


CONTENT

INTRODUCTION

Definition

Modus Operandi
Concealment Methods
Detection Methods
Type of wildlife, their 	             	

           parts and products found in                	
           parcelsMethods

Overall seizure trend in Asia & 
Asia Pacific region

Case Studies

Red flag indicators 

Acknowledgement

APPROACH 

3
4

5
6

7
10

11
13
18
22



This guide was funded by a grant from the United States Department of State. The 
opinions, findings and conclusions stated herein are those of the authors and do not 
necessarily reflect those of the United States Department of State. 

We thank Hong Kong Customs and Excise Department, Government of the Hong 
Kong Special Administrative Region, Philippines Bureau of Customs Ninoy Aquino 
International Airport, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, U.S. Customs and Border 
Protection, Customs Germany, Pos Malaysia Berhad and Australia Department of 
Climate Change, Energy, the Environment and Water for contributing photos for this 
paper.

CASE STUDY COMPILATION ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

ABOUT US 

TRAFFIC is a leading non-governmental organisation working globally to ensure that trade in wild 
species is legal and sustainable, for the benefit of the planet and people. 

Reproduction of material appearing in this report requires written permission from the publisher. 

The designations of geographical entities in this publication, and the presentation of the material, 
do not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of TRAFFIC or its supporting 
organisations concerning the legal status of any country, territory, or area, or of its authorities, or 
concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries. 

Published by:

TRAFFIC Southeast Asia Regional Office
Suite 12A-01, Level 12A, Tower 1, Wisma AmFirst Jalan Stadium SS7/15, Petaling Jaya, Malaysia. 

SUGGESTED CITATION

Chow, M.M. (2023). Wildlife Unboxed: Postal Smuggling in Asia and Asia Pacific – A Case Study 
Compilation. TRAFFIC, Southeast Asia Regional Office, Petaling Jaya, Selangor, Malaysia 

© TRAFFIC 2023. Copyright of material published in this report is vested in TRAFFIC. 

UK Registered Charity No. 1076722

Design

Haziq Salim



Malaysia is a source, consumer, and transit country 
for various live wildlife, parts, and products. 
Smuggling occurs through various means, including 
the use of postal services, with traffickers exploiting 
Malaysia’s international and domestic postal 
services to transport illegal goods. 

In 2019, TRAFFIC Southeast Asia initiated a novel 
project, “Out of the Box – Removing the Risk of 
Wildlife Smuggling from Malaysia’s International 
Mail Service”, working primarily with Pos Malaysia 
to stem this problem. We equipped the staff working 
at the international postal hubs with training and 
awareness materials and tools. Four years into the 
project, we are witnessing at least ten-fold increase 
in postal staff-reported wildlife confiscation in year 
2023 (year to July) compared to year 2019. We are 
engaging with more companies and producing more 
easy-to-use tools for companies, including this case 
study compilation.

This compilation is a reference guide for a quick 
look into wildlife smuggling through the post. It 
highlights seizure cases, hotspots and routes, types 
of trafficked species, concealment methods and 
detection methods discovered by postal services 
and enforcement agencies.This information is 
relevant to law enforcement officers and staff 
working at the postal hubs to identify and stop the 
illegal conveyance of wildlife amongst the millions of 
items that pass through postal services.

Seizure: 
The interception or confiscation 
of wildlife, parts or their products.

Implicate: 
The involvement of a location 
in a wildlife trafficking incident 
anywhere along the chain, 
either as the origin, transit or 
destination. One seizure can 
implicate multiple locations.

Origin:
The identifiable starting point of a 
trafficking incident. Transit: 

The transit location(s) for a 
trafficking incident during its 
journey from the place of origin 
to the intended destination.

Training, 
tools, and 

awareness
empower postal 

staff to help stop 
wildlife trafficking.

Destination: 
The intended endpoint of a 
trafficking incident.

Incidents:
The occurrence of a wildlife 
trafficking confiscation or seizure.

Definitions

Red flags:  
Indicators and warning signals, 
which may be explicit or implicit, 
suggesting that something is 
not quite right and may require 
further investigation.

Detection method: 
Technique or approach used to 
identify and uncover instances of 
suspicious or illegal shipments or 
packages containing wildlife.

