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Abstract
Vietnam is home to four species of otters, and while population numbers are unknown, they are thought to be rare and in 
decline. Studies on the illegal otter trade in Asia have shown Vietnam to be a key end use destination for illegally sourced 
live otters for the pet trade and otter fur for the fashion industry. This study focused on the otter trade in Vietnam through 
seizure data analysis and an online survey, revealing the persistent trade of otters in Vietnam in violation of national wild-
life laws and the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES). We found a 
substantial quantity of otter fur products for sale though CITES permits for such products were lacking, indicating illegal 
origins. Similarly, all four species of otters are protected in Vietnam, yet they were openly available for sale online in violation 
of national wildlife laws. Clearly, the online trade of wildlife and wildlife products in Vietnam requires greater monitoring, 
regulation, and enforcement to prevent the advertising and trade of illicit wildlife. In-depth scrutiny of online sellers and 
product sourcing is particularly warranted. To support enforcement efforts, revision of policies and laws is needed to hold 
social media and other online advertising companies accountable for enabling the illegal trade of wildlife.

Keywords Fur · Exotic pet · Illegal wildlife trade · Otters

Introduction

There are 13 species of otters globally, five of which are 
found in Asia: the Eurasian otter Lutra lutra, the hairy-
nosed otter Lutra sumatrana, the small-clawed otter Aonyx 
cinereus, the smooth-coated otter Lutragale perspicillata, 
and the sea otter Enhydra lutris (although this species 
occurrence in Asia is limited to the eastern coastal areas 
of the Russian Federation and northern Japan). Based on 
the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species, all five species 
are at risk of extinction with the Eurasian otter assessed as 
near threatened, the small-clawed otter and smooth-coated 
otter assessed as vulnerable, and the hairy-nosed and sea 
otter assessed as endangered (Doroff et al. 2021; Khoo et al. 
2021; Roos et al. 2021; Sasaki et al. 2021; Wright et al. 
2021). Asian otters face a multitude of threats such as loss 

of suitable habitat, habitat pollution, human-otter conflicts, 
depletion of prey base, and the illegal and/or unsustainable 
wildlife trade (Doroff et al. 2021; Khoo et al. 2021; Roos 
et al. 2021; Sasaki et al. 2021; Wright et al. 2021). While 
information on population densities throughout their range 
is sparse, all five species are thought to be in decline. In 
particular, the commercial wildlife trade has had a consider-
able impact on otter populations throughout the region, from 
significant population declines of all otter species to local 
extinctions of some species in parts of their range due to 
high levels of poaching and unsustainable harvesting (Zaw 
et al. 2008; Lau et al. 2010; International Otter Survival 
Fund (IOSF) 2014). The hunting and trade of otters predom-
inantly supplies demand for (1) fur used in the making of 
coats, hats, and scarves and as embellishments on traditional 
garments; (2) skins for trophies; (3) parts used in traditional 
medicines; and (4) live animals for the pet industry which is 
considered the most pressing threat to the survival of some 
otters, particularly the small-clawed otter in Southeast Asia 
(Banks et al. 2006; Kruuk 2006; Duckworth and Hills 2008; 
IOSF 2014; Gomez et al. 2016; Duplaix and Savage 2018; 
Gomez and Bouhuys 2018).

Research has shown the commercial exploitation of 
otters in Southeast Asia is in violation of national laws and 
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international wildlife trade conventions, i.e. the Conven-
tion on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild 
Fauna and Flora (CITES) (IOSF 2014; Gomez et al. 2016; 
Gomez and Bouhuys 2018). All five species have been listed 
in the CITES Appendices since 1977: the Eurasian Otter in 
CITES Appendix I and the other four in CITES Appendix II. 
In response to international trade threats, the small-clawed 
otter and the smooth-coated otter were up-listed from CITES 
Appendix II to Appendix I during the 18th meeting of the 
Conference of the Parties (CoP18) held in Geneva, Swit-
zerland, in 2019. This boost in protection was needed for 
otters particularly the small-clawed otter, which more than 
any other otter species is highly sought after for the inter-
national pet trade. The Appendix I listing generally bans all 
international commercial trade in wild otters of these two 
species. In theory, stronger regulation might lead to greater 
scrutiny of the illegal otter trade by enforcement agencies 
and strengthening of national laws protecting these two spe-
cies. A CITES Appendix I listing also means that for these 
species to be in international commercial trade, they must 
be sourced from commercial captive-breeding facilities that 
are certified by and registered with national CITES authori-
ties and the CITES Secretariat, must be second-generation 
captive-bred, and must be accompanied by permits issued 
in exporting and importing countries (refer https:// cites. org/ 
sites/ defau lt/ files/ docum ent/E- Res- 12- 10- R15. pdf).

