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Paolo Viscardi, was one of the first to notice a series of raids on small locations in

the UK, which featured displays of the magnificent creatures

IN a multi-million-pound

crime wave that swept Britain, mobsters plundered small museums in the hunt for one of
the world’s most valuable substances.

But it wasn’t precious jewels or gold they were

after -— it was rhino horn.

7 Rhino hunter Chumlong Lemtongthai, pictured, was hired by

the ‘Pablo Escobar of trafficking’, Vixay Keosavang, to drive up ivory prices by

shooting as many rhinos as he could Credit: Sky

7 Keosavang and his team were moving

between one and ten tonnes of wild animal products a week, worth up to £750k a day

And

new Sky documentary The Great Rhino Robbery reveals how a key figure in exposing the
illegal trade was a humble museum curator here in Britain.

Paolo Viscardi was one of

the first to notice a series of raids on small locations in the UK, which featured

displays of the magnificent creatures.

After criminals discovered how easy it was to

steal horns from small museums — as well as other products made from the substance —
the scourge then spread across Europe.

Paulo — who at the time was working as Deputy

Keeper of Natural History at the Horniman Museum in South East London — said:
“Generally, nothing majorly exciting happens when working in a museum. There’s not a
lot of drama when it comes to the job — of course, until this.

‘Heads going for

£150k’

“| started to hear chatter about the thefts, and the auction price of rhino

horns going up — some heads were going up for £150,000.



“So | started compiling

information about where was being hit by thefts in the hope | could warn people about
it or that | could do something, because the natural sciences museum community is SO
close-knit.

“But even quicker than | could work out there was a pattern forming —

thieves were coming in, looking at the material, checking out the security, making a
plan before coming back for one thing — the horns.

“By the third or fourth theft | saw,

it was glaringly obvious that this was something much bigger than | first imagined —
and something much darker must have been going on.”

The rhino horns were traced all the

way to the black market in South East Asia — where they were being ground up and sold
for consumption by a rich elite.

The horns have long been used in ancient Chinese

medicine.

But after false information was spread that it could cure cancer, the

substance was suddenly in huge demand as worried families stockpiled it to try and save
the lives of their loved ones.

Others in Vietnam and Thailand believed rhino horn to be

an aphrodisiac, as well as a treatment for fevers, infections and even mental iliness,
so it was ground down into pastes and powders.

Investigators found that the powder was

even being added to alcoholic drinks at bars in South East Asia — with shots including
it flogged for £130.

In the three-part documentary, anti-trafficking expert Steve

Galster explains: “I've seen a lot of natural products being traded and used, but I'd
never seen anything as crazy as this.

“The rhino horn had become a trendy thing for the

nouveau riche to pull out at parties, you know, like throw it in your wine or mix with
your drugs, and let the party begin.”

Paolo, who currently works as Keeper of Natural

History at the National Museum of Ireland, adds: “You see celebrities going on weird
fad diets, you see people always trying to find the next big, weird and wonderful

things — it's fashionable, it's a status symbol.

“And there have always been these

niche, high-value natural products — from bird’s nest soup to shark fin and elephant
ivory. They vary over time, but they are all peculiar and hard to get hold of, and
therefore exclusive and expensive.

“Now rhino horn is filling that same niche that

cocaine filled 30 or 40 years ago, but the difference is, the horns have no effect, at
least not in any meaningful way.

“It's all founded on hearsay and placebo effect, and

the excitement of doing something illegal and illicit. If you're wealthy and powerful,
people look for these kinds of things to do.”

It was this that drove up the price of

the horns from a few thousand pounds to a whopping £50,000 a kilo — with one horn worth
nearly half a million pounds, making it more valuable than gold.

And with increasingly

tough hunting laws across South Africa, where the majority of the world’s surviving
27,000 rhinos live, and harsher rules brought in by the Convention on International
Trade in Endangered Species, -museums became an easier target.

Little or no

security



Essex auctioneers Sworders were the first to be hit by thieves in February

2011.

The criminals got away with a wall-mounted rhino head — then thought to be worth

a few thousand pounds — in a targeted attack.

