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Introduction
Eight baboons kept in the basement of a private home in Germany. Cages filled 
with bats, stacked between reptiles and silver foxes, at an animal fair in the 
Netherlands. Exotic squirrels, sold on a French website to the highest bidder. 
These are just some examples of the myriad of ways in which the exotic pet 
trade manifests itself within the European Union (EU). It is an industry that 
often goes unnoticed, that operates in a regulatory space with limited controls 
and oversight, and which exact scale remains elusive. Yet, the operations of 
this specific trade have far-reaching and pervasive ramifications that can af-
fect, and should concern, us all. 

EU citizens tend to be surprised when they discover 

that it is perfectly legal in many EU Member States 

to trade and keep the vast majority of the world’s 

wild animal species as pets.1 But in fact, the EU is 

one of the largest markets in the world for exotic 

pets and, as such, a major driver for the trade in 

live wild animals.2 The legal trade of wild animals 

into the EU alone is worth 100 billion euros annu-

ally.3 Over 500 million individual animals are esti-

mated to be kept as pets within the EU, including 

mammals, reptiles, birds and fish.4 A large variety 

of species are found in this trade.5 AAP6 alone has 

rescued around 200 different mammal subspecies 

in the past ten years. Internationally, the legal wild-

life trade has increased 500% in value since 2005 

and 2000% since the 1980s.7 

The EU is one of the largest 
markets in the world for 
exotic pets. 

While the exotic pet trade in the EU is booming, it is 

certainly not without risks. Exotic pets have highly 

complex physiological and ethological needs, mak-

ing it very difficult, if not impossible, for the average 

household to provide the proper nutrition, housing 

and care to meet those needs. As a result, exot-

ic pets can suffer from serious health and welfare 

impairments or even die prematurely.8 Furthermore, 

animals are often harvested from the wild to supply 

the exotic pet trade, which contributes to the decline 

of wild populations and can threaten species’ con-

servation.9 Biodiversity within the EU is also jeop-

ardized by the exotic pet trade, as exotic pets can 

become invasive alien species when they escape 

or are released into the environment.10 Finally, the 

exotic pet trade poses risks to public health and 

safety. Exotic pets are still wild animals and as such 

they are often capable of inflicting serious injuries 

and of transmitting zoonoses. 

       11

Infections acquired directly or 

indirectly from animal reservoirs that 

cause clinical disease in humans

Evolution of micro-organisms from nature 

resulting in human-to-human infections 

which are independent of animals

Infections transmitted from 

humans to animals

Zoonosis59

Emerging Infectious Diseases

Zooanthroponosis (Reverse Zoonosis)
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In this article, we will zoom in on this latter aspect; 

the zoonotic disease risks associated with the exot-

ic pet trade. The next section will offer a short over-

view of the role that wild animals are known to play 

in the transmission of zoonotic diseases. Section 3 

will provide the results of our analysis of zoonotic 

pathogen detection in exotic mammal pets that were 

rescued by AAP from various EU Member States 

between 2016 and 2020. Section 4 will discuss the 

gaps in the existing EU regulatory framework to ad-

dress the zoonotic disease risks stemming from the 

exotic pet trade, followed by our conclusions and 

recommendations.

+500 MILLION animals

are kept as pets within the EU

BILLION

A N N U A L LY

International trade 
in exotic pets and 
exotic pet 
ownership are 
increasing

85 million households in 
Europe own a domesticated or 

exotic pet

EU is one of the 
largest markets in the 

world for exotic pets

Different animal species have 
been rescued by AAP in the last 
10 years

Of emerging infectious 
diseases are zoonotic in nature
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Wild animals and zoonotic 
diseases 

