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Social media vs reality: How Meta is failing to curb the cruel puppy trade on Facebook and Instagram

Introduction

Each year, millions of puppies are sold online across the continent, both on online class-
fied ad sites and social media. These sites provide the perfect platform for unscrupulous
dealers to operate, enabling them to profit from illegally selling underage puppies. Often
bred in poor conditions and transported illegally across borders from Eastern Europe,
these young puppies are particularly susceptible to health and behavioural issues. Many
are sold without having received veterinary care or mandatory vaccinations, and often with
fraudulent documentation.

Between September 2023 and June 2024, FOUR PAWS, the global animal welfare organ-
isation, investigated hundreds of puppy sales and advertisements (ads) on Facebook
and Instagram - two channels owned by Meta.

These investigations revealed that many advertisements for puppy sales were in viola-
tion of Meta’s published terms and policies. Despite reporting a number of suspicious
ads, no action was taken by Meta to remove them.

This report highlights Meta’s failure to enforce its own terms and policies in the UK,
allowing the illicit puppy trade to thrive across its platforms. The full report can be
found on the FOUR PAWS website: www.four-paws.org.uk/ProtectPuppies

For over a decade, FOUR PAWS has been working to disrupt the illegal puppy trade across
Europe. Each year, millions of puppies are sold online, either on classified ad sites or on
social media, allowing unscrupulous dealers to profit from selling underage puppies, often
bred in poor conditions, and transported illegally across borders.

The 2023 FOUR PAWS UK Tricks of the Trade: the truth about the illegal puppy trade in the
UK report revealed that over a third of buyers sourced their puppies on social media, and
most puppies with health issues were reported to have been purchased via ads on social
media. Investigations highlighted a thriving trade across these channels and the subse-
quent risks that go hand in hand with the illegal puppy trade.

Various FOUR PAWS investigations have illustrated the role that online classified ad sites
play in enabling the illegal trade of puppies to continue. However, new research exposes
the role of social media, in particular Facebook and Instagram, and how this adds a new
dimension to the cruel trade.

Subsequent investigations in 2023 and 2024 across Meta’s platforms, Facebook and
Instagram, uncovered widespread illicit puppy trading by unscrupulous and unverifiable
breeders across multiple European countries, including the UK.


https://media.4-paws.org/1/0/9/c/109ca90267777504402effa9e925ef2bf32d5fcd/Tricks%20of%20the%20Trade%20the%20truth%20about%20the%20illegal%20puppy%20trade%20in%20the%20UK.pdf?_jtsuid=70654168595496557877572
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Analysis of hundreds of posts by private sellers showed deceptive tactics to evade detec-
tion, revealing a thriving market where underage puppies were frequently advertised for
sale. These practices often involved suspected illegal activities and instances of animal
cruelty, which violated both Meta’s terms and policies, but also national legislation and
regulations concerning the sale and welfare of animals.

It is crucial that Meta takes urgent action to close the loophole on its platforms that
allows unscrupulous dealers to access and exploit huge and vulnerable social media
audiences and potential puppy buyers. This step is vital to protect puppy welfare, safe-
guard public health, and prevent illegal activity.

Investigation methodology

Aim: To assess the extent and prevalence of illegal puppy trading on Meta platforms
Facebook and Instagram throughout Europe, including the UK.

When: September 2023 to June 2024.

Where: Investigations focused on posts from private sellers advertising puppies to
members and followers across Austria, Bulgaria, France, Germany, the Netherlands,
Switzerland, and the UK.

How: Investigators hired by FOUR PAWS identified and analysed puppy ads in Facebook
groups, on Facebook Marketplace, and Instagram profiles, for signs of unscrupulous
dealing and illegality. Suspected illegitimate sellers were contacted via private messaging
or WhatsApp to gather further information and assess compliance with Meta's terms and
policies, and local and international laws.

