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The Wildlife Justice Commission acknowledges 
the immense challenges facing law enforcement 
agencies that are investigating the transnational 
organised criminal networks trafficking in rhino 
horn. These challenges include legislative defi-
ciencies, insufficient resources, mandate, tech-
nical capacity, intelligence sharing issues, and of 
course, the scourge of corruption. We also pay our 
respects to those officers and rangers who have 
paid the ultimate price and those who continue 
to risk their lives on the frontline preventing the 
poaching of rhinos and investigating these criminal 
networks.

The Wildlife Justice Commission is committed to 
continuing to support law enforcement agencies 
as they work to end the trafficking of rhino horn.

It is with this mission that we produce this threat 
assessment. It aims to share strategic intelligence 
that identifies and provides insights on present 
and emerging organised crime threats relating 
to rhino horn trafficking. It interprets and analy-
ses intelligence holdings and information from 

open sources to build the global intelligence pic-
ture, propose hypotheses about the immediate 
or imminent threats, identify where intelligence 
gaps exist, and highlight vulnerabilities that could 
become potential threats in the future.

We hope that this assessment will go some way 
towards assisting law enforcement agencies work-
ing across the illegal rhino horn supply chain to 
maximise their response and impact in addressing 
this issue, and to continue to build on the important 
progress and achievements that are being made.

The full report is set out in 10 chapters covering key 
criminal elements of the illegal rhino horn trade. 

Recognising the density of detail in the report, each 
chapter is written to be able to be read as a stan-
dalone topic with the aim of making the report more 
accessible and useful for policy makers, practition-
ers and researchers interested in a specific aspect 
of criminality. The stand alone publication focuses 
on recalibrating the response to tackle transna-
tional organised crime.

Preface

3www.wildlifejustice.org

https://wildlifejustice.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Rhino-Horn-Trafficking-Report-2022-V21-Spreads.pdf
https://wildlifejustice.org/


Acknowledgements
The Wildlife Justice Commission is grateful to WWF 
for financial support and technical advice provided 
throughout the preparation of this threat assess-
ment. We particularly acknowledge the invalua-
ble support and input from Dr. Jo Shaw, Natalia 
Banasiak, Dr. Colman O’Criodain, and Leigh Henry. 
The report was edited by Dr. Richard Thomas.

We also acknowledge and thank Roy McComb, 
Consultant on Transnational Organised Crime, for 
his technical review of the threat assessment.

The preparation of this assessment also benefited 
from the financial contributions of The Nationale 
Postcode Loterij, Adessium Foundation, Arcadia 
- a charitable fund of Lisbet Rausing and Peter  
Baldwin, The Oak Foundation and Fred Foundation.

4

https://oakfnd.org/
https://www.adessium.org/
https://www.fredfoundation.org/
https://www.arcadiafund.org.uk/
https://www.postcodelottery.co.uk/


Automatic Identification System 

National Administration of Conservation Areas 

Anti-Smuggling Bureau 

Convention on International Trade in Endangered  
Species of Wild Fauna and Flora

Department of Forestry, Fisheries, and the Environment 

Democratic Republic of Congo

Environmental Enforcement Fusion Centre

Liberation Front of Mozambique

Directorate for Priority Crime Investigation

Kuala Lumpur International Airport

Operasi Bersepadu Khazanah

(Lao) People’s Democratic Republic

Department of Wildlife and National Parks  
Peninsular Malaysia

Chinese Renminbi

South African National Parks

South African Police Service

(Hong Kong) Special Administrative Region

National Criminal Investigation Service

Traditional Chinese medicine

United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime

United States Dollar

Vietnam Dong

Acronyms

AIS

ANAC

ASB

CITES

 
DFFE

DRC

EEFC

FRELIMO

HAWKS

KLIA

OBK

PDR

PERHILITAN

 
RMB

SANParks

SAPS

SAR

SERNIC

TCM

UNODC

USD

VND

5



Rhino horn trafficking remains a severe problem that needs 
to be addressed with a new sense of urgency as transnational 
organised crime. Over the past 10 years, the illegal killing of 
rhinos and trafficking of their horns has grown as a global 
criminal enterprise, comprising multiple criminal components 
dominated by greed and the pursuit of substantial profits.

This threat assessment presents a comprehensive analysis of  
rhino horn trafficking during the decade from 1 January 2012  
to 31 December 2021.

It was compiled following analysis of 674 rhino horn seizure 
incidents collected from open-source reports that occurred 
globally during this decade, in addition to seven years of criminal 
intelligence and findings from Wildlife Justice Commission 
investigations into rhino horn trafficking conducted since 2015,  
and other open-source research.