As the COVID-19 pandemic has so poignantly illus-

trated, the transmission of zoonotic diseases can 

have a devastating impact on our health, economy 

and society at large. SARS-CoV-2 may be the most 

recent example of a zoonotic virus that has high-

ly likely originated in wildlife, but it is not the first 

and will probably not be the last. Globally, zoonot-

ic disease outbreaks have been on the rise since 

the 1980s12 and numerous zoonotic virus outbreaks 

have preceded SARS-CoV-2, including other SARS 

coronaviruses, MERS coronaviruses, Ebolavirus 

and monkeypox virus to name a few.13 In fact, scien-

tists estimate that 75% of emerging infectious dis-

eases are zoonotic in nature and that the majority of 

them originate in wild animals.14 

The trade in wild animals, including the exotic pet 

trade, is a well-known risk factor in zoonotic dis-

ease transmission.15 Zoonotic risks are widely ac-

knowledged and referenced in literature on illegal 

wildlife trade. But these risks are also prevalent, 

yet often ignored, when it comes to the legal trade 

in wild animals, including exotic pets, even though 

this trade is several orders of magnitude larger than 

illegal wildlife trade.16 Wildlife trade provides dis-

ease transmission mechanisms at a scale that can 

not only cause human disease outbreaks, but also 

threatens livestock, international trade, rural live-

lihoods, native wildlife populations and the health 

of ecosystems.17 Worldwide, disease outbreaks re-

sulting from wildlife trade have caused hundreds of 

billions of dollars of economic damage.18 

Wild animals are a reservoir for both known and un-

known pathogens, yet the exotic pet trade brings 

an ever-increasing variety of wild animal species 

into close contact with humans and other animals 

that they have not interacted with before, thereby 

increasing zoonotic spill-over risks. Many zoonotic 

pathogens carried by wild animals are not host-spe-

cific and can be transferred to not only humans, but 

also to domesticated animals, livestock and endem-

ic fauna. Spill-over risks are therefore particularly 

prevalent where the pet trade interfaces with natu-

ral environments and agricultural food systems. Re-

search found over 70 different zoonotic pathogens 

that are linked to exotic pets.19 The majority of all 

known zoonotic pathogens have had mammal spe-

Spillover Zoonosis Emerging Infectious 
Diseases (EIDs)

Zooanthroponosis

Figure 1: Pathway diagram of potential pathogen transmission.
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cies – particularly non-human primates, carnivores, 

ungulates, bats and rodents – as a host20, many 

of which are still legally traded and kept as pets in 

EU Member States. A previous AAP study revealed 

that, between 2015 and 2019, AAP rescued exotic 

mammals that were susceptible to more than 120 

different zoonotic viruses, bacteria and parasites 

that could be dangerous or potentially lethal to hu-

mans.21

The increasing human 
exploitation of wild animals 
places us in ever-closer 
proximity to a wide variety 
of wild animals and greatly 
enhances our risks for 
encountering new pathogens.

A compounding problem is the fact that we simply 

do not know which unknown pathogens might still 

be hiding within which animal species. There is no 

comprehensive overview of the zoonotic potential of 

animal species and a structural health surveillance 

system does not exist for wildlife and exotic pets 

like it does for livestock and domesticated pets. This 

is a major gap in the surveillance of emerging zo-

onoses.22 As a result, zoonotic pathogen detection 

in wild animal species remains extremely limited, 

with many pathogens yet to be detected.23 An es-

timated 1.7 million currently undiscovered viruses 

are thought to exist in mammal and avian hosts. 

Of these, 631 000 – 827 000 could have the ability 

to infect humans.24 Furthermore, the conditions in 

which wild animals are kept and transported along 

the trade chain – which tend to be unsanitary, over-

crowded with conspecifics or other species, and 

highly stressful for the animals – can lead to serious 

health deteriorations and exacerbate zoonotic dis-

ease risks.25 Such conditions can trigger the emer-

gence and spread of zoonotic pathogens in traded 

wild animals, even of pathogens that are not com-

monly found in their conspecifics in the wild. 

The fact that the majority of emerging zoonotic dis-

eases originate in wildlife does not mean that wild 

animals themselves are to be blamed for the role 

they play in disease transmission. Zoonoses have 

always existed in wildlife, but it is the increasing hu-

man exploitation of wild animals (which takes many 

forms, from the exotic pet trade to bushmeat con-

sumption and the destruction of natural habitats) 

that places us in ever-closer proximity to a wide 

variety of wild animals and greatly enhances our 

risks for encountering new pathogens. It is these 

human behaviours that need to be addressed in pol-

icy responses if we are to truly decrease the risks of 

zoonotic disease outbreaks. Encouragingly, politi-

cians, scientific institutions and stakeholders are in-

creasingly calling for a better regulation of the trade 

and keeping of wild animals to properly address 

these root causes of zoonotic disease outbreaks.26 

Barbary Macaque (Macaca sylvanus)
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Infected exotic mammal 
pets rescued by AAP 

