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The donkey skin trade: a growing global problem

O comércio de peles de jumento: um problema global em crescimento
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ABSTRACT
Growing demand for ejiao – gelatin produced from donkey skin and used in Traditional Chinese Medicine – is putting 
global donkey populations at risk and threatening the livelihoods of millions of people that depend on them in lower 
and middle-income countries. Hundreds of thousands of donkeys are slaughtered for their skins and exported annually, 
mostly from Africa to China. However, the trade is spreading across the globe, including Brazil. This article highlights the 
appalling welfare conditions for donkeys caught up in both the legal and illegal trade, as well as the effects on vulnerable 
people and the potential for disease spread and hazards to human health.
Keywords: Donkey. China. Donkey hides. Welfare. Livelihoods.

RESUMO
A crescente demanda por ejiao – uma gelatina produzida a partir da pele de jumento e usada na medicina tradicional 
chinesa – está colocando em risco as populações globais de jumentos e ameaçando a subsistência de milhões de pessoas 
que dependem delas em países de renda média e baixa. Centenas de milhares de jumentos são abatidos para obter suas 
peles e exportados anualmente, principalmente da África para a China. No entanto, o comércio está se espalhando pelo 
globo, inclusive para o Brasil. Este artigo destaca as péssimas condições de bem-estar para os jumentos apanhados no 
comércio legal e ilegal, bem como os efeitos sobre as pessoas vulneráveis   e o potencial de propagação de doenças e riscos 
para a saúde humana.
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The role played by livestock in providing a crucial 
source of nutrition and income for smallholder farmers 
globally is well documented (Herrero et al., 2013). Less 
well acknowledged is the role played by working livestock, 

in particular the donkey. Donkeys are vital in providing 
transport of goods and people, access to water for households, 
including other livestock, and as a valuable source of income 
(Kenya Agriculture and Livestock Research Organization, 
2019; Brooke, 2015) for an estimated 600 million people in 
low and middle-income countries (LMIC).

Growing demand for ejiao, gelatin produced from donkey 
skin and used in Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) and 
cosmetic products, is putting global donkey populations at 
risk. In a study published in 2019 by the Kenya Agricultural 
and Livestock Research Organization (KALRO), the annual 
number of donkeys slaughtered in Kenya was five times 
higher than the annual donkey population growth rate 
which, if neither rate changed, would lead to the complete 
extinction of the Kenyan donkey population by 2023 (Kenya 
Agriculture and Livestock Research Organization, 2019). 
The trade also threatens the livelihoods of vulnerable 
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communities, particularly women, who will often be left 
carrying the load that a donkey would have (Carder et al., 
2019; Brooke, 2014). Smallholder farmers lose an average 
of USD 109.73 per month for every donkey they lose 
through sale or theft (Brooke, 2019) with many families 
unable to send children to school or pay medical bills due 
to loss of income.

Donkeys are sentient beings with physical and emotional 
needs specific to their species. The Terrestrial Animal Health 
Code chapter 7.1 (World Organisation for Animal Health, 
2019b) outlines guiding principles for animal welfare, 
including the responsibilities of owners and handlers 
towards animals, in fostering positive relationships and 
taking into account specific species needs. Intensive donkey 
farming is a relatively recent occurrence. Knowledge is 
limited about donkey breeding management and intensive 
farming systems. Currently, the management of large herds 
is challenging and there is a high risk of disease spread on 
farms (Bennett & Pfuderer, 2020) where disease outbreaks 
are also difficult to contain and result in high mortality 
(Yang et al., 2018).

A frequently asked question is why donkeys should be 
any different from other livestock species that are bred for 
slaughter and human consumption, assuming sufficient 
welfare regulations are adhered to. One answer is that 
donkeys don’t lend themselves to intensive farming, with a 
long and unreliable gestation period and a low reproductive 
rate (Canisso et al., 2019; Carluccio et al., 2015; Fielding, 
1988; Galisteo & Perez-Marin, 2010; Miragaya et al., 2018; 
Renner-Martin et al., 2009). Large-scale donkey farming 
is also incompatible with donkeys’ intricate health and 
welfare needs (Brooke, 2020a). Donkeys have complex 
nutritional needs and a tendency to hide symptoms of 
pain and distress (The Donkey Sanctuary, 2018), making it 
difficult to assess their welfare. This means that significant 
expertise is required to ensure that the high welfare needs 
of farmed donkeys are met. This includes consideration of 
their emotional needs such as pair-bonding, a recognized 
social preference that if not met, may be detrimental to the 
animal’s welfare (Murray et al., 2013).

While some donkeys are farmed for milk and meat, 
this is rare in comparison to their use as a traction animal 
(Bennett & Pfuderer, 2020). Such little value is placed upon 
the meat carcass that there is little economic sense in keeping 
animals well-nourished and disease-free before slaughter. 
Many cases have been reported where donkeys destined 
for slaughter have been left to starve, as the skin remains 
in a usable condition (The Donkey Sanctuary, 2017).

