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Ending the Illegal Online Pet Trade: 

Recommendations for the Digital Services Act  
June 2021 

Summary 

The internet has rapidly become the main means to buy and sell pets1 and although Member 

States2 and experts agree that illegal pet ads are rife throughout the internet3, the online pet 

trade remains unregulated and fraudulent activity is difficult to detect. Illegal pet sellers 

exploit the anonymity provided by the online marketplace, and the lack of seller identity 

verification in order to place an advertisement. Similarly, the origins of companion animals 

are untraceable, as there are no means for verifying their identifying data, such as 

microchip numbers and registration.    

To eliminate fraud and protect consumers, the Digital Services Act should mandate online 

platforms to obtain and verify the information provided by sellers of animals through 

minimum validation checks on the identity of sellers and of animals against databases, 

utilizing cost-effective, GDPR-compliant authentication tools for seller and animal 

identification. This would be in line with the “know your business customer” principle and the 

call for measures for safer trade as enshrined in Article 17 of the European Parliament 

Resolution of 12 February 2020 on protecting the EU’s internal market and consumer rights 

against the negative implications of the illegal trade in companion animals4. 

Context 

The industry around pets is expected to soar. The projected value of the pet food and 

healthcare markets alone is €21.38 billion ($26.15)5 and €10,95 million ($13,392)6 respectively 

for 2026, while pet ownership grows by 2% per year in the EU, that is already home to 

approximately 68 million dogs and 75 million cats residing in households7. Before the COVID-

19 crisis, about 8 million puppies were needed to satisfy annual demand, and supply in terms 

of legitimate breeders’ capacity has been struggling to meet it8. The pandemic saw demand 

skyrocketing9, and illegal breeders and sellers stepped in to meet it10. The pandemic’s 

implications offered more opportunities to cash in: within 2020 demand doubled and saw 

spikes of up to 115% in searches for puppies online, while shortage in supply pushed prices 

up by five times the usual ones, with animals often sold for €2,500 - €3,00011. 

The risks of the illegal trade extend well beyond animal welfare and into the realm of public 

health. Online sales speed up the transboundary movement of animals, often with weakened 

immune systems, including those from countries where rabies is endemic12. As 75% of 

infectious diseases emerge from zoonotic pathogens, and rabies is responsible for 59,000 

deaths annually worldwide13, the public health threat for Europe is real14. The severe economic 
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impact of low-cost breeding has also been documented and seen by the European 

Commission: illegal operators distort the single market by putting responsible breeders at a 

competitive disadvantage, and evidence shows that their tax evasion deprives governments of 

considerable revenue15 16. 

Which trade is illegal? 

The illegal trade involves the breeding and selling of pets in a cost-effective way that breaches 

the veterinary public health and welfare rules set by the EU17 and national legislation. The 

trafficking of underaged animals of poor health from holdings that are either unauthorized or 

violate EU law is eased by the lack of an EU rule to register the identification (microchip code), 

ownership (breeder, trader) and health information of all dogs and cats in databases in 

Member States. With time, the overreliance on the Pet Passport to certify this data has 

allowed sellers to forge documents, bypass the EU rules foreseen for trade and misuse those 

for the non-commercial movement of pets. Despite efforts of control authorities, including 

cross-border, illegally bred and traded animals increasingly find their way to the market via 

online channels. 

The illegal trade online 

While 74% of EU citizens believe that cats and dogs in trade should be better protected18, poor 

regulation and lack of a rule to verify the sellers’ identification information has made online 

platforms the ideal channel to sell animals anonymously, and thus appeals to unscrupulous 

traders19. Illegal pet ads and incidences of consumer deceit surge upwards20 and marketplaces 

are a melting pot for the trade, hosting unregulated breeders, operators of so-called “puppy 

farms”, where basic animal health and welfare standards are not met, and dealers to sell next 

to responsible breeders - yet it falls on consumers to detect fraud. Despite increased 

awareness of the illegal online pet trade, it is the adaptability of sellers and volume of ads - 

with about 438.000 dogs and 80.000 cats offered at any given moment in the EU21 and up to 

1.800 new puppy ads posted daily on single sites (worth over €1 billion annually) - that make 

it impossible for consumers and content moderators alike to identify illegal content22.  

What do platforms do? 

Mostly voluntary, the steps taken by platforms have failed to bring seller traceability and deter 

fraud. Email verification is widely used to “verify” the advertiser, approve him, and create a 

sales account. Illegal sellers can therefore have multiple email accounts to advertise under 

various profiles. To discourage illegal ads, some platforms require that the breeder’s name, 

registration number and contact, and the animal’s microchip number are submitted as 

mandatory fields. Yet, none of this data is checked against the database that holds it. 

Fraudsters can provide information that is either falsified or copied from legitimate breeders 

and does not correspond to their activity. A few marketplaces have recently established 
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paywalls for placing pet ads, a welcomed step in the right direction, however this is 

demonstrably unfit as a means to secure swift traceability, as the process to determine the 

identity of a seller via the transaction code is a complex one for authorities to pursue. 

Where does the EU stand? 

The illegal trade in companion animals is recognized by the EU Strategy to tackle Organised 

Crime (2021-2025) as a persisting matter with severe implications23 which the Commission 

is aware of, including through an independent study performed upon its request. Recently, an 

EU Coordinated Control Plan demonstrated the level of misconduct in online pet sales and 

scale of illegal trade, with ads of trafficked, underaged, unvaccinated or sick animals with fake 

documents, and a serious mismatch between the sellers’ status (private or commercial) and 

size of activity24. While some countries make efforts to control it, this much overlooked 

transboundary crime must be viewed as a European matter, and it is through EU action that 

the advertising of companion animals online must be addressed by strengthening the duties 

of platforms hosting and making them available to the public.  

For this reason, the Commission’s expert group “EU Platform on Animal Welfare” endorsed 

recommendations for safer animal advertising, that include the use by platforms of automated 

verification tools against databases for seller and animal traceability. This very measure was 

highlighted at an event report endorsed by the Croatian Presidency, wherein 93% of the 

attending experts, including from EU institutions, Ministries and the veterinary sector, 

stressed that platforms like OLX and eBay Kleinanzeigen should be responsible for 

verifying the seller’s information (e.g. seller identity, animal registration) before an ad goes 

live25. Also, 90% thereof believe that all breeders and sellers of cats and dogs must be 

traceable and registered.  

What could the DSA do? 

To bring an end to the illegal trade of animals online, the Digital Services Act should: 

 Recognise "illegally traded animals" as an example of illegal content. 
 Introduce effective due diligence process for advertisement approval. 
 Apply proactive and preventive information verification processes for the validity of the 

submitted information. 
 Not enable publications known to be false or misleading. 
 Ensure the legal framework is fit for long-term challenges and technological 

developments by providing a legal basis for delegated and implementing acts laying 
down rules on unregulated specific sectors that necessitate better online control. 

 
To phase out unfair commercial practices and misleading advertising, we believe that 

platforms must ensure seller traceability by verifying the information required to advertise. 

To that end the DSA should mandate the use of application programming interfaces to 
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validate against databases the provided identification information of the seller and the 

safety information of the product (e.g. labelling and registration number, where applicable, 

for the mitigation of risks posed by specific types of products). For the pet trade this could 

mean that only animals registered under identifiable, thus traceable, sellers would be 

advertised. Europetnet’s PetSAFE tool26 provides the means for such a back-end check. We 

trust this safety measure is not a burden for service providers, as any costs incurred on 

businesses are offset by reducing fragmentation across the single market. 
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