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Executive Summary 

 One quarter of South Africa’s rhinos are found outside state protected areas and the 

current poaching crisis could severely impact land-owner willingness to stock these 

threatened species. This has serious implications for the Maputaland-Pondoland-Albany 

hotspot (MPAH), a rhino conservation stronghold where rhino-based tourism provides 

important economic benefits. Thus, there is an urgent need to understand more about 

how rhino owners are responding to the poaching crisis and how they share information 

and expertise. This report describes results from a scoping project that investigated 

these issues by focusing on two related components. 

 

 The first project component investigated the potential for developing an online 

questionnaire-based monitoring system to measure the factors influencing rhino 

managers’ decision making. This would be a partnership with the Private Rhino Owners 

Association (PROA) and would provide vital data to understand how current issues and 

policies influence the choices made by managers over whether to stock rhinos. 

 

 The second project component investigated the potential to develop an online protected 

area (PA) social network system that could be used by a range of groups, such as rhino 

managers, Biodiversity Stewardship Programme participants and state PAs in 

Mozambique and Swaziland. This PA social network system (provisionally named 

“OurPark”) would act as a platform for social learning networks and would help build links 

between PA staff, visitors and neighbours. 

 

 To discuss the opportunities for developing these two online systems we visited South 

Africa for a 2 week period in October 2012. We met with the chair of the Private Rhino 

Owners Association, rhino conservationists from Ezemvelo KwaZulu-Natal Wildlife, as 

well as experts from the African Rhino Specialist Group and from several rhino 

conservation NGOs. We also met with rhino managers from four reserves in Zululand 

and land-owners involved in the Biodiversity Stewardship Programme. 

 

 There was strong support among the managers for developing the online questionnaire 

to collect data on rhino manager decision making. Based on their feedback, we produced 

an initial version that contains 32 questions and covers topics relating to stocking levels, 

perceptions of poaching and approaches for reducing poaching pressure. This 

questionnaire is now hosted online and we plan to work with PROA and other 

organisations to distribute it widely amongst rhino managers. This initial survey would 

provide a snapshot of the current attitudes and perceptions of rhino managers and 

illustrate the value of this approach. 

 

 We identified a number of ways in which OurPark could be used by conservationists in 

the MPAH.  Its main advantage is that it would let smaller, less well-funded conservation 

areas, such as Biodiversity Stewardship Programme participants and state PAs in 

Mozambique and Swaziland, create off-the-shelf websites, social network and social 

learning platforms within hours. We found that using such a system was less of a priority 

for the rhino managers, who are focused on tackling poaching on the ground and rely on 

face-to-face contact to share information. However, these managers did feel OurPark 
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would be useful for sharing scientific documents and information from specialist groups, 

such as Project Rhino KZN or the KwaZulu-Natal Wild Dog advisory group. 

 

 The next step in providing this support is to develop the OurPark software to provide a 

cheap, easy-to-use online social network and social learning system for protected areas. 

This should involve working with groups of different CEPF project partners to ensure that 

the software is relevant for their needs and provide initial support, so they can produce 

and maintain their own sites. Based on experience from other projects, we think this 

project should be rolled-out in four stages and involve: (i) Biodiversity Stewardship 

Programme participants; (ii) state and private protected areas in Mozambique and 

Swaziland; (iii) state, private and communal protected areas containing rhinos, and (iv) 

all other protected areas in the MPAH. 
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Project Rationale  

Background 
The population recovery of rhinos in South Africa is one of conservation’s greatest success 

stories. From the beginning, conservationists sought to include private landowners in these 

recovery projects, as this increased the land available for rhinos and broadened the skills 

and funding base. They did this, in part, by helping develop financial incentives based on 

ecotourism, trophy hunting and live sales, and this helps explain why 25% of rhinos in South 

Africa are currently found on private and communally managed land. Thus, the involvement 

of these landowners remains critical for rhino conservation in South Africa. This is especially 

the case in the Maputaland-Pondoland-Albany hotspot (MPAH) which is at the forefront of 

widening the benefits of conservation to people, through increasing the number of rhinos on 

private and communal land. However, this means the financial viability of some private and 

communal reserves depends on maintaining healthy populations of rhinos.   

