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White Rhino Extinct in Uganda

Eric L. Edroma

The northern race of the square-lipped rhinoceros Ceratotherium simum cottoni

is disappearing in Africa and is now believed extinct in Uganda. Commonly

called the white rhinoceros because of its wide (weit) square mouth, it differs’

from the black rhino in size, habits and disposition. The white rhino occurred

naturally in three countries: the West Nile Province of Uganda, north-east Zaire,

and the Bahr el Ghazal and Equatorian provinces of Sudan. The Nile limited its
eastern spread, although fossils show that it existed in Tanzania some 400,000
years ago.® Its extreme southern limit was the river Ora which enters the Nile
opposite Wadelai, from where it extended northwards along the western bank of
the Nile through to Shambe,!” and then north-west through the Bahr el Ghazal
drainage to the borders of Chad,!¢ where in the 1890s it was abundant.? Harper

reported the collection of many rhino horns yearly in Abecher. At the begin-

ning of this century Sidney described the species as numerous in the upper
waters of the Bahr Azoum and the Bahr Aoule, plentiful in the Birao area,
fairly numerous north of the Uele river in what is today in Zaire’s Garamba
National Park, and abundant in Okolo, Aringa and West Madi in Uganda.’
Rhinos were so common in all these areas that in 1919 Theodore Roosevelt’s
headquarters for the Smithsonian African Expedition collecting rhino products
was named Rhino Camp.! Here in 1932 Captain Pitman encountered 30-40
groups of at least seven individuals each within a day’s walk, and he could
approach to within 7-8ft because they were unharried by hunters and poachers.

Census in Uganda
Attempts were made in 1925 and 1926 to census Uganda’'s white rhinos; before
1928 Pitman gave an average of 150 individuals in the West Nile Province.!
The 1928 census was the first reasonably accurate one in Uganda when at least
130 individuals were estimated.! By 1939 Salmon estimated 220.1% After that,
increased poaching and hunting, coupled with settlement and cultivation in
supposed rhino range, caused a steady decline in the rhino numbers, and in
1948 only 190 animals were recorded. Around that time the animals left Rhino
Camp and moved south into Ajai-Inde Swamps and north into Obongi. That
year too the Game Department improved anti-poaching operations and there
was optimistic talk of increased numbers. Pitman suggested that there were more
rhinos in the Era Forest Reserve than in both the Mountain Kei and Qtze Forest
Sanctuaries combined.!' In 1949 he estimated 24 animals in the Mount Kei
Reserve and 50 in the 60-square-mile strip between the Uganda border and the
Nile in Sudan.!2 In 1951, Sidney estimated over 300 animals,'8 although others
estimated 500.'2 In the first half of the 1950s the Government reported the
white rhino to be flourishing, especially in the Ajai-Inde Swamps, the Mount Kei
and Otze Forest Sanctuaries. Animals in the Otze Sanctuary roamed at ease
between Madi and Nimule Game Reserves in Sudan, and by 1955 the white
rhino population was 350.

The tragedy for the Uganda white rhinos started in 1956 when heavy poaching
from Southern Sudan was widespread. The white rhino is a shy animal, retiring
in temperament, the least observant of the big game, the easiest to approach and,
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therefore, to poach. Improving road conditions and increasing human popula-

tions in once remote areas, made effective managemem of the 3mlmals dlﬁfl':lcttlx(l)tn

The Mount Kei Sanctuary was said to contain few animals, and the pop ition

in Otze Forest Reserve retreated into the central apd south.ern sc‘.‘ctlontsh(q)t the

Otze Forest Sanctuary. In thebOgé)kp :m:at po:((:ihlinlg 1\3‘5873(;e3\?r:1(:11;;1 als‘ | the
i ino was reported to be dying out, and 1 51

xl[])l(;fterc{“i?\o the Otzg and Kei Sanctuaries. Only in the A_]ﬂl-llllld(;\ Swmngzc\;/“(i:rr‘z

