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Patternsof Trade

In theNortheastAsiansubregion,consumptionofturtles
can be separatedinto threemain areas:(1) live turtles for
food, (2) shells for Traditional ChineseMedicine, and (3)
live turtles as pets, including those forBuddhists’ release.
The food trade involves by far the largest quantitiesof
turtles.

Softshell turtles are widely eatenby the Chineseas a
delicacy.Hence,the saleofsoftshellturtlesis widespreadin
China,Hong Kong, andTaiwan.The vastmajority of these
arefarm-bredChinesesoftshellturtles,Pelodiscussinensis,
either raisedlocally or importedfrom neighboringcountries
suchasThailand.A smallernumberofwild-caughtsoftshells
(bothwithin thecountriesor importedfrom SoutheastAsian
or South Asian countries) are also traded. Hardshelled
turtles are also widely consumedin southernChina and
Hong Kong, but not in Taiwandue to cultural sentiments.
There are unconfirmedreports that some cities in North
China also import hardshelledturtles for food. Nearly all
hardshelledturtles seenin Chinesefood marketsarewild-
caught and most of these are imported from Indochina,
SoutheastAsia, andSouthAsia.

Due to the largenumberof sourcecountriesinvolved,
therearemanydifferenttraderoutesfor thefoodchelonians,

but nearlyall of themendup in largecities in SouthChina
(suchas Guangzhou)andHong Kong. All meansof trans
portareuseddependingon theiravailabilityandthedistance
betweenthe sourcecountriesand SouthChina.Land-based
transportis usedto deliver turtles from neighboringcoun
tries (suchasVietnamandMyanmar)to southernprovinces
in China.Turtlesarealsoflown from countriesfurtheraway
(suchasIndonesia)eitherdirectlyor via somemajorportsto
SouthChina.Theextentof seatransport usedis not certain.
Themajorportsinvolvedin thefreightofturtlesareBangkok,
Guangzhou,Hong Kong, Kuala Lumpur, Singapore,and
Taiwan. As indicated by the frequentchangein species
compositionof the turtles observedin the food markets,
thesourceareasshift regularly.Hence,thereareno fixed
routesandthe routesuseddependon the sourcemarkets
at the time, the availability of freights, and the restric
tions imposedby differentports.However,it seemsthat
therearemoreturtlesbeingdirectlyshippedto SouthChina
thanpreviously.

Although somespeciescommanda muchhigherprice
than others,thefoodturtletradein SouthChinais indiscrimi
nate in that all availablechelonianspeciesare consumed.
Most of the Asian specieshave beenobservedin food
marketsin SouthChinaandrecentlysmallnumbersofNorth
Americanturtleshavealsobeenseen.It is likely that some
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of the tradersareexploringnew sources,suchasNorth and
SouthAmerica, to supply food turtles.

The shellsofturtles(usuallyplastronsfrom hardshelled
speciesand carapacesfrom softshells)are widely usedin
TraditionalChineseMedicine.No dataareavailablefor the
turtle shell tradein ChinaandHongKong, althoughbagsof
plastronsandcarapacescanbe found in Chinesemedicine
marketsin SouthChina. Turtle jelly, in which one of the
mainingredientsis turtle shell,hasbecomepopularin Hong
Kong andtherearechainstoresspecializingin this “health
food.” From 1992—98,Taiwan imported more than1186
tons of turtle shell (both hardshelledandsoftshellspecies)
from mainlandChinaandSoutheastAsiancountriessuchas
IndonesiaandSingapore.

Keepingturtles as pets is quite popularin both Hong
Kong and Taiwan, but hasjust startedin mainlandChina
wherethe presentpet tradeis insignificant.The bulk of the
pet market is comprisedof a handful ofNorth American
species,of which vastnumbersof captive-bredhatchlings
are imported from the United States and Japan. Small
numbersof exotic turtles and tortoisesalso turn up in pet
shopsin HongKongandTaiwan. Thereis, however,aglobal
marketfor rarespecies.HongKong andTaiwanre-exporta
small numberof rare Asianturtle speciesto USA, Europe,
and Japan.Some of thesespeciesare of Chineseorigin,
while others arrivein Chinaor HangKong from otherAsian
countrieswith shipmentsof food turtles.but arepickedout
by thepetdealers.Recently,a dealerin Shanghaihasstarted
abusinessexportingturtles directlyto westerncountriesand
Japan.