 
This is why the current spate of rhino poaching in South Africa is a key threat to successful 

rhino conservation and the financial viability of many private and communal reserves in the 

MPAH. This poaching has been driven by an increased demand for rhino horn in Asia so 

that, despite considerable enforcement efforts, 448 rhino were poached in 2011 and 

668 were poached in 2012. Such poaching presents an obvious direct threat to rhinos in 

South Africa but, just as importantly, it also undermines the incentives that encourage people 

to keep rhinos on their land. These landowners risk losing their animals through poaching 

and face higher enforcement costs and economic uncertainty. Thus, it is not surprising that 

there is already anecdotal evidence that some reserve managers are selling the rhino they 

own, or are putting off decisions to stock more. 

 
It is significant however that this evidence is anecdotal because, while conservationists have 

developed increasingly sophisticated means of monitoring rhino numbers, there are no 

equivalent coordinated systems for understanding the critical human element underpinning 

the success of rhino conservation. To date, there are no networks in place which allow 

private and communal land owners to systematically share experiences and lessons 

learnt through their active involvement in rhino conservation and management. Nor are 

there systems in place measuring the levels of landowner-support for rhino conservation 

over time. 

 
This lack of systematic approaches concerning the human dimensions of rhino conservation 

is critical, particularly in light of the growing threat posed by poaching that may influence 

levels of landowner-support for rhino conservation. The absence of such systems means 

that the opinions, expertise and concerns of this important stakeholder group are not being 

coherently shared or presented. This makes it difficult for the voice of landowners to be 

heard in the development of rhino conservation practice and policy and further undermines 

confidence in the economic incentives that are critical for encouraging landowner support. 

 

Despite this, South Africa is rightly heralded for its rhino conservation success story. Having 

brought them back from the brink of extinction, many people continue to help secure the 

long-term future of these species. This is especially the case within the MPAH, where 

national and provincial government and local and international NGOs are working closely 

with civil society stakeholders who stock rhino on private and communal reserves. This 

creates the ideal conditions for a project that develops a conservation learning network to 
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bring people and organisations from across the hotspot together over rhino conservation. 

This network would facilitate the exchange of knowledge and skills between stakeholders, 

promote collaboration, and measure the level of landowner-support for rhino conservation 

over time. Moreover, such an approach could be applied more widely and be used by 

conservationists throughout the MPAH to share information and build links. 

 

Project development 

Initial project plan 

This scoping project was a response to these two issues and investigated the feasibility of 

developing: (1) a system to monitor the factors that influence the managers of private- and 

communally-owned land to stock rhinos, and; (2) a platform for conservation area managers 

to support social learning networks and share relevant information with stakeholders. Our 

original work plan was based on there being no existing networks for private rhino owners, 

so we sought to meet with potential project stakeholders and partners in the MPAH to 

discuss the potential for establishing such systems. However, after speaking to Dr Richard 

Emslie from the IUCN African Rhino Specialist Group and Dr Keryn Adcock we found out 

that the Private Rhino Owners Association (PROA) had plans to develop such an approach 

and were in the process of collecting similar types of information. Based on this information 

and further discussions with Richard Emslie and Pelham Jones from PROA, we decided it 

would be better to amend our proposed actions so that out project built on this existing work. 

 

This new project approach sought to work with PROA to develop our rhino-owner decision 

making monitoring system. Such collaboration would let us gather data from the majority of 

private rhino owners in South Africa and so meant we did not need to investigate 

approaches to set up monitoring systems from scratch. PROA has also established a 

number of regional groups and these, together with regional partnerships between rhino 

owners and provincial conservation agencies, play a role in maintaining social learning 

networks. Therefore, we decided it would be better to switch our focus to assess the 

feasibility of setting up an online system to support such learning networks, for rhino 

managers and more widely. Thus, we developed a draft set of alternative actions that were 

approved by Dr Roelie Kloppers from CEPF (see Appendix 1) and described below. 

