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----- 

Many thanks for the generous introduction and good afternoon to all of you from 

Switzerland.  

It’s a great honour to be invited to join with you today and I would like to start by 

acknowledging the presence of the: 

- Director General, Department of Wildlife Conservation, Sri Lanka; 

- Representatives from participating Wildlife Enforcement Networks from across Africa, the 

Caribbean, South Asia and the EU; 

- Members of the South Asia Wildlife Enforcement Network (SAWEN) Executive Committee, 

who I understand are all present in Colombo for today’s meeting, and the 

- SAWEN inspirational Secretary General Krishna Acharya. 

----- 

I join you today as Chair of the Global Initiative to End Wildlife Crime, which was launched at 

the House of Lords in the UK five years ago, with a core objective of encouraging States to 

strengthen the international legal framework for preventing and combatting wildlife 

trafficking. Our Initiative has since grown to include 47 International Champion organisations 

from across every sector and region, including SAWEN, and a global network of technical 

advisers.   

----- 

Colleagues, preventing and combatting organised and transnational wildlife trafficking 

requires close cooperation at all levels – global, regional, national and sub-national. Without 

this cooperation we cannot hope to end these highly destructive crimes. 

SAWEN and other Wildlife Enforcement Networks provide a highly valuable platform for 

regional cooperation – from legal and policy harmonization, to institutional capacity 

strengthening, through to knowledge and intelligence sharing and collaboration with 

international partners. Just by way of example, in May of this year, SAWEN and the UN Office 

of Drugs and Crime (UNODC) co-organized the South Asia Judicial Symposium on Wildlife 

Crime, which brought together judges, prosecutors and SAWEN focal persons. 

https://endwildlifecrime.org/
https://www.sawen.org/
https://iccwc-wildlifecrime.org/wildlife-enforcement-networks-wens
https://www.sawen.org/news/details/south-asia-judicial-symposium-on-wildlife-crime
https://www.sawen.org/news/details/south-asia-judicial-symposium-on-wildlife-crime


 
I would like to warmly congratulate you on your important work and for your tireless efforts 

to continue to strengthen Wildlife Enforcement Networks, and the cooperation within and 

between them, in the fight against wildlife crime. You can count on our enduring support in 

strengthening this critically important platform for cooperation.  

----- 

As you know, there are many things that need to happen at all levels if we hope to seriously 

tackle the scourge of wildlife trafficking – this includes addressing both demand and supply, 

working across source, transit and destination countries, building the capacity of the 

criminal justice system in each country, and having in place sound national and international 

laws. 

In the time I have available today, I will focus my remarks on strengthening international 

cooperation and in particular: 

- Reflect upon some of the progress we have made to date,  

- Outline the gaps in the existing international legal framework, and 

- Highlight opportunities for you to engage in several intergovernmental process that 

are underway for strengthening the international legal framework.  

----- 

For some time now, I have had the opportunity to help galvanise support amongst countries, 

law enforcement agencies, and many others, to combat and prevent wildlife crime. 

As mentioned, I served as CITES Secretary General for eight years (from 2010-2018) at which 

time I was directly involved in multiple collective efforts to achieve this objective, including 

establishing, institutionalising and attracting resources for the highly successful International 

Consortium to Combat Wildlife Crime (ICCWC), and in hosting the first and second global 

meetings of the Wildlife Enforcement Networks at CoP16 in Bangkok and CoP17 in 

Johannesburg (with subsequent CoPs continuing to host them). 

I mention this because, I have seen for myself the progress we have made through 

heightened international cooperation and national action. These endeavours have resulted 

in greater attention and resources being dedicated to the issue, which is encouraging. 

Perhaps the best and most analysed example of successful international cooperation 

concerns tackling the trafficking of African elephant ivory through a concerted effort across 

source, transit and destination countries, one that tackled demand and supply, and that 

resulted in a dramatic decrease in the levels of poaching and illegal trade.  

This story of success includes SAWEN member States as transit states.  

In 2016, I attended an event in Colombo, Sri Lanka, to destroy 359 pieces of confiscated 

African elephant ivory (weighing over 1,500 kilograms). INTERPOL took forensic samples, 

and it was determined that the ivory originated mostly from Tanzania and northern 

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/early-reflections-eight-years-secretary-general-cites-scanlon-am/
https://cites.org/eng/news/pr/2010/20101123_ICCWC.php
https://cites.org/eng/news/sg/sri_lanka_ivory_crush_cites_secretary_generals_remarks_26012016


 
Mozambique. Through the good work of Sri Lankan authorities, they ascertained that the 

contraband was intended to be shipped to the UAE, and transited through Kenya and Sri 

Lanka, where it was seized.  

