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RHINO
TIMELINE
     by Fiona Zerbst in conversation with Pelham Jones

Pelham Jones at the 2018 WRSA 
Conference hosted in March.

White rhinoceros (Ceratotherium simum).
Photos © Lance van de Vyver

This article is based upon the 
presentation given by Pelham 
Jones, on behalf of the Private 
Rhino Owners Association 
(PROA), at the WRSA/Cottondale 
Game Ranch Conference on  
the 23 March 2018. 

The traumatic journey 
with southern white 
rhino (Ceratotherium 
simum), which has 
stretched from 2008 

(when the first rhino on private 
reserves were lost to poaching) 

to the present, has been one 
of both struggle and progress. 
Along the way, PROA – which was 
established in 2009 with the broad 
aim of conserving the southern 
white rhino as a species – came to 
the realisation that not one of the 
measures put in place to protect 
the species has worked and that 
rhino-horn trade would be the 
next logical step to meet end-user 
demand and reduce poaching.

The past year has been spent 
on setting up Rhino Horn Trade 
Africa, the organisation that has 
been tasked with overseeing the 
logistics of a legal domestic trade 
in rhino horn. At this juncture, 
PROA would like to emphasise 
unequivocally that trade is legal 
in South Africa – although some 

potential buyers have regarded 
the recent court action with 
anxiety, this has no bearing on 
the legality of domestic rhino-
horn trade, which is legal beyond 
question, and currently occurring 
(approximately 360kg of horn 
have been sold since the trade 
moratorium was lifted in 2017).

Not one of the measures put in 
place to protect the species has 
worked and rhino-horn trade 
would be the next logical step 
to meet end-user demand and 
reduce poaching.
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There is no doubt that trade 
confers a number of benefits, not 
only to private reserves but also to 
the Department of Environmental 
Affairs (DEA). One of the proposed 
key outcomes emerging from the 
Rhino Lab in 2016 was a better 
knowledge and understanding 
of rhino-horn stockpiles. This will 
now become possible, since horns 
available for sale via RHTA must 

come from an existing stockpile 
sampled in accordance with TOPS 
Regulations.

We urge as many rhino owners 
as possible (whether they wish 
to trade or not) to bring their 
horns to a verified central silo. 
Compliance is vital and, should 
the DEA request a stockpile audit, 
this could be facilitated very easily. 
This would provide DEA with 

peace of mind, particularly since 
it would be much easier to trace 
horns back to source, be they a 
legal stockpile or a crime scene 
(to become compliant, rhino-horn 
owners must have their horns 
registered on the Rhino DNA Index 
System or RhODIS® database). 
This would improve upon existing 
security and law enforcement. 
In addition, the Minister would 
be privy to accurate statistical 
information in real time, which will 
prove invaluable if she is required 
to make data available to CITES 
(Convention on International Trade 

We urge as many rhino 
owners as possible 
(whether they wish to 
trade or not) to bring 
their horns to a verified 
central silo.

▲Rhino Horn Trade Africa (RHTA) Portal.

▲ A consignment of rhino horn for sale on the RHTA Portal.
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in Endangered Species), a media 
statement or address questions 
from Parliament, for example. 

Another key benefit that can 
flow from rhino-horn trade is a 
long-term conservation strategy 
that involve communities (which 
could also trade in rhino horn). 
Any successful conservation 
strategy must be inclusive and 
involve communities, either 
directly or indirectly. However, 
it should be clear that rhino can 
produce a higher yield than 
cattle, if one takes a long-term 
rather than a short-term view. 
Custodian programmes that 

bring communities together with 
conservation experts in the private 
sector can see communities 
achieving good returns – and this 
has in fact already been done in 
some instances. 

