
CHAPTER III 

INCREASING DEMAND AND ILLEGAL TRADE OF TIGERS 

 

There are three extant tiger subspecies in Southeast Asia they are the 

Indochinese Tiger, Malayan Tiger and Sumatran Tiger. Two other subspecies 

historically found in Southeast Asia, both endemic subspecies from Indonesia, 

Java Tiger and Bali Tiger, are now recognized as extinct. The IUCN Red List of 

Threatened Species categorizes the tiger as endangered, and the species is 

considered to be facing a very high risk of extinction in the wild (IUCN, 2007). 

Asia including Southeast Asia is home for most of tigers population globally.  

Tigers are threatened by loss of habitat and species that basic for them to be 

preyed. However, illegal hunting for commercial trade poses the greatest threat to 

the survival of the species. Other human-animal conflict also leads to the killing 

of Tigers, but killing to meet the demands of illegal trade has the greatest potential 

to quickly wipe out wild populations of tiger (TRAFFIC, 2008, p. 54). However 

the most common factor driving the hunting or harvesting of Tigers is the use of 

bones and other body parts in traditional medicine.  

A. Increasing demand and illegal wildlife trade 

 

In many Asian countries with economies that growing rapidly, and the 

increasing of purchasing power among parts of their populations, there is evidence 

that demand for tiger and other wild animal products also increasing. One 



example includes a case in Vietnam where a woman and her accomplice were 

apprehended for illegally storing two chopped up Tigers in a refrigerator for use in 

the preparation of traditional medicine (Nowell, 2000).  

As well as in Vietnam, successful, high income, high status males of all ages 

and educational level is widely consumed wild meat. They used it as a way of 

communicating prestige and obtaining social leverage. As the country’s 

population and economy continue to grow, the demand for wild meat and 

medicinal products is likely to rise (Drury, 2011). Beside used in traditional 

medicine, there is social driver which contributed to higher demand for wildlife 

product. It is because of attitudes and behavior of certain people of Vietnam 

toward wild animal consumption which view wild meat as a luxury and a status 

item.  

Population growth and enhancement of prosperity have led to rising demand 

for product derived from wildlife, including those used in traditional medicine 

(Vincent, 2010). Therefore it can be seen that there is a correlation between the 

number of population and prosperity with the demand for wildlife products. With 

the growing population and the increase purchasing power of a person, the 

demand is also higher. Because of the demand that getting higher, animal species 

which become one of the most target in traditional medicine such Tiger, get closer 

to the extinction. 

The increasing demand for wildlife products such as tiger has triggered illegal 

wildlife trade which is lucrative. Illegal wildlife trade has varies chain of trades, 



involving wide range of participants and complex marketing networks (The World 

Bank, 2005). 

1. Chain of trade 

In Southeast Asia, illegal wildlife trade always has a chain of trade, from 

poaching or harvesting of the wildlife, transporting and marketing and finally to 

consumer. Due to its lucrative nature and depending to the type of illegal wildlife 

products traded, wildlife trafficking involves various type of actors in Southeast 

Asia. 

The below trade chain diagram (Figure 3.1) illustrates the general flow from 

source to consumer of a tiger and tiger parts and it derivatives. From here, it is 

important to note that this trade chain diagram is only generic and as such may not 

apply exactly in this way across the region.  

 

Figure 3. 1 Trade Flow Diagram for Tiger in Southeast Asia 

Source: 

http://www.trafficj.org/publication/08_what%27s_driving_the_wildlife_trade.pdf 

 

http://www.trafficj.org/publication/08_what%27s_driving_the_wildlife_trade.pdf


Hunters/harvesters: in chain of trade, illegal wildlife harvesters can be 

distinguished in to two categories, professional hunters and rural harvesters. The 

majority are adult men, while women are involved in 20% of cases and children 

are less than 10% (UNODC, 2013). They often operate on an individual or an ad 

hoc basis as a result of specific request from trader or a middleman (Hoare, 2007). 

First, professional hunters refer to anybody who gets paid to hunt and earns a 

majority of their income by that means. Second, rural harvesters are described as 

mostly rural people with low incomes who engaged in the trade to increase their 

revenue. Rural harvesters usually working with small network of family members 

or associates whose have link to a middleman. Ad hoc here means formed or 

arranged for a particular purpose or need. The purpose or need here is to fulfill the 

special and certain request from trader or a middleman in this illegal wildlife trade 

flow. 

