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The jaguar (Panthera onca) is the largest 
feline in America and the third largest in the 
world after the Asian tiger and the lion. It is 
a key species because it is a top predator, 
which means that it regulates the populations 
of its prey species, preventing excessive 
population increases and removing sick 
individuals; thus, the jaguar helps to keep the 
balance and health of the forests, savannas 
and other habitats it occupies. 

The jaguar is also an umbrella species; thus, the 
actions to preserve the jaguar benefit other species 
and habitats along its distribution range. Finally, the 
jaguar is a flagship species due to its charisma and 
relevance for human cultures, from pre-Columbian 
times to the present, throughout its range countries; 

acting as an ambassador to increase support and 
interest in the preservation of large wilderness areas 
or landscapes.

The international trade in wildlife skins impacted 
jaguar populations drastically until 1975 when this 
species was included in Appendix I of the Convention 
on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild 
Fauna and Flora (CITES). This legislative measure 
decreased the international trade of this feline, and 
until recently was no longer considered a priority 
threat for jaguars. 

Indeed, from the 1980s onwards, the main threats 
to the jaguar were habitat loss, persecution due 
to conflicts with people, and decreasing prey 
populations. However, since 2010, and mainly since 
2014, an apparent resumption of international trade 

in jaguar body parts raised concerns about its 
characteristics and scale, and its possible effects 
on jaguar populations. Wildlife trafficking is the main 
threat to certain species in the Americas, threatening 
some species with extinction, such as the vaquita 
(Phocoena sinus), the Spix macaw (Cyanopsitta spixii) 
and some freshwater turtles.

Due to technological improvements and the expansion 
of the Internet, this crime is growing in sophistication 
and diversifying methods, which is reflected in the 
fact that a growing proportion of this illicit activity 
now occurs online. As a young field, online wildlife 
trafficking monitoring has few methodological 
recommendations, and requires the development of 
methods to investigate it.

BACKGROUND
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With the aim of understanding the online 
trade of jaguar parts and developing useful 
tools for jaguars and other species, WCS 
assessed this online trade on general search 
engines, online marketplaces, video-sharing, 
social networks and weblog platforms 
(blogs). For ‘online marketplace’ we included 
e-commerce sites, sites of auction houses, 
and classified ad sites.

In this document we present: 1) the prevalence of 
online trade in jaguar parts in multiple countries, 
including some in Asia; 2) volumes and types of jaguar 
parts offered for sale online; 3) online platforms that 
have the highest volumes of this type of trade; 4) 
recommendations to better understand and prevent 
the illegal trade, mainly online, of jaguar parts; and 5) 
a method to investigate the online trade of jaguar and 
other species. 

JAGUAR BODY PARTS

TEETH SKINS HEADS  BODIES LIVING ANIMALS

BACKGROUND

Photos: Musuk Nolte / WCS
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WCS developed a systematic search 
methodology and a design that considered the 
standardization of the search effort across the 
languages, platforms, geographies, and key 
terms used.

Assessment period: May 2019 to March 2020.

Languages: We covered seven languages and 
obtained and surveyed records from nineteen 
countries. Of these, we selected five languages as 
the ones mainly spoken in jaguar range countries, 
according to the following geographies: Spanish 
(Mexico and Mesoamerica, Colombia, Ecuador, 
Peru, Bolivia, Venezuela, Argentina and Paraguay), 
Portuguese (Brazil), English (Belize and Guyana), 
Dutch (Suriname) and French (French Guyana and the 
Francophone Caribbean). We also selected two Asian 
languages (Chinese and Vietnamese) due to a priori 
knowledge about the levels of trade in wild large felid 
parts in China and Vietnam, including the jaguar.

METHODS

19 COUNTRIES7 LANGUAGES
AREA OF
JAGUAR DISTRIBUTION
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Platforms: We found 230 posts across 31 online 
platforms: 21 online marketplaces, 2 search engines, 5 
social networks, 2 video-sharing sites and 1 weblog.

