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Return of Black Rhinos (Diceros bicornis minor)

to Zambia

Christian Schmidt
Frankfurt Zoo, Germany

Abstract

Zambia lost the last of its originally 10,000 Southern Black Rhinoceroses (Diceros bicornis minor) through poaching probably in
1986. In the same year Frankfurt Zoological Society (FZS) started its largest ever project in Zambia's North Luangwa National
Park. Thanks to international co-operation the first five Black Rhinos were returned in May 2003. The return of the Black Rhino
to Zambia is an excellent ex situ — in situ co-operation between three Wildlife Authorities, a Conservation Organisation and a

Zoo.

Zambia lost the last of its originally 10,000 Southern Black
Rhinoceroses (Diceros bicornis minor) through poaching proba-
bly in 1986. In the same year Frankfurt Zoological Society
(FZS) started its largest ever project in Zambia’s North
Luangwa National Park. This project to improve conservation
is headed by Hugo and Elsabe van der Westhuizen. The North
Luangwa National Park covers a savannah area of over
4,600skm in the Northwest of the country with very little
tourism. Thanks to international cooperation the first five
Black Rhinos were returned in May 2003.

The whole story however started in 1989 when KALUSHO
and TSORORO, a three-year-old pair of Southern Black Rhi-
nos, arrived at Zoo Frankfurt. They were donated by the Zim-
babwe Wildlife Department, because at that time FZS sup-
ported the conservation of Black Rhinos in the country. A first
female calf called AKURA was born in February 1994. AKURA
could not stay in Europe because she and her parents were the
only Southern Black Rhinos on the continent and the Black
Rhino EEP (European Endangered species Programme) de-
cided to concentrate on East African Black Rhinos (Diceros
bicornis michaeli). We therefore were excited when South Afri-
can National Parks (SANParks) showed interest to get AKURA
in an exchange for a female East African Black Rhinoceros from
the population introduced into South Africa’s Addo National
Park. This female THANDI joined the small population of
some 15 heads (in October 2003 17 specimens) in the
Ngorongoro Crater/Tanzania in 1997 and later gave birth and
successfully reared a calf. In 1996 the Frankfurt cow AKURA
was first sent to Marakele National Park/South Africa, then
moved to Kruger National Park and finally returned to
Marakele, where she successfully reproduced for the first time
in August 2003. This historical calf named JABARI is the first
birth to a zoo-bred specimen after reintroduction to the wild.

In February 1997 the Frankfurt pair produced a second daugh-
ter called DZIMBA and in March 2001 a third daughter
named HAMA. These two Southern Black Rhinos were prom-
ised to SANParks in exchange for two pairs destined for North
Luangwa National Park. SANParks kindly donated a third cow
to Zambia Wildlife Authorities (ZAWA). In June 2000
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DZIMBA was shipped to Kruger National Park, where she was
kept in a 100ha enclosure together with her sister AKURA, an
orphaned young cow and a bull TIM from Florida. Unfortu-
nately the young cow and DZIMBA both died in August 2001
after feeding on the poisonous Lantana and Solanum. HAMA
will be shipped to South Africa in spring 2004. SANParks is
eager to get unrelated Black Rhinos to increase the genetic
variability after a bottle-neck of only some 20 specimens in
Zululand many decades ago.

SANParks (Hector Magome, Dr. Michael Knight, Dr. Markus
Hofmeyr) and the FZS Rhino specialist Dr. Pete Morkel cap-
tured in March 2003 within two days and within five kilome-
tres around Skukuza/Kruger National Park a bull of 10-15
years (KANABESA, 1150kg) and three cows of 8-12 years
(TWATEMWA, 1120kg), 6-9 years (NATWANGE, 1020kg)
and 3 years (MAPALO, possibly the daughter of NAT-
WANGE, 775kg) of age. They were joined by a 6-year-old bull
(LONDOKENTI, 1065kg) from Marakele. A chartered Hercu-
les brought all five directly from Kruger National Park to a
specially enlarged airstrip in North Luangwa National Park,
where the plane landed on 28 May 2003 at 3.25 pm.

It was a big welcome with a parade of many of the 142 Rangers

(50 were specially trained for Rhino protection by FZS-hired

Mike Labuschagne) of the Park in front of the Minister of
Tourism and Environment, Hon. Patrick K. Kalifungwa, local
Chiefs, local school children who sang and performed a play on
Rhino protection. The local people were educated for the re-
turn of the Black Rhinos with a booklet “Welcome Rhino” and
other information. After several speeches Hapenga M. Kabeta,
Director General of ZAWA, Hector Magome, Director of
SANParks, Dr. Christof Schenck, Director of FZS and Dr.
Christian R. Schmidt, Director of Zoo Frankfurt and Vice-
President of FZS signed a memorandum of understanding. The
intention is to increase this initial small population with the
importation of additional 15 Southern Black Rhinos in the
near future.

It was already dark (10.20 pm) when the last Rhino was
unloaded in the seven bomas, that were constructed for 2,500$.
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The four adults were tranquilised several days later, so that
radio-transmitters could be fitted to the rear of the front horn.
Within the 4,636skm North Luangwa National Park a 55skm
pen was built adjoining the bomas. The four-wired, 1m high
fence has a length of 35km. The lowest and the top wire are
electric, powered by solar energy. The costs were approximately
5008 per kilometre. The first cow was released into the pen in
the night of 8 June, followed by the others within a month. It
is suspected that the bull KANABESA mated the cow NAT-
WANGE. In the meantime the young MAPALO joined her
probable mother NATWANGE. They all have settled down
and are regularly radio-tracked from the perimeter road or from
the plane. Impalas (Aepyceros melampus) and Pukus (Kobus
vardoni) are able to jump over the fence, Elephants (Loxodonta
africana), Zebras (Equus quagga chapmani) and Buffaloes

A Rhino is unloaded from the Hercules

Children performing a play on Rhino protection
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(Syncerus caffer) break through the fence, that is daily controlled
and repaired. The Rhinos respect the fence so far.

The return of the Black Rhino to Zambia is an excellent ex sizu
— in situ cooperation between three Wildlife Authorities, a
Conservation Organisation and a Zoo. This is an on-going,
long-term project, that so far is very successful. For Zambia it
was a great day to get the formerly extinct Black Rhino back.

Contact

Christian Schmidt
Frankfurt Zoo
Alfred-Brehm-Platz 16
D-603 16 Frankfurt
Germany

Female Black Rhino in the boma in North Luangwa National Park

Signing a Memorandum of Understanding were Dr. Christian R.
Schmidt, Director Zoo Frankfurt and Vice President Frankfurt Zoo-
logical Society, Dr. Christof Schenck, Director Frankfurt Zoological
Society, Hector Magome, Director South African National Parks,
Hapenga M. Kabeta, Director General Zambia Wildlife Authorities
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