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The chelonian trade in the largest pet market in
China: scale, scope and impact on turtle
conservation
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Abstract China is the largest consumer of turtles in the
world and international trade has been cited as the greatest
threat to Asian turtles. Two main types of trade in live turtles
occur in China: for food and traditional Chinese medicine,
and for pets, including those for release by Buddhists. The
food trade involves the largest quantities of turtles. In recent
years, however, the international pet turtle trade has in-
creased dramatically. Yuehe Pet Market in Guangzhou is the
largest pet market in China. selling live chelonians and other
animals. To understand the potential impacts of the pet trade
on chelonians we conducted seven surveys in Yuehe Pet
Market from August 2006 to March 2008. Over 39,000
individual chelonians of 61 species were recorded (19.1% of
the global total of 319 species). Fifteen (24.6%) of these
species are native to China and 46 (75.4%) are native to other
countries. Two are designated as grade II key state-protected
species in China. Thirty-eight (62.3%) are CITES listed
species (four in CITES Appendix I, 26 in CITES II and eight
in CITES III). Four are categorized on the IUCN Red List as
Critically Endangered, 16 as Endangered and 19 as Vulner-
able. Our surveys indicate that increasing demand and the
illegal international pet trade could be having a severe impact
on chelonian conservation, and we make recommendations
for law enforcement and conservation.
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Traditionally, turtles have been used for meat, pets,
oil, medicine and manufactured products (Ceballos &

Fitzgerald, 2004). Currently, international trade is regarded
as the greatest threat to Asian turtles (van Dijk, 2000;
Cheung & Dudgeon, 2006) and as China is the largest
consumer of turtles (Compton, 2000; van Dijk, 2000; Moll &
Moll, 2004) the country’s demand determines the size and
dynamics of this trade (Meng et al., 2002). The economic
development of China since the 1980s increased this demand
for turtles and has depleted the country’s wild turtle pop-
ulations (Zhao, 1998; DeBruin & Artner, 1999; Lau & Shi,
2000; Gong et al., 2005, 2006) and led to high exports of
turtles from Asian countries and North America (Lau & Shi,
2000; Meng et al., 2002). Although many turtle species are
protected by CITES and the China Wild Animals Protection
Law, they are still commonly traded in pet and food markets
in China (Lau et al., 1996; Lau & Shi, 2000; Shi et al., 2002;
Wang et al., 2005; Cheung & Dudgeon, 2006; Gong et al.,
2007). This trade has led to unsustainable over-collection.

Turtle trade in China is for food and traditional Chinese
medicine, and for pets, including those for release by Bud-
dhists. Turtles sold as food formerly accounted for . 70% of
individuals found in markets (Cheung & Dudgeon, 2006).
However, trade in pet turtles has increased because of
greater demand (Lau et al., 1996; Lee et al., 2004; Cheung &
Dudgeon, 2006). Cheung & Dudgeon (2006) reported that
155 of 157 turtle species traded in southern China were sold
as pets. Guangzhou, capital of Guangdong Province, is the
biggest turtle trade centre in China (Lau & Shi, 2000; Lee
et al., 2004; Cheung & Dudgeon, 2006) and there are two
major markets, Qingping Market and Yuehe Pet Market.
Qingping Market is one of the largest Chinese traditional
medicine markets in China, and some surveys have already
been conducted there (Lau et al., 1996; Artner & Hofer,
2001; Lee et al., 2004). Yuehe Pet Market is the largest pet
market in China, selling live turtles and other animals.
Market surveys of pet chelonians is important for manage-
ment and conservation (Shi, 2002; Gong et al., 2005), fa-
cilitating detection of changes in species’ composition and
volume, and providing information to help understand trade
dynamics and check the effect of enforcement and manage-
ment. However, the turtle trade in Yuehe Pet Market has
never been systematically surveyed. We therefore conducted
surveys in this market during 2006–2008 to describe and
quantify the pet turtle trade and present recommendations
for management.
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We visited Yuehe Pet Market seven times (August 2006,
May, June, July, October and November 2007, and March
2008). Surveys lasted 1–2 days and were carried out covertly.
Traders were generally aware of the relevant legal issues
and were reluctant to allow us to record data and take pho-
tographs. We pretended to be potential buyers, to gather
information (including species, quantities, prices and ori-
gins of turtles on display) and take photographs (Plate 1),
especially for turtles that needed further identification.
There were two types of stores: market stalls and shops.
The market stalls were in a large, common, open area and
shops consisted of rooms with their own entrance.

