
WILDLIFE CRIME INVESTIGATIONS
 

EVIDENTIARY PROTOCOL
FOR CASES INVOLVING
LIVE WILD ANIMALS 
 

2023
Revised Version

 January 2026



 Copyright 
 

© 2026, Legal Atlas, LLC. 
Legal Atlas encourages the use, reproduction, and dissemination 
of this publication. Material may be copied, downloaded, and 
printed for private study, research, and for use in non-commercial 
products or services, provided that appropriate acknowledgement 
of Legal Atlas as the source and copyright holder is given and that 
Legal Atlas’s endorsement of users’ views, products or services is 
not implied in any way. Material may also be altered, completed, 
and adapted to specific jurisdictions engaged in treaty negotiations 
and treaty drafting.  
 
About the Confiscated Animals – Rescue & Enforcement 
project: 
 

This publication is part of the Confiscated Animals – Rescue and 
Enforcement (CARE) project, an initiative made possible by the 
support of the US Department of State, Bureau of International 
Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs (INL). The project, 
developed by the International Fund for Animal Welfare, operates in 
partnership with Jakarta Animal Aid Network, the Jane Goodall 
Institute and Legal Atlas. 
 
Authors 
Maria Pascual, Legal Atlas 
James R. Wingard, Legal Atlas 
 
Reviewers 
Lois Lelanchon, IFAW 
Carole Mercier, IFAW 
 
Disclaimer 
 

This project was funded by a grant from the United States 
Department of State. The opinions, findings and conclusions stated 
herein are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect those 
of the United States Department of State.  



 

 
CONTENT 

 
 
 

Introduction 4 

Pre-Investigation Arrangements 5 

Basic Equipment for Wildlife Seizures 5 
Wildlife Emergency Registry 6 
Understanding Wildlife Legal Protection 7 
Applicable Administrative & Criminal Offenses 8 
Legal Considerations 9 
Training 9 

Crime Scene Standard Procedures 10 

Crime Scene Types 10 
Basic Precautions at the Crime Scene 10 
Establishing a Wildlife Crime Scene 11 

Collection of Evidence 11 

Collection of Evidence – The Victim 12 
Collection of Evidence - Person of Interest (POI) 13 
Collection of Evidence - The Crime(s) 14 

Evidence Chain of Custody 16 

Collection of Evidence 16 
Handling & Transportation of Evidence 17 
Storage of Evidence 18 
Animal Welfare Considerations 19 

Submission of Evidence 20 

Case Evidence Inventory 20 
Case Key Individuals Inventory 20 

 
 
  



WILDLIFE CRIME INVESTIGATIONS 
Ev ident ia ry  Protoco l  fo r  Cases Invo lv ing L ive  Wi ld  An imals .     
© Lega l  At las®,  2026  

4 

Introduction 
Low sentencing against wildlife criminals has been partially linked to evidence 
mishandling across many jurisdictions.  Either because lack of human and technical 
capacity or corruption, mishandling crime scenes and evidence set prosecutors for 
failure and partially explain the poor results from court proceedings in wildlife 
criminal cases across the world. The impact of having jurisdictions becoming safe 
havens for wildlife criminals is paramount in terms of biodiversity loss and ongoing 
threats to conservation efforts. 
 
This work aims to contribute to improved evidence management by providing 
guidance for the collection, handling, transportation, storage, and disposal of 
evidence in wildlife criminal cases.  Some guidelines are generic to any criminal 
case while others are specific to wildlife cases.  
 
This protocol is based on the review of the technical and legal resources listed in 
the bibliography section and aims to provide field investigative teams with a 
standard of global applicability. It does not get into the field of prosecution nor 
examines the potential limitations of each jurisdiction regarding the admissibility of 
evidence produced in court. The primary objective is to contribute to expanding the 
understanding of the various types of evidence that enforcement officers may 
collect and their respective value to prove in court that a wildlife crime has been 
committed. Additionally, it aims to facilitate the prompt disposal of live specimen 
without compromising the animal welfare nor the prosecution of the case. As our 
understanding of the involvement of international criminal networks in wildlife 
trafficking increases, valuable lessons have been gained from the enforcement of 
other illegal trafficking, such as arms, drugs, or counterfeit products, since those 
are criminal areas presenting today higher successful deterrence rates than wildlife 
crime.  It is for that reason that evidence related to ‘connected crimes’ such as 
corruption, money laundering and firearms crimes are also being covered in this 
protocol. Presenting charges for connected crimes in addition or substitution to the 
main crimes has proven a successful prosecuting strategy against illegal trafficking 
in many jurisdictions.  
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Pre-Investigation Arrangements 
Basic Equipment for Wildlife Seizures 

