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Mongabay Series: Asian Rhinos 

Am id  gove rn m e n t  in a ct io n , In d on e s ia ’s  rh in os  
h e a d  t ow a rd  e xt in ct ion  (a n a lys is ) 
Analysis by Jeremy Hance on 27 July 2023 

• The Sumatran and Javan rhinos, a rguably the worldΡs two most endangered la rge 
mammals, a re in worse shape than widely reported, according to expert interviews and a  
recent report. 

• The Sumatran rhino is down to fewer than 50 anima ls in the wild and a  much-touted 
capture program has only caught a  single fema le, which still ha snΡt been put into a  
breeding program. 

• Meanwhile, new evidence points to overcounting of the Javan rhino popula tion, putting in 
doubt the hea lth of its popula tion. 

• Experts say the rhinosΡ predicament is in pa rt due to a  lack of will or a  willingness to take 
risks by the تndonesian government. 

Margare t Kinna ird  has worked  in  conserva tion  for decades, from  North  Am erica  
to  Africa . Bu t it was on ly when  she  sta rted  working in  Indonesia  tha t she  heard  
the  acronym  NATO, or “No Action , Ta lk Only.” 

And for Indonesia ’s two rh ino species, the re ’s been  a  lo t of ta lk. 

The  Sum atran  rh ino (Dicerorhinus suma trensis) and  the  Javan  rh ino (Rhinoceros 
sonda icus) a re  a rguab ly the  m ost endangered  la rge  m am m als on  Earth . Today 
on ly found  in  Indonesia , the re  a re  a round  50-60 Javan  rh inos le ft and  fewer than  
50 Sum atran  rh inos. 

Ye t the  p rogram s to  save  them  appear to  be  cra te ring. Multip le  sources pa in t a  
pictu re  of the  Indonesian  governm ent as risk-averse  and  m ore  concerned  abou t 
looking bad  than  abou t saving rh inos. Critica l actions to  save  the  Sum atran  
rh inos have  been  pu t on  hold  for years — and  in  the  case  of Javan  rh inos, 
decades. 
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Last year, the  wild life  trade  watchdog TRAFFIC and  the  Asian  Rhino Specia list 
Group  a t the  IUCN re leased  an  estim ate  tha t sa id  on ly 34-47 Sum atran  rh inos 
were  le ft. None  of the  subpopula tions, of which  there  m ay on ly be  two, a re  like ly 
to  be  viab le  in  the  long te rm . The  m uch-tou ted  cap ture  p rogram  has on ly 
succeeded  in  cap turing a  single  fem ale , who has not been  used  for b reed ing 
e ithe r na tu ra lly or a rtificia lly. 

Meanwhile , years of officia l reports tha t the  Javan  rh ino popula tion  is  growing 
have  been  unde rcu t by ind ica tions tha t the  popula tion  has been  overcounted , 
while  a  decades-long p lan  to  re loca te  som e Javan  rh inos to  a  second  hab ita t 
con tinues to  go nowhere . 

None  of th is is  a  m yste ry to  those  working close ly with  Javan  and  Sum atran  
rh ino, says Tim er Manurung, the  founder and  d irector of conserva tion  NGO 
Auriga  Nusan ta ra  and  lead  au thor of a  recen t report on  the  Javan  rh ino tha t 
shows officia ls  coun ting dead  rh inos as a live , ignoring rising th rea ts, and  
a lleged ly pu tting m oney and  resources in to  less-than-vita l p rogram s. “All the  
stakeholders … know a ll [the ] da ta , bu t they can  do a lm ost noth ing. What then?” 

Javan  rh ino 

For yea rs, reports and  p ress re leases from  the  Indonesian  governm ent asse rted  
tha t the  Javan  rh ino popula tion  was growing. Desp ite  an  incred ib ly low 
popula tion  surviving in  a  single  pa rk, the  governm ent reported  a  steady 
increase  from  35 an im als in  2011 to  77 in  2022. But the  recen t report by Auriga  
Nusan ta ra  b lew apart the  idea  tha t Javan  rh ino conserva tion  is  working. 