Traders/middleman: middleman is involved if the traffic requires to covers 

long distances. Such participants are presented as “are not necessarily wildlife 

traders but rather experts in the smuggling of illegal gods. Individuals involved 

probably included domestic and international specialists in storage, handling, 

transport, processing, packaging, exporting, marketing, security and retailing. 

Various participants may handle ‘official’ expenditures (such as purchasing 

permits and paying fines), and ‘unofficial’ expenditures (bribes)” (Vincent, 2010). 

Therefore, here traders or middlemen are the next stage where tigers which caught 

by the hunters or the harvesters and make a deal directly to processors and 



retailers, locally or internationally. Traders/middlemen most of them are people 

with particular specialization. 

Processors: the processors are in charge of transforming the raw part in order 

to collect various wildlife products. In the case of illegal trade of tiger, processors 

separate the skin, bones and meat from the raw parts which will be sold 

separately.  Those actors are “not widespread and largely consist of small scale 

which family owned and operated, such as businesses processing for the 

traditional medicine market. This is particularly the case in Vietnam, but in other 

countries processors are usually one and the same” (TRAFFIC, 2008, p. 40). In 

this stage, tigers are processed to be various kinds of product with high value. 

Processed in a way such as skinned and bone are removed. While in the region 

which medicines based on tiger or tiger parts are rarely used, the raw parts are 

exported.  

Retailers: they usually formed in traditional medicine businesses or 

restaurants which supply the demand in major urban centers and mostly service 

the demand from ethnic Chinese and Vietnamese. Even though in Sumatra, ethnic 

Indonesian people only carry out much of the trade. Retailers including black 

market or underground dealers are people who supply a limited and discrete client 

base. The demand includes traditional medicine and exotic meat (TRAFFIC, 

2008). Retailers usually operate in centers or places where the enforcement is 

weak, and in some cases, such as in places in North Sumatra, Indonesia, tiger 

parts are sold openly (Shepherd, 2004). In here retailers profile may be vary, it 

depends on type of products being sold and clients being targeted. 



Consumers: consumers are usually middle to high income earners and in some 

cases, such as in Vietnam, consumption of wild meat most of them is particularly 

associated with high ranking government officials and the business community 

(Venkataraman, 2007).  

2. Patterns  

Patterns and trends in illegal wildlife trade are affected by the usual 

commercial factors such as improved transportation infrastructure and 

development which especially in frontier areas, increased market access and 

accelerated national and regional economic development (The World Bank, 2005, 

p. 3). This makes the potential for considerable impacts on wildlife harvesting and 

trade.  

Efficient transport systems give dealers in illegal wildlife trade new access 

which never done or known before to the new markets. Transportation 

infrastructure such as new roads which opening up forested areas provide better 

access to previously remote areas and better facilitates for extraction and trade of 

wildlife products. While open borders and better infrastructure at the borders 

allows the inflows of hunters and traders into areas where wildlife can be sourced. 

It also makes the transport of wildlife products cheaper and less complicated. 

Wildlife such as tiger and tiger parts in various ways are transported by land, 

air or sea. In practices, concealment or hiding methods are limited only by the 

relative bulk of shipments and the ingenuity of the smugglers. On airlines across 

the Pacific and Asia, they pack animal like tiger cubs into specifically designed 



handbag. By land, transportation is carried out in special hidden compartments in 

cars, vans and trucks, and by employing couriers to take larger loads across 

borders in separate and smaller containers. For example, a case in Vietnam, often 

wildlife is transported as patients in ambulance and in vehicles with fake 

government plates (SFNC, 2003). Traffickers and smugglers use every hidden 

space or room in vehicle and specifically designed stuff by cleverly to avoid 

detection in transporting the wildlife.   

Another method which commonly used for smuggling is false document or 

mixing protected species with legal shipment of look-alike species. While there is 

also a method called wildlife laundering, it occurs when wild animals collected 

are passed off as captive bred (Nijman, 2009). Captive bred here means that wild 

animals are captured then bred and raised in special facility such as zoo and 

usually the wild animal in captive bred is rare. Those are another ingenious way to 

avoid law enforcement in a way exploits the regulatory loopholes. 

3. States role 

Countries in Southeast Asia play one or more roles in illegal wildlife trade. 

First is the source, location where the animals are caught or killed for trade. 

Second is the transit, all of the activity including with the movement of dead or 

alive animals or animal parts from the source country to their final destination (the 

consumer), there are often involving various different stops and types of 

transportation such as from cars to trucks to a container ship or plane. Third is the 

consumer, where animals and animal parts are bought and sold, such as in 

markets, pet shops and online. 



