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Great apes 
 

SUPPLEMENTARY INFORMATION ON DOCUMENT SC66 DOC. 48.2 

1. This is not an official CITES document. It was hoped to be submitted by the Secretariat on behalf of the 
Ape Alliance, but this was not possible. Its purpose is to demonstrate that illegal great ape trade continues 
to constitute a significant threat to the future of great apes.  

2. In the past decade, a series of reports from international experts, United Nations (UN) agencies, 
conservation organizations and media outlets have revealed numerous cases of organized trafficking of 
chimpanzees, bonobos, gorillas and orangutans. Environmental crime now ranks among the most 
significant illegal activities in the world, and the live trafficking of great apes is part of this global multi-
billion dollar trade. 

 
3. There is also evidence that the illegal ape trade has shifted from being a by-product of the usual 

conservation threats such as deforestation, bushmeat hunting and extractive industries to a more 
sophisticated commercial enterprise driven by demand from international markets. In the past decade 
hundreds of great apes have been documented in illegal trading incidences1. Young orphans are 
targeted and captured in the wild and are smuggled or shipped abroad ‘legally’ with fraudulent CITES 
permits for use in commercial and private zoos, safari parks, or as pets, or they are packed into crates 
with other species and mislabelled. For each infant captured, up to ten adults can be killed, and many 
infants die in transit (gorillas are especially fragile) so the number of apes lost from the population is 
significant. 

 
4. UN-GRASP estimates that the rate of illegal great ape trade is actually increasing2, but measures taken by 

CITES have not yet succeeded in controlling this illegal trade. An example is the case of Guinea, in which 
over a period of five years (2007-2012) more than 150 chimpanzees, bonobos and reportedly gorillas were 
exported to various countries using fraudulent CITES permits. Even after CITES sanctioned Guinea with a 
commercial trade ban3, the former head of the Guinea CITES Management Authority (M.A.) continued to 
issue fraudulent CITES export permits to export great apes and other CITES-listed species (see Annex 1). 
After more than a year of investigations, the Guinea Police (National Central Bureau of Interpol) arrested 
the former head of the CITES M.A. of Guinea in August 2015 for his suspected role in corrupt and 
fraudulent actions in the issuance of CITES export permits4. A notorious wildlife trafficker who had been 
working with the former head of the Guinea CITES office was also arrested5 

 
5.  Applying a ‘C’ source code and noncommercial purpose code (e.g. Z, S, or E) on CITES permits 

                                                        
1 Stolen Apes: The Illicit Trade in Chimpanzees, Gorillas, Bonobos and Orangutans. A Rapid Response Assessment. United Nations 
Environment Programme, GRID-Arendal. http://www.grida.no/publications/rr/apes/ 
 
2  http://freetheapes.org/2014/06/30/grasp-warns-illegal-ape-trade-remains-active/ and personal communication from the GRASP 
Coordinator (August 2015) 
3 http://www.cites.org/eng/notif/2013/E-Notif-2013-017.pdf. 
4 https://cites.org/eng/guinea_arrest_20150903 
5 http://freetheapes.org/2015/08/24/former-head-of-cites-in-guinea-arrested/ 
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characterizes a trade to be ‘non commercial’. CITES sanctioned Guinea with a commercial trade ban, 
which allowed the continued fraudulent noncommercial trade. It is also evident that the responsible 
ministry in Guinea did not take effective action to stop the fraudulent issuance of CITES permits. 

 
6. It should be noted that CITES is not a law enforcement body and that it does not have the authority to 

initiate arrests and prosecutions. However, it can provide information that it possesses to international law 
enforcement bodies, such as INTERPOL, and to national law enforcement authorities to enable them to 
take appropriate action. In addition, it has in the past used its powers to issue warning notifications and 
trade sanctions, and to conduct assessment missions to investigate great ape and other species trade 
irregularities involving great apes and other species listed on its Appendices.  

 
7. In regard to great apes, the Secretariat has issued notifications warning of permit irregularities or missing 

permits, carried out assessment missions to a number of Parties including Guinea, Egypt, Malaysia and 
Indonesia, and made recommendations for remedial action6. CITES issued trade suspension notifications 
for Nigeria7 in 2005 and Guinea8 in 2013 for offenses related directly to illegal trade in great apes. These 
are commendable actions. 

 
8.  In spite of these actions, illegal great ape trade continues. Paragraphs 9 through 50 below give examples 

of the history of great ape trafficking and of known recent cases. 
 
Great Ape source countries 
 
9. The Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), formerly known as Zaire until 1997, has long been known 

to CITES as a source of great apes in illegal trade. ‘Alleged infraction’ CITES Docs. 8.19 (Rev.), 9.22 
(Rev.) and 10.28 (Rev.) report examples of great apes being illegally traded from Zaire/DRC to various 
countries between 1989 and 1992. At the 11th meeting of the Conference of the Parties in 2000, CITES 
decided to stop reporting illicit wildlife trade in the ‘Alleged infraction’ reports, as they were providing a 
potentially negative view of the countries involved9. Thus, since 2000 it is no longer possible to track illicit 
trade from this CITES reporting mechanism. 