Data were either recorded in small, secret notebooks or
memorized and then recorded in notebooks a short dis-
tance from the store. If a large number of species or in-
dividuals were present, the stall or shop was revisited until
we were confident of the accuracy of the information gath-
ered. However it was not always possible to make exact
counts because large numbers of turtles were often packed
into nets, cages or containers. Information about the origin
of individuals was often unknown. It is possible that traders
had this information but did not wish to share it.

In addition, we visited turtle traders in Yuehe Pet Market
and officers at the local customs, Forestry Bureau, and
Industry and Commerce Management Bureau to gain an
understanding of the current conservation programme and
problems encountered when dealing with the turtle trade in
Guangzhou.

There were c. 20 market stalls and eight shops selling
chelonians in Yuehe Pet Market and in the seven surveys
we recorded a total of . 39,000 individual chelonians of
61 species, i.e. 19.1% of the global total of 319 chelonian species
(Bickham et al., 2007; Appendix 1). In general the market
size in winter (from December to March) was smaller than
at other times. From some traders that were more inclined

to talk to us we determined that, in general, the average
turnover period of turtles in the market is c. 2 weeks. Such
a turnover could represent an annual trade volume of
. 145,000 individuals (i.e. [39,000/7] 3 [365/14]). Based on
known geographical distributions we determined the origin
of the species in the market (Appendix 1). Fifteen of the
61 species are native to China (but also found in other
countries), and 46 to other countries, especially in South-
east Asia, Africa and America. We were unable to determine
unequivocally whether the turtles found in the market were
wild-caught or captive bred. However, based on the data
collected and the condition of the animals, we speculate that
most of the CITES I and II listed species were wild-caught.

Two of the species observed in Yuehe Pet Market are
designated as grade II key state-protected species in the
China Wild Animals Protection Law (Zhou, 2004), 38 are
CITES listed species (four, 26 and eight on CITES Appendices
I, II and III, respectively; CITES, 2008), and four are cate-
gorized on the IUCN Red List as Critically Endangered, 16 as
Endangered and 19 as Vulnerable (IUCN, 2008; Appendix 1).

In contrast to Qingping Market (Lau et al., 1996; Artner
& Hofer, 2001; Lee et al., 2004), where turtles are sold as
food, the numbers of juveniles were greater in Yuehe Pet
Market (which included nearly all of the species sold in
Qingping; Lee et al., 2004). Pet turtles have specific value
based on the species rather than on size, and therefore pet
traders prefer to sell small turtles. Five common turtle species
(Trachemys scripta elegans, Mauremys sinensis, Mauremys
reevesii, Mauremys mutica and Pelodiscus sinensis) consti-
tuted c. 70% of total trade volume in Yuehe Pet Market
(Appendix 1).

During the surveys it was impossible to determine the
exact numbers of species and individuals because large
numbers were often packed in the same container, trade in
some species is conducted covertly, the frequency of turn-
over is unclear and there is the possibility that some in-
dividuals were double counted, and some rare species that
seldom appear may have been missed. Although we are un-
certain how these factors may have affected the counts of
individuals, we believe that 61 is probably an underestimate
of the number of turtle species.

As China is a member of CITES any CITES listed species
are protected by national legislation (Meng et al., 2002).
International and national trade in CITES I species is
therefore forbidden, and the trade in state-protected species
is forbidden by the China Wild Animals Protection Law.
Nevertheless, CITES I listed species and grade II key state-
protected species were observed in Yuehe Pet Market. In
addition, although international and national trade in
CITES II species in China is controlled by permits, a large
number of individuals of 26 CITES II listed species (only
seven species of which native to China) were observed.
Since 2003 the China CITES authority has not permitted
commercial importation of chelonians except for some

PLATE 1 A stall with the CITES Appendix II listed species Cuora
galbinifrons, Cuora mouhotii, Platysternon megacephalum and
Manouria emys for sale in Yuehe Pet Market.
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common species such as Trachemys scripta elegans, Pelo-
discus sinensis, Mauremys reevesii, Mauremys sinensis and
Chelydra serpentina, which have been successfully bred in
turtle farms (Zhou, 2006a, b). However, a significant num-
ber of smuggled turtles have been confiscated by local
customs in Guangdong. Customs officers told us that only
5–10% of goods are examined, and thus we suspect that
large numbers of smuggled turtles probably enter Yuehe
and other markets illegally. Our results suggest that . 50%
of the species (CITES I and II listed) and c. 20% of
individuals in Yuehe Pet Market are illegally traded.

