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Ants in the pet trade: an urgent call to CITES
Parties to protect global ant diversity from
emerging trade threats

The international trade in ants made headlines around the
world when a gang was sentenced for smuggling ,
queen ants in Kenya (BBC News,  May , bbc.co.uk/
news/articles/cyxprdno). Long regarded as innocuous
childhood pastimes, ant farms have increasingly become
part of a global trade network. Recent developments,
reflected in confiscation records, customs seizures, scien-
tific literature and the widespread popularity of ant trading
on online platforms, underscore the emergence of a sig-
nificant and expanding international market for ants within
the exotic pet industry.

Many of the ant species involved in this trade possess
high invasive potential. Once introduced outside their
native ranges, invasive ants can have profound negative
conservation impacts, and cause ecological disruption and
economic harm. In addition, international trade also poses
a threat to the species being traded.

Despite growing concerns, no ant species are currently
listed under CITES. This regulatory gap exposes a critical
weakness in the global effort to protect invertebrate species
from overexploitation and to prevent biological invasions.
This is a serious oversight, as many ant species are not only
ecologically sensitive but also endemic to small ranges and
vulnerable to overcollection and disturbance. The clan-
destine nature of the trade, often facilitated through

informal online channels and mislabelled shipments, hin-
ders accurate monitoring and enforcement.

We call on CITES Parties to recognize the emergence of
the international ant pet trade as a conservation and bio-
security issue of global concern. We propose the following
measures: () Initiate a comprehensive review of the ant
species currently in the international trade. () Prioritize the
assessment of species that exhibit traits associated with
invasiveness or are known to be threatened in the wild.
() Consider listing all ant species (Formicidae) under CITES
Appendix II to enable monitoring and regulation. () Develop
identification tools and training resources for enforcement
officers, to help them detect and manage ant trade cases
effectively. () Strengthen collaboration between CITES,
IUCN, invasive species experts and entomological societies.

Proactive intervention is critical to prevent irreversible
ecological impacts and avoid costly eradication efforts. The
window for preventative action is rapidly closing, and
CITES has the mandate and the mechanisms to act.
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