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Organised crime, drugs and poverty are behind South Africa’s abalone poaching crisis
Pretoria, South Africa, 7 October 2014—A new investigative study reveals a highly lucrative trade in a species of abalone—a sea snail found off the coast of South Africa. Investigators found rampant abalone poaching and a growing drug addiction crisis in the South African coastal communities where drugs are frequently exchanged for the illegally harvested snail.  The species is particularly prized in East Asia, where people are willing to pay hundreds of dollars per kilogramme for this illegally extracted delicacy.  
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key findings
Most of the poached abalone ends up in Hong Kong, the epicentre of the international trade.   There is however, no legal basis in Hong Kong to prevent the imports, even if South African authorities are able to prove that the abalone was illegally harvested.  Abalone poaching and trade is largely controlled by local South African gangs with ties to sophisticated East Asian crime syndicates. These syndicates fuel the abalone trafficking from Africa to Asia. In the past decade, these groups have contributed to rising social problems in coastal South Africa by paying for abalone with drugs (methamphetamines) rather than cash.  In some cases, buyers and middlemen offer drugs to those diving illegally for abalone often providing the drugs up front and then forcing divers to work off the debt through poaching.
Of the five species found in South Africa, only Perlemoen Abalone or South African Abalone, is commercially exploited.  The snail lives in shallow water, is slow moving, slow growing and late to reproduce, thus making it highly vulnerable to overexploitation. Although strict annual quotas are set for harvesting, over 10 times the allowable amount was harvested and traded in the last ten years. 
 
The economic void left behind by apartheid, and the inability of fishermen to adjust to changes and the changing economy problems are to blame for the illegal trade. 
 
The report, South Africa's Illicit Abalone Trade: An Updated Overview And Knowledge Gap Analysis, produced by TRAFFIC, the wildlife trade monitoring network, and funded by the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) researched 25 years of legal and illegal abalone fisheries and the factors leading to the current crisis. 
 
This study provides a solid base for future interventions. By connecting the pieces of how and why the illegal abalone trade flourishes, we can support the government of South Africa to better manage this important resource,” says Nick Ahlers, Leader of the Wildlife TRAPS Project for TRAFFIC.
 
“The United States is making it a priority to address the global poaching crisis that undermines economies and threatens our collective security,” says Doreen Robinson from USAID.    



methamphetamine
is used by criminal syndicates to pay abalone poachers



1,723
tonnes of abalone was estimated poached in 2012 alone



20,500
tonnes have been estimated poached in the last decade
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About Wildlife TRAPS
The USAID-funded Wildlife Trafficking, Response, Assessment and Priority Setting (Wildlife TRAPS) Project is an initiative that is designed to secure a transformation in the level of co-operation between an international community of stakeholders who are impacted by illegal wildlife trade between Africa and Asia. The project is designed to increase understanding of the true character and scale of the response required, to set priorities, identify intervention points, and test non-traditional approaches with project partners.

About USAID
[image: USAID]The United States Agency for International Development (USAID) is responsible for the majority of overseas development assistance from the United States Government and works to end extreme poverty and promote resilient, democratic societies while advancing security and prosperity for America and the world. www.usaid.gov/
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Countering wildlife trafficking through Tanzania's ports
Wildlife trafficking is the illegal cross-border trade in live wildlife, wildlife products or their derivatives, both of fauna and flora. It is one…
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Empty Shells: An assessment of abalone poaching and trade in southern Africa
96 million abalone poached in 18 years, new TRAFFIC report finds … Pretoria, South Africa, 19th September 2018—Over the past 18 years, poachers have…
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Keep up with what we do
TRAFFIC is a leading non-governmental organisation working to ensure that trade in wild species is legal and sustainable for the benefit of the planet and people.
Find out more about us >
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TRAFFIC is a registered UK charity, Number 1076722. Company Number 3785518.
Our headquarters are located at TRAFFIC, David Attenborough Building, Pembroke Street, Cambridge, CB2 3QZ
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