Data collection: We recorded available posts 
indicative of open trade of jaguar parts or derivatives 
in a database we designed for this assessment, 
across 15 categories, including 14 categories 
harmonized with the UNEP-WCMC CITES trade terms. 
The basic structure of these searches and data 
collection was similar in all geographies and languages 
to facilitate comparisons. Duplicate posts were 
considered as one post; whether the post was text 
only; image only; video only, researchers assessed 
whether the post in its entirety was replicated exactly 
on the same or another platform.

METHODS 

15 CATEGORIES 31 PLATFORMSSTUDY COVERAGE
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We designed a search protocol that reduces 
the potential bias of the algorithms of each 
platform, including the regular removal of 
cookies, and the creation of a list of search 
terms in each language with keywords of 
jaguar parts and derivatives, along with 
trade indicative words and symbols.

Data collection was carried out in two ways: 1) 
structured searches using the most prevalent search 
engines in each geography and language, recording 
jaguar trade posts in the first 100 search results; and 
2) intensive searches on the platforms that showed 
most of the jaguar trade results.

The images included in the posts found were reviewed 
to verify that they were jaguar parts (e.g., complete 
skins, skin fragments, teeth, claws, skulls, bones); 
each image was compared by two specialists with 
jaguar specimens from museums, jaguar material 
seized in Bolivia, and published literature, and 
classified as either definitely jaguar, maybe jaguar 
(ambiguous), or definitely not jaguar. 

The geographical origin of the posts was identified 
by the platforms addresses and other background 
information.

Ethics and data protection. The multidisciplinary 
team of 13 collaborators was trained in online open-
source research and research ethics and 

subsequently worked with the designed protocols that 
consider human rights, privacy, data protection, online 
research ethics and risk mitigation in researching 
illegal wildlife trade. Searches were performed only on 
platforms open to public domain, for non-commercial 
research purposes, and no scrapers were used. 

The researchers did not interact with the merchants, 
did not attempt to purchase any items, and did not 
verify the presence or possession of the jaguar parts. 
The researchers complied with the legal obligations to 
report and provide the URLs of the illegal trade posts 
to the corresponding authorities in each country. No 
sensitive identifiable information was collected from 
individuals.  

METHODS 
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We found 230 openly available jaguar online 
illegal trade (buying and selling) posts, made 
between 2009 and 2019, with 579 images. 
We confirmed 71 posts with images as jaguar, 
containing 125 body parts.

Searches in Spanish found most (50.7%) of jaguar 
trade posts confirmed by image revisions, followed 
by those in Portuguese (25.4%), Chinese (22.5%) and 
French (1.4%) (Fig. 1). 

The posts were linked to at least 17 countries; Mexico 
and Brazil with the highest number of posts. Posts 
on 12 different platforms in four languages were 
accompanied by images identified as definitely 
jaguar: 74.6% on social networks and 25.4% on online 
marketplaces (Fig. 2).

MAIN RESULTS

Fig 1.  Percentage of posts identified as ‘definitely 
jaguar’ found in each search language (n=71).

Fig 2.  Percentage of visually verified jaguar posts on 
social networks and online market places (n=71).
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The verified jaguar parts that we found, according to 
the number of pieces, were:

• teeth (95)

• skins (22)

• heads (5)

• bodies (2)

• skin piece (1)

(Fig. 3);

Fig 3. Number and percentage of confirmed jaguar parts by type (n = 125).

MAIN RESULTS
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(22)
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And according to the number of posts with visually 
confirmed jaguar parts, there were 71 posts:

• teeth (42)

• skins (21)

• heads (5)

• bodies (2)

• skin piece (1)

(Fig. 4);

Fig 4. Number and percentage of confirmed jaguar parts by number of posts (n = 71). 
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Teeth were the most traded parts online: 156 
posts offered at least 367 teeth in total, of which 
42 posts showed at least 95 teeth verified as of 
jaguar. 

The countries with the highest number of traded 
teeth were Mexico, China, Bolivia and Brazil (Fig. 5).

Fig 5. Percentage of detected jaguar teeth linked to a location in each country (n=71).