 

Final project approach 

Based on our discussions with various experts and stakeholders, our proposed actions 

consisted of three main components. The first component involved gathering background 

information on rhino conservation, the current poaching crisis and the issues facing 

managers of private- and communally-owned reserves. The second component focused on 

developing the rhino-owner decision making monitoring system. The third component 

assessed the potential for producing an online conservation social network system, which 

could be used by rhino managers and a broad range of conservationists to share information 

and raise awareness. These three components are described in more detail below: 

 
1) Discussing options with stakeholders and local experts. The rhino poaching crisis in 

South Africa is widely recognised as an important problem both nationally and 

internationally. In response, a number of organisations have developed anti-poaching 

strategies and projects and it is important to understand these systems before 
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developing any type of monitoring or social network projects. Therefore, the first part of 

this project is to meet with people from relevant organisations at the national, provincial 

and local level to understand more about the conservation context. More specifically, we 

will meet with representatives from groups representing South African organisations, with 

staff from the provincial conservation agency and rhino managers on private- and 

communally-managed land in KwaZulu-Natal and with representatives of rhino 

conservation groups in the Zululand region of KwaZulu-Natal. 

 

2) Developing a rhino owner decision-making questionnaire. It is vitally important to 

understand the factors that predict the decisions made by rhino managers about their 

rhino stocking levels. The most efficient way to collect these data is to develop a short 

questionnaire and this second part of the project will produce a preliminary system for 

final consultation. The first draft of the questionnaire will be produced before visiting 

South Africa and it will then be discussed with a number of relevant experts and refined 

to produce a final version. We will also discuss the best way to collect this information, in 

terms of how to distribute the questionnaire and collect the responses. 

 

3) Investigating options for an online social network. Conservationists based on 

privately- or communally-owned reserves often work with a network of colleagues and 

stakeholders. In addition, they need to share a wide range of information about the 

reserves they manage and relevant conservation issues with reserve neighbours and 

tourists. However, their time is generally very limited and they often lack the information 

technology support that is available to government conservation agencies. This part of 

the project will involve producing screenshots of mock-up online social network system 

designed for conservationists to share information and expertise within specialist groups, 

neighbours, visitors and other relevant stakeholders. We will then discuss the options for 

using this software with rhino managers and other managers and owners of reserves 

and conservancies in KwaZulu-Natal. 

 

Project results 

1) Discussing options with stakeholders and local experts. 

Our first meeting was in Johannesburg with Pelham Jones, the chair of PROA. He provided 

us with a great deal of important information about the background to the rhino poaching 

crisis, how different groups were responding and how PROA originated, its current 

management structure and its future plans for representing its members and informing 

conservation policy at the local, national and international level. In addition, he described the 

type of data that PROA are collecting and how it was working with other organisations to 

produce a coordinated response to the rhino poaching crisis. 

 

Our next set of meetings was in the Zululand region of KwaZulu-Natal. We were based at 

Somkhanda Game Reserve and during this trip we met with rhino managers from 

Somkhanda, Zululand Rhino Reserve, Phinda Game Reserve and Thanda Game Reserve. 

Our discussions were very wide ranging and we gathered information on general 

management, rhino conservation and rhino poaching. We also discussed the social networks 

used by these rhino managers to share information, with a particular focus on Project Rhino 

KZN and the Wildlife Security Initiative. 
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Our third set of meetings took place at the Symposium of Contemporary Conservation 

Practice, which was held at Midmar and brought together conservation scientists and 

managers from throughout the Province. At this meeting we met with rhino conservation 

experts from the Endangered Wildlife Trust, Ezemvelo KwaZulu-Natal Wildlife, the Wildlands 

Trust and WWF South Africa. These discussions provided us with more background 

information about rhino conservation issues in KwaZulu-Natal and South Africa, as well as 

the international response from donors and practitioners. 

 

Finally, we were able to meet with other recipients of CEPF funding and learn more about 

the different projects that are taking place within the MPAH. In particular, we participated in a 

workshop that was led by the South African National Biodiversity Institute on how to share 

information and create a social learning network amongst the CEPF projects. 

