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INTRODUCTION TO IMPLEMENTING GUIDELINES

A Model International Agreement on Repatriation of Trafficked Live Wild Animals was
designed in 2023 as a legal resource to CITES Parties in support of the implementation
of Article VIII of the Convention. The release responded to the challenge of growing
animal seizures and confiscations worldwide, as enforcement against wildlife trafficking
have significantly increased in recent years. These guidelines represent a 2026 updated
version capturing knowledge from recent developments including a global survey on
practices related to wildlife confiscations conducted by IFAW during 2025, as well as
the CITES COP 2025 celebrated in Samarkand.

The proposed model legislation can be found in the Annex to this document, which acts
as an accompanying resource providing explanatory notes for the interpretation and
application of some of the key provisions of the Model Agreement.

Scope of the Model Agreement

The Model Agreement covers arrangements related to live specimens of wild fauna that
originated within one Party’s territory but entered into custodial management of the
other/another Party as a result of a trafficking enforcement operation, either as seized
or confiscated specimens.

The Model Agreement should be distinguished from the larger conservation discussion
around “release to nature”, which refers more broadly to the release of specimens to
the wild. Within this larger context, the release to nature is considered an important tool
to mitigate extinction risk for endangered species. While the release of animals into the
wild in their country of origin is a potential outcome of the application of this Agreement,
its provisions primary focus on the mechanisms for returning wildlife to the authorities
of the country of origin and recognizing their legal rights and obligations to determine
their fate.

The Agreement also outlines procedures for the collaboration between the Parties
regarding the investigation and prosecution of wildlife trafficking without extending the
rights of repatriation to the means of the crime or proceeds that are also being seized
or confiscated.

Neighboring countries sharing wildlife corridors, ecosystems or having in place any type
of Transfrontier Conservation Area (TFCAs) agreement may decide to integrate
collaboration on wildlife confiscations within broader cooperation frameworks on
conservation and enforcement.! These broader cooperation agreements could
encompass issues such as cross-border ecosystem management, joint scientific
research on wildlife populations, criminal intelligence sharing, joint patrolling efforts, or
transborder tourism programs, for example, with repatriation of confiscated animals
representing only one among many areas of cooperation. In such cases, the core

' An example is illustrated by the Cooperation Framework Agreement between the Republic of Cameroon and the Federal
Republic of Nigeria on Transborder Ecosystem Conservation and Sustainable Management of Forestry and Wildlife
Resources. This MOU, signed by Nigeria’s Environment Minister and Cameroon’s Minister for Forestry and Wildlife in
Abuja, Nigeria, on April 19, 2024, aims to address wildlife poaching and illegal trade through a framework to jointly
implement transboundary wildlife programs, intelligence sharing protocols, and enhanced enforcement cooperation.
Cameroon ratified the agreement on April 28, 2025 though Law 2025/003 while Nigeria is still pending ratification.
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content of the Model Agreement could be integrated within the main body of the broader
cooperation agreement or considered as a supplemental instrument.

Special mention deserves the Lusaka Agreement on Co-operative Enforcement
Operations Directed at lllegal Trade in Wild Fauna and Flora. This legal mechanism,
adopted in 1994 and open to all African States has been ratified so far by seven nations,
with three more signatories pending ratification.? The objective of the Lusaka
Agreement, to reduce and ultimately eliminate illegal trade in wild fauna and flora and
to establish a permanent Task Force for that purpose, is much broader and ambitious
than the one proposed here on repatriation. It creates and funds a permanent
enforcement structure including national bureaus, a regional task force as an
independent legal entity, and a governing council, surpassing the institutional
arrangements proposed by the model agreement. It provides the task force with explicit
responsibilities for collecting information of and coordinating the return of confiscated
wildlife to country of origin, alongside responsibilities related to criminal investigation
and intelligence gathering. Only selected provisions of the proposed agreement would
apply to further develop operational protocols of the task force. The Lusaka Agreement
does not regulate the preparation of animal disposition plans nor the participation of
experts through an advisory committee, two of the elements incorporated in the model
agreement that could inspire operational implementation of the Lusaka Agreement.