Misdeclare: 
Intentionally providing false or 
inaccurate information about the 
contents or nature of a shipment 
or package containing wildlife, 
parts, and products to evade 
detection and law enforcement 
efforts.

INTRODUCTION
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APPROACH

The dataset for this compilation was obtained from 
TRAFFIC’s WiTIS (Wildlife Trade Information System) 
database. These sources mainly consist of publicly 
available news articles, published reports, and records of 
government agencies and non-government organisations or 
partners.

The compilation covers the period between January 
2010 – December 2022 within Asia Pacific countries 
and territories (Table 1), with highlights on cases 
implicating Malaysia, given the primary target audience 
of postal and enforcement agencies here. Postal-related 
incidents considered in this analysis are any seizures of 
wildlife, parts, and products at a point of origin, transit or 
destination that were sent by postal or courier services.

The covert nature of the illicit activity and the variables that 
influence crime, detection and reporting effort means that 
the seizure records vary in completeness, which may cause 
bias in the analysis. 

An increase in seizures in one country may not necessarily 
imply higher wildlife trafficking levels in comparison 
to other countries. It however reflects the scale of the 
recorded illegality taking place within that specific country 
at a particular point in time.

Table 1. List of the Asia and Asia Pacific countries included in the compilation. 
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Red flags related to 
wildlife trafficking can 
differ depending on the 
type of commodity and 
its movement across 
different regions. These 
patterns change over time 
as traffickers adjust their 
methods to evade detection. 

Therefore, it is crucial to periodically review 
and update these red flags. Additionally, 
the resources and web links mentioned 
in this report may become outdated, so 
users should always verify if more current 
information is available. 

Past seizures tell us how to pick out suspicious postal parcels. Here are a few red 
flags or signs that should cause you to pause and check parcels for wildlife:

RED FLAG INDICATORS
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A mismatch 
between the 
declared weight and 
its description.

Unusual smell.

Sound, and 
movement from the 
package.

Wetness or moisture.

Air holes present. 
(to allow live 
animals to breathe)

Unusual organic 
material under
x-ray scan.



Data from TRAFFIC’s seizure database showed there were 1,042 global 
seizures of wildlife in parcels that implicated Asia and Asia Pacific 
countries. Around 76.6% (n=798) were seized in the region itself, with the 
rest seized elsewhere but implicating Asia and Asia Pacific. The number 
of implicated seizures is usually higher than the in-country seizures (refer 
to the definition of implicate in the Introduction section). 

OVERALL SEIZURE TREND IN ASIA & 
ASIA PACIFIC REGION

Table 2: Number of seizures involving Asia and Asia Pacific countries and territories between 2010-2022. 
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1,042 global 
seizures

Implicated Asia and Asia
Pacific countries



Figure 1: Seizures of wildlife using postal services involving Asia and Asia Pacific countries and 
territories 2010 – 2022. 

Over the decade, seizures in 
countries in Asia and Asia 
Pacific showed a general 
increase (Figure 1), including 
during the height of the 
pandemic – consistent with the 
increased demand for postal 
services in the same period 
amidst travel restrictions. 
However, recorded seizures in 
2022 were lower, comparable 
to a decade prior, reasons for 
which are unknown.  
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Figure 2: Known global seizures (n=49) for wildlife trafficking in post with Malaysia as part of its trade route between 2010 and 2022. The thicker line represents 
higher counts of confiscations.  

Malaysian law enforcement authorities made 11 seizures in this period. However, there were 32 other seizures that implicated Malaysia in its trade route. 
The top three most frequent routes used were: Malaysia to China (12 seizures), Malaysia to Hong Kong SAR (5 seizures) and Malaysia to the Philippines (3 
seizures), with China, Hong Kong SAR and the Philippines being locations of seizure and end destinations.
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The following section highlights different case studies of wildlife seizures in 
the post, presenting methods of smuggling, concealment, detection and the 
different types of wildlife species, parts and products involved.
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CASE STUDIES