Vietnam is a significant consumer country of illegal wild-
life. This has not only resulted in the depletion and near 
extinction of many native species but drives the poaching 
and killing of wildlife on a global scale (EIA 2019; Sexton 
et al. 2021; USAID 2021). All Asian otter species occur in 
Vietnam except for the sea otter, but according to de Silva 
(2011), there are no current data on the status of these spe-
cies in Vietnam although Duckworth and Le (1998) attrib-
uted the low sightings of otters throughout the country 
to either a significant drop in numbers or to more elusive 
behaviour by otters. Recent research into the otter trade in 
Southeast Asia has shown Vietnam to be a key end use des-
tination for illegally sourced live otters for the pet trade and 
otter fur used in the fashion industry (Gomez and Bouhuys 
2018). Seizure data analysis over the past decade provided 
evidence of the smuggling of otters from other parts of Asia 
into Vietnam (Gomez et al. 2016; Gomez and Bouhuys 
2018). Coudrat (2016), in a preliminary assessment of otter 
populations in the Nakai-Nam Theun National Protected 
Area in Lao PDR, stated that while trapping pressure on 
otters has reduced to a certain extent due to less demand for 
otter skins, they are still targeted by Vietnamese hunters.

In general, the Eurasian otter, hairy-nosed otter, small-
clawed otter, and smooth-coated otter are nominally pro-
tected by legislation in most range states in Southeast Asia. 
In Vietnam, native otter species are strictly protected under 
several laws governing the protection and trade of wildlife 

(Table 1). All four species are listed in Annex I of Decree 
160/2013/ND-CP on Criteria for identification and manage-
ment of endangered, rare and precious species, prioritized 
for protection which stipulates principles for the preserva-
tion and conditions for the exploitation, exchange, purchase, 
sale, transport, captive-breeding, rescue, etc. of listed spe-
cies. They are also listed in Group IB of Decree 06/2019/
ND-CP on Management of endangered, precious, and rare 
species of wild plants and animals and Enforcement of the 
Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species 
of Wild Fauna and Flora which prohibits the exploitation or 
use of native otter species for commercial purpose. Penalties 
for administrative violations of the country’s wildlife legisla-
tion are stipulated in Decree 35/2019/ND-CP on Administra-
tive Penalties in the field of forestry (hereafter Decree 35), 
with maximum fines of VND500 million (~ USD21,360) 
and VND1 billion (~ USD42,719) for individuals and legal 
entities respectively. Criminal violations are stipulated in 
the Penal Code 100/2015/QH13 (hereafter Penal Code 100) 
and Law 12/2017/QH14 Amending and Supplementing arti-
cles in Penal Code No. 100/2015/QH13 (hereafter Law 12) 
and, for individuals, may lead to a maximum jail sentence 
of 15 years or a VND5 billion (~ USD213,597) fine. Legal 
entities may be fined up to VND15 billion (~ USD640,790) 
and could face suspensions of 6 months to 3 years. Addition-
ally, since 1 January 2021, the commercial advertisement of 
wildlife is regulated under Law on Investment No.61/2020/
QH14 dated 17 June 2020. Penalties under this law range 
between VND70 million (~ USD2990) and VND100 million 
(~ USD4272) for illegal exploitation of Class IB species.