 
10. In October 2014 an investigator from the Project to End Great Ape Slavery (PEGAS) visited Kinshasa, 

Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). Over the course of twelve days, working in collaboration with a 
local Congolese NGO, six wildlife trafficking middlemen were identified. They offered a range of live wildlife 
specimens for sale, including chimpanzees, bonobos and gorillas. The different middlemen offered for sale 
chimpanzees at USD 550-800 each, bonobos for USD 1,000-2,500 and gorillas for USD 2,500. The 
source locations in the interior were identified along with the transport methods and routes by which the 
animals would be transported to Kinshasa. The procedure employed by the middlemen was to take an 
order from the buyer, call their collectors in the interior by mobile telephone to place the order, and the 
collectors would go into the forest to capture the specimen(s) and then send them to Kinshasa by river or 
road. The buyer was required to place a deposit in order for the capture command to be placed, and pay 
the balance upon delivery. 

 
11. The middlemen operated on a road next to a military base in Kinshasa and were protected by soldiers 

stationed there, suggesting that senior military officers were involved with the trafficking. Photographs and 
videotape were taken of the middlemen, of some animals on location for sale, and of soldiers on location10. 

 
12. The middlemen said that they had very recently sold a chimpanzee for export for USD 800 and that 

previously they had sold great apes to African, Lebanese, Chinese and European buyers. PEGAS 
obtained a copy of a fraudulent CITES export permit dated 9 September 2014 from another investigator, 
who paid a bribe for it. The permit was for two ‘C’ Source code chimpanzees to be sent to a South East 
Asian country. It was signed by the former head of the DRC CITES M. A. (see Annex 2).  

 
13. The middlemen said that previous Ebola outbreaks in the DRC had made it more difficult to find great apes 

to capture due to reduced numbers, and the West Africa Ebola outbreak had lowered demand 
considerably. They said orders for great apes had fallen off from previous times.  

                                                        
6 See https://cites.org/eng/prog/ape.php 
7 https://cites.org/sites/default/files/eng/notif/2005/038.pdf 
8 https://cites.org/sites/default/files/eng/notif/2013/E-Notif-2013-017.pdf 
9 https://cites.org/sites/default/files/eng/cop/11/doc/20_01.pdf 
10 See http://freetheapes.org/news/page/4/ 
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14. In November 2014 the Congolese assistant who had aided the PEGAS investigator contacted the 

investigator to inform him that a chimpanzee had been found for sale in Kinshasa. However, before 
anything could be done the chimpanzee had been sold and exported to an unknown destination. The 
assistant sent PEGAS photographs of the chimpanzee (see Annex 3). 

 
15.  Although great ape exports from Africa appear to have temporarily declined because of concerns over 

Ebola, they still occur, transiting through countries in the Middle East. More research is urgently needed to 
ascertain the numbers involved and the destinations. 

 
Transit countries 
 
16.  Some transit countries, such as the Sudan, Ethiopia and Libya, constitute true transit points for great apes 

simply because they have urban airports that flights must stop off at on the way to the final destination. 
Great apes do not remain in these countries for any appreciable length of time before they continue their 
journey to the final destination. Other transit countries, such as Egypt, the UAE and Armenia, act as both 
quick transit and longer stay transit, or even as destination countries.  

 
17. Egypt has been mentioned in CITES reports related to great ape illegal trade since the 1980s. Since the 

inception of the CITES Trade Database in 1975 there are only three recorded cases of chimpanzees being 
imported to Egypt, the last being in 1998, and only five cases of export, the last in 1991. There are no 
reports of gorilla trade involving Egypt in the Database. Between 1989 and 1991 the Database reports that 
Egypt exported a total of six chimpanzees to Japan, four of them for commercial purposes. They were all 
C source code, thus supposedly second generation raised in captivity in conformance with Resolution 
Conf. 10.16 (Rev.). Since no chimpanzees were reported as having been imported into Egypt between 
1975 and 1989, where did the six chimpanzees originate? 

 
18. CITES Doc. 8.19 (Rev.), Reference 50325, provides the answer to the question above, at least for the 

1991 case. A wildlife dealer imported two chimpanzees from Zaire (now the DRC) for scientific purposes. 
(This trade is unreported by either the DRC or Egypt in the CITES Trade Database in 1991). An 
investigation by the Secretariat revealed that the purpose of the import was commercial, as the dealer sold 
the chimpanzees to a buyer in Japan. Japan confirms that as a result of the investigation the chimpanzees 
were not imported. Apparently the four chimpanzees reported as exported from Egypt and imported into 
Japan in 1989 and 1990 did take place, possibly using the same method as that in 1991.  

