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Introduction

The rhino horn trade represents one of the four largest illegal wildlife trade flows (UNODC 2020) by value. Although
the drivers and uses of rhino horn differ across user groups and market destinations (e.g, medicinal use or status-
conferring prestige products), the overall high demand and the high value that consumers place on rhino horn
make it one of the most sought-after illegal wildlife commodities.

Corruption is a key facilitator of the illegal wildlife trade and is broadly associated with transnational organized
crime (Transparency International 2022; Milliken and Shaw 2012) . These criminal networks are well informed and
adaptable, capable of exploiting weaknesses in controls and law enforcement capacity and using corrupt means
along the wildlife value chain to do so (Moneron et al. 2017). Corruption can occur from the point of access to
protected areas and locating target animals, through transport and export, to sale to final consumers (Milliken
and Shaw 2012). An environment of widespread corruption, combined with low detection rates, poor conviction
successes, and the high market value of rhino horn fosters the notion that rhino poaching has a low risk of
detection and penalty, but a high reward (TRAFFIC 2020).

Visualizing how corruption manifests along the supply chain can help conservation practitioners and wildlife
management agencies better understand both the specific risks and the potential responses to combat illegal
rhino horn and other illicit wildlife trades.” This infographic and accompanying text maps the areas along the rhino
horn supply chain that are most vulnerable to corruption and identifies feasible entry points for different anti-
corruption approaches.

At the same time, understanding the specific drivers behind specific corrupt incidences is vital to inform anti-
corruption responses. Any planned response must be informed by careful assessment of the specific corrupt
practices involved, as well as the facilitating and driving factors behind the behaviors, the power and resources of
change agents and their opponents, and the risks involved. The “right” anti-corruption response is the one that is
most suited to the specific actors, opportunities, and constraints of a given situation.

1 For the purposes of this visualization, corruption risk is defined as both formal and informal weaknesses within a system, institution, or process that make
corruption easier or easier to hide (facilitators) and motivate individuals to engage in corruption (drivers).

This TNRC Guide shares practical knowledge for program designers and implementers to reduce corruption’s impact on conservation.



https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/wildlife/2020/World_Wildlife_Report_2020_9July.pdf
https://www.worldwildlife.org/pages/tnrc-ecourse-introduction-to-corruption-anti-corruption-and-natural-resource-management
https://www.worldwildlife.org/pages/tnrc-guide-anti-corruption-programming-in-conservation-and-natural-resource-management-principles-for-getting-started
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1 SOURCING

This stage includes planning, preparation, and acquisition of the rhino horn as well as local
transport of illegally acquired rhino horn and delivery to intermediary buyers for processing,

packaging, and/or further distribution.

Actors and corruption risks

Rhino horn can be acquired in a few ways: from
illegally killing rhinos, theft from government-

held or private stockpiles (WJC 2022), or through
fraudulent permits for “pseudo-hunting” (Milliken
and Shaw 2012). The risk of corruption exists across
these acquisition methods.

For example, stockpile managers can be bribed for
access to government stores of previously seized
horns. Living rhinos are often distributed across
geographically large protected areas, national
parks, and private game reserves. This incentivizes
poachers to pursue the involvement of officials who
work within protected areas. Corrupt acts could
include bribery and coercion for intelligence on
rhinos’ locations or to provide entry and exit access
for poaching teams (Moneron et al. 2019).

Members of criminal networks often seek to create a
network of knowledge sharing within communities,
protected areas, and/or organizations in areas

tnrcproject.org

where rhinos are present. They may recruit people
opportunistically or based on known skills or
connections (pers comm). Communities living around,
and companies working within, protected areas

with rhinos are at high risk of being approached by
members of criminal syndicates already embedded

in these areas. They may offer payment or to meet
specific needs, or they may coerce people into
providing information or cooperating.

