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Poaching, horn trade declining but rhinos 
still threatened 
 
SHARE 
 

 
Since Covid-19 restrictions were lifted, 451 rhinos have been poached in South Africa. (Picture: iStock/ AOosthuizen) 
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 The survival of rhinos remains in danger despite Covid-19-related drops in 

poaching and the illegal trade in their horns. 

 The vast majority of rhinos were killed in the Kruger National Park. 

 Since Covid-19 restrictions were lifted, 451 rhinos have been poached in South 
Africa - home to nearly 80% of the world's rhinos. 

 

The rhino's survival remains in grave danger despite Covid-19-related drops in poaching 

and the illegal trade in their horns, a conservation body said on Monday. 

The International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) said that poaching was still "an 

acute threat" to the survival of the species. 

A total of 2 707 rhinos were poached in Africa between 2018 and 2021, according to the 

IUCN, the vast majority of which were killed in South Africa, mainly in the Kruger National 

Park. 

South Africa is home to nearly 80 percent of the world's rhinos. 

Rhino poaching rates in Africa have declined from a peak of 5.3 percent of the total 

population in 2015 to 2.3 percent in 2021, the Swiss-based organisation said. 

Sam Ferreira, scientific officer with the IUCN African Rhino Specialist Group, said: 

The overall decline in poaching of rhinos is encouraging, yet this remains an 

acute threat to the survival of these iconic animals. 

He told AFP there was no formal analysis into why poaching rates were declining. 

"A number of factors could lead to this slowing, including improved local cooperation in law 

enforcement, international collaboration between range and consumer states, as well as 

changes in the demand for rhino horn", said Ferreira. 

2020 blip  



The IUCN said 2020 was an abnormal year, with lockdowns and restrictions due to the 

Covid-19 pandemic seeing several African countries witnessing dramatically-reduced 

poaching rates. 

South Africa lost 394 rhinos to poaching in 2020, while Kenya recorded no rhino poaching 

at all that year, it said. 

Play Video 

South Africa's parks fear surge in rhino poaching 

South Africa's wildlife parks are concerned about a potential increase in rhino poaching this year 

after a near decade low in 2020. Francesca Lynagh reports. 

However, as Covid-19 travel restrictions were lifted, some countries reported new increases 

in poaching activities: 451 rhinos were poached in South Africa and six in Kenya. 

"These numbers are still significantly lower than during the peak in 2015, when South Africa 

alone lost 1 175 rhinos to poaching," IUCN said. 

The rhino population in Africa has fallen by 1.6 percent annually, from 23 562 in 2018 to 22 

137 at the end of last year. 

IUCN said the number of white rhinos - which it classifies as vulnerable on its Red List of 

Threatened Species - declined by almost 12 percent from 18 067 to 15 942 during this 

period. 

However, the number of black rhinos - deemed critically-endangered - rose by 12 percent to 

6 195. 

"It is essential to continue active population management and anti-poaching activities for all 

subspecies across different range states," the IUCN said. 
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In combat: The faceless, frontline warriors of the South African rhino-

poaching war 

The soldiers who fight against this poaching in national parks and game reserves around South 

Africa and Africa as a whole, are not traditional army men and women. They are the rangers, vets and 

conservationists. 



Data also suggests that, on average, between 575 and 923 rhino horns entered illegal trade 

markets each year between 2018 and 2020, compared to approximately 2 378 per year 

between 2016 and 2017. 

However, in 2019, before the pandemic, the reported seized weight of illegal rhino 

specimens reached its highest point of the decade, possibly due to increased regulations 

and law enforcement efforts. 

Javan, Sumatran rhinos  

IUCN said the numbers of one-horned rhino, found mainly in India and Nepal, and the 

critically-endangered Javan rhino, had increased since 2017. 

Their numbers in India and Nepal increased from an estimated 3 588 in 2018 to 4 014 at the 

end of 2021, it said. 

This was "thanks to conservation efforts, including strengthened law enforcement", it added. 
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The Rhino Whisperer: Wildlife vet Pierre Bester relocates and rewilds 

rhinos 

Pierre Bester is among the first specialist rhino veterinarians in South Africa. His work over the years, 

alongside the Rhino Orphanage in the Waterberg region of Limpopo, includes rehabilitating and 

rewilding many orphan rhinos. His mission is to help people understand the motives and 

consequences of rhino poaching, as well as how to stop it, "if we don’t do something,... 

 

 

The population of Javan rhinos increased from between 65 and 68 individuals in 2018 to 76 

at the end of 2021. 

But the number of Sumatran rhinos fell to an estimated 34 to 47 in 2021, compared with 

between 40 and 78 individuals in 2018. 

The IUCN classifies the Sumatran rhino, the smallest of all rhino species, as critically 

endangered. 



The World Wild Fund for Nature estimates that fewer than 80 Sumatran rhinos remain in the 

world, mainly in Indonesia on the islands of Sumatra and Borneo. 

The IUCN report said 11 rhino poaching incidents were recorded in Asia - 10 in India and 

one in Nepal - since the beginning of 2018, all of which involved greater one-horned rhinos. 

 


