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• African Pa rks, which manages na tiona l pa rks in severa l countries across the continent, 
plans to rewild a ll 2,000 southern white rhinos from Pla tinum Rhino, winding up John 
Hume’s controversia l intensive rhino breeding project. 

• The conserva tion organiza tion needs to find sa fe spaces to transloca te 300 rhinos to 
every yea r, a s poaching of the anima ls for their horns continues. 

• Potentia l recipient a reas a re a ssessed in terms of habita t, security, na tiona l regula tory 
support, and the recipient’s financia l and management capacity. 

• Earlier this yea r, 120 rhinos were transloca ted to priva te reserves opera ting a s pa rt of the 
Grea ter Kruger Environmenta l Protection Founda tion. 

Se e  All Ke y Ide a s 

KLERKSDORP, South  Africa  — As I scraped  the  ea rly m orning win te r frost from  m y 
ten t, I could  not he lp  but wonder if th is was a  su itab le  p lace  for white  rh inos. And 
ye t, he re , a  short d rive  from  Johannesburg, re sides the  world’s la rgest p riva te  he rd  
of white  rh inos. The  2,000-strong he rd  of Cera tothe rium  sim um  on a  fa rm  on  South  
Africa ’s h ighve ld  represents 12% of the  re m ain ing wild  popula tion . 

One  hour la te r, I was staggering backward  across a  tussocked  grass paddock, 
hauling on  a  th ick rope  a ttached  to  a  b lindfolded  2.2-ton  rh ino. Muscles scream ing 
and  short of brea th , I kept a  keen  eye  on  th is beast a s he  totte red  unsteadily a  few 
m ete rs away. 

Thirty m inutes ea rlie r, our team  of e ight had  wa tched  from  the  back of a  bakkie  
(p ickup truck) as a  ve t da rted  the  rh ino with  an  im m obilizing drug cockta il from  a  
hovering he licopte r. Then , a  horseback ride r he rded  the  rh ino to  a  clea r area  while  
the  tranquilize r took e ffect. The  rh ino’s ind ignant tro t tu rned  to  a  slow, de te rm ined  
wa lk with  com ica l goosesteps be fore  he  stum bled  onto h is side . Then  it was “Go, 
go, go!” as we  sped  to  the  scene  and  clam bered  out. 

I wa tched  as the  expe rienced  team  sprang in to action , adm iniste red  a  pa rtia l 
an tido te , te sted  vita ls, lubrica ted  h is eyes, and  wrapped  a  b lindfo ld  over tha t 
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m assive  head . Clipboards were  rap id ly fille d  up  with  da ta  specific to  our rh ino. 
With in  m inu tes, the  horns (one  la rge  and  one  sm all) were  rem oved with  a  cha insaw 
and  signed  for by an  a rm ed guard  for sa fekeeping and  subsequent secure  offsite  
storage . 

Rh inos be ing darted  with  a  cockta il o f im m obilising drugs from  a  he licopte r in  prepara tion  
for translocation . Im age  © Michae l Dexte r/African  Parks. 
Why t he r h in o popu lat ion  cr ash? 

It’s  worth  spend ing a  few m om ents contextua lizing the  worldwide  rh ino popula tion  
crash  a t the  hands of hum ankind , the  backstory to  m y ta le . Following the  
publica tion  of na tura list William  John Burche ll’s drawings of the  southe rn  white  in  
1817, European  hunte rs, a rm ed with  increasingly e ffective  rifle s, decim ated  the  
species across Southern  Africa . 

“Tha t the  m orta lity due  to  m an was not negligib le  is  m ade  quite  clea r by the  ve ry 
few hunte rs who put pen  to  paper record ing for instance , the  de struction  of e ighty 
an im als by two m e n in  one  hun ting season  a lone , or the  slaugh te r of e ight a t a  
wa te r hole  in  a  single  day,” ce lebra ted  rh ino conse rva tion ist Ian  Player wrote  for the  
Na ta l Pa rks Service  m agazine  in  1960. By the  ea rly 1900s, the re  were  fewer than  
100 le ft. 
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In  1895, Um folozi Junction  Rese rve , today known as Hluhluwe-iMfolozi Pa rk, was 
estab lished  specifica lly to  save  the  white  rh ino from  hunting. By the  1950s, the  
popu la tion  had  grown to m ore  than  400. In  1960, Player began  transloca ting 
groups of white  rh inos to  protecte d  a reas throughout the ir h istoric Southern  
African  range . “Opera tion  Rhino” was a  spectacula r success, see ing the  popu la tion  
grow to about 20,000 by 2010. 

