
CITES: In Sickness and in Health?

Mass mortality events in wildlife associated with disease and

multiple stressors appear to be increasing (Fey and others

2015), and a lack of rapid access to diagnostic analyses can

hamper conservation responses. Timely diagnosis is a crucial

factor for effective disease investigation and response in

humans and agricultural species, but it is also critical for

wildlife conservation in the face ofmassmortality. Rapid and

accurate diagnoses, especially for unusual agents or in unu-

sual species, often require advanced laboratory techniques

which are currently unavailable in many countries. Efficient

international collaboration among field and laboratory staff

can therefore be critical for effective conservation.

The Convention on International Trade in Endangered

Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) regulates move-

ment of species threatened with extinction. Under CITES,

diagnostic specimens from listed species are effectively

considered trade products, requiring permits for interna-

tional movement. While due process is surely warranted to

prevent overexploitation and ensure fair and equitable use

of genetic material, mechanisms are critically needed for

rapid international transfer of diagnostic specimens in

emergency situations.

For example, the current permitting system hindered

timely investigation of a 2015 mass die-off of Saiga antelope

in Kazakhstan that depleted >50% of the global popula-

tion (Orynbayev and others 2016). Acquiring CITES export

and import permits took 5 months. An import permit can

only be issued once an export permit is available, with

complicated paperwork and procedures.

Determining toxicological, infectious or other causes

(e.g. starvation, weather) of physiological stress may require

testing at numerous laboratories with iterative diagnostic

pathways. Each submission requires separate paperwork and

costs, a disincentive to international collaboration among

often under-resourced wildlife authorities. Untimely move-

ment and processing may also present technical challenges.

In any given setting, a gap in cold chain may compromise

sample quality if proper storage facilities are not available in

addition to delaying access to critical information that could

inform control measures.

Solutions to facilitate international collaboration to

control disease impacts on threatened and endangered spe-

cies are critically needed. A recent CITES-OIE collaborative

agreement (CITES-OIE 2015)may provide a framework for a

new pathway for collaboration. Through a mechanism that

could be agreed upon by CITES, international or regional

reference laboratories officially linked to the World Organ-

isation for Animal Health (OIE) may offer assurance for

protecting data rights and confidentiality concerns, provide

financial resources for thorough analyses not readily avail-

able in conservation, and fit within existing international

agreements related to cross-border ‘‘trade’’. We strongly

support these efforts and urge EcoHealth readers and inter-

ested parties to raise awareness of this issue at this Septem-

ber’s meeting of the CITES Conference of the Parties, at

whichmember countries could enact a strategy to resolve the

existing bottleneck. This first step will reinforce the com-

mitment of CITES signatories to the plight of threatened and

endangered species in sickness and in health.
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