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Sumatran Rhinos
A Reproductive Challenge

by Dr. Terri Roth, Director of CREN

T here are five rhinoceros species in
the world (three species in Asia and
two in Africa) and all are threatened
with extinction. The African white
rhino is the most plentiful with a
7,500
animals, whereas, the black rhino

population estimated at
population is only approximately
2,500 (down from about 60,000 in
1970). There are even fewer of the
Asian species; approximately 2,000
Indian rhino, 400 Sumatran and only
75 Javan rhinos exist today.

In addition to a pair of black rhinos
and a pair of Indian rhinos, The
Cincinnati Zoo and Botanical Garden
currently houses the only three
Sumatran rhinos (two females and one
male) in the United States. These
animals pose a challenge for animal
keepers, veterinarians and scientists
because so little is known about them.
Over the last few years, Cincinnati
(Drs.  Mark
Campbell and Ken Cameron) and

Zoo veterinarians

Area Supervisor of Hoofstock Steve
Romo have made changes to the diets
of the animals, significantly improving
their health. Now that the animals are
healthy, we are trying to learn more
about the reproductive physiology of
the species.

To date, Sumatran rhinos have not
reproduced successfully in captivity.

One of the problems associated with
captive breeding is aggressive
interaction when male and female
rhinos are introduced to each other
for mating. The male’'s aggressive
behavior can result in physical harm
to the female, posing a threat to her
This

incompatibility may be avoided if

well-being. behavioral
animals are introduced only at a time
when the female is receptive to the
male (during estrus). However,
detecting estrus in a rhino can be
difficult. Unlike cats, horses or dogs
who are in estrus and will mate for
several days, rhinos may be receptive
to mating with a male for only one
day. Therefore, identifying that
narrow window of male receptivity in
the female rhino is challenging.
However, some relatively recent
technology may be useful for doing
just that.

Using CREW's new ultrasound
machine, the reproductive tracts and
ovaries of the female rhinos can be
“visualized”. The machine’s probe is
inserted rectally, and sound waves are
emitted and received through this
probe. The signals trom the sound
waves are amplitied and converted into
TV signals that produce an image of
the ovaries on a video monitor. By
scanning the animals daily. scientists

can watch follicles (containing
oocytes) grow and eventually ovulate.
This type of “visual” data is extremely
useful for learning about reproductive
characteristics in  the  rhino.
Furthermore, after characterizing
follicle development and ovulation
patterns in these animals, it may be
possible to more accurately predict
when the females will be receptive to
the male for mating (when ovulation is
pending). Therefore, not only are we
gaining valuable information about
Sumatran rhino reproductive biology,
we will also use this knowledge to
reduce the risks associated with

introducing them during a time when
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Sumatran Rhinos ...

the female is unreceptive to the male.

Critical to the success of this
research, is conditioning the animals
to this type of handling so they allow
us to consistently conduct the
ultrasound procedure. Thanks to the
help and dedication of the rhino
keeper statt, the animals arc well
conditioned to standing in a chute.
Molly McRae (CREW Rescarch
Associate) plays an important role in
keeping the animals occupied by hand
teeding them small pieces of apple
and banana while the procedure is
pertormed. This project is rather
unique in that it 1s research conducted
on the animals’ terms. The animals
must voluntarily enter the chute and
stand still for the procedure each
morning. No drugs are used.

With an estimated 400 Sumatran
rhinos left in the wild and only 20 in
captivity worldwide, it is essential that
we take the opportunity to learn more
about this critically endangered
species. We hope that information
from this rescarch will further our
understanding of rhino behavior and
physiology, and also will provide
insight into how we can better
manage these impressive animals in
captivity. (This research is supported, in
part, by the International Rhino
Foundation.)

Ultrasound imag: of a Sumatran rbino svary.
Arrow points to pollicle developing on svary,.

Join CREW statt and volunteers for
an informal behind-the-scenes tour
of the Carl H. Lindner Jr. Family
Center for Research of Endangered
Wildlife. Visitors can tour both the
Plant and Animal Conservation
Divisions contained within this state-
of-the-art research facility. In the
laboratories, CREW scientists will
demonstrate and explain  their
rescarch etforts to save endangered
plants and animals. Guests will have
the opportunity to talk with the
scientists. Please RSVP at (513) 961-
2739,

Photos (t:p) Neiww CREW Director Dr. Torri
Roth; (icft) Plant Division Rescarchers Dr.
Valerie Ponce and Bernadette Plair: and Animal
Division Rescarcher Molly McRa:.
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Professional Presentations
Pence, VC 1996. Crvopreservation of
alginate encapsulated tissues from in vitro
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Poster presentation at the 1996 \World
Congress on In Vitro Biology, June 20-27,
San Francisco.
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INMEMORY

Kathryn Townsley Whiting, a long-
standing friend and supporter of the
Zoo and CREW, passed away on
February 19, 1997. Kathryn and the
late Carson Whiting founded the
CREW program in 1981, and
continued their generous support and
commitment to the program for
many vears. We extend our deepest
svmpathies to the family and friends.
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