
  EDITORIAL 

 

Emerging trends in wildlife trade in Northeast 
India: a serious concern 

 

Chittaranjan Baruah1,*, Susanta K. Bhuyan2, Papari Devi3  and D.K. Sharma3  
 

1Department of Zoology, Darrang College, Tezpur-784001, Assam, India 
2Department of Zoology, Jawaharlal Nehru College, Boko – 781123, Assam, India 

3Bioinformatics Centre, Department of Zoology, Gauhati University, Guwahati – 781 014, Assam, India 
*Founder & Editor, Asian Journal of Conservation Biology  

 

 

 

Asian Journal of Conservation Biology, December 2013. Vol. 2 No. 2, pp. 86-87            AJCB: EN0004                               
ISSN  2278-7666   ©TCRP 2013 

       *Corresponding Author’s E-mail: chittaranjan_21@yahoo.co.in 86 

At the conjunction of the Himalaya and Indo-Burma bio-
diversity hotspots, the northeast India is endowed with 
home range of many endemic species. This region of In-
dia ranks among the top 25 global biodiversity hotspots in 
the world, with 106 globally threatened species (Baruah 
and Sharma, 2010). Recently, the region has been ap-
peared as a hub of illegal trade of many endemic and en-
dangered wild flora and fauna. The major driver for such 
illegal trade is mostly due to their demand for ethno-

medicine in international markets (Heinen and Leisure, 
1993; TRAFFIC, 2008). 
 Wildlife traffickers in India usually poach many 
wild animals and traffic their body parts for traditional 
medicines in China and other East Asian countries 
(Nijman, 2010). Bengal tigers (Panthera tigris tigris)  and 
greater one-horned rhinos (Rhinoceros unicornis) are the 
prime targets in trade operations. Animal parts like rhino 
horns, tiger bones, ivory, deer antlers, pangolin scales, 
lizards, snakes and forest products such as red sander 
wood are being smuggled to places like China, Myanmar 
and other Southeast Asian nations through the Northeast 
India. Hunting in the Northeast gets a boost because the 
Southeast Asian market for wildlife trade is close at hand. 
After hunting an animal in Northeast India, it’s very easy 
to cut across the border to Myanmar where there is a 
ready market (TRAFFIC, 2012). This region is presently 
used as a corridor by the international smuggler, causing 
a serious concern to the very existence of wildlife in the 
Northeast India.  
 Open trade of bones, claws and skin of tiger, 
Assamese macaque, elephant tusk, smoked snakes, red 
panda, etc. is common feature in in northeastern states of 
India. Presently,  not only the rhino horn, but also the 
ivory or bones of tiger and elephant meat and tusk, has 
been designated as valuable for poachers and smugglers  
in Northeast India. Elephants are killed, their meat sun-

