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BLACK RHINOS 
John Ledger 

llhat weighs 1 000 Kg, is very blunt at one 
end and very sharp at the other and may 
suddenly COIT'e crashing towards you through 
the vegetation at high speed, sharp point 
forward? As many a wildlife researcher has 
discovered, this adrenalin-stimu l ating 
phenomenon is also called the Black 
Rhinoceros, Diceros bicornis. And the 
reason why the African bush is not 1 i ttered 
with the remains of rhinoceros victims is 
two-fold : the aggressive, unpredictable 
creatures have very poor eyesight , and their 
numbers have been so depleted in recent 
years that contact between hu mans and Black 
Rhinos is now a rare event. 

No other large mammals have declined so 
rapidly as the world's five species o f 
rhinos over the past fifteen y e ars, from a 
total population of over 70 000 in 1970 to 
fewer than 14 000 in 1985. The Black 
Rhinoceros has suffered the most 
catastrophic population crash from 65 000 to 
only 7 000 individuals in the same tim e span. 
In prehistoric days a charging rhino was a 
fair counter to arrows o r spears, but the 
Twentieth Century offers humans the upper 
hand. Primitive muzzle-loaders, hiah ­
powered hunting rifles and automatic 
mi li tary weapons have been used to kill some 
58 000 Black Rhinos in fifteen years, and 
all this slaughter has been to get hal d o f 
the sharp point at the end of the nose - the 
rest of the mighty beast is most often 
discarded, left to rot in t h e sun or provid e 
vultures with a tough meal. 

SONE STATISTICS ON THE BLACK RHINO 

The alleged aphrodisiacal qualities of 
ground-up rhino horn are widely propagated 
in the lay press, but a wide range of other 
pharmacological attributes are ascribed to 
this traditi o nal medicine. In South East 
As ia, rhino horn preparations are prescribed 
for reducing hi gh fev e r, and have been for 
over 2 00 0 vears. The other main use for 
rhino horn is to fa s hion dagger hand l es for 
nen in tl orth Yemen , the country that imports 
the greatest amount of horn. 13ecause of 
d w i n d 1 i n g w o r 1 d s u p p 1 y , t h e B 1 a c k i·1 a r k e t 
price of rhino horn has soared to at l east 
50 00 0 USO ollars per kilogram, and a poacher 
w i 11 r i s k hi s own 1 i f e to k i 11 a r hi no for 
its horn, for which he can probab l y obtain 
just 100 USOoll a rs fran an agent! 

If you see a Black Rhino with a bleeding 
lesion behind its shoulder, don't worry. It 
is not a wound caused by a misdirected shot, 
but the result of an infection of a filarial 
worm . The vect o r has not yet been 
identified, but is probab l y one of the 
various flies that visit the lesion and keep 
i t active by their probing. The rhinos to 
worry about are tho s e whose blood has flowed 
from gunshot wounds . Nothing can bring them 
back. 

th r ough poac~ing f r o~ 

za~bi a . 

A t t he t u r n of t hi s centu r y 
there we r e prob ab l y mor e tha n 
one milli o n B l ack Rh ino 
thr o u ghout Africa . 

D y 1 960 th ei r num bers h ad 
dropped t o 100 000 . 

held i n Nata l Parks Bo a rd 
res e rves . This means that 
Sou t h Afr ica; with a me r e 650 
Bl ack Rhino, hol ds 20% of the 
w orld ' s Black Rhino 
population. 

S~A/Yamib i a has 4 00 Black 
Rhino . F.tosha Natu r e 
Park ~eserv e a l one has 
l ost 16 ani~als t hi s 
year. 

By 1970 there were 6 4 000 . 

By 1989 a mere 3 000 still 
existed. 

By 1930 t~e Black Rhino in 
sout h Africa had dwindled to 
150 animals in the Hl uhluwe 
and Hkuzi Game Reserves . 
There are now 600 animals in 
the country, 360 of which are 

In 1960: 
Kenya boas t ed 20 000 
Black Rhino; they are 
now down to 400, half of 
which a re kept in special 
security enclosures. 

Zambia had 3 000. Less 
than 100 survive today . 

Zimbabwe lost 450 Bl ack 
Rhino after 1984, ma i n l y 

At t h e present r ate of decli ne 
t h e r e is a v ery rea l dang e r 
t h at , by the end of the 20th 
century , t.~ e Black Rhino li ke 
the Dodo will be a mere memory 
in the minds of ~ankind . It 
is human demand that is 
causing the deaths of these 
animals, and it i s only 
through hu~an awareness and 
care that they can be 
retr i eved fro m the brink of 
extinc t ion . 
- J e f f Ca is fo r d , Natal Parks 
Board . 


