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Perhaps  o n e  of t h e  most  
well known of the conservation 
malldates  d u r i n g  the  las t  
decade involves the demise of 
rhinos througl~ouc the ivorld. :l 
large and formidable rnegaver- 
tebrate, the rhino conjures up 
an iniage of 3 seemingly inde- 
structible creature - and yet 
all over the world its numbers 
a r e  plummeting.  Prized for 
their horns, rhinos have been 
slaughtered by thousands to 
~rov ide  folk remedies and dag- 
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gcr hand les .  T h e  s to ry  has  
been told m a n y  t imes  in  
countless languages, but the 
battle to save chese magnifi- 
cent animals continues. 

In the midst of d the efforts 
by governments and consenra- 
tion organizations to save the 
various forms of the  rhino-  
ceros. a success story emerges- 
one that begins in the latter 
part of the 19th century. The 
wliite rh inoceros  was once  
very abund;int in  Africa. its 
numbers stretching from the 
northern co:lst to Natal and 
Zululand in the south. Unlike 
cods!-. the  rhino was hunted 
not only for its horn but also 
fctr its hide and me:it. Since its 
mild personality made it easy 
prev, the number of white rhi- 
110s began to diminish rapidly 
until shortly before the end of 
the 19th century \vticri the gov- 
ernment o f  South Africa took 
act ion.  They  dec la red  t h e  
Urnhlozi anci other areas to be 
2a1ne rese rves .  13y rnost 
accounts there were probably 
fewer than thirty animals left 
when finally they  were 
accorded protection. 

In t h e  ear ly  1950s,  there  
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An encouraging conservation story of this century involves the white rhino. The 
numbers of both subspecies have increased, thanks to cooperative efforts. 

were over 400 white rhinos in 
the Umfulozi resenre. Outside 
of these relatively small parks 
in  Natal, the  sou thern  sub-  
species of white rhino ceased 
to esist. The ensuing ycars saw 
the development of a manage- 
ment plan for the Natal parks 
under the extraordinary lead- 
ership of Dr. lan Player. The 
parks expanded as did thc pop- 
u l a t i o n ~  of s o u t h e r n  whi tc  
rh ino ,  a n d  today  the re  a r e  
approximately 1,800 animals 
in South Africa and in other 
former range countries.  The 
northern subspecies of white 
rhino expcricneed a similar 
decline: Not long n,<o the re  
were only about 13 iridividuals 
left in tlie wild - and those ti:i~l 

to he ,guarded closely within 
the  confirlcs of (:ar:im11:1 
N;~tional 13:irli in Zaire. I,ed l q l  
a dedicated researcher, Dr. Kes 
IIillrnan-Snii t h ,  t h e  Zarois 
i~:lve ste:ltlt':~stly protected this 
ren1n:int population. :~llowirig 
it to expand to about 30 :ini- 
mals in just :I few ycars. 

~Vliilc it would ;ippe:lr that  
the battle to save tlie white 

rh ino  h a s  b e e n  won in t h e  
south and that the trend has 
begun to reverse in the north, 
history has s l io~vn that rela- 
mely small populations of ani- 
mals, even gro\ving popula- 
t i o n ~ ,  can experience severe 
setbaclrs. In order to afford the 
ivhite rhino the protection of a 
self-sustaining captive popula- 
tion, the American Association 
of Zoological Parks and hquari- 
urns (ILZZPA) established the 
White Rhino Species Survival 
Plan (SSP) in 1082 which con- 
unues to be :~ctive t o d : ~ ~ .  

This captive breedirig effort 
owes its beginnings to thc  
Natal Parks  Board which 
agreed, during the late 1960s 
and early 1070s,  to place :I 

large number. of an i~ i ia l s  in 
zoos. These white rhirios were 
rhe jmtenti:tl fo~inders of North 
:\nierica's self-sustainir~l: eap- 
tive population. Tod:iy, 46 zoo- 
1ogic:tl parks  i l l  t he  lJnitecl 
States and (:ilnada cooperate 
in tlie man:iqement of :l popu- 
lation of 126 wliite rhinos. 

T h r o ~ i g h o u t  the ten-year  
history of tllc b'hite Rhino 

SSP, a g rea t  deal  h a s  been  
learned about the mammal's 
social bchavior,  nutr i t ional  
requirements :ind reproductive 
capabi l i t ies .  For e x a m p l e ,  
when many of these animals 
were imported from the Natal 
parks ,  they  were placed in 
institutions as juvenile pairs. 
Unfortunately, nearly all of the 
aninials that grew to adulthood 
in these "paired" s i tuat ions 
failed to reproduce. The only 
institutions breeding white rhi- 
nos were  those  t h a t  had  
acquired large groups. As a 
result, many zoos have been 
exchanging animals with the 
parks, which have been able to 
accommodate larger numbers, 
in an effort to insure that as 
many of these original poten- 
tial founders as  possible are  
afforded the opportuni ty  to  
breed and contribute to the 
next  genera t ion  of rh inos .  
These transfers are important 
because a large founder base 
helps to insure the genet ic  
inte<@ity of the species. 

The wliite rhino appears to be 
rnuch less threatened today in 
the wild than it ever has been 
during this century. Nevcrthe- 
less, it's coniforcing to kno\ir 
that, in this ever-changing world, 
the species is "insured" bec:luse 
of the cooperation of zoological 
parlts in North :\merie:i and 
througl~out the \vorld. 0 
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