
When it comes to rhinos,' any news 
that isn't dire has to be wonderful. 
Certainly, not many large, slow-to­
reproduce mammals have ever 
been propelled by hunting into 
such a steep and relentless 
population crash. In the years 
from 1970 to 1985, every time a 
new field report came in, the 
numbers of rhinos seemed to drop 
by half, and for the concerned 
observer the despair was so bad 
that it was in danger of turning 
into resignation. But now, 

The last lap 
species (below), has been visiting 
North Yemen, first to convince the 
government to ban rhino-horn 
imports and then to convince it to 
enforce the ban. 

In doing this, he has had to 
confront a tradition that could well 
go back to the days of the Queen 
of Sheba - that of every masculine 
man wearing on his waist, in a 
jewelled scabbard, his own 
personal rhino-horn-handled 
curved dagger. But persistence has 
worked, the ban has been 
enforced, the dagger-makers have 
turned to amber-coloured plastic 
and to buffalo horn, and the 
country that used to import three 
tonnes of rhino horn every year 
now accounts for about 150 kg. 

suddenly, the lines on the graphs 
are turning up a little, and some of 
the world's five species of rhinos 
may have been wrestled out of 
their nose-dives. 

The scariest dive was the 
Mrican black rhino's. Its 
population had plummeted from 
about 65,000 in 1970 to 3,800 in 
1987, and the well armed 
squadrons of poachers seemed 
impossible to foil. The demand 
from the Far East for medicinal 
powdered rhino horn and from 
Yemen for prestigious dagger­
handles seemed to defy all efforts 
at abatement, and one country, the 
United Arab Emirates, even pulled 
out of the international wildlife 
trade convention (CITES) so that 
it could help service the business. 

Will the rhino escape extinction by a nose? The 
business of saving it has not been universally 

depressing, and many more individuals, at least 
of the African species, now roam the planet than 

did in the darkest years, a decade or two ago. 
"But," says WWF's Simon Lyster, "we're never 
going to succeed unless we wipe out all the 
main markets." Given campaigning success 

elsewhere, only four remain - Taiwan, Thailand, 
Two other important centres of 

the trade, Hong Kong and Macao, 
have also passed and enforced 
rhino-horn bans. Through their 
colonial proprietors, the UK and 
Portugal, they were already 
members of CITES, which has long 
prohibited import and export of 
rhino horn, but internal trade -
actually stocking the stuff and 
selling it over the counter - is not 
necessarily affected by this. And 
when internal trade is allowed, 
external trade is easily disguised 
by it. The bans that Hong Kong 
and Macao have now implemented 
are internal ones: the stocks were 

China and South Korea - all of which are the 
target of a major new campaign to eliminate all 

trade in rhino products. 

rhino-like perseverance -
conservationists have made their 
strategies work. The anti-poaching 
battle has shifted, for the simple 
reasons that the game wardens are 
better armed and better equipped 
and the rhinos are otherwise 
better protected (see below). 

What seems to have happened is 
that - through sheer, almost 

But while the supply end of the 
trade - the business of keeping 

rhino horns physically attached to 
the noses of living rhinos - is 
being controlled more or less by 
force, the proudest victories have 
been at the demand end, and have 
been diplomatic. For several years, 
Esmond Bradley Martin, who is 
WWF's rhino-horn field marshal­
and who, with Lucy Vigne, 
summarises the state of all five 

The horn quintet 
modern rifles were crossing the Zambezi 
river into Zimbabwe in order to shoot black 
rhinos in the Zambezi valley. In 1985, the 
first full year of serious poaching there, 
107 animals were killed, solely for their 
horns. By 1987, the figure peaked at 165, 
and it has been declining ever since. In 
1989, only 41 rhinos were killed, and in 
1990 (up to November), just 10. The 
sharp decline in poaching in the Zambezi 
valley is due to more anti-poaching 
equipment (including radios and a 
helicopter), an improved intelligence system 
and better methods of quickly locating 
poachers. 

White rhino 
The white rhino once inhabited much of 
central and southern Africa. Poaching in 
the 1970s and early 1980s almost wiped 
out the northern subspecies, and by 1984, 

~ only one 
(5 viable 
~ population, 
~ cl 15 
~ individuals, 
:g remained in 
~ Zaire's 
~ Garamba 
<..9 National 

Park. An international project in the park 
has been successful - staff morale has 
been greatly boosted, and with protection 
from well organised anti-poaching patrols, 
numbers have steadily built up to 28. 

Southern Africa's subspecies of white 
rhino has been effectively protected from 
poachers for much longer, and numbers 
have expanded steadily to today's figure of 
about 4,800. 

Black rhino <>: 
CL 

The black rhino was once found in suitable ~ 
habitat over much of Africa south of the Vl 

~ Sahara. Its recent drastic decline - from . ~ 

356 

about 65,000 in 1970 to 3,800 in 1987 ~ 
- has been one of the greatest international 3: 

conservation scandals. Fortunately, certain 
governments, conservation organisations 
and concerned individuals have, in the 
past few years, made a concerted effort to 
rectify this disaster. In Kenya, for example, 
98 per cent of the black rhinos were killed 
between 1970 and 1985; since then, 
though, the population has increased by 5 
per cent per year to today's figure of about ~ Greater one-horned rhino 
400. Kenya's success is based on good ~ The former range of this Asian species is 
protection of fenced-in private and public 8 not known 
sanctuaries. Solio Game Ranch Sanctuary g in detail, 
is perhaps the ultimate example: a 2.5m ~ but it was 
high electric fence around the 56km2 i considerably 
sanctuary has succeeded in keeping rhinos c;, larger than 
in and poachers out, and during the ~ today's. In 
1980s, the rhino population there o(l recent 
expanded by 12 per cent each year, . ~ years, 
probably the highest rhino-breeding success 0 perhaps the 
rate in the world . main factor deterring much population 

Zimbabwe is home to about 1,700 growth is not poaching but shortage of 
black rhinos - half of habitat. The rhinos live mostly in relatively 
Africa's remaining small protected areas in Assam province, 
population. During the India, and in Chitwan National Park, 
mid-1980s the country Nepal; invariably their sanctuaries are 
was at the receiving surrounded by large numbers of poor 
end of one of the farmers, which leads to great competition 
continent's worst for land. But poaching is still a problem. 
poaching onslaughts. The horn from this species fetches more 
Zambian poaching than 12 times as much, wholesale, as 
gangs armed with African horn because customers believe 
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