
OF THE JAVAN RHINO 
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It is mainly through circuitous means, such as on the ecology and sociology of the Javan habitat for the Javan 
looking for clues like these or by a study of 
droppings, that scientists get to know the 
feeding habi ts of the tiny, remaining population 
of the J w a n  rhinoceros (Rhinoceros sondaicils 
Desmarest). For all its size, the aninlal is not 
easy to spot in the forests of Ujung Kulon. The 
animal's feeding habits are cspec ially hard to 
leaLn abocit through direct observation because 
the Javan rhino &efers to eat during the night. 

The Ujung Kulon peninsula seems to be 
eminently suited as a habitat for the Javan 
rhino. Its vegetation is greatly \rariecl, ranging 
from primary forest to areas covered with 
secondary growth along the fringes of the 
national park. Rut the area has been heavily 
marred hy past human activity and by the 1883 
eruption of the \.olcano Krakatau, especially 
along the peninsula's northwestern 
coastline. 

A nurnber of studies have been inr d e over 
the years to learn more about the diet of the 
Javan rhino, which is essential in the effort to 
protect the species from extinction. From the 
various obsen-ations that have been made, it is 
clear that the Javan rhino is a pure herbivore. 
Mowever, it does not seeru to be particularly 
choosy a b u t  the kinds of plants it eats. 

A survey made in 1989 by a team from the 
Bogor Agricultural University (IPB) established 
that there are a t  least 50 plant species growing 
inside the Ujung Kulon National Park on which 
the rhinos feed. Anlong the most favored are 
Laportea stirnuhns, which grours in abundance in 
certain areas along the south coast, Gkhidion 

rl~inoceros based on extensive field research, hino.  Ujung Kulon 
noted the high species di\.ersity of the Ja\.an provides the ecosystem 
rhino's diet. Although the animals were the Javan rhino needs. 
apparently dependent un the presence of forest, 
vegetation types without tall trees, such as gaps 
created by fallen trees and shrubland without 
trees, seemed to be preterred, possibly because 
of the better than n\Ierage quality of the 
foodplants that grow in unshaded locations. 
(Most of the plants eaten werc in unshaded 
locations.) Furthermore, the rhinos seldorr~ fed 
in locations where the cluantity of available food 
nr;is small. 

The Javan rhino is a browser, which means 
that it prefcrs young leaves, shoots and twigs, 
especially those growing on saplings. Grasses are 
rarely eaten. To get at the young learres, the 
animal often first uproots a sapling by pushing 
against it with its head, or by cutting off larger 
branches with its strong tceth. Small twigs are 
simply bitten off. Taller branches are pulled 
down, and if the crown of a sapling is out of 
reach, the animal may try to break the stem 
with its jaws or press it down u~i th  its head and 
body. 

Djaja, Sajudin and Lo Yaiinr Khian identified 
not less than 120 genera of ~ l a n t s ,  belonging to 
62 families, or 155 \varieties in all, on which 
the rhino feeds. According to the researchers, a 
number of other herbivores compete with the 
rhino for the same kind of focd in thc limited 
confines of the Ujung Kulon National Park. 
The most important among the111 are the wild 
ox (Bos jauanicus), deer (Rusa tirnorensis) and 
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mzincak (Mztntiucus rnuntj~ik), of which the ~vild 
ox is the most important due to its size and 
strength and to the large numhcr of its 
population. 

In addition to the species alread) mentioned, 
the researchers identified trees, espcci;~lly 
saplings, of the families Euphorbi:~ceae, 
Moraceac, Palmae, Lauraceae , Anacardiaceae, 
r?inonacc;le, Ebenaccae, 'leliaceac, M yrtaceae, 
Rubiaceae and Vitaceae to he among the hest 
liked sources of food for the rhino. 

Of the various plant varieties, most tavored 
are Dilleniu excelsa, Leeu sumhicina, Amomum 
coccinium, Ezigenia polyan tlur, Arnomum 
megulocheik)s, .Acronychyu lu~irifuliu and a few 
others. Arnomlrm rneg~~locheik)~, nri th 
exceptionally juicy stems and leaves, is 
especially favored during the dry season. 

Hartmann Ammann noted a ntlmhcr of 
peculiarities that characterize the Javan rhino's 
feeding habits. They are the wide range o i  
foodplant species, the constant change from one 
plant specics to another while feeding, the 
preference for certain parts of plants, and for 
fceding in certain types of vegetation 
entrironmcnts. According to the researcher, 
those peculiarities are the results of se1ectii.e 
presstlres which ha\.e acted tipon hoth the rhlno 

and its foodplants. 
Selective pressures themselves, Hartmann 

Amman says, are the product of interactions 
.henveen the rhinos and their foodplants, 
between rhinos and competing herbivores, and 
between foodplants and other plant species. 
Possible factors underlying the observed 
preferences for certain foodplants and certain 
vegetation types, according to Hartmann 
Ammann, include the plants' natural defenses, 
physical as well as chemical, and nutritional 
value. Density of foodplants available, average 
quality, and availability of other resources are 
helieved to be the main factors determining 
choice of feeding habitat. 

One  of the most notable characteristics of the  
Javan rhino's feeding habits, it seems, is the 
wide variety of plant species it consumes. 
liartmann Amman even assumes that given a 
suff~cient l~ long observation period, the animal's 
diet would probably prove to include almost all 
the plant species of suitable size. Aside from the 
need to avoid the intake of damaging amounts 
of toxins contained in certain plants, plant 
species vary in nutrient - especially mineral - 
content and a diverst diet appears to be 
necessary to maintain a balanced diet. 
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