Exotic pets have a relatively high probability of 

being infected with a zoonotic pathogen, especial-

ly when they are captured directly from the wild.27 

These pathogens can be contracted by humans or 

other animals during close contact with the exotic 

pet, such as through inhalation, non-traumatic con-

tact (i.e. direct or indirect contact with animal skin, 

hair, blood, carcass or excreta) and traumatic con-

tact (i.e. animal bites or scratches).28

AAP has analysed the prevalence of zoonoses in 

exotic mammal pets that were rescued from EU 

Member States. The focus is exclusively on mammal 

species, as these are the species that AAP rescues 

and has expertise on. Our analysis covered 340 ex-

otic mammals rescued by AAP between 2016 and 

2020 that either came from private owners or were 

found astray within 10 EU Member States.30 Stray 

animals were included in the analysis due to a high 

likelihood that these animals were formerly kept as 

pets and were either released or escaped. Between 

2016 and 2020, AAP has rescued 276 exotic pets, 

of which 32 animals had at least two consecutive 

private owners. 262 of these animals came direct-

ly from their private owners, or were shortly emer-

gency-housed before transfer, and were included in 

the analysis.31 Between 2016 and 2020, AAP also 

rescued 88 stray animals, of which 23 animals had 

both a stray and private ownership background. 78 

of these animals came directly from astray, or were 

shortly emergency-housed before transfer, and 

were included in the analysis. 

136

1

Map 1: Countries of origin of rescued animals.

Of the 340 rescued animals included in the analysis, that came from private households or 
found astray, 136 originated from Spain and 131 animals were rescued in the Netherlands. 
Animals were also rescued from France, Belgium, Germany, Austria, Portugal, Cyprus, 
Greece and Hungary. 

There have been some reported instances of zo-

onotic disease transmission caused by the exotic 

pet trade in the EU. In 2015 for example, Variegat-

ed Squirrel Bornavirus 1 (VSBV-1) was detected as 

the cause of acute fatal encephalitis among three 

breeders of exotic squirrels in Germany.29 However, 

as there is no structural health monitoring and zo-

onotic pathogen testing for all the exotic pets kept 

and traded in the EU, there are very likely many 

more zoonotic spill-over risks looming that we are 

unaware of.

32 animals
Another private owner

23 animals

88 animals
Stray

276 animals
Private owner

Figure 2: Number of animals rescued by AAP with a private 
ownership background and/or stray background (2016-2020). 
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A) Pathogens tested for B) Pathogens tested based on suspected origin / symptoms

Bacteria
Mycobacterium bovis, tuberculosis Leptospira spp. (all carnivores are vaccinated)

Mycobacterium avium Francisella tularensis

Campylobacter spp Brucella spp. 

Clostridium difficile

Salmonella spp

Shigella spp

Yersinia pseudotuberculosis

Viruses
STLV (Simian-T-lymphotropic virus) / 
HTLV

Monkeypox (due to short incubation time, can be ruled out during quaran-
tine when no suspected symptoms appear)

SIV (Simian immunodeficiency virus) / HIV Cowpox

HSV (Herpes-simplexvirus)
Ebola / Marburg virus (due to short incubation time, can be ruled out 
during quarantine when no suspected symptoms appear)

HBV (Hepatitis B-virus)
Lassa virus (due to short incubation time, can be ruled out during quaran-
tine when no suspected symptoms appear)

Borna virus (VSBV-1) HAV (hepatitis A-virus)

Yellow fever

Rabies (based on origin of animal extra surveillance is implemented)

CMV (cytomegalovirus)

SARS-corona 1 and 2

Parasites
Ancylostoma sp (Nematode) Toxoplasma gondii (Protozoan)

Ascaris sp (Nematode)

Baylisascaris procyonis / columnaris 
(Nematode)

Capillaria (Nematode)

Cestoda (Platyhelminth)

Cystoisospora canis (Sporozoan)

Eimeria sp (Sporozoan)

Entamoeba histolytica / nuttalli,  E His / 
Dis (Protozoan)

Enterobius vermicularis (Rhabditida)

Giardia sp (Protozoan (flagellate))

Nematodirus sp (Nematode)

Oxyurid sp (Nematode)

Sarcoptes scabiei (Arthropod)

Strongyloides (Nematode)

Trichuris sp (Nematode)

Taenia sp (Platyhelminth)

Toxascaris sp (Nematode)

Trematoda sp (Platyhelminth)

Table 1: Overview of pathogens checked and detected (in bold) during quarantine in AAP’s rescue centers. 
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The zoonotic pathogen testing results revealed that 

of the 262 exotic pets included in the analysis, 36 

animals (13.7%), carried one or more parasitic, vi-

ral or bacterial zoonotic pathogens. In other words, 

roughly 1 in every 7 exotic pets rescued by AAP 

carried at least one zoonotic agent upon arrival. 13 

of those 36 infected animals (36%) carried multiple 

zoonotic pathogens. 

