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In d on e s ia  t e a m s u p  w it h  Ge r m a n y on  Su m a t ra n  
rh in o  b re e d in g e ffo r t s  
by Basten Gokkon on 3 June 2022 

• Indonesia  and Germany will team up on advancing the science and technology for 
captive-breeding of critica lly endangered species in Indonesia , sta rting with the Sumatran 
rhino, to save them from extinction. 

• The agreement, signed in May between Indonesia ’s Bogor Institute of Agriculture (IPB) 
and Germany’s Leibniz Institute for Zoo and Wildlife Resea rch (Leibniz-IZW), will see a  
newcenter for a ssisted reproductive technologies and a  bio bank established a t IPB. 

• The initia tive between the two resea rch institutes a lso welcomes government officia ls, 
scientists, NGOs and priva te sector experts from around the world to get involved. 

• Indonesia  is the la st refuge for the Sumatran rhino, whose tota l popula tion may be a s 
little a s 30 individua ls. 

JAKARTA — Indonesian  and  Germ an  scien tists  a re  collabora ting on  assisted  
reproductive  technologies for critica lly endangered  species, with  a  p rim ary focus 
on  pu lling the  Sum atran  rh ino from  the  b rink of extinction . 

Indonesia ’s Bogor In stitu te  of Agricu ltu re  (IPB) and  Germ any’s Le ibn iz Institu te  
for Zoo and  Wild life  Research  (Le ibn iz-IZW) signed  the  collabora tion  agreem ent 
in  May. It ca lls  for estab lish ing a  cen te r fo r assisted  reproductive  technologies, 
or ART, and  a  b io  bank, or store  of gene tic resources, a t IPB, accord ing to  
an  officia l sta tem ent. It added  the  first jo in t conserva tion  science  p roject will be  
to  save  the  Sum atran  rh ino (Dicerorhinus suma trensis), a  species tha t now can  
on ly be  found  in  Indonesia  and  is  down to  as few as 30 ind ividua ls. 

“The  Sum atran  rh inos a re  now on  the  b rink of extinction , so  we  have  to  act ve ry 
fast,” Steven  See t, head  of science  com m unica tion  a t Le ibn iz-IZW, to ld  
Mongabay in  an  on line  in te rview on  May 27. “What we  can’t do  is  tria l and  e rro r 
because  the  m ate ria l is  too  p recious, and  as we’re  working aga inst tim e , we  
have  to  take  the  opportun ity to  save  the  species.” 
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The  wild  popula tion  of the  rh inos is  sca tte red  across sm all, fragm ented  pocke ts 
of forest on  the  islands of Sum atra  and  Borneo. The  species once  ranged  
th roughout con tinen ta l Sou theast Asia , bu t ram pant poach ing, de foresta tion  
and  a  clim ate  change  decim ated  its  popu la tion  and  shrank its  range . Experts 
a lso  say a  low b irth  ra te  and  reproductive  woes am ong the  rh inos have  added  to  
the  cha llenges of susta in ing na tu ra l b reed ing in  the  wild . 

The  Indonesian  gove rnm ent has p rioritized  rescu ing wild  rh inos to  pu t them  in  
sanctuaries for a  cap tive-breed ing p rogram . Today, Indonesia  has n ine  
Sum atran  rh inos in  two sanctuaries: e igh t in  sou thern  Sum atra ’s Way 
Kam bas and  one  in  the  Kelian  forest in  ea ste rn  Borneo. A th ird  facility is  
curren tly be ing deve loped  in  the  Leuse r ecosystem  in  northern  Sum atra , which  
is  tou ted  by experts as the  m ost p rom ising hab ita t for wild  rh inos. 
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Although  the  newly inked  agreem ent is  be tween  IPB and  Le ibn iz-IZW, the  
in itia tive  a lso  welcom es governm ent officia ls , scien tists, NGOs and  experts  from  
the  p riva te  sector from  around  the  world  to  ge t involved , sa id  Muham m ad Agil, 
head  of the  horm on e  ana lysis labora tory a t IPB. 

“All ART activities will be  done  in  Indonesia ,” Agil to ld  Mongabay in  the  sam e 
in te rview. “Until we  com e to  the  end  and  we  cannot do  anyth ing because  we  
don’t have  the  capacity and  capab ility, then  we  will need  [ou tside] he lp .” 

Agil a lso  noted  tha t both  Indonesia  and  Germ any were  signa tories to  the  
Nagoya  Protocol on  the  Conven tion  of Bio logica l Diversity (CBD), which  
regu la tes the  exchange  of specim ens of p rotected  species. He  sa id  tha t the  ART 
and  b io  bank app lica tions were  a lso  in  line  with  Indonesia ’s 2018 Em ergency 
Action  Plan  on  the  Sum atran  Rhinoceros. 

“The  m ain  goa l is  how we  can  successfu lly p roduce  em bryos, p roduce  induced  
p lu ripoten t stem  ce lls , and  then  do other advanced  research  for the  long te rm  
on  how we  can  p roduce  egg and  sperm  from  stem  ce lls ,” Agil sa id . “This will be  
the  stepp ing stone  tha t we  will ach ieve .” 

A previous p lan  to  send  rh ino sperm  sam ples from  Indonesia  to  Malaysia  fa iled  
to  take  off, a fte r the  Indonesian  governm ent ba lked  a t Malaysian  requests tha t 
a rtificia l insem ina tion  e fforts  be  ca rried  ou t in  Malaysia . In  August 2019, 
Indonesia ’s environm ent m in istry sa id  the  two countries had  agreed  on  a  new 
partnersh ip  tha t would  see  eggs sh ipped  from  Malaysia  for in  vitro  fe rtiliza tion  
(IVF) a ttem pts in  Indonesia . However, the  paperwork to  fina lize  the  dea l was 
neve r com ple ted , and  the  rh inos in  Malaysia  went extinct in  the  wild  and  in  
cap tivity la te r tha t year. 
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Agil sa id  the  next step  a fte r the  sign ing of the  agreem ent with  Liebn iz-IZW will 
be  a  two-week workshop  be tween  the  scien tists  and  governm ent officia ls  in  
Jakarta  in  August to  d iscuss fu rther activity de ta ils , ob jectives and  a  tim eline . 

“From  our pe rspective , th is collabora tion  will not on ly be  fo r two or five  years, 
bu t it’s  for a  long period  because  science  and  technology will deve lop  very fast 
and  we  have  to  ca tch  them  a ll in  one  bucke t,” he  sa id . 

See t of Le ibn iz-IZW sa id  the  collabora tion  would  a lso  benefit o ther critica lly 
endangered  species in  Indonesia , with  p lans to  deve lop  m ore  conserva tion  
science  p rojects. 

“Our institu tion  in  Germ any is  ded ica ted  to  wild life  research . Our institu tion  has 
a  lo t of specia lists  in  b irds, ba ts and  m am m als,” he  sa id . 
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