they increasing, but even here they had not recovered from the heavy p

of 1954,

In 1956 the Game Department and the National Parks considered introducing

ies i Kabalega Falls National Park, where strict protection was
ztxlsl:uri%c.(‘:;egn:ln}r? March 1%61 ten animals were taken there. Four of the tc;i\ il,edé
but in June 1964 six more were successfully translocated. These 1f2 aném s .eers‘
the nucleus of a population considered to be the only hope %r tlgﬁfil?ere
survival in Uganda. In the next ten years they multiplied. an(;lK){ 1974 there
were at least 30.7 But in the Ajai-Inde Swamps and the Otze an egsapc 1113586
poaching was so heavy that the population glropped from over 3 > in 8
to a mere 80 in 1962.! The East African Wl!dhfe Society and WW p.rov1bllt
funds to establish the Ajai Game Reserve to give more stringent protection, l
numbers continued to decline —i;lg _theKtalbl;: Sh(l)?\z:llsl's ?Jy;tll(:)r?a-{ lt)t'll?lr(ea\x(clr%"()rglz
hi ino in Ajai Reserve, 18 in Kabalega . L P har
gr?yw:;;wthguz)?ze anjd Kei Sanctuaries.? In .neighbourmg Zaxrze Curry-Lindahl
reported a massive decline from 1000 to 100 in the early 1960s.
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Numbers of White Rhinoceros in Uganda in the Past Century

Year Number Source Year Number Source
1880s Plentiful Speke and Felkin 1967 18* Foster (1967)
in Lugard (1889) 1974 30* KFNP
Before 1928 150 Pitman (1931) 1977 16* KFNP
1928 130 Brooks in Cave 1978 7 E.L. Edroma®
(1962) 1978 13+ E.L. Edroma®
1938 220 Salmon (1939) April 1979 13* Chief Warden,
1950 500 Report 1953 P. Sali-Naluma
1951 Over 300 Pitman in Sidney (pers. comm.)
(1965) Feb. 1979 4 Game Warden
1955 350 Sidney (1965) B. Kidi
1957 300 Sidney (1965) (pers. comm,)
1958 335 Heppes (1958) Jan. 1980 2+ Chief Warden
1961 6* Savidge (1961) A. Labongo
1962 80 Cave (1962) (pers. comm.)
1964 12* Foster (1967) Feb. 1980 o* E.L. Edroma’
1967 60 Foster (1967) July 1980 0;0* E.L.Edroma?

* Numbers in Kabalega Falls National Park only, following translocation of ten in March
1961 and six in June 1964 from Ajai Game Reserve into the Park.

In 1975 the National Wildlife Committee of Uganda regretfully recorded the
white rhino absent in Mount Kei and Otze and other areas; a few survived in the
Ajai Game Reserve and in the north-west sector of Kabalega Falls National Park.
In February 1978 the present author found only six adults and one juvenile
during a ground search in the Ajai. In an aerial elephant count in December
1978 the author recorded 13 rhinoceroses in Kabalega Falls Park, and they
were still there in April 1979 (Mr Paul Ssali, pers. comm.). In February 1979
the Game Warden, Ben Kidi (pers. comm.) believed that no more than four
white rhino survived in Ajai. During the 1979 liberation war the white rhinoceros
was feared poached out of existence, and at the end of February 1980, during a
three-hour aerial search, the author saw none, although two individuals had been
reported by rangers six weeks previously. Again in April 1980, in an aerial census
with Dr Douglas-Hamilton and Dr Malpas, none were seen, and in a final aerial
survey in July 1980 none was seen in Kabalega Park or Ajai Game Reserve.
Another independent ground count by Dr Malpas in May 1980 gave the same
result and it is now concluded that the elegant white rhino has been eliminated
from Uganda by the unscrupulous hand of man. The northern race survives
there only in pictures and names such as Rhino Camp and White Rhino Hotel.

Causes for Decline

The reasons for the rhino’s extermination are not difficult to identify. Until
1950 the decline was due to loss of the home range due to increasing human
population, agricultural land use and illegal hunting, coupled with the rhino’s
relatively slow reproduction rate, which, under natural conditions, is once
nearly every four years, although two-year intervals have been reported in zoos,
and the unusually high infant mortality, which is very important in the wild.

The recent accelerated decline stems from the enormous value of rhino horn.
Today one kilo of rhino horn fetches nearly US$700 in East Africa and US$950
in the Yemen and Far East countries. Law ecnforcement authorities have been
unable to cope effectively with this problem.
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ecommendations for Conservation
{{Jgang]an authorities have to tighten and step up measures to combat the preva-
lent poaching, and, in consultation with the Uganda government and the inter-
national conservation authorities, to plan a strategy for restocking former white
thino areas with animals from neighbouring Zaire or Sudan. Above all they have
to rid the country of lawlessness. For without stability, efforts to conserve the

wildlife will be futile.
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Fifty-One Years Ago . ‘ ,
Capt. H.C. Brocklchurst, Game Warden of the Sudan, yvro?e in Game Animals of
the Sudan (1931) of the northern white rhino that its * .. horn has an even
higher marketable value than ivory, being used for making door handle§, for the
interiors of limousine motorcars and the hilts of presentation swords etc’.




