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JAEI ENVIRONMENTAL CORNER

Rocking Rhinos

World Rhino Day – 22 September

Over the past few years, scores of rhinos around the world have lost their lives to poaching for their horns and for what? Rhino horn is nothing more than keratin, the same protein that you will find in hair and fingernails.  Foolishness and greed is what it’s all about!  Rhinos are not being poached by subsistence poachers selling horn for a pittance to feed their families, but by greedy, unscrupulous, specialised and well-funded international syndicates. It is also not surprising that the notable arrests over the past few years have involved game ranchers, safari operators and professional hunters.  Who else would have the knowledge, information and means to run such effective wildlife syndicates?
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The population statistics of our planet’s five species of rhino make tragic reading!

Javan Rhino: 

· Javan Rhino population – fewer than 50

· Vietamese Javan Rhino – EXTINCT (2010)

Sumatran Rhino

· Sumatran Rhino population – fewer than 200

· Borneo Rhino population – fewer than 30

Indian Rhino

· Indian Rhino population – fewer than 3000 

Black Rhino

· Black Rhino population – fewer than 5000

White Rhino

· Southern White Rhino population – 20 600 

· Northern White Rhino population - 7 individuals

South Africa is home to the White and Black Rhino.

Black rhino

· Black rhino (which are actually grey) are browsers, using their pointed upper lips like a miniature elephant trunk to twist off low-growing branches of trees and shrubs.

· They are sometimes said to be bad-tempered, but are actually just shy and inquisitive. They will run towards anything unusual in their surroundings, but usually run away if they smell humans. Some individual rhinos are very nervous and a female with a calf will charge anything she considers a potential threat.
· A Black rhino calves will run behind its mother.
· Rhinos have poor eyesight but a good sense of smell and hearing.

· Black rhino grow to 1.6m tall, weigh up to 1 400kg and have two horns.

· Black rhino are the fastest kind of rhino with a top speed of 55km/ hour.

· They eat woody trees, shrubs and herbs.

White rhino

· The white rhino has a wide mouth. The name of the white rhino is sometimes said to be a corruption of the Dutch word “wijd” but nobody really knows where the names come from.

· The white rhino grows to 1.8m and weighs over two tons. It is second only to the African elephant in the size of land mammals.
· A White rhino calf will run in front of its mother.
· It is a grazer and lives in social groups.

· They mainly eat grass and are the most abundant rhino species.

· They have two horns
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While it is commonly known that Traditional Chinese Medicine (aphrodisiac-type potions) and dagger handles & pouches for Yemeni men are the primary drivers of the demand for rhino horn, there is a degree of uncertainty over the exact size and nature of each sector.  The details are hazy because trading occurs on illegal markets and it has been established that the vast majority of horns now go through Thailand, Vietnam and China to be used in Traditional Chinese Medicine.  There the burgeoning middle classes reputedly believe that the horns can cure cancer and a host of other maladies.
Thrashing out a plan to combat this multi-faceted situation is by no means straightforward.  While there is a general agreement among stakeholders (private owners, state entities and conservation NGOs) – on immediate anti-poaching measures, the long-term strategy is less clear.  Everyone supports tighter and more effective security with options ranging from establishing strongholds in reserves with fortified fencing and specially trained defence units to fitting GPS chips and alarms and the use of drone helicopters to monitor populations.  There are also efforts to streamline the prosecutorial process and enforcing more severe penalties for offenders, but any longer solution must entail a substantial educational campaign that debunks the belief that rhino horn has medicinal properties.
In the short-term, there is little option other than setting up anti-poaching units to protect these gentle giants.  This is a specialised and costly exercise and one riddled with danger.  These units are the real heroes and unfortunately they do not receive the necessary credit that they really deserve. Every day they put their lives on the line without any questions asked. Training, equipping and motivating these dedicated units are costly but integral in achieving successes in Rhino protection. 

Foolishness and greed are feeding the criminal behaviours that are pushing our rhinos onto the brink of extinction.  We need to root out the rot and focus on securing the conservation status of rhinos.  So please support ethical Rhino projects, such as those administered by the Endangered Wildlife Trust, Rhino Rage and Unite Against Poaching – and make sure you observe World Rhino Day on the 22nd September.

Also – Please pray for all those involved in rhino conservation – for strength, endurance and protection.  Pray for those involved in the heinous act of poaching – that their hearts may turn to love of these creatures and away from their illicit dealings.
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