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Over recent decades, the trade in pangolins 
and their derivatives to meet demand for 
their meat and scales has escalated to 
unsustainable levels, threatening their 
continued survival in the wild (CITES, 

Asian medicines, the scales are in greatest demand at 
present, followed by the meat which is valued as a luxury 
dish (Wu et al.

of pangolins in the world, with four found in Asia and 
four in Africa. The persistent demand in Asia for pangolin 
scales and meat has caused drastic declines of the Asian 
pangolins across large parts of their range, with the Sunda 
Pangolin Manis javanica and the Chinese Pangolin 
Manis pentadactyla
and over time there has been a noticeable shift in the 
poaching and trade for the four pangolin species found in 

et al
a zero export quota by CITES for all Asian pangolins 

et al. et al
of events, large shipments of pangolins from Africa are 
increasingly being seized in Asia, and, alarmingly, in 

et al., et al

these seizures were largely of pangolin scales, reinforcing 
the fact that trade is fuelled to meet the demand for the 
scales for use in traditional medicines in Asia (TRAFFIC, 

et al., et al., 
in prep.

 Malaysia is home to one species of pangolin, the Sunda 
Pangolin, and has generally been considered a source for 
pangolins in trade, intended mainly for the international 

et al., et al

have legally exported 21 270 pangolin skins to China, USA 

Further, between 2000 and 2012, Singapore and Japan 
are reported to have licensed re-exports of 48 596 skins 
that originated from Malaysia, for commercial purposes 

Sabah Wildlife Department in 2009, revealed that one 
syndicate in the State of Sabah was alone responsible for 
some 22 200 Sunda Pangolins being killed and supplied 
illegally for trade over a 14-month period between May 

local trade of pangolins for meat and traditional medicine 
has also been documented in the country, occasionally 
found for sale illegally in wild meat restaurants (Tuuga, 

On the international front, Malaysia is a notable transit 
country, with shipments of wildlife, their parts and 
products both legally traded and smuggled in and out 
from neighbouring countries, and increasingly from 
Africa, bound for other parts of Asia (Milliken et al., 

et al. et al. 

role as a transit hub for wildlife smuggling has been well 
documented for wildlife contraband from Africa such 
as ivory, rhinoceros horns, and Critically Endangered 
tortoises from Madagascar, all listed in Appendix I of 
the Convention on International Trade in Endangered 

et al., et al.

large seizures of pangolin scales from Africa, both in 
transit and those reportedly bound for Malaysia, have 
become frequent in the country, illustrated by the spate 
of seizures made by the Royal Malaysian Customs 

the vulnerability of the country and the region as an 
important transit point for high-value African wildlife 
and their parts heading to key consumer countries in 
Asia. This short note considers the seizures of African 
pangolin scales that have taken place in Malaysia over 
a four-month period in 2017 to contextualize the role of 
Malaysia in the smuggling of African pangolins. 

totalling 6695 kg. Apart from one seizure at Sepanggar 
Port in Kota Kinabalu Sabah, all of them took place at 

terminal. These transactions involved no fewer than seven 
export and transit countries along the trade chains—

Kenya, Nigeria, Turkey and the United Arab Emirates 

featuring twice, while Ghana was the reported source 
country in three of the six shipments. The shipments 
comprised between 288 kg and 5000 kg of pangolin 