Months later, Haslemere Educational

Museum in Surrey was plundered for its horns and thefts of rhino artefacts followed in
Colchester, Ipswich, East Sussex, Norwich and Cambridge.

The thieves were targeting

locations with little or no security to hinder them — in contrast to locations like
London’s Natural History Museum, which is heavily guarded with alarms.

Thieves would

scout the museums posing as punters with a keen interest in rhinos, before returning at
night and breaking down doors or knocking through walls and smashing glass cases to get
to the horns.

Some entire stuffed rhino heads were stolen on their wall mounts, while

others had the horns sawn off with knives, much like poachers have been known to do
with the animals in the wild.

And after criminals swiped all they could in the UK, the

thefts then started happening in Germany, Italy, Portugal, the Czech Republic and the
Netherlands from 2012.

Paolo and his colleagues traced the thefts and alerted museums

around the world with the help of their internal communications networks, but it would
be up to trafficking experts to take the next step.

7 Museum raiders caught on CCTV

Credit: SKY

7 Brit curator Paolo Viscardi was one of the first to notice a series of

ivory raids on small locations in the UK Credit: SKY

It was these experts that traced a

number of the robberies back to a gang operating in Ireland, known as the Rathkeale
Rovers — who had been jailed previously for petty money-making schemes.

Working in 16

European nations, alongside South African poachers and smugglers in the United States,
the thieves raided museums in the UK, stealing goods worth £57million.

Jailing 14

members of the gang, from Country Limerick, in 2024 was just the start of the operation
for the anti-trafficking teams, who, working across the UK and America, were led back
to one Thai mobster.

Most of the horns trafficked out of the British museums ended up

in Laos in the store rooms of Vixay Keosavang — a former senior military officer dubbed
the “Pablo Escobar of wildlife trafficking”.

He and his team, which included sex-worker

smugglers and prolific animal traders, were moving between one and ten tonnes of
natural products a week, worth up to £750,000 a day.

Sky-high price

The sex workers

would fly to South Africa, purchase a licence and kill one rhino each.

They then

brought back the horns as stock for Keosavang’s black market trade and were paid off
with huge lump sums.

Plus to drive the price of their prized horns sky-high, the

wildlife crime kingpin hired rhino hunter Chumlong Lemtongthai to shoot as many rhinos
as he could, and bring back the horns as an extra supply.

At the time, it was legal for



individuals to apply to shoot one rhino a year — a practice that has now changed.
Lemtongthai would hire dozens of people to take part, before taking their trophy
horns.

Paolo continues: “The more rare the rhino horn becomes, and the fewer rhinos
there are out there, the more desirable it becomes to the rich -customers buying and
trading it.

“Rhino horns in museums have been removed from display — many of them are
now not the real ones, to stop them from being nicked, though sometimes break-ins have
seen these replicas stolen too.

“But | am sure there are stockpiles in warehouses in

South East Asia where these people are waiting for the rhino population to be wiped
out, and then they can set whatever price they like.”

Lemtongthai was eventually caught

by authorities and sentenced to 40 years’ imprisonment in 2012, but only served
four.

Ringleader Keosavang has been on the run since 2013.

Paolo concludes: “There’s

plenty of people out there who would rather see the end of a beautiful species like the
rhino to make money and to own something rare and exciting.

“We’'re hoping that this

trend burns itself out and, like many other high-priced substances, something else —
non-harmful, sustainable and that doesn’t involve wiping out rhinos — takes its
place.”

The Great Rhino Robbery airs tonight on Sky Showcase at 9pm and is available to
stream on Now.

7 Anti-trafficking expert Steve Galster said: 'The rhino horn had become

a trendy thing for the nouveau riche to pull out at parties' Credit: Sky

7 Rhino horn

has long been used in ancient methods of Chinese medicine Credit: SKY
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Camisas de futebol, bandeira e uniformes esportivos estdo empilhados prontos para serem
bombeados numa maquina que os derretem até a reciclagem pronta pra ser transformada.

Em um mundo pela primeira vez app realsbet Kettering, Northamptonshire Project Re:claim esta
levando a tecnologia usada para reciclar garrafas plasticas e adaptando-a ao reprocessamento
de tecidos poliésteres que podem ser transformados novamente no fio das roupas novas.

