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W I L D L I F E  T R A F F I C K I N G

Overview 
Wildlife trafficking is the second largest driver of biodiversity decline behind habitat loss, while also contributing to the 
proliferation of global pandemics such as COVID-19. The illegal wildlife trade is an industry grossing up to $23 billion 
annually linked to organized crime and corrupt government action. Even the legal removal of species from their habitats, 
both domestically and internationally, contributes significantly to species decline. States are key players in limiting 
wildlife trafficking through intra-state trade regulations, enforcement, monitoring, and research

Defining and Regulating Exotic Wildlife: At least 19 states ban the trade and sale of exotic wildlife and their 
body parts, while other states have a partial ban on certain species, a licensing scheme, or no ban. Lists of prohibited 
exotic wildlife species vary by state but typically include: elephants, rhinos, pangolins, great apes, wild cats, sharks, 
and whales.

•	 Pennsylvania H.B.994 (passed House, 2025): Prohibits the purchase, sale, offer for sale, or possession with 
intent to sell any covered animal parts or products of 22 exotic species, and establishes fines ranging from 
$5,000 to $20,000.

•	 Colorado S.B.168 (enacted 2025): Strengthens CPW’s authority to enforce wildlife trafficking laws by creating 
additional investigative positions; enhances penalties for  trafficking state, federal, and CITES (international) 
listed species; creates a position for collecting population data about Colorado’s native reptile species.

Ivory and Rhino Horn: Ivory and rhino horn trafficking causes detrimental economic, social, environmental 
impacts in Africa and has been linked to international terrorist organizations. While the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
has instituted a near ban on ivory and rhino import and domestic interstate trade, states must still regulate in-state 
sales.

•	 New Jersey and New York became the first states to ban sales of ivory and rhino horn products in 2014. 
California and Washington enacted similar laws in 2015, followed by Hawaii and Oregon in 2016. Since that 
time, Illinois, Maryland, Minnesota, Nevada, New Hampshire, New Mexico, and Vermont have enacted ivory 
and rhino horn bans.  

Shark Fins: Shark finning, or removal of a shark’s fins for use in culinary dishes and medicines, contributes to the 
global decline of sharks which are critical to marine ecosystems. Federal law prohibits shark finning and trade in the 
US, yet fins still find their way to the U.S. from other countries, and fins can be detached from legally fished sharks 
once on land. In response, at least 13 states and 3 territories prohibit the possession, trade, and sale of shark fins.

•	 Hawaii, California, Oregon, and Washington have all enacted legislation prohibiting intra-state trade of shark 
fins which effectively creates a U.S. Pacific Coast-wide ban.
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https://www.iisd.org/articles/deep-dive/evolving-war-illegal-wildlife-trade#:~:text=Fueled%20by%20an%20insatiable%20demand,%2C%20international%2C%20and%20well%2Dorganized
https://www.iisd.org/articles/deep-dive/evolving-war-illegal-wildlife-trade#:~:text=Fueled%20by%20an%20insatiable%20demand,%2C%20international%2C%20and%20well%2Dorganized
https://www.findlaw.com/injury/torts-and-personal-injuries/exotic-animal-laws-by-state.html
https://www.palegis.us/legislation/bills/2025/hb994
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/sb25-168
https://www.doi.gov/news/pressreleases/interior-announces-ban-on-commercial-trade-of-ivory-as-part-of-overall-effort-to-combat-poaching-wildlife-trafficking
https://pub.njleg.gov/bills/2014/PL14/22_.PDF
https://assembly.state.ny.us/leg/?default_fld=&bn=S07890&term=2013&Text=Y
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/pub/15-16/bill/asm/ab_0051-0100/ab_96_bill_20151004_chaptered.pdf
https://www2.sos.wa.gov/_assets/elections/initiatives/finaltext_784.pdf
https://www.capitol.hawaii.gov/sessions/session2016/bills/GM1226_.PDF
https://ballotpedia.org/Oregon_Wildlife_Trafficking_Prevention,_Measure_100_(2016)
https://ilga.gov/Legislation/BillStatus?GA=104&DocTypeID=HB&DocNum=4843&GAID=14&SessionID=91&LegID=110203
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/2015RS/bills/hb/hb0713f.pdf
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/bills/text.php?number=SF1505&session=ls91&session_year=2020&session_number=0&version=latest
https://www.leg.state.nv.us/App/NELIS/REL/79th2017/Bill/5060/Overview
https://legiscan.com/NH/text/SB451/id/1664552
https://www.nmlegis.gov/Legislation/Legislation?chamber=S&legType=B&legNo=75&year=20
https://legislature.vermont.gov/bill/status/2020/H.99
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-020-03173-9
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/national/laws-policies/shark-management-laws#:~:text=On%20January%204%2C%202011%2C%20the,with%20their%20fins%20naturally%20attached.
https://awionline.org/content/restaurants-currently-offering-shark-fin-soup#:~:text=Shark%20Fin%20Soup%20Sold%20in,illegal%20throughout%20the%20United%20States.&text=Below%20is%20a%20directory%20of,fin%20in%20Canada%2C%20click%20here
https://sharkstewards.org/shark-science-education/us-shark-fin-trade-ban/
https://law.justia.com/codes/hawaii/title-12/chapter-188/section-188-40-7/
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/pub/11-12/bill/asm/ab_0351-0400/ab_376_bill_20111007_chaptered.html
https://olis.oregonlegislature.gov/liz/2011R1/Measures/Overview/HB2838
https://apps.leg.wa.gov/billsummary/?BillNumber=5688&Year=2011&Initiative=false
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Exotic Pet Trade: Between 2009 and 2018, nearly 10 million wild animals were imported to the U.S. for the exotic 
pet trade. Over a quarter of imported species are facing population decline and extinction. The exotic pet trade poses 
other risks including spread of invasive species and disease outbreaks including monkeypox and West Nile Virus.

