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In Hong Kong, many people believe releasing animals from
captivity not only helps to save them from the suffering of cap-
tive life, but also brings good luck, health and fortune to the
person who releases them. Some religions believe that such
animal releases help to atone for sins.

Many people feel a sense of satisfaction when a cage is opened
to “free” an animal. However, most people are ignorant of the
reasons why these animals were captured in the first place, their
fate after the release, and how other wildlife are affected?

In this leaflet, we highlight some issues associated with the
trade and release of animals. We also recommend reducing
this practice, which seems to provide freedom but, in fact,
results in unnecessary suffering, cruelty and may also threaten
local wildlife.
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The issue—Cruelty and Suffering

The release of animals may symbolize a second chance for
freedom. However, it is a sad irony that many wild animals
are captured specifically to be released later. Many animals
are injured or die during capture, and during transportation,
due fo stress and shortage of food and water. Thus, many are
already sick and very weak, with minimal chance of survival,
by the time they are once again released into the wild.

Some released animals were originally bred for the pet trade.
They are used to receiving human care and lack the skills to
live in the wild, therefore their survival rate is likely to be low.
Hong Kong may not be the natural home for some animals,
such as African bird species and South Asian turtles. The win-
ter is too cold for tropical species, and those that do survive
may compete with local species for nesting resources. Even
releasing native species to suitable habitats may upset
the ecological balance and adversely affect the food supply
of the original inhabitants.
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Spread of Disease

Animals may also carry disease and harbour parasites as a
result of unhygienic transportation methods. Release risks spread-
ing the disease to native animals and even humans. Recent
outbreaks of avian influenza and SARS have made us more
aware of this issue.

Low Survival and Death

The death rate of released birds can be as high as 75%. In
one recorded case, 28 Tree Sparrows were released at Plover
Cove in late January 2005. Five days later, 20 dead birds and
one very weak survivor were discovered at the site. The survivor
died shortly after being admitted to the KFBG Wild Animal
Rescue Centre for emergency treatment. The high mortality was
related to the poor health condition of birds and inappropriate
habitat at the release site. Such events are all too common.
Are these really acts of goodwill by caring humans or cruelty
through ignorance?
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The International Union for the Conservation of Nature

(IUCN) proposes the following re-introduction guidelines:

e A scientific and technical feasibility study,

* Evaluation of the re-introduction site for suitability,

* Pre-release screening for healthy and genetically correct
individuals,

e |f possible, a post-release monitoring programme to
determine survival.

These procedures will help to ensure that the release has

clear conservation aims and is performed in a professional

manner. Such releases should only be undertaken by those

with knowledge of the needs of the species, and of the

release environment.
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What can we do?

® Look beyond the short-term satisfaction gained from animal
release. Consider the wider conservation and animal welfare
issues before you buy animals for release. Even if you are familiar
with the animal, where it has come from, its health status and
its habitat requirements, releasing it could upset nature’s natural
balance.

* Animal release for religious ceremonies could be replaced with
symbolic worship, or tree planting events. Understanding the
growing process of a tree from a seedling could encourage
deeper appreciation of life. Later, animals will feed, rest and
breed in and around the new forest you have helped nurture. The
trees can be visited, providing a sense of achievement and com-
passion, which lasts longer than a traditional animal release.

* If you want o rescue animals, you could donate funds to animal
rescue programmes or volunteer to help an environmental group
to protect disappearing habitats.
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If you want to know more about animal rehabilitation and reintroduction,
please visit these websites:

1t 52 ES SRR FERSER /IUCN re-introduction guidelines
http://www.iucn.org/themes/ssc/pubs/policy/reinte.htm

B A E1E RN $5RI/ The wildlife rehabilitation information directory
http://www.ic.umn.edu/~devo0028/#jj (2537 /English)
JbRIERFEILCILN The Beijing Raptor Rescue Centre
http://www.brrc.org.cn (fig&d3z /Simplified Chinese)
=iETE RIS B EYIEl/ The Kadoorie Farm and Botanic Garden
http://www.kfbg.org/(#5E /English and Chinese)

THMENHMIEE /Animals Asia Foundation
http://www.animalsasia.org/ (&5 /English and Chinese)

In Taiwan, many religious groups stopped releasing animals after
considering the cruelty, suffering and death caused by their activities.

For further information, please visit this website -
http://e-info.org.tw/news/taiwan/2001/news-etf01082001.htm
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Frequently Asked Questions and Misconcep-
tions attached to the release of animals

A misleading concept! Do we hurt someone first just to be able to
administer medical care later? Many animals are caught specifi-
cally to be sold for release. They would not lose their freedom,
or their lives, if there was no demand. They would remain in

We can save the soul of these animals by praying.

From a conservation point of view, uncontrolled trade in wild
animals for release could reduce natural populations, and they
may even disappear completely. Therefore, one would actually
be contributing fo the animal’s extinction. They have a better
chance of survival if there is no such trapping to meet the demand
of those who want to release them — which is just @ human desire
— wild animals which are wild and free originally do not need

\Jo be captured to become wild and free, again! )

/1. Can buying and releasing animals help to save them?@ I

\ their original condition — wild and free! J
/2. Itis the destiny of the animals that die or suffer when released. ™
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(From left) The tree sparrow, white-eye and munia. They are very common resi-
dent birds in Hong Kong and so it is unnecessary to release more into the wild.
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/3. We would not inform the traders in advance and we would pur-\
chase animals earlier than the day of release. Also, we choose
beautiful places, with no hunters as release sites. Will these consid-
erations reduce the problems caused to the animals and nature?

Traders will stock wild animals as long as there is a demand for
release, regardless of whether they are specifically ordered or
not. A beautiful landscape may not provide enough food and
shelter for wild animals. In fact, animals are often released in the
wrong habitat, e.g., forest birds like Pekin Robins are released at
\_wetlands, or freshwater turtles released into the sea. J

/4. Only a few individuals die after release. Will the sacrifice of\
a few save many more?

Our observation shows that up to 75% of birds could die within
five days of release. This figure does not include fatalities during
capture and transportation fo Hong Kong. According to a 2004
report on the animal trade for release in Taiwan (see previous
section), for every bird ready for release, at least 10 birds died

during capture and transportation! The practice of release is

\_usually a death penalty for wildlife. J
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A vicious cycle!

/5. Animal release is a win win situation — the animal regains its "\
freedom, we receive good luck and the hunters get money. Is
this true?

No! From an animal welfare point of view, current release
activities result in many unnecessary and cruel deaths. Release
spreads disease and increases competition for food and shelter,
an unseen death penalty for the native wildlife!

In Taiwan, the endemic Taiwan Bulbul is threatened due to com-
petition from non-native, released Chinese Bulbuls. The endemic
species has declined dramatically. In fact, the only “beneficiaries”
are the wildlife traders who get monetary benefit from the cruel

\trade and release cycle of wildlife. J

/6. The more wild animals | am able fo release, the more fortunate
| can become?

The reality is: ‘the more wild animals you release, the more
\.animals DIE or suffer because of you'l )




