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Wor ld ’s  la rge s t  p r iva t e  rh in o  h e rd  d o e sn ’t  h a ve  a  
b u ye r  — or  m u ch  o f a  fu t u re  
by Jim Tan on 11 August 2023 

• Controversia l rhino breeder John Hume recently put his 1,999 southern white rhinos up 
for auction a s he can no longer a ا ord the $9,800 a  day running costs Ν  but no buyers 
have come forward so fa r. 

• HumeΡs intensive and high-density approach is undoubtedly eا ective a t breeding rhinos, 
but with the ma in issue currently a  shortage of sa fe space for rhino ra ther than a  
shortage of rhino, the projectΡs high running costs and concerns over rewilding captive-
bred rhino make its future uncerta in. 

• Pla tinum RhinoΡs Љnancia l issues reЊect a  broader deba te a round how to move forward 
with rhino conserva tion and the role tha t priva te owners have to play when the Љnancia l 
costs of rhino ownership fa r outweigh the returns. 

On  May 1 th is yea r, an  on line  auction  for a  con troversia l cap tive-breed ing 
p roject tha t com es with  one  in  e igh t of a ll sou thern  white  rh inos in  the  world  
ended  in  a  whim per — with  a  grand  to ta l of ze ro  b ids. Accord ing to  a  p ress 
re lease  on  the  website  of the  Pla tinum  Rhino p roject, it rece ived  offline  offe rs 
tha t a re  be ing considered , bu t no  new owner has ye t been  announced . 
Mongabay is  aware  of a t least one  in te re sted  party tha t is  in te rested  
p redom inan tly in  the  poten tia l p rofits  shou ld  the  rh ino horn  trade  be  lega lized . 

The  auction  was the  cu lm ina tion  of esca la ting financia l woes for Pla tinum  Rhino 
founder John  Hum e a fte r he  announced  five  years ago tha t he  was runn ing ou t 
of cash  to  fund  the  opera tion . In  the  in te rven ing years, Hum e was unsuccessfu l 
in  h is sea rch  for an  investor to  he lp  share  the  burden  o f the  p roject’s da ily 
runn ing costs of $9,800. 

“I’m  so  d isappoin ted  tha t m ore  b illiona ire s have  not com e up  to  the  tab le ,” he  
to ld  Mongabay in  an  in te rview prior to  the  auction . 

In tact ecosystem s, where  rh ino popula tions can  exist a s natu ra lly as possib le , 
a re  gen era lly considered  the  m ain  goa l by conserva tion ists . As such, la rge  parks 
and  p rotected  a reas have  long been  the  cornerstone  of rh ino conserva tion . Th is 
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approach  en joyed  success for m any yea rs, bu t a  poach ing ep idem ic tha t began  
around  2008, com bined  with  lim ited  budge ts for m any la rge  p rotected  a reas, 
has d ram atica lly changed  the  rh ino conserva tion  landscape . Sou th  Africa ’s 
Kruger Nationa l Park has lost 75% of its  sou thern  white  rh inos  since  2011 — 
m ore  than  8,000 rh inos. Sm alle r p rotected  a reas and  p riva te  opera tions tha t a re  
easie r to  p rotect a re  now having the  grea test success in  wea thering the  
poach ing storm . 

If num ber of rh inos p rotected  is  the  on ly m etric of in te rest, then  Hum e is 
unden iab ly one  o f the  m ost successfu l, with  approxim ate ly 13% of a ll the  
sou thern  white  rh inos (Cera totherium simum simum) le ft in  the  world  in  h is 
p riva te  h erd . Tha t am ounts to  1,999 rh inos, a  num ber Hum e ach ieved  by 
adopting the  approaches of Sou th  Africa ’s $1.5-b illion-a -year gam e-breed ing 
industry in  which  studbooks, p roductivity and  ca lf yie lds a re  the  lingua  franca . 



While  you  won’t find  it in  any of the  tou rism  brochures, the  gam e-breed ing 
industry has a lways been  inextricab ly linked  with  conserva tion  in  Sou th  Africa . A 
key com ponent of the  m ode l is  a  m arke t in  which  to  se ll the  end  p roduct — for 
Sou th  Africa ’s gam e-ranch ing industry, m ore  than  ha lf of its  incom e com es from  
trophy hun ting. 

In  Hum e’s case , the  m arke t he  be t on  was the  lega liza tion  of the  rh ino horn  
trade  — a  deba te  tha t has been  rehashed  ad  nauseum  by conserva tion ists  and  
econom ists and  is  un like ly to  be  resolved  anytim e  soon . If the  in te rna tiona l 
trade  were  to  be  lega lized , Hum e stands to  m ake  a  sign ifican t sum  of m oney 
from  h is stockp ile  of horn  ga thered  during regu la r dehorn ing opera tions on  h is 
p roperty — a  stockp ile  not included  in  the  sa le . 