Dealing with live evidence carries distinct challenges for field officers involved in 
wildlife criminal investigations, particularly in the context of searching and seizing. 
These challenges are unique to wildlife criminal cases compared to other illegal 
trafficked products such as drugs, weapons, or counterfeits, as specific equipment 
is not typically required for these searches and seizures. The distinction obeys to 
additional needs that arise above the standards for collecting and securing 
evidence including the needs to: 1) preserve the physical integrity of officers while 
dealing with live wild animals, 2) avoid additional injury and stress to the wild 
specimens being trafficked, and 3) quickly handle responsibility of confiscated 
animals over staff with technical animal expertise.  The better equipped field officers 
are to deal with wild fauna, the higher probabilities their personal safety is not 
compromised, and animals are successfully rescued without sustaining further 
additional injuries. In addition to that, some additional equipment is also needed to 
ensure evidence collection is the adequate in support for successful criminal 
prosecution. The following table lists basic equipment recommended for 
enforcement units in preparation to potential cases involving wildlife, including live 
animals: 
 
Personal 
protective clothing  
 

§ Proper footwear (rubber boots) and disposable shoe covers 
§ Gloves 
§ Disposable or reusable (washable) apron, coveralls, protective suit, or 

dedicated clothing 
§ Face mask (N95 or similar standard) 
§ Goggles, safety glasses or face shields 
§ Agency identifiable jacket or coat 

Equipment for 
handling wildlife 
 

§ Capture devices such as thick and cut resistant handling gloves, nets, etc. 
§ Restraining and handling devices such as lashes, poles, towels, hooks, 

and tongs, etc.  
§ Appropriate containers and care supplies such as cages, kennels, snake 

bags, boxes, faunaria, water and food bowls, thermometer, etc. 

Another safety 
equipment 
 

§ Soap, preferably antibacterial  
§ Clean running water or bottled drinking water 
§ Plastic hazardous waste bag 
§ Alcohol-based disinfectant or hand sanitizer (if soap and running/bottled 

water not available) 
§ Paper towels  
§ Human First Aid Kit (bandage, waterproof dressing, topical antiseptic, etc.) 
§ Surface disinfectant (e.g. accelerated hydrogen peroxide, bleach) 

Forensic kit for 
collecting 
evidence  

§ Crime scene tape 
§ Photographic devices (camera, phones, cam recorder) 
§ GPS 
§ Animal Care reference texts  
§ Wildlife species ID guidebooks 
§ Magnifying glass  
§ Scales or balance 
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§ Flashlight or head flashlight 
§ Tamper-proof bags- plastic and paper 
§ Tamper-proof tape 
§ Exhibit labels 
§ Numbered rachet seals 
§ Chain of Custody forms 
§ Notepad, paper, and pen for labelling 
§ Disposable medical gloves 
§ Tweezers 
§ Scissors 
§ Forensic ruler and measuring tape 
§ Plastic containers 

 
For officers posted in specific fix locations (custom facilities, ports, permanent 
checkpoints), the following list of equipment should ideally be available at their 
regular post. For those engaged in mobile enforcement operations (patrol units, 
units monitoring wildlife markets, regular coast guard surveillance, etc.) this 
equipment should ideally be carried in the same support vehicles being used for 
officers’ transportation. 
 

Wildlife Emergency Registry 

When a live animal is seized or confiscated, timely intervention is crucial for its 
veterinary care and successful transfer to a suitable placement facility. The likelihood 
of a rapid and effective response is significantly enhanced by maintaining 
comprehensive and up-to-date information of all stakeholders involved in 
confiscations. This includes details of available resources to transfer animals by 
land, sea, and air. Such comprehensive information is vital for making critical 
decisions within minutes or hours.  
 
In preparation of wildlife criminal cases, it is highly recommended to establish and 
maintain an up-to-date emergency information registry accessible to enforcement 
agents. This registry should list all entities within the country involved in wildlife 
confiscations including CITES-MA/SAs quarantine facilities, rescue centers, 
biologists, or other experts capable of assisting with species identification and 
providing animal care instructions. Additionally, it should include conservation 
NGOs, veterinarians, community leaders, units with the necessary resources for 
transporting wildlife, etc. Each entity should be included with its name and 
emergency contact information for their focal points and be available to all 
enforcement personal.  
 
By having this emergency information readily available and accessible, officers will 
significantly enhance their chances of succeed when dealing with the unique 
challenges each specific requirements associated with each seizure event poses.  
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Understanding Wildlife Legal Protection  

Prior to conducting field operations, enforcement officers should also be well-
acquainted with the legal protection afforded to wildlife within their jurisdiction. It is 
customary for various and occasionally overlapping legal protections to be 
applicable to wild animals, contingent upon the set of criteria that each jurisdiction 
employs. Officers who are comprehensively familiar with all such protections within 
their jurisdictions would be equipped to discern between legal and illegal activities. 
The following list presents and explain standard legal tools for wildlife protection: 
 
 
Species-based 
protection  
 

Species-based legal protection is one of the most prevalent mechanisms 
employed in wildlife conservation. Countries establish one or more lists of 
“protected” species, based on their conservation value and a specific definition 
of “protection” (e.g., hunting prohibited, trade prohibited). For countries 
signatories to the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of 
Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES), these listing encompass the three lists of 
species legally protected in the context of international trade (CITES Appendix 
I, II and III), and one or more lists of species legally protected in the context of 
domestic take and trade. 