Illegal trade of tiger in East and Southeast Asia, Indonesia, remains as a key 

source country because it retains forest more intact than its Southeast Asian 

neighbors. Therefore the population of tiger is quite large. Malaysia, also become 

other important source country as its second rank among Southeast Asia country 

to home the tiger and  transit point to neighboring country such as Thailand and 

Myanmar. 

Thailand, formerly a source country, now is mainly a consumer and transit or 

trans-shipper of tiger and tiger parts. Thailand has a growing urban middle class 

people, who can afford and can be among significant consumers of Southeast 

Asia’s wild resources. The reduction of their own wild species causes their traders 

to look elsewhere (The World Bank, 2005, p. 4). This puts Thailand as among the 

principal consumers of wildlife products. The illegal trade of tiger in Thailand is 

driven by its growing economy accompanied with the increasing purchasing 

power. 

Lao DPR and Myanmar are probably the important transit countries. In 

Myanmar, international border crossing with Thailand and China such as Three 

Pagodas Pass, Tachilek, Mong La and Golden Rock is also as important 

transportation routes for tigers and tiger products from the Indian subcontinent. 

Lao DPR, international border crossing with international markets in neighboring 

countries such as China, Vietnam and Thailand mainly by river (The World Bank, 

2005, p. 4). In addition, Singapore also becomes transit country and has been 

described as “notorious as a ‘laundering’ port for illegal wildlife”. Because 

Singapore’s ports increasingly served as transit point in the shipment of 



endangered species, high level trading activity and extensive trading links with 

other parts of the world, such as United States and its proximity to range states 

within Southeast Asia such as Indonesia and Vietnam (Lin, 2005). 

Vietnam is unique in that it remains a source country, as well as growing 

consumer country and an important trade link to China. Estimated, few thousand 

tons of illegal wildlife products are trafficked in and out of Vietnam each year 

(Song, 2008, p. 109). The illegal wildlife product are easily transported by boat or 

road into China and Thailand some continue via national postal systems, road 

and/or air transport to domestic and international buyers and markets (Oswell, 

2010). China, emerges as the largest consumer country of tiger marked by 

increasing demand for tiger parts used as ingredients in traditional Chinese 

medicine. Buyers of tiger parts are especially elites in business, public officials 

and the military (EIA, 2010). 



 

Figure 3. 2 Trans-border Transportation Routes of Tiger and it derivative 
Source: https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-

analysis/Studies/TOCTA_EAP_web.pdf 

In (Figure 3.2) countries play one or more role there are trans-border 

transportation routes of illegal trade of tiger and its derivative. As well as source 

areas for tiger in that routes were determined through interviews with hunters and 

traders who verbally described supply sources (Oswell, 2010). Those routes may 

be changed opportunistically by traffickers and smugglers to take advantage of 

https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/Studies/TOCTA_EAP_web.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/Studies/TOCTA_EAP_web.pdf


new infrastructures, reduce transaction cost and avoid detection by law enforcer or 

authorities.  

4. Money flow 

Most reports and investigations of wildlife crime in Asia and Southeast Asia 

have not been accompanied by efforts to understand and handle associated with 

monetary flows. Consequently, little is known about criminal financing and 

money handling in the trade.  

Typically, harvesters or hunters are paid upon sale of wildlife was good. In 

some cases nevertheless, they are paid in advance by traders who order 

particularly valuable species. It is important to note that harvesters or hunters 

rarely paid a monthly wage to hunt or gather wildlife on behalf of middlemen or 

traders (TRAFFIC, 2008, p. 26). Middlemen may receive wildlife products 

directly from individual harvesters or hunters and may also engage with their 

community to gain specific wildlife products. Although there are lot of harvesters 

or hunters but they tend to receive relatively very little money. 

Then comes middlemen, they buy the wildlife with small amounts of money 

from harvesters or hunters and then transport animal and animal parts to the 

traffickers. After that, animals and animal parts are handled by traffickers and 

smugglers, these people take animal and their parts from the source country to 

receiving country. They receive larger amount of money, because it requires 

expertise such as the one who knows how to hide materials and to identify who is 

to be bribed also able worked or hired groups that specialize in smuggling. Next, 



animal and animal parts proceed by the importers. Perhaps, most of the profit is 

made here. These people have the local knowledge and expertise to move goods 

through the country’s channels. Importers tend to have many “friends” who will 

accelerate the movement and trade of wildlife. Often, they have good skill at 

obtaining false documents and certificates. Then, animal and animal parts are 

received by retailers. These people from pharmacies, doctors, healers, street 

markets, stores, pet shops, inline sale may not know that what they are selling is 

illegal, or may know but do not care.   

