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Fla w e d  cou n t  p u t s  ‘glo r ifie d ’ Ja va n  rh in os  on  p a t h  
t o  e xt in ct io n , re p or t  sa ys  
by Basten Gokkon on 11 April 2023 

• Javan rhinos, a  critica lly endangered species found only in a  single pa rk in تndonesia , 
may be on a  popula tion decline tha t could see the species go extinct within a  decade, a  
new report warns. 

• The report highlights questionable practices in the تndonesian governmentΡs oг cia l 
popula tion count, which has shown a  steady increase in rhino numbers since 2011. 

• Notably, the oг cia l count includes rhinos tha t havenΡt been spotted or recorded on 
camera  traps in yea rs; a t lea st three of these anima ls a re known to have died since 2019. 

• The report, by environmenta l NGO Auriga  Nusanta ra , a lso highlights an increase in 
reported poaching activity in Ujung Kulon Nationa l Pa rk, and a  genera l lack of oг cia l 
transpa rency tha tΡs common to conserva tion programs for other iconic species such a s 
Sumatran rhinos and orangutans. 

JAKARTA — Every tim e  a  new Javan  rh ino ca lf is  spotted , Indonesia ’s 
environm enta l au thoritie s issue  an  upda te  of the  p recise  popula tion  num ber fo r 
the  near-extinct species. The  rh ino’s en tire  popu la tion  is  confined  to  a  single  
na tiona l pa rk, filled  with  hundreds of cam era  traps tha t a llow conserva tion ists  
to  m onitor sigh tings of known, nam ed  adu lt rh inos as well a s any new b irths. 
Since  2011, when  officia ls  sta rted  insta lling the  cam era  traps, the  gove rnm ent 
has reported  steady growth  from  35 to  72 ind ividua l Javan  rh inos (Rhinoceros 
sonda icus). 

Accord ing to  a  new investiga tive  report, however, the  seem in g p recision  of these  
num bers be lies se rious p rob lem s with  transparency, poor m anagem ent of the  
species, and  ind ica tions tha t the  popula tion  m ay in  fact be  declin ing. 

Am ong the  key reve la tions in  the  report pub lished  April 11 by Indonesian  
nonprofit environm enta l NGO Auriga  Nusan ta ra  is  tha t 18 rh inos (n ine  fem ales 
and  n ine  m ales) tha t have  not been  spotted  a live  for yea rs (som e since  2019) 
a re  still included  in  the  m ost recen t popu la tion  coun ts. 
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Further investiga tion  by Auriga  Nusan ta ra  found  tha t th ree  of these  18 “m issing” 
rh inos have  d ied : one  fem ale  in  2019 and a  fem ale  and  a  m ale  in  2021. None  of 
these  m issing and  dead  Javan  rh inos we re  pub licly announced  by e ithe r the  
agency tha t m anages Ujung Kulon  Nationa l Park or the  Indonesian  environm ent 
m in istry. By con trast, the  governm ent has regu la rly pub licized  news of Javan  
rh ino b irths, signa ling a  stab le  popula tion  growth . 

“It’s  an  unfa ir glo rifica tion  from  the  governm ent for not pub lish ing these  losses 
as well,” Tim er Manurung, the  founder and  d irector of Auriga  Nusan ta ra  and  
lead  au thor of the  report, to ld  Mongabay in  an  exclusive  in te rview on  April 7. 
“There ’s a  politica l factor a t p lay, especia lly when  the  environm ent m in istry has a  
popu la tion  increase  ta rge t for p rio rity species like  the  Javan  rh inos.” 

Tim er sa id  he  be lieves it’s  h igh ly un like ly tha t live , hea lthy rh in os would  go 
unde tected  by cam era  traps, considering the  system atic se tup  of the  devices 
th roughout Ujung Kulon  and  the  fact tha t rh inos typ ica lly frequen t the  sam e 
spots with in  the ir hom e range . But he  sa id  he  would  be  glad  if it tu rns ou t the  
rest of the  m issing rh inos a re  a live  and  have  sim ply been  staying ou t of view of 
the  cam era  traps. 

Tim er added  tha t h is concerns were  shared  by m ultip le  whistleb lowers involved  
in  Javan  rh ino conserva tion , who a le rted  h is organ iza tion  to  p rob lem s in  Ujung 
Kulon  and  p rom pted  h is team  to  begin  the  investiga tion  in  Sep tem ber 2022. 
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“This is  the  on ly rem ain ing popula tion  of Javan  rh inos and  we  a re  in  danger of 
losing th is species,” he  sa id . 

Muham ad Ali Im ron , the  d irector for fo rest and  wild life  a t WWF-Indonesia , which  
was deep ly involved  in  the  Javan  rh ino  conserva tion  p roject in  Ujung Kulon  
Nationa l Park un til 2019, sa id  it was still possib le  the  cam era  traps had  m issed  
som e living rh inos. He  sa id  the  ne twork of cam era  traps d idn’t cover a ll o f the  
park back when  h is organ iza tion  was still involved  in  the  p rogram . The  
environm ent m in istry ended  its  pa rtne rsh ip  with  WWF-Indonesia  in  la te  2019, 
and  the  la tte r has since  not been  involved  with  the  p rogram . 

