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you can do without killing the animal," he 
says. "You can just scare it off. And you 
don't take people into thick bush where 
you might find black rhino." 

Johnson adds that since South Africa is 
now experiencing a 25 per cent increase in 
tourists to the country he questions 
whether our guides are sufficiently -quali­
fied to handle this massive influx. TO take 
people out on a foot safari in Zimbabwe, a 
guide must have more qualifications than a 
professional hunter. If you are going to do 
this in South Africa., and in black rhino 
territory, you must be well qualified. 

"Although we haven't had an accident 
in 15 years in Bop Parks, there have been 
a few mock charges, and we are already 
tightening up all our requirements. We can 
never get away from the fact that there will 
be mortalities, but we must make sure they 
are minimised. We need to make sure our 
guides are qualified and that they should­
n't have to kill an animal, but just scare it 
away." 

At present tourists pay about R40 for a 
two-hour trail in Pilanesberg. One can 
only wonder whether the benefits of taking 
tourists on walking trails in black rhino 
territory really outweigh the serious risks · 
of putting at peril both the endangered ani­
mal, and the tourists' lives. 

Carrie Curzon, 
Freelance Journalist, 
P.O. Box 784018, 
2146 Sandton. 

WHY WE CAN'T AFFORD TO 
TAKE CHANCES WITH THE 
BLACK RHINO 
The black rhino is one of Africa's most 
priceless assets, and yet its numbers have 
been allowed to dwindle to a world-wide 
population (in the wild) of 2 550, of which 
more than 70 per cent (about 890) are in 
South Africa. Only 30 years ago their 
numbers stood at"around 120 000. 

Historically prized for its horn that has 
been known to fetch as much as a stagger­
ing US $ 40 000 a kilogram in China and 
!<-orea for use in medicinal preparations, it 
1s not hard to understand the motive 
behind the ruthless poaching of this animal 
in Africa. . 

In southern Africa, custodians of the 
last remaining black rhino have spent for­
tunes protecting them against the deadly 
and daily threat of poachers but, despite 
projects to de-horn them and other species 
at risk and a special undercover police 
force - the Endangered Species Protection 
Unit (ESPU)- being set up to protect them 
and other species at risk, the massacre of 
these ungainly, primitive beasts continues 
unabated. It seems . there is nothing to be 
done to prevent this wholesale slaughter. 

There are many that fear the black rhino 
will never survive into the twenty-first 
century. Even if the appalling rate of 
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poaching can be controlled, there will still 
be deaths from accidental or natural caus­
es, and it is debatable whether the black 
rhino's breeding rate will outweigh these 
losses. 

However the Rhino Management 
Group (RMG) has initiated the "2000 
Project", whereby it hopes that by the year 
2000 South Africa will boast its very own 
total of 2 000 black rhino. This is an ambi­
tious plan since the guidelines for potential 
rhino owners have become daunting - by 
the RMG's very own making. 

In the last remaining black rhino 
strongholds, it is now normal practice for 
game guards to monitor them and patrol 
their territory 24 hours a day. To meet the 
required standards of the RMG game 
farmers buying a black rhino must follow 
strict criteria and must have their farms 
inspected with regard to appropriate fenc­
ing and security. 

TODAY'S VALUE 
Keith Meiklejohn's capture team in Natal 
has been auctioning off up to half a dozen 
surplus black rhino to South African buy­
ers for the last five years. But while 
Lapalala's purchase four years ago of five 
black rhino brought in a record half a mil­
lion rands each, last year their value had 
dropped drastically to Rl96 000 a head. 

"Today," says Meiklejohn "finding 
suitable homes for them (for previously 
related reasons) has become a bit of a 
headache." 

TO HUNT A BLACK RHINO? 
According to conservationists, when it 
comes to any endangered species the ethic 
is, "Use it or lose it". And this applies even 
to the beleaguered black rhino - to the 
extent of hunting it if necessary. 

There was a recent rumour that an old 
black rhino bull was to be set up for an 
expensive "hunt" in Pilanesberg, after 
which the carcass would be stuck on a spit 
at the Carnivore restaurant in Muldersdrift 
and fed to scores of hungry tourists . 
Theoretically no true conservationist 
would have a problem with this, since such 
a death would have brought in thousands 
of rands to be poured back into conserva­
tion. After the eager US hunter had paid 
the price for his "victory", the Carnivore's 
director, Jeremy Lock, would have pur­
chased the carcass and cooked the meat for 
his more adventurous clientele. "But," 
Lock added, "only if it did not cause too 
much adverse publicity." 

What he and others truly fear by doing 
this is a huge outcry from the sentimental 
"bunny-hugging" layman unable to cope 
with such an unsavoury concept. In the 
end this particular rhino bull died of natur­
al causes and his remains provided a 
hearty feast for the vultures. 

"It was such a waste that the communi­
ty did not benefit," says Lock. 

Perhaps the bull's demise could have 
been better "utilised" but, as Clive Walker 
wearing his "Rhino and Elephant 
Foundation" hat, pointed out, "To hunt and 
braai a black rhino would not have been 

Rupert Hechter, Bakubung's field guide 
who had to shoot a black rhino calf to 
protect his trailists. He hasn't let the 
incident put him off working in the 

tourist industry. 

appropriate at this point in time. But it is 
inevitable it will be done in the future ." 

Bop Park's Assistant Director Steve 
Johnson added that the rhino hunting 
dilemma was "a hot potato". "Rhino meat 
is very good, and logic rules that we 
should use it. But we are very sensitive at 
the moment to public feeling." 

FUTURE SURVIVAL OF THE 
BLACK RHINO 
A British journalist involved in a recent 
investigation by the Sunday Telegraph, 
claimed the three major Natal parks were 
losing a rhino to poachers every 17 days -
a claim hotly denied by the Natal Parks 
Board. 

Fred Bridgeland believes the rhino is 
doomed unless legal trade in its horn is 
allowed. "Hom is too valuable, and human 
beings are too greedy for a trading ban to 
work," he says. "It is counter-productive 
and the 'bunny-hugging' organisations 
have a lot to answer for when it comes to 
rhino. 

"Today there are 120 pharmaceutical 
factories in China alone that use rhino 
horn in medications. Why don't we pro­
vide this for them legally through rhino 
farms where the horn can be chopped off 
every three years to supply the market?" 

The Sunday Telegraph's same investi­
gation stated that the Zimbabwe black 
rhino population had crashed from about 
10 000 in the 1970s, to a mere 120 today­
almost all of which are closely guarded in 
intensively protected zones in the heart of 
the national parks. 

Bearing all this in mind - can we really 
afford to lose any more of Africa's pre­
cious few remaining black rhino to "road 
accidents" in the bush? 0 
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