At intake, all animals rescued by AAP undergo a 

mandatory quarantine period of 6 to 12 weeks de-

pending on the species, during which their health 

status is carefully examined and monitored and 

medical issues are treated. During their time in 

quarantine, the animals are tested and monitored 

for zoonotic infections according to strict species- 

or taxon-specific procedures, based on guidelines 

of the World Organization for Animal Health (OIE-

list)32, with a specific focus on zoonoses that are 

currently emerging in Europe or that have a high po-

tential for emergence in Europe. Zoonotic pathogen 

testing is always carried out for the bacteria, viruses 

and parasites listed in column A of table 1.  When 

there are symptoms or specific indications related 

to the background or origin of the animal33, addi-

tional testing is done for the pathogens reflected in 

Column B of table 1.34

Zoonotic pathogen detection is done through vari-

ous screening methods. All primates are for example 

screened for tuberculosis (Mycobacterium spp.) by 

tuberculin skin test conducted multiple times. When 

test results are positive, additional testing is done 

by X-ray, culture or PCR. Additionally, primates are 

tested for zoonotic viral infections by serology (an-

tibodies), and when positive by PCR (DNA/RNA). 

In rodents, mycobacteria spp are checked by Zie-

hl-Neelsen staining of faeces. For all animals, re-

peated faecal culture is performed to screen for the 

presence of pathogenic bacterial agents. A general 

screening for parasitic agents (helminths and pro-

tozoa) is done multiple times by light microscopy, 

and when determination on parasite species-level is 

needed, PCR is performed.  With parasitology and 

bacteriology, a general screening is done, which 

can reveal unexpected pathogens. Only a few of the 

pathogens AAP tests for are species-specific. Most 

have the ability to cross species-barriers. These 

tests during quarantine offer the best possible in-

dication of the zoonotic pathogens that the exotic 

pets were carrying, either during their stay with their 

private owner or during their time astray. 

Figure 4: 1 in 7 exotic pets rescued by AAP carried a 
zoonotic pathogen upon arrival. 

Figure 3: Number of exotic pets with detected parasitic, viral 
or bacterial zoonotic pathogens. 

Of the 262 animals coming directly from private owners, 22 animals (8.4 %) carried a 
parasitic zoonosis. 5 animals (1.9 %) carried a zoonotic virus, and 15 animals (5.7 %) 
carried a bacterial zoonosis. 

Parasitic 
Zoonosis

Zoonotic 
Virus

Bacterial 
Zoonosis

0

5,5

11

16,5

22
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Furthermore, the testing results revealed that 1 in 

every 2 stray animals rescued carried at least one 

zoonotic agent upon arrival. Of the 78 stray animals 

included in the analysis, 39 (50%) carried one or 

more parasitic or bacterial zoonotic agents. No viral 

zoonoses were detected in these animals. Of the 

39 infected animals, 14 animals (36%) carried more 

than one zoonotic agent.

The results of diagnostic testing carried out by AAP 

are always registered. Relevant authorities are also 

notified in case of high-risk zoonoses, as are the 

previous owners in case the detected pathogens 

pose potential risks for human health.35 Depending 

on the infectious agent and the advice of the author-

ities, the animal concerned is monitored and treated 

or – in the worst cases – euthanized.

The findings of our analysis also show that the zoo-

notic pathogens carried by exotic pets are varied. 

The detected zoonotic pathogens included 2 virus-

es (Simian T-lymphotropic virus and Herpes-sim-

plexvirus), 4 bacteria (Clostridium difficile, Yersinia 

pseudotuberculosis, Campylobacter spp and Sal-

monella spp) and 14 parasites (Ancylostoma sp, 

Ascaris sp, Baylisascaris procyonis/columnaris, 

Capillaria, Cestoda, Cystoisospora canis, Eimeria 

sp, Entamoeba histolytica/nuttalli - E His/Dis, Giar-

dia sp, Nematodirus sp, Oxyurid sp, Sarcoptes sca-

biei, Strongyloides, Trichuris). The animals carrying 

these pathogens comprised 26 different mammal 

species, including several primate species36, as well 

as the American red squirrel, variegated squirrel, Si-

berian chipmunk, American mink, raccoon, raccoon 

dog, coati, Bennet’s Wallaby, silver fox, arctic fox, 

lion, puma, serval, leopard cat and genet. These 

findings illustrate that zoonotic pathogen detection 

in exotic pets is not simply a matter of screening 

for a few pathogens in some high-risk species, but 

requires comprehensive testing of all species. 

Figure 5:  13 out of 36 infected exotic pets carried more than one zoonotic pathogen. 
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Figure 6: 1 in every 2 stray animals rescued by AAP carried a zoonotic pathogen upon arrival. 

