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Introduction
The National Whistleblower Center
(NWC) filed Freedom of Information Act
(FOIA) requests to the U.S. Departments
of Agriculture, Commerce, Interior, and
Treasury, for documents related to their
implementation of the Lacey and Endangered Species Acts’ whistleblower reward
provisions.
In response to the FOIA requests, the Departments of Agriculture, Commerce, and
Treasury confirmed that they had no documents related to their implementation of
these whistleblower laws and their related fund accounts.
The U.S. Department of Interior, Fish and
Wildlife Service (FWS) confirmed that
ithad documents related to the payments
of whistleblowers rewards. These documents were released to the NWC in four
separate productions in October 2017,
January 2018, and July 2018.1 According
to the FWS, these productions account for
all responsive documents to the FOIA re-

quest. These documents cover 66 cases
over a 14-year time period (2003 – 2016).
All of the FOIA documents pertaining to
cases can be accessed online here, under
the section “FWS responses to NWC FOIA
requests on the Lacey Act Reward Fund.”
NWC has reviewed these documents in an
attempt to shed light on the current implementation of FWS’ whistleblower reward
program. For this report, NWC has analyzed this data in consideration of a U.S.
Government Accountability Office (GAO)
audit on wildlife whistleblower rewards,
published in May 2018, which provided
specific recommendations for both FWS
and NOAA, as well as NWC’s institutional
knowledge of both wildlife whistleblowing and whistleblower reward laws.
This report aims to educate and empower
FWS as well as other agencies to utilize
whistleblowers to most effectively and efficiently enforce the laws to halt wildlife
trafficking.
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PART I

FWS FOIA Documents Confirm
Key Role of Whistleblowers

3
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Those that enforce the laws understand: wildlife needs whistleblowers.

Y

ou cannot prosecute a trafficking
case if a crime is not detected. In
case after case, these documents
demonstrate that whistleblowers, as the
source of on-the-ground information, are
critical for the detection of criminal activity.
In short, wildlife needs whistleblowers.

There is no better window into the critical role
of whistleblowers than through the words of
the agents who worked directly with them.
When NWC filed these FOIA requests, hundreds of pages of previously unseen case
files from FWS provided that window. The insights from the case reports are astounding.
Not only do law enforcement officials often
praise whistleblowers for their help, they further assert that whistleblowers saved time
and money in every investigation.

694 pages
77 whistleblowers
66 cases
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1A

Whistleblowers are a critical source
for detecting wildlife crime.

5
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In the words of FWS law enforcement agents:
“The area where [the crime occurred] was very remote and contained
more than one thousand (1000) acres of land... Using the specific information [the whistleblower] provided, [agents] were able to investigate and recover one (1) wolf carcass which had recently been killed.”
— Horse Bait Wolf, p.0413

“The case would not have been possible had [redacted] not first made
law enforcement aware of the crime and second, worked with law enforcement.”
— Sheldrake Game Ranch Leopards, p. 0542

“Without [the whistleblower’s] candor in coming forward with this information, his willingness to aid Service agents by contacting former
employees, and to provide testimony in federal court, this case would
have never reached fruition.”
— Lochridge Ranch, p. 0104

Note: the source documents for all quotes in this section can be found at:
https://www.kkc.com/handbook/wildlife-trafficking, organized by year.
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1B

Whistleblowers are instrumental in
providing crucial information to law
enforcement agents.

7

“

“

In both FWS’ and other whistleblower programs, the quality of the information produced by whistleblowers has been identified
and praised. One such example is the U.S.
Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC)
whistleblower program.

