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Executive Summary –Wildlife trade survey #2
Wildlife is one of the most important food resources in Lao PDR. Numerous vertebrate species are sold
at the local markets, but a comprehensive understanding in the light of the biodiversity crisis and the
human impact on species survival remains insufficient. We, Katharina Kasper and Jonas Schweikhard,
provided an interdisciplinary assessment using a questionnaire-based survey approach to investigate
markets and households in Khammouane Province.
This took place in a mutual effort with the German Corporation for International Cooperation GmbH
(GIZ) with focus on the Hin Nam No National Protected Area, which is of special interest in the light of
its application to become UNESCO Heritage Site. We recorded data during the rainy season, in June
and July 2018. The investigating team mainly consisted of three people: Mr. Jonas Schweikhard, Ms.
Katharina Kasper (German biology students of Cologne University) and Mr. Littideth Xaiyavongsa
(translator).
15 trading centers along the main routes of the province were selected for observational studies with
main interest concerning the question: Which wildlife species are traded and to what extent? These
data were further evaluated in view of corresponding conservation statuses on international and
national basis (CITES, IUCN Red List and Lao Wildlife Protection List).
Findings evidenced the trade of 48 wild species with over 1,000 individuals (40 birds, 155 mammals,
97 reptiles and 896 amphibians), plenty of them under conservation status. Indicated market trends
displayed strong distinctions between shrinking wildlife offers and increasing demand. Human
behavior towards wildlife use, from 63 households from urban to rural areas, was evaluated. Among
all participants, a vast majority of 93.7 % confirmed the use of wildlife in their households, which
contributes considerably to food security. The results indicated that a dependence without alternative
livelihoods is not uncommon. Nevertheless, also wealthier people appear to use wildlife broadly for
reasons of status and enjoyment. A majority of the rural population would prefer to eat domesticated
meat but cannot afford this significantly more expensive choice of meat. Also, trapping behavior
appeared more commonly in rural areas than in urban. Correspondingly, a trend of a more active
wildlife trade towards urbanization could be demonstrated. Knowledge of national conservation
efforts showed no significant influences on trapping or trading of wildlife in the Khammouane
Province.
These results suggested that, regardless of a strict legislative, wildlife trade in Laos still exists to a large
extent. We would like to emphasize the importance of public awareness campaigns and conservation
actions, as well as further monitoring investigations to evaluate changes. In order to develop proper
approaches on all aspects of the illegal wildlife trading recent legal implementations must be
reconsidered to solve the problem at a multi-scale approach and rather oriented at international
standards of conservation, always involving people’s position, as they are the eventual drivers of the
trade. Alongside the Vietnamese boarder many people were unable to read the Lao language. Adding
Vietnamese language to the informative signs helps to distribute the information further. In
conclusion, an improvement of rural livelihoods and nationwide education might decrease the demand
for wildlife. Many interviewed people already showed an understanding of the benefits of nature
conservation for future generations. Addressing the issue at people’s personal interest in preserved
ecosystems, rather than solely intimidating them with fines and incarceration, might lead to better
result. We also think that legislative decision makers must be aware of the fact, that regulation by law
alone causes trade to shift to the no longer assessible underground. In the future the introduction of
sustainable projects like eco-tourism could integrate the Lao population in the active conservation of
biodiversity.
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1. Market Surveys – Monitoring Illegal Wildlife Trade
Market surveys were conducted between the 11th of June and the 18th of July 2018
with 33 samples and occasional discoveries.
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Figure 1. Map of Khammouane Province showing the locations of the market survey sites: 1 Province
capital Thakhek (including 5 survey sites) 2 Namdik market 3 Phoutthavong market 4 Thepsomebath
market 5 Ban Kok market 6 Mahaxay May market 7 Grocery Store 8 Ban Phakiw (roadside stall) 9 Ban
Panam market 10 Ban Langkhang market 11 Bualapha market. Relevant districts are named in grey
and bordering regions indicated (Thailand to the west, Vietnam to the east and Bolikhamsai Province to
the north and Savannakhet Province to the south).