Location-based 
protection  
 

Location-based protection is commonly defined in protected areas legislation. 
It provides legal protection of all wildlife species within the secluded habitat of 
national parks, natural reserves, or other denomination of protected area.  
Additionally, wildlife legislation also identifies locations where all wildlife 
species are protected based on criteria of special vulnerability for animals, for 
example, if being taken there. Locations where hunting is commonly prohibited 
by law may include urban environments, areas adjacent to rivers and water 
sources, wetlands, or the margins of highways and railroads.   

Permit-based 
protection  
 

Many wildlife species may be considered game, and their hunting may be 
allowed but regulated. This involves requirements that hunters possess valid 
permits or hunting licenses, which may include limitations in amounts. In such 
circumstances, all game can be considered legally protected if a non-licensed 
hunter is involved in their take or if a licensed hunted is acting contrary to its 
permit rights.  

Age-based 
protection  
 

Age-based protection is provided when laws establish the legal protection of 
eggs, juvenile and young specimen of all wildlife, regardless of their species. 
This type of protection aims to secure reproduction rates, thereby contributing 
to conservation goals.  

Sex-based 
protection  
 

Sex-based protection is provided when laws establish that all female or 
gestating specimens are legally protected, irrespective of the species. This 
protection also aims to maximize reproduction rates.  

Time-based 
protection  
 

Time-based protection is often implemented to manage wildlife populations by 
defining hunting seasons or specific periods during the year when hunting is 
allowed or permitted.  The remaining part of the year is considered off-season, 
and hunting is prohibited even for licensed hunters. This approach can be 
applied nationally, or in specific regions of the country. A single hunting 
season may apply to all species or be tailored based on animal class or 
specie. Additionally, some jurisdictions impose bans on hunting during specific 
periods such as nighttime, Sundays, or national holidays. In such cases, 
wildlife is legally protected to be taken during these designated periods.   
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Temporary 
protection  
 

Temporary protection is employed to establish short-term prohibitions on 
hunting certain species or trading specific wildlife products that would 
otherwise be legal. This measure can be implemented in response to a 
temporary health crisis of certain species, for example.  

 
Applicable Administrative & Criminal Offenses 

 
Fighting illegal wildlife trade (IWT) requires a clear understanding of the distinction 
between legal and illegal wildlife-related activities. This necessitates an 
understanding of the administrative and criminal offenses that may apply to such 
wildlife.  
 
Each jurisdiction encompasses a broader range of offenses beyond those defined in 
the main wildlife act and the criminal code. This is because the illegalities in the 
wildlife trade chain involve multiple other actors aside from the poacher, each one 
of them with the potential of breaching other legislation.  Laws and regulations on 
firearms, taxation, import/export, animal welfare, transportation, or financial 
transactions are typically also broken along illegal trade operations. In brief, after an 
initial crime of poaching, many crimes need to be committed to complete an illicit 
wildlife trade operation from the wild to the final market. The figure illustrates the 
potential for those playing each role in the chain to commit listed crimes.  
 

In numerous jurisdictions, it 
has been observed that 
directing investigations and 
prosecutions towards 
individuals involved in 
associated crimes may 
prove to be a more effective 
strategy compared to solely 
focusing on poaching. One 
notable example is when 
legislation provides harsher 
penalties for those other 
crimes in comparison to the 
penalties established for 
wildlife crimes, which are 

often less stringent in many jurisdictions. Another example arises when enforcement 
officers possess greater expertise and have access to more advanced tools and 
techniques for investigating those other crimes.  
 