Why is this Model Agreement necessary?

The dramatic increase in illegal wildlife trade in recent years has come with an increase
in confiscations associated with enforcement actions.> Consequently, it is important
that best practice management approaches are adopted to maximize the conservation
role and the individual welfare of confiscated specimens.*

Recognizing that one of the disposition options following a confiscation event is the
return of wildlife to the country of origin, this Model Agreement is intended to provide
the legal framework for the coordination of such efforts between countries. Repatriation
is more likely to occur when legal mechanisms are in place between the jurisdictions
involved, as pre-established procedures are essential for the timely and coordinated
international transfer of animals.

A global survey conducted by IFAW in 2025 on current practices related on wildlife
confiscations revealed that this type of legal instruments is not yet widely used. Only
five of the 22 respondent jurisdictions reported having legal agreements in place to
facilitate wildlife repatriations, including Ethiopia, Niger, Philippines, Seychelles, and
Spain.

2 Lusaka Agreement Member States by the end of 2025 are Republic of Congo (Brazzaville), Republic of Kenya, Kingdom
of Lesotho, Republic of Liberia, United Republic of Tanzania, Republic of Uganda and Republic of Zambia. Other three
jurisdictions have signed the agreement and are pending ratification, including Ethiopia, South Africa, and Swaziland.

8 The 2025 World Wildlife Crime Report published by UNODC summarizes data from 140,000 seizure records reported
by 162 countries during the period 2015-2021. These records report 13 million confiscated items, including live
animals and plants, and all wildlife products such as food, medicine, and luxury goods. Lacking global data specific to
confiscation of live animals, Brazil is a good example of the magnitude of the challenge. Between January 2020 and
June of 2025, the country reported a total of 329,749 confiscated specimens arriving to the 25 official animal
screening/triage facilities (CETAS) distributed across the country. https://www.gov.br/ibama/pt-
br/assuntos/noticias/2025/3-em-cada-4-animais-silvestres-voltaram-a-natureza-apos-reabilitacao-no-ibama

4 [UCN (2019). Guidelines for the management of confiscated, live organisms. Gland, Switzerland: IUCN. iv + 38 pp.
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Who are the intended users of this Model Agreement?

The intended users of this Agreement are countries that share wildlife trafficking routes
in the different roles of source, transit and/or consumer country, and face the challenges
associated with managing increasing seizures and confiscations of live animals of
foreign origin. This can include bordering countries and countries located in different
regions or continents, for which enforcement and investigations have uncovered are
connected through the same trafficking routes.’

How was this Model Agreement developed?

The development of this Model Agreement was part of a larger project called
Confiscated Animals — Rescue and Enforcement Project (CARE), funded by the United
States Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement (INL). The CARE project
seeks to enhance governments’ capacity to interdict illegal wildlife and handle
confiscated live animals, while they are maintained in a humane and healthy
environment and their evidentiary value is preserved

This Model Agreement is an integral part of that effort and was initially drafted by Legal
Atlas, the lead organization responsible for developing national and international legal
best practices for the topic. Direct supervision was provided by the International Fund
for Animal Welfare (IFAW), with input received from the project partners, the Jakarta
Animal Aid Network and the Jane Goodall Institute (JGI).

This Model Agreement draws upon the CITES obligations and recommendations to
Partners regarding repatriation, as well as the International Best Practices on Live Animal
Confiscations developed within the CARE Project. While real examples of existing
arrangements on repatriation of wildlife illegally traded were identified through news
coverage during benchmark exploration, they were not found in publicly accessible legal
repositories. This suggests that repatriation may typically be achieved through
operational Memoranda of Understanding (MOUs), dedicated cooperation initiatives,
and case-specific arrangements rather than international binding agreements. Examples
identified include repatriation arrangements between Ecuador, Peru, and Colombia ¢ and
between Thailand and Madagascar.”

