
 
 

Welfare Status of Temple Elephant Prakruthi  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Assessment of the welfare status of captive elephant Prakruthi at 

Thirunallar Temple, Pondicherry, southern India 

 

 

 
Suparna Ganguly, Sujata S.R, Ramesh Belagere, Surendra Varma  

 

Elephants in Captivity: CUPA/ANCF – Occasional Report No.20 

 



 
 

Welfare Status of Temple Elephant Prakruthi  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Assessment of the Welfare Status of Captive Elephant 

Prakruthi at Thirunallar Temple, Pondicherry,                         

Southern India 

 
 

 

Suparna Ganguly
1a

, Sujata S.R
1b

, Ramesh Belagere
2,
 Surendra Varma

3
 
 

 

 

Elephants in Captivity: CUPA/ANCF- Occasional Report No.20 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
1a: Honorary President, 1b: Researcher, Compassion Unlimited Plus Action (CUPA), Veterinary College 

Campus, Hebbal, Bangalore 560 024, & Wildlife Rescue & Rehabilitation Centre (WRRC), Bannerghatta 

Biological Park, Bangalore – 560083, Karnataka 2: Club for Awareness and Nature Study, Kengeri 

Satellite Town, Bangalore – 560 060, 3: Research Scientist, Asian Nature Conservation Foundation, 

Innovation Centre, Indian Institute of Science, Bangalore - 560 012, Karnataka 

 



 
 

Published by 

Compassion Unlimited Plus Action (CUPA) 

Veterinary College Campus,  

Hebbal, Bangalore 560 024  

www.cupabangalore.org 

 

In collaboration with 

Asian Nature Conservation Foundation (ANCF) 

Innovation Centre,  

Indian Institute of Science,  

Bangalore 560 012  

www.asiannature.org 

 

Title: Assessment of the Welfare Status of Captive Elephant Prakruthi at Thirunallar Temple, Pondicherry, 

Southern India. 

Authors: Surendra Varma, Suparna Ganguly, Sujata S.R, Ramesh Belagere. 

 

Copyright © 2011 CUPA/ANCF-2011 

 

Suggested citation: Varma .S, Ganguly .S, Sujata. S. R, Belagere. R: Assessment of the Welfare Status 

of Captive Elephant Prakruthi at Thirunallar Temple, Pondicherry, Southern India. Elephants in captivity: 

CUPA/ANCF-Occasional Report No.20. Compassion Unlimited Plus Action (CUPA), Bangalore, India 

 

All rights reserved. Reproduction and dissemination of material in this publication for educational or non-

commercial purposes is permitted without any prior permission from the copyright holders provided the 

source is fully acknowledged and appropriate credit is given. Reproduction of material for commercial 

purposes is permissible only with the written permission of the copyright holders. Application for such 

permission should be addressed to the publishers. 

 

To order a copy of this book, please write to 

 

Compassion Unlimited Plus Action (CUPA), 

Veterinary College Campus, Hebbal, 

Bangalore 560 024 

Email: cupablr@gmail.com 
 

OR   

 

Publications Officer, 

Asian Nature Conservation Foundation (ANCF) 

Innovation Centre,  

Indian Institute of Science, 
Bangalore 560 012 

Email: publications@asiannature.org 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Table of Content 

 

 

 

Preface 1 

Acknowledgements 2 

Executive Summary 3 

Recommendations  4 

Introduction 5 

Methods 5 

Comparison of two management regimes   5 

           Forest camps 6 

           Temples 6 

Change of location 7 

Assessing the welfare status of the elephant through a rating system 7 

The rating methods 7 

Results 9 

          Source 9 

          Shelter 9 

          Water 10 

          Opportunity to walk 10 

          Social Interaction 11 

          Chaining 11 

          Observed behaviour 11 

          Work 12 

          Food 13 

          Health and veterinary care 13 

Overall rating 14 

Discussions 16 

Reference 17 

APPENDIX-I 19 

           News paper articles  

APPENDIX-II 20 

          Government Orders  

APPENDIX-III 22 

          Letter Appeal from FIAPO and CUPA  

APPENDIX-IV 27 

         Photos showing elephant Ganesh’s status   

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

1 

 

Preface 

 

The transfer of juvenile female elephant “Prakruthi”, from Sacrebylu Elephant Camp, Shimoga 

District, Karnataka, to Sri Dharbaraneswara Swamy Temple, Thirunallar, Karaikal District, 

Pondicherry, happened in Feb. 2011.  