Key findings

e 96 of the 167 (57%) Facebook groups surveyed across the UK, Austria, Germany,
France, the Netherlands and Switzerland, had puppy ads from individuals who could
not be verified as a registered business or “brick and mortar entity”, in breach of
Meta’s own terms and policies. These groups had a combined audience of over 280,000
members when first reviewed at the end of 2023. When checked again in June 2024,
almost all of them (92) were still live and, many had even grown their combined audi-
ence to more than 389,000 members.

e 36 of the 40 (90%) Facebook groups surveyed in Bulgaria had puppy ads likely to be
from private individuals, with a combined audience of more than 218,000 members.
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o 57 of the 179 (32%) Instagram profiles surveyed had puppy ads from individuals who
had not provided information that could be used to verify whether they had a regis-
tered business. When reviewed in June 2024, 47 of these profiles were still live with a
combined audience of more than 138,000 followers.

e InJune 2024, the combined audience of the surveyed Facebook groups where puppy
sales from private sellers were likely occurring, exceeded more than 600,000 mem-
bers, comprising both puppy sellers and potential buyers.

e In 2024, the UK had the second highest number of group members where private sales
of puppies were taking place (Graph 1).

Total members of groups where private sales were
taking place in 2023 vs 2024
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Graph 1: Bar chart showing the number of members of Facebook groups where private sales of puppies were
taking place in 2023 and 2024

Illegal and unscrupulous dealing:

e Multiple dealers advertised underage puppies for sale, including puppies imported
from other countries.

e Dogs were subjected to cruelty and mutilations such as ear cropping and breeding to
produce exaggerated features such as very short muzzles and excessive skin folds.
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Deceptive practices used by sellers:

Sellers provided misleading post descriptions to lure buyers in whilst evading detection
by Meta.

Hashtags, keywords and emojis were used to draw in potential buyers without explicitly
stating a sale, and location tags were used to appeal to audiences in other locations.

Group administrators offered advice on how to circumvent Meta’s terms and policies.

Private chats and phone calls were encouraged to enable illicit sales to take place more
discreetly.

Breeders posed as Kennel Club registered members, or registered breeders with their
local council without providing verifiable proof.

Multiple accounts were used across social media platforms to ensure access to cus-
tomers if another account was suspended.

Only 2 of 64 posts, groups, profiles and Marketplace ads on Facebook and Instagram
were removed by Meta following reports of suspicious activity by FOUR PAWS.

More detailed findings can be found in the full report: www.four-paws.org.uk/
ProtectPuppies

UK Meta groups - findings

Facebook

Numerous breaches of Meta’s terms and policies were uncovered. Of the 33 groups
identified, 30 (91%]) featured posts appeared to be advertising puppies from private
sellers, in breach of Meta’s terms and policies. In 2023, these groups had a combined
audience of over 134,000 members. In June 2024, 27 of these groups were still live, with
more than 189,000 members.

There was clear evidence of illegal practices. Of these 30 groups, over a third were
found to be selling puppies in breach of Lucy’s Law, and one was found to be selling
puppies with cropped ears, a mutilation which is illegal to perform in the UK.

Group admins were found to be falsifying their real location. A group dedicated to
UK Bulldogs, with 25,000 members, posted multiple puppy ads daily by private sell-
ers. Despite showing a UK location in the group name, the group owner and admins
appeared to be pet sellers based in Latvia.


https://www.four-paws.org.uk/ProtectPuppies
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Instagram

Numerous breaches of Meta’s terms and policies were uncovered. Of the 43 investigated
Instagram profiles advertising puppies, 20 (47%) profiles were suspected to be unregis-
tered sellers. In 2023, these 20 profiles had a combined audience of over 121,000 followers.
By June 2024, two of the most suspicious profiles could no longer be found on Instagram,
leaving profiles with 85,000 followers online.

Evidence of illegal activity

Despite numerous pieces of legislation to regulate the breeding and sale of puppies in the
UK, investigators found several posts across Facebook and Instagram showing puppies for
sale who were underage and/or imported from Eastern Europe. In addition, a substantial
number of ads showed evidence of cruel practices and mutilations like ear cropping and
tail docking.

Underage puppies and cross-border sales

Several UK sellers on Facebook who stated that they lived abroad said they had supplied
puppies to UK buyers previously and could recommend couriers for transport. This sug-
gests that there remains a market and infrastructure in place for imported puppies in the
UK. Prominent UK importers were also observed operating in sales groups in Eastern
Europe, indicating the thriving cross-border trade on Facebook.

