
For more information contact Jack Wootton:  
j.wootton@forthriverstrust.org

Illegal 
Wildlife 
Trade 
Eels 

population

why is it 
important 
to protect 
the eel?

Less than 
10% of their 
historical 

population remains

smuggled

endangered

Eels, to date, 
cannot be bred 
in captivity. So 

all illegally smuggled eels 
are wild caught

The European 
eel is critically 
endangered 

(IUCN red list)

BIODIVERSITY

BANNED

Eels play a 
vital role in the 
natural world. 

Illegal trafficking damages 
entire ecosystems

Appendix II 
CITES listed, 
banning trade 

outside of the EU

100 
multi

billion 
tonnes 

Europe 

€300 €1000

€6000 industry 
are trafficked each year. 
Amounting to approximately 
350 million eels

Glass eels caught in 

legal value 
1kg =

Illegal market 
value 1kg = 

when eels arrive in Asia 1 kg =

This is a

Illegal 

trafficking 

Takes approximately a  

quarter of the total eels arriving  

at Europe’s coast each year

complex issue 
This is a complex issue with  many moving parts and this it just a small illustation of what we know 

CHINA

Europe

Eels are collected  
in Europe

Illegally caught eels 
and up to 50% of the 
legal glass eel catch 

disappears into the 
black market

Farming
Smuggled eels 

are grown in 
farms and then 

sold mainly to 
Japan 

Farming
There are 
also accounts 
of farms in 
Korea and 
Taiwan 

 Mixing illegal 
and legal 

It is very hard 
to identify 

between eel 
species when 

they are young 
and traffickers 

take advantage 
of this by mixing 
illegal and legal 

species together

 East Asian market
The European eel (Anguilla anguilla) and the 

Japanese eel (A. japonica) are the main targets for 
the East Asian market. Due to the decline in the 

Japanese eel stocks and the ban in trade outside 
of the EU due to low recruitment of the European 
eel, other species of freshwater eel were targeted 

including the American eel (A. rostrate).

Illegal trade 
is driven by 

demand from 
East Asia

 The majority of 
smuggled eels 

finding their 
way to mainland 

china to be 
farmed, before 

sold as food

Sold back 
Sometimes eel 
meat is sold back 
to Europe and 
other countries


