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Introduction
During the ongoing sixth mass species extinction, 
turtles represent some of the most endangered ver-
tebrate taxa (Buhlmann et al. 2009, Luiselli et al. 
2016). Among anthropogenic threats, non-sustain-
able overexploitation of turtles for consumption or 
pet trade is widespread and occurs on a large scale 
(Cheung & Dudgeon 2006, Turtle Conservation 
Coalition 2011, Mundy-Taylor 2013, Nijman & 
Shepherd 2015, TRAFFIC 2014, 2015, 2016).

Both globally and nationally, the success-
ful reduction of damage to wild populations faces 
diverse challenges appearing at multiple levels. 
Complications include highly limited financial re-
sources and lack of adequate material and trained 
personnel, usually not readily available to state and 
local agencies and other legally responsible enti-
ties. Such issues were highlighted during the Fifth 
International Symposium on Emys orbicularis and 
the other European Freshwater Turtles held in 2015 
in Kiten, Bulgaria, a meeting that brought together 
over 70 chelonian scientists and professionals. A 
striking report was presented there about 1,300 

European Pond Turtles (Emys orbicularis) housed 
under suboptimal conditions after being confiscated 
in 2012 and their bleak fate since then, including 
the unlikely return to the wild of the surviving in-
dividuals (Nikolić & Golubović 2017). This situ-
ation prompted an extended and fruitful discussion, 
initiated during a special session at the symposium 
and continued afterwards. Initially, we focused on 
the details related to this particular confiscation and 
the possible means to alleviate it. However, we drew 
on the extensive expertise and experiences of the 
multi-national symposium team in order to devise a 
broader list of measures to be taken into account for 
similar situations in the future. Suggestions ranged 
from preventive and preferential actions needed to 
minimize both the number and duration of confisca-
tions, through the veterinary requirements for cap-
tive care, to aspects of a hopefully successful return 
of turtles to the wild. In E. orbicularis, genetic dif-
ferentiation of local populations is complex (e.g. 
Lenk et al. 1999, Velo-Antón et al. 2008, Stuckas 
et al. 2014, Vamberger et al. 2015; Dux et al. 2017). 
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Therefore, to avoid contributing to the erosion of 
biodiversity through genetic pollution by releasing 
genetically mismatching turtles to native popula-
tions, a genetic assessment of confiscated turtles is 
of paramount importance. 

Below, we present the result of these 

discussions, dubbed “The Kiten Protocol” as a 
contribution and a basis for future turtle and tor-
toise successful conservation measures to be taken. 
However, we stress that these are only brief guide-
lines and chelonian experts’ opinions must be sought 
for every particular case.

The Kiten Protocol
Experts on the study and protection of freshwater turtle and tortoise species and representatives from dif-
ferent European countries gathered at the 5th International Symposium on Emys orbicularis held in Kiten, 
Bulgaria, from the 19th to the 21st of August 2015,

Concerned by the overall increase in the illegal trafficking of native animal species in Europe and in 
particular by the mass illegal cross-border trafficking of turtles;

Conscious that the distribution area and population density of the five continental species of turtles 
native to Europe have reduced dramatically in recent decades;

Aware that the proper and quick release of seized animals can save many turtle lives and restore wild 
populations;

Recognizing that the principle of state sovereignty over its territory and over the species that live in it 
should not be an obstacle to achieving full and effective international cooperation;

Recognizing the efforts that the authorities of European countries have undertaken in recent years to 
protect wildlife by law and the acceptance of international agreements;

Recognizing that the delicate situation that European turtles are in requires the widest possible co-
operation among all countries and their participation in providing an adequate and effective internal and 
international response;

They agree to recommend to the authorities of the European countries to follow the measures listed 
below in the event of a turtle confiscation:

Always bear in mind article VIII (Measures to be taken by the Parties) of CITES (Convention on 
International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora) that establishes what should be done 
once the animals have been seized, although there are additional highly recommended actions to carry out 
in the same sense as the aforementioned article VIII of CITES:

• Establish the precise locality of origin of the confiscated animals through a rapid police investigation;
• At the same time, carry out analyses (including genetic) of the turtles to determine their affiliation;
• Encourage gathering of DNA samples from wild populations and maintaining a unified database for 

correct determination of turtle’s origin;
• Complete a thorough check of the animals to facilitate their handling, keeping them in separate 

groups to avoid stress and spread of diseases;
• Boost a rapid release of the turtles at their place of origin, once the exact locality has been ascertained 

and the health of each animal verified.
These recommended measures shall be accompanied along other actions:
• Acceptance of economic costs by the authorities based on realistic budgeting;
• Intensify control over the trafficking of protected species, including through the use of the Internet;
• Increase international cooperation and coordination among state agencies, authorities, NGOs, rescue 

centers and professionals in order to rapidly locate and repatriate confiscated animals;
• Increase turtle specialists’ assistance for scientific, sanitary, and logistic support;
• Encourage the creation and subsidize the maintenance of rescue centers recognized as collaborative 

CITES Centers with the aim of keeping animals for fixed periods of time, assessing their health and finally 
releasing them into their original habitat.

The names of researchers and experts that have discussed and approved this protocol are included in 
Appendix 1.
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APPENDIX 1
The Kiten Protocol: Contributors and supporting signatories, in alphabetical order, with affiliations:
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