5 Examples may include the US and Guyana, linked by the illegal trade of singing birds, the Central African region and
China, part of the pangolin trafficking routes or Ethiopia and Saudi Arabia, dealing with cheetah trafficking.

6 The existence of an agreement to deal with wildlife repatriations between the three jurisdictions is mentioned in an
interview with the Ecuador CMS focal point as part of a 2021 report on Jaguar conservation. (Retrieved on January 5,
2025, from https://cites.org/sites/default/files/eng/com/sc/74/Inf/E-SC74-Inf-
08.pdf#:~:text=example%2C%20Argentina%20and%20Brazil%20have%20been%20cooperating,also%20initiated%20di
plomatic%20conversations%20with%20Peru%20to.)

7 An international law enforcement operation involving Thai authorities with the support of the United Nations Office on
Drugs and Crime, the United States Fish and Wildlife Service, and the Wildlife Justice Commission, resulted in nearly
1000 tortoises and lemurs being seized at the beginning of 2024. A complex and costly operation that wouldn’t be possible
without the collaborative effort of multiple global organizations, concluded with its repatriation back to Madagascar, country
of origin, in what turned into one of the world’s largest repatriations in the fight against illegal wildlife trade. (Retrieved on
January 5, 2025, from https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/press/releases/2024/December/global-operation-successfully-
returns-almost-1000-vulnerable-and-endangered-animals-to-
madagascar.html#:~:text=Thailand%20/%20Madagascar%2C%2013%20December%202024,in%20both%20Thailand%
20and%20Madagascar.)
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PROCEDURAL CONSIDERATIONS

Number of Parties

International agreements are formal understandings or commitments between two or
more countries. An agreement between two countries is referred to as “bilateral,” while
an agreement between several countries is termed “multilateral.” As stipulated in its
Preamble, this proposed Model Agreement can be used as either a bilateral or
multilateral instrument.

Agreement Name

Although labeled an ‘Agreement,” the term lacks special legal connotation. Under
international law, a treaty is defined as “an international agreement concluded between
States in written form and governed by international law, whether embodied in a single
instrument or in two or more related instruments and whatever its particular
designation.” ® A treaty can be referred to as a Convention, Protocol, Pact, Accord, and
so on. It is the content of the agreement, not its title, which makes it a treaty.
Consequently, when considering using this model legislation, countries should mutually
agree on the most appropriate designation for their legal systems.

Signature and Ratification

This Agreement can involve two or more countries. Upon successful negotiations, the
Agreement should be signed by representatives of the governments involved. However,
the terms of this Agreement do not specify whether ratification is required for its legal
binding. This is because ratification requirements and procedures differ across
countries, precluding the inclusion of a standardized approach to ratification.

Further Agreements or Actions

Unless a treaty contains provisions for further agreements or actions, only the treaty
text holds legal binding force. For instance, the Convention on International Trade in
Endangered Species (CITES), mandates that States approve implementing legislation.
Further agreements reached at review conferences, summits, or meetings of the parties
are politically, but not legally binding.®

This Agreement does not have provisions concerning such further agreements,
although Part IV. Other Agreements and National Law encourages parties to conform
existing treaties and national laws to the terms of the Agreement, as may be required.

8 Vienna Convention on The Law of Treaties, 1969 (Article 2. Use of Terms)

9 An example of a treaty that does have provisions for further binding agreements is the UN Charter. By signing and
ratifying the Charter, countries agreed to be legally bound by resolutions passed by UN bodies such as the General
Assembly and the Security Council. Thus, UN resolutions are legally binding on UN Member States, and no signature or
ratification is necessary.
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Amendments

Generally, an amendment to a treaty is only binding on the states that have signed and
ratified the amendment. This raises concerns when there are more than two parties to
an agreement, potentially leading to negotiated changes that not all parties concur with.

EXPLANATORY NOTES

These explanatory notes are intended to assist the reader of the Model Agreement and
to help informed debate on its adoption and use. In doing so, they are best read in
conjunction with text of the Model Agreement, although they do not constitute part of
the Agreement itself. They are not intended to provide a comprehensive description of
each provision in the Agreement, as some provisions are considered self-explanatory.
For the selected provisions, they clarify what their practical meaning, provide
background information on the development of policy, or offer commentary regarding
areas where the Model Agreement may impact existing legislation.