 

Transfer, in principal, should only happen when wildlife is re-located to superior facilities or to a 

more natural and protected environment. In this case, the transfer was negative in all its 

implications of affecting the animal’s physical health, mental stability, social isolation and 

consistent stress.  

 

The investigation highlights that the welfare standards for captive elephants – a scientifically laid 

procedure for evaluating the ecology and management status of a captive elephant - are not 

matching the current environment of Prakruthi’s incarceration.  

 

The young elephant had been habituated to natural forest and free ranging management of the 

State Government owned and managed elephant camp in the idyllic setting of vast spaces, 

backwaters of the River Tunga, companion animals and related family members. Social and 

kinship ties of elephants have been the subject of much research and study. The values of these 

components for an elephant’s welfare cannot be understated. The elephant was transferred from 

this environment to a situation which imposed social isolation in a semi-urban environment and 

performance of un-natural behaviours. 

 

Additionally, a 15 year old male elephant “Ganesh” was received in “exchange” for “Prakruthi” 

by the Sacrebylu Elephant Camp. The Thirunallar Temple had subjected this young makhna to 

management practices, which was reported to be depriving him of appropriate diet, exercise, 

social interaction and freedom of movement, resulting in damage to his physical and 

psychological health. The conditions of this elephant reveal that the physical environment 

provided to the animal is unnatural and a lot of improvements to be achieved in term of animal 

welfare status. 

 

However, one need to consider the advantage of the situation that the elephant Ganesh has, by 

default, finally found a natural and beneficial environment for manifesting normal behaviour, 

good health and currently being subject to welfare-friendly practices. Sending him back to 

Thirunallar Temple will certainly cause issues related to his welfare, given the physical and 

mental condition that he was in, when brought into Sacrebylu Elephant Camp. Not bringing back 

elephant Prakruthi from the temple may cause her suffering and hardship. 
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Executive Summary 

 

Elephant Prakruthi, a seven year old female juvenile, was born in the Sacrebylu Elephant Camp 

was separated and exchanged for an adolescent makhna elephant named Ganesh of Sri 

Dharbaraneswara Swamy temple located in Thirunallar, Karaikal district of Pondicherrry. 

 

The living environment, physical and biological, experienced by elephants in captivity may 

impose deficiencies or inequalities from those experienced by their wild counterparts. It is this 

difference from the wild that has been used to assess the welfare status of elephant kept in the 

temple.  

 

The temple elephant was provided with a shed with concrete substrate, elephant stood within the 

temple premises in the morning and evening; floor was made of concrete, elephant partially 

exposed to sunlight and area was cleaned when the elephant urinated/defecated in the temple. 

 

Elephant given tap- water for consumption, through plastic pipe twice, during 7am to 1pm, 

bathed twice, once at 4a.m. and again at 4p.m. and Mean Rating (M-R) for water source was 1.1 

showing a deviation of 88% from Expert Rating (E-R). 

 

The elephant was reportedly walked twice (morning and evening) for a distance of 4-5km, M-R 

for opportunity to walk was 9.0 showing no deviation from E-R. M-R for distance covered while 

walking was 1.0 with a deviation of 88% from E-R. 
 

The temple elephants was maintained in social isolation and M-R was 0.0 showing complete 

(100%) deviation from E-R. 

 

In the temple, the elephant was chained by its hind leg to a pillar, chain on the fore-leg had a 

sharp pointed edge, facing the elephant’s leg and a long chain was draped on the elephant’s 

body. 