Methodology

Seizure data

This study provides an update on previous otter seizure data 
analyses conducted in the Southeast Asian region from 1980 
to 2017. Here, we focus specifically on otter seizures in Viet-
nam covering the period 2018 to 2021. Data were obtained 
from various sources including the CITES Trade Database, 
media reports, grey literature, and records from other non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) such as Education of 
Nature - Vietnam (ENV) and Robin des Bois. Searches for 
seizures were conducted in both English (search terms: hunt-
ing, trapping, confiscation, illegal trade in otter) and Viet-
namese (search terms: băt́ giữ rái cá, xư ̉phaṭ rái cá, rái cá trái 
phép). All reported seizures were carefully checked to avoid 
duplication. Formal requests for otter seizure data were also 
sent to CITES Management Authorities (MA) in Vietnam. 
All records of seizures of live or dead otters, their parts and 
derivatives were then collated and analysed.

https://cites.org/sites/default/files/document/E-Res-12-10-R15.pdf
https://cites.org/sites/default/files/document/E-Res-12-10-R15.pdf
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From each record obtained, we extracted, where avail-
able, information pertaining to date of seizure, species of 
otter seized, commodity (live animals, body parts, etc.), 
quantities of each commodity seized, purpose of hunting/
trade (i.e. for consumption, pets, trophies, etc.), location of 
seizures and trafficking routes, suspects arrested, and pros-
ecution outcomes. Using this data, we mapped trade hubs. 
Species identification was based on information extracted 
from seizure records obtained, and it is assumed to be as 
reported when further verification was not possible.

Due to inherent biases in the way seizure data are 
reported, i.e. due to varying levels of law enforcement, 
reporting and recording practices, language biases, etc., this 
dataset is interpreted with caution. It should be noted that 
the presented data set should not be assumed to encompass 
absolute trafficking volumes or scale of the otter trade in 
Vietnam given the inherently covert nature of the illegal 
wildlife trade.

Online survey

Online surveys were conducted over a 12-week period, 
between 1 December 2021 and 28 February 2022, focus-
ing on Facebook groups and commercial trade portals 
advertising otters for sale. Advertisements posted from 1 
January 2018 to 28 February 2022 were gathered. Surveys 
consisted of 1 h of research per week, gathering as many 
adverts on otters as possible. Survey platforms advertising 
otters for sale were identified using Google and searching 
for combinations of words like “otter”, “sale”, and “buy” 
in Vietnamese (Table 2). Through this process, Facebook, 
Lazada, and Shopee were the main platforms observed with 
advertisements for otters and otter products. Further search 
within these three platforms was subsequently conducted 
using the same survey keywords (Table 2). Only open access 
platforms/groups were surveyed.

Data extracted from each post/advertisement included 
location/base of operation of seller (if available), species of 
otter (accepted as stated where no pictures were provided), 

commodity for sale (live, fur, parts), quantity, size and age of 
live otters and price of item(s). Quantity of otters or products 
for sale was recorded based on either the caption or photos 
provided. Where these were not available, a minimum num-
ber of one was recorded. Posts/advertisements that did not 
display any intent of sale were left out of the data collection. 
No personal data about the sellers were collected and no 
interaction with sellers took place. To avoid any inflation 
of numbers, care was taken to review every advertisement 
and eliminate all duplicates, including those that appeared 
with different dates.

Results

Seizure data analysis

We obtained 22 records of otter seizures that occurred in 
Vietnam between 2018 and 2021. The highest number of 
incidents took place in 2020 followed by 2019 (Table 3). 
A total of 85 live otters and four dead otters were confis-
cated. In comparison to past otter seizure data analysis 
(refer: Gomez et al. 2016; Gomez and Bouhuys 2018), there 
appears to be a steady increase in the number of seizures 
involving otters in Vietnam over the years with a peak in 
2020 (Table 3). The highest quantities of otters were seized 
in 2019 and 2020 (Table 3).

Small-clawed otter was the species most frequently 
seized with 74 animals confiscated in 16 incidents. At least 
nine Eurasian otters and one smooth-coated otter were 
seized in one incident each. In four incidents, the species 

Table 2  Key Vietnamese search terms used to find otter advertise-
ments on online platforms

Vietnamese English

Rái cá Otter
Mua rái cá Buy otter
Bán rái cá Sell otter
Rái cá giá rẻ Cheap otter
Lông rái cá Otter fur
Áo lông rái cá Otter fur coat
Mũ lông rái cá Otter fur hat
Khăn lông rái cá Otter fur scarf

Table 3  The number of otter seizures in Vietnam between January 
2018 and December 2021 as well as data from previous seizure data 
analyses involving otters in Vietnam from 2000 to 2017

Year Seizures (#) Quantity of 
otters seized

2018 2 11
2019 7 55
2020 9 16
2021 4 7
Total 22 89
Past data:
   2000–2010 0 0
   2011 1 6
   2012 1 2
   2013 0 0
   2014 1 5
   2015 1 9
   2016 0 0
   2017 2 6
   Total 6 28
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of otter seized was not reported. Juvenile otters were 
reported as confiscated in 11 of the incidents obtained.