Speciesin Trade

Nearlyall speciesofAsiancheloniansareconsumedin
South China. The primary speciesin the food trade are
Pelodiscussinensis, Cuoraamboinensis,Ma/ayemvs
subtrijuga, Siebenrockiellacrassicollis, Cyclemvs spp.,
Orlitia borneensis,Notochelvsplatvnota, Indotestudo
elongata,andAinvda cartilaginea.Speciescompositionin
thefoodmarketchanges frequently.Forinstance,Geoeinvda
yuwonoi, Morenia petersi, and Lisseniys punctatawere
commonin the marketa few yearsago,but havenow more
orlessdisappeared.ChineinvsreevesiiandMauremvsniutica
werethe commonestspeciesin the 1970sandearly 1980s
beforethe influx of turtlesfrom otherAsiancountries.Now
C. reeves/i appearsto havedisappearedcompletelyfrom the
food markets.

The primary speciesidentified in the Taiwanplastron
tradeareC. amboinensis,M. subtrijuga,andS. crassicollis.
Many C. reevesiiplastronsarealso imported.The primary
speciesusedin the plastrontradein Hong Kong andChina
marketsarenot known.

The pettradecanbeseparatedinto speciesfor salein the
NortheastAsia subregionand thoseleaving the North-
eastAsian subregion.The local petmarketis dominated
by hatchlingsof captive-bredNorth American turtles
(Trachemvs scripta elegans, Grapternvsspp., and

Pseudeinysspp.),and Ocadiasinensis.A small number
of turtles are also exportedfrom NortheastAsia for the

pet trade.This tradenormallytargetsa multitudeofrareor

new speciesor varieties.

Effectsof Tradeon Native Turtle Populations

Due to the long history of consumingcheloniansin

mainland China, particularly in the southernpart, wild

populationsof the once commonchelonianspecieshave

long beenaffectedandarebelievedto havedeclineddrasti

cally. Someof the highly restrictedspeciesthat were only

discoveredin the last 15 yearsareparticularlysoughtafter

by dealersto supply overseascollectorsand researchers.
Specieslike CuoraaurocapitataandC. mccordiarefurther
threatenedby the food trade becausethey resembleC.
trifasciataandcommanda very high price in food markets.

In Hong Kong, nearly all the turtles consumedare

importedfrom mainlandChina or other Asian countries.
Hence,with the exceptionof C. trifasciata,the collecting
pressureis not intense.Cuoratrifasciatacommandsa very

high price in both food marketsand the pet trade. Illegal
turtle traps havebeenfound in both protectedand unpro

tectedareasin HongKong. Theimpactof suchtrappingon

the local populationof C. trifasciatais not yetknown.
In Taiwan, Pelodiscussinensisis the only turtle con-

sumedandmuchofthisdemandis metby animalsproduced

from local turtle farms.The impactoftradeon wild popula

tionsofP. snielisisis notconsideredto be serious.Thereare

severalfarmsthatproducehatchlingsof Ocadiasinensisfor

the pet tradeandfor release.Often. adultsfrom thewild are

collectedto supplementthebreedingstock.This smallscale
collectingdoesnot appearto havea majornegativeimpact

on 0. sineizsisin Taiwan.
In both Hong Kong and Taiwan. large numbersof

hatchlingTrachemvsscriptaelegansaresoldaspets.When
thesehatchlingsgrowup, theownersoftenreleasetheminto
thewild andthis specieshasbecomeestablishedin lowland
water bodiesin both countries.The impact of this exotic
turtleon thelocal chelonianfaunais unclear, butit mayhave
causedor contributedto the declinein the sympatricpopu

lationsof Chinenzvsreeves/iin Hong Kong.