The set of offenses and penalties provided in each jurisdiction in support to the fight 
of IWT should be well known and understood for IWT enforcement personnel. The 
set should include, aside of the different wildlife-related offenses, some of the 
following common crimes:  
 

§ Creation or use of false documents 
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§ Smuggling 
§ Import/Export without due permits 
§ Carrying/Using unregistered/unlicensed weapons 
§ Money-Laundering 
§ Active and Passive Corruption 
§ Unlicensed trade 
§ Organized crime 

 
For each one of those crimes, it is recommended the creation of fact sheets in 
support of officers’ work, containing the following elements:  

 
§ Legal offense  
§ Legal basis (law and article number/s) 
§ Species involved (protected/not protected) 
§ Who can be liable (legal persons, natural persons, government officers) 
§ Statute of limitation 
§ Penalty (fines, prison time, confiscation of means and/or proceeds of crime, 

other penalties) 
§ Aggravating and mitigating circumstances 
§ Agencies with enforcement powers  
§ Facts to prove 
§ Type of evidence to collect 
§ Criminal charges  

 
 

Legal Considerations  

Furthermore, it is recommended to develop a comprehensive checklist outlining the 
legal requirements applicable to evidence collection, in accordance with the 
established criminal procedures. This checklist may include specific requirements 
for taking samples for DNA testing, the restricted use of authorized equipment for 
photography, the mandatory inclusion of signatures in reports, the presence of 
attorney during interrogations, and the chain of custody requirements, among 
others.  Prior knowledge of these legal requirements is crucial to ensure that 
evidence is collected in a proper manner and its admissibility in court is not 
compromised.  
  
Training  

Lastly, before engaging in field operations related to wildlife crimes, it is essential to 
provide appropriate training that covers all aspects included in this protocol. 
Several elements covered in this section pertaining to pre-investigation 
arrangements require the development of additional materials specific to the 
jurisdiction. This includes tailored country information related to i) the wildlife 
emergency registry, ii) the various legal tools for wildlife protection, iii) the applicable 
offenses and crimes, and iv) the national criminal procedures for evidence 
collection.  
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Additionally, other areas of training are necessary for field officers, including: 
 

§ Species identification, so officers are enabled to make a preliminary 
determination on the legal status of wild animals detected.  

§ Animal handling and care, so officers are equipped to handle animals safely 
and humanely upon seizure.  

§ Advanced investigative techniques, including forensic science applicable to 
wildlife crime (e.g., DNA analysis, toxicology, advance document examination 
for forged permits and documents), cybercrime investigation (for evidence 
collection from mobile phones, computers, websites, social media and e-
commerce platforms) and financial investigations (for evidence collection for 
banking information, credit cards and financial documents). 

 

Crime Scene Standard Procedures   
 
Crime Scene Types 
 

Given the growing international nature of wildlife crimes, crime scenes often exhibit 
a multifaceted character. They can span across various countries and locations, 
encompassing diverse environments such as tropical forests, coastlines, protected 
areas, taxidermy businesses, animal dealer premises, open wildlife markets, zoos, 
private residencies, customs checkpoints, or roadblocks checkpoints. Additionally, 
crime scene may involve freight containers, aircraft, social media applications, and 
websites where wildlife is being advertised for sale or traditional medicine purposes. 
This diversity of crimes scenes makes collection of evidence in wildlife criminal 
cases somehow unique and underscore the importance of a meticulous 
preparation.  
 

Basic Precautions at the Crime Scene  
 

As a basic principle applicable to all crime scenes, law enforcement personnel 
should minimize disturbance to preserve criminal evidence intact. This starts with 
limiting access to it only to the required experts. Because anyone entering a crime 
scene leaves something at the site and takes something away, basic precautions 
for officers to follow when entering a crime scene include: 
 

§ Thoroughly prepare all necessary equipment beforehand to avoid entering 
and leaving the scene unnecessarily (refer to the equipment requirements 
section for further details). 

§ When visiting the crime scene alone, be sure to inform others of your 
whereabouts and the reason for your presence.   
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§ Carry all essential items with you and refrain from placing them on the 
ground. 

§ Refrain from touching anything unnecessarily and remain when movement is 
not necessary.  

§ Adhere to the fundamental principle that observation is the crucial precursor 
to action. Complement observation with photography, videography, and tape 
recording. 

 
Establishing a Wildlife Crime Scene 
 

Officers coordinating work at the wildlife crime scene must:  
 

§ Establish a proper command structure and responsibility by introducing 
themselves to all present individuals. 

§ Ascertain the dimension and location of the crime scene using GPS, if 
possible. 

§ Create a single, safe, and efficient path to enter and exit the crime scene 
avoiding the use of multiple routes. 

§ Demarcate the crime scene by using barrier tape or its equivalent, 
supplemented by markers, flags, canes, and other standard crime-scene 
security items. Consider creating an inner and outer cord to safeguard not 
only the areas where the evidence was found but also the areas with potential 
to hold further evidence.  

§ Maintain a comprehensive record of individuals entering the crime scene, 
ensuring that only those necessary are allowed access.   

§ Ensure safety of the scene — for example, by relocating bystanders away 
from potential hazards, such as animals that may bite. 

§ Plan the collection and preservation of evidence. 
§ Arrange photographic and other records. 
§ Implement a proper chain of custody. 
§ Request the presence of a veterinarian, preferably a forensic veterinarian, 

during evidence collection to provide expert insight and assistance. 
 