One suspicious UK seller, using a Facebook account with a substantial network of almost
5,000 Facebook friends, offered multiple litters of Chow Chow puppies for sale in England
and Wales. The seller would only allow video calls and provided very little information
about the puppies.

A Hungarian Facebook seller confirmed they sent puppies to the UK each week. The seller
had a network of over 4,000 Facebook friends and was an admin for at least three puppy
sales groups on Facebook.

Another Facebook seller and group admin stated they sold French Bulldog puppies from a
kennel in England and Pomeranian puppies from a kennel in Bulgaria. This seller had mul-
tiple Facebook profiles under slightly different names, which can be a way of maintaining
an online presence if one profile is removed by Meta. This seller was an admin for at least
four other sales groups on Facebook and there was no indication that they were a regis-
tered breeder.
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Ear cropping

Various instances of cruelty included the sale of puppies with cropped ears. One
seller on a UK Facebook page (which listed the kennel as located in Moldova but
subsequently advised the puppies would come from neighbouring Romania) adver-
tised Presa Canario puppies who had their ears cropped - an illegal practice in the
UK (Image 1).
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Image 1: A post in a UK Facebook group showing a Presa Canario, text stating “5 month’s Pm for
more info.” (Screenshot date: 09.11.2023)
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Breeding and promotion of puppies with exaggerated features

Popular breeds of puppies bred with exaggerated features were heavily promoted by some
private sellers on both Facebook and Instagram. French Bulldog puppies were particularly
popular, with some sellers offering ‘big rope’ varieties, something that refers to puppies
being bred to have extremely prominent skin folds resembling a rope around their face.

This unnatural feature can cause significant health issues for the animal (Image 2).
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‘Big Rope’ French Bulldog puppies for sale - Instagram, UK.
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Image 2: A French Bulldog puppy featuring excessively large folds, termed ‘big rope’, advertised for
sale on a UK listed Instagram account (Screenshot date: 9.10.2023)

This prolific seller based in England with 16,800 followers and an Instagram veri-
fication (blue tick) had ads for multiple litters dating back over a year, a volume of
breeding that would require registering with the local authorities and being issued
a breeding license under English law, though no license was identified. The French
Bulldogs supplied by this breeder featured abnormally large ‘big rope’ skin folds,
which could inevitably lead to health complications further down the line.

Qv

Other popular breeds such as Pomeranian puppies were advertised with hashtags and
images promoting them as “luxury” or “designer” dogs. Such trends increase the risk oft
buyers making impulsive purchases based upon a desired appearance, rather than mak-
ing a considered decision about a puppy’s needs and suitability of the breed to the buyer’s
lifestyle.



Social media vs reality: How Meta is failing to curb the cruel puppy trade on Facebook and Instagram

Circumventing Meta's policies

Admins regularly place group rules in the "about’ section banning puppy sales
despite approving such posts from members. In some UK groups, admins were seen
to advise on how to bypass Meta's terms and policies, often suggesting not to list
prices in posts and instead share them via direct messages (Image 3).

To discourage sellers from posting obvious sales ads, one group featured a post from
the admins stating: “Please do not use forbidden words in this Facebook group such
as: ‘'sell, 'looking for a family’, ‘free’, ‘available’, ‘for sale’.”

Group rules from the admin

1 you cannot put a price or for sale on your post A

this is a group to simply place posts and pictures of your litters.and other
communication regarding the sales have to be done outside of facebook

Image 3: The admins’ rules from a group selling dogs to the UK clearly directs seller and buyer
communication outside of Facebook. The admins also specifically state not to include a price or the

word ‘for sale’ on posts. (Screenshot date: 06.06.2024)

Qv

Meta's terms and policies

Meta does not allow the sale of pets on Facebook Marketplace (Facebook’s sales platform,
similar to an online classified ad site). It does, however, allow the sale of pets on Facebook
pages, Groups, or Instagram profiles if the sales are by legitimate “brick-and-mortar”
entities. However, without a clear definition of which breeders or sellers of dogs qualify as
“brick-and-mortar entities” permitted to sell dogs to European countries, and without ver-
ifying their status, Facebook and Instagram are leaving themselves open to illegal activity
and seeing unscrupulous dealers exploit their channels to advertise puppies bred in poor
conditions.
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Conclusion

Cruel and illicit puppy dealers are using social media to circumvent national legislation
and disregarding online platform terms and policies to sell puppies online. Meta's terms,
policies, and moderation processes - or lack thereof - enables unethical practices to per-
sist and allows the trade in illegal puppies to thrive.

