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Introduction 

Currently, in this modern era, anyone with access to a computer can buy virtually anything online. 
Unfortunately, animals, and in this specific case primates, are not exempt from the Internet trade. 

The last two Latin American e-commerce monitorings conducted by CATCA in 2009-2010, 

“Internet trade of elephant ivory in Latin America”(1) and  “Internet trade of CITES species  
of animals in Ecuador”(2), showed quite an alarming rate of e-commerce on CITES protected 
animal species. This trade is a growing problem, specifically because it is difficult to pinpoint  
the seller or sellers whose identities are hidden behind a monitor screen and then further disguised 
with a listing of false names and fake addresses. 

Due to the interesting and controversial results we obtained from our prior research, CATCA 
decided to conduct a comprehensive monitoring of the Internet trade of primates in Latin America. 
As in the past, we conducted this investigation with the purpose of exposing new technological 
markets in this part of the world, which haven’t been widely investigated. 

This research was carried out with the objective of being better able to assess the real extent of  
the problem, to expose the trade and to help reduce its quantity before it increase. Our monitoring 
exposes this specific kind of trade in a way that has not previously been done in Latin America. 

Results obtained from this research will be delivered to the respective enforcement and 
management authorities of Latin America, the CITES Secretariat, Interpol, Internet service 
providers, institutions and experts involved in the monitoring and the management of the trade  
of primates. Also, we will deliver some reports to some university libraries. 

 

 
 
 

 

The monitoring was done by the CATCA team, who speak both Spanish and English.     © E. Ceballos 



CATCA report 2011  Internet trade of primates in Latin America 

 2 

 
Methods 

This investigation was done as a follow-up of our report on the e-commerce of elephant ivory  
in Latin America and the report on the e-commerce of protected CITES animal species in Ecuador. 

With this specific study we focused specifically on the e-commerce trade of primates.  
The methodology we used to research the Latin American Internet trade of primates is quite 
different from the one created by Dr Andrzej Kepel from PTOP Salamandra, Poland which we used 
for the e-commerce monitoring in Ecuador.  

Our preliminary monitoring of the e-commerce of animals in Latin America showed a demand  
for the purchase of primates. Therefore, in the present research we narrowed our focus to live 
primates: simians (monkeys and apes) and prosimians. 

Another major difference between the previous studies is the geographical scope of the monitoring. 
We chose five prominent Latin American countries to conduct this research: Mexico in North 
America, Guatemala in Central America and three countries in South America, with different 
geographic locations, economy, ethnicity and demography: Argentina, Ecuador and Uruguay. 
These countries have very different levels of Internet trade, and as such, the results were assumed 
to be quite varied. 

The CATCA team conducted the research with the objective of identifying and locating website 
services offering the sale of primates in the countries mentioned above. We based our 
investigations on two dominant search engines, Google and Yahoo, and we searched for offers  
in both Spanish and English languages. 

As in the prior investigations, we tried to assess the legal origin of the specimens for sale. When 
one ad didn’t provide enough information to allow us to assess the offer, we tried to contact  
the seller(s) to ask questions about the specimen’s species and origin.  

Over the course of the ten-month study period (from June 2010 to March 2011), the Internet 
monitoring was repeated twice in each one of the 5 countries chosen for this investigation. 
The time frame of investigation for each country was variable because of the different scale  
of the trade. 

If the same offer was found twice during the repetition of the monitoring, for the purpose of  
the analysis of the results it was counted only once. 
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Results 

During the timeframe of our Internet investigation in the five chosen Latin American countries, 
CATCA found a widespread amount of primate offers on the Internet. In total 579 primate offers 
were found online. As we expected, significant differences in results between the countries 
covered by the monitoring were observed (fig. 1).  

Argentina had a total of 131 offers which were 23% of the total detected advertisements. CATCA 
identified 18 primate species and 1 hybrid being offered for sale. We also noticed a website where 
there were more advertisements of people requesting to buy primates than the actual ads of people 
selling them. 

Guatemala had 28 offers. This was a 5% of all detected ads. In this country we found the offers 
were comprised to 9 primate species. 

Ecuador had the lowest amount of advertisements. CATCA identified 18 offers of primates for sale 
which accounted for 3% of all detected advertisements in our investigation. We identified 8 primate 
species being offered for sale in this country. 

Mexico had 286 detected offers, which clearly puts it as the dominating Latin American country 
contributing to the trade of primates, with an alarming 49% of all the online offers found during this 
monitoring. In this country, our team found 24 primate species and 1 primate hybrid being offered 
for sale. 

Uruguay had 116 advertisements of primates sales located online, which is 20% of all the detected 
ads found within our study. We found 14 primate species offered for sale in this country. 