39 of the 78 animals rescued astray (50%), carried one or more parasitic or bacterial zoonotic agents. Of these 39 animals,    
14 animals (36%) carried more than one zoonotic agent. 
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While the results of our analysis shed light on the 

prevalence of zoonotic pathogens in exotic pets res-

cued by AAP, it is worth noting that this analysis 

shows only part of a larger picture. Even the most 

diligent zoonotic pathogen screening comes with 

inherent limitations, as animals cannot be tested 

for every single pathogen on the planet. Even as 

animals undergo thorough screening, it cannot be 

ruled out that they may still carry other pathogens 

for which they were not tested. This makes interac-

tion with exotic animals never fully risk-free. Fur-

thermore, the exotic pets and stray animals includ-

ed in this analysis were the ones for whom AAP had 

space available between 2016 and 2020, but these 

only comprise a small fraction of the exotic pets for 

which AAP receives rescue requests. For every ex-

otic pet rescued, there are many more on our wait-

ing lists and even more still out there within the EU. 

For all the exotic pets that are still on our waiting 

list and are still being kept by private owners, it is 

unclear if they are being, or have ever been, prop-

erly screened and treated for zoonotic pathogens. 

Likelihood suggests that many of them are carrying 

undetected pathogens. 

Vir
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HSV (Herpes Simplex Virus): Many non-human primates carry viruses related to the Herpes Simplex Virus 
in humans. These viruses can remain latent and asymptomatic in some primate species, while leading to 
severe or fatal disease in others. Infected primates can also infect humans. In humans, herpes simplex virus 
– a lifelong virus – can cause painful blisters or ulcers at the site of infection, ranging from mild to severe. 
In newborn infants (neonatal herpes), HSV can lead to lasting neurologic disability or death. 

STLV (Simian-T-lymphotropic virus): Simian-T-lymphotropic virus (STLV), also called Simian T-cell leukemia virus, 
is a retrovirus in primates that can be transmitted to humans. In humans, it presents itself as the genetically 
similar Human T-lymphotropic virus (HTLV). HTLV infections can cause T-cell leukemia/lymphoma; a cancer 
of the immune system’s T-cells that is often fatal. HTLV can also cause several diseases to the neurological 
system such as tropical spastic paraperesis or myelopathy, as well as inflammatory disorders. 

Baylisascaris procyonis: A roundworm frequently found in raccoons that can be transmitted to other species, 
usually through accidental ingestion of infective eggs in soil, water, or on objects that have been contaminated 
with feces. While human infections are relatively rare, they can lead to severe symptoms and even be fatal. 
In humans, these migratory parasitic larvae can invade different organs, leading to blindness, inflammatory 
reactions, loss of muscle control, tissue damage, coma or acute eosinophilic meningoencephalitis.  

Strongyloides: Strongyloides spp larvae can be carried by primates for example and can be transmitted to 
humans, primarily through contact with contaminated soil. When the larvae come in contact with skin, they 
are able to penetrate it and migrate through the body, finding their way to the small intestine where they 
burrow and lay their eggs. In humans, this can lead to skin symptoms, abdominal pain, diarrhea and weight 
loss. In some people it can also lead to severe, life-threatening conditions through hyperinfection.

Clostridium spp: Clostridium species are bacteria that inhabit soils and the intestinal tract of animals and 
humans. The Clostridium genus contains more than 100 species. Infection with Clostridium bacteria 
can lead to diarrhea, fever, loss of appetite, dehydration and abdominal pain. Some bacteria, such 
as Clostridium difficile, can cause more serious symptoms, such as severe inflammation of the colon, 
enlargement of the colon and sepsis. 

Campylobacter: Campylobacter bacteria can be carried in the intestines, liver, and other organs of animals that 
show no signs of illness. These bacteria can for example be transferred through ingestion of infected animal 
meat or through contact with infected animals. Humans infected with Campylobacter usually have diarrhea 
(often bloody), fever, and stomach cramps, as well as nausea and vomiting. In people with weakened immune 
systems, Campylobacter can spread to the bloodstream and causes life-threatening infections.  
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Olive baboons 
In 2017, a group of eight olive baboons were in urgent need of rescue 
after their German private owner passed away. The group comprised 
seven females and one male, between the ages of 18 months and 12 
years, who were kept in an enclosure with an indoor and outdoor space. 
The animals were all captive-born and kept in Emsland, Germany, where 
the owner had a small café and restaurant. According to the deceased 
owner’s daughter, the animals were completely healthy. Upon intake at 
AAP, the health screening conducted during quarantine revealed that all 
eight animals carried parasites (Trichuris and Entamoeba histolytica, 
E.His/Dis) and four of them had a viral infection (STLV/HTLV). 