1.1 Findings
Within the surveys we found 2481 individuals out of 48 species, particularly 6 reptile,
4 bird and 12 mammal species protected by the Lao Government and 6 reptile and 4
mammal species with international conservation status.
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Figure 2. Plotted comparisons of found individuals in mammal species (Y-axis). The findings of
the dry season 2017 (Lehmann, 2018) and rainy season 2018 are compared (X-axis).
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Figure 3. Plotted comparisons of found individuals in reptile species (Y-axis), showing families of
the order Squamata (grey colored) and the order Testudines (green; exclusively represented by
Geomydidae). The findings of the dry season 2017 (Ebert, 2018) and rainy season 2018 are
compared (X-axis).
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Figure 4. Plotted comparisons of found individuals
in amphibian species (Y-axis), showing families of
the exclusively found order Anura. The findings of
the dry season 2017 (Ebert, 2018) and rainy
season 2018 are compared (X-axis).

In the context of this study we define small animals as rats, squirrels and frogs, which
have been the most commonly traded and consumed animals. Bigger animals seem
to be offered more often during the rainy rice planting season where especially rural
villagers are busy on the field and catch animals mainly for self-subsistence.
We discovered wildlife almost during every market survey. Many of the found species
were domestically or internationally protected according to CITES, the IUCN Red List
and Lao Wildlife and Aquatic Protection List (mammals and birds: 23 % international,
62 % national; reptiles and amphibians: 45 % international and national). It became
clear to us that some markets are hotspots in terms of illegal wildlife trade, while others
are nowadays completely dormant. The markets in Namdik and Ban Kok showed the
greatest and most constant numbers of offered wildlife, while the markets in Bualapha
and Mahaxay were inactivated in response to many raids and punishments. Markets
inside Thakhek (Lak 2, Lak 3 and Nabo) all offered wildlife with inconstant supply. We
learned that the capital and foreign bordering countries constitute and satisfy the
highest demand for wildlife (see Outlook).
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1.2 Restaurants
Despite the markets, restaurants also constitute a place of wildlife trade. Bushmeatspecialized restaurants oftentimes advertise their offer openly in Chinese or
Vietnamese language, as Lao authorities cannot identify them. An example for this
strategy can be seen in the picture below.
Figure 5. Sign in front of a
Vietnamese
bushmeat-specialized
restaurant in Thakhek (see Figure 1)
namely ‘Huang Vu’ on the 14th of June
2018. We found a leopard and two
pangolin skins inside as decoration to
attract customers.

The following chart shows our findings in such a restaurant within Thakhek. It also
provides information on the number of individuals as well as their statuses of
conservation, according to CITES, the IUCN Red List and the Lao Wildlife and Aquatic
Protection List.

Another restaurant of this kind is situated right next to it, (which was closed temporarily
at the time of our study but will be open again soon, as stated by the owner (Fig. 3).
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Figure 6. A Sign in front of a Vietnamese bushmeat-specialized restaurant in Thakhek, namely ‘Tiem
An’, including the advertisement with pictures of (i) a softshell turtle and (ii) a frog. The restaurant was
closed at on the 14th of June 2018 when the photo was taken. B Jars filled with alcohol, herbs and Tokay
Geckos (Gekko gecko) standing on a bar inside of the restaurant.
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1.3 Pets
Besides our actual work, we continuously saw wildlife being kept as pets. Most of them
were not kept in species appropriate enclosures and many displayed stereotypic
behavioural disorders. Along countless cases of commonly kept animals (nonetheless
protected), we reported 24 individuals out of 13 species to the authorities. A list of those
reports can be seen below. The outcome and consequences of those reports are yet
unknown. During the period of our study there were no legal measures taken.

