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Abstract
Wild animals have been kept as pets for centuries, in Brazil companionship is one of the main reasons why wild species 
are legally bred and traded. This paper is an attempt to call the attention for problems concerning the welfare of wild 
pets involved in the trading system in Brazil. Some issues presented are: a) the significant increase in the number of 
wildlife breeders and traders and the difficulties faced by of the Brazilian government in controlling this activity; b) the 
main welfare issues faced by breeders and owners of wild pets; and c) the destination of wild pets no longer wanted. 
Finally, some recommendations are made having the welfare of the animals as a priority.
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Comércio de animais silvestres no Brasil:  
Um olhar atento aos problemas de bem-estar animal

Resumo
Animais silvestres têm sido mantidos como animais de estimação por séculos, no Brasil as espécies silvestres são 
legalmente criadas e comercializadas principalmente para esta finalidade. Este trabalho é uma chamada de atenção 
para os problemas relativos ao bem-estar dos animais silvestres criados e comercializados no Brasil. Algumas questões 
apresentadas são: a) o aumento significativo do número de criadores e comerciantes de animais silvestres, e as 
dificuldades enfrentadas pelo governo brasileiro para controlar essa atividade; b) as falhas e dificuldades enfrentadas 
pelos criadores e proprietários para oferecer um bem-estar à espécies silvestres; e c) a problemática da destinação dos 
animais que não são mais de interesse para os proprietários. Finalmente, algumas recomendações são feitas visando 
o bem-estar animal como prioridade.

Palavras-chave: cativeiro, animais de estimação, criação de animais silvestres.

1. Introduction

In Brazil, several species of wild animals and their 
products are sold for different purposes such as food, 
medicinal, magic religious rituals, ornaments and 
companionship (Alves and Pereira Filho 2007; Alves and 
Rosa, 2010; Alves et al., 2012, 2013;  Dias et al., 2011; 
Rosa et al., 2011; Kuhnen et al., 2012). Wild animals have 
been kept for companionship for centuries, it is currently 
one of the most popular hobbies in the world and the 
demand is increasing every year (Carrete & Tella, 2008). 
For example, over one million exotic birds are legally 
traded around the world on an annual basis (Gilardi, 2006). 
In Brazil the purposes of companionship represents the 
majority of wild species legally trade (Kuhnen et al., 2012; 
Alves et al., 2012).

Given this scenario, the aim of this paper is to present 
some issues related to the welfare of wild animals legally 
bred and traded in Brazil for the pet market. We will 

start discussing the difficulties faced by the Brazilian 
government to control this activity and to ensure animal 
welfare policies; then we will present the main welfare 
issues faced by breeders and owners of wild pets; and 
finally we will discuss the destination wild pets which are 
no longer wanted and its impact on Brazilian biodiversity.

2. Government Weakness

The demand for wild animals to be kept as pets 
encourages wildlife trafficking in the world (RENCTAS, 
2001). The legalization of breeding wild animals in captivity 
is a controversial issue that has been discussed by opposing 
currents. One line of reasoning defends that legalization 
is a tool to combat traffic, as it gives the public a legal 
alternative to acquire a wild companion animal. On the 
other hand, it is argued that illegal trading is greater as 
legalized breeders may have an effectively participation 
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by using illegally-acquired wild animals to increase and 
diversify their founder stock (Gonçalves and Regalado, 
2007; Gama and Sassi, 2008). Also, illegally wild caught 
animals may go unnoticed because of the general lack 
of logistic support of the institutions that are in charge 
of inspections.

In Brazil, wildlife trade has been regulated by the 
Brazilian Institute of Environment and Renewable Natural 
Resources (IBAMA) which only allows for the commerce 
of specimens bred by legalized breeders. In 2004, there 
were about 700 wildlife commercial breeders in Brazil 
(IBAMA, 2004), while in 2010, this number nearly 
doubled in some states (Kuhnen et al., 2012). For each 
Brazilian state there is an Wildlife Center responsible 
for the management, licensing and inspection of all 
categories of breeders, traders and zoos. However, most 
centers struggle with the low number of employees, lack 
of technical knowledge, unavailability of cars and fuel for 
the inspections (Padrone, 2004).

In view of the difficulties faced by the government, 
inspections at the commercial breeding and trading 
establishments are insufficient to fight the illegal trade 
(through the falsification of bird rings and documents) in 
legalized establishments (Alves et al., 2010) and ensure the 
welfare of the animals in captivity. As part of the IBAMA 
licensing process all facilities are inspected, but once the 
license is given the monitoring is done through annual 
written reports on the number of animals that entered and 
left the stock. Although the exact numbers are unknown 
at the present time, many of the reports submitted have 
inaccurate data, incomplete or dubious information and 
not all facilities submit their annual reports regularly 
(Kuhnen et al., 2012). In general, inspections at licensed 
facilities are only done in case of complaint. Consequently 
any changes, such as in the diet, enclosures or hygiene 
routine, are often overlooked. With so few inspections it is 
difficult to evaluate the welfare of wild animals in captivity.

3. Welfare Issues from the Breeder to the Owner

The welfare of companion wild animals depends on 
several factors varying from the care provided by the 
breeders up to the care provided by their owners. According 
to IBAMA (2010) every commercial breeder must have the 
technical assistance of a biologist or veterinarian. However, 
there is a lack of specialized professionals available. It is 
not uncommon for the responsible biologist or veterinarian 
to work a few hours a week per facility and to be most in 
charge of the bureaucratic work required by the government 
agencies. Consequently the animal management is in fact 
done by the facility owner, whose priorities may not be 
the well-being of each animal, or by the caretaker who 
do not always have the technical knowledge needed. As 
there is no formal veterinary reporting system to track the 
incidence of injuries it is impossible to determine their 
frequency and some injuries may go untreated by the 
owner. Although the occurrence of these facts are informally 
known by those working in the field, the lack of reported 

data on the breeder/trader protocols and procedures makes 
it hard to determine whether or not animals are receiving 
appropriate care while in captivity.

