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Puttmg rhinos
on the map

Scott Wiison
Conservation Officer, Chester Zoo

awoke to the sound of the elephants camped out at the water-hole. On the
balcony, the bulbuls were waiting patientty for their morning biscuit, while tne
view of Kilimanjaro was impressive to say the 1east. Just the start of another
day at the office! Let me explain...

The Mbirikani Group: Ranch in Kenya is dominated by fertile plains shared by wildiife and
Maasai alike. Flanking the ranch is the steep, forested. voicanic fandscape of the Chyuiu
Hills Nationa! Park, home to biack rhing, the reason ior my oeing here.

There are about & dozen Chvulu 7Ning, an Integra: part of tne government’'s conseration
sirateqy for the species: a native population &t surv:ved the: mass poaching of the 70s
and 80s due tn thair elusive benaviour and tne rugged tefra:in they inhabit. ironically, the

very reasons for their survival now make life difficult for the people striving to protect
them. Rangers from the Kenya Wiidlife Service and game scouts from the Maasailand
Preservation Trust (MPT) work all year round to monitor anc protect the Chyulus’ rhino.
They also tackie iliegal activities such as wood harvesting and poaching for bush meat.
tach year they arrest dozens of poachers and remove nungdreds of snares from the Park.

So. why was | here and how was | Qoing to h2!p? Tne answer I1s with CIS.

Geographical Information Systems (GIS), put simply, are databases, allowing data to be
eas!ly browsed and queried, the spatiail resulis of which can be viewed as maps. More
complex functions allow the analysis or theoretical modelling of relationships between
difterent layers of spatial data. say. species distribution and habitat type for example.

On arrival ai the MPT offices | was astoundes by the piles of journal: detailing tns
information gathered by the rangers. Each anc every rrino sighting, sign, and incigent
of poaching had been meticulously logged along with a GPS location. My role was to help
tran MPT staff to use GIS in order to make the most of this wealth of information.

The starting point was data entry, and there was a |0t of data to enter. Luckily. this was
completed before my arrival and we were able to concentrate on the basic training of
aading and edltmg GIS daia and more :mpor.undy"i’.sihiz'fh;t data 't;) s werqu  tons
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A GIS database is often oniy limited by the
questions you ask it !t can ailow you to
‘ook at hotspots of poaching activity
inroughsut the season. You ¢an ask how
iar rhinos are ranQing: o they stay within
a certam distance of watar? These are st
two exampies of guestions tha! are quickiy
and easily answered using GIS.

The rhings’ protection and future still
depends on the hara work of the rangers
ang game scouts. Sowsver. as the GIS
database develops. the information
gathered by rangers can be used to i:s full
potential to inform decisions concerning
the protection and management of this
important rhino population. This project
is in its early phases but has plenty of
scope for growth. The training so far is
glready proving its worth.

i zontinue to assist the project remoteiy
but am suspect that, as the project
deveiops, further training will be required.
| will be ready o forsake the luxuries of
sunny Chester t¢ volunieer again. Besiges,
tne pulou il be ™ ssina “heir biscuit




