
Wildlife and Security
East Africa’s Largest Black Rhino Move.
Imagine darting an adult wild black rhino on foot from just a few meters away! What if it charges you and there are no trees? Wha
if you dart it and it runs off into thick bush and you cannot find it? What if you are trying to dart one particular rhino out of a group
four animals, there will then be four sensitive noses, eight ears and eight eyes on the alert for your approach? What if communica-
tions between the ground team and the aerial team fail at a critical moment, say when you are 25meters from the rhino and in thick
bush? Rhino captures present all sorts of varying problems, but first the safety of the rhino as well as the capture team personnel is
paramount importance. It is therefore very necessary to plan accordingly, with careful attention to detail, when undertaking an
operation of this nature. Your problems are compounded by the fact that you are interfering with a critically endangered animal, it i
dangerous animal especially when pursued on foot and lastly, in this case, you are not just catching 1, but a total of 32 rhino!

In the largest known black rhino translocation in East and Central Africa, 31 black rhino and one white rhino were moved into Ol
Pejeta Conservancy and Ol Jogi Ranch’s; Pyramid Rhino Sanctuary (27 and 4 respectively). The first phase of the operation was 
improve the genetic gene pool of black rhino in Ol Jogi by moving out four animals (two male and two female) and replacing these
with another four of the same sex from Solio Game Reserve and Ol Pejeta in a swapping exercise. The second and largest phase
was aimed at stocking the newly expanded Ol Pejeta Conservancy with 27 animals from Solio Game Reserve and at the same tim
to de-stock their over population of black rhino (three of these animals went to Ol Jogi) and the third phase of one white rhino from
Lewa to Ol Pejeta.

In brief detail, the process that took place is to locate a rhino from the air and then guide the small darting team in on the ground
using radio communications. If the rhino was positively identified by the sanctuary ranger as a candidate then an approach on foot,
taking into account wind direction and bush cover, to a dart able distance of between 20 to 40 meters was made. Once the rhino
was darted the aircraft, must at all costs, maintain a visual contact with the animal until it has the full effect of the immobilizing drug
and at the same time to guide the ground capture team to the recumbent animal as fast as possible for stabilization and loading. Th
ground team consists of two Land Cruisers, one lorry with a rhino crate, one tractor to pull the crate on and off the lorry via ramps
and a steel cable and finally a capture crew of at least 15 men that includes veterinary personnel, drivers and capture hands. The
rhino is blind folded first and then the vet quickly stabilizes the recumbent rhino, a radio transmitter was fitted to the horns of most 
the rhino and all were ear notched for individual identification purposes, thus making  it easier for post release monitoring at the
respective release sites. At the same time the crate is off loaded and positioned so that the rhino can be moved into the crate. This
procedure can be tricky but often exciting! A heavy strap is positioned around the head of the rhino that is now facing into the ope
door of the crate. Capture crew are positioned on the head strap, around the back and sides of the rhino ready to push like mad
when given the call.

 The rhino is then given a tranquilizer injection to calm it once it is awakened. Then it is fully revived with an immobilizing antidote.
The rhino is simply woken up! Now the fun and games start because the team now has to work together to man handle the now
standing rhino into the crate! Once into the crate, blindfolds, straps and ropes are removed. The crate is then pulled back onto the
lorry for onward transport to the release site. All the rhino were “free released” on Ol Pejeta and Ol Jogi. This too is a delicate
process where the crate is off loaded again from the lorry, all vehicles and people must move some distance away leaving just two
men on top of the crate to open the doors for release. It is critical that noise is kept to an absolute minimum and thus no disturbanc
is caused to the already distressed rhino. Post release monitoring has shown that these animals have settled better than we could
have hoped.



Enthusiasm was very quickly dampened on approaching the very first rhino on day one! A suitable female candidate and
her young adult calf had been identified by the Ol Jogi rangers; the spotter aircraft was airborne and had the rhino visual,
the capture team were ready to go, everyone was in communication and knew the plan ahead and the ground darting
team of three men was being guided towards the rhino by the aircraft. All was going to plan and a foot approach, from
down wind, was made to within 20 yards. At this critical point, just before the dart was fired, the wind changed direc-
tion and all of a sudden the rhino smelt her pursuers! There was a load snort and immediately she charged in our direc-
tion. There was no option but to take drastic and quick evasive action! Thorn covered trees that you would never
dream of climbing under normal circumstances were climbed like ladders! Radio talk from the air was frenzied; snorts
from the rhino were thunderous, dust from the turmoil covered sight of the other men confusing the panicked situation
even further. It all happened in a couple of seconds! With a birds eye view from the aircraft, the pilot had seen the whole
encounter and asked again and again “is that person injured”? As the dust started to settle the small team of men re
grouped and out of the dust appeared the vet, covered in red dust and a bit shaken to say the least. As the rhino had
closed in, the vet at the last minute had dived to the ground away from the rhino’s horn and in the process avoided
serious injury. We were very lucky indeed that no serious injury occurred apart from a few scratches here and there. A
very strong reminder, right from the outset had been experienced, that when things do go wrong, it happens very quickly
and if it can go wrong, at some stage it will go wrong!

During the two and a half weeks of capture, there were moments of exhaustion (4.30am starts to the day), moments of
excitement (stalking a rhino to within a few yards on foot), moments of fear (being charged), frustration (the time taken
to find the correct candidates), disappointment and sadness (loss of one rhino, beyond our control), moments of joy
(watching a successful rhino release in a new area), despair (you could see the rhino in very thick bush but could not
dart it for various reasons) this capture had it all. Sitting behind my desk now, my mind is permanently distracted and I
can only think of one thing: getting out there on rhino capture.

As you can imagine this operation took the combined efforts of many different organizations and many different individu-
als to bring it all together and their efforts were rewarded by completing a first of its type and a very successful translo-
cation with very minimal loss. Prior to this move, there is only one rhino sanctuary in Kenya that can boast over 85
black rhino and one which has re-stocked many National Parks and other rhino sanctuaries over the years. A special
thank you must go to the Management of Solio Game Reserve for providing land and habitat for black rhino for over 35
years. To catch 27 Rhino out of one sanctuary and still leave 50 behind says it all. To the teams of KWS, Ol Pejeta,
Lewa, Solio and Ol Jogi, an unbreakable partnership has evolved and this is a tribute to the team’s tireless effort that
took place during this operation.
Thank You.
Richard Moller - Director of Operations r.moller@lewa.org

Like many sports, rhino capture is a team effort and if every capture team member, be it the aircraft pilot or one of the
capture hands, does not play his part, the game will be lost! And so on the 3rd February 2007, after months of planning,
our enthusiastic team lined up for kick off for this capture operation. The joint teams consisted of Kenya Wildlife Service
(KWS), Ol Pejeta Conservancy and Lewa personnel who assembled for the first phase at Ol Jogi Ranch in Laikipia
District. The team was also assisted by guides and security personnel from the respective reserves of Solio and Ol Jogi
as necessary.

A fierce bull in the crate at Ol Pejeta.

On the way to a new home! Ian darting on foot at Ol Pejeta.
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