
TOP 10 NOMINATION FORM 
 
2020 Topic: Illegal wildlife (plants and animals) trafficking and unsustainable trade 
 
Species must meet these qualifications:  

• Must be native U.S. species or international species with significant U.S. demand 

• Must be experiencing substantial decline (do not have to be threatened/endangered 
listed) 

• Must be directly or indirectly impacted 
o Direct: exploited as trophies, pets, medicines, etc. 
o Indirect: impacted by imported exotics or imported disease vectors (e.g., chytrid) 

 
Your Name: Jeanne Dodds 
Organization: Endangered Species Coalition 
Email: jdodds@endangered.org 
Phone: 360.321.1944 
 
Nominated Species (Common Name & Scientific Name):  
Rufous hummingbird (Selasphorus rufus) 
 
Question 1: Threat to the Species 
How is the species and/or its habitat threatened by illegal wildlife trafficking and/or 
unsustainable trade? Note the extent of the threat and whether it is direct or indirect. Include 
references to relevant scientific studies. Does the species face any associated political threats? 
 
Rufous hummingbirds are the most common among the many hummingbird species trafficked 
for the chuparosas or ‘love charms’ trade. The chuparosa trade is a cross border US-Mexico 
trade capitalizing on cultural beliefs in the symbolic power of hummingbirds to captivate 
romantic interest. In the trade, hummingbirds are taken from the wild, killed, dried, wrapped in 
fabric with a written prayer or added to a complex potion of honey, oils and flowers, prepared 
with intention to ensnare an amorous target. 1 In 2015, a Texas man was convicted of a felony 
for the trafficking of an estimated 61 individual hummingbirds for the love charms market; 
Texas is known as a US hotspot for the hummingbird trade. 23 As of 2019, the Ashland, OR, 

 
1 https://www.nationalgeographic.com/news/2018/04/wildlife-watch-illegal-hummingbird-trade-

love-charm-mexico-witchcraft/ 
 
2 https://www.fws.gov/news/ShowNews.cfm?ID=05AB5B74-0818-DB2D-

0E8D61682E3BE8A2 
 
 
3 https://tpwmagazine.com/archive/2019/apr/ed_1_blackmarket/index.phtml 
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Wildlife Forensics Laboratory has analyzed upwards of 800 hummingbird charms confiscated in 
the illegal trade- likely a fraction of the true scale of the illegal trade in hummingbirds4 
 
The trade is rufous hummingbirds is direct; whole bodies of the birds are exploited (also 
extracted hearts or other parts). 
 
The rufous hummingbird is a protected species under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act; with recent 
changes to the MBTA regarding ‘incidental take’ may have implications for rufous hummingbird 
protection. 5 ** needs to be researched 
 
70% of species confiscated at the Wildlife Forensics Lab are protected under the MBTA 6The 
Lacey Act also applies to the rufous hummingbird trade; not sure about new/current legislation. 
 
Question 2: Role of the Species 
What is the ecological and/or scientific importance of the species? Note if it is a keystone 
species and describe its role in its environment. Include references to relevant scientific studies. 
 
Rufous hummingbirds are neotropical migrants, visiting the United States to breed seasonally 
and travelling as far north as Alaska. 7 By body size, this hummingbird has among the lengthiest 
migratory journeys of any bird species 8 Hummingbirds have an extraordinary capacity for 
spatial memory, tracking the locations and bloom periods of preferred flowers from year to 

 
4 
https://www.fws.gov/cno/newsroom/featured/2019/pepper_trail/#:~:text=The%20illegal%20trad

e%20of%20chuparosas,which%20occur%20in%20the%20U.S. 
 