The investigation identified prolific and evolving tactics used by sellers to evade detec-
tion. Illegitimate sellers often appear indistinguishable from registered breeders, making
it difficult for potential buyers to spot scams. Emotionally invested buyers, influenced by
appealing puppy ads on fast-paced platforms like Instagram, are unlikely to overcome the
seller’s opposition and bureaucratic hurdles to verify a license.

Meta's lack of sufficient proactive prevention and detection measures allow the illicit
trade to continue largely unchallenged. FOUR PAWS aims to raise awareness by sharing
our findings with Meta, urging them to address this issue alongside other harmful con-
tent related to animal cruelty on social media and shut down the illegal trade of puppies
once and for all.

Key recommendations

FOUR PAWS vision for how to end the illegal puppy trade, cruel breeding and the sale of
cruelly bred puppies, is through implementing full seller and pet traceability. FOUR PAWS
recommends that the trade of companion animals, specifically dogs, on Facebook and
Instagram be stopped until a robust solution for full seller and pet traceability is imple-
mented. Without such a solution, it is impossible to verify if each dog advertised for sale is
registered in a pet registration database to the person who advertises them for sale, which
is also necessary to ensure seller traceability. Without such measures, compliance with
legal obligations cannot be assured. Reports from users about this issue must be taken
seriously, with offending posts promptly removed.

It is important to:

e Ensure compliance with national laws

e Improve the reporting process and the moderation

e Close the loopholes in Meta’s terms and policies

e Increase the transparency towards stakeholders and the public
e Support animal welfare initiatives

By implementing these measures, Meta can play a crucial role in deterring trends and
practices harming animal welfare and support global efforts to end the illegal puppy
trade.

More detailed recommendations can be found in the full report: www.four-
paws.org.uk/ProtectPuppies
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FOUR PAWS’ Illegal Puppy Trade Campaign

FOUR PAWS' goal is to transform the online pet trade into a transparent and accountable one, by making the peo-
ple who sell puppies online fully traceable, and therefore accountable for their activities. FOUR PAWS has worked
with key industry stakeholders to develop the software interface VeriPet which helps to verify whether a puppy has
been microchipped and registered to an identity-verified seller on classified ad sites.

For more information on the requirements for an efficient online trade regulation please read the Model Solution
Report which you can find under this link: www.four-paws.org.uk/TracingTheTrade

About the Cute. Quick. Sick. campaign

In 2022 FOUR PAWS launched an international public awareness campaign targeting potential puppy buyers to
raise awareness of the risks of buying a puppy from the illegal and unscrupulous puppy trade. This campaign aims
to reach potential puppy buyers before they buy a puppy online, to show them the risks associated with buying
online and provide them with the information and resources they need to buy a puppy responsibly.

You can find more about the campaign and how to acquire a puppy responsibly here: www.four-paws.org.uk/
BuyingAPuppy
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Disclaimer

The analysis in this report tackling the unregulated puppy trade on Facebook and Instagram is based on desktop
research, and online and telephone conversations with dealers in several countries across Europe.

About FOUR PAWS

FOUR PAWS is the global animal welfare organisation for animals under direct human influence, which reveals
suffering, rescues animals in need and protects them. Founded in 1988 in Vienna by Heli Dungler, the organisation
advocates for a world where humans treat animals with respect, empathy and understanding. FOUR PAWS'’ sus-
tainable campaigns and projects focus on companion animals including stray dogs and cats, farm animals and wild
animals - such as bears, big cats and orangutans - kept in inappropriate conditions as well as in disaster and con-
flict zones. With offices in Australia, Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Germany, France, the Netherlands, Switzerland,
South Africa, Thailand, the UK, the USA, and Vietnam as well as sanctuaries for rescued animals, FOUR PAWS
provides rapid help and long-term solutions to address animal welfare issues.
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