Our surveys suggest that the pet trade is a severe threat
to turtle conservation and that law enforcement needs to
increase. After visiting the local government officers we
know that law enforcement is inadequate because of a lack
of well-trained staff to identify turtles, inadequate inspec-
tion of imported turtles, and an unclear division of enforce-
ment responsibility between departments. We therefore
make the following recommendations: (1) The local govern-
ment needs to strengthen enforcement of existing legislation
and regulations concerning the protection of turtles; this will
require a clear division of enforcement responsibilities
between departments and the training of staff in turtle
identification. (2) Turtle traders should be required to show
the appropriate permits and documentation to buyers and
enforcement officers, with information on species, number,
and origins of turtles to prove legitimacy. (3) Local govern-
ment, academic institutes and NGOs need to collaborate in
long-term monitoring of the dynamics of the pet turtle trade.

We have passed our results and recommendations to the
appropriate authorities of Guangdong Provincial Forestry
Bureau, Guangzhou CITES and Guangdong customs. In
April 2008 SPG was invited by Guangzhou CITES and
Guangdong customs to train their staff in identification of
traded turtles. To help staff of customs, Forestry Bureau,
and Industry and Commerce Management Bureau to
identify turtles, HTS has produced an Identification Man-
ual for Traded Turtles in China (Shi, 2008). Our future
plans are to cooperate with local government, academic
institutes and NGOs to initiate long-term monitoring of the
pet turtle trade in China.

Acknowledgements

We would like to thank Ge Yan, Wen Zhenyu and Markus
Auer for their help during surveys. This work was sup-
ported financially by Ocean Park Conservation Foundation
of Hong Kong, Conservation International and the Turtle
Conservation Fund.

References

A R T N E R , H. & H O F E R , A. (2001) Observations in the Qing Ping Free
Market, Guangzhou, China, November 2000. Turtle and Tortoise
Newsletter, 3, 14.

B I C K H A M , J.W., I V E R S O N , J.B., P A R H A M , J.F., P H I L I P P E N , H.D.,
R H O D I N , A.G.J., S H A F F E R , H.B. et al. (2007) An annotated list
of modern turtle terminal taxa with comments on areas of
taxonomic instability and recent change. Chelonian Research
Monographs, 4, 173–199.

C E B A L L O S , C.P. & F I T Z G E R A L D , L.A. (2004) The trade in native and
exotic turtles in Texas. Wildlife Society Bulletin, 3, 881–892.

C H E U N G , S.M. & D U D G E O N , D. (2006) Quantifying the Asian turtle
crisis: market surveys in southern China, 2000–2003. Aquatic
Conservation: Marine and Freshwater Ecosystems, 14, 751–770.

CITES (2008) 2008 CITES Appendix. Http://www.cites.org/eng/app/
index.shtml [accessed 29 May 2008].

C O M P T O N , J. (2000) An overview of Asian turtle trade. Chelonian
Research Monographs, 2, 52–54.

D E B R U I N , R.W.F. & A R T N E R , H.G. (1999) On the turtles of Hainan
Island, southern China. Chelonian Conservation and Biology,
3, 479–486.

G O N G , S.P., F U , Y.L., W A N G , J.C., S H I , H.T. & X U , R.M. (2005)
Freshwater turtle trade in Hainan and suggestions for effective
management. Biodiversity Science, 13, 239–247.

G O N G , S.P., H U , H.J., L U , X.L., W A N G , F.M. & C H E N , P.F. (2007)
A survey of turtle trade in the markets of North Guangdong
Province, China. In Treatise Corpus of 2007 Congress (eds Chinese
Society of Amphibia and Reptilia), pp. 4. Institute of Wildlife,
Central South University of Forestry and Technology, Changsha,
China.