In case of wildlife confiscations, we strongly advise to consult the Lao Conservation
Trust for Wildlife (LCTW). Based on their broad experience in handling wildlife issues,
such as releases and caregiving, an appropriate process can be assured.
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2. Household Surveys – Involving People
Household surveys were conducted between the 27th of June and the 17th of July 2018.
Altogether, 63 randomly chosen households at 14 sites were surveyed. A majority of
44 surveys took place in rural villages of Bualapha District around the HNN NPA (no.
5-14, Fig. 4), as rural conditions are most relevant in terms of investigations on the role
wildlife in households. For comparison purposes, surveys were extended to 6
interviews under urban conditions at the local night market in the province capital
Thakhek and 13 in buffer zones between wildlife sources (e.g., NPAs) and main hubs
of trade (e.g., cities and places beyond borders).
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Figure 7. Map of Khammouane Province showing the locations of the 14 household survey sites (Tab.
X): 1 Thakhek (Capital; Night Market) 2 Mahaxay May 3 Ban Panam 4 Yommalath 5 Ban Langkhang 6
Ban Du 7 Ban Talong 8 Ban Napeng 9 Ban Pakphanang 10 Ban Napang 11 Ban Soppeng 12 Ban
Thakachan 13 Ban Phakouay Tai 14 Ban Thahe. Relevant districts are named in grey and bordering
regions indicated (Thailand to the west, Vietnam to the east and Bolikhamsai Province to the north).

However, whilst communication actions, especially household surveys, company of
governmental authority figures was avoided where possible. Against the background
of illegalization of wildlife use, interactions with local people should be independent
and impartial, as this is a neutral study of data gathering. This is important to avoid
emotionally driven responses in both market and household surveys, e.g., the hiding
sales objects or telling lies out of fear of punishment. It was tried to communicate a
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respectful, trustworthy attitude and to show empathy, since it is not yet evaluated if
legal regulations are appropriate to solve the problem of illegal wildlife trade in Laos.
On this account, informing people about our neutrality and their anonymity was a
central component of the field approach, not least to exclude any influence of the
interviewers. We developed the following questionnaire:
Consumption
1
1.1
1.2

Is wildlife consumed or traded
by themselves or in the household?
If no, in the past?
If ever, which animals?
Food Purposes

2
3
4
5

How often is bushmeat consumed?
What kind of meat is preferred?
(bushmeat/domesticated meat)
Is bushmeat more expensive
or cheaper than domesticated meat?
What are the reasons
for choosing bushmeat?
(taste, health, beliefs, status symbol,
YDULHW\QHFHVVLW\«
Medicinal Purposes

6
7

Is wildlife used for medicinal purposes?
What kind of medicine is preferred?
(wildlife-based/conventional)

8
8.1

Has the wildlife trade changed over time?
Changes in prices?
(none/increase/decrease)
Changes in offer?
(none/increase/decrease)
Changes in demand?
(none/increase/decrease)
Is open display on the markets avoided
by direct connections between
hunters and costumers?

Market Situation

8.2
8.3
9

Trapping & Trading
10
10.1
11
11.1
11.2
11.3

Is the household involved
in wildlife trading?
Is wildlife trading important
for their livelihood?
Is the household involved
in wildlife trapping?
Is the trapped wildlife
consumed by themselves or sold?
If sold, is the wildlife sold locally or exported?
Is trapping important for their livelihood?
Conservation

12
12.1
12.2
12.3

Is there awareness about
conservation statuses?
Is the general wildlife trading ban in Laos
known?
Is the Lao Protection List known?
If so, could protected and unprotected species
be differentiated?

Figure 8. Questionnaire for the Household Surveys, arranged by categories of interest (right-bound and
greyed): consumption, food purposes, medicinal purposes, market situation, trapping and trading, and
conservation.
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Among all 63 households surveyed, 93.7 % confirmed the consumption or trade of
wildlife, taken also into account that those who denied and it, at least mentioned
consumption in the past. Two people mentioned they would specifically avoid eating
snakes because they were afraid. Approximately 17 % of the households throughout
the areas would consume everything they can get. There is a tendency that the more
rural people live, the less they prefer bushmeat over domesticated meat (Fig. 6). Also
noticeable is the fact that only households in rural areas mention ‘Necessity’ as a
reason to choose bushmeat, additionally at a high rate of 23.9 % among six possible
selections (Fig. 7). The majority among all surveys mentioned ‘Taste’ as a reason for
the choice of bushmeat (28 %) and a major group of households consume it for health
reasons (25.8 %). Nevertheless, many people think wild meat is either unhealthy or
healthy under the condition that consumers are not too old or do not eat too much of it
(samples no. 7 and 63). Respective zoonotic diseases are foreseen. Five households
associate wild meat with hypertension effects (high blood pressure). Also, people think
of secondary unhealthy aspects of bushmeat consumption, such as poison as a
trapping method and the processing with preservatives, while others think it is rather
the other way around and believe that the domesticated alternative is preserved and
badly fed.
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Figure 9. Plotted comparisons of households
consuming (or trading) only smaller wild animals
or also larger kinds, including small animals
(question no. 1.2, Fig. 5; N=59), in rural areas
(N=42), buffer zones (N=11) and the urban area
(N=6).

