




The amount of food that the rhinos were fed was carefully monitored so that they were not overfed. 
It was felt that if they were fed more oat hay and herbivore pellets than they needed, that they would 
lie around too much. This lack of activity would lead to excessive growth of the foot pads. 

The animal keeper also checked each exhibit carefully every morning before releasing the 
animals for the day in order to remove any sharp rocks that were lying on the ground. The reason 
for this was to reduce the possibility that the rhino might step on a sharp rock and get a puncture 
wound in its foot which could potentially lead to an infection. 

Of course, the importance of keeping the exhibits and night quarters free of fecal matter and urine 
is essential and cannot be overstated. Every attempt is also made to allow the night quarter's 
cement floor to thoroughly dry before bringing the animals in at night. 

Another preventative measure involved roughening some of the cement floors that the rhinos walk 
on, once again, to hopefully wear down the foot pads. 

A Detailed Description oftbe Trimming Procedure 

Animal Keeper, Gene N oda, worked with the Indian rhinos at the Los Angeles Zoo for twelve 
years. During this time he performed the vast majority of foot trims done on the rhinos until he left 
the zoo in 1988. He had initially observed the procedure being done by our zoo vets, Dr. Gary Kuehn 
and Dr. Jerry Esra, back in the late 1970's. Over time, Gene learned how to perform the procedure 
himself. He is the person who trained me on the Indian rhino string and showed me how to trim 
their feet. I was constantly amazed at his knowledge and the rapport he had with these animals. 
His leaving our zoo was a great loss and I tried to glean as much information about the rhinos as I 
could from him before he left. Even though it is I who have written this paper, it is based almost 
exclusively on information that I received from Gene. 

As the foot pad becomes overgrown, the problems that arise include cracks in the pad, folds or flaps 
of overgrown tissue, and the skin where the center toenail attaches to the pad may separate from the 
nail. These are the conditions that one is trying to prevent by doing this procedure (see Figure 1). 
The area where the pad attaches to the nail and the resulting crack may become infected if that part 
of the foot pad becomes too overgrown. Our vets recommended biweekly trimming to try and 
prevent any thrush-like symptoms from developing. Doing the trimming regularly also meant 
that the vasculature would not have as much of a chance to drown down into the tissue near the 
surface of the pad. • 

With our female, Randa, one could always tell when she needed to have her feet worked on because 
when they were beginning to get overgrown and sensitive, she would stand with one foot slightly off 
the ground. Herman, on the other hand, did not display this behavior. 

The day that the trim is to be performed it is necessary to keep the animal to be worked on in the 
night quarters. The trim cannot be performed while the rhino is on exhibit. The noise and 
distraction from the public would not be conducive to performing this procedure. Also, the animal 
keeper must be close enough to an exit so that if the rhino begins to stand up, he or she can get away 
quickly. 

The morning ration of oat hay and herbivore pellets are fed to the rhino in the night quarters. We 
found that it was a good idea to give one extra flake of hay on the morning of the procedure. This 
helped to fill the rhino up more than usual and made it more likely that the animal would lie down 
to rest after it had eaten. 

We never found a way to get the rhino to lie down on command, basically one had to fed it and then 
keep checking frequently to see if it had decided to lie down and rest. Sometimes the entire day 
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would go by and the rhino would not lie down. When this happened, the animal keeper simply had 
to try again on another day. 

We also found that it was best to try and keep extraneous noises to a minimum. Some noises that 
the rhino was accustomed to were permissible such as the keeper cleaning the barn, the public out in 
front of the exhibit, or vehicles driving by on the road behind the barn. These were sounds that they 
heard every day and were accustomed to. We found that it was best, however, if other noises such as 
loud talking near the rhino be minimized as this might prevent her or him from lying down to rest. 
Another rhino banging on a gate might also disturb the one you are trying to get to lie down. 

Another element that seemed to help was sunshine. The rhinos appeared to be more likely to lie 
down to rest if there was an area of sun for them to lit in. This was sometimes a problem during the 
fall and winter months because at our barn, the angle of the sun did not allow for much sunshine to 
shine into the night quarters during that time of year. During the summer, however, we did get 
more sun in the night quarters. This seemed to encourage them to lie down more readily, and they 
also seemed to be more relaxed when they had a nice sunny spot to lie in. 