Bu t in  the  absence  o f a  lega l trade , Hum e’s approach  is  financia lly 
unsusta inab le . The  lack of b idders to  take  on  one  of the  m ost im portan t rh ino 
popula tions in  world  h igh ligh ts an  im portan t question  tha t rh ino range  sta tes 
now face : with  m any wild  popula tions be ing decim ated  and  the  sum s not 
add ing up  for p riva te  owners, where  does  rh ino conserva tion  go from  he re? 
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recorded on one of Otto’s 23 spreadsheets. Breeding rhinos intensively has offered many 
insights into rhino biology that would have taken many years to discover in a wild setting. Image 
by Jim Tan for Mongabay. 

Who can  own a  rh ino? 

The  gam e-fa rm ing industry in  Sou th  Africa  is  bu ilt on  the  p rincip le  tha t p riva te  
landowners can  own wild life , includ ing rh inos. Th is p rincip le  was enshrined  in to  
Sou th  African  law in  the  Gam e Theft Act of 1991, a  year be fore  Hum e began  
b reed ing rh inos. 

The  sou thern  white  rh ino cam e perilously close  to  extinction  in  the  la te  1800s, 
afte r popu la tions we re  decim ated  by colon ia l hun te rs. The  subspecies was 
saved  by the  crea tion  of Hluh luwe-Im folozi Park in  KwaZulu-Nata l p rovince  and  
the  work of Ezem ve lo , the  governm ent body responsib le  for m anaging KwaZulu-
Nata l’s conserva tion  a reas. 

By the  1960s, the  Nata l Parks Board , as it was then  known, had  enough  rh inos 
to  sta rt dona ting and se lling them  to  o the r conserva tion  a reas, includ ing to  
Kruger in  1963. By 1986, it began  se lling to  p riva te  ope ra tions too . 

“What was rea lly p ivota l in  Sou th  Africa  is  tha t coup led  with  the  ab ility of p riva te  
landowners to  own rh ino, wha t a lso  happened  is  tha t the  gove rnm ent a llowed  
them  to  do very lim ited  trophy hun ting,” sa id  Hayley Clem ents, a  resea rcher a t 
Ste llenbosch  Univers ity. “Because  the  p rice  tha t peop le  we re  willing to  pay to  
hun t a  rh ino was rea lly h igh , the re  was a  lo t of incen tive  fo r landowners to  grow 
the  popula tion  of rh ino.” 

The  h igh  va lues pa id  by trophy hun te rs kep t live  p rices h igh , m ean ing tha t even  
for p rope rties tha t d idn’t offe r trophy hun ting, rh inos cou ld  m ake  them  m oney. 
And  so  the  num ber of rh inos in  p riva te  hands began  to  grow. 

“The  saving of rh inos was not because  p riva te  owners could  have  ownersh ip ,” 
sa id  Sam  Ferre ira , scien tific office r for th e  African  Rhino Sp ecia list Group  a t the  
IUCN, the  globa l wild life  conserva tion  au thority. “It was good  b iologica l 
m anagem ent tha t crea ted  the  opportun ity for p riva te  owners to  have  
ownersh ip . The  success of rh ino conserva tion  opened  other opportun ities to  
u tilize  o the r va lues for rh inos.” 



The security team includes a helicopter and rapid-response K-9 unit on site 24/7. “It’s a show of 
force, it’s a dominance, it’s to show anyone coming into our area to stay away,” says Brandon 
Jones, head of security at Platinum Rhino. Image by Jim Tan for Mongabay. 

Rhino econom ics  

In  the  last 15 years, the  econom ics of rh ino ownersh ip  have  d ram atica lly 
changed  due  to  the  su rge  in  poach ing, wh ich  econom ists a ttribu te  to  growing 
incom e leve ls in  key rh ino horn  consum er coun tries in  Asia . 

Stud ies have  found  tha t dem and  for rh ino horn  is  both  p rice  ine lastic, m ean ing 
tha t consum ers don’t substantia lly reduce  the ir purchases even  as the  p rice  
goes up , and  incom e e lastic, suggesting tha t as consum ers’ incom es rise , so  
does the ir dem and  for rh ino horn , sa id  Adrian  Lopes, a  p rofessor of econom ics 
a t the  Am erican  University o f Sharjah . 

“As long as the re  is  dem and  for rh ino horn  as an  ingred ien t in  trad itiona l 
Easte rn  m edicine , an  incen tive  to  supp ly tha t m arke t would  con tinue  to  exist,” 
he  sa id . 



