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THE DECLINE IN RHINOS IN
EASTERN AND CENTRAL AFRICA
Traders in Omdurman and Khartoum in Sudan have
been buying and selling rhino horns for decades and
continue to do so. From the 1960s until the early 1980s
most of the horns came from the thousands of rhinos
killed in southern Sudan, eastern Africa, the Central
African Republic (CAR) and in and around Garamba
National Park in Zaire (renamed the Democratic Re-
public of Congo, DRC in mid-1998). In Omdurman
in Sudan, some of the horns were crafted into items
such as boxes, cups, walking stick handles and rings
(Ian Parker, pers. comm., 1997) and sold to Sudanese
people. The majority of the horns, however, were
exported from Khartoum and Port Sudan to Yemen
for the making of traditional dagger (jambiya) handles
(Martin et al., 1997).

By 1985, both black (Diceros bicornis) and white
(Ceratotherium simum) rhinos had been probably
eliminated from the CAR, Somalia and Uganda and
numbers were low in Kenya, Tanzania, Ethiopia,
Zaire, Chad and Sudan. As a result, significantly
less rhino horn was available for the workshops in
Omdurman or was being exported from Sudan to
Yemen from the mid-1980s.

From 1985 to the mid-1990s, even less new horn
was reaching northern Sudan due to further declines
in rhino numbers. Also, in Garamba, the poaching of
northern white rhinos (Ceratotherium simum cottoni)
had been stopped, and in Kenya there was very little
rhino poaching. A few black rhinos were illegally

killed in Tanzania’s Ngorongoro Crater and perhaps
in the Selous Game Reserve. Traders probably sent
the horns directly from East Africa to Yemen where
they could receive a higher price than via Sudan. A
few horns could have been taken from rhinos which
had died of natural causes in Kenya and Tanzania.
Other horns were stolen from government stockpiles
in eastern Africa or from private displays or collec-
tions. Some of these may have reached northern
Sudan, and perhaps also Egypt, for sale. Figure 1
shows protected areas and markets in the region.

Recent poaching of Garamba’s rhinos
In the 1970s and early 1980s the heaviest commer-
cial poaching of rhinos in Garamba (DRC) and else-
where in eastern and central Africa occurred (see Fig-
ure 2). In 1984 several international conservation
organizations established the Garamba Project to re-
habilitate Garamba National Park and to conserve the
northern white rhino. Until 1991 Park staff greatly
reduced poaching in general; only a small number of
animals were killed for their meat in the north of the
Park. This concentrated the elephants and rhinos in
the better-protected southern sector, close to the
headquarters at Nagero. In 1991 the civil war in ad-
jacent Sudan moved to the south of that country. The
Sudanese Peoples’ Liberation Army (SPLA) took the
town of Maridi in April 1991 and government forces
and families fled across the border into Zaire, bring-
ing several hundred weapons with them. The Park
staff recovered over 600 weapons from people who
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passed through Garamba (which is on the
Sudanese border), but some weapons re-
mained in the area and ammunition was
readily available from across the border in
Sudan. Between 1991 and 1998, some
80,000 Sudanese refugees were settled in ar-
eas bordering the Domaines de Chasse (hunt-
ing blocks) that surround the Park. Sudanese,
carrying their weapons, moved across the
border into Garamba relatively uncon-
strained. Zairian/Congolese military units
who were stationed in the area also increased
the number of arms. During this time civil
unrest and economic decline in Zaire wors-
ened which further de-stabilised the area.

After 1991, the killing of large mammals
increased as there were more people armed
with automatic weapons and more ammuni-
tion. Poaching gangs increased in size, and
since 1994, the gangs also used hand gre-
nades against guards. Results of the moni-
toring of law enforcement show that in 1995,
1996 and 1997, 71%, 77% and 8l% respec-
tively of the poaching gangs were Sudanese.
The principal reason for poaching was for
meat from the large mammals, especially
buffaloes, which is smoked and sold. The
front line of this poaching progressively
moved south through the Park as animals
were virtually eliminated in the north. This
movement towards and into the southern sec-
tor of Garamba led to increased opportuni-
ties for shooting elephants and rhinos. El-
ephant poaching continued to be for meat as
well as ivory, except for a brief period in early
1996, when nearby Zairian military person-
nel carried out elephant poaching for ivory
alone until stopped by diplomatic pressure
in March of that year. In January 1996 Park
guards recovered 41 fresh tusks from a
Zairian military gang in the south of the Park.