This assessment aims to examine the driving forces behind the trade 
and changes in the criminal landscape. It also considers the threat to 
rhinos in 2022, with recommendations to help inform interventions to 
address this issue and ensure the global response is commensurate 
and appropriately targeted to current and future needs.

Introduction
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With 9,561 rhinos poached across Africa1 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. 

1. 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.

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 
rhinos in Kruger National Park had been lost com-
pared to 2011 levels (with drought a contributing 
factor in addition to the heavy poaching toll).2 In this 
context, 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 
province3 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 2022.4 Either way, the 
crisis is far from over. 

2. 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.

3. 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/

4. 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.5 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 

5. 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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Appendix 1:  
Compilation of key  
intelligence gaps



Crime displacement  
and trafficking roles

The extent of rhino poaching displacement from South Africa to other southern  
African countries, particularly Botswana and Namibia.

The impact and extent of crime displacement in Angola as a wildlife trafficking hub in Africa.

The impact of crime displacement on trafficking routes through Asia and modus  
operandi following the recent arrest of a major Malaysian trafficker. 

The potential role of the Philippines, Indonesia, and Japan in the illegal trade as  
locations for consolidation and transhipment of rhino horn products.

The extent and nature of wildlife trafficking occurring through Myanmar. 

The potential connection of Russia to the rhino horn supply chain, with some  
Vietnamese traffickers based in southern Africa known to travel to Russia  
and use Russian mobile phone SIM cards.

Modus operandi

The extent of the use of maritime transportation to smuggle rhino horn and its  
potential to increase as a preferred transportation method.

The extent of illegal rhino horn trade occurring on the dark web and the potential for  
convergence between wildlife crime and other forms of criminality facilitated by this platform.

The nature and scope of the threat posed by the convergence of rhino horn  
trafficking with other forms of crime such as drug trafficking.

Whether front companies that were established to access shipping routes and other useful  
business infrastructure to facilitate rhino horn smuggling are also used by transnational  
organised crime networks for wider criminality and smuggling other types of contraband. 

The extent to which fake rhino horn products circulate in the black market

Price dynamics and  
illicit financial flows

Price elasticity of demand for rhino horn and how supply and demand dynamics  
impact black market prices across the supply chain.

Further data to determine how the provenance of horns  
(poached vs. harvested horns) influences price.

Deeper understanding of how money flows within the supply chain and which  
payment methods criminals are using to enable better detection of illicit transactions.

The extent of the use of cryptocurrency for rhino horn transactions and  
potential for this to increase in the future.

Use and consumption

The nature and scale of Chinese demand for rhino horn, and deeper insight into the  
carving process, market distribution, and use of rhino horn as an investment product.

Other countries where demand in various forms or markets could increase in the future.

The role of “freshness” of rhino horn in illegal trade and how it impacts use  
and consumption of rhino horn products.
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The Global Wildlife Program (GWP) and the International 
Consortium on Combating Wildlife Crime (ICCWC) have  
compiled various existing and emerging law enforcement tools 
and resources that are available to support efforts to combat 
illegal wildlife trade.297 A sample of some of the recommended  
resources include the following:

297. World Bank Group (2018). Tools and Resources to Combat Illegal Wildlife Trade.

Appendix 2:  
Law enforcement  
tools and resources

https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/131671521451683536/tools-and-resources-to-combat-illegal-wildlife-trade


Tool Name Responsible Agency Description

Communication Platforms

CENcomm
World Customs  
Organization

The Customs Enforcement Network (CEN) communication  
system is an encrypted means for customs officers to  
communicate and transfer data on environmental crime cases.

http://www.wcoomd.org/en/topics/enforcement-and-compliance/
instruments-and-tools/cen-suite.aspx 

ENVIRONET
World Customs  
Organization

ENVIRONET is a real-time communication tool for information 
exchange and cooperation on environmental issues among  
customs administrations, competent national authorities, 
international organisations, and their regional networks. The 
WCO posts media updates related to wildlife crime and other 
environmental crimes, alerts, manuals, handbooks, and  
enforcement-related messages via ENVIRONET.

ECO-Message INTERPOL

ECO-Message is a system for reporting all international  
environmental crime cases. It facilitates real-time information 
exchange in a standardised format, creating a reliable,  
searchable platform for officers to use.

I-24/7 INTERPOL

I-24/7 is a secure network linking all INTERPOL member 
countries and giving access to INTERPOL’s criminal databases.
It enables authorised users to share sensitive information 
with their counterparts around the globe.