The transportation stage may involve individuals
or transport services recruited locally and
opportunistically or larger- scale operations across
multiple jurisdictions. This makes it difficult to
target specific actors. Corruption risks at this

stage include examples like using state vehicles to
transport rhino horn.
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https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/may/27/thieves-steal-ivory-rhino-horn-mozambique-police
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/may/27/thieves-steal-ivory-rhino-horn-mozambique-police

Potential anti-corruption responses

Behavioral science initiatives are often well-suited
at the source stage of the supply chain. Harnessing
social norms, appealing to cultural values, and
making strategic use of information, for example
raising awareness of convictions, have all shown
success in enforcement efforts (Baez Camargo and
Burgess 2022).

Improving employee benefits or building safety
measures for vulnerable staff can help strengthen
trust and build collective values in agencies working
within protected areas (Baez Camargo and Burgess
2022). Developing a protocol for staff on how to
handle threats from organized criminal groups,

for example, could assist in building a trusting
environment for staff to seek help when needed
(UNODC 2020).

Providing opportunities for advice, whistleblower
protection, and support for instances where
people are being threatened or coerced might be
more appropriate than zero-tolerance policies

in some cases (Moreto, Belecky, and Parry-Jones
2021). However, zero tolerance and condition of
employment approaches may be appropriate

for agencies with endemic corruption and for
individuals who actively use their position to
instigate corruption and criminal activity (UNODC
2020).

Confidential whistle-blower mechanisms and
related whistle-blower protections can be important
tools for reducing corruption. Where government
and “official” whistleblowing options may be lacking,
civil society organizations can host mechanisms like
hotlines for reporting environmental crimes, though
the risks must be carefully assessed. In Madagascar,
such a hotline has led to at least one arrest. After

a whistleblower’s report about the trafficking of an
endangered tortoise, the civil society group worked
with the Madagascar police to investigate. Critically,
the whistleblower remained anonymous (Krohn and
Kostyack 2021).
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Strengthening law enforcement, coupled with
increased accountability and awareness of strong
penalties, may reduce incentives to engage in
corrupt activities (TNRC 2022b). Officials not
normally associated with the wildlife sector may
need special training, process development, or
capacity development. For example, traffic officers in
zones farther away from parks may not know what
to look for or what evidence to gather. Such gray
areas can themselves create the risk of corruption.

Finally, publicizing and actively raising awareness

of the potential for corruption in rhino poaching
cases can help ensure charges of corruption result
in appropriate enforcement. Publicized prosecutions
and penalties, where appropriate, can also act as a
deterrent and aid in changing the perception that
rhino poaching is low risk and high reward. Involving
communities in anti-poaching programs may be
helpful, but should be considered carefully (Wilkie,
Painter, and Jacob 2016).
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https://www.worldwildlife.org/pages/tnrc-topic-brief-whistleblower-protection-an-essential-tool-for-addressing-corruption-that-threatens-the-world-s-forests-fisheries-and-wildlife
https://www.worldwildlife.org/pages/tnrc-topic-brief-whistleblower-protection-an-essential-tool-for-addressing-corruption-that-threatens-the-world-s-forests-fisheries-and-wildlife
https://news.mongabay.com/2020/04/in-madagascar-revived-environmental-crime-hotline-leads-to-tortoise-bust/
https://news.mongabay.com/2020/04/in-madagascar-revived-environmental-crime-hotline-leads-to-tortoise-bust/

2 DISTRIBUTION

This stage relates to the process of processing
(occasionally), packaging, and exporting rhino horn
to buyers in other countries.

Actors and corruption risks

Along both sides of the import/export process,
officials responsible for checks and inspections
have frequent access, opportunity, and ability to
engage in corruption. Port and customs officials,

as well as private sector individuals like airline
crew, can actively engage in or be coerced into
participating in corruption to facilitate the
movement of horn and/or other illicit products
across the border. For example, in 2017, a quarantine
checkpoint official at an airport in Thailand was
bribed on several occasions to pick up luggage and
carry it out of the airport to bypass customs checks.
In the case where he and his accomplices were
arrested, he was collecting luggage containing 14
rhino horns smuggled from South Africa to pass on
to a Vietnamese courier.

Potential anti-corruption responses

The TNRC Anti-Corruption “Toolbox” includes a
number of potential measures that would be
appropriate at this stage of the supply chain.

