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Why talk about Rhinos in a mega-disaster workshop? To make several points that could stimulate 
discussion. Problems dealing with disasters are not unique to the disaster field. Problems such as:

1. issues of priority setting (where does extinction of rhinos fit in global priorities, where does 
dealing with a one in a thousand chance of a disaster fit in global and local priorities)

2. inability of people to regulate themselves in a complicated global society (examples: rhino horn 
demand for aphrodisiac and cure all; classic climate change and land-use problems)

3. petty human foibles that get in the way of solving catastrophic situations (power, hubris, self 
importance, envy, jealousy....)

4. coping with situations of uncertainty
5. institutions as road blocks

The Last Rhinos:  My Battle to Save One of the World's Greatest Creatures. c2012

by Lawrence Anthony [South Africa, 1950-2012]

Author of  Babylon's Ark : The Incredible Wartime Rescue of the Baghdad Zoo  c2007 .  
Anthony personally went to Iraq during the 2003 war and worked to save the animals that had 
survived the bombing and the population's starvation.

Author of  The Elephant Whisperer: My Life with the Herd in the African Wild.  Anthony 
worked with the Zulu to establish the Royal Zulu Biosphere to create a home for elephants and 
protect them from poachers.

Synopsis of the story  

The Challenge:

South African Parks had given Anthony several rhinos for his Thula-Thula Reserve in South Africa. 
Anthony and staff at the reserve had to be on constant armed patrol against poachers who want to kill 
the animals and cut off the rhino horn.  A Rhino horn sells for a fortune in the Asia.

"China and Southeast Asia are the biggest destinations of these illegal products, but not because 
of the traditional medical uses. Growing uses in Asia include the giving of ivory as a high-value 
gift, drinking of rhino horn wine, and rhino horn as an aphrodisiac, a cure for cancer, and 
hangovers."

Africa has two different species of White Rhinoceros, the Northern White and the Southern White.    
The Southern White survives due to Ian Player who ruthlessly pursued poachers in  South Africa in the 
1960s.  South Africa now has 95% of the worlds rhinos due to his foresight.  The Northern White has a 
few specimens in zoos and an unknown number in the wild.  

A respected journalist contacted Anthony relaying reports that fewer than 15 Northern White Rhino 



were left in the Garamba National Park in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, in the NE part of the 
country near the Sudan border.  The park had been abandoned by authorities, therefore, no protection 
against poachers.

With so few left, the gene pool would shrink to extinction quickly.  Anthony knew he had to try to save 
them.

The Democratic Republic of Congo had been in turmoil for 30 years.  Military backing would be 
absolutely critical.  There are no police, no army, no laws, and riddled with rebels and everybody is 
armed with an AK-47.    Park staff left because it was too dangerous.  The Lord's Resistance Army, a 
Ugandan guerilla group was living in the Garamba park.

The only reason the rhino might be alive is because they are deep in the bush and difficult to find and 
the rivers were swollen because of the rainy season, limiting access.  If all those rhinos were brought to 
one place, the word would get out, and who knows whom it will attract.  The horns are worth a fortune. 
They need assault rifles, guns, grenade launchers and several helicopters for security.

Finding the rhinos would take several helicopters,  a heavy-lift helicopter  to move them to a holding 
place they had to build,  an airstrip must be built for a transport plane to fly them out.

The Plan

He contacted Earth Organisation, met with them to decide if saving them from extinction was an urgent 
and worthwhile project.  They began research and fundraising and investigating the necessary logistics, 
authorities and permissions to capture the rhino to a protected area in the Congo, or if necessary to 
Kenya or South Africa.

Earth Organisation raised money,  Anthony's son managed the operation and co-ordinated the efforts, 
his other son handles logistics, sourcing supplies and equipment, as the park is 500 miles away from 
any town.  Contacts talked with the Congo Embassy people in South Africa, South African 
organisations wrote the DR of Congo  government in support and offering future financial support.  
The Ambassador said the initiative is approved and everything is in place for you to visit the minister in 
Kinshasa to be introduced to his department and you will proceed from there.

Reconnaissance trip- working closely with Congo official to asses the situation , study security issues 
and gain local knowledge.

