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The Vanishing African Rhinoceros: A Crisis in the Wild and Captive Protection in Japan

The African black and white rhinoceros species continue to face enormous threats to their wild survival due to illegal
horn poaching and habitat loss. We witnessed a 96 % reduction of the black rhinoceros in the 20th century, from
~65,000 individuals in 1970 to 2,354 by the 1990s. The two subspecies of White rhinoceros recorded a decline in their
numbers from ~250,000 in the 1700s to the brink of extinction in the 1895s for the Southern subspecies. In contrast,
two post-reproductive individuals remain in 2025 in Kenya for the northern subspecies.

Japan has been contributing enormously to the conservation efforts of these vanishing charismatic megaherbivores by
establishing captive breeding programs since the 1950s. Currently, zoos in Japan host 21 and 40 black and white
rhinoceros individuals, respectively, all expected to contribute to global conservation efforts in collaboration with
other zoos in Europe and North America. Successful breeding of animals in captivity highly depends on their genetic
health, a foundation for their ability to adapt to environmental uncertainties, fight against diseases, reproduce, and
their long-term survival and evolution. Safeguarding the life of African rhinoceros in Japanese captivity was the pillar
of my motivation to study their genetics to contribute to zoo conservation initiatives.

I have discovered that the genetic health of the current population of captive African rhinoceros species in Japan is
well-suited for their long-term survival and well-being in captivity. While this depends on the preservation of existing
genetic diversity, the optimal conditions in Japan provide an ideal environment to fulfill the objective of acting as an
insurance reserve for the threatened wild African rhinoceros populations in Sub-Saharan African countries.

Black rhinoceros in captivity in Japan.
Left: Two individuals named “Saki” and “Niko” in Hiroshima City Asa zoological Park.
Middle and Right: “Rai” and “Samia” in Osaka Tennoji Zoo, held in separate enclosures, respectively.

Guess What ?

My motivation to pursue studies in
conservation genetics of wild animals stems
from years of experience handling animal
products related to wildlife crime in Tanzania.
Sub-Saharan African countries, including
Tanzania, are major hotspots for illegal
poaching and face challenges such as weak
laboratory infrastructure and a lack of
expertise to effectively operate forensic
laboratories. As many poaching cases remain
unaddressed, | believe that acquiring the g . ¢ the forensic evidence
necessary skills and knowledge in Japan will analyzed in our laboratory back in
allow me to positively impact wildlife Tanzania. Clockwise from top right:
conservation by applying scientific methods Suspected bushmeat, animal tissue,

to apprehend poachers animal fat elephant ear. (\ @ <\
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