But by 2012, a  new wave  of poaching threa tened  the  species. Rhinos living in  
na tiona l pa rks were  worst a ffected , with  priva te  landowners be ing be tte r-resourced  
to  pro tect the ir rh inos. Rhino dea ths sta rte d  outnum bering b irth s, and  the  
curren t popula tion  es tim a te  of white  rh inos is  16,803. 

The  killings a re  driven  by rh ino horn  be ing conside red  a  sta tus sym bol by wea lthy 
Vie tnam ese  and  Chinese  citizens, lead ing to  hyped-up  prices and  stockpiling. In  
trad itiona l Chinese  m edicine , rh ino horn  is  often  tou ted  as a  cure  for cancer and  
othe r life -threa te n ing d iseases — a ll m edica lly unprove n  cla im s. Rhino horn  
consists of ke ra tin , the  sam e  stuff a s na ils  and  ha ir. 

A cote rie  of underground crim ina l syndica tes (drugs, te rrorism , weapons and  
hum an tra fficking) have  jum pe d on  the  bandwagon to  be nefit from  the  poaching 
and  tra fficking opera tions. The  inevitab le  re su lt of th is is  the  e rad ica tion  of rh inos 
over m uch of the ir h istoric range  and  the  sign ificant reduction  in  recent yea rs of the  
stronghold  popula tions in  Sou thern  Africa . 

The  growing ro le  of p riva te  rh ino owners, who like ly now conse rve  m ore  than  50% 
of Africa ’s rh inos, is  an  im portan t one . The ir contribu tion  has be en  enable d  by a  
supportive  policy and  econom ic environm e nt, bu t th is a rrangem ent is  becom ing 
m ore  d ifficu lt to  susta in  as costs a ssocia ted with  pro tecting rh inos aga inst poaching 
skyrocke t and  revenue-genera ting options becom e insufficie n t. 
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The wor ld’s  lar gest  r h in o- br eedin g far m  

The  preca rious sta tus  of rh inos prom pte d  wea lthy property deve loper John  Hum e 
to estab lish  a  la rge  rh ino-breeding opera tion  on  a  h ighve ld  fa rm . He  p lanned  to  se ll 
the ir horns (which  can  be  regula rly ha rvested  without ha rm ing the  an im al), with  the  
hope  tha t th is would  d isp lace  the  dem and for poached  rh ino horn . 

This extrem ely successfu l breeding opera tion  had  a  few flaws tha t u ltim a te ly drove  
Hum e to financia l ru in . The  stra ight-line  logic of Hum e’s m ode l was na ive  in  the  face  
of today’s ram pant illega l wild life  tra fficking industry tha t uses lega l channe ls to  
launder an im al pa rts. But Hum e’s b iggest gam ble  was tha t CITES, the  globa l wild life  
trade  convention , would  pe rm it in te rna tiona l sa les of rh ino horn . This d idn’t 
happen , desp ite  enorm ous pressure  be ing brought to  bea r on  CITES by h is lega l 
team , a longside  an  active  “susta inable  use” lobby and  rh ino owne rs who have  faced  
m ounting security costs d irectly as a  re su lt of poaching. Afte r ha nging in  the re  for 
a s long as possib le , Hum e sold  h is fa rm  and  rh inos to  African  Pa rks, a  South  Africa -
based  nonprofit tha t m anages protected  a reas across the  continent. Under the  
dea l, Hum e re ta ins ownersh ip  of a  la rge  store  of ha rvested  horns. 
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African  Parks has now launched  a  project to  rewild  the  fa rm ed rh inos. Som e will go 
to  rese rves m anaged  by African  Parks itse lf, and  othe rs will go to  othe r we ll-
m anaged  rese rves, such  as those  in  the  Grea te r Kruger region  of South  Africa . 

