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Abstract 

Exploitation for the purpose of trade is considered an important threat to all Asian otter 

species. To date, there has been limited information available regarding the use and trade of 

Eurasian otter (Lutra lutra) in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK, or North 

Korea). This study provides the first assessment of otter trade in North Korea. Surveys with 

North Korean defectors revealed that despite hunting of the species having been banned since 

1959 and the species being listed on Appendix I of the Convention on International Trade in 

Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES), Eurasian otters are opportunistically 

taken by North Korean hunters for illegal wildlife trade with buyers in the People’s Republic 

of China (China). Otter skins are reported to command a high price, compared to those of 

other furbearers, in black market trade. Eurasian otters are also reported to be farmed for their 

fur by the North Korean state for international trade to China, and potentially for domestic 

use. We caution that reported trade may breach China’s CITES commitments and should be 

addressed as a matter of priority.  
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Introduction 

The Korean Peninsula is part of the native range of the Eurasian otter (Lutra lutra). The 

Eurasian otter is listed as Near Threatened by the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species (Loy 

et al., 2022), and has been classified as an endangered species in the Republic of Korea 

(ROK, or South Korea) since 1998 (Jo et al., 2018). In the Democratic People’s Republic of 

Korea (DPRK, or North Korea), the hunting of Eurasian otters has officially been banned 

since 1959, with the species protected as a Natural Monument - a protected status granted to 

certain Korean natural resources, including some wild animals and plants (Jo et al., 2018). 

The Eurasian otter is also listed on Appendix I of the Convention on International Trade in 

Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES), which prohibits commercial trade in 

the species by Parties to the convention. 

One of the main threats to otter populations in Asia is thought to be harvesting of animals for 

the purpose of trade (Duckworth and Hills, 2008; Shepherd and Nijman, 2014; Duplaix and 

Savage, 2018; Gomez et al., 2019), either as live animals for the pet trade, skins for clothing, 

meat for human food, or body parts for traditional medicine (Siriwat and Nijman, 2018; 

Gomez and Shepherd, 2019). Despite its protected status, the Eurasian otter is one of the 

species which continue to be traded illegally (Gomez et al., 2016). 

Basnet et al. (2020) highlight the need for further investigation, monitoring and reporting of 

illegal trade and demand for otters, including the sources of traded animals. However, in their 

assessment of research effort pertaining to otters in Asia, they recorded no scientific 
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publications on any aspect of the ecology, management, or conservation of otters in North 

Korea; in contrast, South Korea recorded the second highest number of such studies in Asia 

(Basnet et al., 2020).  

Historical records from Joseon dynasty Korea (1392-1897) (Powell et al., 2021) show that the 

provision of high-quality otter fur was one of the valuable commodities submitted as tributary 

trade to China (see, for example, Sejongsilok, 1428a; Sejongsilok, 1428b; Sejongsilok, 1429; 

Munjongsilok, 1451; Sejosilok, 1460), with the species sometimes recorded alongside skins 

of tiger (Panthera tigris) and leopard (P. pardus) (Injosilok, 1639). By the mid-15th century, 

growing demand for otter fur among the Korean ruling classes led to the acquisition of otter 

skins both from domestic hunting and trade with the Jurchen tribes along Korea’s northern 

border (Kim, 2011). However, not all skin trade was conducted through official channels. 

With the opening of trade routes with Qing dynasty China (1636–1912), Korean merchants 

purchased large quantities of otter skins from local hunters and then exported them to China 

(Yoo, 1997).  

Continued harvesting for trade into the 20th century is known to have put further pressure on 

Korean otter populations (Jo et al., 2018). In South Korea, where otter fur had been regarded 

as an expensive material in the production of clothing (Jo et al., 2018), the Eurasian otter 

received protection through designation as Natural Monument No. 330 in 1982 and as a first-

class endangered species in 1998, with prohibitions on capturing or taking from the wild. 

There is no longer considered to be any substantial demand for otter skins in South Korea (Jo 

et al., 2018). The Eurasian otter was also designated as a Natural Monument in North Korea 

and the 16th February 1959 Presidential Decree About protecting and multiplying useful 

animals and plants banned hunting of the species. However, information on implementation 

is scarce.  
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In order to investigate wildlife trade in Eurasian otter alongside other carnivorans in North 

Korea, we interviewed 42 North Korean defectors in the UK and South Korea in 2021-2022. 

All participants were over the age of 18 and were former North Korean residents, but 

otherwise had a range of individual backgrounds and experiences, including as hunters, 

wildlife trade middlemen and buyers, veterinarians, and soldiers. Informed written consent 

was obtained following explanation of the nature of the study and research methodology (for 

further details, see, Elves-Powell et al., 2024). Interviews used a series of open-ended 

questions, pertaining to use and trade of wildlife (not specifically focal species). All 

interviews and the data collected were anonymous and recorded at the province level only, in 

order to protect the identity of participants and any family members still in North Korea.  

 

Results 

Despite the Eurasian otter’s protection under North Korean law, trade in Eurasian otter was 

reported by 9 participants in our study (21.4% of participants), including individuals with 

firsthand experience of illegal wildlife trade in North Korea, either as hunters or middlemen. 

Trade in otter skins, bodies and blood was reported (Figure 1), with the People’s Republic of 

China (China) identified as an important destination. The most recent report was from 2018, a 

case of attempted trade with China, and we suspect that trade is likely ongoing.  
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Figure 1. Eurasian otter (Lutra lutra) trade in North Korea, by products, use and destination, as 

reported by North Korean defectors. Weight of arrow and value corresponds to number of participants 

who mentioned (multiple answers allowed).  