Seizures occurred in at least 14 provinces/cities with 
Ho Chi Minh City having the highest number of incidents 
(n = 6) followed by Hanoi (n = 3) (Fig. 1). The greatest 
quantity of otters was confiscated in Ho Chi Minh City 
(n = 22), followed by the provinces of Nghe An (n = 15) 
and Hai Phong (n = 14) (Fig. 1).

To date, 11 of the 22 seizure incidents have resulted 
in successful prosecution. Eight cases resulted in prison 
sentences of 1-year suspended sentence (n = 1), 1.6 years 
(n = 3), 6 years (n = 1), and 11 to 12 years (n = 3). Three 
cases resulted in fines only of VND10 million (~ USD427) 
(n = 2) and VND500 million (~ USD21,360) (n = 1).

Online survey findings

There were at least 130 advertisements for otters and otter 
fur products observed during the survey period. The major-
ity of these were found on Facebook (89%) followed by 
Shopee (10%) and Lazada (1%).

At least 73 unique sellers were identified encompassing 
individuals (n = 45), online fashion stores (n = 26), online pet 
stores (n = 1), and Facebook page (n = 1). It is observed that the 
majority of individuals are opportunistic sellers as only three 
out of 45 individuals can be identified as non-opportunistic  
sellers. However, on Facebook, there were also regular 
sellers using individual accounts instead of ‘pages’. This  
is probably because Facebook groups can select whether 

Fig. 1  The location and number 
of otter seizures (provided in 
parentheses) at each location in 
Vietnam as well as quantity of 
otters seized
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or not to allow pages to post in groups. Another possible 
explanation is that, to promote Marketplace’s selling func-
tion, Facebook tends to limit engagement of posts by pages 
that are deemed for selling.

The location of sellers was only reported in five adver-
tisements, i.e. Binh Duong (1), Da Nang (1), Ho Chi Minh 
(2), and Tien Giang (1), and all five advertisements were 
for live otters.

Of the 130 advertisements, 87 were selling otter fur prod-
ucts (e.g. coats, scarves, gloves, hats) amounting to 3243 
items, and 43 were selling live otters amounting to 72 ani-
mals (Table 4; Fig. 2). Of these, it was not possible to ascer-
tain the authenticity of the otter fur products or to identify 
the otter species. Of the 72 live otters being advertised for 
sale, 36 were identified to species level, all of which were 
the small-clawed otter (Fig. 2). None of the advertisements 
mentioned CITES permits.

Only 15 advertisements provided information on 
origin. The majority of these were from Japan (n = 11 
advertisements; 1010 products) followed by China (n = 3 
advertisements; 72 products) and South America (n = 1 
advertisement, 1 product). There were an additional six 
advertisements offering 12 products that stated ‘imported 
from overseas’, but no specific country was provided.

Price data were obtained for 3054 otters and otter fur 
products. The total quoted value of these products was 
VND8,934,960,000 (~ USD390,000). The price for otter fur 
products ranged widely, i.e. from VND249,000 (~ USD11) for a 
coat with otter fur trimmings to VND24.5 million (~ USD1072) 
for a whole otter fur coat. For live otters, the price ranged from 
VND2.5 million to VND4.5 million (~ USD110–USD197).

Discussion

Otters face a multitude of threats, not the least of which is 
exploitation for commercial trade. The treatment of wild 
plants and animals as commercial commodities has come 