Before the trim can be performed, the animal keeper must repeatedly moisten the rhino's feet with 
water to soften the tissue. Warm water would probably be best for this, if one has access to it. We 
did not have any way to get warm water at our barn, so we just used water from a hose and it worked 
fine. 

Applying water to the feet can be done in one of three ways. First, the concrete floor and the rhino's 
feet can be repeatedly hosed while the animal is standing up and walking around before it lies 
down to rest. Second, the animal keeper can pour water from a bucket onto the feet after the rhino 
has laid down (see Figure 2). This is the method I used most often. The third method consisted of 
using a slow trickle of water from the hose to moisten the feet after the rhino has laid down. This . 
last method sometimes did not work too well because if the rhino was lying down and very relaxed, 
the noise from the running water seemed to disturb it. On a few occasions when I tried this, I had 
the rhino become alert and stand up, apparently from the noise of the water running out of the hose. 

It is essential that the foot pad be nice and soft prior to beginning the trim. The hosing or pouring 
water on the feet generally took about 30 minutes with the water being applied every five to ten 
minutes. 

Other ways to soften the pad could include performing a trim shortly after the rhino comes out of its 
pool or doing a trim on a rainy day when the rhino has been walking around on wet concrete all 
day. Tthe best trim I ever did on our male Herman was done on a warm, rainy afternoon after he 
had been soaking in his pool for over an hour. I brought him in early and gave him his afternoon 
feeding in the barn thinking that I would use some of my accumulated time off and go home early. 
As I was about to leave, I looked into his stall and saw that he had finished his food and was lying 
down under his heat lamp. His feet were very soft from being in the water all that time, so I decided 
to stay and trim his feet. I was able to remove more tissue on that day than any other time that I 
worked on Herman's feet. 

We found that the best tool to use was a sharp pocket knife. Gene Noda told me that he had tried 
. using various other tools used to trim hooves on horses and other hoofstock, but he found a knife 
worked the best because it gave him the most maneuverability. 

When he and our veterinarians first started trimming the rhino's feet, they used to use large 
nippers. Gene told me that these tended to take off large chunks of tissue instead of lots of thin 
layers. He told me that on one occasion when they were using the nippers, they cut too deeply and 
the rhino kicked. The nippers went flying across the service area with such force that Gene said he 
was surprised that they weren't embedded in the wall on the opposite side of the service area. This 
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Conclusion 

Indian rhinos in the wild may have a home range of from 2 to over 10 sq. km2 (Laurie,1982). 
Obviously, it is going to be difficult to try and replicate this in captivity. If a zoo is planning to 
build a new Indian rhino exhibit, it is important to give these animals as much room as possible in 
order for them to get the proper exercise they need. A facility such as the San Diego Wild Animal 
Park is ideal for this but unfortunately few zoos will be able to duplicate their vast expanses for a 
rhino exhibit. 

The Los Angeles Zoo is currently working on a new master plan. When completed, the Indian 
rhino exhibits will consist of yards that are three times as large as those in which our animals are 
currently housed. Hopefully, this will afford them the opportunity to get more exercise and, as a 
result, help to reduce the excess growth on their foot pads. 

Other ideas we have considered trying now include roughening up the concrete in the night 
quarters more, although care would have to be taken to not get the concrete floor so rough that it 
would cause irritation to the feet. Also, we have discussed the possibility of adding smooth pea
sized gravel to part of one exhibit on a experimental basis to see if that might help. 

The foot trimming procedure employed at the Los Angeles Zoo on our Indian rhinos over the past 
eleven years has helped to prevent further infections like those experienced by our rhinos in 1978. 
It is a preventative measure made necessary by the inability of our animals to get the amount of 
exercise that they would if they lived in the wild. We are fortunate that we have rhinos that are 
docile enough to tolerate this procedure. Despite the potential danger to the animal keepers and the 
extra time involved, we feel that it is worth our effort if the rhinos live longer and healthier lives as 
a result. 

I would like to thank Michael Dee, Curator of Mammals and Animal Keepers Gene N oda and 
Dave Smith for their many years of dedicated care of the Indian rhinos and for always being so 
willing to freely share their knowledge and expertise with me. 

Thanks also to Animal Keepers Lynda Paul for her illustrations and George French for assisting 
me with the photographs. 
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