A joint venture entre o Exército de Salvacao e a especialista app realsbet reciclagem Project Plan
B BR itens do centro da organizacéo beneficente, que separa os 10-20% dos artigos oferecidos
para venda nao podem ser revendidos conforme tipo téxtil. Sensores infravermelhos escolhem la
algodao ou nylon - produtos passiveis sdo enviados aos reprocessadores experimentais ao redor
mundo — incluindo poliéster na maquina fabricante das pelotas (pellet-making machine).

O Projeto Re:claim espera reciclar 2.500 toneladas de residuos este ano e dobrar isso app
realsbet 2025. Esta trabalhando com grandes varejistas, incluindo Tesco and John Lewis ; bem
como fabricantes especializados tais quais o fabricante uniforme escolar David Luke que
incentivam os fornecedores a usarem poliéster reciclados

Os fardos de poliéster prontos para a nova maquina recicladora no Projeto Re:claim.

{img}: John Robertson/The Guardian

O empreendimento, parcialmente financiado por uma subvencao apoiada pelo governo do pais e
apoiado pela empresa de tecnologia da informacao (IPA), faz parte dum movimento que visa
combater a enorme pilha das roupas indesejadas ou inutilizaveis enviadas para aterro sanitario
todos os anos.

No Reino Unido, cerca de metade das 1.45 milhées toneladas dos téxteis usados gerados
anualmente acabam no lixo doméstico e sao incinerados principalmente segundo um relatério do
orgdo governamental responsavel pela reciclagem Wrap (embrulho). Mais 650.000 t é enviada
para reutilizagdo ou reciclagem mas a maior parte disso vai fazer produtos como enchimentos
por colchdo/colchdes que também podem acabar app realsbet aterro sanitario; apenas 20%
desses tecidos utilizados serdo vendidos com roupas préprias

Mais de 420.000 toneladas sao enviadas para o exterior, onde podem terminar seus dias app
realsbet aterros ndo regulamentado ou espalhados pelas praias do Gana e nas dunas no deserto
Atacama (Chile).

Nos proximos 10 anos, veremos uma revolugdo absoluta.

A industria tem sido lenta para resolver o problema, com alguns projetos fermentando por mais de
uma década e um grande mecanismo recentemente estourando. No entanto os observadores da
setor dizem que agora a industria usada-téxteis ao fio esta pronta pra rapida expansao a medida
app realsbet legislagéo (e pressdo do consumidor) se combinampara forcar grandes varejistas
agirem

"Estou esperando uma mudanca rapida a partir deste ponto”, diz o Prof. Parik Goswami, diretor
do centro de pesquisa técnica téxtil da Universidade Huddersfield."Nos proximos 10 anos
veremos um revolugao absoluta”.

Os paises da Africa e Asia que antes aceitavam roupas usadas do oeste estdo recuando,
enqguanto os alvos ambientais dos varejistas criados sob pressao de clientes comecaram a se
tornar grandes. A mudanca foi acelerada pela legislacédo europeia no préximo ano segundo o
gual estados devem organizar coleta téxtil separada -e uma proposta para marcas pagarem pelo
manuseio desses residuos; Francga (Franga) ja esté trazendo medidas rigorosas sobre como lidar
com téxteis usados...

No Reino Unido, os deputados no més passado comecgaram a reexaminar planos que exigem
varejistas e marcas para pagar pela reciclagem de roupas usadas ou téxteis domésticos. Isso
seria um passo app realsbet frente dos acordos voluntarios ja existentes? incluindo o acordo
Téxteis 2030 - reduzir as emissdes do carbono (Tecidos)...

Marks & Spencer iniciou uma nova iniciativa com a Oxfam, sob o qual esta pedindo doac¢des de
itens indestrutiveis para reprocessamento. Ele planeja que pelo menos alguns desses produtos
sejam reciclado app realsbet novos téxteis e outros possam ser recuperadoS mas detalhes
completos nao foram confirmados ”.

No inicio deste més, a H&M disse aos deputados que estava visando reciclar metade de seus



materiais até 2030 — acima do pouco mais da quinta no momento. Ele quer todo o seu poliéster
para ser reciclado um aumento app realsbet relagdo ao ano passado - quase 80%; esse poliéster
vem das garrafas plasticas atualmente mas ja formou uma joint venture Syre (que vai criar nos
EUA este e 11 outros centros por 2032).