Explanatory notes follow the same structure of the Agreement, which is organized into
five parts and 14 articles.

Part I. General Provisions

Article 2. Interpretation

The definitions section provides a minimum set of terms intended to harmonize the
interpretation of critical terms used in the Model Agreement regarding the parties and
other participants, primary subject matter, key procedures, and practices.

While the definitions are intended to clarify terms used in the Agreement itself, they may
not be compatible with terms contained in national law. Compatibility may depend on
various factors including, inter alia, how such agreements are recognized under national
law, whether they present any potential conflicts with defined terms in national law, and
whether they overlap with existing procedures and practices.

Users may adapt terms and add additional ones specific to their needs if they are not
yet listed.

Article 3. Scope

The agreement proposes a comprehensive scope to the subject matter, encompassing
all wildlife species, all seizures and confiscation points, and all related activities. By
doing so, it establishes a framework to harmonize procedures across diverse situations.
By including all species, not only those listed by CITES or countries, it aligns with
ownership rights defined by the Parties, which are traditionally expressed over wildlife
in general, and not over a given number of species. Furthermore, while transboundary
wildlife trafficking cases are the primary focus of the agreement, its scope extends to
seizures and confiscations made at any point within national borders. This is because
interception can occur, for instance, during animal transportation by road, while traded
in local markets, or during inspection of private facilities. Lastly, the scope extends
beyond the repatriation logistics to encompass all connected activities in other areas
such as animal care, quarantine, or criminal investigations. This holistic approach aims
to manage seized and confiscated animals effectively.

Model International Agreement on Repatriation of Trafficked Live Wild Animals
Implementing Guidelines 5



Although broad, this article also limits the scope, as previously mentioned in the
introductory section, to the rights and responsibilities associated with the return of
seized and confiscated live wildlife to the country of origin or export. It expressly
excludes the treatment of means and proceeds of crimes that may be seized or
confiscated along with the animals, including vehicles, weapons, cash, and so on. This
is because these other types of seizures and confiscations are typically regulated by
criminal and criminal procedure legislation, rendering further treatment under this
Agreement unnecessary.

Article 4. Fundamental Principles

The Agreement has been drafted balancing four guiding principles, with the objective of
establishing procedures that harmoniously integrate all of them. Solutions cannot be
optimal if property rights over wildlife are not respected, animal welfare is compromised,
criminal law is not enforced, or conservation needs are overlooked. For this reason, this
article includes principles of sovereign property rights, animal care standards, crime
deterrence and conservation. Parties may incorporate additional guiding principles that
align with their mutual interests and requirements.

Part Il. Repatriation Procedures

Article 5. Obligations of the Confiscating Party

This article outlines seven core commitments for the Confiscating Party, structured
chronologically from the moment an animal of foreign origin is seized or confiscated
until the final public communication effort to discourage future trafficking. Whenever
possible, commitments are linked to deadlines to expedite the processes. These
proposed timelines may be subject to revision based on the institutional capacities of
the Parties.

Confiscating Party obligations are aligned with and further develop existing obligations
from CITES Atrticle VIII. They include responsibilities related to notification, financing,
and prosecution, among others.

Article 6. Obligations of the Party of Origin

Mirroring the preceding article, this one presents a list of six commitments for the Party
of Origin, with two of them shared with the Confiscating Party. The common obligations
are those pertaining to the sharing of criminal evidence and the engagement in public
communications, both directed towards fostering cooperation in combating and
deterring wildlife trafficking.

