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NOTES, NEWS AND COMMENTS 
. 

The \I!Iernational Trade in 
rhinoceros products 

Dr. Esmond Bradley-Martin has 
recently completed a fact finding 
mission for the I.U.C.N. African 
Rhino Group, to determine the ex­
tent and mechanics of the inter­
na tional rhino trade. He reports: 

From 1970 to the present appro­
ximately 90% of the rhinoceros in 
Kenya, Uganda and northern Tan-

zania have been killed . Rhinos 10 

these three East African countries 
and Zambia constituted, at the be­
ginning of the decade, the world's 
largest concentrations. Official sta­
tistics, which exclude smuggling, 
show that a total of almost 24 ton­
nes of rhino horn was sent over­
seas from East Africa between 1970 
to 1976. This represents approxi­
mately 8¥ 0 rhinos; the entire rhino 
population of Africa is now esti­
mated tJetween 14,000 and 24,000 
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All Indian Rhino ill typical habitat. Th e horn ;s its d oom. Photo : E. P. Gee 

17 



Should we look the other way amI let th em become extinct? 
Photo: E. P. Gee 

animals. In Asia, there are only 
about 2000 Indian, Sumatran and 
Javan rhinos left. 

The rna in reason for the accele­
rated killing of rhinos resul ts from 
the increased demand for rhino pro­
ducts, especially the skin and horn, 
in the Yemens, India, Singapore, 
China, H ong Kong, Malaysia, Tai­
wan. South Korea and Japan. 

For centuries the horn of the 
rhino has been used for precious 
ornaments. works of art. ceremonial 
cups and especially for medici nal 
purposes. The popu lar belief among 
westerners that the major use of 
rhino horn is by the Chinese as an 
aphrodisiac is unfounded . Tn the 
Far East most rhino products are 
used medicinally to cure ailments, 
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from typhoid to snake bites. but 
mostly as a fever depressing drug. 
Reliance on the efficiency of rhino 
horn as a medicine is probably 
more of a long term threat to the 
continued existence of rhinos than 
anything else. 

Despi te the fact that the quantity 
of rhino horn availabl~ on the mar­
ket has increased in the decade of 
the I 970s, prices have risen to an 
all time high . From early years of 
this century up to 1975 there has 
been a 2 1-fold price rise, one of 
the greatest increases in the world 
for any product over so short a 
period of time. In 1976 the whole­
sale price of rhino horn went up 
more than three-fold to $105 a kilo. 
The following year the price al-
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most doubled to $190 and in 1978 
reached $300. By September 1979 
in Southeast Asia the minimum 
wholesale price was an incredible 
5675 a kilo, some 2000 per cent in­
crea e in only four yea rs. 

T he tota l number of rhinos that 
died annually in the wild from 1972 
to 1978 produced 7970 kilos of 
horn, or about eight tonnes for the 
world trade. This is rough ly the 
same amount as the tota l of im­
ports from consumer countries. 
T hus from two very d ifferent a nd 
independent sources. we can con­
clude that a min im um of 7.75 ton-

nes of rhino horn has entered the 
world market annua lly from 1972 
to 1978. If this is so. 1972 was 
worth $255, 750. at $33. a ki lo. By 
1978 the wholesale va lue had in­
creased to about $2,400,000. If the 
same amount of horn came onto 
the world market in 1979 as in the 
previous year. the wholesale va lue 
was $4.650,000. If one were to cal­
culate the retai l va lue of that por­
tion of it ' which ended up in the 
pharmacies of Asia (4778 kilos), 
the price would be $41.602,046. a 
gigantic , sum of money for one 
single an imal product. 
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Sample of the la rger traditional Chinese medicine shops--I979 

Place 

Singapore 
Hong Kong ( K owloon) 
Macao (China) 
Taipei (Taiwan) 
Bangkok (Thailand ) 
Chian~mai (Thailand) 

Tota l 

Number 0/ 
shops exami"ed 

15 
15 
9 
9 

23 
5 

76 

Number selli"J: 
rlliuo products 

8 (5 3%) 
II (73%) 
7 (78%) 
9 (100%) 

12 (52%) 
3 (60% ) 

50 (66%) 

Average retail prices of rhino horn per kilo-1979 

Place 

Singapore 
Hong Kong 
Macao 
Taipei 
Bangkok 
Chiangmai 

Type Price 

Almost all African SII .615 
Almost all African SII ,103 
Almos[ all African S 4.127 
African $ 1,596 
Indian S17,090 
Mostly Sumatran $ 3,654 
Sumatran $11 ,764 

A verage S 8,707 

Source: Esmond Bradley·M arti" 
- fUCN / SSC NYZS-WWF African 
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