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Conservation News

Trend or coincidence? The removal of
pangolin tongues threatens rehabilitation
efforts

Pangolins have distinctive adaptations for their diet of
ants and termites, including a specialized tongue that can
extend to over half of their body length and on which they
are entirely reliant for feeding. Overharvesting is a driver
of decline in all pangolin species, and the trade in pan-
golins is regulated in many range states to prevent this.
Enforcing regulations and trade bans often results in the
seizure of live pangolins. In some instances, these
pangolins are then transported to rehabilitation centres
before release. During trade, there is generally limited
consideration of pangolin welfare, and recovered
pangolins often present with a variety of health issues
caused by trade conditions, such as emaciation, snare
wounds, infection and fractures.

Since 2019, the Tikki Hywood Foundation has been
receiving pangolins confiscated from bushmeat markets
throughout Cameroon during missions organized by
Cameroonian authorities. During 2024-2025, four live
white-bellied pangolins Phataginus tricuspis with their
tongues partially or completely removed were received by
the Foundation.

The pangolins were retrieved from markets or directly
confiscated by the Ministry of Forestry and Wildlife in
various towns and regions (Manjo, Abong Mbang, Nyong
and Yaoundé). The most recent case was on 16 May 2025.
Three pangolins (two pregnant females and one immature
male) were retrieved with the full free section of their
tongues removed. One subadult male was retrieved with the
end of his tongue removed. It is unlikely such tongue
injuries were caused by snares as there were no signs of
wounds around the pangolin’s necks. Regardless of the
extent of tongue loss, all four pangolins were unable to feed,

and following confirmation of tongue damage, were
euthanized on ethical and medical grounds.

The inability of pangolins to feed following even partial
removal of the tongue is a concern for conservation rehabili-
tation. Pangolins are considered difficult to kill, and therefore
tongues may be cut as this is believed to quickly kill the animal
(our observations). More research into any potential increase in
tongue cutting is needed, including a review of the treatment of
pangolins while in the bushmeat trade, and survey of the
motivations of collectors and handlers in selection of animal
housing, treatment and slaughter method.
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