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INTRODUCTION:  WHAT DO WE MEAN BY PRAYER ANIMAL 

RELEASE?  

Prayer Animal Release means any animals that are released for religious reasons. This includes 

Á animals that are released during a religious ceremony

Á animals released by individuals as an act of faith

Prayer Animal Release is practiced all over the world and has many different names

Á English names include: Merit Release, Religious Release, Mercy Release, Wildlife Release, Animal

Liberation, Life Release, Lucky Release

Á The Chinese name is (fangsheng)

Á The Japanese name is (hǾjǾ-e)

Á The Tibetan name isƎȁĿƄƖ(tshe thar)

Á The Burmese name isİƓņƒĹļƐĽ(ziwita dhana )

Á In Cambodia it is calledɐƒǍɉƜȿžƺħȿǟǇƆƴǂƹɜĪǂɑǇĿǟƃǍ(thver bonkosal tamroyeak kalengsatt ) 1



Prayer animal release is:

Á Actions leading up to release 

ceremony

Á Release ceremony

Á Consequences of releasing animals

Animals in Nature

Prayer Animal 

Release

Capture, Transport, Holding

Survival, Interactions with other 

animals, Ecosystem affects

INTRODUCTION:  WHAT DO WE MEAN BY PRAYER ANIMAL 

RELEASE?  
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SECTION 1:  TRADITIONAL PRAYER ANIMAL RELEASE IN 

CAMBODIA

Community based surveys

Á University of Battambang (UBB)

Á World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF)

Investigated 

Á Prevalence of Prayer Animal Release

Á Peopleôsattitudes towards Prayer Animal Release

Á How Prayer Animal Release can affect animals and

the environment
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People of many different ages, professions and experiences 

were surveyed:

Á 5 different provinces

Á 685 Cambodian people

Á Women and Men

Á The youngest was 16, the oldest was 89

Á Professions included monk, student, government, farmer,

teacher, tuktuk driver, lawyer, service industry, and others

Á Single, married and widowed

Á People with and without children/families

Á Rural and urban residents

The Survey
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9 out of 10 people in Cambodia (90%) 

release animals during religious worship

The Survey: Overview

Most people who release animals believe it is beneficial for 

Á themselves and their family

Á the animals being released

Á the environment
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People most often release birds and fish. Reptiles, especially turtles, are also often released.

Most people release multiple animals at the same time, most commonly between 2 and 10 animals are 

released together.

The Survey: Overview
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Most people release animals once per year 

during special events. 

The most common release times are

Á Buddha Day (Vesak)

Á Khmer New Year

Á Special ceremonies at local wats

Á Family anniversaries.

Some people release animals at random times, 

whenever it is convenient.

The Survey: Overview
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The Survey: Overview

Over 10 million animals are released in Cambodia 
every year for Prayer Animal Release

For comparison:

There are 2,700,000 motorbikes in the whole of Cambodia

There are 290Giant Ibis (Cambodiaôs national bird) left in the wild

360,000 human babies were born in Cambodia in 2020

2,180,000 pigs are farmed in Cambodia

69,608 Cambodian people have been infected with COVID-19 by July 23rd 2021 

And 1,168 Cambodian people have died due to COVID-19 in the same time 
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SECTION 2: PROBLEMS WITH PRAYER ANIMAL RELEASE

Prayer Animal Release is a compassionate act. 

Á Buddhists are aware of the need to treat animals well.

Á Buddhist teachings emphasize caring for animals and the

environment.

Traditional Prayer Animal Release can have many 

unintended negative consequences, which can be harmful for

Á the animals

Á the environment

Á the people that are releasing animals.
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Animal Suffering and Death

Animal Welfare

Animals suffer, can be seriously injured 

and even die due to incorrect handling

Á When they are captured

Á During transport

Á While in captivity

Á After they are released

Even minor injuries can cause physical 

pain and suffering.

10More on this in Module 3



Suffering is not just physical 

Being captured, taken away from their home, forced into a cage, often in poor conditions, with many other 

animals waiting to be sold, and then being released into a strange area, is very frightening. 

Prayer Animal Release scares animals - an animal that is scared is not happy!

Fear and shock can kill an animal

Animal Suffering and Death
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Capture

Various methods are used to catch animals 

for Prayer Animal Release.

Á Mist nets

Á Snares

Á Collected from the nest

Non-target animals may be trapped. For 

example, bats are often caught in mist nets 

intended for birds.

Animal Suffering and Death
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Another problem with capturing animals from 

the wild concerns the animals left behind.

Many species 

Á Form strong parental partnership bonds

Á And both the mother and father are necessary

to raise, protect and feed their family.

Animal Suffering and Death
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Transport and Captivity

The unnecessary and incorrect transport and captivity of 

animals causes immense animal suffering.

