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RESPONSE TO NEWS REPORTS THAT RHINO POACHING CASES ARE AT A 15-YEAR HIGH 
As reported by: 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/sci/tech/8142180.stm 
http://uk.reuters.com/article/idUKTRE5681FY20090709 
http://itn.co.uk/3077651427289ba5e9adfee8ff395285.html 
 
London, UK; Yulee, Florida, USA – Leading rhino conservation experts, Save the Rhino 
International (SRI) and the International Rhino Foundation (IRF) today respond to the 
extensive press coverage of the upsurge in rhino poaching that threatens the survival of the 
African and Asian rhino species. 
 
We all remember the “Rhino Wars” of the 1980s and early 1990s, when a surplus of weaponry and 
an absence of conservation organisations caused poaching to reach one of its all time highs. 
During that time, black rhino numbers declined to a frightening 2,400. Since then, with conservation 
efforts across sub-Saharan Africa, numbers had slowly risen to 4,180 by the end of 2007, and the 
recovery of the Southern white rhino has been held up as a conservation success story. But now, 
with reports that poaching is at a fifteen year all-time high, the rhino population is again in extreme 
jeopardy. 
 
“Fighting small-scale, opportunistic poaching is like stamping out small bush fires; you can keep up 
with the threat, but when it becomes a raging forest fire, it’s a different matter altogether” said Cathy 
Dean, Director of Save the Rhino International.  “We urgently need more funds to monitor and 
protect rhino populations, as well as government intervention to tighten up laws against wildlife 
crime and to conduct successful prosecutions of poaching cases.” 
 
Dr. Susie Ellis, Executive Director of the International Rhino Foundation, said, “Asian rhinos are 
also in dire trouble. The rise in poaching in Nepal and Assam threatens the status of the Greater 
one-horned rhino, and Javan rhino numbers remain perilously low, with the species at risk from 
habitat loss and human encroachment.” 
 
Which species are under threat and why? 
 
Two rhino subspecies are thought to have become extinct within the last 3 to 4 years. The last 
Northern white rhino, formerly in the Democratic Republic of Congo, were exterminated by 
poaching as late as 2006. 
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The Western black rhino subspecies, formerly found in Cameroon, has been presumed extinct 
since 2006. Opportunistic poaching by people hunting for bushmeat is thought to be responsible for 
their extinction. 
 
The story for the five rhino species today differs from species to species, and from country to 
country. The common problem is the growing demand for rhino horn from increasingly wealthy 
consumers in the Far East, where rhino horn is illegally sold for high sums of money on the black 
market. It is used in Traditional Chinese Medicine to suppress fevers, though there is no scientific 
evidence supporting its effectiveness, and in the Middle East, where, despite being illegal, rhino 
horn is used to make ornamental dagger handles in Yemen and Oman. 
 
Common factors that aid poaching include: political, economic and social turmoil, as in Zimbabwe 
since 2000 and in Nepal during the Maoist crisis; habitat loss due to human population growth and 
the corresponding increase in demand for natural resources; encroachment into protected areas; 
and, in Asia, illegal logging and the expansion of oil palm plantations. Further, climate change will 
threaten ecosystems that currently provide suitable habitat for rhinos and other codependent 
species. 
 
Current status of each species 
 
The Black Rhino 
Population: 4,240 at end 2007. Current status: Critically Endangered 
 
Black rhinos in South Africa have suffered from a rise in poaching in National Parks, game reserves 
and in private reserves. In Zimbabwe, at least 120 rhinos (black and white) have been slaughtered 
since the beginning of 2008. There has been a major change in the last 18 months, with 
opportunistic poaching by local people being replaced by well-armed criminal gangs. The failure of 
the Zimbabwe authorities to successfully prosecute any rhino poacher, despite hard evidence, 
since 2006, has increased the confidence of the poachers. 
 
Kenya has also suffered from intermittent rhino poaching over the last few years. Recent poaching 
is now linked to the increased Chinese footprint in Africa, with mining and road-building contracts 
linked to higher bribes offered to local people in return for poaching targeted wildlife species, 
including rhino. Spiraling prices are making it difficult for anti-poaching organisations to offer 
corresponding incentives and rewards for information leading to arrests.  
 
In July 2009, a rhino was poached in the Masai Mara Game Reserve for the first time in many 
years. 
 
The Southern White Rhino 
Population: 17,500 as at end 2007. Current status: Near Threatened 
 
Approximately 93% of the Southern white rhinos are found in South Africa, which has been hit hard 
by poaching in the last year. There have been documented cases of Far Eastern nationals 
smuggling poached rhino horn via diplomatic bags, and of organised poaching gangs targeting 
rhino populations in National Parks such as Kruger National Park, where 45 white rhinos and two 
endangered black rhinos have been poached in the last 15 months. 
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South Africa’s highly lucrative sport hunting permits for white rhinos were previously expensive 
enough to deter all but trophy hunters; now, it seems that the value of horn has risen such that 
criminal gangs are buying hunting permits, in order to secure an export licence for the intact head. 
 