Collection of Evidence  
 
The most comprehensive set of criminal evidence for a specific case would include 
irrefutable proof of five fundamental criminal question regarding the perpetrator, the 
motive, the time, location, and manner of the crime. Attending the particularities of 
crimes involving wildlife, this section is divided in three parts focused on the victim 
(wildlife), the perpetrator/offender, and the crime itself. This section is designed 
while keeping in mind that the prosecution strategy may include charges for wildlife 
offenses and/or charges for connected crimes, as noted in previous section.  
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Collection of Evidence – The Victim 
 

In a IWT crime case, the wild fauna being illegally hunted, traded, or used can be 
considered the primary victim, although other entities may be included in this 
category (i.e. human-wildlife conflicts, placement facilities affected by robbery of its 
live animals, among others).  The objective when collecting evidence regarding the 
wildlife as a victim of a crime is to document to the extent possible any information 
related to the species, origin, condition, and legal protection status of all the 
specimens being involved in the crime and being seized.   
 
What must be 
proved regarding the 
wildlife involved in a 
crime? 

Wildlife  
Specimen/s  
 

§ Species  
§ Number of specimens by species 
§ Sex of each specimen 
§ Age of each specimen 

Wildlife  
Origin  

§ Country of origin 
§ Population/Habitat of origin 

Wildlife  
Condition 

§ Health status 
 

 
 
Investigators can seek to obtain the following types of evidence to prove facts on 
the above categories. Due regard for the animals’ welfare is paramount at all times. 

 
§ Photographic/Video evidence – the visual evidence is gathered first at the 

crime scene and can continue documenting the fate of the seized animals 
during their time in a quarantine or care facility.   
 
Tips for collecting 
good visual evidence 
of wildlife  

Take pictures of all animals seized, live or dead.  
Take pictures or each single specimen, even if there are many and 
they look alike.  
Take several pictures of the same animal using different angles like 
front, back and both sides.  
If animal is injured, take close-up pictures of wounds, infections, 
missing parts, etc.  
Identify each animal with a unique ID number (using paper and 
pen) that appears clearly in each picture. 
Take pictures of the cages, boxes, bags, chains, etc. used to 
transport or conceal the animals. 
Take pictures to document care being provided to animals during 
concealment including food and water bowls, bedding, and animal 
waste.  
Take videos to document animal behavior at the time of seizure 
Take pictures or compile additional pictures of the animals after 
seizure when they are in quarantine or care facilities.  

 
§ Written Statements from Experts – biologists from CITES Scientific Authority, 

staff from animal rescue centers and zoos, or other national and international 
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experts from universities, IUCN specialist groups or the CITES Secretariat 
may provide written statements to confirm the taxonomy of the specimens 
involved in the crime. These statements should be based on direct visual 
examination or remotely based on the photographic material obtained in the 
crime scene. Reports should use the same tag numbers created by officers at 
seizure to identify animals.  

§ DNA forensics – DNA testing provided by accepted national units or 
international centers can assist in determining the species, population, and 
country of origin of specimens. Reports should use the same tag numbers 
created by officers at seizure to identified animals.  

§ Health Assessment Reports – veterinarians that had contact with the animal(s) 
can provide signed written reports that demonstrate the animal’s species, 
sex, age, and health status. Reports should use the same tag numbers 
created by officers at seizure to identify animals.  

§ Care/Quarantine Reports – written reports from caretakers and rescue 
centers or other facilities where animals have been placed or quarantined 
after seizure can be provided. If animals were injured or ill at the time of 
seizure, these reports can document their improvement over time before trial, 
which can be helpful in supporting the case in court. Reports should use the 
same tag numbers created by officers at seizure to identify animals.  

 

Collection of Evidence - Person of Interest (POI) 

 
What must be 
proved regarding the 
identification and 
participation of the 
person/persons in 
the crime? 

POI  
Identity 

 

§ Identities and aliases 
§ Gender 
§ Age 
§ Nationality  

POI Location § Permanent/Temporary Address  
§ Contact information 
§ Location at the time of the crime 

POI  
Entourage 

§ Relationship with organized crime 
§ Relationship with public officers 
§ Relationship with accomplices 

POI  
Criminal Assets 

& Profits 

§ Availability of assets and means to commit the 
crime 

§ Profits obtained from the crime  
POI  

Mens Rea 
§ Intentionality (if necessary) 
§ Motive of the crime 
§ Past criminal activities 

 
Investigators can seek to obtain the following types of evidence to prove the above 
facts regarding the person or interest: 
 

POI Identity 
§ Fingerprints 
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§ ID document and Passport 
§ Immigration information/travel history 
§ Photos 

 
POI Location 
§ Geolocation of mobile devices  
§ Statements from neighbors 
§ Census 
§ Correspondence 
§ CCTV recording from banks, hotels, embassies, street cameras, etc. 
 