Detection method 

Date of seizure 

Seizure location

Wildlife involved 

News link

Icons used in the
following sections

Taping live animals’
limbs to their body

Wrapping reptiles
in socks

Keeping insects in
individual plastic vials

Wrapping live plant
roots with tin foil to 

retain moisture

Declaring parcels
as lookalike legal 

products

Hiding in daily goods

Common 
smuggling methods



Hong Kong Customs and 
Excise Department

Hong Kong Customs and 
Excise Department

Hong Kong Customs and 
Excise Department
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Bureau of Customs 
Philippines

Bureau of Customs 
Philippines
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CONCEALMENT METHODS

Figure 3: Commonly reported concealment methods of wildlife in parcels in Asia and the Asia Pacific 
from 2010-2022, based on 317 incidents. The illegal parcels are either declared as these legitimate 
goods or were hidden in them.

Traffickers declare their 
parcels as anything else 
but wildlife. Traffickers 
can conceal by falsely 
declaring the parcel as 
something else or by hiding 
it amongst legitimate 
goods, or both. From 
the overall dataset of 
1042 seizures, 317 cases 
reported the concealment 
method of the illegal 
shipment.



NPR; Los Angeles Daily News 
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Bureau of Customs 
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U.S. Customs and Border 
Protection
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Bureau of Customs 
Philippines; Coconuts Manila
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nordsachsen24.de

18   WILDLIFE UNBOXED: Postal Smuggling in Asia and Asia Pacific – A Case Study Compilation



WILDLIFE UNBOXED: Postal Smuggling in Asia and Asia Pacific – A Case Study Compilation   19



20   WILDLIFE UNBOXED: Postal Smuggling in Asia and Asia Pacific – A Case Study Compilation

N/A
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TYPE OF WILDLIFE, THEIR PARTS AND PRODUCTS FOUND IN PARCELS

Note: “Other” includes the following commodity groups: big cats, horn-
bills, scorpions, cactus, other fish species, mantises, crocodiles, beetles, 
rhinoceros, other bird species, snails, pangolins, dugongs, kingfishers, 
sugar glider, salamanders, agarwood, rosewood, deer, centipedes, 
primates, nautilus, wolves, hippopotamus, sperm whales, giant clam, 
narwhals, sharks and ray, hedgehogs, parrots and pelicans.

From living animals to wood chips, seizure records show that various wild plants and animals have been transported 
using postal services. The following types of wildlife are commonly transported through postal services (note this 
includes a combination of whole wildlife, their parts and products). 

Note: “Other” includes the following commodity groups: saiga, other fish 
species, sea cucumbers, rosewood, big cats, turtles and tortoises, khat, 
giant clams, bears, narwhal, sperm whale, swifts, peafowls, snails, scor-
pions, crocodiles, hippopotamus and insects.

Seahorses,
14,735

Elephants,
10,359

Butterflies,
3,106

Seahorses, 14,735

Elephants, 10,359

Butterflies, 3,106

Snakes, 2,997

Spiders, 2,216

Lizards, 1,965

Bears, 1,886

Sharks and rays, 1,562

Ants, 1,096

Turtles and tortoises, 619

Corals, 523

Saiga antelope, 406

Frogs, 308

Other, 1,482

Pangolins,2,796.53

Seahorses, 1,962.26
Elephants, 1,581.76

Deers, 644.80

Cactus, 621.00

Sharks and Rays, 494.28

Corals, 294.89

Agarwood, 176.57

Rhinoceros, 139.18

Other, 405.40

Pangolins,
2,796.53

Seahorses,
1,962.26Elephants,

1,581.76

Figure 4: The number of specimens seized in postal parcels by taxa, in Asia 
Pacific between 2010-2022

Figure 5: The weight (kg) of specimens seized in postal parcels by taxa, in 
Asia Pacific between 2010-2022
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China News;
TRAFFIC 

The Borneo Post TRAFFIC The Government of the 
Hong Kong Special 
Administrative Region 

The Star 
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The Government of the Hong 
Kong Special Administrative 
Region 
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Louw, S., & Bűrgener, M. (2021). Seahorse Trade Dynamics from Africa to Asia. TRAFFIC 
International, Cambridge, United Kingdom. 
https://www.traffic.org/site/assets/files/13501/seahorses-africa-asia-final-1.pdf 



South China Morning 
Post 
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U.S. Customs and 
Border Protection 
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