Eurasian otter was reportedly highly valued, with three participants who were familiar with 

black-market wildlife trade in North Korea noting that the species was more valuable than 

Siberian weasel (Mustela sibirica), a reported staple of North Korean skin trade. Indeed, the 

only other important furbearers considered to be more valuable were martens (Martes spp.). 

Participants reported that due to the high prices commanded by otter skins, they were used for 

international trade. Three different processes were identified by which otter skins and bodies 

would enter trade. In the first, hunters who captured otters in the wild would prepare skins 

and submit them to the North Korean state. It was not specifically stated who would be the 

recipient of these skins, but participants reported that government agencies involved in skin 

trade exist in North Korea. Alternatively, a wild animal would be captured alive, transported 

Bodies 

Blood 

Skins 

1 

7 

3 

- Traditional Medicine 

(2) Clothing -  

(5) Trade - 

- Trade 

Local use China 

Foreign 

export 

China 

Local use 

2 

2 2 

4 



6 
 

to an otter farm and reared, with otters then being subsequently traded to China. It was 

difficult to obtain information on otter farms in North Korea, which may be explained by the 

suggestion from one participant that the North Korean military was involved in their 

management. For example, it is not clear whether otters were actually bred at these sites, or 

whether wild-harvested animals were simply housed and reared there, a common concern 

regarding wildlife farms holding small carnivores (Elves-Powell et al., 2023). Finally, a 

hunter who had harvested an otter and wanted to privately sell it to China, could either 

directly sell the whole animal to cross-border smugglers, or ask a North Korean middleman 

to find a buyer. The porosity of the North Korea-China border to wildlife trade is illustrated 

by the observation that in one such case, the otter was returned to North Korea, because the 

buyer in China wanted a live animal rather than a body.  

Domestic use of otter skins for clothing (for example, otter fur mufflers) was reported to have 

been popular in the past, but to have since declined. It was noted that relatively few 

households in North Korea would now have access to otter-derived products (the North 

Korean economy collapsed in the 1990s, resulting in severe economic hardship for the 

majority of the country’s citizens) and these would be available only to those who personally 

knew hunters. Participants contrasted this to otter skins and bodies being widely sold to 

China.  

 

Discussion 

The reported persistence of North Korean trade in Eurasian otter into the 21st century raises 

several important concerns. Legal protections for otters in North Korea are clearly not being 

implemented effectively, and all three identified processes by which otter body parts enter 

trade chains in North Korea likely involve some illegal activity. Black market trade in otter 
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skins is, by its nature, unregulated and therefore potentially vulnerable to unsustainable 

harvesting practices. Perhaps of even greater concern is the North Korean state’s apparent 

participation in Eurasian otter trade. Reported trade to China would be illegal under 

international law, as it concerns commercial, international trade in a CITES Appendix I 

species, which China is a Party to. The reported submission of otter skins by North Korean 

hunters to the North Korean state, and the suspected stocking of state-owned otter farms with 

wild animals, strongly suggests that official prohibition of the taking of wild Eurasian otters 

in North Korea is ignored by the state itself.  

It is difficult to assess the impact of this trade, because there is little reliable information on 

Eurasian otter populations in North Korea (Jo et al., 2018). Similarly, quantifying volumes of 

trade is almost impossible. Even in contexts where government data on illegal trade is 

available, which is not the case for North Korea, gauging how this relates to actual levels of 

trade presents a substantial challenge (see, for example, Gomez et al., 2016). However, one 

participant in our study provided an assessment of changes they had observed: they reported 

that they saw Eurasian otters throughout their time in North Korea, up until when they left the 

country in 2014, but that the frequency of observation had decreased over time. The 

participant was of the belief that the otter population had declined because of harvesting and 

trade in otter skins, which they specifically linked to high demand from China.  

Demand for otter skins and other body parts in China has been highlighted by previous 

studies (Lau et al., 2010; Gomez et al., 2016; Zhang et al., 2018) and Eurasian otter 

populations in the country’s northeast are known to have declined heavily (Zhang et al., 

2016), including in Changbaishan Nature Reserve, which borders North Korea (Piao et al., 

2011). Otter skins linked to cross-border smuggling - originating from, or transiting through, 

India, Nepal, Bhutan or Myanmar (Burma) - have previously been seized by law enforcement 

authorities in China, including in consignments with Asian big cat skins (Gomez et al., 2016). 
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However, we are not aware of any seizures having been made in China of otters, otter body 

parts, or derived products linked to North Korea, and no such records could be found on the 

TRAFFIC Wildlife Trade Portal (https://www.wildlifetradeportal.org/), Environmental 

Investigation Agency (EIA) Global Environmental Crime Tracker (https://eia-

international.org/gect), or CITES Trade Database (https://trade.cites.org/).  

We urge the North Korean state to cease involvement in the trade of otters and the stocking 

of otter farms with wild animals. We appeal to China to address the illegal import of Eurasian 

otter skins from North Korea and so fulfil its CITES commitments. Finally, we recommend 

that researchers and conservationists seeking to engage with otter conservation in North 

Korea at the current time do so with caution and conscious of important obstacles to 

collaboration, ongoing international sanctions, and Pyongyang’s apparent willingness to 

engage in a wide variety of illicit trades to generate income (Kirby et al., 2014; Wang and 

Blancke, 2015).  
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