 

Developing the questionnaire 

The draft questionnaire was developed by Freya St John, based on her experience of 

collecting sensitive data on conservation in South Africa and her knowledge of social science 

methods. Input was provided by Bob Smith, who has experience of working in several 

protected areas in South Africa. We then showed this questionnaire to ten rhino experts (six 

from private reserves, three from state conservation agencies and one from IUCN) who read 

through the content and made suggestions on improving the results. Finally, we updated the 

questionnaire based on this expert feedback. We also asked these experts for their advice 

on the best method for collecting the data and whether it would be better to use a paper 

version delivered through the post or to use an online version. 

 

All of the experts agreed that using an online version would be the most suitable approach, 

which will make it much easier to distribute the questionnaire and collect and collate the 

data. Based on this, an online questionnaire has been developed and is shown in Appendix 

2. It consists of 32 questions under sections named “About you”, “About the reserve”, 

“Reasons for stocking rhino”, “Incentives and barriers to stocking rhino” and “The 

contribution of private reserves to rhino conservation”. 

 

We sent this final version to Pelham Jones and Richard Emslie to seek final approval and 

now plan to distribute the questionnaire to PROA members and other rhino managers in 

South Africa. 

 

Social Network software 

Based on discussions with experts in computer programming and online social network 

design, we produced a mock-up of a possible online system using the Balsamiq software. 

This mock-up consisted of a “Protected Area” page, which contained “Updates”, “Maps & 

Sightings”, “Photo albums” and “Park info” sections and a “Group” page, which contained 

“Updates”, “Shared resources”, “Forum” and “Members” pages. We then produced a 4 page 

brochure that described the project background, the rhino poaching crisis, the need for 

online social networks and social learning networks and the budget needed to produce an 

initial system (see Appendix 3). 
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We showed the brochure and discussed its contents with Pelham Jones from PROA and the 

rhino managers in Zululand. They were all interested in the project and expressed support 

for developing the software, but they all stressed that most rhino managers were based in 

the field and had a strong focus on anti-poaching strategies, so they would have little time to 

create and maintain such a site. In addition, they relied on face-to-face meetings and phone 

calls to share information and would not use an on-line system as an alternative. Moreover, 

most of the rhino reserves already had websites that they used to describe their work and 

provide tourist information, and in some cases they used public relations companies to 

manage their social media outputs. Instead, they suggested that OurPark could be used to 

share information and documents between people belonging to different management 

groups, such as Project Rhino KZN or the KwaZulu-Natal Wild Dog advisory group, and 

could act as a useful resource for scientists working in these reserves to share information.  

 

We also discussed OurPark with reserve managers and Biodiversity Stewardship 

Programme participants at the Conservation Practice Symposium and participated in the 

discussion on how to create a social learning network between the different CEPF projects in 

the MPAH. Once again there was a wide array of opinion: some people were reluctant to use 

online systems because of a lack of time or a preference for face-to-face interactions; some 

people were interested but stressed that such a system would have to be easy to use and 

some people were enthusiastic about its potential. In particular, several people thought there 

was great potential for using this system to provide a platform for small conservation projects 

to set up websites, share information and support social learning networks. 

 

Conclusions and next steps 

Rhino owner questionnaire 

We were very happy with the progress we made during our scoping visit. All the rhino 

managers we met were very supportive of our plans and provided incredibly useful feedback 

on our draft questionnaire. We are confident that we have developed the basis of a 

successful monitoring system and our first aim is to conduct an initial survey to provide a 

snapshot of the current attitudes and perceptions of rhino managers and illustrate the value 

of this approach. Thus, our next steps will be: 

 

1. Ask PROA to send out a link to the online questionnaire to their members and ask their 

regional representatives to encourage participation at a local level. 

 

2. Publicise our project and use personal links to further raise the profile of the project 

amongst rhino managers and encourage participation. 

 

3. Analyse the questionnaire results and produce a report showing our initial findings. 

 

Social network software 

Based on our discussions, we felt that OurPark could be used by rhino managers but this 

was a relatively low priority given the current need to focus on anti-poaching activities. 

