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Rehabilitation of Hand-reared
Rhino Calves in Southern Africa:
Implications for the

Greater One-horned Rhinoceros

Bhaskar Choudhury’ and Kadambari Mainkar?

Introduction

nce distributed all along the Terai grasslands in the foothills of the
O Himalayas, the greater one-horned rhinoceros (Rhinoceros unicornis) is
now restricted to few pockets in India and Nepal (Singh and Rao, 1984).
According to IUCN/SSC Action Plan on Asian rhinos, the Indian rhinoceros has
declined over the years due to habitat loss and poaching (Foose and Strien, 1997)
thus being placed in the 'Endangered' category by IUCN and in Appendix | of CITES.

Wildlife rehabilitation is an emerging science contributing to both welfare and con-
servation issues in India. Under the present circumstances, supplementing the exist-
ing population of the greater one-horned rhinoceros in the wild will definitely benefit
the long-term conservation of the species. The Centre for Wildlife Rehabilitation and
Conservation (CWRC) situated in the state of Assam at the Kaziranga National Park
was established in the year 2002. Since then the CWRC has been involved with the
rehabilitation of indigenous wildlife of the north-east, including successful hand-rais-
ing of three greater one-horned rhinoceros calves, which were displaced during the
floods in Kaziranga National Park. The hand-reared calves, which are potential can-
didates for rehabilitation are undergoing a process of long-term rehabilitation at the
centre.

The two authors visited Wildcare Africa Trust (WAFT), a rehabilitation center in

1Veterinary Officer, Wild Rescue, Wildlife Trust of India. bhaskar@wti.org.in
2programme Officer, Wild Rescue, Wildlife Trust of India. Email: kadambari@wti.org.in




CONSERVATION REFERENCE SERIES NO- 2

South Africa, as part of this project in order to train with them on rehabilitation of
African rhinos so as to bring back the lessons learnt there for application in India.
The following paper discusses that learning curve.

The African rhino rehabilitation programme

Nursery

A rhino, newborn or still below one month of age, on arriving at the center is placed
in the nursery, away from human habitation, for initial stabilization. The initial stabi-
lization facility is an 8 x 8 feet room with good ventilation, provision of room heaters
and coolers. Restricted entry is maintained inside the nursery and only the keeper is
allowed to go in. Before entering the nursery, special clothing is worn and the boots
disinfected with an antiseptic spray (Hibitane). The nursery is disinfected prior to
housing an animal and a viewing window is provided to inspect the animal frequently
without disturbing it. An UV lamp is always placed inside the nursery so that the ani-
mal is accustomed to it and actually feels warm and comfortable inside. The bedding
of straw is changed twice a week or more frequently to avoid development of an
ammonia-like smell inside the room.

Feeding

The most important factor for initial stabilisation of an orphan is the hydration status
and every attempt is made to rehydrate it as fast as possible. Unlike elephant calves,
rhino calves are easier to bottle-feed. Simply putting the rhino teat in its mouth when-
ever it demands milk does the trick. Milk formula is provided at a two-hour interval
in the nursery. To increase the intake, they are fed on apple juice, which is found to
work well with rhino calves and they relish them.

The commercially available artificial milk formula for rhinos is Nestle Rhino milk (low
fat and high lactose content) but formulas like human fat free milk, 'Denkavit' is also
found to work well with rhinos. About 75 gm of the powder is added to a litre of luke-
warm water and 26—28 liters is fed every day initially to a newborn calf. Depending
upon the age and body weight of the calf, initially it is fed on demand every two hours
and later given approximately 15—20% of its body weight (Table 1). Probiotics like
Protexin/Biorem (Bayer) are added to the formula and with every feed initially. For
feeding the baby rhinos, a 1.5 litre coke bottle fitted with a rhino teat is used.