POI Entourage 
§ Witness statements 
§ Phone records 
§ Photos/Video 
§ Correspondence 
§ CCTV recording from banks, hotels, embassies, street cameras, etc. 
 
POI Criminal Assets & Profit 
§ Vehicle registration 
§ Weapons registration  
§ Other asset registrations (real state, etc.) 
§ Photos and videos  
§ Phone Calls recordings 
§ Mobile phone search results report 
§ Home search results report 
§ Computer search results report 
§ Report on assets seized during arrest (cash, documents, weapons, 

vehicles) 
§ Bank statements and other financial information 
§ Tax records 

 
POI Mens Rea 
§ Criminal Records  
§ Written Confession – officers should always attempt to interview the 

suspect and obtain a tape recorded or written statement as soon as 
possible.  

 

Collection of Evidence - The Crime(s) 

Law enforcement agents should investigate the wildlife crime itself and any potential 
associated crimes such as smuggling, illegal weapons, or corruption, for example. 
This comprehensive approach provides prosecutors with sufficient evidence to 
assess and select appropriate court strategies.  For each crime being investigated, 
the evidence required may encompass the following elements: 
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What must be 
proved 
regarding the 
crime/s 
committed? 

Time and Place of 
the Crime 

 

§ Date of the crime 
§ Location of the crime  

Crime 
Circumstances 

§ Individual(s) reporting the crime 
§ Witness  

Means used in 
the Crime/s 

§ Vehicles  
§ Equipment and tools including hunting equipment, 

mobile phones, computers, cages, etc.   
§ Weapons 
§ False IDs, licenses and permits 
§ Real state (storage facilities, buildings, etc.) 
§ Bank accounts 
§ Social media accounts 

Violence used in 
the Crime 

§ Injures caused to persons 
§ Damages caused to private and public property 

Accomplices and 
facilitators of the 

crime 

§ Public officers involved ID 
§ Collaborators and accomplices ID 

 
 
Investigators can seek to obtain the following types of evidence to prove the above 
facts regarding the criminal activity detected: 
 

§ Statements from crime reporters – investigators must promptly obtain 
statements from individuals reporting the crime (if any) including the date, 
location, reporter identification, and as much detail as possible regarding the 
facts.  

§ Eyewitness Statements – similarly, investigators must seek to obtain as soon 
as possible statements from those crime eyewitnesses (if any) including the 
date, location, personal identification, and as much detail as possible on the 
facts witnessed.  

§ All means used for the crime and seized – including false documents, stamps, 
uniforms, weapons, vehicles, cages, and containers for wildlife storage, and 
equipment and tools used for hunting. All pieces of information should be 
properly labelled and stored in adherence of chain of custody protocols.  

§ Seizure reports – including, for each item seized (i.e. vehicles, weapons, cash, 
documents, etc.), its technical description, the seizing officer, the date and 
location of the seizure, pictures (including an ID number for each item), 
concealment method (if any) and an estimated value.  

§ Detection dog evidence – visual evidence or a report detailing the dog 
detection building probable and reasonable cause for search a container, 
vehicle or individual.  

§ Ballistic studies and tests– written reports by exports confirming the firearms 
makes used in a crime and including the analysis of bullets, and other 
technical information such as bullet trajectory after firing or damage cause on 
a surface.  

§ Copies of electronic information including social media posts, messages in 
private chats and emails.  
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§ Pictures/Videos – in addition to photographs of all seized items as described 
before, other pictures to obtain include those of other people related to the 
case as reporters or eyewitnesses, the entire crime scene, tire marks, bullets, 
and concealment methods used.  

§ CCTV footage - from banks, hotels, embassies, street cameras, or other 
areas close to the place where crimes were committed.  

§ Customs information - related to illegal import/export operations including 
customs declarations, bills of lading, invoices and any other 
importing/exporting information deemed pertinent.  

§ Payment methods - used by poachers and intermediaries in the supply chain 
including bank transfers (wire transfers or remittances), internet banking or 
mobile banking, prepaid cards (Visa, iTunes), barter systems (commodities 
such as cigarettes, minerals, chainsaws, etc.) or virtual assets. 

§ Investigator report – compiled by lead investigator, this comprehensive report 
should contain the results of the investigative activities and provide accurate 
information about the crime and its circumstances. The report should ideally 
be presented in the form a narrative that sequentially ensembles all facts and 
evidence collected.   

 
Evidence Chain of Custody 
The chain of custody refers to a set of procedures designed to ensure proper 
handling of criminal evidence and prevent its dismissal at trial. In wildlife cases, 
procedures must extend beyond the standard and consider the unique challenges 
associated with handling evidence that undergoes changes and transformations 
while in custody, as it happens with live animals. 
 