 
19. The CITES Trade Database reports that two chimpanzees with a source code W (Wild) and no purpose 

code were exported from the DRC to Egypt in 1992. In 1998 Egypt reports importing three chimpanzees 
from Suriname for scientific purposes (S purpose code) with no source code. Apart from the fact that 
Suriname, a small country in South America, has no indigenous apes of any kind, the lack of a source 
code renders the trades illicit. These two incidents were examples of illegal trade that resulted in no 
consequences for the perpetrators.  

 
20. In 1994 CITES reported what appears to be the beginning of an organized great ape trafficking enterprise 

operating from Kano, Nigeria, to Egypt. CITES Doc. 9.22 (Rev.), Reference 50893, reported two incidents 
of the same wildlife trafficker attempting to use forged CITES permits from Guinea to send two pairs of 
chimpanzees in 1992 and an unspecified number of chimpanzees in 1993 via Kano, to Cairo, Egypt.  

 
21. CITES Doc. 10.28 (Rev.) reported that in 1995 the CITES M. A. of the Philippines notified the Secretariat 

that it had seized a gorilla and other primates with no CITES permits, but with a trophy permit from Nigeria 
(Reference 51478).  In the same year the Secretariat received a re-export permit from the Chad CITES 
M.A. for a chimpanzee originating in Nigeria bound for the Russian Federation. Upon investigation, it was 
discovered that Nigeria had issued no CITES export permit and it appeared that the chimpanzee was 
actually being held in Cameroon (Reference 51470).  

 
22. An investigation carried out by the World Society for the Protection of Animals (WSPA) in April 1996 and 

July 1997 strongly suggests that the cases described in paragraphs 19-21 were all part of the same 
network.  A WSPA investigator visited Kano and found it to be thriving centre of illegal wildlife trade. A great 
variety of animals were being held in Kano for trade, including western lowland gorillas and chimpanzees. 
Nigerian government and airline officials were facilitating the trade and providing veterinarian and transport 
documents, for a fee. The primates seized in the Philippines reported in paragraph 21 were traced back to 
Kano.  

 
23. The UN Stolen Apes report (see footnote 1) recounts that WSPA found that an Egyptian woman wildlife 
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trafficker operated from Kano, amongst other documented traffickers. Great apes were being captured in 
Cameroon and other countries, transported to Kano, and smuggled to Cairo and onwards to India, 
Pakistan and other countries. In the 1990s, she had been smuggling up to 40 chimpanzees and 8 gorillas 
a year to Cairo, Egypt. Other dealers were also selling great apes for export in Kano11.  

 
24.  At the 10th Conference of the Parties in 1997, the Parties adopted Decision 10.18, which specifically 

singled out Egypt and Zaire (i.e. DRC), amongst others, as countries involved in significant trade in 
wildlife but generally lacking effective national legislation with which to implement CITES. These 
countries were given deadlines by which they needed to rectify the situation or face suspension of all 
trade in wildlife covered by the Convention. As the process for this Decision unfolded at the CITES 
Standing Committee, various deadlines for action were set and, later, various extensions given without 
sanctions being imposed. Two years later things came to a head at the 41st meeting of the Standing 
Committee (8-12 February 1999). At that meeting, a decision was taken to recommend that all trade in 
CITES specimens with Egypt be suspended from 30 September 1999, unless the CITES Secretariat 
could verify that Egypt had enacted legislation that generally met the requirements of the Convention. 

 
25. In September 1999, Ministerial Decree No. 1150 was published in the Official Journal of Egypt. The 

Secretariat received a copy on 20 September 1999 and reported at the 42nd meeting of the Standing 
Committee that Egypt had fully met the requirements established by the Conference of the Parties. It is a 
violation of the Decree to possess, offer or display for sale, export or re-export or introduce from the sea 
any specimen of a CITES-linked species contrary to the provision of the Decree. The Secretariat 
understood that persons in possession of a specimen would be expected to demonstrate either: 

 
 a) legal ownership (which would relate primarily to pre-Convention specimens); or 

b) proof of legal importation (which might again involve pre-Convention specimens but which would 
primarily mean showing compliance with CITES via relevant permits or certificates). 

 The Decree also makes clear that confiscation is expected in the case of violations. 

26. On 26 September 1999, the Egyptian Ministry of Finance’s Customs Department issued Procedures 
Circular No. 17 of 1999. This document further outlined procedures and conditions for Customs officers 
handling the import, re-export and export of CITES specimens. The ministry designated scientific and 
management committees to advise on CITES in Egypt and established a wildlife office at the airport in 
Cairo to assist with law enforcement. In recognition of these improvements, the 42nd

 meeting of the 
Standing Committee (28 September-1 October 1999) commended Egypt for enacting new legislation 
and withdrew its threat to impose sanctions in the form of a suspension of trade.  

 
27. A demonstration of Egypt’s willingness to enforce its new wildlife trade measures came in September 

2001 when the Egyptian Customs seized a gorilla and a chimpanzee following their arrival at Cairo 
International Airport without the necessary CITES permits. The great apes were shipped from Nigeria 
(but may have originated in Cameroon) and were accompanied by the same woman described in 
paragraph 23, whom we learn from a statement made by the CITES Secretary-General is “a known 
wildlife smuggler of Nigerian-Egyptian” nationality12. The Egyptian veterinary service decided to dispose 
of the animals by drowning for fears of risks to human health, which raised considerable outrage 
amongst the animal welfare community.  