However, we also felt that the OurPark system would be ideal for supporting a MPAH 

Learning Network, as it would let different CEPF projects share information and expertise, as 

well as provide a platform to share information with the outside world. One of its main 
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advantages is that it would let smaller, less well-funded PAs, such as Biodiversity 

Stewardship Programme participants and state PAs in Mozambique and Swaziland, create 

off-the-shelf websites, social network and social learning platforms within hours. Therefore, 

we recommend the next steps in the project should be:  

 

1) Develop the OurPark software to provide a free, easy-to-use online social network and 

social learning system for protected areas. 

 

2) Work with groups of different CEPF project partners to ensure that the software is 

relevant for their needs and provide initial support, so they can produce and maintain 

their own sites. Based on experience from other projects, we think this project should 

roll-out the process in the following four stages, given their relative need for online 

resources and capacity: 

 

a) Biodiversity Stewardship Programme participants. Owners and managers of 

these protected areas are often well educated and dynamic individuals, but they lack 

the capacity to set up their own online systems and are not currently part of any 

larger management networks. Working with this group would address this capacity 

gap and feedback from participants would help strengthen the initial version of 

OurPark 

 

b) State and private protected areas in Mozambique and Swaziland. These 

protected areas generally have limited budgets and so have not been able to afford 

access to the type of online systems used in South Africa. Working with this group 

would strengthen the online presence of these protected areas and help foster links 

with similar projects in South Africa. 

 

c) State, private and communal protected areas containing rhinos. Many of 

these protected areas already have websites so this third stage would focus on the 

online groups part of OurPark, to provide the most relevant platform to foster a social 

learning network. 

 

d) All other protected areas in the MPAH. The eventual aim is that all state, private 

and communal protected areas within the hotspot would have pages on the OurPark 

website. 
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Appendix 1: Correspondence about changes to proposed actions 
 
Discussions about changes to the project were largely done over the phone but were initiated 
through the following emails: 
 
----------------Original Message---------------- 

Sent: 15 June 2012 17:11 

To: 'Roelie Kloppers' 
 

Hi Roelie, 
 

Sorry that I missed you when I was in KZN but I had some really useful conversations with Pete Goodman, 

Richard Emslie and Keryn Adcock about our rhino project. Richard and Keryn mentioned the Private Rhino 

Owners Association (PROA) and said I should get in contact with Pelham Jones. Apparently, PROA are already 

setting up an online community for rhino owners that they will use to collect data on rhino numbers, etc and 

so they might be interested in including some of our attitude and socio-economic questions. This would be 

great but it would mean slightly changing the focus of that part of the project. Does that sound OK? 
 

PROA will also have a social learning and information sharing section on their website, so I don’t think it makes 

sense to replicate their efforts. But I’m not sure how this fits in with your plans to provide such a resource for 

some of the key CEPF-funded projects in the MPAH. Would you still like us to talk to people from specific CEPF 

projects about their learning and networking needs? Do you have a specific type of approach in mind? 
 

Best wishes, Bob 

----------------Original Message---------------- 

Sent: 03 July 2012 11:26 

To: Bob Smith 
 

Hi Bob 
 

I am very flexible on this and suggest you follow the advice of Pete and others. If we can integrate current 

CEPF-funded grantees into an existing network and add something to that network, then GREAT! 
 

Regards, Roelie 

----------------Original Message---------------- 

Sent: 11 September 2012 17:57 

To: Roelie Kloppers 

 

Hi Roelie, 
 

Freya and I are planning our trip to KZN for our CEPF project. As part of this, we'll be attending the Ezemvelo 

Symposium as it will be a great opportunity to catch up with you and the other folk. We will also meet Pelham 

Jones in Jo'burg to discuss options for including our rhino owner attitudes monitoring questions in the new 

Private Rhino Owners Association database. 
 

In addition, we'd like to talk to rhino owners about options for setting up a more general learning 

network/social network project and think this should initially focus on the Zululand/Maputaland reserve. Does 

that makes sense to you? If it does, please can you recommend who we should contact to see if we can visit 

them in mid-October to discuss our ideas. We'd like to talk to private and communal reserve managers and 

owners. 
 

Best wishes, Bob 
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Appendix 2: Questionnaire 
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Appendix 3: Social Learning Network software 
 

  
  

  
 