“We wou ld  give  the  cam era  trap  records to  the  environm ent m in istry (un til end  
of 2019) and  the  m in istry has the  au thority to  decide  and  re lea se /announce  the  
popula tion  num ber of the  Javan  rh inos,” Im ron  to ld  Mongabay in  a  written  
sta tem ent on  April 10. 

https://news.mongabay.com/2020/02/indonesia-wwf-sumatran-rhino-captive-breeding-kalimantan/




Auriga Nusantara. A 
rhino protection unit discovered the body of a juvenile male Javan rhino in a mudpit in Ujung 
Kulon on March 21, 2019. Image courtesy of the Ministry of Environment and Forestry of 
Indonesia. 

ΠMisleadingΡ popu la tion  count  

Auriga’s report a lso  showed  tha t, every year from  2011 to  2022, with  the  
excep tion  of 2014, the  environm ent m in is try reported  m ore  rh inos living in  
Ujung Kulon  than  the  cam era  traps had  actua lly recorded  for tha t year. Tim er 
sa id  th is d iscrepancy was due  to  the  officia l popu la tion  coun t includ ing any 
p reviously recorded  rh ino as long as it hadn’t been  found  dead . 

“It’s  m islead ing,” Tim er sa id , add ing tha t the  cam era  trap  record ings on  the ir 
own ind ica ted  a  declin ing popula tion  trend  of the  Javan  rh inos  — a  fa r cry from  
the  stab le  growth  cla im ed  by the  governm ent. 

By accounting for a ll rh ino dea ths — the  m ajority o f which  were  neve r 
pub licized  by the  m in istry — the  investiga tion  cam e up  with  an  annua l dea th  
ra te  of 1.1 Javan  rh inos per yea r, with  a  pa rticu la rly concern ing m orta lity ra te  
am ong fem ales. Th is, Tim er sa id , cou ld  pu t the  species on  the  pa th  to  extinction  
with in  a  decade  withou t any m ean ingfu l in te rven tion  by conserva tion  
au thoritie s and  expe rts. 



Auriga’s report a lso  h igh ligh ted  worrying ind ica tions tha t in ten tiona l rh ino 
poach ing has resum ed  in  Ujung Kulon  since  2018, fo llowing th ree  decades 
withou t reported  inciden ts. The  paper showed  im ages of snares found  by fie ld  
office rs, a  hole  found  in  a  rh ino sku ll, and  deep  wounds in  the  upper body of a  
living rh ino. The  report sa id  Auriga’s sources suspected  the  wounds were  
caused  by bu lle ts , though  park officia ls  have  d ispu ted  th is, saying instead  tha t 
the  wounds cou ld  have  been  caused  by bam boo or o ther sharp  ob jects. Auriga  
a lso  h igh ligh ted  the  d iscovery of a  snare  positioned  specifica lly to  ca tch  a  la rge  
m am m al like  a  rh ino  or ban teng (Bos java nicus), add ing tha t sigh tings of peop le  
ca rrying firea rm s and  other illega l activitie s have  been  increasing a ll over the  
park. 

Im ron  of WWF-Indonesia  confirm ed  tha t com m unities and  partner 
organ iza tions in  the  Ujung Kulon  a rea  have  reported  see ing poachers en te ring 
the  coasta l pa rk from  the  sea . 

https://news.mongabay.com/2020/07/indonesias-new-lobster-export-policy-threatens-javan-rhino-habitat/
https://news.mongabay.com/2020/07/indonesias-new-lobster-export-policy-threatens-javan-rhino-habitat/




The graphic shows known Javan rhino deaths since 2011. Image courtesy of Auriga Nusantara. 

Tim er a ttribu ted  the  recen t ind ica tions of rh ino poach ing in  Ujung Kulon  to  lax 
security in  pa rts  of the  park, coup led  with  poachers sh ifting the ir a tten tion  to  
the  park due  to  the  dearth  of Sum atran  rh inos, a  d iffe ren t critica lly endangered  
species, in  Lam pung province , across the  Sunda  Stra it from  Ujung Kulon . 

The  re tu rn  o f poach ing cou ld  a lso  exp la in  the  m issing and  dead  rh inos, Tim er 
sa id , a lthough  other concerns include  the  sp read  of parasites or in fectious 
d isease . 

“But rh ino dea ths have  hard ly ever been  thoroughly investiga ted  by the  Ujung 
Kulon  park agency,” Tim er sa id . “If rh ino poach ing has tru ly re tu rned , th is 
species cou ld  go extinct in  just a  year.” 

