
How are ecosystems damaged by people?  
 

 Rhino poaching in South Africa  
  

Part A.  What is the issue?  How serious is the problem of rhino poaching?  

Part B.  What are some of the solutions to try and stop the problem of rhino poaching?  

Part C.  What solutions do you think are most e ective and why?  

 

 

 

Further information can be found at: - 

www.savetherhino.org  

www.stoprhinopoaching.com  

www.worldwildlife.org/species/rhino  
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How are ecosystems damaged by people? - Rhino poaching in South Africa
 
Part A - What is the issue?  
 
Rhinos are mega -herbivores which are found in parts of Africa and Asia. At the start of the 20th century 
there were over 500,000 rhinos in the world, but hunting drastically reduced this number. At one time, the 
southern white rhino was as low as 50 individuals in the wild.  However, conservation measures have 
allowed it to increase to over 20,000 individuals.  Since 2008 there has been a sharp rise in the illegal 
killing of rhinos for their horn, especially in South Africa.  
 

There are ve species of rhino left in the wild in the world.  
 
Over 93% of white rhinos are found in South 
Africa.  
 
The Northern White Rhino is a subspecies 
which has only three individuals.  The one 
male and two females are guarded 24 hours a 
day but it is likely that the subspecies will 
become extinct.  

Species  Estimated population  

Black Rhino  5,055  

White Rhino  20,405  

Greater One -Horned Rhino  3,333  

Sumatran Rhino  Less than 100  

Javan Rhino  61 

Figure 1. Global distribution of Rhino 2016  

1.  Use Figure 1 to describe the distribution of rhinos found in the world.  

2.  Suggest ways in which the map in Figure 1 could be improved to show the distribution of rhinos more 
accurately.  

Table 1. Global rhino population  
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Figure 2. Rhino Population in South Africa  

3.  Use Figure 2 and Table 2 to describe the trends in the population of rhinos that live in South Africa.  

4.  Choose a suitable technique to produce a graph to show the changes to the number of rhino that have 
been illegally killed since 2004.  

5.  In 2004, the percentage of the rhino population that was killed illegally was;  
 
 
 
 
What was the percentage of the population killed in 2012?  
 

6.  Calculate the change in the size of the rhino population for each year. Which was the rst year when 
the number of rhino illegally killed was greater than the increase in the rhino population?  

 2004  2005  2006  2007  2008  2009  2010  2011  2012  2013  2014  2015  

White 
Rhino  

10,796  13,555  15,941  16,273  18,352  19,409  18,780  18,796  18,910  
The next o cial census of 
the rhino population takes 
place in September 2016  

Black 
Rhino  

1,328  1,384  1,456  1,512  1,587  1,678  1,916  1,915  2,044  

Total  12,124  14,939  17,397  17,785  19,939  21,087  19,696  20,711  20,954  

Illegally 
killed  

10 13 24 13 83 122  333  448  668  1,004  1,215  1,175  

 Rhino horn is made from keratin, 
the same material as human 

ngernails and hair.  

 Traditionally it was used in Chinese 
medicine as it was thought to cure 
fevers.  

 It has even been suggested as a 
cure for hangovers and cancer.  

 There is no medical evidence to 
support its e ectiveness as a cure.  

 Today its main use is to display it  
as a status symbol by wealthy 
businessmen.  

 Much of the recent growth in use 
has been in Vietnam.  

 Rhino horn can fetch over £43,000 
a kilo which is more expensive than 
gold or cocaine.  

 Poachers use helicopters, night 
vision glasses, drugs, high power 
ri es and chainsaws to track rhinos, 
kill them and remove the horn.  

Table 2. Changes in the rhino population of South Africa  

10 
  X 100  =  0.08%  

12,124  
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Part B - What are some possible solutions to the issue?  
 

Whilst human activity such as habitat destruction has had an impact on rhino numbers in di erent parts of 
the world, one of the greatest threats today is from illegally poaching rhino in order to cut o its horn. The 
horn cut from a rhino in Africa can be on sale illegally in Vietnam within 48 hours.  

The impacts of these human activities has meant that the Black, Sumatran and Javan rhino are all 
classi ed as ‘critically endangered’ which means there is a high risk of extinction. The Greater one-horned 
rhino is classi ed as ‘vulnerable’ whilst the White rhino is classi ed as ‘near threatened’.  

Rhino are seen as a keystone species.  As a result of their grazing habits, in Africa their role in the 
ecosystem is to help maintain the biodiversity of the African grasslands.  This in turn helps support many 
other species of animals within the ecosystem.  

They also play a key role in attracting visitors and tourists. Rhino are counted as one of the ‘big ve’ along 
with lion, leopard, elephant and bu alo, which safari tourists come to see. Consequently, they help create 
employment and bring in revenue to some of the poorer parts of the African continent.  

Over 85% of rhino poaching occurs in South Africa.  Below are some of the suggested ways of dealing 
with the issue of poaching.  