Variety
Taste
Status
Symbol
Necessity
Health
Beliefs
Figure 10. Plotted comparisons of reasons
mentioned for the choice of bushmeat in rural
areas (question no. 5, Fig. 5). 56 households
responded to the question and the relatives are
measured by times each option mentioned
(N=67). ‘Variety’ was mentioned 9, ‘Taste’ 19,
‘Status Symbol’ 5, ‘Necessity’ 16, ‘Health’ 15
and ‘Beliefs’ 3 times. There are no significant
differences to buffer zones and the urban area.
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Among all respondents it became clear the market situation has been changing over
time. Despite the fact that the offer is decreasing constantly (mainly due to decline in
animal populations), the demand stays fairly stable, but the prices are increasing
proportionally (Fig.11).
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Figure 11. Plotted comparisons of households seeing changes in the market situation, regarding
decreasing or increasing trends of demand with which people face the situation (N=35) and the
offer (N=53) and prices (N=44) of wild animals being sold (questions no. 8 and 8.1-3, Fig. 5).
There are significant differences between offer and demand (p=4.08∙10 -13), and offer and prices
(p=1.57∙10-20).

3. Conclusions
3.1 Seasonal tendencies
The surveyed area is characterized by a tropical monsoon climate, i.e., distinct dry to
wet seasonal changes. The dry season lasts from November to April, followed by the
rainy season from May to October, which is dominated by heavy rainfalls and an
average temperature of 27 °C (Silverstein et al., 2018). According to our findings on
the markets as well as information provided by people during the household surveys,
the most commonly consumed animal groups vary from one season to the other.
During the rainy season amphibians (here exclusively frogs) are more abundant than
other small animals and therefore easy to find and catch, as their reproductive circle
depends on wet conditions. Also, the rice planting season takes up the majority of rural
villager’s time, so there is less hunting activity taking place and wild meat is rather
harvested opportunistically.
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Furthermore, there are great differences between dry and rainy season’s accessibility
of the rural areas. On one hand our access for investigations was impaired, on the
other hand heavy rainfalls affect road conditions massively so that sellers from rural
areas struggle to transport their goods to the markets. However, these people are time
wise quantitatively most engaged in the wildlife trade. During their work on the rice
fields it is profitable for them to set up traps (usually snares) and catch smaller animals
to sell them along with their produce on the markets. Moreover, rural villagers might
not afford stalls inside sales areas and usually sit on the ground around it. In case of
rain, those areas can be flooded so that they will not have a place to sell their goods.