 

Figure 1. Number of detected offers of primates for sale in five monitored countries 

In offers detected during the monitoring, primates belonging to at least 29 species plus 2 hybrids 
were offered for sale. They belonged to 14 genera and 7 families (tab. 1). 

At least 6 primates species, which we found in trade, are listed on CITES Appendix I. There was 
50 offers of these animals. 23 species and 1 hybrid are listed in APPX II. There were at least 346 
offers of specimens from these taxa. In 183 offers we were not to able to assess in which CITES 
appendices the listed animals offered for sale were classified, as there was not sufficient 
information provided in the adds, nor in additional information provided by the sellers after 
contacting them, that could help us to evaluate the species of the primates. 
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According to our estimation, at least 1,146 animals were being offered for sale on these detected 
adds. However, this number is quite uncertain, as in many offers there was no information provided 
about the exact number of specimens for sale. 
 

Table 1. Number of offers with different species, detected in monitored countries 

Name of the species or other taxon Number of offers 
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NEW WORLD PRIMATES               

Atelidae        

Guatemalan howler Alouatta pigra I 1     1 3 5 

howler monkey (species unidentified) Alouatta spp. I/II 1     1   2 

long-haired spider monkey Ateles belzebuth II       1   1 

red-faced black spider monkey Ateles paniscus II       1   1 

spider monkey (species unidentified) Ateles spp. I/II 2         2 

atelid monkey (genus unidentified) Atelinae sp. I/II 1         1 

Callitrichidae               

silvery marmoset  Callithrix argentata II       1   1 

white-fronted capuchin Callithrix geoffroyi II 1   3     4 

black-crowned dwarf marmoset Callithrix (Callibella) humilis II 2     3 2 7 

common marmoset Callithrix jacchus II 1   1 6 1 9 

black-pencilled marmoset Callithrix penicillata II 2 1   4   7 

pygmy marmoset Callithrix pygmaea II       7 2 9 

Eastern pygmy marmoset Callithrix pygmaea niveiventris II 1         1 

Western pygmy marmoset Callithrix pygmaea pygmaea II 7     4 2 13 

Atlantic marmoset Callithrix spp. I/II 4     10 9 23 

Rio Maués marmoset Mico mauesi II       1   1 

Geoffroy's tamarin Saguinus geoffroyi I       3   3 

white-mantled tamarin Saguinus melanoleucus II 1         1 

cotton-top tamarin Saguinus oedipus I 2     1   3 

callitrichid monkey (genus 
unidentified) 

Callitrichidae spp. I/II 13   3 23 3 42 

callitrichid monkey hybrid (genus 
unidentified) 

Callitrichidae x sp. I/II 2         2 

Cebidae               

white-fronted capuchin  Cebus albifrons II 2 1 3 21 9 36 

Ecuadorian white-fronted capuchin Cebus albifrons aequatorialis II       2   2 

tufted capuchin Cebus apella II 2 1 3 12 4 22 

white-faced capuchin Cebus capucinus II 8 1 2 29   40 

Kaapori capuchin Cebus kaapori II   1     1 2 

weeper capuchin  Cebus olivaceus II 3     1   4 

golden-bellied tufted capuchin Cebus xanthosternos  II       1   1 

capuchin (species unidentified) Cebus spp. II 37 4 2 38 17 98 

capuchin hybrid (species 
unidentified) 

Cebus x sp. II       1   1 

common squirrel monkey Saimiri sciureus II 2   2 14 2 20 

golden-backed squirrel monkey Saimiri ustus II   2   1   3 

squirrel monkey (species unidentified) Saimiri spp. I/II 5 1 1 15 5 27 
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OLD WORLD PRIMATES               

Cercopithecidae               

grivet monkey Chlorocebus aethiops II 1         1 

green (vervet) monkey (species 
unidentified) 

Chlorocebus spp. I/II 1 1   5 3 10 

crab-eating macaque Macaca fascicularis II 8 2 2 24 15 51 

pig-tailed macaque  Macaca nemestrina II       2 2 4 

macaque (species unidentified) Macaca spp. I/II 13 2 3 31 14 63 

Southern talapoin Miopithecus talapoin II 2     2 2 6 

baboon (species unidentified) Papio sp. II         1 1 

Hominidae               

common chimpanzee Pan troglodytes I 4   2 13 12 31 

Hylobatidae               

white-handed gibbon  Hylobates lar I       3 1 4 

Lemuridae               

ring-tailed lemur Lemur catta I 1     2   3 

lemur (species unidentified) Lemuridae sp. I     1     1 

PRIMATES OF UNKNOWN ORIGIN               

primate (simian – family 
unidentified) 

Primates spp. I/II 1 1   8   10 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

The majority of the pictures on the advertisements, shows infant primates ridiculously dressed as 
human children, in order to attract potential buyers that find them “cute” as humanoid live babies. 
 

