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Thank you for inviting me here today, I only have fifteen minuets to outline my position for the 
forthcoming debate (fisticuffs, verbal or otherwise) and looking around it appears the odds are not 
ǎǘŀŎƪŜŘ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ŦŀǾƻǳǊΧΧǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ƭƛŦŜΧ

¢Ƙƛǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƻǊǘŜǎǘ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΧ



Tact, diplomacy and political correctness are not my strong points I much prefer straight talking, a little more straight 
talking and a little less politics would make the world a better place in my view.  Notwithstanding, like my little foggy 
ŦǊƛŜƴŘ L ǿƻƴΩǘ Ǝƻ Řƻǿƴ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǇǳǘǘƛƴƎ ǳǇ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ŦƛƎƘǘΦΦΗΗ

²Ƙŀǘ ŀǊŜ ǾŜǘǎΧΚ

Vets are experts in diagnosing & treating sick animals.

²Ƙŀǘ ŀǊŜ ǾŜǘǎ ƴƻǘΧΚ

Vets are not (necessarily) experts in animal husbandry (unless they are practicing keepers of the relevant species).

This statement is not intended to be controversial it is, as I see it, simply a statement of fact and something that is all to 
often overlooked, certainly in government circles who tend to believe that vets walk on water and feed the five 
ǘƘƻǳǎŀƴŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŀƭŦ ŀ ŘƻȊŜƴ ŦƛǎƘ ŀƴŘ ŎƻǳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ƭƻǾŜǎ ƻŦ ōǊŜŀŘΦ LΩƳ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŎȅƴƛŎŀƭΦ 



Laying my cards on the table, the BVA/BVZS Policy Statement is of great concern to me because it appears to have 
been conceived without evaluating available evidence and is not based on science, instead being purely speculative 
with much assumption and some good old fashion prejudice.       

There is not time in this presentation to address all the issues raised in the document, but I will briefly address a couple 
of main points:

Welfare of animals in captivity is a concern to all of us and as you are the experts in the field of diagnosing and treating 
sick reptiles it would make sense for you to talk to us (the industry or the hobby) and express any concerns you have, 
or indeed share your data. Reptiles (and amphibians) do, however, differ from some so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎŀǘŜŘΩ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ 
(cats & dogs) as the typical reptile keeper does not take a healthy animal to the vets for you to admire and then hand 
him a bill. As reptiles do not require routine procedures such as vaccinations, cleaning of teeth etc, only sick animals 
ŀǊŜ ǘŀƪŜƴ ǘƻ ǾŜǘǎ ƛǘ ƛǎΣ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ƴƻǘ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǾŜǘǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǎŀȅ άŀƭƭ L ŜǾŜǊ ǎŜŜ ƛǎ ǎƛŎƪ ǊŜǇǘƛƭŜǎέΦ

It is also important to keep things in perspective; 90% of welfare issues & rehoming of animals concern dogs, cats & 
rabbits, so perhaps you should be calling for a ban on them rather than reptiles.  Enforcing unworkable and unrealistic 
restrictions on keeping species which overall have a good record with respect to welfare problems would, therefore 
seem to be disproportionate and based on subjective issues, such as personal prejudice.

So, moving on before I get lynched, another point raised is that of mortality in transport but when you not look at the 
evidence available, the numerous studies carried out in this area show that the figures are minimal. All the data and 
evidence is freely available so there is no need to propagate the myth that mortality in transport is an issue which 
should cause concern.

On the issue of unsustainable harvest of reptiles and amphibians for the pet trade, what makes you experts on this 
issue?  Do the BVA/BVZS have hands on participation in CITES/CBD, the authoritative bodies looking at the issue, or are 
you simply armchair critics who see it as an easy target? The facts are that numbers of animals collected for the pet 
trade are very small compared to vast numbers collected for the skin or food trade and this small sustainable utilisation 
can be crucial for conservation efforts in countries of origin. 