MAIN RESULTS
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Jaguar skins were the second most traded parts, 37 
skins with additional skin pieces and scraps featured 
(including in posts showing more than one part), and 
22 skins with 1 additional skin piece were definitely 
jaguar; of these, 20 skins and 1 skin piece could be 
linked to a location, only in Latin America:

• Brazil (7 skins)
• Peru (6 skins)
• Bolivia (3 skins)
• Mexico (2 skins plus 1 skin piece)
• Venezuela (1 skin)
• Nicaragua (1 skin). 

(Fig. 6)

We identified 12 posts totalling at least 14 claws. Although 
we could not confirm that they were jaguar based on 
images, claws were connected to Mexico (sum of 12 claws) 
and Costa Rica (1). A small number of bone posts were 
identified through searches, but not verified by images. 
Research gained insufficient evidence to assess the 
prevalence of online bone trade in countries. 

Fig 6.  Percentage of detected jaguar skins and skin pieces linked to a location in each country (n=21)

MAIN RESULTS
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• We found evidence of openly-available online 
illegal jaguar commerce in several countries. 
These findings expanded previous perceptions of 
geographic patterns prior to this study.

• Teeth are the most traded jaguar part online.

• Search terms change over time and traffickers 
can adjust them to disguise their illicit activity. 
Therefore, it is important to monitor these 
possible changes. Combined terms help identify 
jaguar trade posts, for example, including 
“America” or “South America” to the term “tiger” or 
“leopard” in Chinese or Vietnamese.

• Posts in Vietnamese language were found; 
however, after image verification, none 
corresponded to jaguar, although they were being 
traded as such. Online parts trade of other big 
cats is prevalent in Vietnam; therefore, a potential 
threat is the future diversification of the market 
to include genuine jaguar parts.

• Further research is needed to estimate the 
contemporary prevalence of any domestic 
market in China for jaguar parts and, as relevant, 
determine drivers of consumption. In contrast to 
Vietnamese language posts, Chinese language 
posts had a higher proportion of posts advertising 
jaguar teeth that image review classified as 
genuine. Our research did not find jaguar skins 
advertised in Chinese and assessed as within 
China, and no skins advertised in Vietnamese; 
therefore, jaguar skin trade there or other Asian 
countries remains unconfirmed and warrants 
further research.

• Despite anecdotal reports on jaguar bone paste 
sold within Suriname, we found no credible 
posts or images of this derivative. This does not 
necessarily mean that this trade does not exist.

• Social networks appear to be prominent for jaguar 
trade. This echoes the findings of other studies 
and commentary about online trade in wildlife.

Teeth are the most traded 
jaguar part online.

• Previous reports and assessments focused 
on Bolivia, Suriname and China, but our survey 
reports relevant trade in Mexico, Brazil and Peru, 
emphasizing that the scope of this trade is greater 
than what was previously believed. The wide 
extent of the trade of jaguar parts discovered 
by this survey underlines the need to attack the 
illegal trade locally, nationally and internationally.

• We only included posts from open-source 
searches, so an unknown proportion of trade may 
occur on additional platforms and in groups with 
controlled access.

CONCLUSIONS 
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• The Internet search method that we developed 
may be useful to continue or generate new 
surveys of the online trade of jaguars and other 
species. Our manual searches are also a required 
preliminary step in designing automated searches 
in the future.

• Our survey has implications for policy and law 
enforcement, including the need for increased 
monitoring and research to better understand and 
design appropriate responses to this threat.

• Although the addition of the jaguar in CITES 
Appendix I drastically decreased its international 
trade, small-scale trade is common and persists 
in some countries.

