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Mswati III (born Prince Makhosetive 
Dlamini on 19 April 1968) is the current 
King of Swaziland and head of the Swazi 
Royal Family.

White rhinoceros (Ceratotherium simum), 
Swaziland. In April 2016 Swaziland sub-
mitted a proposal to CITES CoP17 “to 
permit a limited and regulated trade in 
white rhino horn which has been collected 
in the past from natural deaths, or recov-
ered from poached Swazi rhino, as well as 
horn to be harvested in a non-lethal way 
from a limited number of white rhino in the 
future in Swaziland.”

Dr Brian Child

When South Africa 
stepped back from 
the legalising of 
rhino horn trade con-

troversy, Swaziland submitted a 
proposal to CITES to utilise and 
trade rhinos. This minority opinion 
by a tiny country defends southern 
Africa’s tried and tested conserva-
tion principle that wildlife prospers 
by maximising the return from wild-
life to the people on whose land it 
lives. Scientific data confirm that this 
economically coherent approach 

has more than quadrupled wildlife 
populations in southern Africa in 
ways that provide a climate-smart 
wildlife economy. Great efforts have 
been made over many years to em-
power landholders and communi-
ties to own and use their own wild-
life in ways that are democratically 
and morally just. Unfortunately, 
truth, logic, science and justice 

are seldom the winners at the po-
litical bazaar that CITES has be-
come; this proposal is highly likely 
to lose. There are now some 6 300 
white rhinos and some 1 000 black 
rhinos on private and community 
land in southern Africa. If CITES 
rejects the choices of people who 
have actually succeeded in con-
serving rhinos, and not just talked 

crossroads
  by Dr Brian Child

CITES@
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about it, they must bear full ac-
countability for the demise of rhinos 
in southern Africa.  

Ted Reilly, the old man of conser-
vation in Swaziland, has written an 
excellent explanation for the Swazi 
proposal, a summary of which also 
features on page 11 of this issue 
of Wildlife Ranching. I cannot say 
more than he has said. Therefore, 
this short article describes the real-
ities of rhino poaching just across 
the border in Mozambique, and 
suggests that CITES faces a cross-
roads. Will CITES promote Rhino 
Wars through undemocratically and 
economically incoherent and un-
just policies? Or will it promote Rhino 
Peace, by using the high value of 
rhinos to transform land to wildlife, 
provide jobs and prevent starvation?  

International conferences and 
pseudo-economics dominate wild-
life conservation today. These 

fantasy worlds are as distant from 
reality and the common man as the 
phenomena giving rise to Brexit and 
Donald Trump. However, in winning 
clever debating points, rhino spe-

cial interests may raise money and 
profile, but they are also creating a 
disjuncture and war between rhino 
and the people that live with rhino.    
Sabie Game Park in Mozambique 
is not far from Ted Reilly’s highly 

successful private protected areas 
in Swaziland. Through hunting, land 
on the border of Kruger has been 
converted back to wildlife, and rural 
people are benefiting through a well-
governed community programme.

Together with a highly effec-
tive anti-poaching operation run 
by an international anti-poaching 
foundation, this has reduced rhino 
poaching into Kruger National Park 
from this area of Mozambique by 
nearly 90% over the past two years. 
The irony is that this successful ap-
proach is undermined daily by de-
cisions to ban wildlife hunting and 
trade by people who talk big, pay 
little, and simply wish away the re-
alities of economic life and human 
survival in rural Africa.

Outside Sabie Game Park, the 
lives of the 428 families in the 
Mangalana community are pres-
sured by the rhino war, climate 

Ted Reilly

If CITES rejects 
the choices of people 
who have actually 

succeeded in conserving 
rhinos, and not just 

talked about it, 
they must bear full 

accountability for the 
demise of rhinos in 

southern Africa.  
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change and devastating drought. 
There is no food in the villages. They 
harvested nothing this year, and al-
most nothing last year. People cut 
trees to make charcoal, which they 
sell for R75 to buy food. Through a 
UK project, WWF has worked with 
Sabie Game Park to provide R320 
000 worth of food, but despite being 
at the frontier of the rhino war there 
is no sign that the other 400 rhino 
NGOs care a jot.

By contrast, well-organised rhino 
horn syndicates pay young men 
some R65 000 in cash per rhino, 
easily hunted just a short walk 
away in Kruger. This is a paltry 
15% of the end value of horn, but 
in drought-stricken rural areas it is 
an unimaginable fortune; enough 
to buy food, clothes, beer, respect 
and even a second-hand bakkie; 
an alternative to hopelessness and 
hunger. The rhino economy is real 

and well-organised. Cash is paid on 
the spot. Transport and weapons 
are provided; sometimes even 
food and social services. Police 

are bribed, and suspects protected. 
This is a real economy. Robin Hood 
poachers, not conservationists, are 
becoming key providers to the poor.