 

Major activity of the elephant was blessing and collecting money from devotees from 7am to 

1pm and from 5pm to 8pm as per observation. The elephant was made to stand in the temple for 

a total of 9hrs per day. Food provided during work was solely by the public: biscuits, plantain, 

banana, coconuts etc. and M-R was 2.3 showing a deviation of 71% from E-R 
 

The elephant's foot pads were partially rough on hind legs and smoother in case of forelegs; toe 

nail cracks, overgrown nail were present, deworming and body measurements were reportedly 

done and veterinary doctors (two in number) were available. M-R was 7.1 with a deviation of 

12% from E-R. 

 

Overall rating for welfare status considering all observed parameters together was 2.6 showing a 

deviation of 68% from E-R. Twenty two parameters showed deviation of 50% or more from 

norms prescribed by experts. Among these parameters, complete absence of suitable features 

(100% deviation) was observed for social interaction, food provisioning type, floor type and 

opportunity to range-free.  
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Recommendations 

 

Since elephant Prakurti (renamed Praneshvari at the temple) was born in captivity to a forest 

camp elephant in Sacrebylu, it would be prudent to send her back to Sacrebylu Elephant Camp as 

the elephant can experience companionship of known and familiar animals in a natural 

environment. Providing an environment that promotes species-specific behaviours in the 

elephant that includes a natural physical environment, presence of elephant companions, 

opportunity to range free, absence of controlled expression of un-natural behaviours, is integral 

to the life and health of the animal.    

  

The opinion of this survey is, notwithstanding the extension of the Government order for 

inexplicable reasons, it is strongly recommended that getting back Prakruthi from Thirunallar 

Temple and retaining Ganesh at Sacrebylu Elephant Camp will be the appropriate action to take 

and amends to make for these magnificent but helpless victims of human error. 

 
Keeping in mind WLPA Section 42 - Certificate of Ownership - -----Provided that before 
issuing certificate of ownership in respect of any captive animal, the CWLW shall ensure that the 
applicant has adequate facilities for housing, upkeep and maintenance of the animal. The 
Chief Wildlife Warden of Karnataka can withhold the Ownership Certificate to the Thirunallar 
Temple and reclaim Elephant Prakruthi on grounds of inappropriate management and housing 
conditions.  

 
The following aspects are not conducive for elephant Prakruthi in the Thirunallar Temple:  

 Absence of a natural physical environment with sufficient space to traverse 

 Absence of elephant companions  

 Unsuitable water-source (through a hose-pipe) which cannot be accessed by the elephant 

when needed 

 Exposure to sunlight without any opportunity to reduce this exposure— through change 

of location or splashing of water or wallowing 

 Continuous and long hours of standing immobile in one place 

 Continuous and persistent prodding (by the handler) to perform the same activity 

(blessing public and accepting money) 

 The activity pattern observed within the temple indicated intense human control, as only 

two activities— ‘combined blessing action’ and ‘standing’ dominated.  

 Exposure to unsuitable food sources (from the public) and absence of foraging 

opportunity  

 Exposure to wide variety of people— dangerous to both the elephant and the public (on 

Saturdays it was said the crowd became unmanageable) 

In view of the above mentioned conditions and details of every aspect of elephant Prakruthi’s 

status at the temple outlined in this report, it is strongly recommended that both Prakruthi and 

Ganesh be retained at the Sacrebylu Elephant Camp, bringing to close a controversial and 

damaging chapter in the lives of both the young male and female elephants.    
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Introduction 

 

Elephants, acquired through various sources, are maintained across temples in India under 

varying captive conditions. This practice is age-old, a tradition that may not have created suitable 

living conditions in the recent past for its elephants (Lair, 1997; Gokula and Vardharajan, 1996). 

Elephant Prakruthi, a seven year old female juvenile, was born in the Sacrebylu Elephant Camp 

of a mother named Gange. The elephant from Sacrebylu Forest Camp in Karnataka was shifted 

to Sri Dharbaraneswara Swamy temple located in Thirunallar, Karaikal district of Pondicherrry 

in February 2011 (see appendix 1 for details appeared in print media).  

