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• A recent rhino horn tra fficking bust in southern Sumatra  may be linked to a  poaching 
network in Java  responsible for killing 26 Javan rhinos since 2019. 

• The a rrest of a  60-yea r-old suspect in the bust highlights the broader crackdown on the 
illega l wildlife trade, including the use of cyber pa trols to monitor online tra fficking 
activities. 

• Investiga tions have uncovered significant discrepancies between officia l rhino popula tion 
figures and actua l numbers, suggesting tha t many rhinos have disappea red due to 
poaching, despite government cla ims of popula tion growth. 

• Conserva tion experts stress the exclusivity of the rhino horn trade network and the need 
for specia lized efforts to dismantle it. 

Se e  All Ke y Ide a s 

PALEMBANG/PANDEGLANG, Indonesia  — Authoritie s in  Indone sia  a re  investiga ting 
possib le  links be twee n a  recent bust of rh ino horns for sa le  and  a  killing spree  of 
Javan  rh inos still be ing uncovered  in  court. 

Police  working with  agents from  the  Ministry of Environm ent and  
Forestry announced  on  Aug. 27 the  a rrest of a  60-year-old  m an in  Pa lem bang, 
South  Sum atra  province , for a llegedly a tte m pting to  se ll e igh t rh ino horns, five  
tobacco p ipes m ade  of e lephan t ivory, and  three  p ipes m ade  from  dugong tusks. 
The  a rrest took p lace  on  Aug. 23 during a  string opera tion  as the  suspect, identified  
only by the  in itia ls  Z.A., a ttem pted  to  se ll the  products. 

Authoritie s sa id  they identified  four of the  rh ino horns as be longing to  Indonesian  
species, and  the  othe r four from  abroad , bu t d idn’t specify which  ones. Indonesia  is  
hom e to two critica lly endangered  rh ino species, the  Sum atran  (Dicerorhinus 
suma trensis) and  Javan  (Rhinoceros sonda icus), each  with  a  tota l e stim a ted  
popu la tion  of le ss tha n  100. 

“This is  a  transna tiona l crim e ,” Rasio Ridho Sani, the  environm en t m inistry’s 
d irector-genera l of law enforcem ent, told  reporte rs. “We continue  to  strengthen  the  
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partne rsh ip  with  in te rna tiona l law enforcem ent agencies, such  as the  In te rpol and  
UNODC [United  Na tions Office  on  Drugs and  Crim e].” 

Rasio sa id  the  a rrest followe d a  long investiga tion  by the  m inistry’s cyber pa trol, 
which  m on itors the  online  illega l wild life  trade . He  a lso ca lled  for the  suspect to  
face  the  m axim um  punishm en t a s a  way to  de te r fu ture  crim es. Wild life  tra fficking 
is  punishab le  by up  to  15 yea rs in  prison  a nd  5 b illion  rupiah  ($325,000) in  fines, 
accord ing to  the  revised  Conserva tion  Act. 

Officia ls a lso sa id  the  sting opera tion  was pa rt of a  la rge r crackdown on  the  illega l 
wild life  trade  cente ring on  ne tworks in  Sum atra  and  Java . Tha t crackdown stem m ed 
from  the  d iscovery th is yea r of organized  poaching of Javan  rh inos in  the ir on ly 
habita t, Ujung Kulon  Na tiona l Pa rk, which  m ay have  killed  up  to  26 of the  an im als, 
or a  th ird  of the ir tota l popula tion , be twee n  2019 and  2023. 
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“Rhino poaching con tinues to  be  a  th rea t [and] we’re  iden tifying the  ne twork in  Java  
and  Sum atra ,” Rasio sa id . He  d idn’t say whe ther the  horns se ized  in  the  August 
sting were  linked  to  the  poaching spree . 

The  Javan  rh ino poaching case  unfolded  when police  in  Banten  province , where  
Ujung Kulon  is  loca te d , rece ived  a  report da ted  May 29, 2023, about the  
d isappearance  of cam era  traps from  the  na tiona l pa rk. Footage  taken  by othe r 
cam era  traps in  the  pa rk showed a rm ed individua ls inside  the  pa rk, ostensib ly 
tracking down rh inos. Police  eve ntua lly ide ntifie d  residen ts of a  nea rby village , 
b rothe rs Sunend i and  Sahru , of be ing the  respective  leaders of two poaching gangs 
opera ting in  the  pa rk. Mongabay Indonesia ’s investiga tion  in to the  case  a lso found 
indica tions the  gang were  fed  inform ation  about rh ino m ovem e nts from  an  
inside r in  the  pa rk’s pa trol team . 
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Sunend i was in  June  convicted  and  sente nced  to  a  record  12 yea rs in  ja il by a  
d istrict court in  Bante n , having been  prove n  guilty of se lling a t le ast four horns. The  
Jakarta -based  m iddle m an who connecte d  h im  with  buyers, Yogi Purwadi, was in  
Ju ly convicted  and  se n tenced  to  four and  a  ha lf yea rs in  ja il by the  sam e  court. 