The whistleblower program . . . has rapidly become a tremendously effective
force-multiplier, generating high quality
tips, and in some cases, virtual blueprints
laying out an entire enterprise, directing us
to the heart of an alleged fraud.2
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— Chair of the SEC, Mary Jo White

In the words of FWS law enforcement agents:
The whistleblower “provided detailed maps showing where evidence
would be located; provided information on guard dogs to ensure the
safety of the investigation agents; and continued to provide agents
with information throughout the investigation.”
— [Redacted], p. 0475

The whistleblower “provided information for prosecution; including
who [redacted] sold the angelfish to and the amount he earned for the
sales of the fish. […] In receiving this information, [redacted] was able
to approximate the total number of fish that were illegally imported
and was able to identify and corroborate testimony from individuals
who has purchased the fish.”
— Operation Angelfish, p. 0203

The whistleblower “provided the investigators with important information about [redacted], his character and personal characteristics, and
he recorded telephone calls with [redacted]... to further this investigation and aid in the prosecution.”
— [Redacted], p. 0427
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The quality of whistleblower
information is key to successful
implementation of law.
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In the words of FWS law enforcement agents:
Whistleblowers “account for a large part of the success of an effective
wildlife law enforcement program and we should take the opportunities we can as an agency to reward these people.”
— Prairie Harvest [Redacted], p. 0050

The whistleblower “willingly met with investigators and provided them
information critical to the investigation… If [redacted] had not come
forward, the investigation would not have resulted in the successful
prosecution of the three defendants because critical evidence had
been destroyed or covered up.”
— [Redacted] et al., p. 0131

The whistleblower’s “assistance was of such significance that it is
highly unlikely this case would have been successful without [it].”
— [Redacted], p. 0423

“The evidence, information, and personal contact with [the defendant]
provided by [the whistleblower] in only seven months – might well have
taken the service years, if ever, to obtain at the same level of quality.”
— Iowa Army Ammo Plant, p. 0021
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1D

Whistleblowers save the
government countless dollars.

Other laws with whistleblower reward provisions, such of the False Claims Act (FCA),
have led to the recovery of billions of dollars in federal funds. In 2017 alone, whistleblowers helped recover $3.4 billion under
the FCA.3
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“

“

Whistleblowers alert the government to
fraud that would otherwise go undetected.
As such, incentivizing whistleblowers is a
powerful tool to recover tax dollars.

The False Claims Act and its [whistleblower] provisions remain the government’s
most effective civil tool in protecting vital
government programs from fraud . . . The
dollars involved are staggering.4
— Former Associate Attorney General Bill Baer
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In the words of FWS law enforcement agents:
“[W]ithout the assistance of [the whistleblower], it could have easily
taken an additional two years to infiltreate the illegal industry, if we
were able to do it at all. A conservative estimate of the cost that would
have been incurred without the assistance of [the whistleblower] would
be in excess of $90,000.”
— Operation Board, p. 0345

The whistleblower “provided crucial information resulting in saving the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service thousands of dollars and investigator
hours.”
— Asian Elephant Tusk and QT Aquarium, p. 0630

“Without [the whistleblower’s] assistance, the Service would have...
requir[ed] additional agents, investigative hours and equipment at significant cost.”
— Iowa Army Ammo Plant, p. 0021
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1E

Whistleblowers are incentivized
by monetary rewards.
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“

“

Monetary rewards incentivize whistleblowers to come forward with information. This
not only compensates the individual for
their assistance, but rewards the individual
for the quality of the information given to
law enforcement, and recognizes the risks
faced by those chosing to bravely blow the
whistle.

An award to [the] witness . . . encourage[s]
those with information about unlawful
conduct to come forward and disclose
that information to authorities—information otherwise difficult, if not virtually impossible, to obtain.5
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— U.S. Attorney Brian Albritton
U.S. v. STX Pan Ocean Co., Ltd.

In the words of FWS law enforcement agents:

“In order to complete the mission and purpose of the USFWS, Office
of Law Enforcement, it is extremely important and critical to provide
a monetary award to the individuals who come forward and provide
information to investigators.”
— [Redacted] et al., p. 0132

“Rewards expand the informant reporting network critical to law enforcement success.”
— [Redacted], p. 0199

The whistleblower “said he heard the radio announcement and the reward being offered... [and] decided to call the Idaho Department of
Fish and Game [IDFG]... [he] decided the monetary reward was worth
the risk.”
— [Redacted], p. 0064
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Whistleblowers take enormous
risk and contend with adverse
consequences for assisting
the government.