[ŜǘΩǎ ǎŜŜ ƛŦ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ ŎƻǾŜǊ ƴŜŀǊƭȅ плл ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǊǘȅ ǎŜŎƻƴŘǎΥ

The first records of keeping a reptile dates back to 1625 when William Laud the then Bishop of London was given a 
tortoise 

The first book published on reptile husbandry 1797 (in German) and in English, 1897 

First recorded reptile trade was the Dutch East Indies Company who operating in the seventeenth & eighteenth 
century with facilities in Amsterdam and Cape of Good Hope in South Africa. 

The first recorded breeding of a reptile in 1828 at the Tower of London 

First popular magazine for reptiles the Amateur Aquarist & Reptilian Review 1924 

Today 47% of all pet shops licensed to sell livestock sell reptiles 



This really is the fundamental issue what is a pet..?

Pets are many things to many different people, this is Caesar kept by a classic British eccentric Chris Weller and to Chris 
Caesar is a much-loved (and extremely well cared for) pet.

There is, as far as I am aware, no legal definition, although of course there are any number of dictionary definitions.  
9ǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ tŜǘ !ƴƛƳŀƭǎ !Ŏǘ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŀ άǇŜǘέ ŀƴŘ ƻƴŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŀŦƻǊŜƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ !Ŏǘ ǘƘŀǘ 
any vertebrate could be a pet which raises some interesting issues for debate. Perhaps this is not a topic for debate 
today but it raises some issues in relation to Pet Fairs, or as the antis call them Pet Markets, which fall within the remit 
of the Pet Animals Act, although Livestock Markets are exempt.

The concept of keeping an animal as a pet (or companion) is based around the fact it is kept for pleasure, rather than 
utility, sport or as livestock. The term pet is synonymous with affection and any species may, therefore, be considered 
a pet if it is loved and cared for with affection.   

¢ƻŘŀȅ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άŎƻƳǇŀƴƛƻƴ ŀƴƛƳŀƭέ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǇŜǘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǉǳƛǘŜ ƘƻƴŜǎǘ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ǎǳǊŜ ƛǎ ƳǳŎƘ ōŜǘǘŜǊΣ 
although it does better convey the message slightly better.  



We need to put things into context, reptile keeping is not new and today reptiles are just as much a part of the 
mainstream pet industry as many other species, such as dogs, rabbits hamsters etc.  In fact it is arguable that reptile 
ownership in the UK is near parity with dogs.  

The Pet Animals Act, 1951 devolves licensing to Local Authorities and, as extraordinary as it may seem, there is no 
central register of pet shops that sell livestock in the UK.  In order to obtain that data you are required to use the 
Freedom of Information Act, which OATA & REPTA utilised for their extensive survey which generated the figures we 
now use.

The exact number of pet shops in the UK is unknown but is often suggested to be around 5,000, although not all sell 
pets (I would actually take the view if a shop does not sell pets then it is not a pet shop). Using the FOI the number 
licensed to sell pets appears to be reasonably static at around 3,200.

The 2010 survey showed 30% of shops were licensed to sell reptiles and amphibians but by 2014 this had increased to 
47%, showing a significant growth in popularity, supported by the increasing sale of livefoods and dry goods. 

{ƛȄ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ŦƻǊ тл҈ ƻŦ ƭƛǾŜǎǘƻŎƪ ǎƻƭŘ ōȅ ΨƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǇŜǘ ǎƘƻǇǎΩΦ L ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǇŜǘ ǎƘƻǇǎ όŀǎ ƻǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ 
specialist outlets) and I will return to this topic later.



¢ƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǊŜǇǘƛƭŜǎ ǎƻƭŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦Y ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀŎŎǳǊŀǘŜƭȅΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜƴ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ŀƴȅ ǇŜǘǎΣ ŎŀǘǎΣ 
dogs, rabbits etc sold in the UK each year.  Without reliable data on the number of animals kept, sold or rehomed each 
year it is very difficult to establish factually if animal welfare is increasing or decreasing.

The data presented here is from Eurostats and the ARC at Heathrow and what is immediately obvious is some disparity, 
partially accounted for by Eurostats data running from January to December and ARC data running from April to March.  
At this moment in time I cannot account for the variance in Third Country imports, but I am trying to establish why we 
have this disparity.   