Aerial census, dart the rhinos and tag the with transmitters.

Capture and rescue .

The Logistical Obstacles

Accepted by the Minister, who planned to visit the Park with them, they were then directed to the 
Congolese Institute for National Conservation:   Who did not give them permission to enter Garamba 
Park because they needed time to consider.  Five weeks and much diplomacy later,  they received 
authorization to visit Garamba.    This was not a permission to rescue the rhinos.

Anthony  contacted the UN peacekeeping army in the Congo to ask for their help-- they were the only 
ones with a  heavy-lift helicopter.  Permission would have to be cleared from higher up, the last 
helicopters that flew in that area were shot down by the Lord's Resistance Army.  He was advised to 
steer very clear of the village of Nagero because it had cases of Ebola disease.

In the meantime Anthony flew to Garamba with the Congolese Institute for National Conservation 
people to meet the manager of the reserve.  He was not there and was not expecting them.  The village 



that they saw on a minor stroll the next morning, was Nagero.  The manager of the reserve arrived the 
next day, was dismissive of their project, African Parks  didn't need any help.  However, he did take 
them on a drive, and tell them that the poachers could not get at the rhinos " because the rivers are full, 
but at the end of the rainy season, before the end of the year, the rivers will drop and that will be the 
end of them.  We can't protect them.  We don't really even know where they are.   It is very dangerous 
with the Lord's Resistance Army who are so close, their voices came over our Parks radios.

The Lord's Resistance Army had been fighting for 20 years, committed many atrocities, used child 
soldiers, highly disciplined, absolutely fearsome in battle, they kill their wounded.  They shot down 
two UN attack helicopters, drove the UN troups out of the jungle.  Their war is of Acholis north 
Ugandan tribe against Bantu south Ugandan tribe led by Museveni who came to power in a coup d'etat, 
using child soldiers in 1986, and then proceeded to  ghetto the Acholis in concentration camps.

Several weeks later, another visit to Kinshasa, Congo, the UN would help if the Congo Minister would 
write a letter recommending it. The Minister promptly did so.    The Institute of National Conservation 
and African Parks had played ping-pong with the request, a big meeting was organised, and there 
bureaucracy was displayed at its finest.    The ICCN said they were not welcome at the meeting, despite  
their own Minister inviting them, that they had no right to participate in any Garamba operation 
without their sanction,  and that at some point in the future they would do an airplane survey of rhinos.

The largest mammal since the woolly mammoth, the northern white rhino  would go extinct in the wild,  
not because of poachers or the LRA, but because of the curse of  so many conservation efforts:  hubris 
and self-interest.  Some of the biggest conservation organizations in the world were at the Kinshasa 
meeting, and they are going to defend their position.

So Anthony decided he was going to try to convince the Lord's Resistance Army to leave the Garamba 
rangers and camp alone, for the sake of the rhinos.

Back to the journalist who started the connections to be able to talk to the LRA.   Off to Sudan where 
peace talks were being held with the LRA.  A mediator of the talks asked Anthony why he was there, 
and introduced him to the LRA, who then arranged for a meeting with him.  His plan now is ask the 
Lord's Resistance Army:

1. to pull back from the main camp at Garamba

2. to not interfere with the ranger patrols

3. to protect any rhinos from poachers

4. to gather information on the rhinos, let Anthony know if any are seen.

"The co-leader of the LRA Vincent Otti, agreed.  The LRA added in protection for the Pygmy 
Giraffe and the Okapi.  The signed deal with the LRA was not enforceable by law;  it was the 
equivalent of a handshake with an illegal terrorist organization.  but it was a lot better than 
nothing."

In return the LRA wanted Anthony's help with a Truth and Reconciliation Commission, modeled after 
the South African one.  They also began to use Anthony as a communication conduit that stepped 
around the Ugandan politics.  

The Result

Months later, Anthony was invited to another meeting in Kinshasa, the airplane census had seen 4 
rhino, and now that so much time had passed a helicopter would fly in, find them, dart them for rescue.  
It was too little, too late, the Institute of National Conservation could not find any.  The poachers had 



won.  The disaster could not be averted.
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