Among all household surveys, 5 hunting methods were mentioned: Guns, sling shots,
poisoned baits, dogs and snares were even mentioned nine times. An informant who
sells snares at a store in Ban Thahe, near the Bualapha market said that she sells
them mainly from November to December in the beginning of dry season. This period
would conform with the major trapping season.
Figure X. Snares for sale in a small
store, found after household surveys in
Ban Thahe on 4th of July 2018.
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3.2 Additional Information
While our market and household surveys we discovered some processes in the trade
and gathered information that exceeded our scheduled questionnaires. Arguably, the
most momentous information provided by villagers was the fact that wildlife sellers are
avoiding the open display on the markets. This is mainly due to the sings on most
markets, which point out the wildlife trading ban. People are afraid of lawful punishment
such as fines and even incarceration. This became obvious to us not only from the
reports of people we interviewed, but also during our own investigations on the
markets. Upon our arrival on the market we would often see people quickly hiding and
covering wildlife that was for sale openly just minutes before. When we asked about it
they were very hesitant to show the animals, out of fear of the law. We were also told
that most sellers will only display a small selection of more common animals such as
rats, squirrels and frogs on the table tops but might hide more precious and
endangered animals below the table. Unfortunately, the reasons for such secretive
trading seemed to be no moral hesitations, but strictly a practical way to avoid
punishment.
These circumstances hampered our surveys to the point that we could only document
what people chose to show us openly. The full picture and therefore extent of the
wildlife trade is hidden from the public eye and we can only assume that the reality is
far more severe than what we were able to document in this study.
Another useful piece of information was gathered during our household surveys in the
Boualapha district. After walking around the village and interviewing everyone willing
to talk to us we met a man who referred to himself as the main seller of wildlife in the
area.
He described his work as the position of a middleman, who gets calls from villagers
whenever they catch a wild animal and then contacts potential customers to profit from
the transaction. This man, who appeared to be well connected to the local wildlife trade,
stated that the highest demand comes from the neighboring countries Vietnam and
China. Apparently, he sells a lot of wildlife to vendors up next in the trade chain, who
will then proceed to export it to Vietnam and China. Thereby those vendors multiply
their financial gain.
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3.3 Outlook
Despite the rather depressing impressions we were confronted with during the surveys
of the markets, which virtually all sold wildlife or wildlife-based products, we also
gathered hopeful information. While interviewing people for the household surveys we
learned that most of them approved the conservation efforts. Many stated that they
wished their children would still be able to experience healthy forests with wild animals.
Hopes for recovering wildlife populations and sustainable ways to profit from them
became were stated. Additionally, we learned that by far most interviewed people
participated in wildlife trading or trapping, either as a direct food source or an easy way
to better their income, out of financial distress. Some people stated they would not
have anything to eat at night, if they did not catch a rat or a frog. Others explained how
their children had left them to seek work in the bigger towns and without rice fields they
had no alternative to trading wildlife to support themselves financially.
Furthermore, most people stated they had no understanding of the Lao Wildlife and
Aquatic Protection List. The dissemination of information about the conservation of wild
animals in Lao PDR, especially what people are allowed to do and what is illegal could
be improved to make it more comprehensible for the villagers. We also advise to add
Vietnamese language to the trading ban sings on the markets, since some people we
interviewed were Vietnamese and unable to read the Lao language.
We also suggest to re-think the fining of small traders. The fear of law enforcement,
fines and imprisonment drives the wildlife trade in to the underground. This will make
further investigations at some point impossible and will not solve the problem, but only
make it less visible. Improving the living conditions of rural villagers seems to be the
most important aspect in the efforts of changing the current situation. Providing people
with other, more reliable and sustainable sources of income might give them the
possibility to turn away from the trapping and trading of wildlife. To approach the issue
in its entirety and to consider all aspects of people´s reasons to partake in it, instead
of simply fining them seems far more promising.
In terms of future surveys, we suggest sending Lao students to the markets for surveys.
If a neutral overview of the situation is desired, it seems inappropriate to send
government officials, which only intimidate the sellers and only interfered with the
surveys. We were spotted as non-locals from far away and people felt the need to hide
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animals. With non-government Lao people this issue seemed nonexistent, so they
might get a more detailed picture of the situation as a whole. Studies of this kind aim
to provide information about the current situation and possible changes. With such data
new methods for an approach of this issue can be created. The study should not be
the enforcement of these methods. Approaching people friendly and with emphatic
understanding for their situation led to productive and informative conversations.
Rushing to the markets with the only goal in mind to take as many pictures as possible
and quickly documenting the market situation was not effective. It made sellers very
suspicious and less likely to present their offers or talk to us about the selling of wildlife.
For the household surveys our foreign appearance seemed to be an advantage. Many
people became curious and interested why two foreigners had come to their village
and were willing to talk to us. It came as a surprise to us that not one request for an
interview was declined and some people came to us for an interview voluntarily after
they had seen us interviewing their neighbors.
Despite the great language skills of our Lao – English translator, language barriers
appeared and sometimes the essence of a question was misinterpreted. This obstacle
could also be overcome by sending out Lao students.
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