In order not to compromise animal welfare, the 
owner of wild pets must be aware of their needs and 
meet them. Distress in captive animals may be due in 
part to physical and behavioural restrictions imposed by 
standard captive environments (Graham, 1998). Studies 
suggest that changes in the captive environment (cage 
size, enrichment, socialization) can improve the welfare 
of captive animals, however such changes require that the 
owner has sufficient knowledge, resources and motivation 
to fulfill these requisites throughout the life of the animal 
(Engebretson, 2006).

The difficulty in finding technical information may be 
due to the fact that there is very little literature available on 
the methods of reproductive, feeding, behavioral and housing 
management that will adequately meet the needs of the 
diversity of wild species allowed to be bred in Brazil. The 
literature available is mainly directed to the most popular 
bird orders, such as Psittaciformes and Passeriformes 
(see: Allgayer & Cziulik, 2007), and mammals bred for 
the meat market (see: Lopes et al., 2004, Nogueira et al., 
2010). In addition, the Brazilian Law no.9605/1998 that 
refers to the crimes against fauna is vague and does not 
address the ‘five freedoms’ (FAWC 1992) or provide any 
other information regarding animal well-being, especially 
about captive wild animals in Brazil.

4. Wild Pets no Longer Wanted and their 
Destination

The lack of interest or commitment in providing 
specialized care for a long-lived species may contribute 
to wild animal pets being abandoned at some point in 
their lives. For instance, as animals mature, they may start 
displaying unwanted behaviors and become undesirable 
by their owners. Despite the fact that captive wild animals 
destination are regulated (IBAMA Instrução Normativa 
no179), many owners do not look for, or even know about the 
existence of licensed Wildlife Screening Centers (CETAS) 
or other solutions. Thus, many animals are abandoned, even 
though they might be exotic species, may not be fit to live 
in the wild on their own, or may impact the natural local 
populations by introducing diseases or becoming nuisance 
animals. Some examples are the marmoset Callithrix 
jacchus original from the Northeast of Brazil which is 
now found in the whole Brazilian territory (Morais et al., 
2008) and the exotic turtle Trachemys scripta elegans 
(Ferronato et al., 2009).

For those animals taken to the CETAS there are some 
possible outcomes, for example: they can be euthanized, 
sent to IBAMA licensed breeding facilities, universities 
or to zoos, or released back into the wild following 
specific guidelines (IBAMA Normative Instruction no179 
and Planos de Ação Nacional- ICMBio). Despite the 
existence of instructions in the Brazilian law (Instruções 
Normativas) regarding release programs that recommend 
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expensive procedures that require specialized knowledge, 
many animals are released with no behavioral and physical 
criteria and/or monitoring (personal observation). Many 
animals with release potential are not released, but instead 
are transferred to breeders, zoos or universities. In many 
cases, breeders and zoos do not have enough room to 
receive all animals apprehended. Consequently, animals 
may be kept at the CETAS for long periods of time. Since 
CETAS are screening facilities, they are not structured to 
keep animals for long. There are not enough enclosures 
that meet the basic needs of all of the species admitted 
and some of the facilities do not have a quarantine room, 
or species-specific enclosures. The financial problem also 
exists, with a lack of financial resources potentially limiting 
the supply of food and medication when it is needed. With 
these difficulties, it is hard to meet the minimum welfare 
standard for the animals.

5. Final Considerations

The Brazilian government needs to invest in managing, 
inspecting and monitoring the wildlife trade. In addition 
to breeders/traders, caretakers should also be monitored, 
since there are no minimum standards to keep a wild 
animal as a companion. Given the financial limitations, 
Brazilian government partnerships with private and/or 
non-profit organizations could be established to ensure 
that the lack of resources does not result in activities that 
may affect wild animal welfare. The public needs to be 
educated about the current wildlife trade situation in Brazil. 
Recently, national campaigns from the World Society for 
the Protection of Animals - Brazil (WSPA-Brasil) and 
IBAMA aimed to educate the public about the responsibility 
that comes with having a wild species as a pet and issues 
related to wildlife traffic, respectively. Other campaigns 
are needed to reach the rural populations, promoting 
alternatives between socioeconomic and conservation 
interests, such as ecological tourism. Educational material 
could also be distributed to the caretakers of wild animals 
for companionship with information about the biology and 
requirements of the specie purchased.

Given the magnitude of Brazil and the problems 
described in the present paper it is crucial to improve ways 
to assess the welfare of wild animals in captivity. Some 
options for the management of wildlife-keeping activities 
include law enforcement and environmental education 
(Alves et al., 2010). Also, the creation of a centered database 
with information about the state of animals apprehended 
and those kept at CETAS, breeders/traders and caretakers. 
Further research is necessary to gain a better understanding 
on current scenario of the welfare of captive wild animals.

Therefore, finding ways to replace the demand for 
wild species as pets with a demand for preserving the 
species in the wild may be the best way to reduce captive 
welfare problems and ensure the welfare of animals and 
the environment. The present work itself is an attempt to 
call the attention for all persistent problems concerning 
the welfare of wild animals involved in the trading system 

in Brazil, and contribute to change the current scenario. 
In addition to conservation strategies, it is crucial that the 
welfare of the animals be considered a priority as well.
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