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ENDANGERED SPECIES

How Tech is Protecting the
Mara’s Black Rhinos

In Kenya’s Maasai Mara, innovation and collaboration are giving black
rhinos a fighting chance at survival.
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Mara black rhino
caught on camera
trap with ear-notches
clearly visible.
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n the early morning mist of Kenya’s
Maasai Mara National Reserve, a
soft rustle in the bush hints at one
of the savannah’s most remarkable
survivors: the black rhino. Here, a
quiet revolution is unfolding. Amidst acacia-
strewn plains and the endless horizon,
this critically endangered species is being
carefully shepherded back from the brink.
Once widespread across Africa, the
black rhino has endured a century of
crisis. Rampant poaching and habitat loss
drove a staggering 96 per cent decline in
numbers during the 20th century, reducing
a population of over 100,000 to just a few
thousand scattered survivors. Today, fewer
than 6,500 remain globally, and the eastern
subspecies (Diceros bicornis michaeli) is the
rarest of them all.
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Yet in the Mara, hope is stirring. A blend
of conservation innovation, cutting-edge
technology and dedicated partnerships
is strengthening efforts to help black
rhinos hold onto their place in this iconic
ecosystem. The Safari Collection, through
its Footprint Trust has supported the Narok
County Government as part of the wider,
long-term process of safeguarding black
rhinos in the Mara.

A species under siege

The black rhino is one of Africa’s most
threatened mammals. Small, isolated
populations are especially vulnerable to
poaching, disease and genetic bottlenecks.
In Kenya, coordinated efforts between the
Kenya Wildlife Service (KWS), conservation
organisations and private reserves are
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Protecting these animals
requires round-the-

clock vigilance, highly
trained ranger teams and,
increasingly, technology.

stabilising numbers under KWS’s Recovery
and Action Plan for Black Rhino (2022—
2026).

In the Mara, where rhino populations
were once decimated, re-establishment has
been slow. Fortunately, the Narok County
Government is working to safeguard the
county’s black rhinos, one of only two free-
ranging, indigenous populations of the
eastern subspecies in Kenya.

Protecting these animals requires round-
the-clock vigilance, highly trained ranger
teams and, increasingly, technology. The
Safari Collection’s Footprint Trust is
channelling the needed resources, ensuring
that the Mara’s rhinos are not just guarded,
but monitored, studied and understood in
entirely new ways.

Tagging a generation

In March 2024 and again in February 2025,
nearly 50 conservation experts converged

in the Maasai Mara for two ambitious

rhino operations. Led by the Narok County
Government in collaboration with KWS and
the Wildlife Research and Training Institute,
and supported by The Safari Collection
Footprint Trust (alongside the Sheldrick
Wildlife Trust, the Mara Conservancy and tech
partner 51 Degrees Ltd.), the mission set out to

ear-notch and tag over 20 eastern black rhinos.

“The 2024 and 2025 ear-notching exercises
increased the number of notched rhinos in
the Mara by 60 per cent,” said Stephen Kenta,
the Mara Rhino Warden for Narok County
Government. “GPS tags now allow us to
track their daily movements, establish home
ranges and territories, and record how often
they cross into Tanzania and neighbouring
conservancies.”
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Mara black rhino being
ear-notched.
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Mara black rhino being
fitted with LoRaWAN
ear-tag GPS tracking
SEensor.

BOTTOM

Mara black rhino being
immobilized by the
capture team.
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Wildlife photographer
and camera trap expert
Will Burrard-Lucas
training MMNR rangers
on how to deploy
camera traps. Camera
traps help count,

study, and protect
rhinos more effectively,
bridging technology
and conservation.

They are vital in the
fight against poaching
and in ensuring rhino
populations are tracked
with accuracy.
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During both operations, individual rhinos
were safely immobilised, fitted with a discreet
LoRaWAN (long-range, wide-area network)
GPS transmitter, and ear-notched for visual
identification. Within hours of being released,
data began streaming into EarthRanger, a
real-time monitoring platform.

