MEMORANDUM

To: Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commissioners
From: Colonel Curtis Brown, Director, Division of Law Enforcement
Date: February 20, 2020

Subject:  Staff Report — Global Turtle Demand and Illegal Trafficking

Purpose:
To update the Commission on the global demand on turtles and actions we are taking to track trends and
combat illegal trafficking here in Florida.

Why:
Turtles are being traded in large quantities for food, pet trade and medicinal purposes putting Florida’s
tremendous biodiversity relative to turtle species and populations at risk.

Top Points:

1) Currently, the most sought-after Florida turtle species are: box turtles, diamondback terrapins, mud
and musk turtles, softshell turtles and snapping turtles.

2) Many turtle species have become extirpated in other countries resulting in increased demand for
native Florida turtles; therefore, proactive enforcement efforts and research are essential to
maintaining healthy and sustainable wild turtle populations.

3) Partnerships with other state and federal law enforcement, as well biologists and researchers, will
allow for enhanced abilities to identify and track emerging trends.

4) Staff will highlight several high-profile turtle trafficking investigations.

Affected Parties:
Turtle collectors and traders.

Summary:

The turtle trade has garnered increased attention in recent years due to the decline and decimation of wild
turtle species trafficked around the world. There are many reasons driving the increased international trade
as freshwater turtles are desired for food, personal possession (pet trade), medicinal purposes, and even as
status symbols.

As globalized markets fluctuate relative to supply and demand, the billions of people that desire turtles
around the world create pressure on Florida’s wild turtles. Florida’s abundance of different species and
significant populations make the state an attractive target for collectors and illegal harvesters. In response
to the awareness that many turtles were being overharvested in Florida, Commission staff obtained
approval in 2009 for new regulations in Florida Administrative Code Rule 68A-25.002 limiting the take of
freshwater turtles.

While the motivations for the legal and illegal trade of turtles vary, commercial profit is a major drive for
many individuals. Wildlife trafficking is often difficult to uncover and track. Asia has emerged as a hub for
the turtle trade. As the demand for native Florida turtles increases, proactive enforcement efforts are
essential to maintaining wild turtle populations. Partnerships with other state and federal entities, as well as
the expertise, knowledge, and research provided by the FWC Divisions of Habitat and Species
Conservation and Fish and Wildlife Research Institute, allow for enhanced abilities to identify and track
emerging trends to help focus enforcement efforts on the illicit trade of turtles. Early warning and detection
of these trends enables staff to identify species that are at high risk and may need additional protections.



With collaboration from the public, as well as our state and federal partners, significant arrests and
proactive enforcement of illegal collections will continue to protect the species and limit the black-market
trade of Florida’s wild turtles.

Staff Recommendation:
No action is requested at this time but input from Commissioners is welcomed.

Staff Contact and/or Presenter:
Colonel Curtis Brown, Director, Division of Law Enforcement