dried and smuggled out to Southeast Asia via Bangladesh. 
Recently, the Slow Loris (Nycticebus bengalensis) contin-
ues to be poached in various places and used for food in 
some of the northeastern states (Radhakrishna et al., 
2010). According to a recent source, about 200-300 num-
bers of snake skins are being smuggled out every year 
from the state of Assam and its adjacent areas of Bangla-
desh and later sold in the international market (Forest 
Department sources, Dhubri).  
 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rhino poaching becomes a serious concern that has 
drawn the attention of conservationists in recent past 
(Saikia, 2011). According to the 2012 census, the 
Kaziranga National Park has 2,186 rhinos out of a total 
population of 2,505 in Assam. Unfortunately, a total of 
534 rhinos were poached in Kaziranga during 1965 to 
1993 (Vigne et al., 1994). The rhino poaching  has 
turned increased from 2007 stood at 20, 16 in 2008,  14 
in 2009, 18 in 2010, 5 in 2011 and 25 in 2012 died in 
Assam (Soud and Talukdar, 2012). In the year 2013, a 
total of 41 rhinos were killed in Assam by the poacher. 
Recently, many extremist groups armed with sophisti-
cated weapons of Northeast India have also been in-
volved in both poaching and smuggling of rhino horn.  
  In last two years, gecko catchers become active 
in the northeast Indian states of Manipur, Mizoram, Na-
galand and Assam. Myanmar-based traffickers are in the 
middle of the chain. Tokay geckos (Gekko gecko) local-
ly known as ‘keko xaap’ are being caught illegally and 
trafficked from this region to Southeast Asian countries, 
where many people believe that medicines made from 
gecko meat can cure diseases such as AIDS, cancer etc.. 
The lizards have long been traded in countries like Chi-
na, Malaysia, Indonesia, Japan, since they believe the 
Gecko gecko could effectively be used against various 
maladies like diabetes, asthma, skin ailments and can-
cer. The Gekko gecko is a nocturnal Asian lizard grow-
ing up to 40 cm in length and could easily be identified 
by its orange-spotted, blue-grey skin and unmistakable 
vocalizations. In the year 2013, this reptile has been 
seized in large numbers in the state of Assam, Nagaland 
and Manipur. The International Union for Conservation 
of Nature (IUCN) has also not assessed the conservation 
status of the gecko, which is  also, distributed in Bangla-
desh, India, Nepal, Myanmar and other Southeast Asian 
countries. 
 In April 2012, skins of two endangered Cloud-
ed Leopards (Neofelis nebulosa) were seized near Ma-
nas National Park in Assam. IUCN estimates that there 
are fewer than 10,000 mature individuals surviving 
globally and has listed it as ‘Vulnerable’. Illegal hunting 
for its beautiful coat is one of the major threats to the 
species today. There is also trade in the bones for medi-
cines, meat for exotic dishes and live animals for the pet 
trade (TRAFFIC, 2012). 
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Illegal hunting pressure is most intense in  northeastern In-
dia, compared with the Western Ghats and Nicobar Islands 
(Velho et al., 2012). Across the Indo-Malayan and Eastern 
Himalaya biodiversity hotspots, a total of 94 mammal spe-
cies are reportedly hunted for local consumption and wild-
life trade (Velho et al., 2012). In Arunachal Pradesh state of 
northeast India, 33 mammal species are hunted, with 57% 
of these being endangered, threatened or vulnerable 
(Aiyadurai et al., 2010).  
 Illegal wildlife trade is a multibillion dollar busi-
ness. Organized criminal networks operate across the biodi-
versity hotspots in northeast India, aided by corruption, 
poverty and weak laws. Fortunately, CITES includes vary-
ing degrees of protection to more than 30,000 species of 
animals and plants, whether they are traded as live speci-
mens or as products such as fur coats or dried herbs. Assam 
and other parts of the Northeast India are losing many of the  
invaluable flora and fauna with the wildlife crimes assum-
ing alarming dimensions. While habitat loss poses the grav-
est challenge to the existence of many species in the region, 
no less disquieting is the spurt in poaching and illegal trade 
in wildlife and their body parts. Another disturbing trend 
relates to the poaching and capture of lesser animals, in-
cluding reptiles, birds, as many such 'less glamorous' wild-
life command an equal demand in the illegal trade.  
 The illegal trade in wildlife could be a genuine and 
increasing threat to national and global security. Despite 
high level commitment and significant investments into the 
conservation of wildlife, population of each species is in the 
process of decline due to illegal trade (Graham-Rowe, 
2011). The decline and loss of flagship species affects not 
only the balance of nature, but also the livelihoods of people 
who depend on intact ecosystems. Receiving information in 
advance on the movement of poachers and wildlife smug-
glers is extremely crucial in apprehending illegal wildlife 
traders and disrupting their activities (Talukdar, 2000). To 
mitigate these potential issues, conservation will need to 
become a more inclusive endeavour, with greater participa-
tion from nationals in countries with demand, particularly 
with regard to campaign against the demand for illegal 
wildlife trade, participation of communities on anti-
poaching activities, conservation networking and stakehold-
er engagement (Veríssimo et al., 2012).  
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