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W hile success was achieved in these three protected areas, loss and subsequent 

extermination of rhino by poachers were witnessed in Laokhowa Wildlife 

Sanctuary during the social unrest in early 1980s and in Manas National Park in 

the 1990s. Fortunately, these two areas remained under the control of the Assam 

Forest Department. In 2005, on the occasion of the 100th birthday celebrations of Kaziranga 

National Park, a plan was conceived by the Forest Department of Assam, the International Rhino 

Foundation and WWF-India to aim for a target of 3,000 rhinos living in seven Protected Areas by the 

year 2020: Indian Rhino Vision 2020. A Rhino Task Force was convened in June 2005 to incorporate 

international and local NGOs and government agencies, to bring IRV2020 to fruition.

Manas National Park was regarded as a key location for IRV2020, and a political solution was 

achieved by giving autonomy and support to local people through the form of Bodoland Territorial 

District Council, in order to restore Manas to its former glory, including the upgrading of its current 

status as “World Heritage Site in Danger” to full-fledged World Heritage Site.

One of the first jobs for the Rhino Task Force was to commission a series of habitat and security 

assessments; as well as to plan a series of phased translocations of about 40 rhinos. The agreed 

methodology was to start with four mature rhinos, aged 6-10,  from Pabitora Widlife Sanctuary, 

comprising two males and two females, and to take them to Manas National Park. Rhino

monitoring activities in Pabitora carried out by WWF-India and the Forest Department would

identify suitable rhinos.

This first translocation from Pabitora was scheduled for 11-14 February 2008. However, due to

the non-availability of tranquilising drugs, the date had to be put back. On 8 April a meeting

of the Translocation Core Committee (TCC) on 8 April, it was announced that the necessary

drugs required for tranquilisation has been procured from Singapore. Just three days later,

the translocation was underway.

The operation started at 05:30hrs, when a group of veterinarians went off on elephant back to

find and tranquilise the rhinos. By 09:00hrs, three of the four intended rhinos had been spotted

and surrounded by the elephants, but all three of them managed to break through the elephant 

cordon before they could be darted. At 09:30 the capture team managed to tranquilise one male 

rhino, fix a radio collar, and provide veterinary aid, before loading it into a crate and then into a 

waiting truck. The day was becoming hotter, with the mercury touching more than 35˚C. By the

time this first rhino was successfully crated up and driven to a shady spot, it was almost noon.

That’s when a family friend, Robin Cooke-Hurle, stepped in, and persuaded me to raise 

money for the Selous Rhino Trust in Tanzania through SRI. Having visited the Selous 

himself, and seen the work of the Trust, Robin is indefatigable in his efforts to help

the Reserve’s rhinos. 

Arriving in Nairobi, I stayed with Kes and Fraser who spent a lot of time explaining all the 

issues to me. I visited National Parks and saw how much security was needed for the rhinos 

because of their rarity and the poaching threat. Having seen both black and white rhinos,

I know that they are magnificent creatures and it would be a disaster if there were none

left in the wild.

I approached Kili via the Rongai route, which gave us four easy days to start with. On the 

fifth day we left Kibo Hut at midnight to begin our ascent. It was very difficult and I really 

doubted that I was going to make it to the top. Just two hours after we had set off, I was 

suffering from a huge headache and sickness. All around me, other climbers were 

abandoning their attempt and descending. It was horrible seeing others go down and

I worried that I might be the next to succumb. I honestly believe that without the thought

of all those people who believed in me and had supported me to reach the top, I would

have turned round. 

The conservation of the Greater one-horned (Goh)
rhino (Rhinoceros unicornis) is regarded as the epitome 
of the conservation movement in Assam. Assam is
also regarded as the last stronghold of the Goh rhino, 
with over 2,000 animals in wild populations: 1,855 in 
Kaziranga National Park, 68 in Orang National Park
and 81 in Pabitora Wildlife Sanctuary.

Three months ago I had no idea how critically endangered

rhinos are, or why, or what people are doing to save them.

I did, however, have a plan to climb Mt Kilimanjaro, the highest 

mountain in Africa, with a bunch of friends.

We would like to thank Oliver for taking

on this massive challenge, and to his 

supporters who have so far raised an 

equally massive £8,600 and counting.

Thanks

The capture team then turned to the second 

rhino, darting and loading it by 14:00hrs. By now 

the heat was almost intolerable, not only for the 

rhinos, but also for the capture team. The TCC 

therefore decided to suspend the operation

for the day, and to transport these first two 

rhinos (both male) to Manas National Park

that same evening.

At 18:00hrs a convoy of vehicles started 

moving. As soon as the convoy reached the 

Sanctuary’s exit gate, it was greeted by a huge 

number of local people, who had gathered to 

catch a glimpse of “their” rhinos. People 

cheered as the procession passed by. The 

veterinary team monitored the rhinos every 

half-hour, pouring water over them periodically 

to help keep them cool.

Once we reached the edge of the crater, at 

Gilman’s Point, we could actually see Uhuru 

peak for the first time that day. I cracked 

on as fast as I could (not least because I 

wanted to get off the mountain!). Reaching 

the summit at 08:00 was fantastic and a 

huge relief.  All around was cloud, except 

Kili itself, which floated about it all. 

I would like to thank Robin, Kes, Fraser, 

John Corse, and Cathy and Lucy at SRI

for all their support in the planning and 

logistics. But most of all I would like to 

thank my father, who took the fundraising 

under his wing and raised as much as he 

could through friends and work colleagues. 

As for me, well, I was doing what I enjoy!  

We received an emergency request for funds 
from Bibhab, asking for£10,000 
to build a 10km-long fence to 

prevent the rhinos from straying out 
of Manas National Park and trampling 

local villages and their crops. Stuttgart 
Zoo sprang to the rescue, with an initial 

grant of 5,000 euros and another 5,000 
euros in September 2008; while SRI 

provided the remaining £2,100 
required. We’re delighted to be able to support the Manas translocation programme in this way.

As they drove, the vehicles kept in touch with 

each other through walkie-talkies. The police 

provided an escort vehicle with flashing lights

to lead the way, and traffic in the cities and 

towns along the route were stopped to make 

way for the convoy to pass by. The 240km

from Pabitora to Manas took over 12 hours;

the vehicles drove slowly in the interest of

the rhinos’ comfort and safety.

When the convoy arrived at Manas, the trucks 

were driven up to ramps in the release site

and the door of the first crate opened.

Unwilling to move, the first rhino took 45 

minutes to emerge, but the second lost no time. 

By 08:00hrs both rhinos had been released

into the wilderness of Manas National Park, 

where about 80 rhinos had once roamed.

Both are being monitored daily using radio 

telemetry equipment.

The success of this first phase of the 

translocation strategy has definitely 

strengthened the moral of all the people 

associated with the process, whether directly

or indirectly. It does give a hope and self belief 

that yes, it can be done. As long as forest land

is in safe custody and not being encroached 

upon, the Forest Department and NGOs, 

together with the active support of the local 

community, can bring back the lost glory to 

Manas. This is just a first stepping stone: a 

further 18 are due to be translocated in 

December 2008, to boost the rhino population 

to a viable number so that it can be self-

sustaining in years to come. Hopefully, Manas is 

showing the way for other suitable rhino habitat 

sites such as Laokhowa and Burachapori to be 

prepared for future rhino translocations. As 

always, we will need the active cooperation of 

the local people to make this happen.
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Top and bottom:
The rhino is crated up ready 
for its translocation to manas

Top and bottom:
The first rhino is released 
from the crate

Oliver triumphantly reaches Uhuru Peak, 
the highest point in Africa!
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