The  report has four m ajor conclusions: poach ing is  like ly on  the  rise ; d isease  
m ay be  p resen t; au thoritie s a re  in fla ting Javan  rh ino num bers; and  they’ve  
a lleged ly m ism anaged  the  conserva tion  p rogram  so  bad ly tha t they’ve  pu t the  
su rviva l of the  specie s in  jeopardy. 

With  two confirm ed  b irths last year, the  governm ent’s officia l coun t pu ts the  
num ber of Javan  rh inos a t 77, its  h ighest since  officia l coun ts began . However, 
the  report finds tha t the  governm ent ta llie s rh inos even  when  they haven’t been  
seen  on  cam era  trap  for severa l yea rs. Fourteen  rh inos included  in  the  2022 
figure  haven’t been  recorded  since  2019, and  one  not since  2020. Three  
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add itiona l rh inos have  been  confirm ed  dead  — bu t a re  still coun ted  as a live  in  
officia l ta llie s. 

“No governm ent, e specia lly one  as sensitive  to  criticism  as [Indonesia ’s], wan ts 
to  adm it tha t they have  done  a  poor job  of m anaging the ir species, e specia lly 
critica lly endange red  ones, so  for m e , it’s  no  su rprise  tha t they a re  trying to  
in fla te  the ir num be rs,” says Kinna ird , a  globa l wild life  p ractice  leade r with  WWF. 

Indeed , the  report finds tha t instead  of increasing, the  Javan  rh ino popula tion  
m ay be  in  grave  decline  since  2018, when  cam era  traps p icked  up  the  m ost 
rh inos ye t in  a  single  year: 63 an im als. Three  years la te r, cam era  traps on ly 
picked  up  a  to ta l of 56 rh inos. 

“Cam era  traps m ay m iss a  few ind ividua ls in  som e yea rs,” says Bibhab  Ta lukdar, 
the  head  of the  IUCN’s Species Surviva l Com m ission  Asian  Rhino Specia list 
Group . He  says conserva tion ists  need  to  wait th ree  to  five  yea rs be fore  
de te rm in ing a  m issing an im al is  dead . 

However, Kinna ird  says she  finds it doub tfu l tha t the  cam era-trapp ing regim e  in  
Ujung Kulon  Nationa l Park, hom e to  a ll of the  world ’s Javan  rh inos, would  m iss 
rh inos th ree  years in  a  row. 

“Given  the  exten t of the  a rea  sam pled  and  the  num ber of cam era  traps 
dep loyed  … th is is  a  ve ry weak, if not inva lid , a ssum ption ,” she  says. 



Member of a Rhino Protection Unit (RPU) measures the footprint of a Javan rhino in Indonesia’s 
Ujung Kulon National Park. Image by YABI / International Rhino Foundation via Flickr (CC BY 2.0). 

The  a lso  report note s tha t the  park has spen t hundreds of b illions of rup iah  on  
the  Javan  Rhino Study and  Conserva tion  Area , a  5,000-hecta re  (12,400-acre ) site  
a im ed  to  expand  the  an im al’s existing hab ita t and  se rve  as a  staging ground  for 
transporting cap tured  rh inos to  a  second , still-to-be-de te rm ined  site . The  report 
a lleges th is has been  a  waste  of funds, and  tha t construction  here  m ay have  
forced  ou t Javan  rh inos from  the  im m edia te  a rea . Density m aps in  the  report 
show tha t a  popu la tion  of rh inos tha t once  frequen ted  the  sou thern  section  of 
the  park has com ple te ly van ished . 

Ujong Kulon  au thoritie s declined  to  com m ent, te lling Mongabay to  reach  ou t to  
the  cen tra l gove rnm ent, which  a lso  ignored  requests for com m ents. 