However, the  court on  Aug. 27 acquitted  Liem  Hoo Kwan, a lso known as Willy, the  
buyer for whom  Yogi acted  as an  in te rm edia ry. Despite  evidence  such  as phone  
records and  texts linking Willy to  the  transactions, the  lead  judge  on  the  three -
m em ber pane l overru led  h is colleagues to  find  Willy not gu ilty. 

Prosecutors say they will appea l the  decision . 

 
A d istrict court in  Banten  province  on  Aug. 27 acqu itted  Liem  Hoo Kwan , a .k.a . Willy, who 
was im plica ted  in  the  Javan  rh ino horn  trade . Im age  by Donny Iqba l/Mongabay Indonesia. 

Over the  past decade , num erous reports ha ve  h ighlighted  the  m yste rious 
d isappearance  of Javan  rh inos previously captured  on  cam era  traps. Accord ing to  a  
source  in  Mongabay Indonesia ’s investiga tion , the  killings began  in  2018 with  the  
d iscovery of the  body of a  m a le  rh ino on  Ujung Kulon’s southe rn  coast. 

The  source ’s account a ligns with  the  find ings from  a  2023 report by Auriga  
Nusanta ra , a  conse rva tion  NGO. It reporte d  tha t be tween 2019 and  2021, a  tota l of 
15 rh inos vanished , while  th ree  othe rs were  confirm ed dead . Ye t a ll were  counted  
in  the  governm e nt’s officia l census of the  rh ino popu la tion  during tha t pe riod . It 
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a lso h ighlighted  questionab le  practices in  the  Indonesian  governm ent’s officia l 
popu la tion  coun t and  an  increase  in  reported  poaching activity in  Ujung Kulon . 

Auriga ’s e stim a ted  for the  num ber of m issing rh inos is  h igher than  the  11 cite d  in  
officia l da ta  from  the  Ministry of Environm ent and  Forestry, a s reported  by 
investiga tive  news ou tle t Tempo. Both  figures a re  lower than  the  police ’s e stim a te  
of 26 rh inos poached , which  investiga tors de te rm ined  from  the  suspects’ 
te stim onies. 

The  resurgence  of rh ino poaching and  the  possib le  loss of doze ns of rh inos have  
spa rked  concerns about the  gap  be twee n officia l popula tion  estim a tes and  the  true  
num ber of these  critica lly endangered  an im als. More  significantly, recent evide nce  
poin ts to  a  declin ing popu la tion  of Javan  rh inos, contrad icting the  governm e nt’s 
cla im s of stab le  growth . 

The  environm e nt m in istry reporte d  tha t Ujung Kulon’s rh ino popula tion  grew from  
51 to  80 be tween 2012 and  2022, cred iting the  increase  to  a  h igh  b irth  ra te . 
However, Auriga  has questioned  these  figu res, poin ting out tha t inconsiste ncies 
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be tween m onitoring da ta  and  cam era -trap im ages ind ica te  the  officia l counts m ay 
overlook rh inos tha t have  gone  m issing. For exam ple , in  2022, im ages from  132 
cam era  traps identified  only 41 ind ividua l rh inos, fa r be low the  m inistry’s officia l 
count of 80 Javan  rh inos tha t yea r. 

Wild life  conse rva tion ist Dwi Nugro Adhiasto sa id  the  trade  in  rh ino horns was 
d istinct from  tha t of o the r protected  specie s a s the  ne twork was exclusive  and  the  
prices were  so h igh  tha t the  m arke t was a lso ra rified . He  added  tha t illega l 
poaching ne tworks typ ica lly used  code  words in  the ir com m unica tions, such  as 
“jacke t” for a  tige r skin , or “cassava” for e lephant ivory. 

“There  m ust be  specia lized  knowledge  to  crack cases of illega l wild life  trade ,” he  
told  Mongabay Indonesia . “The ir ne twork is  sm all and  closed .” 

A Sum atran  rh ino. Im age  by Rahm adi Rahm ad/Mongabay Indonesia . 

This story wa s reported by Mongaba y’s Indonesia  tea m a nd first 
published here a nd here on our Indonesian site on Aug. 28 a nd 29, 2024. 

Ba st en Gokkon, senior sta ff writer for Indonesia  a t Monga ba y, contributed to this 
reporting. Find him on 𝕏𝕏 @bgokkon. 
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