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  Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife (Ezemvelo) has 
become the first state conservation agency 
in Africa to trial the toxic infusion of rhino 
horn to deter the rampant poaching of this 
species. The poisoning and injection of an 
indelible dye into the horn will render it 
unsafe for any consumption. 
 
  The brainchild of Gauteng-based organi-
sation Rhino Rescue Project, the rhino of 
Ndumo Game Reserve and Tembe Ele-
phant Park will be the trial population for 
the infusion, with indelible dye and ecto-
parasiticides, to stem the tide of poaching.  
Aside from rendering the horn worthless as 
an ornament and discouraging it as a me-
dicinal compound, the dye can also be 
detected by X-Ray machines at airports, 
for example. 
 
  As part of the pilot project, the rhino will 
have their DNA recorded and transponders 
inserted - all further deterrents to poach-
ers. The Ndumo and Tembe reserves have 
been selected because they are considered 

the frontline of future rhino poaching in 
KwaZulu-Natal.  
 
  The pilot project will also facilitate fur-
ther research and development into the 
infusion procedure and represents a collab-
oration between Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife, 
the University of Pretoria, which will con-
duct toxilogical and pharmaceutical re-
search,  Rhino Rescue Project and Peace 
Parks Foundation.  
 
  Peace Parks Foundation secured funding 
to support this crucial endeavour from the 
following pioneer partners: Neville and 
Pamela Isdell, the Liberty Wildlife Fund and 
the Sophia Foundation.   
 
  As an organisation whose core business is 
facilitating transfrontier conservation de-
velopment in the region, Peace Parks 
Foundation has established a new pro-
gramme to support conservation agencies 
with combatting wildlife crime. 
  

  “It is critical to transfrontier conservation 
development that practical, well-
considered methods be implemented to 
combat wildlife crime. The Lubombo 
Transfrontier Conservation Area, which 
connects protected areas in Mozambique, 
South Africa and Swaziland, has seen many 
successes and one cannot allow wildlife 
criminals to stem this progressive approach 
to conservation in any way. Directly target-
ing the value chain of illegal trade by pro-
actively devaluing the asset, the rhino 
horn, means the risks will soon start out-
weighing the rewards for criminal syndi-
cates”, said Werner Myburgh, Peace Parks 
Foundation CEO.  
 
  Ezemvelo stated that depending on the 
results, the agency would be prepared to 
expand the project to its other rhino popu-
lations. 
 
   “We are impressed with the Rhino Res-
cue Project’s research and development; 
certainly enough for us to embrace this 
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The infusion procedure, from left to right and continued on the next page:  A rhino is darted, followed and its eyes blindfolded 
and its ears plugged. The horns are drilled to attach the probes.  Depending on ambient temperatures, additional  

shade may be required to keep the animal cool. Photographs courtesy of Rhino Rescue Project 

http://www.peaceparks.org/programme.php?pid=24&mid=1021


project wholeheartedly. There are no guar-
antees, but infusing both a toxic substance 
and indelible dye into the horn should act as 
very definite impediment to purchasers and 
users of poached horn,” said Cedric Coet-
zee, Ezemvelo’s rhino coordinator. 
 
  If the pilot project proves successful in 
terms of deterring poachers, then Ezemve-
lo would consider its wider use: “For the 
moment, though, we are concentrating on 
an area where we are bracing ourselves for 
a poaching onslaught”. 
 
  The entire project was hailed by the KZN’s 
provincial government’s MEC for Agriculture 
and Environmental Affairs Dr Jeff Hadebe as 
an “outstanding experiment”. 
 
  “We will try pretty much anything to 
dampen the motivation for killing our rhino. 
I am enthusiastic about this development 
and I hope our communities will embrace 
this effort as much as I do. We simply must 
stop – or at the very least slow down – these 
dreadful attacks on our natural heritage. If 
successful, I will encourage my colleagues 
to expand this to other rhino populations 
throughout our parks,” he said. 
 
  The pioneer of the rhino horn treatment 
concept is the Rhino Rescue Project. Infus-
ing a toxin into the horns of rhino is a pro-
cess developed by veterinary surgeon Dr 
Charles van Niekerk and Dr Lorinda Hern.  
Rhino Rescue Project co-founder and vet, 
Dr Charles van Niekerk said: “The toxic 
cocktail can be safely and relatively quickly 
infused into the horn, making it poisonous 
to humans and therefore not fit for con-
sumption, although it is in no way harmful 
to the rhino. The indelible (i.e. indestructi-
ble) dye acts as a warning to end-users that 
a horn has been contaminated and should 
not be consumed, as well as reducing the 
horn's aesthetic appeal." 

  Community representatives from both 
KZN and southern Mozambique will be 
closely involved in the pilot project. This 
will include the 200 rhino ambassadors that 
Ezemvelo appointed to patrol and monitor 
the Ndumo/Tembe region, as part of a 400
-strong broader community awareness pro-
gramme started last year by in the 
Hluhluwe iMfolozi Park protected area. 
 
  As it costs approximately R8 000 (US$800) 
to treat one rhino, any and all donations to 
save a rhino or contribute to the rhino horn 
treatment project will be welcome. A dedi-
cated account has been set up by Peace 
Parks Foundation, in partnership with 
Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife, which will allocate 
100% of any donation towards the protec-
tion of KwaZulu-Natal’s rhino populations.  
 
  So far this year, 618 rhino have been 
poached in South Africa, 62 of them in 
KwaZulu-Natal. 
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The horns are infused simultaneously to shorten the time the animal is anaesthetized. The animal’s respiration and heart rate 
are monitored throughout  the procedure.  A RhoDIS kit is used to harvest DNA samples, including horn material, tail hair and 

ear notches. The information is stored in the national DNA database. As the procedure draws to a close, all sites where          
microchips were inserted are scanned and data recorded. The rhino’s horns are taped up and a reversal to the anaesthetic    

administered. The rhino is monitored until it is standing and has recovered fully from the anaesthetic Within a day or two, the 
tape has worn off and no outward signs of the treatment are visible. 
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