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The Laos borders with China, Myanmar, and Thailand have been identified as vulnerable hubs for illegal wildlife trade. In particular, some special economic zones (SEZs) in Laos are linked to illegal wildlife products, including tiger bones, rhino horn, and ivory for sale. SEZs are zones granted more free market-oriented economic policies and flexible governmental measures. In this study, we conducted on-site observations to identify high-valued wildlife, including (parts of) tigers, rhinos, bears, and pangolins in 2 of the 13 SEZs—the Golden Triangle and Boten SEZs—and conducted semistructured interviews with anonymous participants in 2017 and 2019. The trend regarding illegal wildlife trade in these SEZs seems to fluctuate. In the Golden Triangle SEZ, we found that the illegal trade in wildlife is present but occurs more covertly than previously observed; the trade transformed underground to online social media. In Boten SEZ, we found a decrease in bear bile products and an increase in the volume of tiger products openly for sale. Informants explained that the decrease of openly sold wildlife in the Golden Triangle SEZ has been influenced by media and political attention as well as inspections from local authorities, while in Boten SEZ, illegal wildlife traders diversified into tiger products, due to the decline in bear bile products and the reduction in the opportunity to obtain them.
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Introduction

The illegal wildlife trade in Southeast Asia is considered a great threat to local biodiversity and ecosystems (Nijman, 2010; Harrison et al., 2016) and has a serious potential risk to public health (Coker et al., 2011; Greatorex et al., 2016; Erkenswick et al., 2020; Van Uhm and Zaitch, 2021). Laos is an important hub of illegal wildlife trade in the Southeast Asian region due to porous borders, low priorities of law enforcement, and significant Chinese interests (Nooren and Claridge, 2001; Gomez and Shepherd, 2018; Kasper et al., 2020). It has rich biodiversity (Soejarto et al., 1999; Tilker et al., 2020), and several endangered species have been driven to the edge of extinction or were extirpated such as the Javan rhinoceros (Rhinoceros sondaicus annamiticus) and, as recently as 2019, the tiger (Panthera tigris) (Rasphone et al., 2019; Veríssimo and Glikman, 2020). The high value of products from endangered species, such as those from tigers, rhinos, and elephants, has increasingly attracted Chinese crime groups that exploited the economically deprived Laos environment in recent years (Linkie et al., 2018; Walker, 2018; Martin, 2019; Van Uhm, 2019).1

Laos is a quickly developing country, with an annual GDP growth of 7.7% since 2009. The government has assigned 13 special economic zones (SEZs) to stimulate economic development, attract investment, and create jobs by providing tax incentives, trade benefits, deregulation, and other investment privileges. The SEZs are said to play an important role in Laos’ development (PankeoVieng-vilay, 2016; Xinhua Silk Road, 2018), and infrastructures were built in some SEZs linked to the Chinese “One Belt One Road” initiative (UNODC, 2013; Gong, 2019; Van Uhm, 2019; Ng et al., 2020). However, several SEZs have also harbored illegalities such as wildlife trade, drug smuggling, and human trafficking (Tan, 2017; Van Uhm and Wong, 2021). Criminal networks are known to take advantage of weak inspection procedures, record-keeping systems, and the lack of coordination and cooperation between the special zone and customs and law enforcement authorities (Nyíri, 2012; Davis et al., 2016; Tan, 2017; Krishnasamy et al., 2018). According to the UNODC (2019: 18), “Casinos in SEZs in border areas of Mekong countries are known to facilitate money laundering and trafficking of illicit goods. In particular, SEZs in Lao PDR and Myanmar have become major gambling centers identified as key nodes in the illicit trade of drugs, precursors, and wildlife products.”