A confeccgdo de roupas velhas app realsbet fios ndo € nova: era o nome do pano feito a partir dos
tecidos cortados nos anos 1800. Em 2011, M&S trabalhou com Oxfam e um moinho na Itélia
para coletar ou reprocessar malhados caxemira, mas os testes terminaram silenciosamente
depois que ele ainda estava sem encontrar tricé indesejado suficiente pra ser processado
novamente

Majonne Frost, chefe de meio ambiente e sustentabilidade da Companhia Comercial do Exército
Salvacéo.

{img}: John Robertson/The Guardian

Hoje, muitas opc¢des de alta tecnologia estéo surgindo app realsbet todo o mundo. O grupo
florestal Sdra na Suécia transforma uma mistura do algoddo usado e polpa da madeira fibra;
Recover in Spain recicla fibras usadas no fio com fios que recentemente expandiu-se para novas
instalacdes ao redor Bangladesh enquanto a fabricante quimica alema BASF se uniu a
proprietaria Inditex Zara (a empresa indiana) como fornecedora mundial dos produtos quimicos
Infinited Fibersure — cuja planta experimental transformou um produto quimico numa celulose -
aumentou USR$ 4 milhdes (20,00).

Chegando ao circulo completo, app realsbet Yorkshire a empresa de reciclagem da l1a iinouiio (It
Is Never Over Until It's Ath About) comegou usando equipamentos tradicionais uma vez usados
para fazer ma qualidade na reciclar fios luxuosos com lanagem no 2024. Em 2024 fez parceria
como fabricante global do tecido Camira e esta pegando téxteis das Forgcas Armadas.

No entanto, o progresso pode néo ser facil. O futuro da Renewcell na Suécia — a primeira fabrica
de reciclagem app realsbet escala comercial do mundo que transforma téxteis prontos para pasta
pronta - esta pendente no equilibrio A empresa chamou administradores depois disso ter sido
subcotada por uma queda nos pre¢os das viscoses virgens e 0s gestores estdo considerando
duas ou trés propostas pela companhia com esperancas quanto a obten¢cdo dum acordo como
preocupacao permanente;

Os problemas da Renewcell destacam as dificuldades que essas tecnologias experimentais
enfrentam para garantir financiamento suficiente a fim de superar falhas app realsbet uma cadeia
muito complexa e concorréncia com materiais virgens, muitas vezes mais baratos.

A reciclagem de téxteis para tecidos precisa do fornecimento confiavel dos produtos usados
processados, um fabricante pronto a comprar o material reciclado e tecido; marcas preparadas
com base app realsbet materiais que podem néo atender aos critérios.

Em Kettering, eles estéo lutando contra todos esses desafios. Majonne Frost chefe de meio
ambiente e a empresa comercial do Exército da Salvacao diz que tem tentado diferentes tipos -
desde kit esportivo até cortinas hospitalares — para as maquinas Re:claim recicladoras; também
passou tempo persuadindo marcas ou fabricantes com botdes trocados por um uniforme feito
inteiramente app realsbet poliéster sem necessidade complexa no processamento das matérias-
primas (por exemplo).

Os desafios variam de lidar com a contaminag¢ao, como o cabelo humano — que pode tingir 0s
granulos tornando-os menos faceis para pintar app realsbet qualquer cor - até aos custos
adicionais envolvidos no envio dos granulados volta ao fiagdo giradores do fio.

"Estamos desenvolvendo o mercado. Esta € uma tecnologia de primeira no mundo e as pessoas
nao estao acostumadas a usar este produto, por isso se trata da conscientizacdo das empresas
para que elas colaborem com poliéster reciclado incorporado app realsbet suas cadeias
produtivas”, diz ela."Muitas conversas acontecem".

Goswami diz que a tecnologia esta |4 para processar roupas usadas e 0 necessario é
cooperacao, investimento ou outros recursos.

"As pessoas estdo falando sério sobre isso", diz ele. “Se vamos [alcancar] o zero liquido, ndo
temos muita opgéo.”
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