 
28. At the 13th Conference of the Parties in 2004, Resolution 13.4 Conservation of and trade in great apes 

was adopted. The Resolution urged all Parties to adopt national legislation that would prohibit trade of 
wild-caught great apes for any commercial purpose, including sale, display, purchase, offer to purchase 
and acquisition for commercial purposes. The legislation should include deterrent penalties aimed at 
eliminating illegal trade in great apes and parts and derivatives thereof. 

 
29. Because CITES no longer published the ‘Alleged infraction’ reports after 2000 (see paragraph 9 above) it 

is not possible to know whether the Egyptian-Nigerian woman trafficker was subsequently identified in 
association with wildlife offences. However, press reports identify her and her associates in operation 
again in January 200513. Six infant chimpanzees and four monkeys were shipped in a crate from Kano via 

                                                        
11 See Stolen Apes: The Illicit Trade in Chimpanzees, Gorillas, Bonobos and Orangutans. A Rapid Response Assessment. United Nations 
 Environment Programme, GRID-Arendal. http://www.grida.no/publications/rr/apes/ 
12 See http://www.cites.org/eng/news/press/2001/011011_cairo_statement.shtml. 
13 See https://www.academia.edu/7372088/The_Great_Ape_Slave_Trade 
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Khartoum to Cairo, accompanied by the woman trafficker and an Egyptian veterinarian. Airport officials 
refused to allow the primates to be imported into Egypt, and ordered that the crate be returned to Nigeria, 
in spite of the fact that Ministerial Decree No. 1150 calls for confiscation of the primates and arrest and 
prosecution of the offenders. In addition, the actions of the airport officials were contrary to Resolution 
Conf. 9.9, which recommends that,  

 
a) when specimens are exported or re-exported in violation of the Convention, importing Parties: 

 
i) consider that the seizure and confiscation of such specimens are generally preferable to the 
definitive refusal of the import of the specimens; and 

 
ii) notify as soon as possible the Management Authority of the State from which the specimens 
were consigned of the violation and of any enforcement actions taken concerning the specimens; 
and 

 
b) when the import of specimens that have been exported or re-exported in violation of the Convention 
is refused by the country to which the specimens are consigned, the exporting or re-exporting Party take 
the measures necessary to ensure that such specimens are not re-entered into illegal trade, including 
monitoring their return to the country and providing for their confiscation.  
 
The two traffickers were allowed to leave the airport. The trafficker’s daughter accompanied the crate on a 
flight to Nairobi, Kenya, where a flight connection to Nigeria was intended. While in transit storage, airport 
employees detected the chimpanzees. They were ultimately seized and five (one died) were relocated to 
the Sweetwaters Chimpanzee Sanctuary in Kenya, where they reside today. 
 
There is no evidence that the Egyptian authorities complied with any of their own laws or CITES 
recommendations in relation to this incident. 

 
30. At its 49th and 50th meetings, the Standing Committee noted reports from the Secretariat expressing 

concern regarding the implementation of the Convention and the serious incidents of illegal trade in wildlife 
in Nigeria. At its 53rd meeting the Standing Committee reported that in early February 2005, the Secretariat 
became aware of an incident regarding illicit trade in primates involving Nigeria, referring to the primate 
seizure described in paragraph 29. The report went on to state that, ‘…the Secretariat believes that it is 
now appropriate for the Standing Committee to issue a recommendation that the Parties should not accept 
any imports of specimens of CITES-listed species from Nigeria and should not authorize any exports or re-
exports of specimens of CITES-listed species to Nigeria.’ No mention was made of the destination country, 
Egypt, in any of these reports.  

 
31. The Nairobi seizure prompted a number of investigations, which have been in operation since 2005 and 

were reported in the UN publication Stolen Apes14. To summarize, the investigation found a thriving wildlife 
trafficking industry operating in Egypt. Great apes and other species were being smuggled in on a regular 
basis and were ending up in safari parks, circuses, private breeding farms, pet shops, hotel entertainment 
facilities in Sharm el-Sheikh, and Egyptian public zoos. The great apes were being used for commercial 
purposes in all of these facilities. Some of the great apes were illegally re-exported to buyers in other 
countries. The investigators periodically monitored the facilities that could be accessed publicly and the 
number of great apes present in each was found to be constantly changing, suggesting that smuggling into 
and out of Egypt was taking place. They also alleged that the CITES officials in Egypt and Syria were 
complicit in the trafficking of great apes. An investigative reporter wrote in an Egyptian newspaper that in 
2008 an estimated 100 or more great apes languished in captivity in Egypt, all of which had been imported 
illegally15. A Pan African Sanctuary Alliance (PASA) report in 2009 estimated that approximately 25 great 
apes were being exported illegally from Egypt every year, destined for the Middle East and Asia.16 

