EXHIBITS

Nikita Kahn Rhino Rescue Center Officially Opens
at San Diego Zoo Safari Park

Generous donors who helped to
build a state-of-the-art animal
facility at the San Diego Zoo
Safari Park in Escondido, Calif.,
attended a reception in their
honor on 18 May, as the Nikita
Kahn Rhino Rescue Center was
officially opened. A ceremonial
ribbon-cutting took place, with
San Diego Zoo Global President
and Chief Executive Officer
Douglas G. Myers inviting the
Center’s namesake, benefactor
and longtime animal advocate
Nikita Kahn, to cut the ribbon.
The new 3.5-acre facility is
dedicated to the conservation
of white rhinos, with a focus on
assisted reproductive techniques.
“This is a very exciting day
for us, to have the Nikita Kahn
Rhino Rescue Center opened,”
stated Stacey Johnson, director
of collections, San Diego Zoo
Global. “The Nikita Kahn
Rhino Rescue Center gives us
the capability and power to
accelerate our understanding of

the reproductive physiology of
the white rhino. Working with
the animals in this facility, our
researchers can learn the biology
of the rhinos and continue to
develop reproductive techniques
to save the northern white rhino,
and other rhino species, from
extinction”

Led by San Diego Zoo
Global and Dvir Kralové Zoo in
the Czech Republic, researchers
at the San Diego Zoo Institute
for Conservation Research .
Frozen Zoo®—in cooperation
with the Leibniz Institute for
Zoo and Wildlife Research
(IZW) in Berlin, The Scripps
Research Institute (TSRI) and
many other scientific institutions
and zoos, as well as partners in
Africa—are working to develop
and perfect assisted reproductive
technologies to save the critically
endangered northern white
rhino. Only three of these
animals remain in the world.

The Nikita Kahn Rhino

Rescue Center was built to
house the rhinos that are part of
this critical work. In November
2015, six female southern white
rhinos, ranging from4to7
years of age, were relocated to
the new Center from private
reserves in South Africa. These
animals could potentially serve
as surrogate mothers for a baby
northern white rhino.

To reach the ultimate goal
of successfully producing a
northern white rhino, multiple
steps must be accomplished.
One of the first steps involves
sequencing the genomes of the
northern white rhino to clarify
the extent of genetic divergence
from its closest relative, the
southern white rhino.

With a grant from the
Seaver Institute, Dr. Oliver
Ryder, director of genetics at
San Diego Zoo Institute for
Conservation Research, and
his team of researchers have
completed a whole genome

sequencing of northern and
southern white rhinos, in an
effort to characterize genetic
diversity. DNA samples from the
six southern white rhino females
that reside at the Rescue Center
have been obtained and will be
added to the study.

“Sequencing the genomes of
the northern and southern white
rhinos gives us information we
could not obtain any other way,’
stated Ryder. “We want to know
about the genetic diversity of
the rhino, which is important
for their longtime survival. We
want to use this information as
part of our effort to rescue the
species, which will involve our
understanding the activity of
genes involved in reproduction.”

“Our initial findings
show the genetic diversity of
northern white rhino samples
in the Frozen Zoo" appear to
be comparable to, and perhaps
greater than, that of the southern
white rhino samples,” stated Dr.
Tate Tunstall, a postdoctoral
scientist working on the project.

The next step in successfully
producing a northern white
rhino requires conversion
of cells preserved from 12
individual northern white
rhinos in the Frozen Zoo® to
stem cells that could develop
into sperm and eggs—a
process successfully begun in
the laboratory of Dr. Jeanne
Loring of The Scripps Research
Institute, with details of the
process published in 2011.

Reproductive options might
include artificial insemination,
in vitro fertilization or embryo
transfer, with the southern white
rhinos serving as surrogates.
There are many challenges
ahead, but researchers are
optimistic that a northern white
rhino calf could be born from
these processes within 10 to 15
years. This work also may be
applied to other rhino species,
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