 Two seizures, which took place in June within six 
days of each other and accounted for 10% of the seizures 

country of origin, airline used and false declaration on 
the shipping document were identical: Ghana (as country 
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of the two shipments suggest that they might have been 
part of a single export deal from Ghana which was 

seizures involving air transportation, Malaysia was the 
reported end destination. In late July 2017, the Ghanaian 
authorities reportedly arrested three members of a 

report stated that an accomplice in Nigeria was involved 
in shipping the scales from Ghana to Malaysia, and that 

unknown if this arrest refers to either one or both of the 
Ghana–Malaysia pangolin scale shipments that took place 
in June. This case points to a clear need to investigate the 
links between the individuals and countries involved in 
the trade chain.
 Notably, in July 2017 Sabah Customs reported the 
seizure of 8000 kg of pangolin scales at Sepanggar Port 
in Kota Kinabalu, though the origin of the shipment 

out that this shipment—Malaysia’s largest pangolin 
scales seizure to date—could have originated from the 

shipment, which arrived in Malaysia in 226 sacks each 
weighing between 30–50 kg, are ongoing, including 

be implicated in a minimum of 14 694 kg of African 
pangolin scales from seven shipments within a four-

Port in Sabah could potentially emerge as an important 
transit point for wildlife commodities from Africa being 

smuggled through Malaysia, and requires continued 
vigilance: at least 13 000 kg of pangolin scales have 
been seized in Sepanggar Port alone, representing 86% 
of all the pangolin seizures described in this article. A 
seizure of 5000 kg of African pangolin scales in late 
August 2017 from Nigeria also included 3000 kg of ivory 

Sabah seizures, two local men, including one who owned 
the company that was reportedly shipping the scales to 
China, were arrested to aid with investigations (Chan, 

Investigations into these sea port seizures are ongoing and 

destination, or used as a transit route to other locations in 
the region. On the other hand, Malaysia was listed as the 

that originated from the DRC and Ghana, which were 
seized at the airports. The nature and scale of the seizures 
coupled with the fact the Malaysia does not possess an 
active market for these products, suggest that there may 
be parties in Malaysia functioning as consolidators and / 
distributors or redistributors of pangolin scales to other 

critical to improve understanding of the situation and to 

 Besides these cases described above, at least four 

have taken place since 2014 involving Malaysia as 

Customs seized a container with 1000 kg of pangolin 
scales that came from Kenya via Malaysia but originated 

 Fig. 1. 

Summary of African 
pangolin seizures in 
Malaysia, May–August 
2017.



S H O R T   R E P O R T

54      TRAFFIC Bulletin 

pangolin scales from Cameroon that had travelled via 
Malaysia, weighing 2340 kg. Authorities believed that 
the two shipments were connected and later arrested a 
Malaysian businessman in connection to the cases, the 

2015, Customs at the Da Nang port in Viet Nam seized 
4002 kg of pangolin scales that were shipped together 

et al. 

however, given that it was mixed with African Elephant 
Loxodonta africana ivory, it is likely that it originated 
from the African continent and had transited Malaysia 
prior to arrival in Viet Nam. Finally, in December 2016, 
it was reported that 670 kg of African pangolin scales 
had been seized in Cameroon, reportedly destined for 

These incidents highlight the fact that Malaysia is 
being used as a transit point for pangolins—scales in 
particular—adding another group of CITES Appendix 
I-listed species being shipped from Africa through 
Malaysia. These seizures also draw attention to the fact 
that Malaysia’s role involves large volumes being sent 
via containerized shipments by sea as well as smaller-
scale shipments of pangolin scales transported by 
air. Seizures, and related enforcement actions, by the 
Malaysian authorities send a clear signal of the country’s 
commitment to tackling illegal trade. The international 

for increased international co-operation to combat this 
trade, and is an opportunity to make full use of the CITES 
partnership and obligations. This is particularly needed to 
unravel links between operators in Malaysia, such as the 
two men arrested in connection with the seizures in Sabah, 

shipping documentation in an attempt to evade detection.  

Collaboration between airlines and logistics companies 
and law enforcement agencies such as Customs and 
Immigration is necessary as they hold key intelligence on 
the syndicates moving pangolin scales across continents 
and can greatly aid in any investigations. Ultimately, 

and to the arrest and successful prosecution of criminals, 
Malaysia can remove itself from being one of the transit 
countries of choice in South-east Asia for pangolins or 
other illicit wildlife coming from Africa to Asia.