Transparency, through digitizing permitting
processes and implementing traceability systems,
can improve compliance with customs checks

and inspections. Similarly, using technology to
streamline administrative processes, strengthen
employee oversight, and remove ambiguity

or discretion can be effective in reducing
corruption (ROUTES 2022). Strengthening oversight
mechanisms, like audits and expenditure reviews,
can help uncover where resources have been used
differently than planned, a red flag for corruption.
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SELLING

This stage relates to the transaction where the final
consumer purchases and receives the illegal rhino
horn.

Actors and corruption risks

Because the rhino horn trade is universally illegal,
and because end-user market countries have
domestic trade bans in place, the marketing, sales,
and delivery of rhino horn requires corruption on
the part of dealers and couriers. Dealers may have
relationships with law enforcement that give them
“protective immunity,” which they may advertise as
a competitive advantage (Milliken and Shaw 2012).
Traders may bribe local and provincial government
officials to ensure protection or “purchase” prior
knowledge of police inspections (Stoner, Verheij,
and Wu 2017).
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https://files.worldwildlife.org/wwfcmsprod/files/Publication/file/7ut2y41bwx_Handout_2_TheAntiCorruptionToolbox.pdf?_ga=2.175069153.2116340585.1664821877-1148688385.1625601460
https://www.traffic.org/site/assets/files/16751/routes-from-take-off-to-touch-down-final-1.pdf

Potential anti-corruption responses

Interventions that include social norms and
behavior change can be effective at this stage

of the supply chain. In a similar way that these
interventions have been used to reduce demand for
illicit products in consumer countries, they can help
change attitudes and norms about the acceptability
of corruption among leaders. Approaches to
addressing corruption in the illegal wildlife supply
chain, including studies relating to rhino horn
demand reduction, can be found in Baez Camargo
and Burgess (2022).
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A LAUNDERING OF

PROCEEDS

This stage involves processing the revenues
from rhino horn crimes to be able to use it as
licit money or to further finance the corruption
underpinning the rhino horn enterprise.

Actors and corruption risks

Without financial corruption at this stage, criminals
would not be able to use the profits of their illegal
activity. Although present throughout the illegal
wildlife trade chain, money laundering, racketeering,
and other financial crimes all facilitate the buying
and selling of illicit products. Rhino horn traffickers
use bank transfers, mobile and internet-based
payments, and other money value transfer systems
to launder proceeds from illegal sales of rhino

horn (TRAFFIC 2021). Other methods include the

use of apparent legitimate businesses to launder
the proceeds of crime, and/or the use of foreign
nominee bank account holders to receive payments
(Shelley 2020).

Potential anti-corruption responses

Financial investigations have assisted in identifying
financial connections that can reveal the networks
involved in rhino horn trade, along with methods
used by criminal networks to transfer funds gained
from illicit trade (TNRC 2022a). Collaborative
relationships between enforcement agencies and
the banking sector are valuable to be able to share
information from sensitive financial investigations
that may help to identify unusual activities and
point towards corrupt activities within a particular
sector.
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https://www.traffic.org/publications/reports/case-digest-an-initial-analysis-of-the-financial-flows-and-payment-mechanisms-behind-wildlife-and-forest-crime/
https://www.traffic.org/publications/reports/case-digest-an-initial-analysis-of-the-financial-flows-and-payment-mechanisms-behind-wildlife-and-forest-crime/

BREAKING THE CHAIN

ARREST AND PROSECUTION

Ideally, poachers and/or traffickers will be
apprehended for illegal killings and/or illegal trade,
which could happen at any stage in the value chain.
However, the criminal justice system is not immune
to corruption vulnerabilities. At the point of arrest,
for example, police officers may ask for bribes in
order to release suspects caught with rhino horn

in their car. Court officials may be offered bribes

to lose dockets or other activities that undermine
the judicial processes (Outhwaite et al. 2022).

When corruption is systemic, entire networks of
court officials may take bribes to prolong cases or
obstruct justice (Strydom 2017).
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Therefore, anti-corruption interventions for the
criminal justice system are also important (TNRC
2022b). One option is increasing transparency, such

as through court monitoring (Outhwaite et al. 2022).