Leopard cat
A leopard cat, captive-bred in Germany, was sold to a private individual 
in the Netherlands. In the Netherlands, the animal roamed freely within 
the house of his new owner, together with their house cat. The leopard 
cat would bite whenever anyone tried to pick him up, rarely allowed 
petting and attacked the owner’s young child. The owner did not feed 
meat to the leopard cat, after it had attacked him and the house cat 
while he was cooking chicken. In 2017, the owner decided to rehome 
both his animals after being diagnosed with cat allergies. AAP took in 
the leopard cat. The owner indicated that the animal was up-to-date 
on vaccinations and disease-free. During quarantine at AAP, zoonotic 
pathogen tests revealed that, unbeknownst to the owner, the leopard cat 
carried multiple bacterial agents (Clostridium and Campylobacter). 

Striped skunks
In 2014, ten striped skunks were confiscated by the authorities from a 
private owner in the Netherlands who kept and bred the animals. The 
owner indicated she had dewormed her animals using medication for 
dogs and cats. Upon confiscation, the skunks were transferred to AAP, 
where pathogen tests revealed that the animals were infected with 
Baylisascaris columaris, a large roundworm commonly found in skunks, 
which has zoonotic potential. One of the skunks died during quarantine 
because of poor health conditions. The owner was informed about the 
zoonosis detected, as an infection with Baylisascaris spp. can have 
severe health consequences in humans, including blindness, coma and 
even death. The owner nevertheless continued to buy and breed skunks 
after this confiscation, leading to another rescue request in 2016. 

Common marmosets 
In 2006, a man living in the northern part of the Netherlands started 
collecting common marmosets, unaware that these primate species are 
not allowed to be kept as pets according to Dutch laws. His collection 
started with a marmoset couple that he purchased from a truck driver in 
Poland. By the time the Dutch authorities confiscated the illegally kept 
animals in 2014, the man had acquired a total of 19 common marmosets. 
The animals were subsequently transferred to AAP, where six of the 
animals were found to carry the Yersinia pseudotuberculosis bacteria. 
Three of the infected animals died during quarantine and the remaining 
three were successfully treated. AAP reported back to the owner that 
this zoonotic bacteria had been detected, but whether or not the owner 
took any follow-up steps to safeguard his own health remains unclear.  



16

How can this happen 
in the EU?

EU law poses strict safety requirements before a 

stuffed toy animal can be brought into the common 

market37,  yet live wild animals can still be imported 

and traded as exotic pets in the EU with hardly any 

restrictions. EU regulations only place limitations on 

the trade in endangered species caught in the wild38 

and invasive alien species39, but these regulations 

cover a mere fraction of the animal species that are 

present in the exotic pet trade. The vast majority of 

the world’s wild animal species can still be legally 

imported, traded and kept as exotic pets under EU 

law. These EU regulations also focus on the protec-

tion of biodiversity, but do not address the animal 

health and welfare nor the public health and safety 

risks of the exotic pet trade. 

The EU Regulation 2016/429 on transmissible 

animal diseases (“Animal Health Law”), which was 

adopted by the European Parliament and the Coun-

cil in March 201640, is insufficiently equipped to fill 

this gap. The EU Animal Health Law (AHL) aims to 

“support the EU livestock sector in its quest towards 

competitiveness and safe and smooth EU market 

of animals and of their products, leading to growth 

and jobs in this important sector”.41 Consequently, 

while excellent in many ways, the AHL does not 

focus on wildlife diseases and was not designed 

with the exotic pet trade in mind. This shows for 

example in the definition of ‘pet animal’ in the AHL, 

which does not cover all mammal species that are 

kept as pets in the EU.42 Furthermore, the zoonotic 

Silver Fox (Vulpes vulpes)
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diseases monitored under the AHL are largely re-

stricted to farm animal-linked diseases and do not 

include many of the potentially dangerous diseases 

that can (also) be transmitted by exotic pets, such 

as STLV (Simian-T-lymphotropic virus), HSV (Her-

pes-simplexvirus), SIV (Simian immunodeficiency 

virus), monkeypox, Ebola, bornavirus, hepatitis B 

and baylisascaris. Exotic pets are also exempt from 

the registration, record-keeping and traceability re-

quirements that apply to other animals and animal 

products. As a result, national authorities have no 

comprehensive overview of which exotic animals 

are being kept within the country, where they are 

being kept and in what numbers. This makes pre-

vention, early detection and rapid response to exot-

ic pet-linked zoonoses extremely challenging. In ad-

dition, the AHL only covers several known zoonotic 

diseases, but it cannot prevent the introduction of 

currently unknown pathogens, many of which are 

likely to still hide in wild animals.