I share this example with you as it gives a good sense of the challenging transnational 

aspects of these crimes and the scale of international cooperation required to tackle them. 

To succeed, we need to replicate this type of collective effort many times over.  

----- 

Yet, while we have had some successes, especially with certain iconic species, gains made 

are both insufficient and fragile. The 2024 UN World Wildlife Crime Report concluded that 

wildlife trafficking persists despite decades of efforts to curb it and while some progress has 

been made (in reducing trafficking of certain iconic species) it goes on to say that the overall 

trend shows no significant slowdown. 

Rather, these crimes continue to escalate against a backdrop of rapidly changing 

environmental, human health, security and resourcing challenges. But intergovernmental 

efforts are underway to reverse these trends.  

Just last month, the UN General Assembly (UNGA) adopted a powerful resolution on tackling 

illicit trafficking in wildlife, ten years after adopting its first resolution on wildlife trafficking in 

2015.  

In 2021, the UNGA adopted its first comprehensive resolution on crimes that affect the 

environment, which includes wildlife trafficking.  And in this context, it is worth noting that 

the international community is increasingly discussing wildlife trafficking under the chapeau 

of crimes that affect the environment.  

Since the adoption of these Resolutions, we have seen many reports released on the scale, 

nature and impacts of these crimes, most particularly by the UN Office on Drugs and Crime 

(UNODC), including through a series of World Wildlife Crime Reports from 2016 to 2024.  

These reports clearly demonstrate the industrial scale, organised and transnational nature, 

and the severe impacts of wildlife trafficking. They graphically describe the severe 

environmental consequences of wildlife crime, for our climate, ecosystems, wild animals, 

plants and fungi, as well as for human and animal health. But the damage goes deeper than 

that, they also undermine governments by depriving them of revenue and fuelling 

corruption, and they destroy livelihoods, result in the injury and killing of rangers, and create 

national and regional instability.  

If we add the costs of the impacts on ecosystems, then The World Bank estimates the costs 

of these crimes at a staggering $1-2 trillion each year. 

----- 

https://www.unodc.org/cofrb/uploads/documents/ECOS/World_Wildlife_Crime_Report_2024.pdf
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/johnescanlonao_great-to-see-the-united-nations-general-assembly-activity-7346620336760668161-1wky?utm_source=share&utm_medium=member_desktop&rcm=ACoAAAErj5MB9lpy7p9aPo2ImGxhpUr3TfwBHig
https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/data-and-analysis/wildlife.html
https://blogs.worldbank.org/voices/real-costs-illegal-logging-fishing-and-wildlife-trade-1-trillion-2-trillion-year


 
Yet there is still no legally binding agreement on preventing and combating these crimes. 

This can be contrasted to the trafficking in persons, migrant smuggling, and firearms 

trafficking. These three serious crimes are covered by individual agreements, namely 

separate protocols adopted under the UN Convention against Transnational Organised Crime 

(UNTOC).   

CITES is sometimes referred to as providing some form of legal framework. I know this 

Convention extremely well. It is an important Convention, but it is limited in scope. It was 

not designed to deal with wildlife crime. It is a 50-year-old trade-related convention, not a 

crime-related convention, and it covers less than one percent of the world’s 8.7 million 

species.  

As important as it is, CITES does not provide the international legal framework we need, and 

a comprehensive legally binding regime for tackling wildlife crime, within the framework of 

international criminal law, rather than trade law, is beyond the scope of CITES. 

----- 

As a result, we have seen many States, and initiatives, such as the Global Initiative to End 

Wildlife Crime, call for a new protocol or protocols covering wildlife trafficking, including 

marine and timber species, and certain other crimes that affect the environment, such as 

the trafficking of minerals and precious metals.  

For example, in May 2022, a ground-breaking resolution was adopted by the UN Commission 

on Crime Prevention and Criminal Justice that mandated a process to gather States views on 

the possible benefits of a protocol on wildlife trafficking, and a clear majority of the States 

that responded were supportive or open to the idea.  

Then last year, a resolution on crimes that affect the environment was adopted at UNTOC 

CoP12 that established an intergovernmental expert group, to, amongst other things, 

identify any gaps in the current international legal framework, and to explore the possibility, 

feasibility and merits of any additional protocol to the Convention.  The intergovernmental 

expert group, which is chaired by Peru, met for the first time last month, and it will meet on 

several further occasions before submitting its report to the Convention’s next CoP in late 

2026.   