5 https://www.allaboutbirds.org/news/explainer-whats-at-stake-in-the-2020-rollback-of-

migratory-bird-treaty-act-protections/ 
 
6 https://www.cbc.ca/radio/thecurrent/the-current-for-june-21-2018-1.4715519/meet-the-

sherlock-holmes-of-bird-crimes-investigating-the-black-market-for-dead-hummingbirds-

1.4715559 
 
7 https://www.audubon.org/field-guide/bird/rufous-hummingbird 
 
 
8 https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Rufous_Hummingbird/overview 
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year. 91011 As a far-ranging migratory species, rufous hummingbirds play a unique role in pollen 
dispersal and are important pollinators for a broad diversity of native plant species  12 
 
 
Question 3: Message 
What is the most important message about this species for decision-makers and the public? 
 
The rufous hummingbird experiences multiple threats to survival including climate change, 
habitat loss, invasive species and pesticide poisoning. 1314 15 1617Between 1966-2014, the 
hummingbirds experienced a 62% population decline. 18 19Rufous hummingbirds are included in 
the State of the Birds Watchlist, an indicator that this species is at risk of becoming threatened 
or endangered; it is considered a species most in need of legal protections. 2021 The illegal trade 

 
9 https://abcbirds.org/bird/rufous-

hummingbird/#:~:text=Diminishing%20Returns,along%20the%20long%20migratory%20route. 
 
10 https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0376635717300463 
 
11 https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0003347214000037 
 
12 https://www.fws.gov/pollinators/Features/Rufous.html 
 
13 https://climate2014.audubon.org/birds/rufhum/rufous-hummingbird 
 
14 https://setac.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/etc.4174 
 
15 https://medium.com/@foe_us/the-birds-and-the-bees-new-research-implicates-pollinator-

toxic-pesticides-in-hummingbird-declines-a733ef6023cb 
 
16 https://cascadiaprairieoak.org/documents/the-status-of-neotropical-birds-ecology-and-

conservation-of-the-south-puget-sound-prairie-landscape-copy 
 
17 https://setac.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/etc.4174 
 
18 https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Rufous_Hummingbird/lifehistory 
 
19 https://partnersinflight.org/feisty-and-fierce-but-under-threat-rufous-hummingbird-survival-

depends-on-collaborations-across-canadian-usa-and-mexican-borders/ 
 
 
20 https://cornell.app.box.com/s/tfag2wc34hwr2mbfyrcsp5fl3agb8za7/file/571838691980 
 
21 
https://www.fws.gov/pollinators/PollinatorPages/poster_species.html#:~:text=The%20Rufous%2

0Hummingbird%20also%20appears,Species%20(CITES)%20in%201987. 
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in hummingbirds is an issue only recently capturing the attention of law enforcement and 
conservationists, becoming a visible conservation issue within the past dozen years. Therefore, 
the scope and impact of the hummingbird trade is likely underrecognized – as is the case for 
the trade’s devastating consequences on other species (citations the same as footnotes 1 and 
2; Jeanne can provide others as needed regarding challenges in quantifying scope of the trade). 
When multiple factors such as illegal trade, toxic exposure, and climate change overlap, the 
magnified combined pressure of these impacts can position species to spiral toward extinction. 
22 Migratory birds, such as the rufous hummingbird, navigate many thousands of miles, 
experiencing significant threats to survival during their journey.  It can be difficult to imagine a 
species perceived as relatively common- one who shows up in US backyards and gardens- 
slipping toward endangerment. The challenges to rufous hummingbirds along extensive 
migratory routes, including threats posed by the shadowed world of chuparosa love charms, 
are difficult to square with the singular beauty of the bird on the hanging basket outside your 
window.  
 
 
Final Selections 
If my nomination is selected for inclusion in the report, I would like the first draft of the species 
profile for the report to be written by (choose one): 
_X_ You (ESC), and then my NGO will edit the profile and approve the final draft. 
Note: Jeanne is also happy to write or help write this section as requested. 
 
__ Me (my NGO). I understand that I (and other participating writers) will need to adhere 
to ESC’s writing guidelines. 
 
Deadline: May 8, 2020  
Send to: top10@endangered.org 

 
22 https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S016953470800195X 
 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S016953470800195X