 

New World monkey families(3, 4) 

Platyrrhini parvorder (Ceboidea superfamily) – New World monkeys  

• Aotidae family: night or owl monkeys (douroucoulis) 

• Atelidae family: howler, spider and woolly monkeys 

• Callitrichidae family: marmosets and tamarins 

• Cebidae family: capuchins and squirrel monkeys 

• Pitheciidae family: titis, sakis and uakaris 
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As it was expected, the majority of the primates for sale in the monitored countries are native for 
Latin America (at least 68% of the detected ads). The most common new world primates found 
were the capuchin monkeys Cebus spp. (with over half of the offers of the new world primates and 
36% of the total number of offers), followed by marmosets Callithrix spp. and squirrel monkeys 
Saimiri spp. All these genera were represented by the numbers of the species (fig. 2 and 3, tab. 2-4). 

 
Figure 2. Percentage of families of New World primates in detected offers 

 
 

Table 2. Percentage of genera of new world primates in detected offers 

Genera of New World primates 
Number of 

detected offers 
% of all offers 

% of New World 
primates offers 

Cebus 206 36 52 

Callithrix 74 13 19 

Saimiri 50 9 13 

unidentified Callitrichidae genera 44 8 11 

Alouatta 7 1 2 

Saguinus 7 1 2 

other genera 6 1 2 

 

 
Figure 3. Percentage of New World primate species found for sale 
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Table 3. Percentage of species from family Cebidae in detected offers 

Species of Cebidae family % of all offers % of Cebidae family 

unidentified Cebus spp. 17 39 

Cebus capucinus 7 16 

Cebus albifrons 7 15 

Saimiri spp. 5 11 

Cebus apella 4 9 

Saimiri sciureus 3 8 

other species 2 4 

 
 

Table 4. Percentage of species from family Callitrichidae in detected offers 

Species of Callitrichidae family % of all offers % of Callitrichidae family 

unidentified Callitrichidae spp. 8 35 

Callithrix pygmaea 4 18 

unidentified Callithrix spp. 4 18 

Callithrix jacchus 2 7 

other species 5 21 

 

Unexpectedly, many offers of the old world monkeys were also found in this investigation, with  
a high number of macaques Macaca spp. (tab. 3). Several chimpanzees Pan troglodytes were also 
detected on the online market. Other interesting old world primates found were Southern talapoin 
Miopithecus talapoin, white-handed gibbons Hylobates lar, monkeys from genus Chlorocebus and 
some lemurs Lemuridae spp. (fig. 4 and 5, tab. 5 and 6)  
 

 
Figure 4. Percentage of families of Old World primates in detected offers 

 
 

Table 5. Percentage of genera of Old World primates in detected offers 

Genera of Old World primates 
Number of 

detected offers 
% of all offers 

% of Old World 
primates offers 

Macaca 118 20 67 

Pan 31 5 18 

Chlorocebus 11 2 6 

Miopithecus 6 1 3 

other genera 9 2 5 
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Figure 5. Percentage of Old World primate species found for sale 
 
 

Table 6. Percentage of species from family Cercopithecidae in detected offers 

Species of Cercopithecidae family % of all offers % of Cercopithecidae family 

unidentified Macaca spp. 11 46 

Macaca fascicularis 9 38 

unidentified Chlorocebus spp. 2 7 

Miopithecus talapoin 1 4 

other species 1 4 
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All offers of primates for sale were found on 31 Internet services (some services are divided  
in separate web pages for different countries or cities). Almost ¼ of the detected ads were 
published on Mercattel.com. Together with 7 other services they cover almost 75% of the market 
(fig. 6). Only about 25% of offers are scattered among smaller advertisement services and private 
web pages. 

 

 

Figure 6. Percentage of primates for sale offers, found in Internet services 

 
The number of offers we found, where the sellers didn’t speak Spanish (offer in English  
or containing many basic language mistakes in the Spanish text) was quite high: 199.  
Our assessment of these advertisements has led us to believe that some of these offers are false 
or just a “hoax.” This conclusion is based on the brief exchanges of e-mails with some of these 
sellers, the advertisement’s text, and experiences with similar offers in other countries (look  
at the false advertisements section on next page for more information).  

 
Table 7. Number of offers from other countries, found in monitored services 
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False advertisements 

Many advertisements are just a hoax 
or scam, targeting people who 
search online to buy primates. 

