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Illicit Trade in Plants is Global, Pervasive, yet 
Poorly Characterized and Understood 
• CITES lists a total of 5,811 registered faunal species compared to 29,990 species of 

plants (excluding subspecies).
• Between 2005 and 2014, 35% of all seizures recorded in UNODC World Wildlife Seizures 

database were "rosewood" species, representing the highest proportion of all wildlife 
recorded as seized in the database (UNODC, 2016).

• Within the cactus family, ~31% of all cactus species are threatened with extinction, and 
47% are impacted by collection for the horticultural trade, much of which is illegal 
Goettsch et al. (2015) .

• 60%–90% of medicinal and aromatic plants in trade are wild collected, valued at 3 billion 
USD annually, yet traceability and documentation within this trade is often opaque—
much is likely illegal (TRAFFIC, 2018)

• Cycads are at high risk from illegal trade as ornamental plants, and are now considered 
the most endangered plant group on the planet (Brummitt et al., 2015; IUCN, 2010)





From The Guardian





Guiding Research Questions:

• How do rare/threatened species enter illicit markets and global 
circulation as commodities?

• Who are succulent collectors, and what motivates certain collectors 
to possess rare and threatened plants, especially wild-harvested 
ones?

• How effective are international trade regulations (CITES) in curbing 
illicit succulent trade?  

• Where is demand for illicit succulents? What is revealed through 
attention to both supply and demand side drivers of these trades?





Goettsch et al. (2015).







Mammillaria bertholdii
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The collectorThe collector
“It is always exciting when 
I really sensational new 
cactus is found and 
named. The description of 
Mammillaria bertholdii by 
Thomas Linzen in the 
German Mammillaria
journal is one of those 
moments.”





Robinhood Conservationists?

Credit: Walt Disney Studios

• Justify illicit behavior by answering to “higher 
loyalty” (Mackenzie and Yates, 2016: 342)

• Position themselves as “bad boys” of cactus 
conservation (e.g. “The Guerilla Cactus 
Group”)

• See themselves of victims of well-meaning 
but misguided bureaucracy:
• “If not for us, this plant might already be 

extinct in the wild, and yet we are made 
out as criminals.”

• “Flooding the market” is framed as a kind of 
harm reduction- pre-emptive collection can 
lead to longer-term conservation.



“Undoubtedly we are the biggest threat to M. Bertholdii at the 

site, all cactus enthusiasts and all who think they are…It is the 
urge, the craving to possess everything that is new and still has 
the appearance of the unusual. As far as I know M. Bertholdii
should be classified as endangered in habitat. My great hope is 
that the few people who had been at the site, are aware and 
therefore circumvent accordingly in their actions and with 
sharing their knowledge. I quite understand the interest of cactus 
lovers for this new taxon. But an assault on its habitat…M. 
Bertholdii [would] not survive. It would be destroyed even before 
properly known to the world.”  (Linzen,, 2014: pg 50)
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