South Africa’s natural heritage is under siege
from organised crime, weak regulation and
murky legal markets.

From vaults holding rhino horn stockpiles to pens of captive-bred lions, and from the elusive
pangolin to plundered seas, an expanding illicit wildlife economy is eroding biodiversity,
undermining sustainable livelihoods and fuelling transnational criminal networks.

Legal loopholes, under-resourced enforcement agencies and the high value of wildlife products
have created fertile ground for trafficking syndicates, allowing them to move endangered animals
and derivatives across borders with alarming efficiency.

The consequences reach beyond conservation: local communities are left vulnerable, ecological
systems are destabilised, and South Africa’s global reputation as a leader in wildlife protection is
increasingly at risk.

Rhino horn stockpiles: legal piles, illegal flows

South Africa holds one of the world’s largest rhino horn stockpiles — legally accumulated from
horns harvested in dehorning, natural deaths and confiscations.

Official disclosures from government Promotion of Access to Information responses from the
Department of Environment, Forestry and Fisheries (DFFE) obtained by the EMS Foundation in
mid-2024 show government holdings of about 27,650 kg and private holdings at roughly 47,500 kg.
This accounts to around 70,000 kg of horn.

The legal regime allows domestic trade under strict permits, while international commercial trade
remains prohibited under the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES)
and domestic implementing law, the National Environmental Management: Biodiversity Act
(NEMBA).
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Yet, Jason Gilchrist, lecturer in the School of Applied Sciences at the Edinburgh Napier University,
has said that “diminishing demand for rhino horn would ultimately remove the incentive for
poaching rhino. It would also remove any incentive to private landowners to farm rhino for their
horn.”

Between 2016 and 2021, at least 974 kg of seized rhino horn were forensically traced back to legal
stockpiles, demonstrating leakage into illicit channels, according to EMS Foundation research.

A seven-year investigation by the South African Police Service’s Hawks and DFFE culminated in
the arrest of suspects linked to 964 horns destined for illegal export, confirmed in a government
media release.
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