With these ear tags deployed, rhino rangers
can follow individual rhinos on EarthRanger
across the Mara and even into the Serengeti,
identifying home ranges, detecting unusual
movement patterns, and ensuring animals do
not stray into unsafe areas.

“Keeping 37 rangers patrolling 1,500
km2 is not easy,” said Samuel Leposo, Chief
Officer Tourism and Wildlife, Narok Country
Government. “On normal patrols, it takes
huge time, resources and equipment to track
these animals. Ear-notching helps us identify
individuals, while GPS tags show how far
rhinos move into community areas and across
the border into Tanzania.”

The eyes of the savannah

The tagging mission was just the start.
Alongside LoRa WAN and tracking
technology, The Safari Collection Footprint
Trust helped roll out a camera trap network
across key rhino habitats, using the expertise
of wildlife photographer Will Burrard-Lucas.

Photographing rhinos in the wild is
notoriously tricky, so camera traps offer a
game-changing solution. Instead of relying on
people to painstakingly track down each rhino
and struggle for a clear line of sight in thick
bush, these discreet devices work passively,
capturing images of every animal that visits.
Strategically placed in areas known for high
rhino activity, they quietly snap candid images
which the rangers then upload to EarthRanger
and KWS’s national rhino database, Kifaru
(Kiswabhili for ‘rhino’).

So far, these camera traps have
photographed several ‘hard to spot
individuals’ - some not seen in over a year
— moving them from the Mara’s population
list of ‘probable’ to ‘confirmed’ individuals.
Together, LoRaWAN GPS tracking and
camera traps are creating the most detailed
picture yet of the Mara’s black rhinos -
knowledge that can transform recovery efforts

A new era of protection

With support from the Connected
Conservation Foundation and Fondation
Segré, a LoRa WAN network was recently
set up that covers large swathes of the
Mara landscape, including most of the
National Reserve. Data from sensors flows
via EarthRanger into the new Maasai Mara




Conservation Centre, built and funded by

The Safari Collection Footprint Trust. Here,
rangers monitor not only rhinos but also
vehicles, ranger patrols, other wildlife and the
broader ecosystem. The shift is profound from
reactive protection to proactive, data-driven
conservation management.

The role of tourism

While technology leads the charge, it is
people who make it possible. Every guest
who stays at The Safari Collection’s Sala’s
Camp contributes directly to the Mara Rhino
Rangers, helping fund uniforms, radios and
essential kit that keep patrols operational.
Tourism has become conservation in action.
Guests leave not only with photographs of
elusive rhinos (if they’re lucky enough to spot
one), but knowing their presence has directly

supported the species’ survival.

Guests at Sala’s Camp can also step into
the role of ‘citizen scientists.” On game
drives, guides help log sightings into
EarthRanger; back at camp, interactive maps
bring movements to life. Each observation
contributes to a richer understanding of
the Mara, strengthening conservation
management and giving guests a hands-on
role in protecting the ecosystem.

Looking ahead

The fight to save the black rhino is far from
over. Poaching syndicates remain a persistent
threat, and habitat pressures continue to
intensify. But the Mara’s unfolding story
shows what is possible when innovation,
collaboration and tourism unite.

With GPS tracking, camera traps, dedicated
rangers and support from tourism, the Mara’s
rhinos have a fighting chance. Where numbers
once dwindled, they are now beginning to
rise. Against extraordinary odds, black rhinos
are reclaiming their rightful place in the
Maasai Mara. With vigilance, science and
collective will, the Mara may yet become the
stage for one of Africa’s greatest conservation
comebacks.

Oli Dreike is The Safari Collection, Footprint &
Sustainability Director.
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Photographing black
rhinos is notoriously
difficult; camera traps
set in strategic locations
are a game changer.
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The Operations

Room at the Maasai
Mara Conservation
Centre. The Maasai
Mara Conservation
Centre is a promising
step in modernizing
wildlife conservation
in Kenya. By applying
real-time data, sensor
technology, and
centralized monitoring,
it strengthens capability
to protect biodiversity,
manage tourism
sustainably, and
involve communities
and policymakers

in evidence-based
decisions.
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