 
32. The CITES Secretariat conducted an assessment mission to Egypt in November 2007 (See document 

SC57 Doc. 20 Annex). The mission found many irregularities in respect of great apes present in the 
country and recommended inter alia that all Appendix-I live animals in Egypt should be registered with 
the CITES M. A. and records should indicate their origin, legal status, owner, possessor and location. 
Any changes in ownership, possession or location should be notified to the authorities. Any changes in 

                                                        
14 See Stolen Apes: The Illicit Trade in Chimpanzees, Gorillas, Bonobos and Orangutans. A Rapid Response Assessment. United Nations 
 Environment Programme, GRID-Arendal. http://www.grida.no/publications/rr/apes/ 
15 See http://gulfnews.com/unheeded-call-of-africa-s-apes-1.40644 
16 https://freetheapes.files.wordpress.com/2014/12/pasa-cites-report-2009.pdf. 
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ownership, possession, or location, births and deaths were to be notified to the authorities. The animals 
were to be subject to regular inspections, preferably of an unannounced nature. 

 
33. In March 2009, the executive director of PASA visited Egypt as a follow-up to the CITES mission made 

in 2007. He agreed to visit Egypt on the condition that all of the facilities known or suspected to hold 
great apes would be open for inspection. The Egyptian CITES authority agreed, but in the end, after 
several excuses and delays, only four of eight facilities that PASA requested access to were visited. The 
visit could not verify the whereabouts of previously known gorillas, and new young gorillas were known 
to have arrived from photographs provided to PASA by a visitor, but the CITES M.A. could produce no 
documents to show when, how or from where they had arrived. Chimpanzees were observed being 
used commercially, in contravention of CITES Res. Conf. 13.4. PASA found CITES officials to have ‘a 
surprising lack of familiarity with CITES protocols or policies’ and ‘the role of PASA and its member 
sanctuaries also seemed to be a mystery to Egyptian CITES officials’. The CITES officials made several 
allegedly inaccurate statements regarding young chimpanzees seen by PASA in a safari park and the 
Giza Zoo, and made contradictory statements about the existence of supposed wildlife rescue centres.  

 
34. An open letter addressed to the 58th Standing Committee meeting (July 2009) is included as Appendix II 

of the PASA report (see footnote 16). The letter, which was signed by 99 experts, organizations, and 
institutions that were seriously concerned about the ongoing illegal trade in great apes in Egypt, noted 
that ‘Egypt has made almost no progress with regard to halting illegal trade and possession of primates’. 
The signatories called on the Standing Committee to take urgent measures against Egypt’s non-
compliance with CITES and to issue a suspension of trade in CITES-listed specimens to and from 
Egypt, until the 17 recommendations in document SC57 Doc. 20 Annex had been implemented.   

 
35. In spite of the deficiencies noted in the PASA report and the call by dozens of the world’s foremost 

experts on great ape conservation and welfare to sanction Egypt with a trade suspension, the Standing 
Committee only reported at its 58th meeting that ‘The Secretariat continues to liaise with the CITES 
authorities of Egypt…’.  

 
36. The Secretariat conducted a second mission to Egypt in February 2010, focusing particularly on great 

apes (see document CoP15 Inf. 25 which summarizes the findings). The full report of the 2010 mission 
has never been made public. The Secretariat found that Egypt had made great progress in 
implementing the Convention. Document CoP15 Inf. 25 concluded by stating, ‘The Secretariat believes 
that Egypt has made significant efforts to implement the recommendations of the Standing Committee. It 
also believes that the Management Authority of Egypt has developed all the necessary tools to monitor 
and keep trade in Appendix-I specimens under control, and it congratulates it for its work. This is very 
commendable given that the Egyptian CITES Authorities seem to have very limited resources … In 
conclusion, the Secretariat sees no reason to reopen this issue unless new and reliable information 
showing resumption in illegal trade or in violations of the Convention were to emerge’. 

 
37. New and reliable information that traffickers in Egypt were still engaging in illegal great ape trade and 

CITES violations was published in August 2011 (see footnote 14). The publication reported that the 
Egyptian-Nigerian woman trafficker described in paragraph 23 above was still smuggling great apes via 
Nigeria to Egypt, that chimpanzee and gorilla babies were being offered for sale in Cairo pet shops, that 
visitors to Giza Zoo could still pay to have their photographs taken with ‘confiscated’ chimpanzees held 
there, that a commercial safari park had added another artificial island with new young chimpanzees not 
previously seen, and that a prominent Egyptian wildlife dealer had offered investigators two young 
chimpanzees for sale with a Syrian re-export permit (see Annex 4). The re-export permit was signed by 
a Syrian former CITES officer who currently works for the Middle East and North Africa Regional Office 
of a major animal welfare NGO based in the United States.  

