
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
NEWS RELEASE 
For Immediate Release 
 
 
Coalition of Organizations Urges Governor Newsom and State Surgeon General Burke 
Harris to Ban California Sales and Importation of Wildlife and Non-Native Species 
 
 
LOS ANGELES — April 20, 2020 — Public health and global economies are currently 
under siege with no end in sight due to the rapid spread of COVID-19. By reframing our 
interaction with and treatment of the natural world, particularly that of trafficking wild 
animals, diseases and resulting pandemics that upend society can be prevented. Wildlife 
markets and zoonoses — diseases that can be transmitted to humans from animals — have 
emerged as the cause of the novel coronavirus nCoV-2019 pandemic currently plaguing our 
world. In California, industries exploiting and trafficking wildlife as commodities for live food 
markets pose just as much a threat to public health and safety as do other wildlife farms 
and markets around the world. As a result, PawPAC, a California-based humane 
legislative group with a 40-year history of advocating for animals, has sent a letter to 
Governor Gavin Newsom and State Surgeon General Nadine Burke Harris urging them to 
take immediate action to ban the sale and importation of wildlife and non-native species — 
specifically birds, amphibians and reptiles — in the state of California for human 
consumption. 
 
Founded in 1980, PawPAC is a statewide committee that advocates for all nonhumans and 
their environment, to encourage transparency in the California State Legislature through 
humane scorecards while promoting more humane laws throughout the state. PawPAC has 
engaged with California policy makers since 1993 on live food market issues in the state, on 
the basis of health, the humane treatment of animals and biodiversity stewardship. 

mailto:info@pawpac.org
https://twitter.com/CAPawPAC
http://www.pawpac.org/
http://pawpac.org/legislation/2020/letters/governor/letter-markets-coalition-2020-04-20.pdf


Necropsies of diseased frogs and turtles from California’s live food markets revealed a host 
of diseases including salmonella, pasteurella and E. coli, among others. This evidence, 
along with concerns for the ecosystem, led the Fish and Game Commission to adopt policy 
in 2010 to “cease issuing importation permits for any live non-native turtles or frogs.” 
However, the recommended policy was never added to the California Code of Regulations. 
Consequently, non-native turtles and frogs are currently still sold in California live food 
markets with a reported two million bullfrogs and 400,000 turtles imported into the state 
each year. The Department of Fish and Wildlife conducts ongoing studies of zoonotic 
diseases, which are known to be found in birds, turtles, frogs, pigs, cattle, and other 
animals. As humans continue to encroach upon the natural world, increasingly animals are 
being displaced and in many cases poached from their habitats to be sold in wildlife 
markets and sometimes even online. This trafficking results in stressed animals who are 
more susceptible to disease. When commingled with other species in tight quarters when 
shipped, or while awaiting slaughter at these animal markets, this creates a petri dish of 
contagion just waiting to infect the next victim.    
 
Just last week, it was confirmed that there was a highly pathogenic avian flu outbreak in 
South Carolina.  As of April 17, 2020, the USDA reports it has detected the outbreak of 
virulent Newcastle disease at 476 premises in California, resulting in the euthanasia of 
millions of birds. The disease has not yet seriously endangered humans; however, the 
commingling of various species, and human contact with them in the markets are a ticking 
time bomb for the next pandemic.  We must be far more vigilant in stopping the potential 
risk of disease at the source before it starts. We are therefore calling on Governor Newsom 
and State Surgeon General Burke Harris to immediately end the practice of selling live wild 
animals in our markets for human consumption.  
 
Ben Williamson, U.S. Director of World Animal Protection states, "We commend 
Governor Newsom's efforts to contain the spread of COVID-19 in California. Given the 
undeniable link between infectious diseases in humans and their transmission through 
wildlife, we're calling on him to use his authority as Governor to bring an immediate end to 
the commercial wildlife trade in California. We can help prevent future pandemics by 
protecting people from diseases originating in wild animals, and by protecting wild animals 
from being cruelly farmed or poached and sold for human consumption." 
 
Founder and CEO of the global animal protection nonprofit Animals Asia, Jill 
Robinson, says change is long overdue: “No continent, no country, no city is immune or 
without blame as we reflect on the changes we know have to be made, or risk the next 
punishment for our behavior that is already waiting in the wings. Change is possible if we 
look at our habits, the lives that we live, and start the ripple of that change in our own 
backyard.” 
 
In light of the current health crisis, we must act swiftly to finally end the wildlife trafficking so 
vitally linked to viral outbreaks. PawPAC Chair René Rowland states, “With public health 
now teetering on the threat of the next global crisis, now is the time for California to take 
action to end the practice of selling living animals for food right here at home. Let’s remove 
the possibility of California becoming the next pandemic epicenter, and in so doing we’ll 
raise our humane standards, boost biodiversity and even offset the effects of climate 
change that stem from species destruction and trafficked wildlife.” 
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Notes to Media:  
 
PawPAC Coalition Letter to Governor Newsom and State Surgeon General Burke 
Harris: 
http://pawpac.org/legislation/2020/letters/governor/letter-markets-coalition-2020-04-20.pdf 
 
About PawPAC: 
 
PawPAC was founded in 1980 by a group of animal advocates, most notably the late 
Virginia Handley, and seeks to benefit all nonhumans by bringing transparency to the work 
of the California Legislature through its annual humane scorecard, which helps to inform its 
endorsements of candidates for statewide office. Ms. Handley helped to blaze a trail on the 
issue of California’s live animal food markets, yet the issue still faces us today.   
 
Interviews available by request with PawPAC representatives by contacting: 
René Rowland 
PawPAC Chair 
info@pawpac.org 
877.484.2364 
 
___________________________ 
Organizations in Support 
 
PawPAC 
spcaLA 
ACTAsia 
Action for Animals 
American Tortoise Rescue 
Animals Asia 
 
with: 
 
Andean Tapir Fund 
Animal Legal Defense Fund 
Animal Rights National Conference 
Animal Save Movement 
Center for Biological Diversity 
Circle of Compassion 
Climate Save Movement 
Colleen Patrick-Goudreau, Author and Animal Advocate 
DawnWatch 
East Bay Animal PAC 
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Endangered Species Coalition 
Equestrian Centers Intl. 
Farm Animal Rights Movement 
Farm Sanctuary 
Health Save Movement 
Humane Education Coalition 
International Marine Mammal Project 
Karma Rescue Inc. 
Oceanic Preservation Society 
Plant-based Prevention Of Disease (P-POD) Conference 
Project Coyote 
Rattle the Cage Productions 
SAVE THE FROGS! 
Sea Shepherd Conservation Society 
Turtle Island Restoration Network 
United Poultry Concerns 
Vegan Mentor 
"Voices Carry For Animals" on Animal Advocates Radio 
Wildlife Care of SoCal 
World Animal Protection 
600 Million Stray Dogs Need You 
 