The actual numbers of animals entering the UK via the EU is also unknown as the Treaty of Rome (free trade) means 
there is no requirement to declare intercommunity movements and reptiles are not subject to TRACES.  Some data is 
recorded by Eurostats, although the majority is not.  I asked a number of the larger reptile wholesalers in Europe if they 
would provide me data on exports to the UK, which they very kindly did.  Numbers were lower than I expected with 
the largest shipment being 6,171 animals of which just 758 were of wild origin. 

Mortality is always one of the big issues raised concerning international trade and those who oppose trade site mass 
mortality of up to 50%. A study conducted at the ARC at Heathrow in 2003 showed mortality in transit was actually 
extremely low at just 0.47%.  

There have been many studies on mortality in transit that reaffirm this figure including THE UK TRADE IN LIVE REPTILES 
AND AMPHIBIANS  (A report to the RSPCA on the nature and status of the reptile and amphibian pet trade between 
1980 and 1992) pub 1993 The Durrell Institute of Conservation and Ecology, University of Kent at Canterbury. 
(http://www.rspca-ŀƴƛƳŀŘǾŜǊǎƛƻƴΦƻǊƎΦǳƪκwŜǇǘƛƭŜǎκƛƴŘŜȄΦƘǘƳύ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ άaƻǊǘŀƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜŘ ŀƴŘ 
ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ лΦр҈ ƛƴ мр ǎƘƛǇƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ƻǾŜǊ уΣллл ŀƴƛƳŀƭǎ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜŘ ŀǘ IŜŀǘƘǊƻǿ !ƴƛƳŀƭ vǳŀǊŀƴǘƛƴŜ {ǘŀǘƛƻƴέ

Establishing the number of reptiles bred in the UK is extremely difficult, as it would be to establish the number of any 
pet animals bred, but the estimate of 300,000 is a best guess derived from information provided by breeders, 
wholesalers and retailers.

L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜǎΣ L ƭƛƪŜ ƘŀǊŘ Řŀǘŀ ŀƴŘ w9t¢! ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜǎ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ƛƴǘƻ ƳƻǊǘŀƭƛǘȅΣ ƭƻƴƎŜǾƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ōǊŜŜŘƛƴƎ Řŀǘŀ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ 
continuing to compile evidence to establish the facts about captive reptiles. 



Ripping animals from the wildis a term frequently used by the Animal Rights movement whose cornerstone is the use of emotive 
language.  Sustainable Utilisation of wildlife is actually the cornerstone of conservation and is supported and endorsed by successive 
UK governments, as well as the CITES Convention and organisations such as the Worldwide Fund for Nature (WWF). Ripping animals 
from the wild in order to put food on your plate (think about that next time you enjoy fish & chips) seems to be viewed very 
differently to keeping and propagating animals for pleasure (companions) and therein lays a fundamental argument. 

When wild animals are collected for the pet trade, the key objective is to keep that animal alive and for it to thrive in order that it 
will reproduce. An unhealthy, stressed or otherwise compromised animal is of little or no use as a captive companion and traders, 
therefore, have an absolute vested interest in ensuring high standards of shipping, health and welfare are maintained.  A dead or 
sick animal has no value.   

The trade in reptiles and other exotic pets has changed greatly over the past few years and today over 90% of reptiles in theUKpet 
industry are bred in captivity, not collected in the wild. Many animals are now many generations away from their wild ancestors and 
ǊŜŀƭƛǎǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ Ŏŀƴ ƴƻ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ōŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǿƛƭŘΩΦ aŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀƴƛƳŀƭǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǿ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ōǊŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƭƻǳǊ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴΣ ǘŜƳǇŜǊament 
and other characteristics, much the same as other pets, and have, thus, become truly domesticated and accepted as mainstream 
pets.

Thirty or so years ago the trade was dominated by wild caught animals which is not the case today, although some species are still 
traded. These are some of the most commonly seen and all can be harvested sustainably and can be expected to thrive in captivity. 
For some species, such as the golden mantella, sustainable utilisation is the only way to avoid extinction and their future hangs on 
whether they can be utilised for the pet trade. If not, the land they inhabit will be used for other revenue-generating purposes, such 
as open-cast mining.  This is a complex and emotive issue, but I would argue your policy statement calling for a ban is not 
appropriate or beneficial to conservation efforts globally. 