Back to  m y first rh ino of tha t day: the  next procedure  was to  notch  h is ea rs to  m ake  
it easie r to  identify h im . Of course , b lood  was involved , bu t I was assured  the  
procedure  is  re la tive ly pa in less — a  b it like  hum an ea r p ie rcing. Fina lly, sm all 
tracking devices were  a ttached  to  h is ea rs to  keep  tabs on  h is m ovem ent. 

Then  we  a ttached  ropes to  h is neck and  ba ck leg and  ca joled  h im  to stand  up  — not 
an  easy ta sk for the  drugged  behem oth . Tha t done , we  m arched  h im  som e 500 
m ete rs, about a  th ird  of a  m ile , across the  savanna  to  one  of 32 cra tes be fore  
rem oving the  b lindfold  and  ropes and  adm iniste ring the  fina l round of drugs: an  
an tido te  to  the  im m obilizing drug and  a  long-acting tranquilize r for the  transport 
portion  of th is rh ino’s  journe y tha t day. The n , it was back to  the  p ickup to  wa it for 
the  ca ll tha t the  ne xt rh ino was ready. 

At one  stage , I re trea ted  to  the  centra l cap ture  a rea  to  ga in  a  top -down perspective  
on  th is m ind-boggling logistica l undertaking from  a top  one  of the  transport cra tes. I 
saw the  he licop te r hovering above  a  rh ino and  he r baby, num erous p ickups 
de live ring crew and  supplies to  capture  site s, th ree  groggy rh inos be ing frog-
m arched  toward  transport cra tes, rh ino cam p m aste rs on  horse back ga llop ing a fte r 
the ir ne xt ta rge t, and  cranes lifting transport cra tes and  the  precious ca rgo onto 
trucks. This is  conse rva tion  a t sca le : an  im pressive  collabora tion  of skilled  
professiona ls working under stressfu l, exha usting conditions, ove rseen  by a  
m anagem ent team  obsessed  with  de ta il. 

Of course , p roblem s can  a rise  when opera ting a t th is sca le  with  such  enorm ous 
crea tures. I wa tched  as one  rh ino shook off he r b lindfold  and  powered  away from  
the  transport cra tes, d ragging four m en with  he r. With in  m inute s, though, backup 
a rrived , and  the  snorting gian t was led  to  he r cra te . 

At the  hea rt of the  opera tion  is  da ta  abou t every rh ino on  the  fa rm . Each  fa rm  
paddock has an  a ttendant cam p m aste r who knows every rh ino in  the ir ca re . The  
choice  of which  rh inos to  transloca te  on  the  day was m ade  be forehand based  on  
age  and  physica l condition . Mothers with  ca lves younger than  2 yea rs were  le ft 
behind , while  those  with  o lde r ca lves m ove d on . The  rh ino cam p m aste r would  
spend the  day on  horseback, com m unica ting via  rad io the  iden tifica tion  of the ir 
next ta rge t to  the  ve t in  the  he licopte r, who would  re fe r to  a  da ta  se t about tha t 
rh ino to  work ou t tranquilize r dosage  leve ls. 



It soon  becam e clea r to  m e  tha t e ve ry decision  m ade  was based  on  the  we ll-be ing 
of the  rh inos. Th is opera tion  was p lanned  for a  Monday m orning, re su lting in  the  
la rge  team  ga the ring a t the  fa rm  tha t Sunday n ight. However, na ture  had  a  
d iffe ren t p lan , and  we  ended  up  be ing de la yed  by three  days due  to  a  cold  fron t, 
which  brought lower-than-norm al tem pera tures and  increased  the  risk of 
pneum onia  during the  transport leg of the  opera tion , when wind  ch ill is  a  factor. 
And so we  hung a round on  the  fa rm  for th ree  days, a lthough som e of the  
contracted  ve ts and  security pe rsonne l took the  gap  to  a ttend  to  othe r m atte rs 
be fore  re turn ing the  n ight be fore  the  opera tion  took p lace . 