Databases

CITES Trade Database CITES

The CITES Trade Database holds over 15 million records  
of trade in wildlife and over 50,000 scientific names of taxa  
listed by CITES. It is a unique tool available to CITES Parties  
and to the public at large. It is an indispensable source of  
information on the international trade in wild fauna and flora.

https://trade.cites.org/

RhODIS University of Pretoria

The RhODIS rhino DNA database contains information  
about DNA samples of rhinos across South Africa.  
The goal is for all rhinos to be listed on the system.  
This will deter poachers and assist in prosecutions.

https://erhodis.org/

World WISE Database UNODC

The UNODC’s World Wildlife Seizures (World WISE)  
Database aims to provide a global database of all seizure  
incidents related to wildlife crime. Seizure data is derived  
from CITES, ICCWC, WCO, and the European Commission’s 
Enforcement Working Group (EU-TWIX).

14

http://www.wcoomd.org/en/topics/enforcement-and-compliance/instruments-and-tools/cen-suite.aspx 
http://www.wcoomd.org/en/topics/enforcement-and-compliance/instruments-and-tools/cen-suite.aspx 
https://trade.cites.org/
https://erhodis.org/


Tool Name Responsible Agency Description

Online Platforms and Mobile Apps

WildScan Freeland Foundation

WildScan is a comprehensive species identification  
and response app designed to help frontline law  
enforcement agencies correctly identify, report,  
and handle wildlife caught in the illegal trade.

https://www.freeland.org/uploads/1/3/6/2/136275344/8.pdf

In-Situ Geographic Information Systems

Spatial Monitoring  
and Reporting Tool  
(SMART)

SMART

SMART consists of a software application that enables  
collection, storage, communication, and evaluation of ranger- 
based data on patrol efforts, patrol results, and threat levels. The 
SMART Tool is open-source, non-proprietary, and freely available.

https://smartconservationtools.org/

Forensics

TRACE DNA  
Sampling Guide

TRACE

The TRACE Wildlife DNA Sampling Guide is a free  
downloadable training guide to accompany wildlife  
DNA sampling kits to support the collection of forensic  
samples from crime scenes.

http://www.tracenetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/08/
Wildlife_DNA_Sampling_Guide_web.pdf

Strategic and Technical Analysis Tools

Manual on Wildlife  
and Forest Crime for 
Frontline Officers

UNODC

This manual is designed to provide an overview  
of the key considerations for investigators in dealing  
with wildlife and forest crime.

https://www.unodc.org/documents/Wildlife/WLFC_Annual_
Report_2014.pdf

Wildlife and Forest  
Crime: A Field Guide  
for Frontline Officers

UNODC

This is a condensed pocket guide version of the Manual on  
Wildlife and Forest Crime for Frontline Officers mentioned above.

https://www.unodc.org/roseap//en/resources/toc/border-
management.html

IBM Analyst’s  
Notebook – i2

IBM

The IBM i2 Analyst’s Notebook is a prominent example  
of available intelligence analysis software which allows a  
user to find connections and patterns in data. It allows for  
mapping of criminal groups through network visualisations,  
social network analysis, and geospatial or temporal views.
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Tool Name Responsible Agency Description

Training and Reference Materials

CITES Virtual College CITES

The CITES Virtual College is a free online resource that  
aims to increase awareness of the convention and  
provide learning and training materials on CITES.

https://cites.unia.es/

Risk Management 
Compendium

World Customs 
Organization

The Risk Management Compendium outlines the risk  
management process and identifies risk assessment,  
profiling, and targeting tools that inform selection criteria  
for identifying high-risk consignments, passengers, and  
conveyances for customs intervention.

http://www.wcoomd.org/en/topics/enforcement-and- 
compliance/instruments-and-tools/compendiums/rmc.aspx

UNODC E-Learning UNODC

The UNODC Global eLearning Programme offers comprehensive 
training and learning solutions across a range of crime types  
including wildlife crime, in many languages.

https://www.unodc.org/elearning/index.html

ICCWC Wildlife Crime  
and AML Training 
Programme

ICCWC

ICCWC has developed an anti-money laundering training  
programme for investigators, prosecutors, judges, and other 
stakeholders involved in the investigation and prosecution  
of wildlife crimes.

https://cites.org/eng/prog/iccwc.php/Tools

Legal

goCASE UNODC

goCASE is an investigative case management and  
analysis tool for government law enforcement,  
investigation, intelligence, and prosecution  
agencies of all UN member states.

https://gocase.unodc.org/

Mutual Legal Assistance 
Request Writer Tool

UNODC

The UNODC MLA Tool has been developed to assist states  
in drafting appropriate MLA requests where no specific  
bilateral or regional treaty exists.

https://www.unodc.org/mla/

SHERLOC UNODC

The SHERLOC portal is an initiative to facilitate the  
dissemination of information regarding the implementation  
of the UN Convention Against Transnational Organised Crime  
and its three protocols. It contains case law and national  
legislation databases covering a range of crime types  
including wildlife crime.

https://sherloc.unodc.org/ 
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