 
38. PASA confirmed that a facility existed in Sharm el-Sheikh that bred chimpanzees and gorillas, 

associated with a tourist hotel17. Investigators found that this hotel and at least one other hotel in Sharm 
el-Sheikh had acquired young chimpanzees that were illegally imported and they were using them in 
tourist activities, such as playing with children and in photographic sessions. The open display of 
chimpanzees ceased after the CITES 2007 mission and a system of registration of animals kept in these 
facilities was instigated. The Egyptian Scientific Authority, which is the General Organization of 
Veterinary Services (GOVS), maintains the registration and in principle inspects and monitors the 
facilities that are permitted to hold great apes and other CITES-listed species. Egypt reported in 
document CoP15 Doc. 24 (Annex 3) in March 2010 that the Giza Zoo is the only Egyptian governmental 

                                                        
17 https://freetheapes.files.wordpress.com/2014/12/pasa-cites-report-2009.pdf. 
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facility authorized to keep confiscated live specimens. The illegal origin of the great apes in private 
facilities is ignored. By providing licenses to hold the great apes through the registration system, the 
Egypt CITES authority is in effect legalizing private possession of the trafficked Appendix I specimens.  

 
39. Another investigative report was released at the time of the 62nd Standing Committee meeting in July 

201218. An investigator counted five gorillas and 11 chimpanzees in a Sharm el Sheikh breeding facility, 
along with a wide range of other species, some of them Appendix I. A staff member admitted that one 
group of five chimpanzees had come from Nigeria. The gorillas were too young to breed, so must have 
been imported relatively recently. The great apes are being intentionally bred for sale, which breaches 
CITES regulations. Since the owner cannot produce CITES import permits for any of the great apes, 
possession of them contravenes Egyptian Ministerial Decree No. 1150. 

 
40. The 61st Standing Committee meeting in August 2011 did not consider the new evidence for continued 

great ape trade in Egypt. In fact, CITES upgraded Egypt to a Category I country on 18th April 2012 in 
Notification 036/2012, which indicated that Egypt possessed ‘legislations which are generally believed to 
meet the requirements for implementation of CITES’. Likewise, the 62nd Standing Committee meeting in 
July 2012 did not consider the new evidence. Whether this is because the Secretariat and Standing 
Committee do not consider the photographic and documentary evidence of continued illegal import of 
great apes to be reliable, or whether the evidence has not been brought to their attention, needs to be 
established. 

 
41. At the 16th Conference of the Parties in March 2013, UNEP released a Rapid Response Assessment 

report entitled Stolen Apes – The Illicit Trade in Chimpanzees, Gorillas, Bonobos and Orangutans (see 
footnote 1). This publication summarizes the great ape trafficking activities taking place in Egypt from 
the early 1990s to 2012, and the fact that facilities exist in Egypt for breeding great apes. Nevertheless, 
the document reporting on Great Apes (CoP16 Doc. 49) and the Enforcement Matters document 
(CoP16 Doc.29 (Rev. 1) do not mention Egypt. 

 
42. In mid 2014 GRASP stated that “The illegal trade in live chimpanzees, gorillas, bonobos and orangutans 

showed no signs of diminishing – and may actually be getting worse…”19. To substantiate this, in 
November 2014 the manager of PEGAS visited Egypt to assess the situation regarding great apes in 
the country. He met with senior officials of the State Ministry of the Environment, local animal welfare 
activists, and visited most of the facilities where great apes were known to be kept previously including 
the hotels and breeding centre in Sharm el-Sheikh that had previously been reported to hold great 
apes20.  

 
43. In 2009 the PASA mission documented four gorillas and 26 chimpanzees at four facilities in Egypt. In late 

2014 PEGAS recorded five gorillas and 43 chimpanzees at these same four facilities. In five years it would 
have been impossible for the 26 chimpanzees to have naturally reproduced to 43. There were too few 
females of breeding age to produce 17 offspring. PEGAS observed chimpanzees openly displayed in a 
commercial safari park and in the Giza Zoo, which breaches recommendation 12 in the CITES 2007 
mission report which states in part, ‘no illegal-origin Appendix-I animals in a rescue centre or private 
collection should engage in any form of public performance or direct interaction with the public… 
Placement of seized and confiscated specimens in rescue centres or private collections should only take 
place where the facility is demonstrably engaged in work of conservation benefit to wildlife generally or to 
specific species.’ The safari park and breeding centre in Sharm el-Sheikh, and another breeding centre 
containing eight chimpanzees at a farm outside Cairo, do not appear to be engaging in conservation 
activities. The owner of the breeding farm outside of Cairo holds the five chimpanzees that were removed 
from his Sharm el-Sheikh hotel following the 2007 CITES mission, plus three additional ones in 2014. He 
took the PEGAS manager to a large safari park that he is constructing in Sharm el-Sheikh, which is 
planned to hold over 800 animals, including four chimpanzees (see Annex 5). He also told PEGAS that 
two baby chimpanzees were smuggled out of the Sharm el-Sheikh breeding centre by road earlier in 2014. 
This was confirmed by the Egyptian animal welfare activist. 