It was quite strange to find a large 
number of macaque species for sale 
in Latin America. The macaques 
shown on the pictures in the offers 
were often named “capuchin monkeys” 
or even “titis”. Many of these classi-
fieds are suspicious (these ads are 
often from Cameroon and our 
research on this issue, showed that 
often advertisements from Nigeria 
and some other African countries are 
quite doubtful too). These classifieds 
are often written in very poor 
Spanish. Other sellers state that they 
are giving away the primates for free, 
but the buyer has to send money to the owner that lives in another country and has the monkeys 
somewhere else, where the seller will then arrange to ship the primate(s) by a company of the 
seller’s choice (e.g. the seller claims to be in the UK, the primate/s in Italy and the shipping 
company is apparently in a country in Africa or Asia). Typically, these are cases of false 
advertisements. Fraudulent sellers frequently have no primate(s) within their possession. 

CATCA found that some people in Latin America claim to have been defrauded after sending 
money for the transportation of one or two primates. When no shipment is received, the buyer 
reports call after call from the seller stating that the monkey(s) got sick and urgently needed 
medical care or that there has been some problems with quarantine, and the buyer needs  
to send money for the extra time and expenses. Some people has reported that they have sent 
up to 3 times the original purchase price for the transport and the other so-called “urgent issues,” 
but that they never received the monkey(s) they bought online. 

In several classified websites we found warnings about false advertisements to potential buyers  
of primates and other animals, and some even advise not to contact the sellers because the ad 
could be false or it may be illegal to buy the advertised animal(s). 

These are the signs that show that the advertisements may be false: 

1. The primates are not located where they are listed. 

2. The Spanish language skills of the seller range from basic to bad (most probably the text  
is translated automatically by Word or Google). 

3. They ask to wire money or send a money order. 

4. Cameroon, Nigeria and other African countries appear to be the origin of where the seller  
or the primates are. 

5. Often the offers mention that the primates are being given away for free, so the buyer only 
has to pay for the S&H transport company of the seller’s choice. 

6. Seller has the same pictures of the primate(s) that are all over in other scam advertisements. 

7. The seller refuses to provide their phone number, or the number provided doesn’t exist. 

8. Often the name of the monkey species mentioned in the offer doesn’t match to the picture 
attached (which usually shows a young macaque or other Old World monkey). 

9. Using Google or Yahoo one can usually find many copies of the same or very similar offer  
in many services in many countries. 
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Conclusions 

• The Internet trade in all the five countries covered in this monitoring is active and growing. 

• E-commerce of primates exists all over Latin America and it is very popular. The results show, 
very different levels of Internet trade in the researched countries. 

• With the highest rate of primate Internet advertisements identified online, Mexico is the leading 
country in Latin America for the e-commerce trade of primates. CATCA prior Internet trade 
monitoring also shows Mexico as the country with the highest level of trade in protected animal 
species. 

• Argentina was ranked second in the Internet trade of primates in this investigation. 

• Uruguay offered some surprising results. It is almost on the same level to Argentina in the trade 
of primates. 

• Guatemala was a surprise too. There, we found many more offers than we had anticipated. 

• Ecuador, as we assumed, shows a minimum trade of primates. We are very glad to report that 
the number of offers detected in Ecuador during this monitoring is smaller than what CATCA 
found in 2009–2010(2). The number of offers and the amount of animals in trade in this country 
compared to the other countries in Latin America, specially, Mexico, Argentina and Uruguay,  
is relatively small. 

• This investigation showed that monkeys from the family Cebidae (specially capuchin monkeys) 
are most commonly traded on Internet sites in Latin America and that there is quite a demand 
for these primate species. The second most popular group of the new world primates in  
e-commerce are monkeys from the family Callitrichidae. 

• Regarding old world primates, a high number of macaques were found, specially Macaca 
fascicularis. The numbers are quite alarming, but a high percent of these advertisements could 
be false. 

• It was also interesting to notice many advertisements of people requesting to buy primates. 
This led us to conclude, that an important part of the Internet trade can be undetectable while 
conducting a monitoring. 

• The buyers obviously lack general information warning them that buying primates as pets is 
potentially illegal and that they are contributing to the cruel cycle of kidnapping infants, while 
often killing several members of their family in the process. Primates are been exploited for 
profit and due to the ignorance of the public. 

• As the vast majority of the Internet trade on protected species takes place on international 
Internet services, the cooperation of the enforcement authorities with these service providers, 
can be crucial in combating and reducing this illegal e-commerce. 

• CATCA hopes that the proper authorities in Latin America will take the illegal e-commerce  
of primates as a serious violation, and suggests to the Latin American governments to perform 
regular monitoring of their Internet sites to be able to assess this trade and to prosecute  
the offenders. Enforcement of the countries laws should be strengthened before this trade 
becomes worse and more difficult to act against.  
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