This stresses the importance of a monetary
reward for whistleblowers. They might be
risking their career or even personal security when they decide to blow the whistle.

15

“

“

Whistleblowers are frequently victims of retaliation from their employers or other parties when they decide to come forward with
information.

Not only is honest behavior not rewarded
by the market, but it is penalized . . . Given
these costs, however, the surprising part
is not that most [...] do not talk; it is that
some talk at all.6
— Dyck, et al., Booth School of Business
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In the words of FWS law enforcement agents:
The whistleblower “began receiving threats, harassment and property
damage... One of the defendants blamed him for the entire investigation and indicated that the whistleblower ‘would pay.’”
— Operation Board, p. 0346

“In January 2005, the informant was physically assaulted as he entered his residence. The informant suffered minor lacerations and was
bruised all over his head and body.”
— Operation Angelfish, p. 0203

“The risk included, but was not limited to, being banished by his peers...
and also being known as a rat (informant) in the community.”
— [Redacted], p 0065

The whistleblower “voluntarily came forward and provided critical information regarding [redacted] smuggling activity at the expense of
losing her job and financial hardship.”
— Oak Creek Elk Ranch, p. 0188
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1G

Wildlife whistleblowers and law
enforcement work hand-in-hand
with nonprofit organizations.

“

“Corruption is an insidious plague that
has a wide range of corrosive side effects
on societies. It undermines democracy
and rule of law, leads to violations of human rights, distorts markets, erodes the
quality of life, and allows organized crime,
terrorism, and other threats to human security to flourish..7

“

Non-profit and other civil society organizations can serve as an important conduit as
well as a source of assistance and expertise
for both law enforcement and those with information on illegal wildlife trafficking. The
collaboration between all stakeholders in
the fight against this destructive practice is
crucial to stopping the extinction crisis.

— UN Secretary General Kofi Annan, in the official introduction to the United Nations Convention Against Corruption (2003)

17

NATIONAL WHISTLEBLOWER CENTER

In the words of FWS law enforcement agents:
“Confirmation of the missing whooping crane was only received after
FWS Special Agent [redacted], acting upon the information received
from [the whistleblower], contacted a volunteer from the International
Crane Foundation (ICF).”
— Knox County Whooping Crane, p. 0575

“A portion of the fine ($10,000) shall be paid to the Bear Education and
Restoration Group.”
— [Redacted], p. 0270

“The above requested amounts are going to be matched with the same
amount from the non-government organization the ‘Defenders of Wildlife.’”
— [Redacted], p. 0061
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PART II

Analysis of GAO Audit with FWS
Reward Cases Reveals Clear Next
Steps Forward

1
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2A
The wildlife whistleblower reward
program demonstrates enormous
potential to enhance the effectiveness of law enforcement.

T

he audit of the whistleblower reward
programs in the wildlife arena was
initiated by the GAO because of a
now-proven concern that the existing policies
were woefully insufficient. In response to the
FOIA requests, the FWS conceded that they
had no “proactive” whistleblower program;8
instead, whistleblower rewards were given on
a random, agent-initiated, “thank you”-style
basis without utilizing the best demonstrated
by other U.S. agencies.9
Despite an extensive record as to how the use
of insiders is critical for detecting violations,
providing key testimony enabling effective
criminal prosecutions, and saving the U.S.
many thousands of dollars in prosecutorial
and investigatory resources,10 there was no
program to incentivize whistleblowers or
utilize the payments as leverage to ramp-up
the program to increase the number of informants who voluntarily come forward with information over time.

wildlife whistleblower program. Whistleblower rewards have the potential to incentivize
those with information to come forward, and
in doing so, assist law enforcement with the
difficult role of enforcing the laws against illegal wildlife trafficking and destruction. In
just the limited number of cases provided by
the FWS, successful prosecutions made possible by whistleblowers resulted in:
- $2,946,655 Total Fines
- $1,484,638 Total Restitution
- 207 Individuals Held Accountable

Agencies with wildlife whistleblower reward
mandates are well-positioned to build on existing whisleblower programs, such as the
FWS’ program discussed here. These FOIA
documents are a window to how effective
such a program could be, despite any existing shortcomings. NWC acknowledges that
investigators have clearly been able to work
effectively with whistleblowers, and strongly believes that this record demonstrates the
Yet at the same time, the record demon- foundation of a strong whistleblower reward
strates the possibilities of a well-functioning program.