In China, the national donkey herd was reduced from 
11.6 million in 1992 to 2.6 million in 2019 (The Donkey 

Sanctuary, 2019b), yet the ejiao industry needs approximately 
4.8 million donkeys skins annually to feed current demand. 
Ejiao companies have had to look globally to source 
the majority of their raw material and so far, Africa has 
been paying the price for this. In Kenya, where bilateral 
agreements between China and the government have meant 
donkey slaughter occurred legally until recently, the donkey 
population has plummeted by over a third since 2010 (The 
Donkey Sanctuary, 2019b). Cross-border smuggling – often 
of stolen animals – from neighboring countries that have 
bans in place has been extensive (A. Hailemariam, personal 
communication, May 2020).

For the donkey, the trade is a welfare catastrophe. 
Over 180 countries are members of the OIE and should 
adhere to international standards for animal welfare 
during transport and slaughter (World Organisation for 
Animal Health, 2019b), but these are routinely flouted in 
the legal trade, before and during slaughter (The Donkey 
Sanctuary, 2017). Animals are transported for hundreds 
of miles in overcrowded and airless conditions, without 
food and water (The Donkey Sanctuary, 2017). Injured, 
sick, and late-stage pregnant animals are all transported in 
contravention of OIE guidelines (The Donkey Sanctuary, 
2019b). An internal study commissioned by Brooke in 
2017 revealed that significant welfare violations occurred 
during transportation of live donkeys for trade, with self-
mutilation, kick injuries and bite wounds commonly seen 
on arrival at slaughterhouses. Also, there are multiple 
reports of dead and dying donkeys being found on large 
consignments of animals (The Donkey Sanctuary, 2017).

A study in Kenya found that gazetted slaughterhouses were 
recording the slaughter of more donkeys than the number 
of humane stunning bullets procured (Kenya Agriculture 
and Livestock Research Organization, 2019), suggesting that 
large numbers of donkeys are killed without stunning, in 
defiance of international animal welfare standards (World 
Organisation for Animal Health, 2019b). Footage from 
a slaughterhouse in Tanzania (The Donkey Sanctuary, 
2019b) shows live donkeys dragged by chains and hit with 
hammers in full view of other animals awaiting the same 
treatment, which again contravenes the Terrestrial Animal 
Health Code chapter 7.5 (World Organisation for Animal 
Health, 2019b).

The illegal trade, where donkeys are stolen and transported 
miles on foot or slaughtered and skinned in the bush, is just 
as disastrous for animal welfare (The Donkey Sanctuary, 
2017). It is also a public health hazard, with carcasses 
left to rot in the open, contaminating water sources and 
acting as a source of infection to other animals, wildlife, 
and potentially people (The Donkey Sanctuary, 2019b).
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While Africa remains the primary source of both legally 
and illegally-sourced donkey hides to China, the trade is 
spreading across the globe. Brazil has become a target due 
to the large feral donkey population. In 2018, the Brazil 
donkey trade was exposed when a holding facility with 
700 donkeys in Bahia was shut down due to appalling 
welfare conditions, with more than 200 donkey carcasses 
found among the living animals (The Donkey Sanctuary, 
2019a) that had no food and whose only water source had 
been contaminated by the remains of their companions. 
A nearby abattoir confirmed holding a license to export 
donkey skins and that it was slaughtering up to 250 donkeys 
a day (The Donkey Sanctuary, 2019a).

The donkey skins trade has already contributed to 
transboundary disease outbreaks (World Organisation for 
Animal Health, 2019a). In early 2019, an equine influenza 
outbreak in the naïve donkey herd in West Africa led to 
tens of thousands of deaths in a population that had already 
been decimated by the trade. A disease outbreak like this, 
in a region with a large sports horse population such as 
South America, would be catastrophic for this industry, 
necessitating movement restrictions, import/export bans, 
and competition cancellations. Many other more deadly 
and potentially zoonotic diseases could be spread through 
both the legal and illegal trade including glanders, anthrax, 
West Nile virus, and Crimea-Congo Hemorrhagic fever – 
meaning this trade poses a significant public health risk. 
The global COVID-19 pandemic, which originated from 
animal species (Zhou et al., 2020), is a reminder that zoonotic 
disease risks are real and cannot be ignored.

A recent ban on slaughterhouses in Kenya after a 
community-led campaign demonstrates the way forward 
for tackling the supply of donkey skins to the trade (Brooke, 
2020b). By enacting bans the governments of affected 
countries can squeeze the supply of skins for the ejiao 
industry. However, legislating for and enforcing change 
requires commitment. The Kenyan ban has led to a backlash 
from slaughterhouses, with court action launched against 
the government. This led to a stay order being granted in 
one case, allowing the slaughter to continue.

Ultimately, this is an animal health and welfare issue 
on an enormous scale. As animal health professionals and 
advocates for the welfare of all animals veterinarians should 
oppose the trade based on the animal welfare atrocities 
alone. But there is more to this story. The humanitarian 
crisis caused by the loss of animals that are critical to 
the livelihoods of millions of people is all too large to 
ignore. Those working in animal health and welfare must 
collaborate to identify partners concerned with the human 
health and welfare risks created by the demand for donkey 
skins and work together to bring this destructive trade to 
a permanent halt.
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