
With 9,561 rhinos poached across Africa292 and 7.5 tonnes of rhino 
horns seized from illegal trade globally during the past 10 years,  
the scale of the rhino crisis has now likely eclipsed anything that  
was envisaged in 2012. Sadly, few achievements can be held up  
as demonstrating real, substantive progress in combating this issue, 
despite the many millions of dollars that have been poured into a 
litany of anti-poaching, law enforcement, and demand reduction 
efforts in key countries across the supply chain. 

292. CITES CoP19 Doc.75 (Annex 4), ‘African and Asian Rhinoceros – Status, Conservation and Trade’, prepared by IUCN Species 
Survival Commission’s African and Asian Rhino Specialist Groups and TRAFFIC, pp.30-31.

Conclusion: Recalibrating 
the response to tackle 
transnational organised 
crime
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Poaching rates in South Africa have markedly 
declined since the peak in 2014, more recently 
aided by the disruption of COVID-19 lockdowns 
and travel restrictions on criminal networks, which 
is undoubtedly crucial and encouraging. However, 
it is difficult to see the 2021 rhino poaching rate 
(451) as a success when it is equivalent to the 2011 
poaching rate (448), which was deemed alarming 
at the time. Population estimates reported in Sep-
tember 2022 indicated that almost 77% of white rhi-
nos in Kruger National Park had been lost compared 
to 2011 levels (with drought a contributing factor in 
addition to the heavy poaching toll).293 In this con-
text, reduced poaching likely has at least some 
correlation to the dwindling supply of wild rhinos 
 in what has been the main source location up till 
now. Meanwhile, a substantial increase in poach-
ing in Hluhluwe-iMfolozi Park in KwaZulu-Natal 
province294 could signal displacement of the prob-
lem to other parks. Rhino poaching patterns could 
be shifting in other southern African countries as 
well, such as a reported surge in poaching in Etosha 
National Park in Namibia in 2022.295 Either way, the 
crisis is far from over. 

293. DFFE reported the present Kruger National Park rhino population was 2,458 in September 
2022, down from 2,809 at the end of 2020 and 10,621 in 2011.
https://www.citizen.co.za/witness/news/da-concerned-over-decline-in-rhino-numbers-at-kruger-
national-park/; 
SANParks (2020), South African National Parks Annual Report 2019/20, p.96.

294. https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2022-04-05-rhino-bloodbath-in-kzn-as-poachers- 
gun-down-75-animals-this-year/,  
https://kormorant.co.za/rhino-poaching-on-the-rise-in-kzn/

295. https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/6/14/namibia-rhino-poaching-surges-in-june-ministry

At this juncture, there is irrefutable evidence point-
ing to the involvement of transnational organised 
crime networks that are driving rhino poaching 
and rhino horn trafficking – from the size, reach, 
and resilience of the networks to the increas-
ingly large volumes of shipments, sophisticated 
modus operandi, the trail of complicit officials, 
and the vast illicit income estimated to be gener-
ated by the trade. Criminal networks are servic-
ing and monetising the demand that exists for this 
high-value product, neither of which shows any 
sign of abating. The resources 
and approach deployed in res- 
ponse across the entire supply 
chain must therefore be gea- 
red towards tackling transna-
tional organised crime. 
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However, it is clear from this assessment that all 
six key countries and territories have been slow to 
shift their response from “conservation crisis” to 
“crime problem”. This can be seen in the sluggish 
reform of legal frameworks – which is the vital first 
step – with Mozambique only criminalising rhino 
poaching in 2014, Vietnam finally providing legal 
clarity in the application of criminal penalties to 
rhino horn crimes in 2017, and Hong Kong SAR’s 

recognition of wildlife trafficking as 
a form of serious, organised crime 
in 2021. It can be seen in the lack  

of further investigations beyond rhino horn sei-
zures to identify the owners and financiers of 
the shipments and other members of the crimi-
nal networks, particularly in Malaysia, Hong Kong 
SAR, and Vietnam. It can also be seen in the 
almost universal lack of prosecutions and con-
victions of high-level criminals – with the excep-
tion of China and a few notable cases in Viet-
nam. There is still a paucity of international coop-
eration across the supply chain and in-depth,  
intelligence-led investigations that focus on 
the criminal network rather than the individual. 
Advanced investigation techniques such as con-
trolled deliveries are seldom used. Parallel finan-
cial or corruption investigations are not common 
practice. Even at the most high-profile end of the 
wildlife crime spectrum, rhino-related crimes are 
not free of this malaise.

None of this is new. These are the same law 
enforcement issues that have been raised through-
out the last decade by governments, intergovern-
mental organisations, and various stakeholders in 
conservation, and they are just as relevant today. 
But precious time has already been lost during 
the intervening years and criminal networks have 
now become entrenched in South Africa, Mozam-
bique, and Vietnam in particular.
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To address the persistent problems of rhino 
poaching and illegal rhino horn trade, all jurisdic-
tions affected along the supply chain regardless 
of whether they are source, transit or destination 
locations need to step up and redirect their efforts 
to ensure that wildlife crime is tackled in an effec-
tive, coordinated, and enduring manner. The same 
criminal networks trafficking rhino horns are often 
trafficking other wildlife products or other types 
of illicit commodities, so increased efforts by 
affected countries would have a broader impact 
than just rhino conservation. 

Good law enforcement practices can be found in 
each of the six most prominent countries and terri-
tories which should be adopted and implemented 
systematically across all jurisdictions in the sup-
ply chain.296 Law enforcement cannot be the sole 
solution to stop the poaching of rhinos or the traf-
ficking of rhino horns, but the full weight of law 
enforcement has not yet been applied to this issue. 

Impactful demand reduction and behavioural 
change initiatives must also be targeted to the 
areas of highest consumer demand and fully 

296. See Appendix 2 of this report for some recommended tools and resources to support law enforcement efforts to combat illegal 
wildlife trade.

informed about the different drivers of con-
sumer behaviour. The assessment shows that the 
demand for rhino horn is large and diverse with 
different uses in different places, and this needs 
to be better reflected in the strategies and pro-
grammes that are aiming to address it. So far very 
little effort, if any, has focused on addressing rhino 
horn demand in China. 

The criminal landscape is constantly changing and 
innovating, as demonstrated by shifting modus 
operandi, crime displacement, and developments 
in the use of non-traditional methods to commit 
crime such as cryptocurrency payments and rhino 
horn trade on the dark web. The question now lies 
in how to get ahead of the criminal networks and 
prepare for these types of developments when 
there are still too often inadequate responses to 
the well-known, traditional criminal methods. 

The ongoing threat to rhinos is clear but the status 
quo cannot be maintained for another 10 years. All 
efforts must be reviewed and recalibrated with a 
renewed sense of urgency to protect rhinos, respond 
appropriately to the complex dynamics of the illegal 
trade, and dismantle the criminal networks.
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