to be among the greatest threats to biodiversity, economic 
security, and human health. The high economic value of 
wildlife trade has meant that legal and illegal markets flour-
ish alongside each other (Phelps et al. 2016; Wong 2019; 
UNODC 2020). In this study, we found that Vietnam’s trade 
in otters revolves primarily around the fashion and exotic 
pet industries. This is consistent with past studies on the 
otter trade in Asia (Gomez et al. 2016; Gomez and Bouhuys 
2018). When comparing the data of all studies, the scale of 
the otter trade in Vietnam appears to be greater than previ-
ously reported (see Table 3). This could possibly be due to 
increased trade levels, enforcement effort or perhaps better 
reporting of seizure incidents. That said, online advertise-
ments for otter products were also substantially higher than 
the previous study. Gomez and Bouhuys (2018) found 15 
advertisements of otter fur products and six advertisements 
for 12 small-clawed otters in a 5-month survey. In compari-
son, we found 130 advertisements for live otters (72 animals) 
and otter fur products (3241 items) in the same time frame. 
Otters are protected species in Vietnam. During the survey, 
it was observed that many sellers and buyers are aware of 
the illegality of trading in live otters based on the comments 
and open discussions on the posts. However, it was not the 
case for otter fur products which were openly advertised and 
traded without any mention of permits in clear violation of 
Vietnam’s wildlife laws.

Fur trade

We found large quantities of various otter fur products for 
sale online including coats, gloves, hats, and scarves. Based 
on at least 15 advertisements, the claimed origin of some 
otter fur products was reportedly Japan (n = 11) and China 
(n = 3). Most advertisements (88.5%) however provided no 
information on origin. It was also never reported which spe-
cies of otter the products were made from.

It is legal in some parts of the world such as Canada and 
the United States of America (US) to trap and trade wild 
otters (Nichol 2015; Yoxon 2021). It is also legal to trade 
otters internationally with a valid CITES permit. Accord-
ing to the CITES Trade Database, between 2010 and 2020, 
there were 599 records of international trade involving otter 
products (skins, garments, trophies) globally amounting to 
298,207 items (importer reported quantities) and 436,577 
items (exporter reported quantities). Canada and the US 
were the main exporters of otter fur products while China 
was the main importer. There were no records of otter fur 
imports into Vietnam during this time. There were also very 
few records of otter fur imports (7 records of 45 items) or 
exports (1 record of 2 garments) involving Japan. None of 
the advertisements observed during the study period men-
tioned CITES permits. It therefore seems likely that the trade 
in otter fur products occurring online in Vietnam is illegal 

Table 4  The types of otter products advertised for sale in Vietnam 
from 1 December 2021 to 28 February 2022

Otter products No. of adverts Quantity

(1) Fur 87 3243
 Coat with fur trim 2 1008
 Fur coat 73 2085
 Fur hat 2 38
 Fur scarf 1 2
 Mixed fur coat 8 108
 Mixed fur gloves 1 2

(2) Live 43 72
Total 130 3315
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Fig. 2  Otter fur products and live otters for sale online in Vietnam
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and in violation of CITES. Our study suggests that Japan 
has an active trade in otter fur products. Japan’s native otter 
species, the Japanese Otter Lutra lutra whiteleyi, has been 
declared extinct since 2012 (though there have been reports 
of sea otter sightings in Japan, generally of single individuals 
except for a recent sighting of 20 — Doroff et al. 2021). It 
is therefore fair to assume the source of otter fur is derived 
from outside the country.

Despite their protection status in Asia, the poaching 
and killing of otters for illegal trade exists throughout the 
region (IOSF 2014; Gomez and Bouhuys 2018; Kitade and 
Naruse 2018; Siriwat and Nijman 2018). Between 1980 and 
2015, there were a minimum of 161 recorded otter seizures 
across 15 countries in Asia, the majority of which were skins 
(Gomez et al. 2016). These seizures implicated China as 
the main destination. Vietnamese nationals have also been 
reported in the poaching of otters in neighbouring countries 
due to demand for their fur. Prior to 2019, Japan was as a 
major destination for smuggled otter pups for the exotic pet 
trade (Gomez and Bouhuys 2018; Kitade and Naruse 2018). 
The otter fur trade in Japan has not been previously exam-
ined but at least one otter skin belonging to the Eurasian 
otter and originating from South Korea was seized in Japan 
(Gomez et al. 2016). Kruuk (2006) also noted Japan as an 
important market for Eurasian otter skins. This considering, 
further investigation into its role in the potential illegal trade 
of otter fur/skin products is worth exploring.