3
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fig. 1

Number of wildlife cases produced by the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service (2003-2016)
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2B
A uniform record-keeping system to
track financial reward information is
the first step.

A

ccurate record-keeping is essential
to monitor the activities of the whistleblower program, and to ensure its succes
moving forward.
For example, from 2007 to 2017, as reported
by the GAO, “FWS and NOAA reported paying
few rewards for information on wildlife trafficking. FWS reported paying 25 rewards for a
total of $184,500, and NOAA reported paying
2 rewards for a total of $21,000. Officials from
both agencies said their agencies have not
prioritized the use of rewards.”11 Yet our documentation, obtained through FOIA requests,
shows 66 cases from 2003 to 2016, with 46
of those cases between 2007 to 2016; this
is not consistent with the 25 cases noted by
the GAO. Our analysis of the two sets of documentation also found that there were several
case numbers noted on a spreadsheet provided in the FOIA production with no corresponding documentation in that very same FOIA
response. Finally, our research has found at
least 5 other major cases, adding up to over
$8.45 million, for which FWS claims to have
no documentation whatsoever, financial or
otherwise.

5

These problems have occurred because there
is no uniform record-keeping system for the
wildlife whistleblower program. Instead, information must be manually pulled from hard
copy files, one by one. But a solution is clear:
GAO-18-279: Combatting Wildlife Trafficking: Opportunities Exist to Improve the Use
of Financial Rewards, Recommendations 1
and 2: FWS and NOAA “should track financial
reward information so that it is clearly documented and readily available for examination.”
FWS concurred with this recommendation,
noting that in addition to keeping “a copy of all
documentation relating to financial rewards
paid (approved)... at the headquarters office”,
the agency is “also determining the best way
to integrate this financial reward information
with the case information currently stored” in
their system, and also immediately “creat[ing]
processes to track reward information in the
Department’s system of record.” NOAA also
concurred with the recommendation and has
already implemented necessary changes.
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2C
An effective reward policy must
have codified and specific factors
for whistleblower rewards.

R

ecords show little consistency with re- The stakeholders agree that this would be
ward amounts.
a necessary step in crafting a wildlife whistleblower program based on existing laws.
For example, the rewards per case averaged that is effective.
100.64% of the fines per case. Yet, the pot
of rewards given is 8.63% of fines collected. GAO-18-279: Combatting Wildlife TraffickThese figures demonstrate a broad incon- ing: Opportunities Exist to Improve the Use
sistency amount reward percentages, as of Financial Rewards, Recommendation 3, rewell as the very low amounts for rewards to flects this need for “specify[ing] factors... to
whistleblowers who gave crucial and original consider.”
information in cases which resulted in enormous sanctions.
FWS has concurred with this recommendation, noting that “it would be good to develAdditionally, the records demonstrate that op guidance on proposed reward amounts”
whistleblowers are not yet fully and suffi- and it is “updating its reward policy to clearly
ciently valued by the rewards program. The specify the factors that staff may use when
government has collected $2.9 million in developing proposed reward amounts.”
fines through the FWS wildlife whistleblower
program, and distributed $1.5 million as res- Building a rewards policy with factors which
titution. Yet only $318,000 has been granted are specific, uniform, and codified will proto whistleblowers, even though whistleblow- vide clarity to both whistleblowers and the
ers were the very reason that the government government entities working directly on these
could prosecute and hold accountable those cases as to the role played by those who blow
committing these crimes - and therefore claw the whistle in successful law enforcement efback $2.9 million in fines and sanctions.
forts.

NATIONAL WHISTLEBLOWER CENTER

6

Examples of inconsistent rewards as a result of a lack
of codified and specific factors to determine awards.