Among the SEZs in Laos, the Golden Triangle SEZ lies at the bordering area of Laos, Myanmar, and Thailand, and Boten SEZ lies at the border with China (Figure 1). Both SEZs in northern Laos were identified as major markets for tiger, bear, rhino, and pangolins among other illegal wildlife products (EIA, 2015; Krishnasamy et al., 2018). For example, products of tigers, rhinos, and pangolins were found to be openly sold in the Golden Triangle SEZ (EIA, 2015). Boten SEZ, in northern Laos bordering with Mohan of China, was visited by Krishnasamy et al. (2018). In one day, the authors found numerous wild species for sale in seven outlets, which included endangered species such as pangolin and bear parts. The wildlife trade in these two SEZs is complicated because different stakeholders are involved, both legitimate and illegitimate. The U.S. Treasury Department placed the co-owner and director of the Kings Romans Casino of the Golden Triangle SEZ on its organized crime sanctions blacklist in 2018, calling his network a transnational criminal organization engaged in “human trafficking and child prostitution, drug trafficking, and wildlife trafficking” (US Department of the Treasury, 2018). The SEZs are also under development, e.g., with $0.5 billion co-investment from stakeholders in Boten SEZ (PankeoVieng-vilay, 2016).




Figure 1 | The position of the Golden Triangle and Boten special economy zones (SEZs) in Southeast Asia.



Understanding the situation of illegal wildlife markets requires long-term interdisciplinary approaches that integrate socioeconomic, biological, and criminological data (Singh, 2008; Ostrom, 2009; Blair et al., 2017). For instance, on-site observations of marketplaces to identify illegal species as determined by biologists contributed to the identification of authentic species/products, providing a link regarding the origins of the illegal products as well as allowing the mapping of visible illegal wildlife markets. Scholars revealed the trends and dynamics in the markets and provided insights on endangered species that are offered for sale and their quantities and prices on the black market (e.g., Nijman et al., 2016; Zhang et al., 2017; Gomez and Shepherd, 2018).

Criminological research based on interviews with people directly or indirectly involved in the illegal wildlife trade proved to be important in understanding the motivations, drivers, and decisions made in the illegal wildlife trade (Wyatt, 2013; Van Uhm, 2016; Pires and Moreto, 2018; Sollund, 2019; Wong, 2019). For example, the criminological literature shows that interventions can have a positive effect locally, but criminal activities can also move to other areas, the so-called “waterbed effect.” First, geographic displacement can mean that after interventions to tackle wildlife crimes in particular places, these crimes can move to other neighborhoods (Pires and Moreto, 2018). Second, illegal wildlife markets can also transform from visible illegal activities to underground markets through hard-to-detect channels via social media (Lavorgna, 2014). Third, wildlife crime groups can diversify into other markets in order to spread the risks and evolve their organizations (Van Uhm et al., 2021; Van Uhm and Nijman, 2022).

In this paper, we update the information on illegal wildlife in the Golden Triangle and Boten SEZs in Laos, by combining on-site observations and interviews with informants, including illegal wildlife traders. We visited the Golden Triangle SEZ in 2017 and 2019 and visited the Boten SEZ only in 2019. We aim to 1) present the species openly offered for sale from a snapshot of the local market and 2) analyze fluctuations in illegal wildlife trade and seek to explain these with reference to market transformation, geographic displacement, and diversification.



Materials and methods


Study area

The Golden Triangle SEZ lies at the Mekong riverside, in Bokeo Province of Laos between 20°21′N and 20°22′N and between 100°5′E and 100°6′E, where Laos, Myanmar, and Thailand meet (Figure 1). The area of the Golden Triangle SEZ is around 3,000 ha, and it was co-launched as SEZ since 2007 by the Laos government and the Chinese Hongkong Kings Roman group. The main buildings in the town include the Kings Romans Casino and a small Chinatown with shops, as well as hotels and restaurants around the main casino (Figure 2A).




Figure 2 | (A) The Golden Triangle SEZ, 2019; (B) Boten SEZ, 2019.



The Boten SEZ is located in Luang Namtha Province of Laos, toward Mohan of Yunan Province in South China. The coordination is 21°11′N to 21°12′N and 101°40′E to 101°41′E, with a total area of 1,640 ha (Figure 1). It was assigned as SEZ since 2003. The construction of a cross-border railway started in 2016 under the “Chinese One Belt One Road” initiative2 (Figure 2B).



