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Big Picture:

The true scope and 
scale of the problem is 
largely unknown. 

But we know enough 
to take action. 

Turtles are an 
inherently 
vulnerable and 
highly 
threatened 
taxa.

North American 
turtles are 
experiencing high 
levels of illegal 
collection as a 
result of this 
demand. 

There exists 
tremendous global 
pressure on 
reptiles as a 
commodity. This 
demand exists for 
North American 
native species. 



Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources 2008.



Stanford et al. 2020 Turtles and Tortoises are in Trouble



Howell and Siegel 2019. The effects of road mortality on small, isolated turtle populations.
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Hong Kong Online Prices 2013-2016*

Species Mean Price (USD)

Musk Turtle $31

Painted Turtle $39

Snapping Turtle $662

Spotted Turtle $681

Diamondback 
Terrapin

$729

Wood Turtle $1358

Species Price (USD)

Musk Turtle $120

Painted Turtle $89

Snapping Turtle $149

Spotted Turtle $499

Diamondback 
Terrapin

$599

Wood Turtle $995

Online Prices United States 2022

*Sung and Fong 2018. Assessing consumer trends in illegal activity by monitoring the online wildlife trade.
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Diamondback Terrapin
Somers Case (NJ - 2018)

• Pennsylvania man caught with 3500 
diamondback terrapins at his home, all 
collected from the NJ wild. Mostly 
hatchlings, but also adult females. 

• Best estimates are he collected 11,000 
turtles over 5+ years, making in excess of 
$500,000.  

• He shipped turtles in inhumane 
conditions via U.S. Mail to paying 
customers. Kingsnake.com

• Pled guilty. Received a 6 month sentence 
and ordered to pay $250,000.

Photo: USFWS



Eastern Box Turtle
Case (KY - 2021)

• Kentucky man caught with 246 eastern 
box turtles in his home, all collected from 
the wild. Inhumane conditions. 

• Investigation revealed that he had already 
sold 669 turtles in just the previous year. 

• Was selling to middlemen in NYC who 
were selling on to China. 

• Pled guilty in November 2021 and 
sentenced to 15 months in federal prison.  

Photo: Joel Sartore
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Box Turtles, Spotted Turtles, 
Wood Turtles
North Carolina (2022)

• At least 722 eastern box turtles, 122 
spotted turtles, and 3 wood turtles. 

• Illegally collected from North Carolina.

• Trafficked to Asia through middlemen. 
Defendant received at least $121k 
through his sales. 

• Individual sentenced to 18 months in 
prison, 3 years supervised release, and 
a $25,000 fine.

Photo: New England Aquarium



Eastern Box Turtles
Virginia (2023)

• Virginia man found guilty in April 2023 
for illegally collecting primarily eastern 
box turtles from throughout Virginia.

• At least 27 separate transactions selling 
them throughout the United States and 
then onto Hong Kong and China.

• Used Facebook as a means of finding 
buyers and conducting transactions. 

• Individual awaiting sentencing 
scheduled for this month. 

Photo: Tyler DeVos





Mission Statement:
“To advance efforts to better understand, 
prevent, and eliminate, the illegal collection 
and trade of North America’s native turtles –
a threat that puts many species at risk.”



What We Know:

▪ Turtles are inherently vulnerable to population 
declines, even at low levels of additive mortality.

▪ Certain species are in extraordinarily high demand for 
the pet trade and other purposes. 

▪ Illegal collection of wild turtles is widespread and 
occurring at scales that threaten entire populations.

▪ This is a complex issue that is global in nature. 

▪ Enforcement of existing laws is critical to suppress 
illegal trade. 

To join or learn more:



What We Don’t Know:

▪ The true scope and scale of illegal collection in the 
United States. How many turtles are being collected?

▪ An ability to predict trends in market demand among 
species. How demand changes over time?

▪ Is there a permanent solution? Market-driven vs. 
legislative/enforcement? Both?

To join or learn more:



Questions?
To join or learn more:
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