In the $40,000 reward case, the whistleblower informed law enforcement of the killing
of Golden and Bald eagles for their feathers
in Native American Pow Wows. The whistleblower helped apprehend 29 individuals in
8 states. It was estimated that four of the defendants had killed 80-100 eagles per year for
four years. The subsequent searches allowed
law enforcement to recover 300 eagles and
300 migratory birds from dealers. The agents
and the whistleblower worked together for
two and a half years.
- Page 0316

In a 2004 case, a whistleblower came to law
enforcement with information that a cruise
company was allowing passengers to enter
protected habitat lands without a Special Use
Permit. By traveling on the land, the passengers were harassing the endangered Stellar
Sea Lions. The case resolved with a settlement between the cruise company and law
enforcement of $15,000. The whistleblower
was paid $500, or 3% of the total fines.
- Page 0015

In 2013, a whistleblower called law enforcement to inform them of the identity of someA similar case occurred in 2012 when an in- one who had shot a Bald Eagle. She was paid
formant provided information about the il- $500.
legal taking and commercializing of eagle
- Page 0662
and migratory birds by Native Americans in
Montana. While the informant did not work
as extensively with law enforcement, the resulting savings to the US government were
very similar and the four defendants paid over
$100,000 in fines. This whistleblower was
only paid $3,500, or 3.5% of the total fines.
- Page 0510

7
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2D
An outreach plan which communicates the wildlife whistleblower
program to the public is a crucial
piece of the program’s success.

T

hose with information can only come
forward - blow the whistle - if they are
aware that the avenue to do so exists.
It is crucial that a communication plan to potential whistleblowers has both breadth and
depth to ensure that no brave whistleblower
falls through the cracks. The consequences
of this failing are clear: despite millions of
dollars in appropriations, and decades having
passed, laws enacted by Congress continue
to see minimal and limited enforcement, while
the vulnerable species continue to march toward extinction.

GAO-18-279: Combatting Wildlife Trafficking: Opportunities Exist to Improve the Use
of Financial Rewards, Recommendations 4
and 5: emphasizes the need for “a plan” to
“communicate to the public.”
Both FWS and NOAA have released statements that each “concurs with this recommendation”, and NOAA has already implemented this recommendation.

Here’s an example of a quite minimal outreach campaign that worked:
“On October 18, 2009, a dead Grizzly bear was found on the Blackfeet Indian Reservation in
Montana... With no leads, the Service put out a $4,000 Reward for Information and distributed
flyers throughout the community. Ms. [redacted] came forward and provided critical information including the identity of the suspect... Ms. [redacted] was threatened by the suspect after
she provided information to the case agents. Despite the threat of possible harm, she continued to meet with the case agent to provide information ‘because it was the right thing to do’...
No other persons came forward in the investigation to provide information. According to the
case agent, ‘if Ms. [redacted] had not come forward, the investigation may never have reached
a succussful conclusion.”

NATIONAL WHISTLEBLOWER CENTER
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2E
Ensuring efficiency: rewards are a
useful law enforcement tool.

F

inancial rewards for whistleblowers
have been law in the U.S. since President Lincoln, and should continue to be
expanded and utilized wherever possible to
assist law enforcement capacity.

Whistleblower programs are also useful for
building up democratic institutions. Such programs require community members to assist
law enforcement; to trust and respect these
mechanisms. An effective whistleblower reward program will utilize stakeholders in the
Whistleblower rewards have been proven to community to ensure that high-quality inforfunction as a funds generator for agencies mation on crimes such as fraud, corruption,
which effectively utilize these programs. A and more are caught, and criminals are held
data-driven government must assess and accountable.
implement effective and fiscally effective
programs; whistleblower rewards are a core
component.

Rewards expand the informant
reporting network critical to law
enforcement success.