 
44. On 8th February 2015 a baby chimpanzee was seized at the Cairo International Airport in the possession 

of a Kuwaiti man who was attempting to smuggle it to Kuwait21. In contravention of Egyptian law, CITES 

                                                        
18 See http://www.danstiles.org/publications/wildlife/39.%20PEGAS%20reply.pdf. 
19  http://freetheapes.org/2014/06/30/grasp-warns-illegal-ape-trade-remains-active/ 
20 See http://freetheapes.org/2014/12/01/developments-in-egypt/. 
21 See http://freetheapes.org/2015/02/13/baby-chimpanzee-seized-in-cairo-airport/. 
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resolutions and recommendations made in the 2007 mission report, and statements made by Egypt in 
document CoP15 Doc. 24 (Annex 3), the trafficker was not prosecuted and was allowed to depart Egypt on 
the flight. The chimpanzee was sent to the Giza Zoo, where it resides in confinement with little in the way 
of enrichment. PEGAS wrote to the Egyptian CITES authority offering to relocate the chimpanzee to a 
sanctuary in Kenya, but has received no reply. 

 
45. In March 2015 PEGAS engaged the Chairman of Ape Alliance to visit Egypt to see if he could stimulate 

action on the rescue and relocation of the chimpanzees in Sharm el-Sheikh. Ape Alliance met with both 
breeding facility owners in Sharm el-Sheikh in March. The two great ape owners seemed open to the 
possibility of relocating the chimpanzees to a sanctuary in Kenya, but said that the Ministry of Agriculture 
and Land Reclamation, under which the CITES authority rests, would need to approve it. At this meeting 
the owner of the Sharm el-Sheikh breeding facility said that he currently possessed three gorillas. This 
would indicate that two of the gorillas reported in the permit list the breeding facility submitted to the 
Egyptian government are no longer there. The fate of these animals, and whether their movement (or 
death) has this been reported to the Egyptian CITES authority, as required by law (see paragraph 32), is 
currently unknown. In addition, the Chairman of Ape Alliance was told that the baby chimpanzee seized in 
February had originated from the Sharm el-Sheikh breeding facility, and that the breeding facility owner is 
currently selling chimpanzees. 

 
46. Since that March 2015 meeting, no communications have been forthcoming from the two great ape 

owners or from the Egypt CITES authority on this subject, in spite of numerous attempts to contact them 
via email and telephones. It is evident that great ape trafficking is continuing in Egypt, posing a challenge 
to CITES to take action to stop it, and to assist in the rescue and relocation of these trafficked 
chimpanzees and gorillas to appropriate sanctuaries. 

 
Destination countries 
 
47. China has been described in UN documents as an important destination country for great apes illegally 

exported from Africa with Guinean CITES permits. Even after China stopped importing chimpanzees with 
Guinean permits in 2011, it continued to import specimens from other countries. The CITES Trade 
Database indicates that 6 chimpanzees were imported to China from Chad in 2012 and 4 from Syria in 
both 2012 and 2013, all with C source codes. There are no chimpanzee breeding facilities in those 
countries. Chimpanzees were known to be exhibited in at least 20 commercial facilities in China in 201422. 
In spite of the fact that China has pledged not to allow illegally traded great apes to be used in commercial 
performances, the chimpanzees illegally imported with Guinea CITES permits by the Shanghai Wild 
Animal Park were sent to perform in the 2nd China International Circus Festival, which was held at the 
Chimelong International Ocean Resort in Zhuhai, Guangdong Province, from 1 to 12 November, 201523 
(see Annex 6). 

 
48. The countries of the former Soviet Union have only recently come to light as destinations for illegally 

traded great apes. In 2014, IFAW published a report24 on Internet wildlife sales that identified the Russian 
Federation and Ukraine as sources of live chimpanzees, gorillas and orangutans being offered for illegal 
sale. A newspaper article25 published in January 2015 described a number of facilities near Moscow that 
sold orangutans and chimpanzees, with prices of approximately USD 35,000 per specimen. The CITES 
Trade Database reports that between 2005 and 2013, 93 chimpanzees and 4 bonobos were imported into 
former Soviet countries – all Parties to CITES – under questionable circumstances. Most were ostensibly 
imported for travelling circuses with a C Source code, but there is no record of their having been re-
exported to their country of origin, as is required with a Q purpose code. In addition, Russia imported 4 
chimpanzees in 2011 and 4 chimpanzees and 4 bonobos in 2012 from Guinea, with what are now known 
to be fraudulent C source code export permits. Armenia imported 4 bonobos and at least 4 chimpanzees in 
2010-2012, which Armenian government records state are from Guinea, but these animals do not appear 
in the CITES Trade Database26. 