One point we may perhaps be able to agree on is that the consumer (whether it be for food or pet) should be informed of the 
source of that animal in order that they may make an informed choice. 



The pet trade does not always get it right and where we get thing wrong we should hold our hands up and say so which 
I have absolutely no issue with.  The pet trade does draw a lot of criticism, some of it justified, much of it not, but as 
always teasing out fact from fiction can be difficult.

I have chosen to highlight four issues of getting it wrong, two current and two historic. The biggest mistake the pet 
trade made, and regrettably continues to make, is the mass importation of hatchling sliders Trachemysand cotters 
Pseudemysturtles.  The issue with these species in the UK is more of a welfare issue rather than environmental impact, 
which is not the case in some parts of the world, but the pet industry should have got to grips with the issue once it 
became apparent it was a problem.  Five years ago REPTA formed Team Turtle to look at the issue and a number of 
recommendations were made although sadly we failed to enlist other sectors of the pet trade. 

The other issue for which we are not covering ourselves in glory is (was?) the over exploitation of this extremely 
beautiful lizard from a very restricted range in Tanzania, the Electric Blue Day Gecko Lygodactylus williamsi.  There is no 
question in my mind that the pet industry has overexploited this species, and that is truly regrettable, but the 
Tanzanian authorities seem to have got to grips with the problem and hopefully we will see it achieve a CITES II listing 
at the next CoP (a CITES I listing which would be disastrous for conservation of this species). 

The other two species have historic issues that have been addressed. Asian vine snakes Ahaetulla prasinaand red-
headed agama Agama agama were not threatened by trade, nor did they pose potential environment issues, they 
were simply inappropriate species for the general pet trade. Neither species has been banned and could still today be 
freely imported and traded to the pet trade, but they are not due to self-enforced controls imposed by the trade 
association (REPTA).  This has been achieved by working with the trade and is just one example of many instances were 
self-regulation has been incredibly successful.  Since REPTA was formed ten years ago great strides forward have been 
made and today I can say I am really proud of how the reptile trade in the UK has addressed some of their issues.



Many species we keep today would have been considered impossible to maintain to a high welfare standard (or even 
alive) twenty years ago. Indeed some of the most commonly kept and bred animals, chameleons are probably the best 
example, would have been likely to have a very low life expectancy in the past. Today, thanks to the greater range of 
equipment available (especially lighting) and to increased knowledge of husbandry, some species of chameleons are 
now considered easy to maintain and breed in captivity. They also vastly exceed the natural lifespan of their wild 
counterparts, with some animals living incredibly long (in chameleon terms) live, with ten years not uknown.

Wǳǎǘ ǘƻ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜ ǘƘƛǎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ōŀŎƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ мфтлΩǎ L ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ŀǘ ŀ Ȋƻƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴ ŦǊƛƭƭŜŘ ƭƛȊŀǊŘs 
Chlamydosaurus kingiiand Jacksons chameleons Trioceros jacksonii,as exhibits, despite huge efforts (and money) both 
were abandoned as imposable to keep alive.  Today now we understand the biology of these animals both species are 
considered easy species, indeed Stephen (the Jacksons chameleon) pictured here must be one of the easiest of animals 
to keep, eight months of the year he lives in my garden.  To make a further point Louie (the Yemen chameleon) 
recently passed away aged 9, and Frankie (the panther) is still going strong aged 10.  By contrast some species of 
chameleons in the wild lives for live and reproduce in less than a year. 

The list of species which can now be successfully maintained as companion animals is too long to list and the 
ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘǊȅ ŀƴŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀǎǘǊƻƴƻƳƛŎŀƭΦ ¢ƻŘŀȅ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ άŦǊŀƎƛƭŜέ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ 
Asian rat snakes, of I have chosen the Mandarin rat snake Elaphe mandarinaas an example, are frequently kept and 
bred and, like chameleons, enjoy a long lifespan, with few (if any) health problems (and before anyone picks me up on 
it let me just say the only academicals I likes less than vets are ruddy taxonomists). 