Pet trade

The trade in exotic species as pets is on the rise in Vietnam 
(ENV 2021). There is a clear demand for pet otters in Vietnam 
which is perpetuating this illegal trade. All seizures involving 
otters in Vietnam were of live animals, the majority of which 
were small-clawed otters. Furthermore, at least 33% of online 
advertisements were for live otters. The online advertisements 
and sale of live otters is in violation of national laws. Despite 
this, the online market for pet otters appears to be increas-
ing in Vietnam. In 2017, six advertisements for 12 live otters 
were found in a 5-month study. In 2021/2022, the number of 
advertisements for live otters has risen to 43 and the number 
of otters for sale to 72 in a similar study time frame. Of the 
seizure incidents found, nine were the result of further inves-
tigation into the advertising of otters for sale on Facebook 
(n = 8) and Tik Tok (n = 1).

The sourcing of live otters requires in-depth investigation 
considering the threat status of otters in Asia. While otter 
populations in Vietnam are unknown, they are considered rare 
and in decline (Duplaix and Savage 2018). In Vietnam, cap-
tive breeding is allowed for any species with a valid permit. 
However, because otter species are all listed in CITES Appen-
dix I or II, the harvesting of otters from the wild is prohibited 
under Vietnam’s legislation. This, in theory, would prevent 

the harvesting of native otters (i.e. to obtain parent stock) for 
commercial captive-breeding purposes. As it stands, there are 
no legitimate commercial otter captive-breeding facilities in 
Vietnam. There are some rescue centres and zoos in Vietnam 
that do have otters, but these are not bred for commercial 
trade. Based on CITES Trade Data, there are only two import 
records of live otters into Vietnam: in 1997, two captive-bred 
small-clawed otters from Indonesia were exported to Vietnam 
for the purpose of circus/travelling exhibition, and in 2016, 
eight captive-bred small-clawed otters from Uzbekistan were 
exported to Vietnam for commercial purposes. Indonesia’s 
role in trafficking otters both domestically and internationally 
is well known (Gomez and Bouhuys 2018), and corruption 
facilitates the laundering of wild-caught otters as captive-
bred (Parker and Slattery 2020). Much less is known about 
the captive-breeding and trade of otters in Uzbekistan. Viet-
nam’s current wildlife legislation however allows the import 
of protected species if accompanied by the appropriate CITES 
permits. Hence, otters that are reportedly captive-bred can be 
imported into Vietnam legally and subsequently kept as pets. 
Despite this, the seizure data shows that more wild caught 
otters are being trafficked than are being legally imported for 
the pet trade in Vietnam. This is supported by previous stud-
ies into the illegal otter trade in Asia (An 2015; Gomez et al. 
2016; Gomez and Bouhuys 2018).

Conclusion

The trade of otter fur products and live otters in Vietnam 
is occurring in violation of domestic wildlife laws and the 
CITES convention. The export of otter fur products to Viet-
nam should be accompanied by CITES permits, yet there are 
no import/export records involving Vietnam and as such any 
otter fur product brought into Vietnam should therefore be 
deemed illegal. Similarly, as protected species, the advertis-
ing and trade of live otters in Vietnam is illegal but contin-
ues to persist on social media. The increasingly easy access 
online platforms provide consumers to wildlife products 
and wildlife traders to consumers presents a considerable 
threat to biodiversity in Vietnam and the region. Accord-
ing to the Vietnam E-Commerce Association (VECOM), 
the country’s e-commerce market grew at an average annual 
rate of 30% between 2015 and 2019 (VECOM 2021). In 
2021, as the COVID-19 pandemic slowed down the world’s 
economy, the growth rate of e-commerce in Vietnam still 
recorded a high rate of more than 20%, while other sec-
tors and industries struggled to grow or recorded deficit 
(VECOM 2022). Clearly the online trade of wildlife and 
wildlife products in Vietnam requires greater monitoring, 
regulation, and enforcement to prevent the advertising and 
trade of illicit wildlife. In-depth scrutiny of online sellers 
and product sourcing is particularly warranted. Policing the 
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trade of wildlife on online platforms is acknowledged to be 
a significant enforcement challenge (Xu et al. 2020; Nijman 
2022). To mitigate this challenge, holding social media and 
other online advertising companies accountable for enabling 
the illegal trade of wildlife therefore needs to be strongly 
considered (Goodman 2019; Mazúr and Patakyová 2019; 
Renctas 2022).
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