G O N G , S.P., W A N G , J.C., S H I , H.T., S O N G , R.H. & X U , R.M. (2006)
Illegal trade and conservation requirements of freshwater turtles
in Nanmao, Hainan Province, China. Oryx, 3, 331–336.

IUCN (2008) 2008 IUCN Red List of Threatened Species. IUCN,
Gland, Switzerland. Http://www.iucnredlist.org [accessed
29 July 2008].

L A U , M.W.N., A D E S , G., G O O D Y E R , N. & Z O U , F.S. (1996) Wildlife
trade in southern China including Hong Kong and Macao.
In Conserving China’s Biodiversity (eds J. MacKinnon &
S. Wang), pp. 141–159. China Environmental Science Press,
Beijing, China.

L A U , M.W.N. & S H I , H.T. (2000) Conservation and trade of
terrestrial and freshwater turtles and tortoises in the People’s
Republic of China. Chelonian Research Monographs, 2, 30–38.

L E E , K.S., L A U , M.W.N. & C H A N , B.P.L. (2004) Wild Animal Trade
Monitoring at Selected Markets in Guangzhou and Shenzhen,
Southern China, 2000–2003. Kadoorie Farm and Botanic Garden
Technical Report no. 2. Kadoorie Farm and Botanic Garden,
Hong Kong SAR, China.

M E N G , X., Z H O U , Z. & S T U A R T , B.L. (2002) Recent actions by the
People’s Republic of China to better control international trade of
turtles. Turtle and Tortoise Newsletter, 5, 15–16.

M O L L , D. & M O L L , E.O. (2004) The Ecology, Exploitation, and
Conservation of River Turtles. Oxford University Press, New York,
USA.

S H I , H.T. (2002) Results of turtle market surveys in Chengdu and
Kunming. Turtle and Tortoise Newsletter, 6, 15–16.

SHI, H.T., HOU, M., PRITCHARD, P., PENG, J.J., FAN, Z., YIN, F. et al. (eds)
(2008) Identification Manual for Traded Turtles in China. China
Encyclopedia Press, Beijing, China.

S H I , H.T. & P A R H A M , J.F. (2000) Preliminary observations of a large
turtle farm in Hainan Province, People Republic of China. Turtle
and Tortoise Newsletter, 3, 4–6.

V A N D I J K , P.P. (2000) The status of turtles in Asia. Chelonian
Research Monographs, 2, 15–23.

W A N G , Z.W., G O N G , S.P., S H I , H.T., X U , J.P. & Z H A N G , Y.F. (2005)
A survey of turtle trade in Haikou, Hainan Province. Sichuan
Journal of Zoology, 3, 414–417.

Pet chelonian trade in China 215

ª 2009 Fauna & Flora International, Oryx, 43(2), 213–216

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0030605308000902 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0030605308000902


Z H A O , E.M. (1998) China Red Data Book of Endangered Animals:
Amphibia and Reptilia. Science Press, Beijing, China.

Z H O U , T. (2004) Illustrated Taxonomic Handbook of Turtles. China
Agriculture Press, Beijing, China.

Z H O U , T. (2006a) A preliminary report on the status of turtle
farming in Zhejiang Province, China. Scientific Fish Farming,
2, 5–6.

Z H O U , T. (2006b) The current status and future of turtle farming in
Hainan Province, China. China Fisheries, 6, 68–70.

Appendix

The appendix for this article is available online at http://
journals.cambridge.org

Biographical sketches

S H I -P I N G G O N G is interested in the population ecology, captive
breeding, trade and conservation of turtles in China. Over 2002–2008

he surveyed and monitored the dynamics of the turtle trade in south
China. Currently, his interests include the ecology, captive breeding
and conservation of other reptiles and amphibians in south China.
A L E X T. C H O W is interested in turtle conservation, with a research
focus on the impacts of climate change and urban development on
turtle habitat and distribution. J O N A T H A N J . F O N G is interested in
molecular systematics, and specifically in its utility to guide turtle
conservation in China. H A I -T A O S H I is interested in the study and
protection of the birds, reptiles and amphibians of China, and
especially the ecology, captive breeding, trade and conservation of
threatened turtles.

S.-P. Gong et al.216

ª 2009 Fauna & Flora International, Oryx, 43(2), 213–216

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0030605308000902 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0030605308000902

