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Strict laws fail to deter illegal trade of China’s largest
and most endangered freshwater turtle
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In May 2021, six people were arrested for the illegal wildlife trade IWT) of one of
the most endangered freshwater turtle species in China (Public Security News from
Meizhou City Government 2021). An adult female Pelochelys cantorii (about 22.6kg
and carapace length of 70cm) was poached in Meizhou, Guangdong province, and was
sold for over 5,000 RMB (or about 770 USD). The turtle was advertised on Chinese
social media, attracting huge public interest, which led to the arrest of the suspects by
the Forestry Branch of the Public Security Bureau.

Unfortunately, the seized turtle, which was sent to S. Hu (first author) for expert
identification, died soon after examination. According to Chinese national laws and
the List of National Key Protected Animals in 2021, IWT offenders for this turtle
species may be culpable for criminal charges, as well as estimated heavy fines of up to
1.5 million RMB (a value calculated based on the No. 5 Order of the Ministry of Ag-
riculture and Rural Affairs of the People’s Republic of China - Measures for valuation
of aquatic wild animals and their products in 2019).

Shockingly, P cantorii has been a Class I protected species (no trade allowed) in
China for the last 32 years (Law of the People’s Republic of China on the Protection
of Wildlife in 1989), yet it was traded publicly on social media after being poached
from a protected area. How did we fail in our efforts to prevent the illegal trade of this
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threatened species despite it being listed as a protected species for three decades and
China having one of the strictest penalties for IWT worldwide?

P cantorii is one of the world’s largest freshwater turtle species, weighing up to
about 200kg and a carapace length of up to 130cm. Historically, P cantorii was widely
distributed throughout China but due to overexploitation for use in food and medi-
cine, and native aquatic habitat loss, degradation and fragmentation (Lau and Shi
2000; Gu and Ma 2000), its population began to decline rapidly and was evaluated
‘Endangered’ in the TUCN Red List (IUCN 2000).

For instance, in the late 1990s, the Oujiang River Basin in Zhejiang Province
recorded the largest population of about 80 individuals in Mainland China (Gu and
Ma 2000). Another P cantorii population at the Youxi River, Fujian Province, was
observed to be threatened by freshwater habitat degradation due to pollution from
industrial sewage and the building of hydro-electric dams (Ruan et al. 2001). As a
result, the species was listed in Appendix II of the Convention on International Trade
in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) and was assessed as a ‘Criti-
cally Endangered’ species in the Chinese Species Red List (CITES 2003; Wang and
Xie 2009). In the last 20 years, media reports regarding P cantorii have brought news
of illegal hunting and accidental bycatches (Kuang 2018; Jiang 2018).

Despite its high threat status, the fact that it is being illegally hunted, and its rare
sighting in the wild, conservation efforts to protect P cantorii have been underwhelm-
ing. And this is not to mention the critically low level of public awareness of its status
(Hong et al. 2019) and the ineffective network of reserves in protecting Chelonian spe-
cies (Gong et al. 2017; Gong et al. 2020). Although China has improved enforcement
against IWT in the recent decade, this particular offense has highlighted the need to
consider urgent conservation actions for P cantorii.

We urge relevant Chinese authorities to reduce the impacts of the hydro-electric dams
on freshwater habitats, as well as improve management of existing protected areas. A sur-
vey of villagers in the area of the river where there are 2 cantorii revealed that more than
three-quarters of the fishers believed that the dams reduce its population and the quantity
of fish. At least 70% of the fishers also believed that the sewage from the factories along the
river decrease the fish species richness and abundance, and that river pollution led to habi-
tat destruction for P cantorii (Hong 2020). We recommend that the authorities increase
funding and resources in the protected areas, strengthen patrolling and enforcement, and
prohibit any illegal fishing operations and habitat destruction activities. In some critical re-
gions, advanced technological applications such as drone aerial photography and infrared
camera monitoring could be introduced to deter and reduce poaching and illegal activities.

Authorities should certainly consider increasing the scale and effectiveness of public
awareness about the illegality and penalties associated with IWT. When the public’s
legal and conservation awareness is low and weak, law-breakers, when driven by eco-
nomic interests, would risk breaking the law to poach even highly protected animals in
the reserves, and blatantly trade them on social media publicly. A questionnaire survey
among villagers in the areas where the turtle is distributed shows that 63.6% of the
coastal villagers do not know the species, and only 15.2% of the fishermen have seen the
species, and most of these incidences happened more than a decade ago (Hong 2020).
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Current priorities should include increasing the public’s awareness regarding the
legal consequences of actions, raising the public’s awareness of conservation, so that
they may be socially engaged, and consciously resist, and actively report relevant il-
legal acts. Unless China meets the urgent conservation needs of this iconic species, the
extinction of this species will likely not be averted (Wang et al. 2021).
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