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White rhinoceros (Ceratotherium simum) in a private reserve, South Africa.

IMPACT OF 
 Poaching     by Pelham Jones 

THE IMPACT OF POACHING 
AND ROLE OF PRIVATE RE-
SERVES IN SOUTH AFRICAN 
RHINO CONSERVATION.

The Private Rhino Owners Associ-
ation (PROA) attended the IUCN 
AfRSG meeting at Berg-en-Dal in 
Kruger National Park in order to 
discuss various issues that included 
a national situational analysis, the 
role of private reserves in rhino 
conservation and the impact of 
rhino poaching on private reserves 
in South Africa. The findings were 
as follows:

1. National overview, the 
impact of poaching on South 
African population

The substantive growth of year-
on-year illegal killing of rhino in 
South Africa as recorded from 2005 
(13), 2006 (24), 2007 (13), 2008 
(83), 2009 (122), 2010 (333), 2011 
(448), 2012 (668), 2013 (1004), 
2014 (1215) and 2015 (1175) has 
resulted in the loss of 5 085 animals 
(both black and white rhino) over 
this 10-year period. As a result, 
we are now faced with population 
stagnation or decline. 

Pelham Jones launching the RhinoAlive 
social media campaign at the 2016 WRSA 
conference.
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The direct financial loss based on 
the market value of these animals 
is $109 375 000 (R1.75bn), the 
loss in declined asset value of the 
remaining live population as a result 
of poaching is $87 500 000 (R1.4bn) 
and the cost of rhino security for 
national, provincial and private 
reserves is currently estimated at 
$75 000 000 (R1.2bn)

2. Overview of South African 
privately owned reserves with 
rhino populations

As contained in the Department of 
Environmental Affairs (DEA) funded 
PROA/RMG survey carried out 
among private rhino reserves in 
mid-2015, some 5 837 or 33% of 
the white rhino national population 
and 450 or 28% of the black rhino 
national population (total 6 287 
animals) are found on 330 known 
private reserves comprising 2 
million ha. 

171 out of 330 known rhino 
reserves further responded:

• 70% support legal hunting and 
sustainable use.

• 85% support legal trade in rhino 
horn.

• 50% intend to maintain popu-
lations but not buy.

• 17% intend to sell 75% of their 
rhino population.

• 9% intend to sell 25% to 75% of 
their rhino population.

• 12% intend to buy more rhino.
                                                                                       

3. The impact of poaching on 
private reserves

The survey further found that about 
70 or 18% of the original 400 rhino 
reserves no longer have rhino. 
That 80% had suffered poaching 
incidents; there had been 280 

Rhino dehorning as a security measure.

Rhino horn microchipping.

instances of threat to human life 
and 369kg of horn stolen in 27 
different incidents. (It is important 
to note that the last two figures are 
based on the response data from all 
survey forms received, as we had 
a 51% participation figure; these 
statistical values could be much 
higher and even double.)

Of the 5 085 animals poached 
nationally, about 1 000 have been 
poached on private reserves 
representing a financial loss to 
the private owners of $20 312 500 
(R325m), that the black market value 
from the illegal trade by criminal 
syndicates in these privately owned 
rhino horns alone was estimated 
at $140 625 000 (R2.25bn) and 
could, if legal trade was allowed, 
bring much-needed revenue back 
to rhino security and conservation. 
Poachers receive between $18 750 
(R300k) and $31 250 (R500k) per 

set of horns, dependant on size.
As a result of poaching risks, all 
private reserves have been forced 
to substantially increase security 
standards and policies to negate the 
ever-growing incidents and threat. 
Based on an analysis of reported 
rhino security and monitoring 
costs, whereby we divide each 
respondent’s annual security costs 
by the size of the reserve, we arrive 
at a cost per ha per year. When this 
average figure is multiplied by the 
known total of private land being 
used for rhino conservation, we 
have an average of $8.50 (R136) 
per ha per annum multiplied by 
2 million ha equals $17 000 000 
(R272m) per annum. In a parallel 
comparison with reserves in Kenya, 
this figure is $70 (R1 120) per ha per 
annum. It was noted that the private 
South African reserves receive no 
government assistance, incentives 
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or financial concessions. Certain 
private reserves are spending as 
much as $2 250 000 (R36m) per 
annum of own revenue to protect 
their rhino.