On-site observations

The two SEZs were visited by the authors, a Chinese ecologist and a Dutch criminologist, in October 2019 and combined with an earlier on-site observation of the marketplace and interviews in the Golden Triangle SEZ in June 2017. We visited 13 shops and 3 restaurants in the Golden Triangle SEZ and 14 shops and 5 restaurants in Boten SEZ, including stores involved in former studies (i.e., EIA, 2015; Krishnasamy et al., 2018), as well as newly opened stores or restaurants. In both SEZs, the illegal wildlife trade is concentrated in certain areas; these areas with several streets were selected, and well-known illegal wildlife traders with shops were visited. Some of the visited shops specialized in traditional Chinese medicine, some sold tiger bone wines, while others were mainly doing business in animal products such as ivory, pangolin scales, and rhino horn. The same places were visited in 2017 and 2019, and the openly sold wildlife and wildlife products were observed and then later recorded on paper. The authors asked for the same high-valued wildlife species, including tigers, rhinos, bears, and pangolins, and recorded it when the wildlife for sale was openly displayed. The conservation status of the wildlife/products was checked according to the Laos Wildlife and Aquatic Law as well as the international Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES).

During the on-site observations, we asked for high-valued wildlife products such as ivory, rhino horn, pangolin scales, or tiger bone wine and whether we could book wildlife meals in restaurants, but no wildlife products were purchased or booked during the research. At each shop or restaurant, we recorded the GPS location, number of wildlife openly for sale, species, and conditions (taking photographs when possible) and elicited information from traders on the origin (captive bred or wild), market value, and turnover rates. We recorded evidence when the prices of wildlife products were openly displayed and by asking staff. The same on-site observation process was used in the Golden Triangle SEZ in 2017 and 2019 as well as in Boten SEZ in 2019 in order to compare the empirical results. Additional empirical data were acquired during conversations with store owners and sellers, which sometimes resulted in semistructured and open interviews as described below. The on-site observations are listed in Tables 1, 2, and the products found in the same area were compared between the two visits and earlier published references.


Table 1 | Open wildlife trade in the Golden Triangle SEZ, Laos—the endangered species in the casino, wildlife shops, and wild meat restaurants in 2017 and 2019.




Table 2 | Wildlife trade in Boten SEZ, Laos—the endangered species in the wildlife shops and wild meat restaurants in 2019.





Interviews and participant observation

During our field visits, we also performed semistructured and open interviews on the illegal wildlife trade, particularly in relation to high-valued wildlife, including (parts of) tigers, rhinos, bears, and pangolins. In total, we interviewed 11 people in the Golden Triangle SEZ in 2017 and 12 people in 2019. In addition, we interviewed 9 people in Boten SEZ in 2019. The informants were directly or indirectly involved in the illegal wildlife trade, e.g., sellers, traders, and smugglers. The respondents provided their informed consent, and the conversations were held in Mandarin and then translated into English. Regarding the storage and processing of empirical data, recordings are valuable; however, considering the sensitivity of the subject, some interviews were not recorded (Davis et al., 2020). In such cases, note-taking (afterward) ensured the recording of the empirical data. This also resulted in more trustful situations where people were able to speak in more detail about their illegal activities (Polsky, 1967).

An important method for finding respondents was through snowball sampling: future participants were recruited from among their acquaintances, which is useful in contacting members of a population that are difficult to access (Goodman, 1961). Contact with gatekeepers was of great importance to gain access to the social world of illegal entrepreneurs (Davies et al., 2016). Gatekeepers are persons who control access to others and include key persons in the organizations as well as small players in the trade; they are “people who can open doors to people or places, who are aware of certain risks” (Boekhout van Solinge, 2014: p. 40). For instance, the first author has been in contact before with one informant with contacts with the staff in the casino in Golden Triangle SEZ. With his introduction, we were able to interview the staff about the trade situation in the casino and town. We repeatedly visited several stores after the store owners were familiar with us, some trust was established, and they were willing to provide more information (Van Uhm and Wong, 2019). To ensure confidentiality, the respondents were anonymized and pseudonyms were used in place of the respondent’s real name. This also allowed us to talk to key players in the illegal wildlife trade, including important and big traders of wildlife for the SEZs. During the conversation with the above key players, we acquired information about their business mode, including online/offline business structures, the ways to transport products across the borders, and the role of diversification or geographic displacement.

