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A War to Save the Black Rhino

In Zimbabwe's Zambezi Valley, poachers are shot on sight

The rhinoceros is one of earth’s oldest
creatures, dating from the Eocene epoch,
when horses were the size of dogs. some
" 55 million years ago. There are five sur-
viving rhino species—black. white. Su-
matran. Indian and Javan—all of them
endangered because of poachers who kill
them for their horns. Africa’s black. or
hooked-lipped. rhino (Diceros bicornis) is
the latest to land on the endangered list.
In 1970 there were 65,000 of the beasls
roaming Lhe rough bush country of east,

t might have been a scene from one of

Africa’s guerrilla wars: four men wear-
ing green fatigues and packing FN assault
rifles fanned out across a wooded ridge.
The bush crackled under a punishing af-
ternoon sun as the government patrol
scoured the hillside for enemy tracks.
Then they heard it: the low murmur of
voices drawing closer. Below them. a file
of four men—three carrying AK-47 ri-
fles—slowly advanced through a yellow
sea of elephant grass. Without warning,
the government patrol opened
fire. gunning down all four in 40
seconds. When the bodies were
searched, they recovered 278
rounds of ammunition. two ivo-
ry tusks and the horns of a
black rhinoceros.

This recent skirmish in Zim-
babwe’s Zambezi Valley was no
military operation. The govern-
ment patrol consisted of game
rangers from the country's De-
partment of National Parks and
Wild Life Management. The en-
emy was a gang of poachers that
had crossed the border from
neighboring Zambia to plunder
one of Zimbabwe's most trea-
sured resources—the last great s
population of black rhinos living 3 S e
in the wild. Out of harm's way, young calve
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A Black rhinoceros cb(ﬂ trailed by a calf; Zimbabwean rangers struggle to load a tranquiliied rhino

central and southern Africa. Today there
are fewer than 4,000, half of them in Zim-
babwe. The Zambezi Valley. with more
than 500 animals. now holds the world’s
last viable breeding herd. To defend
them. the country has launched a contro-
versial shoot-on-sight war against poach-
ers, who are killing the rhinos at a rate of
one a day. "We have an obligation to the
rest of the world to save our rhinos,” de-
clares Willie K. Nduku, Zimbabwe's di-

rector of national parks. “We won't spare
our ammunition.” |

Operation Stronghold. as the policy |
is known. was approved by Prime Min- l
ister Robert Mugabe in mid-1985. when
less violent attempts to arrest poachers
proved ineffective. Most of the rhino

., hunters cross the border from

% : Zambia. Rangers try to stop
.5 them wilthout bloodshed. in-
sists Blondie Leathem. 29.
who coordinates the Zambezi
Valley patrols, but “trying to
arrest a man with an AK-47
is like trying to grab a lion
with your bare hands. We
must often shoot first to pro-
tect our lives.”

Supplied in part by Ameri-
can donations. the gunslinging
rangers have so far captured 21
poachers and killed 29. But the
gangs keep coming. and parks
officials admit that they are ina
losing battle. Their only hope is
to slow down illegal hunting in
order to buy time for two other
efforts to save the rhinos. One is
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captaring and moving as many of the ani-
mals as possible away from the Zambezi
Valley to safer sanctuaries. The other in-
volves an international campaign of di-
plomacy and media pressure to shut down
the trade in rhino horn.

Rhino horn is not actually horn but
densely compacted fibers of keratin, a
protein found in hair and fingernails. Im-
porting it is illegal in most countries, but
an illicit $3 million-a-year trade flour-
ishes in the Middle East and eastern Asia,
where dealers pay $450 per Ib. wholesale
for the stuff. (One large animal can yield
10 1bs, of horn.) It is a myth that the horn
is used as an aphrodisiac. In the Far East
it is ground into traditional medicines
that supposedly reduce fever and stop
nosebleeds. [t is also coveted in North Ye-
men, where it is carved into dagger han-
dles that sell for $500 to $12,000 or more.

To close down these markets, Zimba-
bwe has been working with the World
Wildlife Fund and the Convention on the
International Trade in Endangered Spe-
cies to pressure countries to ban trade in
rhino horn or to enforce existing laws. Ex-
perts say that most Zimbabwean horn is
smuggled through Zambia and on to dis-
tributors in Burundi and the United Arab
Emirates. These countries have become
targets for conservationists. “We need to
expose and destroy the Zambian syndi-
cate that deals in rhino horn,” says Glenn
Tatham, Zimbabwe’s chief warden. “We
need to hit the whole trade with an
H-bomb, so to speak, of international
outrage.”

Meanwhile, Zimbabwean rangers
have been capturing Zambezi Valley
rhinos and moving them away from the
war zone. Since 1984 the teams have relo-
cated nearly 240 animals to safer game re-
serves and fenced-in ranches. On one re-
cent morning, Warden Clem Coetsee,
head of the capture unit, set out with his
men to bag their 75th rhino of the three-
month dry-weather capturing season.
Armed with a heavy darting rifle loaded
with nerve-blocking tranquilizer, he spot-
ted a rhino cow. moved into range and
took careful aim. The dart hit the beast’s
shoulder with a tAwack. She snorted in
alarm, thundered off and collapsed twelve
minutes later.

The captured animals, which weigh
up to 2,900 Ibs., are rolled onto sleds,
hoisted with ropes into a truck and trans-
ferred into stockade-like holding pens.
Sometimes they revive unexpectedly; last
year Coetsee was gored in the leg. But
most can be hand fed in the holding pens
within a few days. And rhino calves,
Coetsee reports, like to be tickled.

What if the Zambezi Valley proves to
be the rhino’s Little Big Horn? Conserva-
tionists fear that more is at stake than the
possible extinction of a fascinating relic of
animal antiquity. “The rhino is a symbol
of all endangered wildlife,” says Chief
Warden Tatham. “If we lose the rhino,
will the elephant be next? And after the
elephants are gone. will we lose the rest of
the game? This is a war we simply must
win.” —By Maryanne Vollers/Zambezi Valley
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