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Journey Through Our Conservation Work  This issue of the San Diego Zoo  
Wildlife Alliance Journal focuses on the Savanna hub. To learn more about our 

collaborative conservation programs around the world, including our wildlife  
care at the San Diego Zoo and San Diego Zoo Safari Park, visit sdzwa.org.
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MEET OUR TEAM

What is the coolest thing about 
your job?
I get to see wildlife in their native 
habitat almost every day. Tourists 
pay handsomely for a chance to see 
the “Big Five”—the lion, leopard, 
black rhino, savanna elephant, and 
African buffalo—while seeing them 
is part of my job. I also get to interact 
with communities and other people 
committed to wildlife conservation, 
who inspire me to continue doing 
what I do. I am also fortunate to 
work with San Diego Zoo Wildlife 
Alliance scientists who lead wildlife 
conservation programs in Kenya.

What has surprised you about 
working with SDZWA?
One of my most surprising 
experiences was being asked to ride on 
the SDZWA Rose Parade float during 
the New Year’s parade. The experience 
confirmed that SDZWA values our 
wildlife conservation efforts. 

Who or what inspires you?
The story of black rhino conservation 
in Kenya inspires me. In the 1970s, 
black rhino numbers were about 
20,000 individuals, but due to 
poaching, the population declined to 
fewer than 300 in the 1980s. In the 
1990s, the government, together with 
other stakeholders, established black 
rhino sanctuaries to help breed and 
increase the population of the species 
in the country. Today, Kenya’s black 
rhino population is approximately 
800 to 900 individuals. We have also 
seen black rhinos’ numbers increasing 
in areas where they were decimated 
completely, including on community 
land (territory that belongs to a 
community, rather than an individual 
or company). This is a story of hope. 
It inspires me, and gives me hope 
that we can turn a challenge into an 
opportunity. It also gives me hope 
that the challenges we are currently 
facing can be circumvented and have 
a positive story.

Stephen Chege, 
B.V.M., M.Sc.

As conservation program 
manager representing 

SDZWA’s programs in Kenya, 
Dr. Chege plays a crucial role in 
projects involving black rhinos, 

hirola, Grevy’s zebras, and 
other wildlife species.
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What was a turning point or 
defining moment in a project or 
program you’ve worked on?
In 2006, I was a novice in wildlife 
conservation. Then I attended an 
environment seminar in Florida 
(USA) and Pretoria (South Africa). 
It was a game changer. I realized to 
what extent wildlife conservation 
was facing a myriad of threats and 
challenges. Henceforth, I decided 
to continue dedicating my skills to 
wildlife conservation. Looking down 
memory lane, I can say that today, 
I feel very happy that I have been 
involved in conservation of critically 
endangered wildlife such as the 
black rhino, hirola, and Grevy’s 
zebra.

What is your favorite animal? 
Why?
The black rhino. It has very poor 
eyesight, but a very strong sense 
of smell. The rhino makes use of 
that strong element to survive. The 
species reminds me to use my best 
talents, and to focus on what I have, 
not on what I don’t have. Doing that 
can help you achieve so much.

What do you see as the future  
of wildlife conservation?
Wildlife conservation faces myriad 
challenges, ranging from climate 
change, habitat loss due to the 
ballooning human population, 
diseases, and concerns associated 
with human-wildlife coexistence, 
just to mention a few. The good thing 
is, we already know what challenges 
are facing wildlife conservation, and 
we have realized that the solution 
lies in working with all stakeholders, 
including communities, to address 
these challenges. With good 
coexistence, there is a future for 
wildlife. We all need to know 
conservation is about people. The 
community conservation model is 
a great opportunity, and gives hope 
and a future to wildlife conservation.



HOME
     RANGEon 
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BY TOMAS PICKERING, PH.D.

Bringing Black Rhinos Back to Loisaba

T
he planned 
translocation 
of 21 eastern 
black rhinoc-
eroses Diceros 
bicornis 
michaeli to a 

new sanctuary in Kenya will be 
an exciting and crucial step for 
the continued recovery of this 
critically endangered species. 

However, the majestic animals 
that will live in Loisaba Conser-
vancy won’t be able to simply 
walk over. Teaming up with 
Kenya Wildlife Service, Lois-
aba Conservancy, The Nature 
Conservancy, and Space for 
Giants, San Diego Zoo Wildlife 
Alliance (SDZWA) is making 
considerable efforts to establish 
this sanctuary and return rhinos 

to this landscape. But why is this 
action needed? And, what will it 
mean for other wildlife, and for 
neighboring communities?

A Matter of Space—
and Survival

This range expansion is need-
ed to create space for the black 
rhino population to grow. We 
are excited to be a part of the 

effort to return rhinos to this 
landscape. But where did their 
once-sizable population go in the 
first place?

International demand for 
rhino horn led to formidable 
poaching in the 1970s and 1980s, 
crashing the black rhino popula-
tion in Kenya—from more than 
20,000 to fewer than 300 animals 
by 1987. The Kenyan government 



SAN DIEGO ZOO WILDLIFE ALLIANCE  /  SDZWA.ORG  /  11

PH
O

TO
 B

Y: S
D

Z
W

A

prioritized their conservation, 
and their numbers are growing 
again. At last count (in 2021), 
there were 897 individuals in 15 
areas—all specially safeguard-
ed from the looming threat of 
poachers. This is a success story, 
in and of itself. Yet now, black 
rhino numbers are reaching the 
carrying capacity of many of 
these spaces. Population growth 

rates have slowed, with juvenile 
survival and birth rates falling. 
It is clear that these megaherbi-
vores need more room to estab-
lish territories for breeding, and 
to find plentiful leaves to browse 
from shrubs and trees. SDZWA 
has stepped up to help create 
more space for black rhinos 
to roam and grow, supporting 
the Loisaba community in 

establishing an anti-poaching 
ranger unit and constructing a 
rhino sanctuary fence protect-
ing 40 square miles of quality 
rhino habitat. Our work going 
forward is to collaborate with 
Loisaba’s new rhino-monitoring 
team to scientifically evaluate 
strategies to overcome risks 
inherent in this translocation, 
such as diseases, vegetation 

shifts, lack of community toler-
ance, and potentially negative 
rhino interactions with each 
other or with fencing.