Since  the  1980s, conserva tion ists  have  ca lled  on  Indonesia  to  estab lish  a  second  
site  for the  Javan  rh ino. A single  tsunam i — an  ou tland ish-sounding bu t ve ry rea l 
th rea t in  Ujung Kulon  — could  wipe  ou t the  en tire  popu la tion  in  m inu tes. It’s  not 
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like  the re  a ren’t site s ava ilab le : the  specie s used  to  live  across m uch  of Sum atra  
and  Java . Indeed , it inhab ited  m uch  of Sou theast Asia . Ye t, to  da te , noth ing has 
been  done . 

John  Payne , a  rh ino expert who m anaged  a  handfu l of cap tive  Sum atran  rh inos 
in  Malaysian  Borneo un til the  last one  d ied  withou t p roducing p rogeny in  2019, 
says a  second  site  hasn’t been  pursued  because  of d isagreem ents abou t the  
loca tion  and  an  unwillingness by the  regiona l governm ent to  give  up  any o f the ir 
rh inos. 

“The  reason  boils  down to  risk avoidance , where  the  risk involved  is  not 
techn ica l bu t politica l,” says Payne , who adds tha t th is kind  of regiona l 
“na tiona lism ” with  dying rh inos needs to  stop . 

Kinna ird  pu ts it even  m ore  succinctly: “Lack of governm ent will.” 

Exacerba ting the  situa tion , a  cloud  of fea r has descended  over NGOs and  
resea rchers, e specia lly fo re ign  ones, working in  Indone sia . For exam ple , in  2019 
the  governm ent abrup tly te rm ina ted  m any of its  pa rtne rsh ips with  WWF 
Indonesia , includ ing those  involving rh inos. 

Tim er and  other activists  a lso  cite  recen t exam ples like  a  group  of five  fore ign  
scien tists  who were  b locked  from  conducting conserva tion-re la ted  research  in  
Indonesia  a fte r they cha llenged  the  environm ent m in istry’s cla im  tha t the  
na tion’s orangu tans were  increasing in  num ber. 

“I don’t b lam e them ,” Tim er says of NGOs tha t don’t go  pub lic with  troub ling 
in form ation . When  a sked  if he  was concerned  abou t re ta lia tion  over Auriga  
Nusan ta ra ’s report on  Javan  rh inos, he  says, “We have  m any reports tha t [a re ] 
m ore  sensitive  than  th is.” 
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Wikimedia Commons (Public domain). 

Re a d  m ore : As  In d on e sia  p a in t s  rosy p ict u re  fo r  o ra n gu t a n s , 
scie n t is t s  a sk : Wh e re ’s  t h e  d a t a ? 

Sum atran  rh ino 

As bad  as th ings a re  for the  Javan  rh ino, they’re  considerab ly worse  for the  
Sum atran . If extinction  is  a  clock, one  cou ld  say the  Javan  rh ino is  a t five  m inu te s 
to  m idn igh t. The  Sum atran? It’s  a t 11:58 p .m . 

In  2018, the re  was a  hope  tha t th ings m igh t soon  change  for the  Sum atran  
rh ino. A new p lan  was pu t in  p lace  to  cap ture  m ore  wild  rh inos  for a  cap tive-
breed ing p rogram . 

Curren tly, n ine  rh inos a re  in  cap tivity, bu t a ll of the  recen tly born  rh inos — the  
next genera tion  — a re  close ly re la ted . For years, som e conserva tion ists  had  
u rged  Indonesia  to  s ta rt considering ca tch ing m ore  rh inos from  the  wild . Those  
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ca lls  even tua lly becom e a  near-consensus as the  situa tion  grew d ire r and  it 
becam e clea r tha t es tim ations of the  wild  popu la tion  were  ove rin fla ted . 

In  add ition  to  p ledging to  ca tch  m ore  rh inos from  the  wild , Indonesia  sa id  it 
would  do a  fu ll Sum a tran  rh ino census, the  first of its  kind . Six years la te r, on ly 
one  rh ino has been  cap tured  and  no census has been  re leased . 