In addition, participant observation was used to understand the local dynamics of the illegal wildlife trade. By observing the process of the illegal trade, through direct, naturalistic observations, it was possible to gain a more in-depth understanding of the socioeconomic context in which actors operate, as well as to corroborate or refute information derived from the respondents (DeWalt and DeWalt, 2011). In addition, by observing and interpreting behavior and everyday practices in the Golden Triangle SEZ and Boten SEZ, the observations provided us the opportunity to obtain information and to engage in informal conversations and chats throughout the study period, which was helpful in clarifying and confirming data collected from the interviews. Empirical data from participant observations were collected through detailed field notes (see Lincoln and Guba, 1985).



Limitations of the study

This study sheds light on the naturalistic and local empirical dimension of the illegal wildlife trade in both SEZs, but the empirical results of this study are not generalizable to other SEZs. Since there is a thriving illegal wildlife trade and many people are involved, our interview sample is not representative. Moreover, given the sensitive nature of our topic, we are aware of questions related to the honesty of our informants. In order to strengthen the credibility and dependability of our research, we triangulated our on-site observations with interviews. The fieldwork nature of our study also enabled us to cross-check initial theoretical concepts with informants throughout the data collection phase.




Results


The Golden Triangle SEZ

In 2017 and 2019, we recorded dozens of tiger bone wines (26 and 29, respectively), tiger teeth (21 and 12, respectively), and ivory pieces (67 and 31, respectively) openly for sale in the Golden Triangle SEZ. Even though 3 tiger skins, 1 tiger skull, and 7 pieces of elephant skin were recorded in 2017, these products were not found in 2019. Similarly, 28 rhino horn pieces, 4 rhino horns, and 18 casques of helmeted hornbills were offered for sale in 2017 but were not openly sold in 2019 (Table 1). The market has transformed and has become more “underground.” For example, pictures of illegal wildlife, such as rhino horn and tiger bone, were provided by key players in the illegal wildlife business who were able to arrange illegal wildlife on short notice. The products were in stock, e.g., upstairs in a building nearby. In addition, illegal wildlife products were available in the casino of the Golden Triangle SEZ in 2017, such as rhino horn pieces, ivory, helmeted hornbill casques, and bear bile (Figure 3A), but were not openly for sale anymore in 2019. In front of the casino, a small “zoo,” the Don Savannah Casino Zoo, was observed with 27 tigers and 36 bears in 2017. According to the informants, the animals were used for the tiger bone wines, tiger skins, and bear products (e.g., bear bile). In 2019, the bears and the cages of the bears had been removed to a different area, but 25 tigers were still present during our field trip (Figure 3B). Along the Mekong River, several restaurants offer endangered species, including pangolins. In general, fewer endangered species were openly offered for sale in 2019 in comparison to 2017 across the different wildlife species in the Golden Triangle SEZ.




Figure 3 | (A) Rhino horn, tiger teeth, ivory, hornbill casques, and bear bile for sale inside the Kings Romans Casino, 2017; (B) tiger zoo, Golden Triangle SEZ, 2019.





Boten SEZ

In 2019, we recorded 13 bottles of tiger bone wine openly for sale, 8 tiger teeth, half a kilo of pangolin scales, and 20 bottles of bear bile wine among other wildlife products in Boten SEZ (Table 2). Although a previous study in Boten SEZ found 290 boxes of bear bile powder (Krishnasamy et al., 2018), the same store was visited but only openly displayed 3 boxes (Figure 4A). These particular bear bile products and their packaging have been found by the authors for sale in other parts of Laos (e.g., Vientiane; Luang Namtha), Myanmar (e.g., Kengtung; Tachileick; Mong La), and China (e.g., Daluo; Kunming). The tiger bone wines were sold in shops but were also observed in restaurants. In one of the restaurants, a backbone of a tiger was observed in a tiger bone wine aquarium (Figure 4B). On a street just off the main road, many shops sold wines, including tiger bone wines. The bottles of tiger bone wine were openly sold to customers, some of them on their way back to China. In addition, some shops in the “old” market in Boten SEZ sold openly tiger teeth and bear bile powder boxes. Even though the volume of bear products openly for sale has decreased, illegal tiger products for sale seem to be increasing in Boten SEZ. This is in line with anecdotal evidence that bear trade is switching over to tiger trade and that illegal wildlife traders diversify into the tiger trade (Coals et al., 2020; Davis et al., 2020).