Once  a ll 32 rh inos were  successfu lly cra ted  tha t day, ownersh ip  was transfe rred  
from  African  Parks to  the  new owners for the  road  trip  of a  life tim e : to  freedom  in  
the  wild . The  new owners fund  the  rh ino transloca tion , with  African  Parks dona ting 
the  rh inos. In  th is case , the  rh inos were  de stined  for the  Grea te r Kruger, a  coa lition  
of priva te  na ture  rese rves sha ring the  unfe nced  weste rn  border of the  m assive  
Kruger Na tiona l Pa rk. 

Feeding tim e  at Pla tinum  Rhino: the  form er rh ino breeding program  was purchased  by 
African  Parks, who p lan  to  rewild  its  2,000 rh inos ove r the  next decade . Im age  © Marcus 
Westberg/African  Parks. 
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Will t he r h in os be safe in  t heir  n ew hom e? 

The  pred ictab le  question  for these  rh inos is : Will they be  sa fe  from  poaching? These  
priva te  na ture  rese rves m ain ta in  expensive  and  e ffective  an ti-poaching opera tions, 
with  exce llen t re su lts . 

Rhinos usua lly don’t m ove  fa r from  a  good  source  of food  and  wa te r, so m ost of 
these  transloca ted  rh inos a ren’t expected  to  wander too fa r in to the  ad jo in ing 
Kruger Na tiona l Pa rk, which  has a  h igher poaching ra te . Despite  im m ense  
dedica tion  from  the  rangers and  m anagem ent of the  na tiona l pa rk, th is is  a  vast 
wilde rness with  m ultip le  en try poin ts, m aking it cha llenging to  se cure . Also, 
a rrested  poachers often  wa lk free  due  to  e ndem ic corruption  a t a ll leve ls, including 
in  Sou th  Africa ’s law enforcem ent agencies. The  white  rh ino popula tion  in  Kruger 
has declined  from  an  estim a ted  10,621 in  2011 to  1,850 in  2022 — a  m assive  crash  
of 83% in  11 yea rs. There ’s little  doubt tha t som e  of these  transloca ted  rh inos will 
be  poached; it’s  a  rea lity tha t sta res us a ll in  the  face  as pragm atic conse rva tion  
decisions a re  m ade  in  the  in te rest of the  species. 

So we  headed  out in  convoy from  the  fa rm : four la rge  trucks carrying 32 rh inos, 
and  severa l e scort vehicles with  contracted  security pe rsonne l bristling with  
weapons. Seventeen  hours la te r, we  reached  a  priva te  na ture  re se rve  in  the  
stunning Grea te r Kruger bushve ld  with  an  exce llen t an tipoaching record  and  
su itab le  white  rh ino habita t. 

The  rh inos were  re lea sed  in to a  bom a, a  sm all, fenced-off a rea  tha t would  se rve  as 
the  rh inos’ hom e for a  pe riod  of recovery a nd  habitua tion  while  a  team  m onitore d  
the ir hea lth . Afte r tha t close  surve illance  pe riod , the  bom a walls would  be  dropped  
and  the  rh inos re leased  in to the  wild . As the  la st rh ino le ft its  cra te  and  exp lored  
the  bom a in  the  warm  lowve ld , the re  was a  collective  sigh  of re lie f and  apprecia tion  
by a ll p resen t a t the  sigh t of 32 con ten t rh inos am bling a round. 

“Our a im  is to  de -risk rh inos by estab lish ing up  to  20 subpopu la tions across the  
contine nt, each  with  no fewer than  50 rh inos,” sa id  Don Jooste , m anager of African  
Parks’ Rhino Rewild  p roject, whose  fram ework was deve loped  with  exte rna l rh ino 
specia lists  to  de te rm ine  the  requirem e nts for pote n tia l recip ien t a reas. 

