
© 2017 Her Majesty the Queen in Right of Canada 

(Canadian Food Inspection Agency), all rights reserved. Use without permission is prohibited.

E-Commerce: Plant Health 

Risks and Reality
North American Plant Protection Organization Annual Meeting 

Tucson, Arizona

October 23, 2018

Wendy Asbil
Invasive Alien Species Programs 

Plant Health and Biosecurity Directorate



2

What is e-commerce?

• The process of buying and selling items over the internet

• The World Customs Organization’s Cross-Border E-Commerce 
Framework of Standards (June 2018) characterizes e-commerce 
as follows :

• Online ordering, sale, communication and, if applicable, 
payment

• Cross-border transactions/shipments
• Physical (tangible) goods
• Destined to consumer/buyer (commercial and non-

commercial)



Why e-commerce?

• Convenient

• Removes geographical boundaries

• Facilitates access to more products by wider 
consumer bases

• Rapid adoption and subsequent economic impact

• High value to national economies

http://www.onmoneymaking.com/wp-content/uploads/2010/01/money-for-writing.jpg
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Risks of e-commerce
• Facilitates the trade of invasive species: significant 

risk to North America that is increasing rapidly

• Globally, e-commerce volume and value is expected 
to increase annually 

• Principal shared concern is the ever-increasing trade 
of small, low-value shipments that may be sent 
directly to consumers by post or courier

• Facilitates the undetected entry of high-risk regulated 
articles (e.g., seeds, insects, snails, plant-based products). 
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• Lack of public and trader 

knowledge of plant health 

regulations

• Mis-identification of traded 

species

• Inaccurate customs declarations

• Free trading and sharing sites

• Volume of e-commerce

• Jurisdictional limitations

Challenges related to 

monitoring, tracking, 

inspecting imported e-

commerce shipments and 

taking action on non-

compliances

Risks of e-commerce



Matter of global significance
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Challenges in Canada

• Compliance verification challenges on imported shipments:
• High volumes of small low-value shipments 

• Expedited clearance process for shipments valued at $2,500 or less

• Limitations in data availability/accuracy

• Low targeting and inspection capacity

• Challenges are compounded by:
• Anonymous nature of the on-line environment

• Reliance on exporters/sellers to declare contents of imported goods

• Inability to regulate entities/persons outside of Canada

• Success of e-commerce
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CFIA Initiatives
Communication

• Promote compliance with plant protection import, export 
and domestic trade-related requirements by: 
• Raising awareness of plant protection requirements that applies to 

traded commodities.

• Promote the adoption of best practices in trade (e.g. by verifying 
whether requirements apply before importing, exporting, purchasing 
or selling goods)



Key Messages
• Canada develops and implements regulations and 

requirements to protect plant health in Canada

• Plant protection requirements apply to goods traded on-
line 

• Be cautious in trading habits. Do not assume legality of 
goods when importing, exporting or trading goods within 
Canada

• There are consequences to not complying with plant 
protection requirements
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CFIA Initiatives
Cooperation/Coordination

• Fully addressing the challenges requires holistic approaches that 
that span borders and the relevant sectors and authorities

• Within the CFIA, plans are underway to consider possible 
collaborative approaches to addressing risks, including:

• Working with Canada Border Services Agency 

• Communication / advertisement campaign

• Mechanism to identify e-commerce traders and products of concern

• Overarching policy to provide guidance / best-practices to e-traders



Thank you.
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