Figure 4 | (A) Bear bile powder box, Boten SEZ, 2019; (B) tiger bone wine, Boten SEZ, 2019.





Interviews and observations

In the Golden Triangle SEZ and Boten SEZ, 84% (n = 27) of our informants were store owners, traders, staff in the casino, or waiters in restaurants.3 They were directly or indirectly involved in the illegal trade in wildlife as sellers, traders, facilitators, or smugglers. In the Golden Triangle SEZ, tiger bone wine traders explained how high-quality tiger bone wine is produced in large aquariums with complete tiger skeletons where the wine has been aged for over 3 years in the center of the small Chinatown. The prices vary on the quality of the displayed tiger bone wines, from a few hundred to thousands of USD per bottle of tiger bone wine from the top segment (¥ 1,000–20,000). The tiger traders explained that they have close ties with the co-owner of the Golden Triangle SEZ in order to facilitate their (illegal) business.

The first author knew another trader of rhino horns and tiger bone wines from the field trip in 2017. At that time, the trader openly sold rhinoceros horns, tiger wines and skins, and casques of the helmeted hornbill among other high-valued wildlife products. He explained that his store has been raided by the Laos police, so he is now relocated slightly outside the China town center. We visited his new shop and he explained that he still trades under the counter in rhino horn and tiger products among other illegal wildlife, and people know about this via his WeChat account. This was confirmed by other respondents, who indicated that the open sales of illegal wildlife products in the Golden Triangle SEZ are declining,4 but the trade continues via social media. Illegal wildlife traders explained how they increasingly use WeChat for business purposes in order to avoid detection. This reflects the transformation of the market and seems to support that the open trade is slightly disappearing compared to 2017, but that illegal wildlife products are still available on request. Remarkably, three shops on the main street of Chinatown still sell openly tiger bone wine.

Another clear difference in time is that, in 2017, the casino in the Golden Triangle SEZ sold openly rhino horn, ivory, tiger bone wine, and casques of helmeted hornbills, while that was no longer the case in 2019. Two interviewed employees of the casino explained that this has been the case since the US sanctions, but that both wildlife and drugs (methamphetamine) are still provided on request. Finally, the “zoo” with tigers is smaller than in 2017. In 2017, in addition to tigers, there was also an enclosure for bears. The animals are said to be intended for zoo purposes, but in reality, the production of tiger bone wines, meat, and skins is part of the “business model,” according to informants. However, the 36 bears were removed to a different section, and recently, another tiger and bear zoo/farm has been established nearby, which reflects geographic displacement to other areas.5

In Boten, one of our respondents was a key wildlife trader in the main street, well-known for her trade in wildlife products, particularly bear bile (Krishnasamy et al., 2018). She explained that bear bile products were locally manufactured in the bear farm of Boten, but since the bear farm was removed, trading in other products has become more attractive. For example, a relatively large number of shops off the main road now have diversified into tiger bone wine businesses and have tiger products in stock and openly for sale.

According to an illegal wildlife trader, the tiger bone wine can easily be smuggled across the border into China, as they put the tiger bone wine in another bottle and bring the empty tiger bone bottle separately. In this way, there is a low chance of control at the border. The same technique was also mentioned during an interview with two key tiger traders in the Golden Triangle SEZ and seems to be common knowledge among tiger bone wine traders in Laos.

Several wildlife traders referred to relatives and friends who live in both the Boten and Golden Triangle SEZs and are part of the same wildlife networks; this would facilitate the trade between the two special economic zones. For instance, two illegal wildlife traders in the Golden Triangle SEZ worked before in Boten SEZ, and relatives in the Golden Triangle SEZ provide rhino horns and ivory to a wildlife trader in Boten SEZ.

Moreover, several wildlife traders explained to have good contacts with the customs. The owner of a restaurant that offers tiger bone wine and has bear paws and pangolins in a freezer in Boten explained that the Laos customs are good friends, and the authors observed how a customs official indeed had lunch at their place, while tiger bone wine, bear paws, and pangolin meat are openly advertised in the restaurant. The owner explained that their symbiotic relationship enables wildlife to be smuggled into China without intervention. Another wildlife trader argued that recently it has become more difficult to smuggle whole rhinoceros’ horns into China; for larger consignments, they use rather professional smuggling networks that are also involved in drugs. This reflects the diversification of crime groups into wildlife trafficking (Van Uhm and Wong, 2021).