Indeed , the  species m ay a lready be  extinct in  sou thern  Sum atra , leaving just 
Gunung Leuser Nationa l Park, in  the  island’s north , a s the  an im al’s last stand. 

Alm ost a ll sources say they b e lieve  the  rh ino is  wholly gon e  from  Bukit Barisan  
Se la tan  Nationa l Pa rk in  easte rn  Lam pung province . Riszki Is  Hard ian to, a  
species specia list with  Auriga  Nusan ta ra , says no rh inos have  been  caught on  
cam era  trap  the re  since  2014 — a lm ost 10 years ago. 

No rh inos have  been  caugh t on  cam era  trap  in  Way Kam bas Nationa l Park since  
2019, though  Tim er says it’s  possib le  a  coup le  of an im als m ay be  hanging on . 
Nina  Fascione , the  head  of the  In te rna tiona l Rhino Founda tion , says rh ino 
rangers found  no signs of the  an im al in  a  section  of Way Kam bas last year, 
though  she  adds wider su rveys m ay still loca te  a  few. 

“Are  we  worried? Yes. Are  we  giving up? No,” Fascione  says. 

The  poten tia l loss of Way Kam bas’s rh inos leaves just two loca tions for poten tia l 
cap ture : East and  West Leuser. Bu t aga in , no  one  knows how m any rh inos a re  
le ft he re  e ithe r — or, a t least, no  one  will pub licly re lease  a  figure . 

Riszki estim ates the  East Leuser popu la tion  to  be  just five  to  seven  an im als. 
However, he  says the  popu la tion  of West Leuser is  “still good ,” bu t is  unwilling to  
put a  num ber on  it. 

“So rea lly, we  on ly have  the  Leuser popu la tion  rem ain ing and  I se riously doubt 
the re  a re  34-47 in  tha t landscape  … but le t’s  hope  I’m  wrong,” Kinna ird  says. 

Last year, sources to ld  Mongabay tha t on ly 18 rh inos had  been  caught on  
cam era  in  a ll o f Leuser in  recen t yea rs, bu t the  be lie f was the re  m ay be  20-30 
an im als in  to ta l. If tha t’s the  case , the  to ta l num ber of Sum atran  rh inos le ft in  
the  wild  cou ld  ve ry easily be  fewer than  30, and  m aybe  on ly 20. 
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All th is he lps exp la in  why cap tures haven’t happened . Leuser rem ains the  on ly 
place  for any good  chance  of cap tu re , bu t, Riszki says, even  a fte r five  yea rs, 
rangers a re  having a  hard  tim e  find ing rh inos in  East Leuser. And  the  b reed ing 
facility the  gove rnm ent p rom ised  to  bu ild  the re  isn ’t ready ye t. 

So why not go  a fte r rh inos in  West Leuse r, which  seem s to  be  the  la rgest 
popula tion? Riszki says the  p rogram  isn’t cap tu ring rh inos from  there  curren tly 
because  the  popula tion  is  “good  for b reed ing” in  the  wild . 

However, it’s  possib le , even  like ly, tha t th is popu la tion  m ay have  the  last hea lthy, 
fe rtile  wild  Sum atran  rh inos le ft on  the  p lane t. 

“There  is  se rious d iscussion  abou t the  feasib ility of extracting rh inos from  West 
Leuser,” Fascione  says. “IRF be lieves these  an im als shou ld  be  cap tu red  if the re  is  
a  sa fe  m echan ism  by which  to  do so .” 

Kinna ird  says tha t “te rra in  is  d ifficu lt [in  Leuser] and  requ ires huge  investm ent 
to  cap tu re  and  extract rh inos.” Payne , howeve r, recen tly com pared  the  te rra in  
— m ounta inous and  dense ly forested  — to  an  a rea  whe re  he  and  h is team  
successfu lly cap tured  two fem ales in  Borneo and  rem oved  them  by he licop te r. 

Bu t any decision  has to  pass th rough  the  governm ent. 

