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Tenuous connection or complete fallacy?

(et by Eugene Moll & Bradd Witt
[lustrations by Bradd Witt,
pholographs by Eugene Moll

most rare and threatened of large
terrestrial mammals. Their popu-
jtions began to decline with European
setlement and habitat l(_)ss, z}nd have
jeclined even more rapidly in recent

Black Rhino are today amongst the

| imes because of successful poaching for

| rhino horn. Conservation agencies have

made every effort to conserve the
species, even to relocating small breed-
ing populations to more secure areas.
one such place is the Western Plains
700 in Dubbo in western New South
Wales, Australia. Other sites are in bet-
fer protected areas within southern
Africa, such as the Waterberg in
Namibia, near Kimberley in South
Africa, and re-introductions to Mkuzi
md Ndumo Game Reserves in
{waZulu-Natal. The relocation of the
southern race of the White Rhino in the
1960s rescued this species from the very
brink of extinction to a point where there
is almost a surplus of these animals
ioday. The White Rhino story is surely
one of the conservation success stories
of this century.
But what does all this conservation
ution have to do with plants?
For many years it has been known
that Black Rhino occasionally exhibit a
rther unusual “feeding frenzy”. This
unique behaviour occurs when individu-
ils indulge in what only can be called
‘euphorbia binging”, something that,
When it happens, focuses their attention
“acutely that some have been known to
limble to their death down small cliffs
i their efforts to munch even more
“phorbia, As plant ecologists we have
dways been intrigued by this compul-
‘on that Black Rhino occasionally
alibit, especially when we know that
h_latex of euphorbias is incredibly
d,’“c 10 humans, and even a fraction of a
m"P ¢an cause blindness and excruciat-
& pain. We know, too, that as a rule
it inls do not suffer death as a result of
& eaten, but Black Rhino have been
1 to demolish an individual shrub
'r::‘”h a degree that it succumbs.
gely enough, other euphorbias of
same species in the same locality
I untouched. It seems that once a
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rhino begins to eat a specific plant, all its
attention becomes totally focused on
that plant, and some rhinos have been
known to continue feasting for more
than a day on a single plant. This is sure-
ly one of the strangest eating habits of
any animal? In one of these feasts, up to
100 kilograms of fresh material may be
consumed, the only respite being that
the rhino may wander off to drink before
returning to complete the meal. So what

Young female Black Rhino under a mopane tree in Damaraland.

is it that makes the euphorbia, notorious
for the toxicity of its latex, so magnetic?
No one really knows, but we have a the-
ory that remains to be tested.

What is needed is some logical expla-
nation for why Black Rhino have these
occasional euphorbia binges. When
going through the data, which are few
and far between, it seems that adults of
both sexes indulge themselves, and even
juveniles have been observed with their
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noses well and truly in the euphorbia
bush. The only scientific way to test the
effect of the binge would be to analyse
blood samples pre-binge and post-binge,
and look for differences resulting from
eating all that euphorbia. This is deemed
an impossible task, as getting a blood
sample is extremely difficult and cer-
tainly risky, and if the animal is tranquil-
lised there is always the danger that it
may not recover from the drug. Then
there is the problem of replicating the
experiment sufficiently often to get a
§tat|stically valid result — a virtually
!mpossible task. So some other, possibly
indirect, solution to the problem is
required. A biochemist friend suggested
that urine samples may do, but did you
know that rhinos spray urinate! That
means you should never stand behind a
rhmo‘ with a full bladder unless you’re
wearing a full set of waterproofs.
However, it would be possible to collect
urine, as even urine-wetted soil would
do. But we still have to convince those
who have Black Rhino in captivity to
run the feeding experiment.

So what is so special about the
euphorbia? Well, before we tell you the
significance of that, you should know
that in the few places where Black
Rhino still occur in greatly reduced
numbers, their breeding capacity (or as
zoologists like to call it, their “fecundi-
ty”) is poor. Whether this is because
ovulation is irregular or because impo-
tency is rife, is unknown — but certainly
Black Rhino could learn a lot from
White Rhino which for size and bulk
rival mice in the procreation stakes.
Also you may need to consider that there
is one place in southern Africa where the
local Black Rhino population is pretty
normal, since most females have calves
with regular monotony. So it would seem
that fecundity is not the problem, rather
it is something that is missing from their
habitat! We think that there is a connec-
tion between fecundity and euphorbia
binges. We say this because where this
“normal” population occurs, euphorbias
abound — in some cases they are the only
plants around in drier periods.

Before revealing all, we need to back-
track a little. The family Euphorbiaceae
has a cosmopolitan distribution and a
number of species have economic
importance. One of the characteristics of
the family is that individuals produce a
latex that exudes from damaged parts of
the plant. In the extremely large an.d
diverse genus Euphorbia this latex is
produced in copious quantities as a
white, milky substance. Pcnpl_c have
attempted to use it commercially to
make rubber, but with no success.
However, the latex is known to contain
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Black rhino occasionally exhibit a rather unusual ‘feeding frenzy” and indulge in
what can only be called “euphorbia binging’.
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