The Greater one-horned rhino 
Population: 2,800 in 2009. Current Status: Vulnerable 
 
Nepal’s rhinos are found in three locations: Chitwan National Park, Bardia National Park, and 
Suklaphanta Wildlife Reserve. All three areas have been hit by poaching, with culprits including 
members of the Nepalese army, which provides security for the Parks. Carcasses were recently 
discovered buried within Bardia National Park, which has hidden the problem from rhino monitors 
for some time. 
 
Most of India’s rhinos are found in Assam and, particularly, in Kaziranga National Park. After years 
of steady growth in 2007, the Kaziranga population lost 19 animals in 2008, 16 of which were due 
to poaching. Seven rhinos have been poached in Assam in 2009. Problems include under-
equipped and trained Forest Department staff, and lack of intelligence about the routes used by the 
trade in illegal wildlife products. 
 
The Javan rhino 
Population: Approximately 50. Current Status: Critically Endangered 
 
Found in only one location, Ujung Kulon National Park, Java, Indonesia, the species’ confinement 
in one location is of growing concern to rhino experts because of the risk of disease and natural 
disasters. A coalition of NGOs and the Indonesian government agreed in early 2009 to establish a 
second population in another location; the results of a habitat study to assess the viability of other 
locations are expected shortly. 
 
The Sumatran rhino 
Population: Approximately 200. Current Status: Critically Endangered. 
 
With only 175 rhinos left in Sumatra, Indonesia and 25 left in Sabah, Malaysia, the thick forest and 
difficult terrain makes it extremely difficult to accurately know the population size. The biggest 
problem for the Sumatran rhino is the loss of habitat from encroachment, illegal logging, and 
growing population pressures. Additionally, the survival of the 75 or so rhinos in Peninsula Malaysia 
is now in doubt. 
 
Actions required to stop the poaching crisis 
 
Overall, there is a great need for regular, frequent and intensive rhino monitoring. Unless park / 
reserve managers know how many rhinos they’ve got, and can identify as many as possible, it is 
difficult to detect a poaching problem, particularly if the poachers bury the carcass, as has 
happened in cases in Kenya and Nepal. In some countries, censuses take place only every five 
years, whereas an annual census would be better. Such rhino monitoring requires experienced 
staff, vehicle and aerial support, and field and monitoring equipment, but there are significant costs 
associated with maintaining such high standards of rhino monitoring, and there is not enough 
funding available adequately to cover these costs. 
 
In addition to rhino monitoring, field programmes need to mount anti-poaching patrols. These use a 
range of techniques to detect signs of illegal activity, such as fenceline patrols, camera traps on 
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suspected poachers’ routes and waterholes, informer networks and support where needed from 
national police and prosecutors. Again, anti-poaching work costs money. 
 
There also needs to be better cooperation from countries holding rhino horn stockpiles. The Forest 
Minister of Assam, Rockybul Hussain, caused outrage in June 2009 when he suggested presenting 
visiting dignitaries and museums across the world with gifts of seized rhino horns, with no thought 
as to where the illegal horn would end up. Rhino horn stockpiles need to be held in secure strong-
rooms, weighed, measured and accounted for annually. Otherwise, armed robberies of seized rhino 
horn will continue to occur, such as in June 2009 when rhino horn and other wildlife products were 
stolen from Park offices at Addo National Park in South Africa.  
 
In Zimbabwe and other countries, there needs to be a greater understanding of the importance of 
wildlife crime, which is often poorly understood. Even if poachers were convicted, sentences and 
fines would likely be negligible. We need to educate magistrates and lawyers about the significance 
of rhino and other wildlife, perhaps by relating the economic value of a rhino to that of livestock. 
 
We must attach an economic value to rhinos, so that local people will have businesslike financial 
incentives to protect assets of which they should be co-owners. Models are being developed in the 
Lowveld Conservancies in Zimbabwe; and in South Africa’s Black Rhino Range Expansion 
Programme, where communities are loaned founder populations of black rhinos, and are given 
ownership of 50% of the resulting calves, with the state retaining ownership of the original founders 
and the other calves. Namibia’s very pro-active rhino custodianship scheme assesses the suitability 
of new habitats and the preparedness of community groups to monitor and protect new founder 
populations of rhinos, thus expanding the rhinos’ range and commercial value. 
 
While there has been some success in recent years of actions taken to stop poaching, such as 
programmes reintroducing rhinos to their former ranges and the creation of anti-poaching patrols, 
there is still not nearly enough being done to protect the endangered rhino species. Without 
concerted efforts by the government as well as conservation groups, the possible extinction of 
some key rhino populations is of grave concern.    
 

### 
 
About SRI and IRF 
 
Save the Rhino International works to conserve viable populations of critically endangered rhinos in 
Africa and Asia. We recognise that the future of wildlife is inextricably linked to the communities that 
share its habitat. By funding field projects and through education, our goal is to deliver material, 
long-lasting and widespread benefits to rhinos and other endangered species, ecosystems and to 
the people living in these areas. To learn more about Save the Rhino’s work, please visit 
www.savetherhino.org 
 
The International Rhino Foundation is dedicated to the survival of the world’s rhino species through 
conservation and research, and works in Africa and Asia. For more information, please visit 
www.rhinos-irf.org. 