The first known confirmed rhino kill-
ing since 1984, the start of the Garamba
project, was in February 1996. He was a
prime adult male, M5 “Bawesi”. Meat as
well as horn was taken from him. On 23

Figure 1. Map of protected areas and markets mentioned in the text.

Figure 2. Directions of main poaching pressure.
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March 1996 a young, pregnant female, 3aF “Juillet”
ran into poachers and was killed. They only had
time to take the horn before escaping from an anti-
poaching unit. Not long afterwards, a report was
received of rhino horn offered for sale in Maridi.

The Liberation War, from October 1996 to April
1997, which removed President Mobutu’s regime,
most affected Garamba from February 1997 onwards.
In February, the Park guards were disarmed for re-
training and 90% of the Park’s equipment was looted.
Anti-poaching coverage, measured in patrol days, was
reduced between February and June 1997 to 14% of
that during the same period in the preceding year.
Poachers took advantage of the situation and moved
south to and beyond the Garamba river. Most of the
hippos in the river were massacred by automatic fire,
even though it was impractical to take the meat from
all of them. A few hippo teeth were taken for their
ivory (G. Panziama, a Guard inspector in Garamba,
pers. comm., 1997). Data from aerial surveys of the
Park made in 1995 and 1998 by the Garamba Moni-
toring Unit showed declines of elephants from
11,175±3,679 to 5,487+1,339, buffaloes from
25,242+8,299 to 7,772+2,063 and hippos from
3,601±1,294 to 786+207. These were losses of
roughly a half, two-thirds and three-quarters of the
populations (Hillman Smith et al., unpubl.).

Two rhinos were confirmed killed during and
following the Liberation War. In March 1997 a

young adult male, la/4aM “Channel 2” was killed
and his horns were taken. Two guards were accused
and arrested. In November 1997, when Park guards
attacked a Sudanese poachers’ camp, they found
the posterior horn of the adult female, F4
“Boletina”. The anterior horn was not recovered
and was probably taken by the poachers. A further
three sub-adult rhinos may have been lost during
the war, but four rhinos were born, taking the popu-
lation from a minimum of 27 in December 1996 to
a minimum of 26 in May 1998. It is thanks to the
diligence of the Park guards and continued sup-
port from international donors that rhino losses
were not more. During the current war, which
started in August 1998, anti-poaching efforts are
continuing, but one rhino was killed in late 1998.
However, the period under examination in this pa-
per ends in late 1997 with the northern Sudan rhino
horn survey.

Besides the four previously mentioned poached
rhinos and the three lost sub-adults, three adult rhi-
nos disappeared during the 1990s and could po-
tentially have been the source of horns on the mar-
ket. One adult and one sub-adult were found dead
of natural causes in 1993 and 1995 and their four
horns were put in the ivory store at the Park head-
quarters. These rhino horns were temporarily hid-
den with other valuables in the west of the Park
when the senior staff had to evacuate the headquar-

Photo 1. Muslim Sudanese live in the traditional town of Omdurman, a town well known for its wildlife traders and craftsmen.
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ters in February 1997 because of the war. A little
later, when the horns were returned to Nagero, an
occupying army officer requisitioned one of the
horns. The other three rhino horns and most of the
ivory remained untouched. In October 1997 the
three horns were moved to the central store of the
Institut Congolais pour la Conservation de Ia Na-
ture, ICCN (the wildlife department), in Kinshasa.
In November 1997 the posterior horn of F4
“Boletina”, recovered from the poaching camp, was
put into Garamba’s ivory store at Nagero.

RHINO HORN TRADE SURVEY IN
KHARTOUM AND OMDURMAN
In November 1997 one of the authors (Esmond Mar-
tin) carried out the first survey of souvenir stores and
workshops for rhino horn and ivory in the
Omdurman-Khartoum area of northern Sudan (Mar-
tin, 1998) and was offered for sale five rhino horns
(three of which we saw). This section of the paper
reports the results of the survey and examines avail-
able information to attempt to answer questions as to
where the horns came from, what were the trade
routes, and which rhino species were they from.

