
Wildlife crime and cross-border collaboration

THE IMPACT THAT ILLEGAL TOTOABA 
TRADE HAS ON THE VAQUITA MARINA

Procuraduría Federal de Protección al Ambiente (PROFEPA)

Federal Attorney’s Office for Environmental Protection (PROFEPA)



The vaquita marina (Phocoena sinus) is the smallest cetacean in the world and there are
currently an estimated 6 to 8 specimens left, according to the results of the research carried out
by the National Commission of Natural Protected Areas (CONANP) of Mexico in 2024.

The cause of this population decline has been primarily linked to the illegal fishing of the fish
totoaba (Totoaba macdonaldi), a species that is also protected and coexists with the vaquita,
also referred to as the porpoise, in the Upper Gulf of California.

The use of gillnets in this illicit fishing practice results in the incidental capture and subsequent
mortality of porpoise, resulting from the stress or suffocation.

The swim bladder of the totoaba fish, referred to as the "buche" (maw) in Mexican criminal slang,
is a highly sought-after delicacy among certain Asian communities. The illegal trade of this
product represents a significant source of income for fishermen facing limited economic
opportunities in their community.

It is imperative that law enforcement agencies from these countries that transit and/or the
destination countries collaborate to address this illicit trade and prevent the imminent extinction
of the vaquita.

T H E  I M P A C T  T H A T  I L L E G A L  T O T O A B A  T R A D E  H A S  O N  T H E  V A Q U I T A  M A R I N A
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Main instruments of the Mexican Government to regulate 
fishing in the Upper Gulf of California

The Regulatory Agreement for fishing activities in the Northern Gulf 
of California(September 24th, 2020) 

Guidelines for the organization and functionality of the 
Intergovernmental Group on Sustainability in the Upper Gulf of 
California (January 15th, 2021) 

Compliance Action Plan to Prevent Illegal Fishing and Trade of 
Totoaba, its Parts and/or Derivatives, in Protection of the Vaquita 
(approved by the CITES Secretariat on April 13th, 2023)

Guidelines for the Collaboration Group for Implementation of the 
Agreement of September 24th, 2020
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The Implementation Plan of the Zero Tolerance Area and the Refuge 
Area for the Protection of the Vaquita (January 20th, 2021)
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Source: Regulatory Agreement of September 24th, 2020



Compliance Action Plan
Lines of Action

Surveillance effective compliance at authorized departure and arrival sites in accordance with the 2020 Regulatory Agreement. PROFEPA 
participates with the Navy Secretary(SEMAR) and the National Commission of Aquaculture and Fisheries (CONAPESCA) in vessel 
inspections upon arrival

Preventing the entry of vessels into the ZTA, as well as keep it free of gillnets together in the Refugee Zone (ZRVM). PROFEPA is responsible 
for the ZTA signage; it participates with SEMAR and CONAPESCA in maritime and land inspection, as well as surveillance actions, and 
in the training of competent authorities in the Upper Gulf of California on the 7 action protocols developed

Strengthening intelligence actions against transnational organized crime related to illegal totoaba trade. PROFEPA is responsible for 
submitting complaints, technical opinions and/or expert reports to the Public Prosecutor’s Office (PPO); training authorities involved 
in cross-border movements, as well as systematizing and follow-up on investigation files

Implementing an alternative fishing gear program and a marking and fishing equipment program for 
small vessels

Monitoring the vaquita population

Operating Trilateral Contact Group for Law Enforcement. PROFEPA participates as a group member.

Raising awareness about illegal totoaba trade and the positives effects of the conservation of the 
vaquita. PROFEPA participates in the broadcasting of institutional messages through social media 
platforms.
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Cooperation within the CITES 
framework

The Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) Secretary 
has repeatedly urged Mexico, the United States and China, as countries of origin, transit and 
destination, to work together to combat the totoaba illegal trade.

In March 2024, the official installation of the Trilateral Contact Group and the third mission of the 
CITES Secretariat to the Upper Gulf of California took place. Currently, Mexico is integrating the second 
report of the Compliance Action Plan, which will be presented to the CITES Standing Committee in 2025; 
the progress and results of the implementation using this instrument will continue to be reported annually 
by Mexico.

PROFEPA        MEXICO’S FOCAL POINT FOR ENFORCEMENT AND COMPLIANCE

In accordance with CITES recommendations and line of action 7 of the Compliance Action Plan, Mexico is part of 
the Trilateral Contact Group for Law Enforcement to Combat Illegal Trade in Totoaba and, in 2023, the terms of 
reference for collaboration with the United States and China were established.



PROFEPA's actions in ports, airports 
and borders

1. Land transportation by private 
vehicles/buses

2. Air transport by parcel service/commercial 
flights

3. Maritime transport on boats/vessels

1. Wrapped in plastic
2. Mixed with luggage
3. In boxes
4. Mixed with other marine species

1. Fresh
2. Dry
3. Frozen

Forms of Transportation

Forms of Concealment

Condition

COORDINATION FOR 
SEIZURE OPERATIONS

National Customs
Agency of Mexico(ANAM)

National Guard (GN)

ILLEGAL TOTOABA TRADE

Mexican Navy



Areas of opportunity for 
collaboration

• Strengthen inter-institutional coordination and 
collaboration to achieve faster and more effective 
communication between operational staff, in accordance with 
the action protocols established in the Action Plan, as well as 
with ANAM, the Mexican Attorney General’s Office(FGR) and 
INTERPOL.

• Continue to train law enforcement, customs and security 
officers on the totoaba swim bladders identification.

• Strengthening international collaboration for information 
exchange



Call to Action
CTA 1. 1. Public participation by encouraging citizens to report to the 
corresponding authorities.
Cross-cutting theme: Innovative approaches to public participation that 
gain public confidence in the regulatory system.

CTA 2. Facilitating global communication to develop action plans for cross-
border operations.
Cross-cutting theme: Cross-border operations that were successful.

CTA 3. Utilize data analytics to enhance the efficiency of detecting illegal 
wildlife trade online.
Cross-cutting topic: Intelligence and data analytics that informs regulatory 
direction, priorities, and efficiency and effectiveness.



I appreciate your attention and 
comments.

• Procuraduría Federal de Protección al Ambiente (PROFEPA)

• Federal Attorney’s Office for Environmental Protection (PROFEPA)
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