9
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GAO-18-279: Combatting Wildlife Trafficking: Opportunities Exist to Improve the Use of
Financial Rewards, Recommendations 6 and 7, state that these entities “should review the
effectiveness of the agency’s use of financial rewards and implement any changes that the
agency determines would improve the usefulness of financial rewards as a law enforcement
tool.”
The agencies themselves agree, and have concurred with the recommendation. In the case of
FWS, the department has acknowledged that “the payments of rewards is warranted across
all levels of investigations. FWS has also acknowledged that “the payment of rewards is a
useful tool for both domestic and international investigations,” and that offering a reward for
information which leads to a positive outcome in an investigation” is a “useful tool”. Additionally, agents who work on-the-ground with whistleblowers understand their importance, as
reflected in the direct quotes in this report, Part I.
The National Whistleblower Center looks forward to seeing the FWS analysis of whistleblower
cases (which has a target date of June 2020) to assist the department in identifying additional best practices and actions which would result in the detection and deterrence of wildlife
crime. This type of analysis and improvement is a vital piece of the implementation and maintenance of an effective and even revolutionary wildlife whistleblower program.
The National Whistleblower Center strongly encourages all agencies with a wildlife whistleblower program to pay particular attention to the demonstrated successes of other agencies and those involved directly with the prior implementation over whistleblower laws. Significant data as well as institutional expertise is available, and should be utilized.
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Current FWS wildlife whistleblower
rewards are often too low to incentivize informants to come forward
with high-quality information.

W

hile whistleblowers who work with
other government agencies such
as the SEC and the IRS on non-wildlife related cases can be awarded between
10% and up to 30% for their bravery, wildlife
whistleblowers are often given only token
amounts. Here are three examples:

Operation Plantando Las Semillas: In 2012, a
whistleblower helped identify an international jaguar trafficking operation at the southern border of Texas. The informant was able
to assist law enforcement in the recovery
of fourteen jaguars, with a total recovery of
$154,000. Despite this, the whistleblower was
awarded $8,500, which constitutes 5.5% of
Operation Silver Boy: In 2013, three whis- total money recovered.
tleblowers helped law enforcement halt an
illegal white-tailed deer breeding and traf- This problem exemplifies the inter-connectficking business in Texas. Law enforcement ed nature of the current recommendations of
was able ot apprehend six individuals and the the GAO audit: these low rewards may be atcombined fines to these individuals were in tenuated to the lack of specified and codified
excess of $2,000,000. Two whistleblowers re- rewards, as well as to the lack of widespread
cieved rewards of $1,000 and a third received internal understanding of the use of whis$2,500. These rewards are at most 0.225% of tleblowers, or even the need for a uniform rethe money recovered.
cord-keeping system to spot such probems
as they occur. Regardless of the cause, these
Operation Asian Elephant Tusk: In 2013, a whis- cases all demonstrate the same issue: When
tleblower assisted law enforcement agents in wildlife whistleblowers are not sufficiently
two cases which resulted in the forfeiture of valued by the agencies in charge of these proassets valued at $197,000. The whistleblower grams, it in turn harms the efficiency of the
received a reward of $7,000, or 3.56% of the program itself. Implementation of the GAO’s
total money recovered.
recommendations will result in real reform
and improved results, benefiting all stakeholders in the process.

11
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Non-profit and non-governmental organizations should
be viewed as valued partners in this endeavor.
FWS itself states that the agency “often col- Restitution from whistleblower cases has
laborates with… non-government organiza- been awarded to:
tions assisting with an investigation.”
• Idaho Fish and Game
• Oklahoma Department of Wildlife ConserYet, the FWS has not recognized the role
vation
that NGOs play in facilitating and helping • National Wetlands Fund
whistleblowers,
especially
international • Raptor Recovery Nebraska, Inc.
whistleblowers, and therefore has not fully • Arizona Game and Fish Department Theft
integrated collaboration with NGOs into its
Prevention Fund
program. First, frequent collaboration with • Montana Fish, Wildlife, and Parks
NGOs was not noted in the documentation • Government for Habitat Vonservation
written by agents on-the-ground, as claimed • African Elephant Conservation Fund
by FWS leadership to the GAO. Second, out- • Bear Education and Restoration Group
reach on a non-case specific basis by FWS • Idaho Department of Fish
appears wholly inactive. This hinders the pro- • Game Clearwater Enforcement Trust Fund
gram’s potential for growth. Third and finally, • States: TN, AL, AK
an arbitrary FWS policy currently prohibits • National Fish and Wildlife Foundation
rewards directly to NGOs, even though such • Washington Department of Fish
actions are explicitly permitted under the Lac- • Wildlife Endangered Species Recovery
ey and Endangered Species Acts. This policy
Program
directly contradicts the requirements of these • International Crane Foundation
laws and conflicts with the practical reality of • National Fish and Wildlife Eagle Fund
how international whistleblowers can assist • North Dakota Game and Fish Department
U.S. law enforcement.
• Standing Rock Game and Fish Department
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PART III.