In summary, the combination of 
loss of assets and security costs has 
caused the owners of 70 reserves 
to disinvest in rhino ownership, 
resulting in a loss of habitat for rhino 
of some 200 000 ha. It must also be 
noted that both the domestic trade 
moratorium in South Africa as well 
as the CITES ban are perceived 
to cause future uncertainty and 
discomfort among rhino owners, 
resulting in disinvestment in rhino 
ownership. 

Law enforcement and detrimental 
impact on reserve management 

Due to the increase of poaching 
activities, a substantive percentage 
of reserve budget has to be allocated 
to rhino security. It must be noted 
that private reserves receive little 
to no funding support from NGOs, 
unlike other reserves in Africa. High 
security costs have affected the 
very profitability of many reserves. 
Staff are often deployed away from 
their core function into security 
responsibilities and these added 
cost burdens often place reserve 
expansion projects or upgrades on 
hold. Reserve security management 
now requires the implementation 
of high operational standards of 
Anti-Poaching Unit (APU) teams, 
deployed with sophisticated 
equipment and clear parameters 
of operating procedures. Security 
teams also provide emergency 
support to surrounding rhino 
reserves in response to armed 
poacher incursions. The need to 
manage intelligence information, 
risk warnings, informers, data 
analysis and cooperation with the 

SAPS as well as specialist APU 
and management training is now 
a standard requirement on most 
reserves.

There have been a number of 
incidents where reserve owners, 
management and staff have been 
targeted or attacked by armed 
poacher groups. Reserve staff are 
often approached with bribes to 
assist syndicates. The very nature 
of poacher activities has caused 
a detrimental stress impact on 
security staff. It must be noted 
that despite limited budgets the 

There is a high burden of responsi-
bility on reserve management to en-
sure crime scenes are not contam-
inated and that accurate records 
are kept in the eventuality of giving 
evidence to secure maximum jail 
sentences for convicted criminals. 
Accordingly, a crime-scene guide 
has been published and circulated 
to all private reserves.

Case studies of different modus 
operandi by poacher gangs demon-
strate the determination and ruth-
less conduct of the various gangs 
and individuals. 

As an example, the Mametsa 
gang arrested in November 2012 
were responsible for the killing of 
eight and wounding of two white 
rhino. The loss suffered by the 
owner of animals killed, including 
emergency security and veterinary 
costs, came to $250 000 (R4m). 
The owner subsequently sold his 
remaining animals.

Conclusion

The notion of sustainable utilisa-
tion as is entrenched in the consti-
tution of South Africa is supported 
by 85% of surveyed rhino owners, 
who are custodians of 33% of the 
national herd or some 6 300 black 
and white rhino. This figure is 
greater than the rest of Africa com-
bined and this conservation effort is 
carried out with almost no govern-
ment or NGO assistance. 

The following two statements are 
worth noting:

• Rhino preservation will only 
be assured when its value as 
a living animal is greater than 
when it is dead.

• With legal trade, rhino will 
become the most protected 
and valuable animal in Africa.

The black market 
value from the illegal 

trade by criminal 
syndicates in these 

privately owned rhino 
horns alone 

was estimated at 
$140 625 000 

(R2.25bn).

private reserves carry out a critical 
role in policing and the arrest of 
poacher gangs together with the 
conservation burden of 33% of the 
nation’s rhino.

Special projects and 
crime scene management

Due to poaching incidents and 
threats, the high cost of helicopter 
deployment remains an added 
burden, as are veterinary costs for 
treatment of wounded animals, 
and orphans often also needing 
relocation. Follow-up operations or 
interception of poacher gangs require 
the deployment of K9 units and 
specialist ‘Task Teams’ as all poacher 
gangs are armed individuals.