The majority of the world’s 
wild animal species can be 
legally imported, traded and 
kept as exotic pets in the EU. 

The precautionary measures specified in the AHL43 

also require serious diagnostic and treatment ca-

pacities that are not readily available for exotic pets. 

The AHL requires ‘sufficiently44 trained’ veterinari-

ans, but some EU Member States, such as Lithu-

ania, have no veterinarians at all who are trained 

in the detection and treatment of diseases in wild 

and exotic animals. In other countries like the Neth-

erlands, where there are some specialized vets for 

wild and exotic animals, there are strong indica-

tions that this type of specialized care is not widely 

available throughout the territory. We also cannot 

expect general veterinary practitioners to diagnose 

and treat the huge range of exotic species that may 

be presented to them. As one vet so perfectly artic-

ulated: “How can we be expected to treat an animal 

when we have to ask the owner what it is first?”45 

An added complexity here is that many zoonotic 

pathogens do not affect the wild animal host neg-

atively, and thus remain unnoticed, while they can 

still be dangerous or potentially lethal to humans. 

Wild animals also have natural instincts to not show 

signs of illness or weakness as a protection mech-

anism against predators and competitors. These in-

stincts persist when the animals are kept as pets. 

As a result, pathogens and illnesses in exotic pets 

can easily remain invisible and undetected, unless 

they are specifically screened, which – in light of 

the limited veterinary capacities for wild and exotic 

animals – is very rare. This is corroborated by our 

analysis, which revealed that many exotic pets in-

deed carried zoonotic pathogens that had remained 

undetected until the animals arrived at AAP’s highly 

specialized quarantine facilities. 

We also cannot rely on exotic pet owners or the in-

dustry to be aware of and take precautionary meas-

ures to prevent zoonotic disease risks. Research has 

shown that exotic pet owners are not only unaware 

• Exotic pet trade and ownership is 
growing exponentially.
• The EU is one of the largest 
markets in the world for exotic pets.
• There is no comprehensive 
overview of where, which and how 
many exotic animals are being kept.
• Detection of zoonoses requires 
specialized knowledge and facilities 
that are often lacking or non-
existent.
• National regulations are 
diverse, divergent and sometimes 
contradictory.
• Appropriate regulation at the EU 
level is lacking.



18

of their pet’s complex health and welfare needs46, 

but also tend to emotionally disconnect their pet 

from their wild conspecifics and construct the (erro-

neous) belief that their pet is disease-free.47 Studies 

have also shown that people interested in keeping 

an exotic pet are rarely dissuaded from doing so, 

even when they are aware of the potential risks.48 

As the above challenges illustrate, the current EU 

regulatory framework is unfit to adequately prevent, 

detect and respond to exotic pet-linked zoonotic 

diseases. Furthermore, true prevention requires a 

precautionary approach that does not simply mon-

itor and react to zoonotic threats as they emerge, 

but actually limits the human-animal interactions 

that cause these threats to arise in the first place. 

Such a precautionary approach is still lacking. Even 

as we are reeling from the COVID-19 pandemic, 

very little, if any, regard is paid to the human-wild 

animal interactions that continue unabated with-

in the EU and could lead to the next zoonotic dis-

ease outbreak. Strikingly, even at the height of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, the exotic pet trade continued 

largely uninterrupted49, including through exotic an-

imal fairs that bring humans and a huge variety of 

wild animal species into close physical proximity.50 

The current EU regulatory 
framework is unfit to 
adequately prevent, detect 
and respond to exotic pet-
linked zoonotic diseases.

Finally, this limited regulation of the exotic pet trade 

at EU-level might have been slightly less problem-

atic if all EU Member States had solid regulations 

at national level, but this is not the case. On the 

contrary, national regulations on the exotic pet trade 

are splintered, extremely divergent and sometimes 

downright contradictory between Member States. 

While several EU Member States have adopted 

Positive Lists that only permit the trade and keep-

ing of animal species that have been assessed as 

safe and suitable pets, most Member States have 

only outlawed a few of the problematic species or 

do not regulate the trade at all.51 The differences 

in national regulatory frameworks can be extreme, 

even between neighboring countries. For example, 

Luxembourg and Belgium have adopted Positive 

Lists that only allow 30-45 mammal species as pets, 

whereas in Germany and France, 95-99.9% of the 

5,488 known mammal species on earth are still al-

lowed to be traded and kept.52 This patchwork of 

regulations cannot be relied upon to effectively pre-

vent the introduction of exotic pet-linked zoonotic 

diseases into EU territory. In the next section, we 

therefore offer our recommendations for a more 

comprehensive, precautionary and harmonizing ap-

proach at EU-level. 