Rhino horns for sale
The first horn seen was from a white rhino (Table
1). According to the Omdurman broker who brought
it to be seen at a souvenir shop in Khartoum, it had
been obtained about a year earlier from Nimule
town in southern Sudan. (The nearby Nimule Na-
tional Park has had no rhinos since about 1972).
This horn was in very good condition as, accord-
ing to the broker, it had been taken from the animal
while still just alive. Another Sudanese wildlife
trader also had said that a horn from a still living
rhino was more valuable, claiming that when a rhino
is agitated, more blood rises to its head and horn,
adding some red colouring to the horn. When the
rhino is dead, however, the horn goes blacker, re-
ducing its value in Sudan. The broker claimed he
had never tried to sell a rhino horn before. The sou-
venir shop owner was very nervous that someone
might see it, as the sale of rhino horn has been ille-
gal for many years in Sudan.

The second horn was seen in a prominent sou-
venir shop in Omdurman. The horn was very dry

and probably old and could have been either from
a black or white rhino (see Table 1). The broker
who brought the horn to the shop said it was eight
years old. A European visitor then entered the shop
and saw the horn on the counter and strongly crit-
icized the shopkeeper, yet the shopkeeper was un-
perturbed and eventually put the horn in his safe to
reduce attention to the incident.

As the shopkeeper spread the word that a west-
ern foreigner was interested in rhino horns, the next
morning an army officer, acting as a broker, ap-
peared in the shop saying he too could bring a horn,
but due to security reasons only at noon. He re-
turned on schedule with a white rhino horn (see
Table 1). There were tiny holes at the top and bot-
tom and on the base probably made by horn bor-
ers. The horn had probably been found in the bush.
Unlike the other two horns, the broker for this one
refused photographs to be taken of it in case the
authorities found out. The shopkeeper said that most
buyers of the rhino horns brought to his shop were
South Koreans and Chinese. Later in the day in the
same shop, another broker offered to bring the next
day two horns weighing 4.5 kilos in total. Appar-
ently, one had been obtained eight months ago and
the other a year ago. The shop owner said after-
wards that this broker and the army officer were
offering their horns on behalf of the same owner.

Besides these three horns seen in 1997, another
westerner interested in wildlife conservation and a
collector of Sudanese artefacts was shown earlier
in 1997 two other rhino horns for sale. One of them
was weighed: it was 450 grams. Neither species
could be identified.

Prices for rhino horn
The asking price for the 450-gram horn seen in early
1997 was $ 1,960 per kilo. The prices quoted for the
three horns seen in late 1997 (Table 1), and the two
others offered but not seen, may imply some collu-
sion among the traders at that time as their original
prices were the same. Only the first broker was will-
ing to reduce his price slightly. This broker wrongly
stated that its price in Yemen was $5,000 a kilo, when
in fact it is about $1,200 a kilo. The two other horns
that were not seen were, as expected by this stage,
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$3,500 a kilo. All horns immediately on receipt so
they need to sell them fairly quickly to re-coup their
costs. The main poaching gang leader also has to pay
off his men, and other relevant expenses, so he too
wants his money as soon as possible. Neither is there
evidence of businessmen in tropical Africa specu-
lating on a price increase for rhino horn by holding
back significant quantities from the market. This has
been fortunate for traders since the mid-1980s as the
import price for rhino horn in Yemen prices were
given in US dollars, never Sudanese pounds nor

TABLE 1. Prices for rhino horn in Khartoum and
Omdurman in November1997.

Hom type in order seen Weight Price per kilo

White rhino 3.25 kg $3,200

BIack/white rhino? 0.23 kg $3,500

White rhino 2.54 kg $3,500

Sudanese dinars. There are several reasons why the
price was so high. First, the prospective buyer was a
westerner. Second, all negotiations were conducted
by a broker visiting a shop who had to give a com-
mission to the shopkeeper and take a percentage for
himself before giving the rest to the owner. Third,
the brokers were not familiar with the Yemeni and
eastern Asian markets. The price for an excellent
condition and very large horn in Yemen might reach
$1,400 a kilo. Prices in South Korea and China may
be slightly higher than in Yemen, but not over $2,500
a kilo. Thus, it seems that the Sudanese brokers had
been over-pricing the horns and therefore had not sold
them after several months.

African traders try to sell rhino horns quickly.
There has been no tradition in tropical Africa for busi-
nessmen to stockpile rhino horns. The merchants have

to pay a poacher or his agent for the price has remained
the same in US dollars since 1985 and in eastern Asia
the price peaked in 1990 and actually fell in the early
1990s. Thus, a Sudanese businessman speculating
on the price of rhino horn in Yemen from 1985 to the
present would have lost in hard currency by delay-
ing his sale. He needed to sell the horn as quickly as
possible to maximize his financial returns.