Rising dem and  has fue led  the  poach ing ep idem ic tha t has seen  rh ino num bers 
p lum m et on  sta te  lands. 
“Of course , we  a ll wan t rh inos in  p laces like  Kruge r, bu t the  rea lity is  it’s  not 
working, and  the  rea lity is  these  p riva te  opera tions a re  con tribu ting a  lo t in  
te rm s of num bers of rh inos across the  con tinen t now,” Clem ents sa id . She  
estim ates tha t m ore  than  50% of Africa ’s rh inos a re  now in  p riva te  hands . 

At the  sam e tim e , the  rap id ly esca la ting costs of tackling poach ing have  m ean t 
tha t fewer and  fewer p riva te  landowners can  a fford  to  keep  rh inos, depressing 
the  live  sa les m arke t. Essen tia lly, a s the  costs for p riva te  owne rs go up , the ir 
poten tia l revenue  is  going down. Hum e previously pa id  up  to  $32,000 for a  
rh ino, bu t he  sa id  the  sam e an im al m igh t be  worth  a  ten th  of tha t p rice  today. 

Priva te  owne rs in  Sou th  Africa  exist a long a  con tinuum , from  la rge  p riva te  
rese rves a im ing to  ge t as close  as possib le  to  an  in tact na tu ra l ecosystem , to  the  
in tensive  m ode ls of cap tive  b reed ing ope ra tions (CBO) like  Pla tinum  Rhino, 
focused  p redom inan tly on  b reed ing and  num bers. Around  28% of p riva te  
owners a re  now d ivesting from  rh inos, the  m ajority a re  doing the ir best to  
su rvive  as is , and  a round  15% are  doubling down and  buying up  the  rh inos from  
those  who a re  ge tting ou t of the  business, a s Hum e has p reviously done , 
Clem ents sa id . 

“We’re  ta lking m oney, and  of course , m any of the  landowners in  Sou th  Africa  
tha t have  gam e rese rves with  rh inos a re  not p rim arily d riven  by m oney,” she  
sa id . “Many of them  are  h igh ly m otiva ted  by conserva tion  bu t a t the  end  of the  
day it has to  be  viab le  — the  m oney m atte rs even  if it’s  not the  p rim ary 
ob jective .” 
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Hume’s high-tech security system — including a 360° radar system that rotates every 2 seconds, 
bank of thermal-imaging cameras, and full-time anti-poaching team — make up a large part of 
the unsustainable project costs. Image by Jim Tan for Mongabay. 

The  Pla tinum  Rhino m ode l 

In  line  with  the  b roader Sou th  African  gam e-ranch ing sector, in  which  
susta inab le  use  is  one  of the  core  goa ls, e conom ic e fficiency was one  of the  key 
ra tiona les beh ind  the  design  of Hum e’s p roject. 

“Our security is  ou r b iggest cost,” he  sa id . “Your security costs you  by the  
hecta re , not by the  rh ino.” 

Th is h igh  cost of securing space  was one  the  m ain  reasons Hum e chose  to  
adop t an  in tensive , h igh-density approach  and  keep  the  p roject’s footp rin t as 
sm all as possib le , thus requ iring h im  to  registe r as a  CBO. Hum e a lso  chose  to  
loca te  the  p roject in  the  fla t form er agricu ltu ra l land  of Sou th  Africa ’s North  
West p rovince  to  m ake  it easie r to  secure . 



Research  shows tha t sm alle r rese rves have  gen era lly fa red  be tte r aga inst rh ino 
poach ing than  la rger conserva tion  a reas across both  the  p riva te  and  pub lic 
sectors; it’s  just easie r to  secure  a  sm alle r a rea . Sou th  Africa  Nationa l Parks 
im plem ented  an  “in tensive  p rotection  zone” (IPZ) with in  Kruger Nationa l Park in  
2016, a  m easure  that the  then  m in iste r o f environm ent, Edna  Molewa, 
sa id  reduced  poach ing by 20%. 

Aside  from  security, Hum e’s opera tion  is  a lso  geared  toward  p roductivity, which  
in  the  rh ino-breed ing con text m eans m axim izing the  num ber of ca lves born  and  
ra ised . 

The  8,500-hecta re  (21,000-acre ) p roperty is  d ivided  in to  th ree  sections and  14 
cam ps, with  m eticu lous records kep t of a ll m atings, b irths and  dea ths. Twice  
da ily, the  cam p m aste r in  each  section  takes a  ro ll ca ll o f every an im al in  the ir 
ca re  and  reports any activity to  Hum e’s fu ll-tim e  ve te rina rian , Miche lle  Otto . 
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During the  win te r m onths, the  rh inos a re  given  supp lem enta ry feed  to  ensure  
m axim um  breed ing p roductivity. The  sex ra tio  of m ales to  fem ales, norm ally 
roughly 1:1 in  the  wild , is  adap ted  to  m axim ize  p roductivity and  m in im ize  
figh ting be tween  bu lls  in  a  confined  a rea . And  any sick or abandoned  ca lves a re  
taken  to  the  on-site  orphanage  before  be ing b rought back in to  the  b reed ing 
herds as subadu lts . 