American Red Squirrel (Tamiasciurus hudsonicus)
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Serval (Leptailurus serval)
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Conclusions and 
recommendations

The exotic pet trade remains largely under-regulated within the EU, despite 
known risks to animal health and welfare, biodiversity protection, and public 
health and safety. When zooming in on the zoonotic disease risks, it becomes 
clear that the exotic pet industry provides a large-scale mechanism for poten-
tial pathogen transmission. By bringing an extremely wide variety and large 
volume of wild animal species – which are particularly prone to carry known 
as well as unknown zoonotic pathogens – into close contact with humans and 
other animal species that they have not interacted with before, the exotic pet 
trade increases zoonotic spill-over risks. These risks are real, as evidenced 
by AAP’s analysis of zoonotic pathogen detection in exotic pets rescued from 
ten different EU Member States between 2016 and 2020. This analysis revealed 
that roughly one in seven exotic pets rescued by AAP in this timespan carried 
at least one potentially dangerous zoonotic pathogen. In the case of rescued 
stray animals, the prevalence of potentially dangerous zoonotic pathogens was 
a staggering 50%.

Lion (Panthera leo)
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The current EU regulatory framework is not equipped 

to offer sufficient protection against these zoonotic 

disease risks. EU regulations place limitations on 

the trade in wild-caught endangered species and 

invasive alien species, while still allowing the vast 

majority of the world’s wild animal species to be 

freely imported, traded and kept as exotic pets. Fur-

thermore, the EU Animal Health Law was designed 

with the agricultural sector in mind and fails to pre-

vent, detect and rapidly respond to the zoonotic dis-

ease risks posed by the exotic pet trade. As a result 

of this limited regulation and lack of proper health 

screening for exotic pets brought into and kept with-

in the EU, zoonotic infections in exotic pets remain 

largely undetected and can continue to fester. 

To truly prevent the risks of future pandemics, it is 

paramount that the root causes of zoonotic disease 

outbreaks – including the ever-increasing human in-

teraction with wild animals through the exotic pet 

trade – are addressed. Such prevention is not only 

the safe thing to do, it is also the economically smart 

option. The global response to the COVID-19 pan-

demic has already cost us 11 trillion USD and count-

ing, with another projected 10 trillion USD in lost 

earnings.53 Yet the estimated costs of preventing fu-

ture zoonotic outbreaks are 22 to 31 billion USD per 

year; a mere 2% of the COVID-19 response costs.54

Luckily, this much-needed preventive approach to 

the exotic pet trade lies within reach and can be 

achieved with an EU Positive List of safe and suit-

able pets. The EU Positive List is a ‘white list’ of 

animal species permitted to be traded and kept as 

pets in the EU, on the basis of a comprehensive 

risk assessment by experts that takes into account 

animal welfare, biodiversity and public health and 

safety risks. All animal species not included on the 

list are automatically prohibited. The Positive List 

has already been successfully implemented in sev-

eral EU Member States55 where it has proven itself 

as a clear, transparent, effective, easily enforceable 

and efficient form of regulation.56 The adoption of 

an EU Positive List to regulate the exotic pet trade 

would furthermore be fully in line with the precau-

tionary principle, which is already applied by the EU 

in various other sectors that pose potential risks to 

public health, such as food additives. According to 

the European Court of Justice, the Positive List is 

also a legally valid means to restrict the intra-EU 

trade in exotic pets.57 Furthermore, in line with arti-

cle 114 of the Treaty of the Functioning of the EU, 

the EU Positive List would also serve to harmonize 

the currently extremely divergent national laws on 

the exotic pet trade, which are creating internal 

market distortions. Within a splintered regulatory 

framework, the EU Positive List offers the urgent-

ly-needed closing piece of legislation to effectively 

and efficiently prevent the risks stemming from the 

exotic pet trade. As also reflected in the Biodiversity 

Strategy for 2030, the EU aspires to play a lead-

ing role in protecting biodiversity and building resil-

ience against future zoonotic disease outbreaks.58 

We urge the EU to urgently put this commitment into 

action, by regulating the exotic pet trade with an EU 

Positive List. 

Rhesus Macaque (Macaca mulatta)
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