The authors thank Elizabeth John of TRAFFIC for 
her assistance and Aqeela Abdul Jalil for designing 
Fig. 1.  They also thank Lalita Gomez, TRAFFIC, and 
Daniel  Challender,  Chair  of  the  Pangolin  Specialist 
Group, IUCN, for reviewing an early draft of this paper. 
The US Department of State is thanked for supporting 
TRAFFIC’s work on Borneo.

from South Africa. Press Release: 28 May: http://www.
info.gov.hk/gia/general/201405/28/P201405280905.htm.

smuggling of pangolin scales in recent years. Press Release: 
16 June. http://www.info.gov.hk/gia/general/201406/16/
P201406160724.htm.

as ‘traitors’. The Malay Mail 
ht tp : / /www. themalaymai lon l ine .com/malays ia /
article/sabah-minister-decries-wildlife-poachers-as-
traitors#rt08llohGBvsPZZE.97.

plate. New Straits Times. https://www.nst.com.my/news/ 
2015/12/117382/endangered-wildlife-species-plate. 

pangolin scale smuggling attempt. The News Straits Times 
https://www.nst.com.my/news/

crime-courts/2017/08/266594/sabah-customs-bust-rm103-
million-pangolin-scale-smuggling-attempt.

-
golin scales. The Graphic Online
http://www.graphic.com.gh/news/general-news/3-arrest-
ed-for-exporting-endangered-pangolin-scales.html. 

Challender, D., Nguyen Van, T., Shepherd, C.R., Krishnasamy, 

Manis 
javanica. http://dx.doi.org/10.2305/IUCN.UK.2014-2.
RLTS.T12763A45222303.en.

increased pressure from poaching and intercontinental 
trade. TRAFFIC Bulletin

Pangolin scales seizure by the Royal Malaysian 
Customs in July 2017.

K
A

N
IT

H
A 

K
R

IS
H

N
A

S
A

M
Y 

/ T
R

A
FF

IC



TRAFFIC Bulletin

S H O R T   R E P O R T

scales worth RM100m. The Malay Mail Online 
11 August. http://www.themalaymailonline.com/malaysia/
article/customs-seizes-record-8000kg-pangolin-scales-
worth-rm100m-in-sabah#t7Egr1j8MWkTr9SF.97. 

pangolin seizures in China reveal priority areas for 
intervention. Conservation Letters. January 2017, 1–8. doi: 
10.1111/conl.12339.

      
of Appendices I and II. CoP17 Prop. 11. Seventeenth 
meeting of the Conference of the Parties, Johannesburg 

Switzerland.
 

Appendices I and II. CoP17 Prop. 12. Seventeenth meeting of 

24 September–5 October 2016. Geneva, Switzerland.

of African pangolins to Asia: a brief case study of pangolin 
shipments from Nigeria. TRAFFIC Bulletin

Global Ecology and Conservation

The Global 

Malaysia’s invisible ivory channel: 
An assessment of ivory seizures involving Malaysia from 
January 2003–May 2014. TRAFFIC, Southeast Asia 

Malaysia seizes $3.1million worth rhino horns 
at airport. Reuters. 10 April. http://www.reuters.com/article/
us-malaysia-trafficking-wildlife/malaysia-seizes-3-1-
million-worth-of-rhino-horns-at-airport-idUSKBN17C0I3.  

Milliken, T., Underwood, F.M., Burn, R.W. and Sangalakula, L. 
Interpretation and implementation of the Convention 

Species trade and conservation Elephants: Monitoring of 
illegal trade in ivory and other elephant specimens. CoP16 

Illegal Trade in Ivory and Rhino Horn: an 
Assessment Report to Improve Law Enforcement Under the 
Wildlife TRAPS Project. USAID and TRAFFIC. 