Preparations are also underway for the Fifteenth UN Congress on Crime Prevention and 

Criminal Justice, which is the world's largest and most diverse gathering in this field of crime 

prevention and criminal justice. It is being held in Abu Dhabi, UAE in April 2026. The theme 

of the Congress includes ‘protecting people and planet’.  

----- 

It’s important that Wildlife Enforcement Networks are aware of and actively engage in both 

these processes and for you to express yourselves on the importance of strengthening 

https://www.admcf.org/ccpcj-recap/
https://endwildlifecrime.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/PRESS-RELEASE-07-DEC-UN-report-shows-clear-majority-of-States-now-favour-a-new-global-agreement-against-wildlife-trafficking-.pdf
https://www.admcf.org/ewc-untoc-cop12/
https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/crimecongress/preparations.html


 
international cooperation in preventing and combatting wildlife trafficking, and the legal 

framework that facilitates this cooperation.   

We have provided inputs into the intergovernmental expert group created under the 

UNTOC, which are publicly available. Amongst other things, we have highlighted that there 

are serious gaps at the international level that hinder deepening international cooperation, 

namely there is: 

- no agreed definition of wildlife trafficking, including what conduct should be criminalised,   

- no legally binding agreement on preventing and combating wildlife trafficking, and   

- no global centre of gravity for advancing cooperative efforts to combat and prevent wildlife 

crime, or for reviewing the progress being made.   

Similar observations can be made regarding other crimes that affect the environment.   

----- 

Based on responses from States to the intergovernmental expert group, we can see that 

most States are now generally supportive of advancing a new protocol or protocols on 

certain crimes that affect the environment, including wildlife trafficking.  

The content of any protocol is something that States alone would determine through an 

intergovernmental negotiating process. However, we can draw on existing resources to 

explore what States may wish to contemplate. 

Just by way of example, to give you a sense of what a new global agreement could look like, 

States could consider including in a new protocol(s), articles to:  

- Define wildlife trafficking for the first time. As with the Protocol on trafficking in 

persons, this would facilitate a convergence in national approaches and support 

efficient international cooperation.  

- Set out the conduct that is to be criminalised. 

- Require penalties to be related to the harm caused, and to include compensation, 

community service orders, fines, restoration, and restitution, as well as 

imprisonment. This would reflect the desirability of providing for a broader range of 

penalty options, including options that provide the means to rectify the damage 

done to the environment.  

- Expressly cover any species of wild fauna, flora or funga (including fish and timber 

producing species) that is protected under any international or, importantly, any 

national law. 

- Require it to be a criminal offence to import any wildlife or wildlife product into a 

country if it has been acquired in contravention of the national laws of the source 

country. Doing so would represent a remarkable expression of comity between 

https://endwildlifecrime.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/IEG_June_2025_JS_EWC-submission_FINAL_REV.pdf
https://endwildlifecrime.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/IEG_June_2025_JS_EWC-submission_FINAL_REV.pdf


 
nations (mutual respect for one another’s laws). This could readily be expanded to all 

natural resources. 

We have prepared a more detailed outline of the provisions that could be contemplated, 

which are also publicly available.  

----- 

While we contemplate a new and comprehensive international legal agreement, there are 

many actions that can and should be taken right now, such moving ahead to fully implement 

the 2025 UNGA Resolution on tackling illicit wildlife trafficking, including the operative 

paragraph on treating these crimes as serious crimes as defined by the UNTOC. 

----- 

Colleagues, there is a unique opportunity over the next 12-18 months to make 

transformational changes to the international legal framework to tackle transnational 

organised wildlife crimes, along with other crimes that affect the environment. 

Wildlife Enforcement Networks can collectively and individually make an invaluable 

contribution to these processes and events – and we encourage you to engage in the work 

of the intergovernmental expert group established under the UNTOC and the UN Crime 

Congress.  

Your voice as Wildlife Enforcement Networks, and the voices of individual State members, 

can positively influence the outcomes of these processes and events and help advance 

intergovernmental efforts to enhance international cooperation, including through 

strengthening our international legal framework. 

Rest assured, we will do our utmost to support you in this bold endeavour in any way we 

can. 

Many thanks again for the invitation to join you today.   

 

 

https://illuminem.com/illuminemvoices/here-is-what-a-global-agreement-on-tackling-environmental-crimes-could-look-like

