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TUSKER TRAGEDY
Two of Kenya’s largest and longest-
lived elephants, Satao (right) and 
Mountain Bull, were killed by poachers in 
May. Both were believed to be more than 
40 years old and had therefore survived 
the poaching epidemic of the 1970s and 
1980s. It’s estimated that there are 480,000 
elephants left in Africa, with some 30,000 
being killed every year for their ivory.

PHASE OUT NEONICS, 
SAY SCIENTISTS

HORN 
DOESN’T 
HEAL

AGENDA NEWS

Vietnam admits that rhino  
horn is not a cure for cancer.

The fight against illegal wildlife 
poaching has been boosted 
by an admission from health 
professionals in Vietnam that 
rhino horn cannot cure cancer. 

At workshops held in Ho Chi 
Minh in May, healthcare experts 
unanimously acknowledged 
that the healing powers of 
rhino horn were a myth.

Dr Hoang Bao Chau, a former 
director of the National Institute 
of Traditional Medicine, said: 
“While rhino horn is mentioned 
in some remedies in traditional 
publications, I think we should 
say ‘No’ to rhino horn and raise 
awareness among the public.”

Rhino poaching has reached 
crisis point, having increased 
by 7,500 per cent since 2007, 
fuelled by demand from East 

Earthworms, butterflies and birds – as well 
as bees – are all affected by pesticides called 
neonicotinoids, according to an analysis of 
800 scientific papers. Though there is a two-
year moratorium on the use of neonicotinoids 
within the EU, it emerged in mid-June that one manufacturer had 
applied for an exemption to treat oilseed rape. But the authors of 
the study say governments should be planning for a global phase-
out of ‘neonics’, or at least a significant reduction in their use.

Asia. Conservationists believe that 
the move will reduce demand in 
Vietnam, but Susie Offord of Save 
the Rhino International said this 
could take many years.

“Many consumers use rhino 
horn more from the emotional 
benefits they feel with its 
association because of its rarity 
and high value,” she said. 

You must have been 
living on Mars if you 
haven’t heard of the 

spoon-billed sandpiper. 
Thanks to a phenomenal 
international effort to save 
it from extinction, this tiny 
wader with a one-of-a-kind 
black spatulate bill has 
suddenly become the giant 
panda of the bird world.

The list of organisations 
putting their weight behind 
it reads like a Who’s Who of 
conservation: the Wildfowl 
& Wetlands Trust, 
Birds Russia 
and the RSPB, 
along with the 
BTO, BirdLife 
International and 
plenty of others. 
There’s even a 
Spoon-billed 
Sandpiper  
Task Force.

Perhaps it’s 
not surprising – there are 
believed to be fewer than 
100 breeding pairs left 
in the wild, and without 
serious help they could 
disappear within a decade.

Conservationists are 
buying time to tackle 
everything from illegal 
hunting to the destruction 
of their ‘stopover’ habitat 
by taking some into 
captivity. There is now a 
small breeding flock at 
WWT’s headquarters in 
Slimbridge, providing a 
precious insurance policy.

Eggs have also been 
taken from nests on the 
Russian tundra and then 

artificially hatched to help 
the chicks through their 
crucial first few days. It’s  
a delicate process and,  
even then, the young  
birds have to make an  
8,000km migration to  
their wintering grounds  
in South Asia.

But, against all the odds, 
the first hand-reared bird 
(a female carrying eggs) 
has just returned to her 
Russian breeding grounds 
– two nail-biting years 

after she was released.
So the spoon-billed 

sandpiper is in safe 
hands. It’s a long, slow, 
winding road to recovery 
but at least it’s on its way.

Now we just need 
to do the same for the 
Javan rhino, forest owlet, 
lemur leaf frog and all 
the other 2,444 Critically 
Endangered species (and 
that’s not including plants) 
hurtling towards extinction.

But bearing in mind the 
phenomenal effort needed 
to save this one bird – no 
bigger than a sparrow 
– goodness knows how 
we’re going to do that.

THE FIRST HAND-
REARED SPOON-
BILLED SANDPIPER 
HAS RETURNED  
TO HER BREEDING 
GROUNDS.
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SAVING SANDPIPERS, 
EGG BY EGG BY EGG
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+ FIND OUT MORE
The trade in rhino horn:  
www.traffic.org/rhinos/

19
The number of years 
that a neonicotinoid 
pesticide can persist 
in the soil, according 
to studies. 

Many Vietnamese 
believe rhino horn 
can cure cancer.