Rhino horn by-products for sale
Besides the three raw horns seen, two rhino horn
by-products were offered for sale in Omdurman/
Khartoum in late 1997: finger rings and powder
(from ground up horn). There were four very thin
rings seen, weighing less than 10 grams each. They
had been crafted in Omdurman probably over 20
years ago, according to the shopkeepers. One sou-
venir store in Omdurman had three of the rings for
$17 each, and a shop in Khartoum offered the other
ring for $23. Curiously, both shopkeepers wore

Photo 3. This white rhino horn, recognisable from black
rhino horn by its more rectangular-shaped base, was
offered for sale in Khartoum in late 1997.

Photo 2. This rhino horn, weighing
0.23kg, was for sale in late 1997 in
Omdurman, the village where most
of Sudan’s ivory carvers work.





Pachyderm No. 27  January–December 1999 82

inated from the northern white rhinos in Garamba
National Park in the Democratic Republic of Congo.
It is also possible that horns still sometimes might
appear from the few white rhinos that previously
existed or may still exist in southern Sudan, espe-
cially in the case of found horn. It is probable that
some of these horns have filtered through to Egypt
for the small demand in Cairo.

In 1980 there were estimated to be under 400
northern white rhinos and considerably less than
300 black rhinos in southern Sudan (Cumming and
Jackson, 1984). By 1983 the world population of
northern white rhinos was well under 100, of which

13-20 were in Garamba National Park in Zaire, one
or two in Uganda and 12 in zoos. There were doubts
whether any remained in the CAR and numbers in
Sudan were estimated in the low tens (Hillman and
Smith, unpubl.; Hillman Smith et al., 1986). Nine
years later, the population in Garamba had doubled,
the zoo animals had dropped to nine, they were ex-
tinct in Uganda and C.A.R., and there were doubts
about the continued existence of any in southern
Sudan, although occasional reports of sightings or
spoor are still received (Hillman Smith et al.,
unpubl.). One rhino was seen in the Shambe area
around August 1997, according to the Wildlife
Conservation Administration in Khartoum. Until
1997, there were regular reports too of white rhi-
nos surviving in the Southern National Park in
southern Sudan (Philip Winter, Operation Lifeline
Sudan, 1990-1995, pers. comm., 1999). ln Kenya,
none of the white rhinos (all of the southern sub-
species, Cerarotherium simum simum) was poached
from 1989 through 1997 and no horns were stolen
from white rhinos dying of natural causes. A pair
of white rhino horns were stolen from the Nairobi
Museum in the mid-1990s and never traced. The
source of northern white rhino horn was very lim-
ited by this time.

Photo 4. This black rhino horn weighing about 2 kg was
for sale in late 1998 in the famous Cairo market called
the Khan al Khalili.

Photo 6.   Young adult male northern white rhino M9 “Notch’ ln Garamba National Park.
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No white rhinos were known to have been
poached in Garamba between 1985 and 1995. Rhino
numbers rose over this period from 15 to 31 due to
good protection. The first confirmed poaching of
rhinos there since 1984 occurred in February and
March 1996 when two were killed and there were
other losses later. Of the horn seen on the market in
1997, it is probable that old horn, such as that found
in the bush with horn borer holes, could have come
from southern Sudan, but fresh horn is likely to have
originated from Garamba National Park.

Movements of horn from Garamba
Trade routes for rhino horn northwards across the
Zaire border, such as through Doruma, to Sudan were
well established in the 1970s and early 1980s. The
start of increased protection of Garamba in 1984 co-
incided with the beginning of the second Sudanese

civil war. This war probably had a positive effect on
rhinos in one way by disrupting the trade routes into
southern Sudan as far east as the Garamba area, al-
though poaching for large mammals in eastern CAR
has continued and trade routes through this country
to northern Sudan are still in use.