The chain of custody requires the establishment of a process that meticulously 
tracks the physical movements of evidence throughout its entire lifecycle, from the 
moment of collection to the analysis, transportation, and storage stages.  Accurate 
documentation of both the “chain” and the “custody” serves as proof that no 
unauthorized individuals have accessed the evidence, safeguarding it from potential 
challenges in court.  
 
Collection of Evidence 

Best practices for evidence collection at a wildlife crime scene, in accordance with 
standard chain of custody requirements, include: 
 

§ Identification of each piece of evidence individually  
Identification elements should be used to label each piece of evidence and 
the containers used to hold and transport them. Standard tags used to label 
crime means such as weapons, phones, or cages may not be always 
appropriated for identifying animals, which should be ID individually. 
Alternatives should be considered on a case-by-case basis and may include 
labelling containers if they hold single specimens, using leg rings for birds, 
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using paper tags and take pictures where the animal and the tag appear side 
by side, among others.  
 

§ Protecting the integrity of evidence  
Seals, locks are other security measures in evidence containers are typically 
used to help avoiding tampering. For the case of containers holding wildlife, 
protecting integrity of evidence is strongly connected with the provision of 
proper animal care to ensure survival.  The goal is to avoid escape but also 
death by lack of air, food, and water. Containers should have both locks but 
also the possibility to feed the animal using opening/closing special container 
or spaces of a side big enough to allow providing water and food.  
 

§ Evidence Registry  
Logbooks are the best option to record all evidence found and collected at 
the crime scene. Wildlife specimens should be recorded individually in the 
logbook and associated with the unique ID number provided.  
 

Handling & Transportation of Evidence 

Standard best practices for maintaining the chain of custody when handling and 
transporting both live and non-live evidence in wildlife crime cases include: 
 

§ Chain Registry 
For each piece of evidence, documentation should track the identity of each 
individual handling the evidence, the date and time of collection or transfer, 
and the purpose of the transfer from one person to the next. It is 
recommended to minimize the number of transfers. In the case of wild 
animals, this may involve drivers of special vehicles, veterinarians at private 
clinics, or rescue centers staff. As they may not be part of official bodies 
entrusted with legal enforcement powers, they may require specific 
authorization as custodians of criminal evidence.  

§ Double signature system  
Both custodians, the one handling over evidence and the one receiving it, 
should sign the chain of custody forms, certifying when they took custody of 
evidence and when they delivered it to a specific location.  

§ Witness signature    
Adding a third signature to include a witness who also certifies when 
evidence and animals change custodians is also recommended.  

§ Integrity during transportation 
Ensuring the integrity and welfare of evidence during the transportation of 
wild animals presents significant challenges compared to transporting other 
types of evidence. It is imperative to guarantee that no injury, damage to 
health, unnecessary suffering or death of animals occurs. As a general rule, 
animals should not be moved unnecessary and only to very specific locations 
such as veterinary clinics, animal care facilities or quarantine facilities. 
Additionally, ideal conditions include that the transportation is made using 
transport containers/cages and vehicles specifically adapted for animal 
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transportation and in compliance with IATA regulations, as well as handled by 
qualified individuals. When planning the movement of live animal evidence, 
enforcement officers should always consider the most direct, shorter, and 
safer transportation route.  In the absence of technical guidelines for animal 
transportation, officers should consider that the integrity of their evidence 
requires that cages or containers used for transportation meet the following 
IATA criteria:    

§ soundly constructed, clean, and in good repair, being unlikely to cause 
injury to the animals therein. 

§ suitable for the species carried. 
§ adequately ventilated and not overcrowded, keeping in mind the 

animals' sex, age and compatibility. 
§ allowing easy access for visual inspection, and for the replenishment 

of necessary water and food 
§ prominently marked as holding live animals. 

 
Storage of Evidence 

Documenting the chain of custody is pointless if the integrity of the evidence is not 
preserved during its storage. In wildlife cases, investigations may involve with three 
distinct types of evidence (e.g., physical, digital and live animals), each requiring 
specific storage conditions.   
 
Evidence deposits serve as the most common destination for physical evidence, 
such traps, bullets, forged documents, mobile phones, and other relevant artifacts.  
Standard best practices for the management of an evidence deposit encompass 
the following: 

§ Suitable environmental conditions 
Wildlife cases involving high-liability evidence such weapons or cash or 
sensitive evidence as biological material necessitate specific room 
requirements for temperature and ventilation control.  

§ Strict Access Controls 
Only authorized personnel should be able to access the evidence deposit in 
order to minimize the risk of tampering or accidental losses. Additionally, 
every access should be property logged, ideally using digital tracking 
systems to create immutable records and avoid human errors in paper logs. 

§ Intake checklists 
Mandatory intake checklists for officers to complete when handling evidence 
into lockers/containers at the deposit ensure that all necessary 
documentation is provided.  