The core obligation for the Party of Origin is to develop a comprehensive repatriation
plan that demonstrate: i) the absence of any risk to animals re-entering illegal trade, ii)
the adherence to welfare and conservation standards, and iii) the establishment of a
financial plan to cover associated costs. The provision provides detailed guidance on
the sections that should be included in the plan. Furthermore, it establishes a deadline
to guarantee confiscating authorities do not carry an unnecessary burden if there is a
delayed or no response from the other Party.
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Part lll. Institutional Arrangements

Article 7. Wildlife Focal Point

International treaties typically appoint entities from each signatory state to serve as the
focal point and leading implementation agency for the new legal obligations being
established. In pursuit of the necessary balance between the need to care for and
manage animals, and the need to prosecute crime, this agreement requires two different
agencies be appointed by each Party for those distinct roles. This is intended to ensure
that the necessary expertise and legal mandates support such activities.

This first provision related to international arrangements focuses on appointing
agencies with wildlife expertise to cover key functions specifically related to the
handling of animals, as also listed in the same article.

CITES mandates in its Article VIII for appointed national management authorities
(CITES-MA) to become responsible for the decision-making process related to the
disposition of confiscated specimens. Consequently, they are the natural candidates
for assuming the role of Wildlife Focal Points for the purpose of this Agreement.
However, this article does not automatically refer to CITES-MA but leaves it open, to
accommodate alternative coordination mechanisms for international agreements that
may be in place at the national level.

Article 8. Crime Focal Point

In addition to the preceding provision, this article focuses on the appointment of an
Agreement focal point for criminal matters. Such focal points should be those agencies
with specific competencies over criminal investigations with the objective of facilitating
collaboration in the investigation and prosecution of wildlife crimes. Given that criminal
investigations entail the handling of confidential and sensitive case information, it is
imperative that law enforcement agencies hold the legal authority to coordinate directly
with their foreign counterparts and exchange confidential information.

Article 9. Technical Committee

Recognizing that wildlife seizures and confiscations must be managed on a case-by-
case basis due to the unique circumstances they present, this provision regulates the
possibility for signatory states to establish a bilateral expert advisory body. A Technical
Committee should be equipped to provide scientific information to agencies acting as
focal points, thereby guiding decisions on animal health, transportation, care protocols
and other relevant aspects.

Parties may further develop this article to specify which agencies or experts would
participate from each Party, and to appoint a focal point for the Committee. Entities may
include governmental agencies such as CITES-Scientific Authorities' and public and
private sanctuaries, rescue centers, zoos, veterinary clinics, conservation NGOs,
independent subject matter expert or cargo companies operating routes between
signatory countries."’ Parties may have in place functioning national Confiscation

10 CITES Resolution 17/08 on Disposal of illegally traded and confiscated specimens of CITES-listed species
recommends for CITES-MAs to consult and obtain advice from their own CITES-SAs before making decisions
related to disposal of confiscated live specimens (Article 3(a))

1 Air companies played a game-changing role in the successful repatriation from Thailand to Madagascar of over
thousand trafficked wildlife specimens during 2024.

See https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/press/releases/2024/December/global-operation-successfully-returns-
almost-1000-vulnerable-and-endangered-animals-to-madagascar.html
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Advisory Networks, which should be naturally leveraged when creating this bilateral
technical body providing scientific advice.

PartIV. Other Agreements and National Law

Article 11.  Relation to Mutual Legal Assistance Agreements

Mutual Legal Assistance (MLA) agreements establish the legal frameworks and
procedures for obtaining assistance in the investigation and prosecution of international
criminal offences. MLA agreements are commonly used to procure evidence that
cannot be obtained solely through cooperation between national enforcement entities,
particularly inquiries that require invasive or coercive means.

This agreement contemplates the application of MLA agreements, with a view to
potentially updating such agreements to accommodate the unique needs and
considerations associated with the seizure and confiscation of trafficked live wildlife,
such as the unique timing requirements involved.

Part V. Final Provisions

Article 13. Miscellaneous Provisions

This concluding article proposes a concise list of miscellaneous provisions to address
the ratification and withdrawal process, the amendment of the agreement, and its
further development through protocols or sub-agreements, as well as the resolution of
disputes that may arise from its implementation.

These provisions are standard legal elements in international agreements and can be
tailored to meet the specific needs and practices of the signatories.
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