“To be  rh ino-ready, poten tia l recip ie n t a reas subm it a  proposa l tha t is  reviewed by 
African  Parks and  the  Rhino Rewild  Advisory Com m ittee . The  proposa l has to  cover 
habita t a ssessm ent, security m easures and  assessm ent, country regula tory 
support, and  the  recip ien t’s financia l and  m anagem ent ab ility. Approve d  a reas a re  
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subjected  to  a  site  visit, a fte r which  transloca tion  logistics a re  p lanned  and  
im plem e nted .” 

A translocated  rh ino  takes its  first steps in to  its  new hom e . The  an im als a re  in itia lly he ld  in  
a  sm all, fenced-off a rea  and  m on itored  wh ile  they recover and  acclim atise  to  the ir new 
environm ent. Im age  © Rifum o/African  Parks.



GKEPF ve t Gu ̈nter Nowak, and  CEO Sharon  Haussm ann inspect a  tranqu ilised  rh ino’s ear 
be fore  attach ing a  tracking device . Im age  © Cathan  Moore /African  Parks 

Representing one  of these  new rh ino owne rs was Sharon  Haussm ann, CEO of 
Grea te r Kruger Environm enta l Protection  Founda tion  (GKEPF), and  a  headstrong 
but gen tle  sou l who has carved  out he r ro le  in  th is m a le -dom ina ted  wild life  
industry. (Haussm ann, a  longtim e  friend  and  som etim es trave l com panion  when 
we  seek out spectacula r wild  a reas and  insp ira tiona l conse rva tion ists, lives in  m y 
hom etown.) She’s the  driving force  to  secure  som e of African  Parks’ rh inos for the  
Grea te r Kruger and  the  pe rson  who assum ed custodiansh ip  of the  precious ca rgo 
tha t day. During our m any hours toge the r on  th is sojourn , Haussm ann and  I 
d iscussed  the  risks of in troducing fa rm ed rh inos to  the  ha rsh  rea litie s of preda tion , 
d isease , m a lnutrition  and  dehydra tion  in  the  wild . 

Lions and  hyenas rep resent a  rea l th rea t to  these  na ive  rh inos. These  apex 
preda tors qu ickly ide ntify vulne rability and  go in  for the  kill. Another th rea t is  
dom inan t wild  rh ino bulls, who m ay not ta ke  kindly to  newcom e rs in  “the ir” 
dom ain . A rh ino bull can  tip  the  sca les a t m ore  than  2.5 tons and  inflict severe  
dam age  and  even  de a th . Then  the re ’s the  threa t of bushve ld  d iseases tha t don’t 
occur in  the  coole r clim es of the  h ighve ld . The  tick load  is  h igher in  the  lowve ld , and  
re la ted  d iseases a re  a  concern . Furthe r a fie ld , trypanosom osis, or sleeping sickness, 



is  a  life -threa ten ing vector-borne  pa rasitic d isease  tha t a ffects ve rtebra tes, 
includ ing rh inos. Tryps, a s it’s  known, is  ca rried  by tse tse  flie s tha t don’t occur in  the  
Kruger a rea  but a re  found in  o the r regions tha t will rece ive  these  rh inos. 

African  Parks has successfu lly transloca ted  othe r rh inos to  a reas with  h igh  d isease  
risks, such  as Akagera  Na tiona l Pa rk in  Rwanda , and  the  organiza tion’s m e ticu lous 
p lanning ca te rs for d isease  risk. To add  to  the  threa ts these  rh inos face , the ir fa rm  
d ie t consists of a  guaranteed  supp ly of paddock grasses, supple m enta ry crops and  
concentra te  pe lle ts, with  a  drinking trough just a  brie f stroll away. In  the  bushve ld , 
they m ake  do with  se asona lly fluctua ting qua lity and  quan tity of grass and  wa te r 
re sources. 

“Of course , som e  of the  in troduced  rh inos will d ie  from  one  or m ore  of the  above  
threa ts. But the  m ajority will survive  and , in  so doing, p lay a  vita l role  in  ensuring 
the  ongoing surviva l of white  rh inos in  the  wild ,” Haussm ann sa id . 