Hygiene and sanitation

At WAFT, strict hygiene and sanitation are ensured while preparing the milk formu-
la, cleaning and storage of utensils and feeds. Milk formula is prepared fresh and
any left over milk is immediately discarded after feeding. The feeding bottles, teats,
and other utensils are sterilised before and after preparing the formula and stored in
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Age Formula strength Formula offered Greens and roughages
Nursery (new born 250 gms in a litre On demand Nil
to 3 weeks)

4 weeks - 12 weeks

Add Denkavit
(cereal gradually)

3 hours interval
including late nights

12 weeks -6months

Milk formula with

4 feedings, 20 liters

Expose to indigenous

Denkavit per day. Night feeding | browse at 17 weeks
gradually reduced
6 months -17 Denkavit 3 feedings, No night Greens (legumes), hay
months feeding
18 months and Gradually weaned Nil Greens (legumes) hay
above

Table 1. Feeding schedule followed for African Rhinos at WAFT

refrigerators. For grown up calves, four to five months of age, the bottles can be
washed in hot water with detergent ensuring all the milk residues in the teats are
rinsed well. Bottles and teats of each individual are marked with indelible markers
for identification and to prevent use on other orphans.

Cleaning of animal cages and the campus are handled by the animal keepers on a
daily basis. The enclosure is cleaned daily and the organic debris is carried away by
a trailer to be disposed off. In order to reduce the flies and other insect vector pop-
ulation, a commercially available plastic flytrap is hung over every boma.

Record keeping

Comprehensive records on the diet, weight, growth, iliness, behaviour and develop-
ment are maintained at WAFT. After "rehabilitation" of the animal all the records are
kept in separate files for reference in the future.

Translocation to boma

Initially, the keeper never leaves the calf alone until the calf develops a strong bond
with him. Once the calf settles well in the nursery and makes a strong bond with the
keeper, it is taken out for exercise outside the nursery. The rhino calf is myopic and
if the feeding bottle with milk is held in front of the calf, it will follow the bottle. Thus,
the calf can be gradually exposed to the new surroundings and then finally moved
to a bigger enclosure under chemical immobilisation.

This enclosure is enriched with a wooden night shelter and a bedding of thatch. An
UV lamp similar to that of nursery is put on 24 hoursto give the animal the feeling of
comfort and security. There is a mud pool to wallow in, which is disinfected periodi-
cally with disinfectant.
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Weaning

Weaning at the correct stage facilitates the animal to break the bond developed with
keepers (imprinting). They are kept in the company of other animals of the same
species till they are ready to be released in their natural environment (Karen
Trendler, pers. com.). At WAFT, rhino calves are weaned at 18 months of age and
are maintained only on greens and hay after that. They are fed twice a day with
lucerne and ad-libidum clean drinking water is provided in a pail.

Acclimatisation in-situ and final release

After the rhinos are weaned and when they are about two to two and half years old,
they are ready to be moved for in-situ acclimatisation and final release into the wild.
After selection of the suitable site (preferably the same protected area from where
the individual animal was rescued) a boma is constructed in the same design as that
of the weaning boma. The boma is enriched with a wooden shelter and an UV lamp
is placed inside to help the animal to quickly stabilise in the new environment. The
same species of lucerne and hay is carried to the site before the animal arrives there
and the animal is initially fed for at least seven days with it to avoid any digestive dis-
turbances. Simultaneously the animal is also encouraged to access the natural
grass species of the area. As the animal gets completely accustomed to the new sur-
rounding and the fodder species of the area, the animal is released from the boma.
The boma is kept for another two months at the same place for the animal to come
back to have a sense of security if it feels insecure.

Implications for Indian rhinos

The rhino calves in India can be transported to the centre in Assam in a four-wheel
drive vehicle with a fabricated body having minimum internal dimensions of 5x5 feet.
The calves can be sedated with "Meditimodine" @ 1pg/kg body weight during trans-
port to minimise stress. A combination of physical and chemical capture for rhino
calves below six months of age is ideal. Blindfolding the calf with a dark cloth just
after immobilisation would facilitate smooth loading into the vehicle and transporta-
tion to the rehabilitation centre.