Remaining Concerns of
Accountability
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1A
Annual appropriations earmarked by
Congress to pay whistleblowers
have not been utilized.

U

nder the Fish and Wildlife Improvement
Act, the U.S. Congress authorized the
FWS to pay whistleblowers for information
prior to obtaining fines and sanctions under
the Lacey or Endangered Species Acts.11
These laws authorize FWS to pay informants/
whistleblowers for information on trafficking
before a defendant is even indicted.

FWS then received an annual appropriation of
$400,000 based on this testimony, primarily
intended to pay whistleblowers for providing
information that assists in efforts to combat
wildlife trafficking.14 These are payments that
can be made to the whistleblower upfront—
that is, even before prosecution occurs, and
to both U.S. and non-U.S. citizens alike.

In 1987, the FWS testified before Congress
as to the importance of paying informants for
information under the Fish and Wildlife Improvement Act.12 In its testimony, FWS stated that, “it has been found in case after case
that the most effective techniques for combatting this type of crime is purchasing evidence and information through informants
and offering cash rewards to private citizens
for useful information.”13

Over the 14-year period, Congress appropriated $5.6 million, primarily to be used for
paying informants up-front. The FWS FOIA
documents show that only 0.2% of the $5.6
million was used to pay for information consistent with the requirements of the Fish and
Wildlife Improvement Act. Although included
in the FOIA request, the FWS did not provide
any documentation as to how the remaining
amount (over $5.58 million) has been spent.
These payments total roughly $13 million
over the past three decades.

I
15
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fig. 2
$6,000,000

Allocation of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
whistleblower appropriations (2003-2016)
FWS appropriations
$5,586,296

$5,000,000
$4,000,000
$3,000,000
$2,000,000
$1,000,000
$13,704

$0
Unknown allocation of FWS appropriations

Monies paid to whistleblowers
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1B
A mandatory requirement under the
law for a certificate from the Office
of the Secretary appears to remain
ignored and unfulfilled by DOI.

C

ongress requires that the $400,000
annual appropriations be approved
“for payment, at the discretion of
the Secretary, for information, rewards, or
evidence concerning violation so laws administered by the United States Fish and
Wildlife Service, and miscellaneous and
emergency expenses in enforcement activities, authorized or approved by the Secretary and to accounted for solely on his certificate.”15
In a FOIA request, the NWC asked the Secretary of Interior to produce these certificates.16 In response, the Secretary’s office
stated that no such records existed.17

17

This is extremely troubling, as Congress required that these certificates be issued for all
such payments.18 While the matter is currently under appeal, FWS has never produced a
single such certificate. Such appropriations
have been made to FWS since 1988, meaning that there are millions of dollars in unaccounted-for appropriations.
The failure to produce these certificates indicates a radical deficiency in the record-keeping requirements underpinning this allocation.
Moreover, without access to these certificates, it is impossible to determine whether
the DOI spent the money as intended by Congress.
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1C
There has been no focused targeting within
the FWS whistleblower
program.