• Border and transit restrictions during the first 
months of the COVID-19 pandemic apparently 
decreased wildlife trafficking, however there is 
no clear evidence that the volume of online traffic 
decreased. On the contrary, the reduction in field 
patrols and the deviation of law enforcement 
resources to address COVID-19 issues could have 
potentially facilitated an increase in poaching and 
invasions of protected areas. There is a possibility 
that the illegal online wildlife trade flourished 
during the pandemic. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Ph
ot

o:
 M

us
uk

 N
ol

te
 / 

W
CS



20

RECOMMENDATIONS

Ph
ot

o:
 M

us
uk

 N
ol

te
 / 

W
CS



21

• Actions to reduce or eliminate illegal trade should 
focus on regions where jaguars are being hunted, 
as well as on transit and final consumption 
countries.

• Future research should include efforts to gain a 
better understanding of demand, supply chains, 
and transportation methods.

• It is essential to improve capabilities and 
commitments to prosecute cases of poaching and 
wildlife trafficking. Sentences must be properly 
enforced and communicated to dissuade such 
behaviors.

• Efforts to decrease the demand for jaguars should 
consider the context of the trade of other big cats, 
as relevant to different markets and geographies.

• It is necessary to continue strengthening 
alliances between researchers, authorities and 
the technology sector to continue improving their 
capacities and understanding of the online trade 
in jaguars. We recommend continuing physical 
and digital monitoring of markets, to identify and 
understand emerging patterns of illegal trade.

• Law enforcement efforts should be complemented 
by social awareness programs locally, nationwide 
and abroad to discourage the illegal trade of 
jaguars, reduce the acceptability of this trade, and 
communicate sanctions for this crime.

RECOMMENDATIONS

It is essential to improve 
capabilities and commitments to 
prosecute cases of poaching and 
wildlife trafficking. Sentences 
must be properly enforced and 
communicated to dissuade such 
behaviors. 
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• Poorly managed human-jaguar conflicts; outdated 
legal systems; inadequate field resources; 
weak staff capacity and legal processes; along 
with systemic corruption, weaken the ability of 
existing laws to control the jaguar trade. These 
contributing factors must be addressed to stop 
this threat.

We recommend using conflict reduction protocols 
to minimize jaguar mortality and thereby reduce 
the number of parts and derivatives that may 
enter trade channels.  We emphasize that stopping 
trade directly can remove financial incentives to 
kill jaguars for their parts, thus facilitating human-
jaguar coexistence efforts.

• All jaguar range countries in Latin America have 
banned trade in endangered species, and people 
who trade jaguar parts and products are subject 

to administrative and criminal sanctions. Proper 
application of these regulations will determine 
whether wildlife parts and derivatives end up 
being traded after they have allegedly been 
hunted for reasons other than trade. The trade 
of jaguar parts must be illegal regardless of its 
origin.

• A combination of policies, prevention and 
deterrence mechanisms, and strengthened 
implementation efforts are required to stop the 
illegal trade. Legislation in countries that regulates 
trafficking in endangered species, including the 
jaguar, is an opportunity and highlights the need to 
actively and effectively enforce those laws in rural 
areas where poaching occurs and in urban areas 
where demand for body parts may be present.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

• In August 2019, the CITES Secretariat issued 
a decision to commission a survey on the 
illegal trade of jaguars (Decision CITES 18.251, 
paragraph a). In that same year, the First High 
Level Conference on Illegal Wildlife Trade in the 
Americas recommended effective sanctions and 
penalties for online trade (Declaration of Lima); 
likewise, it declared the jaguar (Panthera onca) 
as an emblematic species of the Americas, due 
to its importance in maintaining the integrity 
and functionality of ecosystems, as well as for 
representing a spiritual and cultural icon for many 
people throughout its range countries, and for 
being a symbol of the fight against illegal wildlife 
trade. 

• The methods and findings in this survey can 
facilitate both decisions and support The Jaguar 
Conservation Initiative 2030 to save the largest 
feline of the Americas.

• Finally, the resurgence in the trafficking of jaguar 
parts may affect the efforts and improvements of 
the last decades to recover the jaguar populations 
in some areas and exacerbate their decline. Illegal 
trade has led tigers in Asia to near extinction; 
therefore, it is imperative that we act urgently 
to stop this threat to jaguars and avoid such an 
impact. 

The trade of jaguar parts must 
be illegal regardless of its 
origin.
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