§ Dual authentication  
Wildlife cases involving regulated evidence such as firearms or money should 
employ dual authentication for sign-outs to enhance security and 
accountability.  

§ Routine Audits 
Regularly auditing the evidence storage system should cross-reference 
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physical evidence against the evidence registry to early detect any 
discrepancies. 

Regarding digital evidence, its inherent vulnerability to tampering, corruption, and 
loss, underscores the importance of adhering to best practices. This includes the 
creation of reliable backup copies and the use of encrypted storage solutions that 
effectively safeguard data against unauthorized access. As per live evidence 
(animals), they should be housed in a different type of facility, such as rescue 
centers, zoos, quarantine facilities or others, which have their own care procedures.  
 
Standard best practices for safeguarding live criminal evidence in specialized 
animal facilities include the following: 

§ Individual Identification – it is imperative that seized and confiscated animals 
remain identified using the same ID codes provided at the time of 
seizure/confiscation.  Failure to do so may result in the animals being 
misidentified and potentially mixed with other animals unrelated to the 
criminal case.  

§ Reporting – any change in the health status of animals should be 
documented and registered in the corresponding animal files.  

§ Cost Accounting – documenting the cost of animal care and maintaining 
evidence of expenses related to the transportation, health treatments and 
daily care is advisable. These financial records will be valuable in supporting a 
future petition to wildlife offenders for cost compensation during the 
prosecution.  

 
Animal Welfare Considerations  

Special consideration deserves the topic of animal welfare standards. All trafficked 
wild animals suffer from discomfort, fear, distress, isolation, and sometime physical 
injuries when deprived of the natural freedom they enjoy in the wild. Many of them 
have their survival highly compromised at the time of seizure due to the harsh take 
and transportation conditions.  
 
Animal custodians need to take this reality into account and adhere to welfare 
standards at every stage after animal seizure, including handling, transport, 
quarantine, placement, and final disposition. Custodian responsibilities are shared 
by enforcement officers, transporters of animals, care givers, managers of 
quarantine facilities, and veterinarians among others and all of them should aim at 
fulfilling their duties while minimizing harm and distress to animals.  
 
Standard welfare standards include: 

§ Provide adequate supply of water and food to animals 
§ Provide rapid diagnoses and treatment of pain and injuries 
§ Avoid the exposure of animals to harmful substances or unhygienic or 

contaminated spaces 
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§ Protect animals from the weather, including extremes of temperature, 
humidity, or air pressure 

§ Protect animals from inadequate fresh air, undue noise, and vibration 
§ Confine animals only with compatible species 
§ Confine animals in containers and cages providing safety and sufficient 

space 
§ Avoid overcrowding animals 

 
Submission of Evidence 
Upon the conclusion of criminal investigations, a well-structured organization of the 
collected evidence facilitates the subsequent prosecutorial process. A single 
document detailing all evidence gathered, coupled with a separate list of all 
individuals involved in the case are recommended documents to hand over the 
prosecution office.   
 
Case Evidence Inventory  

The case evidence inventory is a comprehensive document that records and 
describes each piece of evidence collected during the investigation process. This 
inventory facilitates prosecutors’ immediate comprehension of the case evidence 
and enables them to detect potential challenges and opportunities for a successful 
trial. The inventory should include a unique identifier, such as an ID key or code, to 
uniformly identify each piece of physical or electronic evidence. Additionally, it 
should provide a concise description of the evidence, including information such as:  
 

§ Evidence ID key/code 
§ Name/Title/Tag 
§ Format (Document, photo, video, statement, fingerprints, etc.) 
§ Collection Date 
§ Collection Location 
§ Collector information (Name, Agency, ID) 
§ Type of Evidence (Direct or Circumstantial) 
§ Chain of custody registry section, to track all places and custodians of the 

evidence and dates when evidence changed hands.  
 
Case Key Individuals Inventory  

The Key Individuals Inventory is a document that contains the name and contact 
information of all individuals involved in the case. This second inventory also eases 
the work of prosecutors when in need of coordinating with court witness, resolving 
questions related to evidence with field agents, requesting further evidence 
collection to responsible staff, etc.  The inventory should include the following fields 
of information:  
 

§ Name of Individual 
§ ID 
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§ Agency 
§ Role in the Case (suspects’ relatives, public witness, expert witness, 

veterinarian performing health assessment, officers involved in searches, 
seizures and interrogation, driver of wildlife transportation car, animal 
caretakers, forensic experts, etc.) 

§ Contact Information (phone, email, address) 
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A full copy of the 
EVIDENTIARY PROTOCOL 
FOR CASES INVOLVING 

LIVE WILD ANIMALS  
is available upon request to  

info@legal-atlas.net 
 

 