There are reports of relatively recent movements
of rhino horn and ivory, such as the horn offered
for sale in Maridi in 1996 (C. Moore, a road con-
tractor for Terra Firma, pers. comm., 1996) plus a
later report in the Maridi area given to Philip Win-
ter in 1998. There are also occasional movements
of ivory from Maridi on aid vehicles (Garamba Park
guards, pers. comm.). A rhino horn apparently was
moved across the border from Aru to Arua in
Uganda in 1997 (G. Malamas, Garamba Project,
pers. comm., 1997.). Some small pieces of rhino
horn were offered to an officer of the ICCN in
Kinshasa in 1996. They had apparently come via a
businesswoman from the Bunia area in the north-
east of the country (A. Mbayma, Conservateur Prin-
cipal, Garamba National Park, pers. comm., 1996).

Potential trade routes for rhino horn from
Garamba to Khartoum/Omdurman could operate
directly across the border to southern Sudan or
across the border into Uganda. There are no flights
from Uganda to Khartoum for political reasons;
therefore, horns brought to Uganda could then be
taken to Kenya for schedule flights to Khartoum.
Garamba horns taken to Maridi in southern Sudan
could reach Omdurmanl Khartoum via three routes.
One is northwards overland; the second is on aid
flights to Kenya; and the third is north-west over-
land through neighbouring eastern CAR where
Sudanese poachers and traders are active.

Sudanese have been travelling to eastern CAR at
least since the mid-1970s to poach rhinos, elephants
and other large animals. More recently, they could
have obtained rhino horns from poachers who bring
them north from Garamba. A veterinarian, Richard
Kock, who was working in this part of CAR in March
and April 1999, reports that large numbers of well-
armed hunting gangs of about six men each with cam-
els, horses and don keys are still entering CAR Most
of them are Baggaras from northern Sudan who are
traditionally aggressive raiders, but there are also

Photo 7. Posterior horn from an adult female northern
white rhino F4 “Boletina”, recovered from poachers
November 1998, Garamba National Park
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some gangs from southern Sudan. They come
into the south-east part of CAR because much
wildlife is still abundant there while most of the
large animals on the Sudan side have been elimi-
nated. Once inside CAR, the gangs seek out el-
ephants for their tusks and meat, but also poach
kob, buffalo, bongo, roan, eland and hippo with
their automatic rifles. The meat is dried or smoked
and is sold mostly in western Sudan, while ivory
and probably sometimes rhino horns are brought
to Omdurman and Khartoum for sale. Richard
Kock saw a different poaching gang every day
(while he was surveying animals from the air).
He also saw over 20 recently poached elephants,
all with their tusks removed, in six different ar-
eas. He estimates that 30 to 40 elephants are killed
each week. There are very few resident people in
this large area and almost no government pres-
ence due to the insecurity brought about by the
heavily armed and aggressive Sudanese poach-
ing gangs (R. Kock, pers. comm., 1999).

CONCLUSION
It is probable that some of the fresh white rhino
horns for sale in Khartoum, Omdurman and
possibly in Egypt in the mid-1990s have come

from Garamba National Park’s white rhino population in
the Democratic Republic of Congo. Since civil distur-
bances continue in the Garamba area, as well as civil war
in neighbouring southern Sudan, Park officials find it dif-
ficult to protect the minimum 25 white rhinos counted in
April/May 1998. Although the poachers” main purpose
is to kill for meat, they also destroy elephants and rhinos
for their tusks and horns due to the relatively high price
they can obtain for them. Even if prices halved, poachers
would still continue to kill rhinos and elephants, along
with other large animals, for the sale of meat, as the Con-
golese and Sudanese in the area are so poor. The protec-
tion of Garamba National Park from this heavy poaching
pressure thus remains a difficult challenge.

The high prices and therefore slow sales of horns in
Khartoum and Omdurman and the continued focus on
meat poaching in Garamba National Park indicate that
rhino killings in Garamba are still largely a by-product of
meat poaching rather than a trade-driven extermination
of this species for the horns. If sales of Garamba’s rhino
horns in entrepots such as Khartoum/Omdurman and
Cairo could be decreased significantly, and if the demand
for rhino horn in Yemen would further decline with im-
proved law enforcement and the help of substitutes, then
the threat of serious future commercial poaching on the
rhinos could be reduced. Meanwhile, adequate anti-

Photo 8. Adult female northern white rhino F5 “Mama Giningamba” found dead of naturalin Garamba National Park;
dead of natural causes in January 1995.
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poaching work for Garamba’s rhinos remains
essential. Only if civil unrest in the area ends
soon and sufficient support is received, so that
the Park can be protected properly once more,
can the rare northern white rhino, the last vi-
able population in Africa, be saved.
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