Mangalana community has just 

recruited a young man to their 
Village Police who spent three 
years in jail in South Africa for rhino 
poaching. Judge his story. When 
his parents died, he turned to petty 
theft to feed his younger brothers 
and sisters. He stole car batteries, 
and then turned to rhino poaching 
even though he hated doing it. An 
older man, also caught poaching, 
shared his choices with his captors; 
either he could stay home and 
watch his family starve, or he 
could “do something for his family 
and go to Kruger”. People in this 
community, especially the mothers, 
do not like organised crime. They 
do not like the gangs, the fear, the 
alcohol and the drugs it brings to 
the community. They do not like the 
graves of their boys killed in Kruger. 
But if we exclude them from the 
wildlife economy, what choice do 
they have?
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Will CITES 
promote Rhino Wars 

through undemocratically 
and economically 

incoherent and unjust 
policies? Or will it promote 
Rhino Peace, by using the 

high value of rhinos to 
transform land to wild-

life, provide jobs and 
prevent starvation?  
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Rural people almost always like 
wildlife, even if they hate wildlife 
policies that have long treated them 
as criminals. Consequently, the re-
sponse to a community wildlife pro-
gramme introduced by a partner-
ship between Sabie Game Park, 
Southern African Wildlife College 
and WWF has been powerful. In 
2014, each household got R500 
from hunting revenues, established 
village parliaments, and employ-
ment and food were provided. The 
attitudes towards wildlife reversed 
from 80% negative in 2013 to 70% 
positive in 2016. Poachers were re-
ported, and poaching fell precipi-
tously by combining effective law 
enforcement with community en-
gagement. 

Unfortunately, like conservation 
across southern Africa, these efforts 
are being battered by bans on 
trophy hunting, including CITES’s 

position on rhino trade. If we could 
return full ownership and use rights 
for elephants, buffalo, antelope, 
lions and, especially high-value 
rhinos to these communities, I have 
no doubt that we could expand the 
Kruger ecosystem 50km eastwards 
by developing a climate-resilient 
wildlife economy that provides jobs, 
cash, meat and respectability to 
these communities. Legally trading 
the horns of just one rhino each 
year could provide each family with 
a dividend of R5 000, 10 times the 
amount that transformed attitudes 
in 2014.  

As Swaziland’s proposal argues, 
we know how to conserve wild-
life in ways that develop the rural 
economy. This follows the propri-
etorship-price hypothesis, whereby 
the value of wildlife is maximised by 
devolving ownership to landholders 
and promoting markets. Unlike the 

unproven idea of ʽdemand reduc-
tion’, this actually works. Wildlife 
populations on private land in South 
Africa increased from half a million 
to nearly 20 million animals. The 
massive increase in wildlife and 
the wildlife economy in Namibia’s 
conservancies show that these ap-
proaches also work for commu-
nities. By contrast, Kenya, which 
never adopted these policies, lost 
70-80% of its wildlife outside Parks.

In September 2016, well-off 
people from all over the world are 
going to converge on South Africa 
to attend the CITES meeting. They 
are going to wring their hands 
and make righteous proclama-
tions. Unlike Swaziland, they lack 
any real idea of how to actually 
increase wildlife populations, in-
cluding rhinos. They have probably 
not even talked to rural Africans, 
black or white, whose life choices 

The Swaziland anti-poaching project enjoys unambiguous political support right from the Head of 
State, King Mswati III. To meet the contemporary threats, endangered animals must be secured, and 
rangers upskilled and up-gunned.
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they will be affecting. Much like 
Trump and Brexit, they work off fear 
and drama, with no real solutions. 
Yet they will deny southern Africans 
the right to implement sovereign 
decisions that actually work. In a 
Shakespearean tragedy that would 
be comic if it were not so serious, 
they will deny rhino owners the right 
to use, manage, and sell rhinos, but 
expect them to carry the enormous 
risks and costs of protection without 
providing a financing plan. Not only 
is taking away rights without paying 
for them theft, even if disguised in 
imperialistic righteousness, but (to 
quote Ted Reilly and Anton Rupert) 
“conservation without finance is 
simply conversation”.

As Swaziland argues, we need 
to fight the very tangible illegal 
economy in rhino horn (and wildlife 

more generally) by developing an 
alternative, legal, rhino economy. 
We cannot fight it with hot air or 

with platitudes, opinions and pseu-
do-economics about rhinos in the 
absence of a sound financial plan 

to protect them, the land they live 
on and the people they live with. 
We face a choice between war and 
peace. By excluding landholders 
and communities from the legal 
rhino economy, CITES will per-
petuate the Rhino Wars in which 
people and rhinos will die. CITES 
must be held accountable for the 
deaths of not only rhino, but also 
people, through gunshots and star-
vation. The stakes are high. We ask 
the delegates at CITES to listen 
to the people who live with rhinos, 
to make decisions with humility 
not passion, with fact and not ide-
ology; to think slow and not fast. 
Swaziland has lain before the del-
egates at CITES a proven pathway 
towards a Rhino Peace and a wild-
life economy. CITES ignores this 
wisdom at their peril.

For more information, contact Dr Brian Child: bchild@ufl.edu

As Swaziland argues, 
“In southern Africa, 

where the conservation 
model has been 

successful, the wildlife 
estate has grown more 

than threefold. In 
other countries, where 
preservation has been 
practised, wildlife has 
declined by 80% and 
more over the same 

period of time.”