The nursery protocol should be similar to that followed at WAFT except that the nurs-
ery can be constructed inside a large herbivore enclosure (a 750 square meter pad-
dock) so that the process of transfer to the bigger enclosure can be avoided. For ani-
mals like the rhinoceros, exposure to newer surroundings every now and then defi-
nitely adds to the stress level and may affect proper growth of the animal in subse-
quent stages. The animal can be put inside the nursery for the first few days until it
develops a bond with the keeper and starts taking the milk formula. Then the animal
can gradually be taken for a walk inside the enclosure to familiarize itself with the
surroundings and feel secure and comfortable. The enclosure must have shade as
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well as a wallow and the animal should be encouraged to wallow gradually. Unlike
at WAFT, natural grass species available at the proposed release site can be plant-
ed inside the enclosure so that the animal has access to it prior to translocation to
the release site for final release.

Indian rhino calves were found to tolerate infant milk formula with high fat content
like Lactogen 2 (Nestle, India containing 21% fat). A month-old female rhino calf at
the Centre for Wildlife Rehabilitation and Conservation (CWRC) has been raised
with the Lactogen 2 formula (Table 2) and two other calves are being raised currently
(October 2004). For feeding, a one-litre coke bottle or a three litre elephant feeding
bottle and a rhino teat can be used (Figure 1).

Age Formula Quantity offered Cereals added Greens and
strength roughages

New born - 4 | 40 gms in a | On demand/ every | Nil Nil

weeks litre two hours

4 weeks -3 |50 gms in a | 2litres of formulaat | Cereals added | Starts nibbling

months litre 3 hour intervals gradually grass blades

3 months - 6 | 50 gms in 3 litres 3 hourly Cereals (moong | 4-5 kg. of green

months litre crush and brown | succulent fodder

rice)
6 months -18 | 75-150 gms 4-6 litres, 6 hourly. Moong crush and | Ad lib fodder
months in a litre brown rice

Table 2: Feeding schedule followed for Indian Rhino at CWRC

Strict hygiene and sanitation similar to the WAFT should be followed for hand-rais-
ing Indian rhino calves. An important factor is the personal hygiene of the animal
handlers in the Indian scenario. The animal keepers can be a potential source of
infection specially Salmonella and E. coli infections. Animal handlers can be
screened for the presence of such infections prior to handling animals.

Rhinos are most susceptible to ectoparasitic infestations and other skin problems.
Routine veterinary care like periodic faecal screening and de-worming should be
done. To avoid skin problems, feed supplements especially fat-soluble vitamins
(Vitamins A and E) and minerals rich in Calcium, Phosphorus, Iron, and Selenium
should be incorporated in the feeding schedule.

Weaning should be done at 18 months of age. In case of dearth of sufficient succu-
lent green fodder, a maintenance concentrate mixture can be fed until the animal is
finally moved to the release site for in-situ acclimatisation.

A week before the translocation to the release site, complete blood count (CBC) and
packed cell volume (PCV) should be performed. A serum-chemistry profile can be
made before release of the animal. Serum samples can be stored (ultra frozen) for
future tests. Pre-release immunisation against tetanus, anthrax and rabies with killed
vaccine can be considered.
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Figure 1: A rhino calf being bottle-fed at CWRC

After weaning, a large power-fenced open paddock (area not less than three acres)
can be constructed at the proposed release site for in-situ acclimatisation of the
animal before final release. The proposed release site should have a genetically
viable existing population of greater one-horned rhinos in proximity and the pro-
posed activity should not affect the existing population of the animal. The fenced
area should represent a microhabitat for the species having adequate shade and
elevated lands to take shelter during floods. A concentrate mixture can be provided
to the animal after transportation to the new area for a period of at least a month to
help the animal acclimatise quickly to the new surroundings. The same species of
green fodder can also be supplemented in the lean season in the fenced paddock.
The animal should be closely monitored during the acclimatisation period, which can
vary from six months to a year before final release into the habitat.

Imprinting of hand-reared wildlife orphans is a subject that needs serious consider-
ation. Appropriate mothering and weaning at correct age will minimise the chance of
imprinting in hand-reared wildlife orphans (Karen Trendler, pers. com.). Hand-rear-
ing of social animals like elephant calves or primates in isolation is not possible and
hence minimal imprinting is inevitable, but in species like the rhinoceros it is experi-
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enced that weaning at 18 months and rearing among individuals of same species or
others helps in minimising the problem (Karen Trendler, pers. com.).
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