Discussion

The two visited special economic zones are notable because of the Chinese social and economic embeddedness. The main investors and consumers observed in these two areas are Chinese nationals. They run on Beijing time, road signs are in Mandarin, most workers are Chinese nationals, and the Yuan is the main currency, which reflects the importance of the perceived Chinese influence in the SEZs in the borderlands of the economically deprived Golden Triangle area.

With the Chinese economic growth in the 1990s and 2000s, a new class of Chinese entrepreneurs looked across the border to invest and search for economic opportunities. In combination with a series of policy initiatives (NEM) in Laos from 1986, this has encouraged a more open market-oriented economy to stimulate trade. In this context, special economic zones were also set up to attract investments and trade from abroad. Private traders were officially permitted to compete with state enterprises, and in the northwestern Laos border, trading conditions with China have seriously improved. However, the socioeconomic and geopolitical conditions also facilitate the trafficking of contraband across the borders (Van Uhm, 2023 in press; Walker, 1999: 72–75). In the context of China’s One Belt One Road initiative with infrastructure investments (Gong, 2019; Ng et al., 2020), this provides new opportunities for illegal trade in wildlife (Lemieux and Bruschi, 2019; Van Uhm, 2019).

In this paper, we updated the illegal wildlife trade dynamics in the two SEZs, the Golden Triangle SEZ and Boten SEZ, by combining methods of on-site observations of the marketplace and interviews with informants involved in the wildlife trade in order to identify and understand the fluctuations of the illegal wildlife markets. Based on the on-site observations and interviews, our study provides a presentation of the species openly offered for sale from a snapshot of the local market together with empirical data about the transformation, geographic displacement, and diversification of illegal wildlife markets in the Golden Triangle and Boten SEZs. We found that despite being protected by domestic and international laws and regulations, products from tigers, pangolins, and rhinos among other endangered species are still flourishing in these two SEZs.6

While the open illegal wildlife trade in the Golden Triangle SEZ seems to decrease, the trade in tiger, pangolin, and rhino products still exists, albeit more covertly and going underground. Informants explained that this has been influenced by local enforcement and international attention, e.g., by placing the Kings Romans Casino on the US organized crime sanctions blacklist in 2018. Our on-site observations and interviews indicate that consequently the trade has transformed to popular social media, such as WeChat. The increasing trend of illegal wildlife via social media has been noticed by several illegal wildlife studies and reflects how criminal underworlds increasingly become digital, influenced by political dynamics and enforcement priorities (Van Uhm, 2016; Di Minin et al., 2018; Xu et al., 2020). According to the informants, some investors and illegal wildlife traders have moved to other SEZs. This is in line with criminological findings when police patrols are increased: crime in that area seems to decline, but the decline may be occurring because the offenders have moved to a new location, not because the offenders have stopped offending (Moreto and Pires, 2018; Petrossian, 2019). Remarkably, several shops in the small Chinatown still openly sell tiger bone wine. Informants stated that this may have to do with the involvement of powerful people with political relations and immunity as well as difficulties to test whether tiger wine is based on a real tiger product.

In Boten SEZ, in comparison to the on-site observations by Krishnasamy et al. (2018) that found many bear products, including 290 boxes of bear bile powder boxes, we found 20 bottles of bear bile wine and 8 boxes of bear bile powder openly for sale. The local market for bear products was reduced because the bear farm close to Boten SEZ moved to another area, as explained by the informants. This partly reflects the “waterbed effect” where interventions can have a positive effect locally but may rise somewhere else due to the displacement of wildlife crimes. In addition to the geographical effects, enforcement priorities for certain species may also lead to an increase in other illegal wildlife species due to opportunity and diversification structures as discussed in criminological studies (Petrossian et al., 2016; Moreto and Pires, 2018; Van Uhm and Wong, 2021). With the availability of tiger bone wines, the trade in tiger bone wines seems to have increased in Boten SEZ in recent years as several shops sold it openly. The analysis of the interviews suggested that this may be a result of difficulties in product identification, the loose control and corruption of local customs officials, the change in preference due to greater attention to bear bile products, and neglecting tiger products in recent years. However, this warrants further investigation.