Auriga’s report a lso  ra ised  o ther concerns  abou t the  m anagem ent of the  park 
and  the  Javan  rh inos, such  as why m ost of the  fund ing goes in to  the  



deve lopm ent of the  Javan  Rhino Sanctuary and  Conserva tion  Area , a t the  
expense  of addressing m ore  p ressing needs like  a  second  hab ita t for the  rh inos, 
which  has been  pu t on  hold . 

Oг cia l re sponse  

Auriga  requested  confirm ation  of its  find ings from  the  environm ent m in istry in  
January, bu t rece ived  a  response  saying tha t the  m in istry cou ldn’t p rovide  the  
requested  da ta  because  it was considered  to  be  “docum enta tion  be longing to  
the  sta te .” 

The  environm ent m in istry, howeve r, issued  a  circu la r le tte r, which  Mongabay 
has reviewed , da ted  March  21 and  signed by the  m in istry’s secre ta ry-gene ra l, in  
which  it confirm ed  tha t 15 of the  Javan  rh inos included  in  the  popula tion  coun t 
have  not recen tly been  spotted  on  cam era , a s we ll a s the  ind ica tions of ta rge ted  
rh ino poach ing. 
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Mongabay sought fu rther com m ent from  the  Ujung Kulon  park agency and  the  
environm ent m in istry, bu t d id  not rece ive  a  response  by the  tim e  th is a rticle  was 
pub lished . 

Nina  Fascione , execu tive  d irector of the  In te rna tiona l Rh ino Founda tion , which  
has long been  involved  in  the  Javan  rh ino conserva tion  p rogram , sa id  rh ino 
num bers had  been  increasing ove r the  decades, bu t tha t the  trend  h igh ligh ted  
by Auriga  was worrying. 

“The  num bers in  th is  report, which  a re  a lso  m entioned  in  [the  circu la r le tte r] a re  
very concern ing,” she  sa id  in  a  sta tem ent to  Mongabay. “IRF stands ready to  
he lp  the  gove rnm ent of Indonesia  de te rm ine  the  exact num ber of rh inos and  
take  steps to  conserve  them , and  a re  a lready supporting Ujung Kulon  Nationa l 
Park and  other pa rtners on  increased  Javan  rh ino m onitoring and  security 
m easures.” 

The  IRF’s loca l a ffilia te , Yayasan  Badak Indonesia  (YABI), declined  to  com m ent, 
saying tha t Java  rh ino popula tion  figures cou ld  on ly be  confirm ed  with  the  Ujung 
Kulon  park agency. Mongabay a lso  con tacted  Save  the  Rhinos, another NGO 
involved  in  the  conserva tion  p rogram , bu t it re fe rred  a ll questions to  the  IRF. 



Tim er sa id  the  re levan t stakeholders were  a lready aware  of the  m issing rh inos, 
bu t tha t none  of them  wanted  to  com e forward  and  ca ll ou t the  gove rnm ent for 
fea r of re ta lia tion  from  the  environm ent m in istry. The  m in istry has p reviously 
sanctioned  NGOs, conserva tion  scien tists  and  officia ls who re fuse  to  toe  the  
officia l line . Tim er sa id  the  curren t situa tion  with  Javan  rh inos is  sim ila r to  wha t’s 
happen ing with  o the r p rio rity species, like  Sum atran  e lephan ts, orangu tans, 
and  Sum atran  rh inos: officia l popu la tion  figures for a ll of these  species a re  
e ithe r fa r m ore  op tim istic than  m ost estim ates by scien tists  or a ren’t pub lished  
a t a ll. 

“This has been  the  ta lk am ong conserva tion ists , bu t they can’t do  anyth ing 
abou t it because  they’re  unde r the  p ressure  of the  cu rren t politica l situa tion . 
We’re  just am plifying them ,” Tim er sa id . 
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Auriga  p roposed  severa l m easures to  im prove  the  overa ll m anagem ent of Ujung 
Kulon  Nationa l Park and  the  p rotection  of Javan  rh inos. These  include  using a  
popula tion  census techn ique  tha t com plies with  academ ic standards and  tha t’s 
led  by a  free  and  fu lly independen t scien tific au thority. The  NGO a lso  ca lled  for a  
restructu ring of the  park agency and  fund  m anagem ent to  p rioritize  the  sea rch  
for and  estab lishm ent of a  second  hab ita t where  som e ind ividua ls can  be  
re loca ted . It a lso  recom m ended  conducting investiga tions in to  eve ry unna tura l 
dea th  and  poten tia l d iseases. 

“Our on ly focus m ust be  the  in te rest of the  species itse lf instead  of the  ego of 
the  m anaging institu tion ,” Tim er sa id . 

Ba st en  Gokkon is a  senior sta ff writer for Indonesia  a t Mongaba y. Find him on 
Twitter 

 


	Flawed count puts ‘glorified’ Javan rhinos on path to extinction, report says
	‘Misleading’ population count
	Official response