Capturing rh inos is  inheren tly risky. A num ber have  d ied  in  the  past in  cap ture  
a ttem pts, but not cap turing them  m ay prove  the  riskiest be t for the  species as a  
whole . If Indonesia  won’t cap tu re  rh inos in  Leuser, the  last-d itch  p rogram  m ay 
have  a lready fa iled . 

Moreover, if the  popula tion  of West Leuser is  on ly 20-30 an im als, tha t’s ha rd ly 
enough  for long-te rm  surviva l. The  la te  Nico van  Strien , one  of the  world ’s 
lead ing expe rts on  Sum atran  rh inos and  the  on ly one  to  conduct a  study on  
them  in  the  wild , e stim ated  in  the  1980s tha t for short-te rm  surviva l, a  
popu la tion  would  need  a t lea st 50 an im als. For long-te rm  surviva l, he  estim ated  
500 an im als. 

With  the  Sum atran  rh ino a lm ost wholly van ish ing from  the  wild  in  the  last 30 
years, its  su rviva l is  increasingly dependen t on  the  n ine  rh inos in  cap tivity, which  
is  why conserva tion ists  a re  ca lling fo r m ore  to  be  caught. Bu t even  when  
an im als have  been  recen tly cap tured , they haven’t been  fu lly u tilized . 
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In  2018, conserva tion ists  cap tu red  a  fem ale  rh ino in  Indonesian  Borneo, which  
they nam ed  Pahu . One  of the  last su rviving Bornean  stra in  of Sum atran  rh inos, 
Pahu  a rguab ly has som e of the  m ost im portan t gene tics in  the  world . The  
Bornean  rh ino is  a  d iffe ren t subspecies from  the  an im al found  on  Sum atra . 
Mixing her gene tics with  a  rh ino from  Sum atra  would  he lp  bu ild  vita lly needed  
gene tic d iversity and  hea lth  for a  long-te rm  cap tive  popula tion . 

But Pahu  lives a lone  in  cap tivity in  Borneo , and  Indonesia  has neve r a ttem pted  
m ating her with  one  of the  m ales in  captivity in  Sum atra . Conserva tion ists  say 
Pahu  is  too  sm all and  old  for m ating to  b e  a ttem pted  sa fe ly; she  a lso  has a  cyst 
on  one  of her ovarie s. 

“[There  is] no  hope  o f [Pahu] ca rrying a  p regnancy,” Payne  says. 

Still, Indonesia  cou ld  have  been  doing m uch  m o re  with  Pahu  over the  last five  
years, conserva tion is ts  a rgue . Kinna ird  says they cou ld  have  been  extracting 
eggs from  Pahu  and  a ttem pting a rtificia l reproductive  technologies, sim ila r to  
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what has been  done  for the  northern  white  rh ino . The  gove rnm ent sa id  in  2019 
it would  a ttem pt IVF with  Pahu , bu t four years la te r, it appears tha t noth ing has 
happened . 

Here , aga in , politics have  gotten  in  the  way. The  regiona l governm ent doesn’t 
wan t to  m ove  Pahu , and  the  na tiona l governm ent won’t m ake  it. Tim er says the  
na tiona l governm ent cou ld  easily fo rce  the  regiona l governm ent to  le t he r go . In  
the  m ean tim e , Pahu , and  her p rice less genes, sits  unu tilized . 

“Pahu’s en tire  living genom e can  be  saved  by m aking a  living cu ltu re  of he r ce lls , 
which  can  easily be  taken  from  he r skin ,” Payne  says. “This has been  done  with  
the  last four Sum atran  rh inos who d ied  in  Malaysia . At least the re  is  then  the  
possib ility of using her genom e to  m ake  egg ce lls .” 

A fina l Bornean  rh ino survives in  the  wild , dubbed  Pari. There  was a  p lan  to  
ca tch  her in  2019. 

