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2015 was a successful year for rhino’s at Taronga Western Plains Zoo, having 3 different 
species of rhino born within the same year. They were Dafari, a black rhino born 20th April; Raja, a 
greater one-horned rhino (GOHR) born 25th October; and Kamari, a southern white rhino 19th 
December. Dafari was the 12th calf born as part of our successful Black Rhino breeding program and 
Rajah was the first GOHR born in the Australasian region. Having the ability to build a relationship 
with rhino calves from an early age enables keepers to undertake specialised husbandry requirements 
with as little stress to the animals as possible such as blood collection, foot care and ongoing medical 
treatments, if and when required. The most important relationship to consider is also that of keeper 
and calf’s mother. We know that a calf will replicate the behaviour/energy given off from its mother. 
If the mother is calm, then the calf will be calm. Having and maintaining that rapport/relationship 
with the female before and throughout her entire pregnancy will only benefit your relationship with 
the calf. At Taronga Western Plains Zoo we have built a “Creep” into one of our yards that allows the 
calf to enter an area while mum is feeding on the outside. This creep is big enough to allow keepers to 
be in the same area with the calf and if/when the calf approaches, small amounts of tactile rubs can be 
given. Portable scales can be placed in this same area so regular weights of the calf can also be taken 
within its first few weeks. The 11th April 2017 saw the birth of our 13th black rhino calf, and the 
ability to use the creep once again. This calf is a 3rd generation black rhino and a tribute to our 
breeding program and facilities. 
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Much of modern medicine is based on animal experimentation, so lessons learned from 
human studies should equitably contribute back to the health and welfare of our animals.  This 
presentation considers two examples pertinent to rhinoceroses:  one demonstrates tangible benefits of 
this approach, while the other warns of potential hazards in its disregard.   

      Several decades ago, hemolytic anemia was the dominant cause of death among captive 
African black rhinoceroses.  A virtually identical human syndrome is caused by impaired ability of red 
blood cells (RBCs) to neutralize ambient oxidants.1  Our comparative studies of RBC metabolism 
suggested strategies for treatment and/or prevention of hemolytic anemia based on phosphate 
stimulation of RBC adenosine triphosphate (ATP),2 the primary fuel for essential metabolic reactions 
that is inherently low (2-5%) in rhino RBCs.3  In three separate instances, this tactic successfully 
interdicted active hemolytic crises and led to adoption of routine phosphate supplementation for black 
rhinos in U.S. captivity.  Hemolytic anemia has been a rarity ever since, but recent episodes in rhinos 
with low serum phosphate suggest that success may have brewed complacency regarding the 
importance of dietary phosphate supplements. 

      Unfortunately, human medical experience has been largely ignored in regard to another 
problem jeopardizing all browser rhinoceroses, tapirs and many other species of exotic wildlife when 
displaced from natural environments in which they evolved.  Iron storage disease (ISD) is a 
progressive multi-system disorder, typically devoid of clinical signs until affected organs falter or fail.  
Iron in excess is invariably deleterious to biological systems because it catalytically generates highly 
toxic, hydroxyl free radicals and reactive oxygen species to which rhinoceroses are particularly 
vulnerable.4 Progressive ISD was responsible for recent collapse of the U.S. captive breeding program 
for Sumatran rhinoceroses, a tragedy that could have been prevented by early application of 
procedures that have long been standards of practice for millions of humans with ISD.  Organ 
pathology and significant life-span shortening in these patients can be avoided by periodically 
removing small aliquots of venous blood; this slight anemia mobilizes iron stores to make new 
hemoglobin, thus averting iron accumulation.   
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