
in the category for mahogany but

were reported under “general trop-
ical timber”—perhaps as a way to
avoid CITES regulations. In such a
case, both Customs and CITES under-
estimate the mahogany trade.

Third, Thomas and Albert assert
that comparisons of CITES and Cus-
toms data are not valid because of
differing definitions between the or-
ganizations regarding country of ori-
gin, import, export, and free-trade
zone. We attempted to control for
these issues. For example, we lim-
ited the Customs data for mahogany
only to exporting countries within
the natural range of mahogany. Even
with this restriction, Customs re-
ported substantially more mahogany
imports than CITES (Blundell & Ro-
dan 2003). Likewise, when we exam-
ined definitions of “(re)export” for
conch, Customs reported only 3%
of trade to be reexports, whereas
all the CITES reports were reex-
ports. Although this suggests that
Customs was including more sources
of trade than CITES, CITES still re-
ported greater trade in 2002. Finally,
based on our previous shipment-by-
shipment analyses of the mahogany
trade (Blundell & Rodan 2003), it
is unlikely that free-trade zones, and
resultant differences in reporting by
CITES and Customs (if any), are suffi-
cient to explain the large discrepan-
cies we observed. Certainly our re-
sults are not unique: wildlife trade
studies commonly find large discrep-
ancies between Customs and CITES
data (see examples in Blundell and
Mascia [2005] and Blundell [2003]).

Thomas and Albert also dispute
two of our main findings: “that U.S.
CITES data and U.S. Customs data
exhibit significant discrepancies and
that these discrepancies are caused
by inaccurate data collection.” With
respect to the former point, we can
only highlight the data reported in
our original manuscript, which we
describe as “substantial” discrepan-
cies (on average, a mean discrepancy
of 273% and median of 52%). Re-
garding the latter concern, for each
of the taxa we examined, we refer-
ence previous studies and personal
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communication with trade experts to
document pervasive inaccuracies in
wildlife trade data collection (see Ta-
ble 1 in Blundell and Mascia [2005]).

Finally, Thomas and Albert argue
that our “concerns over impacts [of
discrepancies in wildlife trade data]
. . . are overstated.” We disagree—
these discrepancies are a cause for
concern that merits both further re-
search and collaborative solutions.
We encourage others to replicate this
research in other settings to develop
a more robust understanding of the
international wildlife trade. We also
strongly encourage efforts to mitigate
or eliminate recognized sources of
inaccuracy in wildlife trade report-
ing, which include smuggling, tax-
onomic miscategorization, “unitless”
data entries, and other recording
and data-management errors. Train-
ing, compliance assistance, and au-
tomated record keeping can help re-
duce these common sources of re-
porting discrepancies. Government
agencies should also explore the po-

tential for harmonization of wildlife
trade reporting systems and for au-
tomated cross-agency notification of
wildlife shipments, which would fos-
ter greater precision in trade esti-
mates and reduce smuggling. As we
noted in our original manuscript, the
U.S. government has already made
progress with mahogany, by automat-
ically notifying CITES when Customs
receives a shipment of mahogany. Ac-
curate wildlife-trade monitoring will
require further creative thinking by
government agencies, conservation
organizations, and wildlife traders.
Customs and the Fish and Wildlife
Service should be given the resources
and support they need to lead a col-
laborative process to deliver the ac-
curate wildlife trade data that we all
agree is essential to sound conserva-
tion decision making.

Arthur G. Blundell∗ and Michael B. Mas-

cia†

∗Conservation International, Center for Ap-
plied Biodiversity, 122 Haida Trail, Nanaimo,

British Columbia V9S 3G1, Canada, email
art.blundell@alum.dartmouth.org
†World Wildlife Fund, World Wildlife Fund,
1250 24th Street NW, Washington, D.C. 20037,
U.S.A.
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