If one looks at the sheer 
quantum of animals that have 
been taken from marginal to 
viable – bontebok, sable, roan, 
tsessebe, Cape mountain zebra, 
to name a few – it is obvious 
that rhino could be the next 
success story (the goose that 
lays the golden egg!). Private 
rhino owners went from owning a 
very small percentage of rhino to 

owning 37% of the total national 
herd in South Africa, proving that 
solutions are to hand, particularly 
if we all work together. But there 
should also be beneficiation. 
For example, if CITES considers 
permitting international rhino-
horn trade, we could find a way to 
beneficiate the raw material right 
here in South Africa, which could 
certainly create employment. 
We know that communities 
are interested in owning rhino, 
since more than a dozen came 
forward at the Committee of 
Inquiry public hearings in 2015. 
One possible way to facilitate 
community involvement is to 
suggest that a percentage of the 
sale price of rhino horn could 
be set aside for community 
projects – in practical terms, this 
can translate to employing staff, 
buying equipment, ensuring best 
practice, paying management 
costs and so on. 

If one looks at the sheer 
quantum of animals that 
have been taken from 
marginal to viable it is 
obvious that rhino could be 
the next success story.

▲ A RhODIS rhinoceros horn DNA certificate.
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Finally, we need to look ahead 
to CITES Cop18, which will be 
held in Sri Lanka in 2019. What 
I find unfathomable is how it is 
possible that South Africa, which 
owns 80% of the continent’s rhino 
and 90% of all southern white 
rhino, is in a precarious position 
– non-range states that have 
no rhino at all can actually vote 
against South Africa and deny 
us the principle of sustainable 
utilisation. 

 However,  we are in a unique 
position. White rhino are currently 
listed on Appendix II, which 
permits legal hunting, but 
specimens of the species (like 

horn) are listed on Appendix I.  
This is a split listing! 

 However,  our Non-Detriment 
Finding holds that white rhino 
should be down-listed due to 
population numbers! 

South Africa should therefore 
motivate for global trade at CITES 
Cop18, hopefully alongside other 
SADC range-states. A unified, 
joint proposal might make a 
difference at CITES – African 
conservation solutions should be 
proposed by African countries, 
not by the EU or the US. One 
size does not fit all – we must be 
allowed to decide what will work 
best for us, since it is obvious 

that more guns and greater law 
enforcement won’t solve the 
poaching crisis. We further need 
to put a credible wildlife trafficking 
policy in place – and I am 
confident that this is going to be 
implemented at the highest level 
within the next few months. 

South Africa should 
motivate for global 
trade at CITES Cop18, 
hopefully alongside other 
SADC range-states.

▲ CITES CoP18 will be held in Colombo, Sri Lanka, from 23 May to 3 June 2019. 
CITES (the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora) is an international agreement between 
governments. Its aim is to ensure that international trade in specimens of wild animals and plants does not threaten their survival. 

Photo © Chaminda Silva
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For more information 
on RHTA, visit: 
www.rhta.co.za

For more information 
on RhODIS, visit 
https://erhodis.org 

For more information 
on PROA, visit: 
www.rhinoalive.com

A RHINO TIMELINE

Moratorium introduced and 
poaching increases.

PROA established to assist 
private rhino owners.

Rhino Summit CoP16 Bangkok Thailand

Rhino Issues Management 
(RIM) report

2009 2010 2013

PROA AGM Resolution to 
establish a Trade Desk

Constitutional Court sets 
aside Moratorium

SANBI Non-Detriment 
Finding (NDF) Workshop
 
DEA Best Practices 
Workshop
 
Rhino Horn Trade Africa 
Launched

PROA/RMG Survey
 
EAZA Conference Estonia

CoP18 Colombo 
Sri Lanka (May)

2017 2018 2019

CoP17 Johannesburg 
South Africa

NATJOC and National 
Integrated Wildlife Strategy 
to Combat Wildlife Trafficking 
(NISCWT)
 
Rhino Lab + 44 key outcomes

Committee of Inquiry (CoI)

PROA/RMG Private Rhino 
Owners Survey

Litigation against Moratorium 
(DEA) begins

Integrated Strategic 
Management Approach 
(Policy)

2016 2015 2014