F

or example, FWS has not prioritized CITES
Appendix-1 species, which are only those
species that are threatened with extinction.19

Less than one-fifth of all cases rewarded whistleblowers who reported wildlife crimes related to
CITES Appendix-I species. This stands in contrast to
Congress’ intention to use U.S. law to protect these
species on the edge of extinction worldwide.20
Additionally, illegal, unreported, and unregulated
(IUU) fishing is one of the greatest threats to the
ocean and the continued health of numerous fish
and marine mammal species.
Yet only six marine cases were documented by
FWS. In fact, the plight of the vaquita species, and
the lack of FWS activity on the problem, was recently highlighted in the award-winning investigative
publication Earth Island Journal.
In order for the wildlife whistleblower laws currently on the books to work effectively as well as conform to Congress’ intentions, program administrators should immediately begin a focused targeting
agenda.
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The Wildlife Conservation
& Anti-Trafficking Act

19

1

It will strengthen wildlife crime detection.

2

It will enhance wildlife crime law
enforcement mechanisms.

3

It will generate and increase wildlife
conservation funding.

NATIONAL WHISTLEBLOWER CENTER

The Act mandates whistleblower rewards for citizens and
NGOs, in the U.S. and internationally, who report information
on wildlife crime after a successful prosecution. Monetary
rewards will incentivize whistleblowers, those with insider
information, to step forward with evidence of wildlife crime.

The Act expands transnational law enforcement to stop wildlife trafficking at the source. It also mandates that wildlife trafficking becomes an offense under the federal racketeering and
organized crime statutes, the RICO and Travel Acts. This is the
first bill to recognize wildlife trafficking as a form of organized
crime, finally giving enforcement the legal teeth to combat this
type of crime.

The Act mandates that monies recovered from successful
prosecution under the RICO and Travel Acts as well as other
wildlife protection laws must be put directly into conservation
efforts. As a result, the funding for conservation will come directly from the criminals, with no cost to the taxpayer.

Additional and up-to-date information about the WIldlife Conservation
and Anti-Trafficking Act can be found at: https://bit.ly/2R8wjeA
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Conclusion
A whistleblower reward program which is efficiently and effectively implemented can serve as a key linchpin to halting the current extinction crisis.
The DOI FWS FOIA documents, as well as the GAO audit of wildlife whistleblower
rewards, demonstrate the incredible potential a proactive whistleblower program
could have on the detection of wildlife trafficking and the successful prosecution
of these cases. The legislation signed into law by President Ronald Reagan in
1981 and 1982 establishing whistleblower rewards laws can and should play a
key role in enforcing the Lacey and Endangered Species Acts, and related laws,
as intended by Congress.21
There is an urgent need to implement an effective wildlife whistleblower program
to halt the ongoing and irreversible extinction crisis. This is consistent with the
intent behind the original wildlife reward laws, the 2016 Eliminate, Neutralize, and
Disrupt (END) Wildlife Trafficking Act signed by President Barack Obama, and
President Donald Trump’s Executive Order No. 13773 on Enforcing Federal Law
with Respect to Transnational Criminal Organizations and Preventing International Trafficking (February 2017).22
The National Whistleblower Center strongly urges all stakeholders and concerned parties to work diligently towards both implementing best practices as to
the current laws, as well as supporting the passage of the Wildlife Conservation
and Anti-Trafficking Act as the best new legislation possible.
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ABOUT US
Founded in 1988, the National Whistleblower Center (NWC) is a tax-exempt, non-profit, non-partisan whistleblower advocacy organization.
In 2016 NWC’s Global Wildlife Whistleblower Program was a Grand Prize Winner in the Global Wildlife Crime Tech Challenge competition, sponsored
by USAID in partnership with National Geographic,
the Smithsonian Institution, and TRAFFIC. NWC
was also selected as the “People’s Choice Award”
winner, receiving the most public support out of
the over 300 contestants from 52 countries.

NOTES
Please note this report utilizes an NWC report
originally released in March 2018. Some statistical revisions were made to that report in April
2018 after a full quality-check of the FWS FOIA
documents was conducted by NWC staff. None
of the changes were material. Then, following the
release of aditional FWS FOIA docments, as well
as the GAO audit report on wildlife whistleblowing, NWC staff conducted a full review and analysis of all of the combined cases produced, which
resulted in this report.
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