•	 New York S.6211C (passed Senate 2023): Establishes definitions and creates a licensing scheme for keeping 
wild and exotic animals as pets.

•	 South Carolina H.3531 (enacted 2017): Makes it illegal to import, possess, purchase, have custody or control 
of, breed, or sell a large wild cat, non-native bear, or great ape.

Domestic Native Species: Most wildlife in the U.S. are considered non-game species with few resources 
available for regulating, monitoring, and enforcing their collection and sale. Reptiles and amphibians are particularly 
vulnerable. The U.S. is home to the greatest diversity of turtle species in the world, which are coveted on both 
domestic and international markets. State regulations vary widely, but approximately 29 states allow some commercial 

use of native amphibians or reptiles, while 48 states allow for personal or hobby collection.

•	 South Carolina H.4831 (enacted 2022): Makes it unlawful for a person to possess, sell, barter, trade, ship, or 
remove from the state any native reptile species, as defined, with penalties up to $2500 and one year in jail.

•	 Hawaii S.B.849 (enacted 2025): Prohibits and imposes penalties for the intentional taking, harming, or killing of 
ʻIo (Hawaiian hawk); increases penalties and fees for taking and killing indigenous species of native aquatic life, 
wildlife, and land plants.

Supply Chain Transparency and Research: Some states are looking beyond their borders to help prevent 
wildlife trafficking, through product certification processes and targeted forensics research to identify sources of illegal 

wildlife and plant products.

•	 New York A.9711 (passed both chambers, 2024): Mandates that contractors certify their products do not 

contribute to tropical deforestation or degradation, with large contractors required to adopt policies related to 

supply chain transparency, protection of biodiversity, and respect for Indigenous and local community rights. 

•	 Washington S.B.5693 (enacted 2022): Appropriates $1 million for the creation of an environmental forensics 

research center to help disrupt and dismantle illegal international wildlife and plant trade (see p. 703 #47). 
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https://theconversation.com/astonishing-global-demand-for-exotic-pets-is-driving-a-massive-trade-in-unprotected-wildlife-188971#:~:text=What%20we%20found,the%20survival%20of%20native%20populations.
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8533491/#:~:text=The%20trade%20of%20non%2Dnative,%2C%20amphibia%2C%20birds%20and%20mammals.
https://www.bornfreeusa.org/2023/07/21/unregulated-human-driven-animal-industries-at-the-heart-of-the-next-global-pandemic/#:~:text=Despite%20this%20overt%20lack%20of,West%20Nile%20Virus%20to%20humans.
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2023/S6211/amendment/C
https://www.scstatehouse.gov/billsearch.php?billnumbers=3531&session=122&summary=B
https://www.scstatehouse.gov/sess123_2019-2020/bills/4831.htm
https://www.capitol.hawaii.gov/session/measure_indiv.aspx?billtype=SB&billnumber=849&year=2025
https://nyassembly.gov/leg/?bn=A9711&term=2023
https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2021-22/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/Senate/5693-S.SL.pdf?q=20231005145228