Milliken, T., Underwood, F.M., Burn, R.W. and Sangalakula, L. 
The Elephant Trade Information System (ETIS) and 

the Illicit Trade in Ivory: A report to the 17th meeting of the 
Conference of the Parties to CITES. CoP17 Doc. 57.6 (Rev. 
1). Gland, Switzerland. 

Thailand seizes record haul of pangolin scales 
 Newsweek  http://

www.newsweek.com/thailand-seizes-record-haul-
.

Indonesian media. TRAFFIC Bulletin
A preliminary assessment 

of pangolin trade in Sabah. TRAFFIC Southeast Asia, 
Petaling Jaya, Selangor, Malaysia.

Hundreds of Malagasy tortoises seized in 
Malaysia. Press Release: 16 July. http://
home/2010/7/16/hundreds-of-malagasy-tortoises-seized-
in-malaysia.html.

Spotlight on Da Nang as new conduit in 
 Press Release: 24 September. 

Malaysian Customs make large seizure of 
threatened Malagasy tortoise. Press Release: 15 May. http://
www.traffic.org/home/2017/5/15/malaysian-customs- 
make-large-seizure-of-threatened-malagasy.html.

 18 rhino horns seized by Malaysian 
Customs. Press release: 10 April. http:// c.org/
home/2017/4/10/18-rhino-horns-seized-by-malaysian-
customs.html.

Malaysian enforcement blazes a sizzling 
Press 

release: 11 September. http://
9/11/malaysian-enforcement-blazes-a-sizzling-trail-with-a-
spate-o.html.

Pangolin trade in Sabah, Malaysia. In: 

on Trade and Conservation of Pangolins Native to South 
and Southeast Asia, 30 June–2 July 2008, Singapore 
Zoo, Singapore. TRAFFIC Southeast Asia, Petaling Jaya, 
Selangor, Malaysia.

Where did that 8000 kg of pangolin scales come 
 The Star http://www.thestar.

com.my/news/nation/2017/08/12/where-did-that-8000kg-of-
pangolin-scales-come-from/.

Cameroon seizes 670 kg of pangolin 
bound for Malaysia. Voice of America
21: http://www.voanews.com/a/cameroon-seizes-670kg-of-
pangolin-bound-for-malaysia/3645268.html.

pangolins in China. TRAFFIC East Asia Newsletter 4:1–5. 

Assessment of threatened status of Chinese Pangolin 
(Manis pentadactyla Chin. J. App. Env. Biol. 10:456–461.

of pangolin trade in China. , 
TRAFFIC, Cambridge, UK. 

Outlet in hot water over exotic menu. The 
Star http://www.thestar.com.my/
news/nation/2013/08/22/outlet-in-hot-water-over-exotic-
menu-restaurant-serves-bears-foot-and-tapirs-nose/. 

conservation awareness in China: a long way to go. 
Biodiversity Conservation 23:2371–2381.

Tonnes of endangered pangolins’ scales 
seized in Shanghai. South China Morning Post 
28 December: http://www.scmp.com/news/china/society/
article/2057626/tonnes-endangered-pangolins-scales-
seized-shanghai.

Kanitha Krishnasamy, Acting Director—Southeast Asia,
TRAFFIC. E-mail:  
Chris R. Shepherd, E-mail: shepherd.chrisr@gmail.com 


	traffic_pub_bulletin_29_2 (3).pdf
	TRAFFIC Bulletin 29(2)-postscript.pdf
	contents replacement page.pdf
	TRAFFIC Bulletin 29(2)-postscript

	replacement page 51
	traffic_pub_bulletin_29_2 (3)
	replacement page 59
	traffic_pub_bulletin_29_2 (3)
	replacement page 64
	replacement page 65
	traffic_pub_bulletin_29_2 (3)
	replacement page 69
	replacement page 70
	traffic_pub_bulletin_29_2 (3)
	replacement page 73
	traffic_pub_bulletin_29_2 (3)
	replacement page 83
	traffic_pub_bulletin_29_2 (3)