The value added during the period in marketing and processing chain of the 

wildlife can be large enough. Nevertheless it tends to be distributed unequally 

among participants in chain of trade (Hirsch, 2000).  

An item worth just US$20 at the time of its capture or hunt can be worth up to 

US$100 at the point of export, US$600 at import in the destination country and 

can be sold to a specialist retailer at US$1.100 (Brack, 2002). The value of 

animals and wildlife products typically increase by 20-50% as they passed links 

consecutively in the supply chain. This is particularly works in the case of rare 

medicinal and luxury items such as tiger parts and it derivative. 

B. Illegal Trade of Tigers and TOC 

 

In practice, illegal trade of tiger is very specialized and it requires skills such 

as species identification and animal handling. First, they should have knowledge 

of a wide variety of animal species, from physical characteristic to the marketed 

price. These are in order to prevent errors in selecting certain animals which are 



traded and to reduce the risk of wasted costs. Second, they should know very well 

how to handle the various species of animals dead or alive that not immediately 

transferable or for later be moved from one place to another at varying distances. 

Moreover, large scale trafficking operation in high value wildlife, such as tiger 

and tiger parts do require small scale opportunistic criminals (harvesters or 

hunters, middlemen, smugglers). As well as the involvement of transnational 

organized criminal group, which control this highly lucrative trade, creating 

network to connects the source, transit and consumer countries for the products, 

make them able to move the contraband (tiger and tiger parts) neatly and quickly.  

Transnational Organized criminal group in terms of the definition, the major 

international instrument to define is the Convention against Transnational 

Organized Crime (TOC Convention), which provides a unified definition that is 

likely to serve as a benchmark for identifying Transnational Organized Crime. 

Based on article 2 of the UN Convention against Transnational Organized Crime, 

"organized criminal group" is defined as: “A structured group of three or more 

persons existing for a period of time and acting in concert with the aim of 

committing one or more serious crimes or offenses in order to obtain, directly or 

indirectly, a financial or other material benefit” (UN General Assembly, 2001). 

Based on article 3, a serious crime is transnational if: 

1. It is committed in more than one State. 

2. It is committed in one State but a substantial part of its preparation, 

planning, direction or control takes place in another State. 



3. It is committed in one State but involves an organized criminal group that 

engages in criminal activities in more than one State; or 

4. It is committed in one State but has substantial effects in another State 

There are 11 characteristic uses by some scholars in defining organized 

crime. The characteristics are hierarchy that is organized continuously, rational 

profits through criminal acts, use of violence or threats, bribery of a government 

official to get legal immunity, the need for the public for services, a monopoly on 

certain markets, membership is limited, no ideology, specialization, secret code, 

extensive planning (Albanese, 2016). In illegal trade of tigers, it has three 

important points; first, this crime is organized well and continuously, second it 

hides from snare of the law they bribe the agencies or government officials, and 

third, people are engaged to this crime because it can generate huge profits. 

There is also the categorization in Transnational Crime (Albanese, 2016, p. 

227).  

UN Transnational Crime Lists (Based on Category) 

Provision of Illegal goods 
Provision of Illegal 

services 
Business Infiltration 

 Theft wealth of art and 

culture 

 Theft of intellectual 

property 

 Sea piracy 

 Trafficking in human 

organs 

 Drug trafficking 

 Illegal arms trade  

 Money 

laundering 

 Human 

trafficking 

 Cyber crime 

 Environmental 

crime 

 Insurance fraud 

 Bankruptcy fraud 

 Cyber crime 

 Corruption and 

bribe of 

government 

officials  



Based on previous table, Illegal trade of Tigers is categorized into 

transnational organized crime because it meets the characteristic and category that 

the table has explained. First, it the trading of high value product of Tigers 

involves more than three persons, such as harvesters or hunters, middlemen, 

smugglers and retailers. Second, in the movement of Tigers product, traffickers 

use smart ways to cross the borders in any countries by take the advantages of 

weak enforcement agencies and officials at the borders. Traffickers bribe the 

government officials to protect them so they can move freely and run the business 

without afraid to break the law and get arrested. Third, illegal trade of Tigers is 

committed in more than one states, in Asia and Southeast Asia every country can 

play one or more roles such as the source, the transit and the consumer.  

  

 