Leading the 
Charge for Change
Rita Orahle, rhino conservation 
officer at Loisaba, will lead the 
rhino monitoring team. Though 
new to working with rhinos, 
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she brings technical skills and 
conservation experience. Rita 
has expressed her excitement 
about helping with this species’ 
recovery, and says she already 
admires them for their mothers’ 
fearless protective behaviors 
over threatened calves. SDZWA 
is working closely with Rita 
to address risk from the rhino 
fencing. 

In conservation, fences can 
be both helpful and unfavorable. 
They protect species threatened 
by poaching and help people 
coexist with wildlife, but they 
also prevent wildlife from mov-
ing to gain access to food, wa-
ter, or mates. Mobility is espe-
cially important for migratory 
species and in environments 
like northern Kenya, where fre-
quent droughts require wildlife 
to move long distances to find 
greener patches. To address this 
challenge, Loisaba Conservan-
cy is constructing a low electric 
fence that allows many species 
to pass under or jump over it. 
The fence will feature corridor 
openings specifically designed to 
accommodate all wildlife except 
rhinos.

But how will other wildlife 
that share this landscape—in-
cluding endangered wildlife 
like Grevy’s zebras Equus grevyi 
and reticulated giraffes Giraffa 
camelopardalis reticulata—interact 
with the fence and corridors? We an-
ticipate that there may be collisions, 
and possibly even some fatalities. Ri-
ta’s work will help evaluate the effec-
tiveness of the flagging that makes the 
fence more visible to wildlife. Wildlife 
here will learn where this new bound-
ary exists, and where it is permeable. 

Watching Closely
As the rhinos establish territories, 
find water sources, and create com-
munal middens (dung heaps), where 
they communicate through scent, 
Rita and her team will document the 
rhinos’ behaviors, including inter-
actions with one another and with 

other wildlife (which may not be used 
to seeing rhinos in their habitat). 
With support from SDZWA, they 
will monitor the rhinos for diseases. 
Rita and SDZWA conservation sci-
entists will also monitor the rhinos’ 
body condition, as well as vegetation 
changes—such as how plant species 
are shifting over time. We are excited 
to see this rhino population grow.

Connecting with the 
Past—and the Future

Black rhinos disappeared from 
Loisaba and the surrounding com-
munity areas 50 years ago. Some of 
the older people within the Laikip-
iak Maasai and Samburu pastoral 
communities remember seeing the 
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Range Rovers:
Opposite page, top left: 
Rita Orahle leads rhino 
research and monitoring 
at Loisaba. Opposite page, 
bottom left: Rita Orahle and 
Laiyon Lenguya establish 
cameras for monitoring the 
new wildlife corridor. This 
page, clockwise from top: 
A black rhino pauses after 
taking a drink at Ol Pejeta 
Conservancy; Endangered 
Grevy’s zebras also benefit 
from the added security; 
Endangered reticulated 
giraffes are being reintro-
duced to rhinos lost from 
the landscape 50 years ago.  
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Just Browsing:
Black rhinos consume large amounts of 
leaves from shrubs and trees, opening 
habitat for many other grazing species.



last few individuals in the area. A few even remember 
the name of the last individual, Lotemere, who was 
named in honor of the elder responsible for guarding 
him. Among these Maa-speaking people, rhinos are 
called emuny, or in the national language of Swahili, 
kifaru. Many people in these communities supported 
the black rhinos’ return—including one clan, the 
Laiser, who see the rhinoceros as their representative, 
kindred animal. 

Research guided by SDZWA’s social science team 
is evaluating community support, attitudes, and ex-
pectations around potential benefits and costs of the 
rhino translocation. Prior to the rhino translocation, 
88 percent of community members agreed with the 
overall rhino conservation plan. Not only are most 
people excited at the prospect of seeing—or having 
their children see—black rhinos again, but they 
hope to gain benefits from added tourism, security, 
and jobs. However, people also worry that the new 
rhino sanctuary will limit where they can graze their 
livestock (the basis of their livelihood and culture), 
or that rhinos may attract poachers—criminals—to 
their community. We hope our conservation work, 
along with engagement from Rita and her rhino 
monitoring team and Loisaba’s community officers, 
will help address these and other community con-
cerns. Community support is important for the long-
term success of rhino conservation. For example, 
community members can help give early warnings 
when poachers are around or, one day, could even 
decide to extend rhino territory into conservation 
zones they manage. 

Our collaborative science to understand fences, 
rhino behaviors, and people’s attitudes and tolerance 
may help identify best practices for establishing other 
rhino sanctuaries, or even—in the future—an inter-
connected network of protected areas for rhinos. Ide-
ally, over time, rhino conservation will require less 
fencing and will have greater community support to 
ensure no poaching occurs. Internationally, we must 
find ways to end demand for rhino horn and safe-
guard the future of all rhino species. (SDZWA also 
works to address illegal wildlife trade in Southeast 
Asia.) We aspire to build a future where black rhinos 
can move freely across the Kenyan landscape. For 
now, our work continues to strengthen and spread 
rhinos’ ranges—one protected area at a time. 

Tomas Pickering, Ph.D., is an SDZWA  
social science researcher.

PHOTO BY: SDZWA
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