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Rhinos have walked the Earth for more than 50 million years. Today, all but one species could
faceextinction within our lifetime.

The greatest threat to rhinos is poaching for their horn, which is made of keratin, the same
materia as hair and fingernails. Most rhino horn is sold in the black market for traditional Asian
medicine and is used to reduce fever, and not as an aphrodisiac, contrary to popular belief. Inthe
Middle East, especialy in Yemen, rhino horn is also used to make ornamental daggers, which
are considered a cultural status symbol. Although rhinos are legally protected worldwide, high
black market prices for rhino products continue to entice people to engage in poaching.

A small but dynamic organization, the International Rhino Foundation (IRF) has its roots in the
belief that rhinos should endure for future generations, and that protecting these magnificent
animals ensures the survival of many other species that share their habitat, including people. IRF
was founded in 1989 in response to a grave concern that Zimbabwe' s black rhino population was
decreasing at an aarming rate from intense, organized poaching. In part because of the
organization’s support, poaching was virtually eliminated and now the species numbers are
increasing. For the last 15 years, IRF has funded and operated rhino conservation programs in
Africa and Asia, focusing expertise and resources in areas where rhinos are most in need of
protection, and where conservation efforts will have the most significant impact.

Although it works with the well-known African rhinoceros species, much of IRF's program
emphasis is in Asia, and particularly, in Indonesia, where two little-known, secretive, forest-
dwelling rhino species are found. Indonesia is an island archipelago that supports some of the
richest diversity of life on Earth. With its wide range of habitats, wealth of plants and animals,
and high numbers of island endemics, Indonesiais the second most biodiverse country on Earth,
just behind Brazil.
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Sumatran Rhino & calf
Photo courtesy of the Cincinnati Zoo

The Sumatran rhinoceros may be the most threatened of all land mammals on Earth. The species
has been listed as "Critically Endangered" on the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species, which
means that it is facing an extremely high risk of extinction in the wild — possibly within our
lifetime. About 200 Sumatran rhinos remain, primarily on Indonesia’ s Sumatra I sland, where the
population declined by about 50% in the mid-late 1990s, largely from deforestation and habitat
fragmentation.

The Critically Endangered Javan rhinoceros also is one of the rarest species of mammals and one
of the maost endangered rhinoceros species. Only two populations remain — the largest in Ujung
Kulon National Park in West Java, Indonesia (stabilized at about 40-50 animals), and a very
small, and likely non-viable population of about 5 animals in Nam Cat Tien National Park in
Vietnam.

Over the past five years, however, rhino losses have been nearly eliminated in Indonesia through
intensive anti-poaching and intelligence activities led by IRF-funded Rhino Protection Units.
This program aso provides significant benefits for numerous other threatened species (including
Sumatran tigers, Asian elephants, and Malayan tapirs) and for the entire ecosystem.
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Javan Rhinoceros
Photo by Alain Compost

Protecting both Sumatran and Javan rhinos in the parks in which they live, Rhino Protection
Units (RPUs) rigorously patrol forests to destroy snares and traps (the main mode of poaching
for these species) and apprehend poachers. Each RPU is deployed on patrol a minimum of 15
days per month. The leader of each RPU isafully qualified Ministry of Forestry ranger, who has
the authority to carry firearms and arrest suspected poachers. The other members of the RPUSs,
including the field supervisors and coordinators, have been recruited from local communities in
the vicinity of the rhino areas in which the RPU operates. Thus, the RPUs not only protect the
area’ swildlife, but also contribute to the local economic well-being.

By gathering intelligence from local communities, RPUs proactively prevent poaching attempts
before they take place. Only five Sumatran rhinos have been lost to poachers since the inception
of the program in the late 1990s, and no Javan rhinos have been killed. By virtue of the RPUS
consistent presence and patrolling, other species, such as Sumatran tigers, Maayan tapirs, and
elephants also benefit, as does the ecosystem as awhole.

Despite these successes, significant challenges till exist for the conservation of rhinos and other
wildlife species. Pressure on natural resources is increasing throughout conservation areas in
Indonesia, while the financial and organizationa support from the central government for Parks
and their staff is being reduced.
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