1. De -horn the rhino  
90% of the horn is cut o . 10% has to be left so that 
the horn does not grow back deformed. It needs to be 
done every 12 - 24 months and costs up to £700 per 
animal. It would cost up to £5 million to de -horn all the 
rhino in South Africa’s Kruger National Park.  

2. Poison the horn and inject dye  
The poison is harmless to the rhino although the 
e ects on users of rhino horn is not fully known. The 
dye colours the horn to make it less attractive as an 
item to display. It is necessary to publicise the fact that 
poisoning has taken place.  

3. Manufacture synthetic rhino horn  
A keratin protein powder which is biologically identical 
to the keratin from rhino horn is produced. Unlike real 
rhino horn, it is sustainably produced with no harm to 
animals. The powder can be used in medicines. 
Scientists are working towards producing a synthetic 
horn that contains all the DNA and chemical 
properties found in a natural horn. Future 
developments may be to 3D print rhino horns.  

 4. Enforce legislation and trade bans  
Persuade countries where rhino horn is used to 
strictly enforce the legislation which bans the trade 
and import of horn.  
Increase the punishment for poachers who are 
caught. Some suggest that poachers should be shot 
on sight.  

5. Legalise the rhino horn trade and farm horn  
Rhinos could be dehorned regularly and the horn sold 
legally. The market could be ooded with horn that 
has be stockpiled over many years which would lower 
the price which in turn could reduce poaching.  
  

6. Increase the use of sni er dogs at airports  
Dogs can be trained to sni out rhino horn products so 
that materials being smuggled can be seized before 
they go on the market. The smugglers can also be 
caught.  

  

7. Fix a camera in the horn and use GPS to track 
the animal  
A small camera can be xed into a rhino horn. If the 
heart rate of the animal becomes unusual (e.g. when 
being hunted) the camera switches on. This may 
capture evidence which can be used to convict 
poachers. GPS allows the location of the animal to be 
found and possibly catch the poachers.  

8. Make use of drones  
Google has given US$ 5 million to help pay for drones 
with cameras to be used to monitor the animals and 
help catch the poachers. Although their use is banned 
in many areas, they may help rangers target areas 
where poachers are working.  

  

9. Education  
Increase education in countries where the horn is 
used, about the impacts of rhino poaching in an 
attempt to reduce the demand. Educate about the 
advantages rhinos bring (e.g. tourism) in the places 
rhinos are found.  

  

10. Allow ‘trophy’ hunting of rhino.  
Charge a large sum so wealthy individuals can 
legally hunt the animal. The money raised can be 
used for conservation measures. It gives an 
economic value to the animal which may be an 
incentive to land owners to own rhinos and so 
encourage conservation.  
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Complete Table 3 by suggesting the advantages and disadvantage of each solution. Some have been 
completed for you.  Some others are shown below. These may be used for more than one of the 
solutions.  

A  
The poachers are not caught so 
may continue to kill rhino.  

 B  
There is no need to continuously 
track the animals.  

     

C  
Even the remains of a horn can be 
worth a lot of money.  

 D 
Only identi es where poaching has 
taken place.  

     

E  
Requires some type of fast back -up 
to stop or catch the poachers.  

 F  
Expensive to introduce and/or 
maintain.  

     

G  
Reduces the demand for the 
product which will reduce the need 
for poaching.  

 H 
Poachers may still kill the animals 
as they are unaware there is little 
of value.  

     

I 
Provides evidence which may help 
convict the poachers.  

 J  
It might encourage people to think 
there is a medicinal bene t and so 
increase demand.  

     

K  
Poachers might move to other 
areas where rhino are una ected.  

 L  
Stored horn can still encourage an 
illegal trade due to theft.  
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Solution  Advantages  Disadvantages  

1. De -horn 
the rhino  

 

  

2. Poison  
and dye 
the horn  

 If consumers survive they may think it has 
bene ts and so increase demand.  

3. Synthetic 
rhino horn  

  

4. Enforce 
legislation 
and trade 
bans  

Has worked in the past in some countries.   

5. Legalise 
the trade 
and farm 
horn  

Allows rhino horn to be produced sustainably.   

6. Increase 
use of 
sni er 
dogs  

  

7. Camera in 
the horn 
and GPS  

 Poachers may only  out after rhino is killed.  

8. Make use 
of drones  

  

9. Education  

  

10. Allow 
‘trophy’ 
hunting  

  

Table 3. Advantages and disadvantages of the solutions to rhino poaching  
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-

Part C - What is the best solution to rhino poaching in South Africa?  
 
 

1.  Complete the pyramid wall (Fig. 3) below to show your evaluation of the e ectiveness of each solution.  
Place what you consider to be the best solution at the top of the pyramid.  In the lower sections of the 
pyramid place the solutions which you think would be less e ective.  

2.  Justify your decision. Can you suggest any other solutions which you think would be better?  

Most e ective  

Least e ective  

Figure 3. ectiveness of possible solutions to rhino poaching in South Africa  
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