“From  m y perspective , Rhino Rewild  sa tisfie s two d iffe ren t ob jectives with  vastly 
d iffe ren t im plica tions and  requirem e nts. Firstly, the  we lfa re  of these  fa rm ed rh inos 
is  im portan t. It’s  no secre t tha t fund ing for the  fa rm  had  dried  up  and  tha t the  
previous owner was cu tting corners. When African  Parks took over th is fa rm , its  
experts a ssessed  each  rh ino and  had  to  im plem en t strict m easures to  im prove  the  
he rd’s hea lth . 

“Secondly, th is priva te  he rd  represents vita l gene tics and  significant num bers to  
bolste r the  wild  rh ino popu la tion . I see  Rhino Rewild  as m arrying those  two 
objectives. Yes, the re  will be  dea ths once  these  rh inos a re  re leased  in to the  ha rsh  
world  governe d  by Mother Na ture , bu t the  benefits  fa r ou twe igh  the  risks. It’s  the  
sam e  with  a ll rewild ing projects. Lessons will be  lea rne d  from  th is p ioneering 
project tha t will powe r African  conse rva tion . This is  about hope . Hope  for ope n  
ecosystem s, rh ino popula tions and  these  ind ividua l rh inos.” 



The  transloca tion  team  leads a  seda ted  rh ino  to  a  crate  and  its  journey to  a  new hom e. 
Im age  © Michae l Dexter/African  Parks. 

The  ta le  of one  of the  younger rh inos re leased  in to the  Grea te r Kruger a  few weeks 
ea rlie r dem onstra tes the  se riousness with  which  Grea te r Kruger and  African  Parks 
trea t the  we lfa re  of the  rh inos in  the ir new destina tions. During the  fina l inspection  
be fore  re lease , she  was found to  have  lace ra tions a round he r eyes. The  ve ts were  
not sure  of the  cause  of the  dam age , bu t they stitched  he r up  shortly be fore  he r 
re lease . With in  days, she  was separa ted  from  her m other, cornered  and  a ttacked  
by a  clan  of hye nas, and  the n  subsequently a lso a ttacked  by a  dom inant wild  rh ino 
bull. 

It soon  becam e apparent tha t th is young rh ino needed  furthe r a ssistance . She  was 
aga in  da rted  and  found to  be  dehydra ted , and  he r eye  condition  had  de te riora ted . 
Ve ts im m edia te ly m oved he r to  an  in tensive  ca re  facility to  recover from  the  traum a 
and  rega in  he r cond ition . The  la test upda te  is  tha t he r eye  condition  has clea red  up  
and  she  has put on  we ight. Once  deem ed s tab le , th is young rh ino will be  
transfe rred  to  anothe r facility to  join  a  sm all he rd  of young rh inos tha t will be  
re leased  in to the  wild . 

This story e ncapsula tes wha t m y sense  of Rhino Rewild  is  about: the  applica tion  of 
rigorous science  in  the  in te rests of the  rh ino popula tion , com bined  with  the  e th ica l 
trea tm ent of ind ividua l rh inos. 



Recent sta tus upda te s on  the  rh inos rewilded  in to Grea te r Kruge r include  a  
pregnant cow giving b irth  to  a  hea lthy baby, severa l sigh tings of rh inos in tegra ting 
in to the  e xisting wild  popu la tion , and  m ating be tween a  wild  te rritoria l bu ll and  a  
rewilded  cow. 

During a  ra re  quie t m om ent am id  th is ep ic m ission , Haussm ann showed m e  how 
they keep  track of eve ry re leased  rh ino from  ea rlie r Grea te r Kruger transloca tions 
via  a  m obile  app . Watching a  livestream  of loca tions and  routes a s these  precious 
crea tures explored  the ir new hom e gave  m e  goosebum ps. 

Northe rn  white  rh inos a re  extinct in  the  wild  because  of poaching and  the  illega l 
horn  trade  to  feed  hum ankind’s se lf-obsession . The ir southe rn  counte rpa rts stand  
a  be tte r chance , pa rtly because  of th is brave , visionary project. 

Sim on Espley is the CEO of Africa  Geogra phic, a  tra vel a nd conserva tion compa ny with 
which Mongaba y is co-publishing this a rticle. 

 

https://africageographic.com/manifesto/
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