 
49. There has been a demand for great apes in the Russian Federation at least since the 1990s. CITES Doc. 

10.28 (Rev.) reports four cases between 1994 and 1996 involving 12 chimpanzees and one gorilla 

                                                        
22 See https://freetheapes.files.wordpress.com/2014/12/chimpanzees-in-china_jun141.pdf. 
23 Personal communication from the Shanghai Wild Animal Park. See http://www.newsgd.com/news/2015-10/14/content_134771296.htm 
24 http://www.ifaw.org/united-states/resource-centre/wanted-dead-or-alive-exposing-online-wildlife-trade 
25 http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2891073/Shocking-Russian-trade-baby-orangutans-bred-playthings-super-rich-25-000-each.html 
26 https://reportingproject.net/occrp/index.php/en/ccwatch/cc-watch-indepth/2596-endangered-animals-enter-armeniaand-then-go-where 
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imported by Russia from Central and West African countries. CITES Trade Database records, press and 
NGO reports demonstrate that this demand still exists and that it is being satisfied through illegal trade. 

 
50. A survey of Instagram, Facebook and website accounts in the Middle East that display photographs of 

great apes in captivity is being carried out by PEGAS27 (see Annex 7). Most if not all of these apes have 
been imported illegally as pets or are being offered for sale. All of them are young, below the age of three 
years. Most are dressed in clothes or are wearing baby diapers. Over a period of three months in 2015, a 
minimum of 55 great apes were found on 15 online accounts, mostly chimpanzees and orangutans. On 
many of the sites, specimens remained for only a short time to be followed by new ones appearing.  

 
Conclusions 
 
51.  The UN-GRASP great ape illegal trade database currently under preparation will provide a more 

comprehensive picture of the scale and extent of great ape trafficking, but it is apparent from this 
Information Document that a significant illegal trade in great apes continues, and that action is urgently 
needed to stem the steady stream of great apes flowing from African and Asian rain forests into illegal 
captivity in foreign countries. GRASP stated in an online webinar in late 2015 that the rate of great ape 
trafficking seizures was higher in the period since the Stolen Apes report was produced than previously28, 
highlighting the serious and ongoing nature of the problem. 

 
52. CITES SC66 Doc. 48.2 recommends that a great ape working group be established by the Standing 

Committee to examine this evidence in more detail with the objective to recommend revisions to 
Resolution Conf. 13.4 (Rev CoP16) to address weaknesses in current wording. The working group should 
also contribute views specific to great apes to fulfill Decision 16.63, which deals with problems related to 
trade in specimens claimed to be derived from captive breeding or ranching, and Decision 16.67, which 
seeks to establish an illegal trade reporting mechanism for great apes. The working group should also 
review the Secretariat’s report addressing Decision 16.64, on significant cases where the Secretariat 
has taken initiatives or entered into a dialogue with Parties on trade in specimens declared as bred in 
captivity or ranched where there is serious doubt about the identified source of the specimens in trade. 

  

                                                        
27 See http://www.olpejetaconservancy.org/e-bay-for-great-apes-in-the-middle-east/ 
28 See https://web.facebook.com/graspunep/videos/10153732274783993/?video_source=pages_finch_trailer 
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SC66 Doc. XX 
Annex 1 

 
Fraudulent Guinea CITES export permit for two Pan troglodytes (chimpanzees) signed on 7 July 2014 by the former 
head of the CITES M.A., who left office in early 2013. The exporter is Barry Pets Company, owned by the trafficker who 
was arrested with the former Guinea CITES head. Source code – C. 
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SC66 Doc. XX 
Annex 2 

 
Fraudulent DRC CITES export permit for two Pan troglodytes (chimpanzees) dated 9 September 2014 and showing the 
signature of the former head of the DRC CITES office, who left the office in 2013. Source code – C. 
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SC66 Doc. XX 
Annex 3 

 
 

                  
Chimpanzee captured in the DRC and exported from Kinshasa in November 2014. 
 
 

SC66 Doc. XX 
Annex 4 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Fraudulent Syria CITES re-export 
permit for two Pan troglodytes. The 
origin export country is unnamed 
but is known to be Egypt.  
Source code – C. 
 
An investigator reported that two 
gorillas and three chimpanzees 
were exported from Syria to 
Guangzhou, China in 201429. Could 
the gorillas have been the two 
missing from the Sharm el Sheikh 
breeding centre (see paragraph 
46)?  

                                                        
29 http-//www.karlammann.com/pdf/chimelong-park-2015. 
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SC66 Doc. XX 
Annex 5 

 
 

 

 

  

Enclosures in the safari park under construction in Sharm el-Sheikh, Egypt. Four chimpanzees are planned to be exhibited 
behind glass. The red circle encloses a mock-up of what is supposed to be a chimpanzee. Egypt accepted the 
recommendations made in SC57 Doc. 20 Annex, the Secretariat’s 2007 mission report. Recommendation 12 states in part: 
“…no illegal-origin Appendix-I animals in a rescue centre or private collection should engage in any form of public 
performance or direct interaction with the public.” The chimpanzees to be displayed were imported illegally. 
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SC66 Doc. XX 
Annex 6 

Chimpanzees perform at the China International Circus Festival in Zhuhai in November 2015.  

SC Doc. XX 
Annex 7 

 
Photographs of great apes found posted in online accounts based in the Middle East. 
 

     
 

     
 
 