Monitoring and publicizing the progress of cases
through the justice system can foster integrity and
increase trust. Similarly, it can contribute towards
accountability and bring focus to the efficiency

of proceedings and appropriate sentencing. As
examples, Eyes in the Courtroom and Oxpeckers
Centre for Investigative Environmental Journalism
map and follow rhino poaching court cases across
Southern Africa.
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https://www.undp.org/publications/transparent-and-accountable-judiciary-deliver-justice-all
https://www.undp.org/publications/transparent-and-accountable-judiciary-deliver-justice-all
https://wildlifedirect.org/eyes-in-the-courtroom/
https://oxpeckers.org/rhinocourtcasesmap/
https://oxpeckers.org/rhinocourtcasesmap/

tnrcproject.org Visualizing corruption risks in the illegal rhino horn trade supply chain | 8



Acknowledgments

The authors gratefully acknowledge the contributions of Sade Moneron (TRAFFIC) in the initial inception of
this document, and inputs on an earlier draft from key experts through a validation workshop process. The
authors also would like to thank all reviewers for their valuable contributions and the following people for
their insightful guidance on earlier drafts: Stephanie Pendry (TRAFFIC), Sabri Zain (TRAFFIC), Elizabeth Hart
(WWF-US), and Preston Whitt (WWF-US).

References

Baez Camargo, Claudia, and Gayle Burgess. 2022. “Behavioral drivers of corruption facilitating illegal
wildlife trade: Problem analysis and state of the field review.” Working Paper 39, Basel Institute on
Governance.

Belecky, M., Moreto, W., and R. Parry-Jones (2021), “Corrupting conservation: Assessing how corruption
impacts ranger work TNRC Topic Brief: https://www.worldwildlife.org/pages/tnrc-topic-brief-corrupting-
conservation-assessing-how-corruption-impacts-ranger-work

Milliken, T. (2014), “Illegal Trade in Ivory and Rhino Horn: An assessment to Improve Law Enforcement”
TRAFFIC: https://www.traffic.org/publications/reports/illegal-trade-in-ivory-and-rhino-horn-an-
assessment-to-improve-law-enforcement/

Milliken, T. and J. Shaw (2012), “The South Africa — Viet Nam Rhino Horn Trade Nexus.” TRAFFIC:
https://www traffic.org/publications/reports/the-south-africa-viet-nam-rhino-horn-trade-nexus/

Moneron, S, N. Okes, and J. Rademeyer (2017), “Pendants, Powder and Pathways: Smuggling Routes and
Techniques in the Illicit Trade in African Rhino Horn.” TRAFFIC:
https://www.traffic.org/publications/reports/pendants-powder-and-pathways/

OECD (2018), “Strengthening Governance and Reducing Corruption Risks to Tackle Illegal Wildlife
Trade: Lessons from East and Southern Africa”” https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/trade/strengthening-
governance-and-reducing-corruption-risks-to-tackle-illegal-wildlife-trade 9789264306509-
en;jsessionid=FOGTaCvKKGo8KYV_wfHd1fOhQ.ip-10-240-5-107

Outhwaite, W,, E. Drinkwater, L. Shelley, and M. Belecky (2022), “Monitoring wildlife crime cases: a possible
approach to reduce corruption in the justice system?” TNRC Practice Note

ROUTES (2022), “The ROUTES Partnership from Take Off to Touch Down.” https://www.traffic.org/site/
assets/files/16751/routes-from-take-off-to-touch-down-final-1.pdf

Shelley, L. (2020), “Why is money laundering a critical issue in natural resource corruption?“ TNRC
Introductory Overview: https://www.worldwildlife.org/pages/tnrc-introductory-overview-why-is-money-
laundering-a-critical-issue-in-natural-resource-corruption

