
B e h i n d  t h e  S c e n e s  

he  grc)~vth of the  c;~pli\*tt blacli r l ~ i ~ i o c e r o s  
population has been limited by scver:~l dis- 
eases. the causes of ivllich have 11ec11 poorly 
understood. To p:~r:~pl~rase \\:inston (:Iiurchill. 
veteri11:lry consider; i t ions in th is  spec ies  
sometimes seer11 to I>c :l "a riddle ivrapped in 

:I mystery inside :in enigma." For t~~nacely ,  a n i ~ ~ l t i t ~ ~ d e  of 
veterinary and medical research teams extending from the 
Uni\.ersity of hiissouri to the Mayo Clinic, from New \'orli to 
Zimbabwe, are solving some of the riddles. 

To study these diseases, a veritable '.catalog" of research 
requests has been distributed to all zoos with rhinoceroses. 
'CVhenever a black rhinoceros is anesthetized, nearly o r ~ c  pint 
of blood (from an almost twenty-gallon supply) is collected 
a n d  rushed to various research  
facilities. Samples are also solicited 
from other rhinoceros species to 
pro\ride compara t ive  da t a  frotn 
spec ies  in which these  diseases 
1iai.e not occurred. 

.-lmong the  first diseases acl- 
dressed has been hemolytic anemia. 
a blood disorder that has caused the 
dea ths  of 23 of 31 affected blacli 
r l i inoceroses.  T hc syndrome.  in 
which t h e  red blood cells a r e  
destroyed within tlie body, is usually 
acute and rapidly t'at:tl. 

\Vhile extensive research lh:~s 
e v a l u a t e d  c o m m o n  c a u s e s  of 

h e m o l y t i c  a n e m i a  in m a n  ancl 
domestic animals. most appear to 
he  unlikely causes for the rhino- 
c e r o s '  a n e m i a .  I n  s o m e  c a s e s  
i n f e c t i o n  \vi th tlie b;~cceriurn 
Lep tosp i ros i s  zntcrrogctns nras 
suspected: therefore a tTaccination 
program against i t  \\.as initiated. 

t\lthougll apparently effective, rese:ireh ior a more definitive 
cause has continued. 

l~esc :~rch  led 11). 1)r. 1)on:ild I'aglia, a hematolo,gist :it the 
Universir\- of Calit'orni:~, Los Angeles, may shed light on an 
underlying cause for hcmoiytic anemia among blacli rhino- 
ceroses. M%en conlpared to other m:rrnmalian species, the 
t~lood cclls of hlacli rhinoceroses arc cr~ergy deficient. 'I'his 
difference in met:~l,olisrn may leave their cells less resistant to 
destruction (henlolysis) triggered b!~ :I number of r'i-~ctors. If 
true, this is a fascinating finding. Similar deficiencies have 
been detected in several human populations where they mal- 
be an adaptive trait for survivirig malarial and other blood 
parasite infections. Interestingly enough, several related para- 
site species are found in wild blaclr rhinoceroses as well. 

Another problem that has affected 
more than thirty black rhinoceroses 
in North America is oral and  skin 
ulcers. This statistic is significant for 
a population that typically numbers 
approximately eight>- animals. These 
ulcers, \\rhicIi may be small and lirn- 
ited, sometimes progress and cause 
large areas of skin to slough. Several 
an ima l s  Ii;i\.c d ied  d u r i n g  t h e s e  
episodes. llr. 1,inda hlunson. a tVeteri- 
nary pathologist at  the Uni\lersit\- of 
Tennessee, is spearheading research 
into this disc;isc. 

The cause of cnccphaloni:~lacia, a 

usually f n ~ ; ~ l  degenerative disease of 
t h e  b ra in  t ha t  has  rifiected four  
black rh inoce roses ,  h a s  n o t  ye t  
been identified despite es tens i \ .e  
invest igat io~~s.  Also unusual in tll is 
species is t l ~ c  occurrence or fungal 
pneumonia (sis  cases), an infect ion 
that is rare in mammals with nor- 
mal immune systems. Consey uerl tl).. 



scudies are being initiated to e\.al- 
uatc the immune status and func- 
tion in black rhinoceroses. 

I t  is uncel-tain if any of these dis- 
eases occur  in t he  wild. I n  Z im-  
babwe and Namibia. the team of 

Drs. hlichael and Nanc?. Kocli. Drs. 
D:~\:id Jessup and Peter hlorkel, and 
liaoul d u  Toit a n d  Louis Gel- 
denhuys has established a series of 
"normal" values from wild bl:~ck 
rhinoceroses, providing perhaps the 

best reference and comparisons for 
captive populations. 

Nutrition is another vital area of ongoing health research. 
\4:ild b lack  rh inoce roses .  unl ike  t h e i r  g r az ing  whi te  
rhinoceros cousins,  a r e  specialized browsers.  Dr. Ellen 
Dierenfeld at the New I'orlc Zoological Society has studied 
Vitamin E levels in captive and wild black rhinoceroses. In 
addition, a complete review of captive diets by Dr. Cr:tig 