Both cases illustrate how the illegal wildlife trade networks are able to anticipate new situations, quickly switch their focus areas, or reshape illicit trade operations from offline to online. These capacities to operate flexibly increase the survival chances of criminal enterprises and illustrate how they can move freely through the enforcement landscape. Moreover, the illegal wildlife trade networks are socioeconomically and politically embedded in the local context; friends, family members, or corrupt officials ensure a secure environment for illegal wildlife traders (Van de Bunt et al., 2014). For instance, illegal wildlife products, including tiger bones, bear bile, and rhino horns, are traded by relatives in Boten and the Golden Triangle SEZs, while symbiotic relations with officials facilitate the wildlife crime networks to evolve and diversify (Van Uhm and Wong, 2021). This ensures interconnected networks and protected trade chains in and between the two special economic zones in the Golden Triangle borderlands that seriously complicate the prevention and enforcement of wildlife crimes.

Since China has banned all the consumption of wild meat after the outbreak of COVID-19 and strengthened the control on the border (Chinese NPC, 2020), we may expect to see a change in the wildlife trade in the near future. It can lead to a behavior change of Chinese visitors of the SEZs in a positive way due to awareness of the health risks associated with consuming wild products. However, the current regulations only confine the trade of terrestrial animals as food but did not cover the aquatic animal and medical animal product trade (Xiao et al., 2021). Moreover, it can also lead to increased demand from Chinese visitors after the reopening of the borders, because of the stricter controls in China. Informants in both SEZs explained that Chinese customers come to the areas not only for investment but also for gambling, prostitution, or drugs, in addition to wildlife. In this socioeconomic and criminogenic environment, both the Golden Triangle and Boten SEZs are quickly developing, but the current control and prevention of illegal wildlife trade is still underdeveloped.
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Footnotes

1In Laos, local people also consume wildlife (e.g., Singh, 2010; Davis et al., 2016; Davis and Glikman, 2020), which places additional pressure on these species beyond criminal networks.

2The effect of the Chinese “One Belt One Road” initiative has a global impact for legal and illegal trade, e.g., there are increasing reports of wildlife trade occurring in Chinese belt and road projects (Lemieux and Bruschi, 2019; Van Uhm, 2019).

3Sixteen percent of our informants were not directly or indirectly involved in the illegal wildlife trade but were able to provide information about the illegal trade, such as taxi drivers, citizens, or employees of legitimate businesses.

4This is interesting in the context of the normalized trade versus actual consumption as it may be possible that the trade being pushed underground has reduced actual consumption (Rizzolo, 2020).

5At a local market, we observed two captive-bred turtles and some frogs. A local store owner told us that the wild meat market is open on a certain day during the week and wild meat is traded between 3 and 4 a.m. He explained that most of the customers in the early morning were staff from the restaurants in the Golden Triangle SEZ.

6Less endangered species were not the focus of this study but were “on the horizon” for being traded.
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OEBPS/Images/table1.jpg
Species Description Quantity 2017 Quantity 2019 Unit CITES

Tiger (Panthera tigris) Live 27 25 Individual 1
Wine 26 29 Bottle
Skin 3 0 Piece
Skull 1 0
Teeth 21 12
Rhino (Rhinocerotidae spp.) Horn 28 0
Horn 4 0 ‘Whole horn
Helmeted hornbill (Rhinoplax vigil) Casque 18 0 ‘Whole casque
Elephant (Elephantidae) Jewelry 67 31 Pieces /1
Tusks 14 2 Whole tusk
Skin 7 0 Pieces
Pangolin (Manis spp.) Scales 0 05 kg 1
‘Whole skin 1 2 Pieces
Bear (Ursidae spp.) Live 36 0 Individual il
Wine 0 4 Bottle
Bile 6 2 Whole bile
Saiga (Saiga tatarica) Horn 6 2 ‘Whole horn 11
Monkey (Macaca spp.) Live 1 1 Individual 11
Mixed animals Wine 35 10 Bottle NA
Impressed tortoise (Manouria impressa) Shell 0 1 Pieces 11

Tigers, elephants, and pangolins are all listed in category 1 of the Wildlife and Aquatic Law of Laos.

Laos cat.

NA

NA