Stoner, S., P. Verheij, and M.J. Wu (2017), “Black Business: Illegal Rhino Horn Trade Dynamics in Nhi Khe,
Viet Nam from a Criminal Perspective.” Wildlife justice Commission: https://wildlifejustice.org/wp-
content/uploads/2018/08/BlackBusiness-2017.pdf

tn rcproject.org Visualizing corruption risks in the illegal rhino horn trade supply chain | 9


https://www.worldwildlife.org/pages/tnrc-topic-brief-corrupting-conservation-assessing-how-corruption-impacts-ranger-work
https://www.worldwildlife.org/pages/tnrc-topic-brief-corrupting-conservation-assessing-how-corruption-impacts-ranger-work
https://www.traffic.org/publications/reports/illegal-trade-in-ivory-and-rhino-horn-an-assessment-to-improve-law-enforcement/
https://www.traffic.org/publications/reports/illegal-trade-in-ivory-and-rhino-horn-an-assessment-to-improve-law-enforcement/
https://www.traffic.org/publications/reports/the-south-africa-viet-nam-rhino-horn-trade-nexus/
https://www.traffic.org/publications/reports/pendants-powder-and-pathways/
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/trade/strengthening-governance-and-reducing-corruption-risks-to-tackle-illegal-wildlife-trade_9789264306509-en;jsessionid=FOGTaCvKKGo8KV_wfHd1fOhQ.ip-10-240-5-107
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/trade/strengthening-governance-and-reducing-corruption-risks-to-tackle-illegal-wildlife-trade_9789264306509-en;jsessionid=FOGTaCvKKGo8KV_wfHd1fOhQ.ip-10-240-5-107
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/trade/strengthening-governance-and-reducing-corruption-risks-to-tackle-illegal-wildlife-trade_9789264306509-en;jsessionid=FOGTaCvKKGo8KV_wfHd1fOhQ.ip-10-240-5-107
https://www.traffic.org/site/assets/files/16751/routes-from-take-off-to-touch-down-final-1.pdf
https://www.traffic.org/site/assets/files/16751/routes-from-take-off-to-touch-down-final-1.pdf
https://www.worldwildlife.org/pages/tnrc-introductory-overview-why-is-money-laundering-a-critical-issue-in-natural-resource-corruption
https://www.worldwildlife.org/pages/tnrc-introductory-overview-why-is-money-laundering-a-critical-issue-in-natural-resource-corruption
https://wildlifejustice.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/BlackBusiness-2017.pdf
https://wildlifejustice.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/BlackBusiness-2017.pdf

References

Strydom, T. 2017. Poaching in context: a critical review of the role that corruption and criminal syndicates
play in wildlife crime in South Africa, specifically in so far as it relates to the poaching of rhinoceros.
University of Cape Town.

TNRC (2022a), “Illicit financial flows.” TNRC Topic Synthesis: https://www.worldwildlife.org/pages/tnrc-
guide-illicit-financial-flows

TNRC (2022b), “Law enforcement”” TNRC Topic Synthesis

TRAFFIC (2020). Initial analysis of the financial flows and payment mechanisms behind wildlife and forest
crime.

TRAFFIC (2021), “Case Digest: An Initial Analysis of the Financial Flows and Payment Mechanisms Behind
wildlife and Forest Crime.” https://www.traffic.org/publications/reports/case-digest-an-initial-analysis-
of-the-financial-flows-and-payment-mechanisms-behind-wildlife-and-forest-crime/

Transparency International. https://www.transparency.org/en/what-is-corruption

UNODC (2020), “World Wildlife Crime Report 2020." https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-
analysis/wildlife/2020/World Wildlife Report 2020 9july.pdf

Wilkie, D., M. Painter, and A. Jacob. 2016. “Rewards and Risks Associated with Community Engagement in
Anti-Poaching and Anti-Trafficking” USAID Technical Brief. https://pdfusaid.gov/pdf docs/PAOOM3R9.pdf

Wildlife Justice Commission. 2022. Rhino horn trafficking as a form of transnational organized crime: 2012
- 2021. https://wildlifejustice.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Rhino-Horn-Trafficking-Report-2022-V19-

Spreads.pdf

About Targeting Natural Resource Corruption

The Targeting Natural Resource Corruption (TNRC) project is working to improve biodiversity outcomes by helping practitioners to
address the threats posed by corruption to wildlife, fisheries and forests. TNRC harnesses existing knowledge, generates new evidence,
and supports innovative policy and practice for more effective anti-corruption programming. Learn more at tnrcproject.org.
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