Á Waiting in crowded cages is an ideal condition for disease

and parasites transmission

Á There is a high risk of injury

Á Animals often are unable to eat or drink because they are too

stressed and/or donôthave adequate access to food and

water

Animal Suffering and Death
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After Release

Released animals are very vulnerable to predators and accidents.

Á They may be weak and/or sick after incorrect captivity

Á The sudden release into a new environment is very disorientating

Á Many released animals starve to death, because they donôt know 

where to find food.. 

Estimates suggest at least half of the animals released die within 10 

hours. Most of the remaining animals die within a few days.

Animal Suffering and Death
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After Release

The release environment can kill the animals

Á Forest birds released in a city

Á Marine fish released into a freshwater lake

Á Tortoise released in water

Even if the environment is not lethal, animals canôt feed 

themselves, or find shelter, so are very likely to die.

Animal Suffering and Death
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After Release

Many animal species are territorial. 

Á Resident animals might attack the released animal

Á The risk of injury and death to both the animal being

released and the resident animals is high

Animal Suffering and Death
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Damage to Environments, Ecosystems and Animal Populations

Environmental Damage

Collecting animals from the wild may cause environmental damage

Á By-catch of non-targeted species

Á Deforestation to reach collecting site

Á Use of poisons and/or explosives to catch fish

Prayer Animal Release will contribute to climate change.

Á Transport vehicles produce gases that contribute to pollution

and climate change

Á The further a vehicle travels, the more gases are produced
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Ecological in balance

Ecological imbalance

Prayer Animal Release

Damage to Environments, Ecosystems and Animal Populations

Damage to Ecosystems and Communities

Natural ecosystems, if left alone, are in balance. 

Á There is enough food, shelter, and other resources

Á There are enough predators and prey

Prayer Animal Release disturbs the balance of nature

Á Many animals released at the same time can

overwhelm natural ecosystems,

Á Even a single released animal can disrupt local

animal communities.
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Damage to Animal Populations

Cambodia is part of the global Extinction Crisis

Á Many of Cambodiaôsspecies are threatened

or endangered.

Á Many of the species involved in Prayer

Animal Release are at risk, locally or globally

Damage to Environments, Ecosystems and Animal Populations
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Damage to Animal Populations

Prayer Animal Release increases the risk of disease and 

parasite transmission. 

Á When animals are released into new locations diseases

and parasites are released with them.

Á These pathogens can infect resident animals in the new

environment.

Á Even if a release animal looks healthy, it can still infect

other animals with diseases.

Damage to Environments, Ecosystems and Animal Populations

21



Invasive Species

An invasive species is one that

Á is moved by humans from one location to another

Á that causes environmental and/or economic damage

Cambodia already has many invasive species

Á Some of these are used for Prayer Animal Release
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Invasive Species ïProblems caused by Invasive Species

Native species donôt know how to 

Á Avoid a new predator

Á Avoid a poisonous prey species

Invasive species are very good at surviving in disturbed 

habitats

Á Deforestation or climate change reduced resources 

available for native species

Á Invasive species take even more resources from 

native species

Invasive species may breed with native species. 

Á This is called hybridization.

Á Sometimes the hybrid invasive species will replace 

the native species which will be forever lost.
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Invasive Species 

National Invasive Species Strategy and Action Plan for Cambodia (NISSAP)

Á Developed and produced by the Ministry of Environment

Á Recommends that no invasive species should be imported or released in Cambodia,

Á Includes a ñList of Prioritized Invasive Species in Cambodia to be Eradicated Immediatelyò
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Disease Transfer

Diseases can be transferred from animals to 

humans. 

Á For example The SARS-CoV-2 virus that 

causes COVID-19

Á Decreased contact with animals reduces 

the risk of disease transfer

25More on this in Module 3



COVID-19 AND PRAYER ANIMAL RELEASE

If you follow all safety guidelines to prevent the spread of COVID-19, 

Prayer Animal Release activities should be safe.                                   

Some extra precautions are:

Á Minimize contact with animals as much as possible. 

Á If you buy animals in a cage, do not remove the animals yourself, 

but allow them to leave on their own

Á Wear gloves to handle animals 

Á Do not pass animals between people

Á Wear a mask and maintain social distancing at all times during 

Prayer Animal Release ceremonies

Please follow all safety guidelines to stop the spread of COVID-19!

Disease Transfer
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Illegal Wildlife Trade

27

Cambodia is a signatory on the 

Convention on International Trade in 

Endangered Species (CITES)

Á Many species are illegal to catch, 

transport, sell or keep

Á Many animals, especially expensive 

or exotic animals, may be illegally 

transported into Cambodia

Anyone who buys and releases exotic 

animals may unintentionally be 

supporting the criminals who illegally 

trade animals.