CurrentRegulationsandControls

The NortheastAsia subregionhas laws in place to
protectboththenativecheloniansandCITES-listedspecies.
In China, Testudohorsfieldii andPelochelvsbibroni (cur-
rent name = P. cantorii) are listed as Class I National
ProtectedWild Animals.Cuoratrifasciata,C. vunnanensis,
Geoenzvdaspengleri, Manouria impressa,and Trioi’x

steindachneri(currentname= Paleasteindachneri)are in

ClassII. Collectingof andtradein ClassI protectedspecies
is only allowedwith thepermissionfrom thecentralgovern-
ment. For ClassII species,permissionfrom the provincial
governmentis required. CITES Appendix I speciesare
treatedas Class I National ProtectedWild Animals and
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similarly, CITESAppendixII speciesareregardedasClass
II NationalProtected.

In HongKong, all nativecheloniansareprotected. The
tradeandpossessionofCITES-listedspeciesis only allowed
with permissionfromtheAgriculture, FisheriesandConser
vation Department.In Taiwan, local populations of C.
reevesii,C. flavornarginata,andM. muticaareprotected,as
areall CITES-listedspecies.

However,someof the laws arenot clearlydefinedand
subject to different interpretations.Enforcementis not
adequatedueto the following:

• identificationproblemsandlack of holdingfacilities;
• generallack of well-trainedstaff;
• inadequate inspectionof the contentand labeling of

imported and trans-shippedturtles (some are labeled as
seafood);

• lack of understandingof the seriousnessof this issue
amongofficials;

• enforcementresponsibilityis often divided andun
clear between departments.

Priority Projects

1 . Produceidentificationguidesanddevelopidentifica
tion skills andnetworks forlaw enforcementstaff.

2. Shipmentsof live turtles should adhereto the Inter-
nationalAir Transport Association(IATA) regulationsand
guidelineson the transportof live turtles.

3 . Live turtles coming into the subregion shouldbe
inspectedto verify thelabeledcontentsoftheshipmentsand
to checkthehealthcertificates(in thecaseofHongKong and
Taiwan).

4. Sourcesof funding to undertakeadequateenforce-
mentneedto be identified. The possibility of havinga tax

(certainportionof which hasto go backto the lawenforce-
mentdepartment)ontheimportandexportoflive turtlescan
be explored.

5. Trade volume, speciescomposition,consumption
centers,andtrends shouldbe monitored.

6. Existing laws and regulationsshouldbe reviewed
usingthe mostup-to-dateinformation.

7. Conservationprograms,particularlyex-situbreeding
for Cuoraaurocapitata,C. inccordi, andC. zhoui,andalso
in-situ conservationmeasuresshould be establishedfor
priority species.

8. Herbalmedicinealternativesto turtle shellshouldbe
explored.

9. Theexactmedicinaland/ortonic propertiesof turtle
shellsandhard-shelledturtles shouldbe examined.

10. Findings and recommendationsof this workshop
shouldbe presentedto all the governmentsinvolved, par-
ticularly China,andall relevantnon-governmentorganiza
tions.

1 1 . Promoteeducation projectsandmaterialsto raise
theprofile of turtles with schoolgroups,Buddhists,andthe
generalpublic.

1 2. Utilize mediacoverageandlauncha global market-
ing campaign.

1 3. Possibility of farming native hard-shelledturtles,
togetherwith an accreditationsystemshouldbe explored.

14. Placementofconfiscatedanimals,suchasforusein
educational programsfor schoolsandcommunities,founder
stocksfor ex-situ breedingprograms,releaseback to the
wild, andpossiblecommercialuse,shouldbeaddressedand
a networkof recognizedplacementcentersbe established.

15. Field researchand inventory studies should be
encouraged.

16. A genebankofAsianturtles shouldbeestablished.