“WWF Indonesia  had  a  h igh ly skilled , in te rna tiona l team  tha t had  p repped  for 
m onths to  cap ture  the  one  an im al on  Kalim antan ,” Kinna ird  says. “We were  then  
den ied  our Mem orandum  of Understand ing with  the  gove rnm ent and  a ll on-
the-ground  work ceased .” 

There ’s been  no news on  th is fron t since . 
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A female Sumatran rhino with its calf. Image by Rhett A. Butler / Mongabay. 

Biding tim e  toward  extinction  

All of th is m eans m any have  lost fa ith  in  the  Indonesian’s gove rnm ent’s ab ility to  
save  its  rh ino specie s — or its  tige rs, orangu tans and  e lephan ts, a ll a lso  listed  as 
critica lly endange red . 

“With  m assive ly declin ing wild life  num bers, Indonesia ’s ecosystem s becom e less 
resilien t, open  to  d isease  sp illover, and  they fa il to  p rovide  the  im portan t 
se rvices tha t im prove  our own we ll-be ing,” Kinna ird  says. “The  governm ent of 
Indonesia  is  fa iling its  own peop le  by tu rn ing a  b lind  eye  to  overexp loita tion  of 
resources, inappropria te  land  use , and  ignoring susta inab le  deve lopm ent.” 

Payne , who’s worked  in  conserva tion  since  the  1980s, says he  be lieves those  in  
the  upper eche lons of governm ent have  adop ted  an  a ttitude  of doing noth ing 
for the  rh inos, because  doing som eth ing, especia lly wha t scien tists  a re  asking, 
requ ires risk — in  som e cases, a  lo t of risk. The  idea , he  says, is  tha t if one  does 
noth ing and  re tires be fore  the  species van ishes, then  one  can  escape  criticism  

https://news.mongabay.com/2021/07/southeast-asia-losing-tigers-as-deadline-looms-to-double-population-by-2022/
https://news.mongabay.com/2018/11/researchers-say-orangutans-are-declining-despite-indonesian-governments-claims/
https://news.mongabay.com/2022/08/saving-sumatran-elephants-starts-with-counting-them-indonesia-wont-say-how-many-are-left/


— and  som eone  e lse  will be  b lam ed  when  the  rh inos even tua lly to tte r in to  
ob livion . 

“I th ink tha t’s pa rt of the  story,” Payne  says. “Just do  noth ing.” 

He adds: “The  on ly hope  I have  is  [tha t] we  ge t a  new m in iste r of forestry in  
Indonesia . Lite ra lly, write  th is  down. She’s [Siti Nu rbaya  Bakar] been  the re  since  
May 2014. Nine  years … If she  used  com m on sense , from  m y view, she  would’ve  
sa id  sta rt ca tch ing [rh inos] five  yea rs ago. But she  sa id , ‘Le t’s not do  tha t. It’s  just 
too  d ifficu lt.’ If you  ge t a  new m iniste r of forestry and  a  new p residen t … one  
cou ld  sta rt aga in .” 

The  m in iste r d id  not respond  to  requests for com m ent. 

But Tim er says waiting for a  new gove rnm ent to  take  power a fte r e lections next 
year m eans waiting too  long. “I th ink we  n eed  to  sta rt push ing.” 

He adds the  governm ent isn ’t just “one  voice ,” with  m any officia ls  keen  “to  do 
the  righ t th ings” for the  rh inos. Tim er says these  include  those  sources who 
have  leaked  in form a tion  to  h is organ iza tion . 

He  says the  gove rnm ent cou ld  rega in  trust with  one  sim ple  th ing: 
“Transparency.” Lega lly, the  Indonesian  governm ent owns the  rh inos, bu t Tim er 
says we  shou ldn’t th ink of the  rh inos like  p roperty. 

“For us, a s a  citizen  of the  coun try, I th ink we  have  to  ham m er … we have  to  
push  the  governm en t … because  it’s  not the ir species,” Tim er says. “It is  not [the ] 
governm ent’s specie s. It’s  … le t’s  say, the  Earth ’s species.” 
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