Pla tinum  Rhino’s in tensive  m anagem ent and  h igh-security approach  com e a t a  
sign ifican t cost. Hum e estim a ted  tha t he ’s spen t $150 m illion  on  rh ino b reed ing 
over the  last 30 years. 

The  m ixed  response  to  Hum e’s approach  and  h is ou tspoken  stance  on  lega lizing 
the  rh ino horn  trade  re flects the  varied  and  often  inconsisten t socia l norm s 
a round  which  an im als can  be  b red  and  m anaged , and  which  ones shou ld  
rem ain  wild ; in  2021, Sou th  Africa  announced  it would  ban  the  lucra tive  ye t 
con troversia l cap tive  lion-breed ing industry. Ye t b reed ing gam e such  as Cape  
buffa lo  for the  trophy-hunting industry rem ains a  com m only accep ted  p ractice . 

In  the  absence  of revenue  from  rh ino horn  sa les or the  recove ry of live  sa le  
p rices, Hum e’s m ode l is  unsusta inab le . But with  ecosystem -focused  approaches 
often  dependen t on  donor fund ing to  m ain ta in  the  h igh  costs of an tipoach ing 
m easures, com bined  with  a  h igh  risk of “donor fa tigue ,” conserva tion ists  a re  le ft 
grapp ling with  the  d ifficu lt p rob lem  of how best to  conserve  rh inos. 
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The  fu ture  of rh ino conse rva tion  

“We’ve  got the  la rgest viab le  and  vita l b reed ing popula tion  le ft in  the  world  for 
the  sou thern  white  rh ino,” Otto . “We m igh t have  the  sam e num ber of rh inos 
tha t a re  le ft in  the  Kruger, bu t they don’t have  the  b reed ing poten tia l we  have .” 

If the  num ber o f rh inos is  the  m ain  m easurem ent of success, then  it would  be  
hard  to  a rgue  with  Hum e’s m ode l. While  wild  and  free  ecosystem s a re  the  
p re fe rred  end  goa l for m ost conserva tion ists , where  a  specie s faces im m inen t 
extinction , a  case  is  often  m ade  for a  species-specific p rogram  ou tside  of its  
na tu ra l ecosystem  — such  as zoos. The  question  conserva tion ists  a re  grapp ling 
with  is  whe ther Hum e’s in tensive  species-focused  approach  is  a  step  too  fa r — a  
question  tha t Ferre ira  sa id  is  one  tha t m ust be  tackled  a t a  na tiona l leve l. 

In  2020, a  governm ent pane l p roposed  phasing ou t CBOs like  Pla tinum  Rhino, 
citing concerns over the  ab ility o f cap tive -born  rh inos to  adap t to  life  in  the  wild . 
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With in  the  rh ino conserva tion  sphere , the re ’s tacit acknowledgem ent of the  
sign ificance  of Hum e’s b reed ing ach ievem ents. Bu t the  absence  of partne rs 
stepp ing forward  re flects the  fact tha t no  one  is  qu ite  su re  wha t to  do with  the  
p roject now. 

The  p roject is  poten tia lly an  inva luab le  source  popula tion  for rewild ing 
in itia tives, a lthough  the  curren t cha llenge  is  find ing sa fe  spaces for rh inos, not 
having enough  rh ino, Ferre ira  sa id . 

“Idea lly, everyone  likes the  idea  of these  rea lly extensive  system s where  an im a ls 
can  be  wild , bu t where  a re  those  system s and  who is  paying for those  system s?” 
Clem ents sa id . “I th ink we  need  to  becom e m ore  com fortab le  with  conserva tion  
be ing a  con tinuum  in  m any d iffe ren t form s.” 

Ferre ira  poin ted  to  a lte rna tive  solu tions like  com m unity-led  m ode ls with  rh ino 
guard ians. 

“The  on ly way we  a re  curren tly th inking abou t sa fe  space  for rh ino is  when  we  
have  ve ry in tensive  an ti-poach ing to  crea te  a  sa fe  space ,” he  sa id . “One  of the  
op tions with  these  CBO rh inos is , can  I use  th is opportun ity to  lea rn  abou t o ther 
ways to  crea te  a  sa fe  space?” 

Innova tive  approaches such  as these  take  tim e  and  resources  to  deve lop . But as 
tim e  and  m oney run  low, Hum e’s rh inos face  an  uncerta in  fu tu re . 
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