 

The Order was effected as per the Govt. order No.FEE:249: FWL: 2010 dated 20.01.2011 and 

Letter No. C1: CWL: GL-3340: 2010-11 dated 25.01.2011 of the PCCF (WL), Bangalore. This 

transfer was in direct contravention of the following directive and order that had been issued in 

1999 and 2000 by CZA and the Government of Karnataka respectively, which reflected the 

State’s welfare concerns for elephants in captivity (see appendix II for details).  Letter No. 24-

3/99-CZA dated 28-07-1999 by Central Zoo Authority (CZA) constituted by the Central 

Government, issued   to the Principal Secretary, Forest Ecology and Environment, State of 

Karnataka requesting to stop the transfer of elephants to temples in view of the poor track record 

and on the ground, the elephants in temples and private institutions are chained, underfed and 

due care is not being taken. Government Order vide Notification No G.O. No APJ223 / FWL / 

99 dated 28-06-2000 from the State of Karnataka (appendix-II) banning the transfer of elephants 

to    religious   institutions, individuals and other institutions within and outside the State of 

Karnataka. This move from a forest based camp to a temple environment imposed a change of 

living conditions for the elephant, its suitability needing a review (see appendix III for letter of 

appeal from animal welfare NGO to the authorities to get back Elephant Prakruthi). 

 

Elephant Prakruthi was separated and exchanged for an adolescent makhna elephant named 

Ganesh, belonging to the same temple and the temple had subjected this young makhna to 

different management practices, thereby depriving him of appropriate diet, exercise, social 

interaction and freedom of movement, resulting in damage to his physical and psychological 

health (see appendix IV for figures reflecting his health conditions). 

 

Methods 

Captive conditions experienced by the female elephant in the temple were observed and relevant 

data collected to: 

 

 Assess the welfare status of the elephant in terms of prevailing physical, biological and 

psychological parameters 

Comparison of living conditions between two management regimes 

A study to assess the welfare status of elephants maintained across management regimes 

throughout India was carried out. Among the regimes surveyed were forest camps and temples, 

and following is the summarized information of existing conditions in both these regimes. 
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Forest camps  

 Forest was the shelter for 89% (n= 296) of elephants, with free-ranging allowed for some 

duration; 10% were kept in forest areas, but tied to trees and 1% were confined in 

enclosures with vegetation (Figure 1a) 

 Rivers/streams were the water source for 62% (n= 335) elephants; ponds/lakes/tanks/tap 

water was available for 8% 

 97% (n = 229) elephants were provided opportunity to walk 

 81% (n= 341) elephants were given opportunity to interact; Mean duration of interaction 

was 13.5hrs (SE= 0.6, n= 278); Mean group size was 6 (SE= 0.4, n= 288) 

 88% (n= 268) elephants were chained as well as allowed to range-free; Mean chaining 

duration was 11.0hrs (SE= 0.5, n=105) 

 13% (n= 273) exhibited stereotypic behaviour 

 59% (n= 305) elephants were used for work; Work type ranged across patrolling/ fodder 

collection, tourist rides, as koonkie, for weed removal, timber related work, gathering 

palm fruits 

 95% (n= 313) were provided foraging opportunity in the forest as well as given stall feed 

 14% (n= 59) male elephants had sired offspring; Mean calf birth per female was 2 (SE= 

0.3, n= 80) 
 

Temples  

 Fifty three percentage of elephants (n= 143) were kept in confined space and open with 

no shelter, 34% in closed type shelters with roof; 81% (n= 145) elephants were exposed 

to concrete/stone floors   (Figure 1b) 

 Rivers/streams, along with other sources, formed the water source for 55% (n= 151) 

 74% (n =133) elephants were provided opportunity to walk 

 Of 129 elephants, 82% were allowed to interact; Mean duration was 5.4hrs (SE= 0.6, n= 

93); Mean group size was 5 (SE= 1.0, n= 35) 

 Of 144 elephants, 6% were chained and also allowed to range-free, no free-ranging for 

the rest; Mean chaining duration was 17.5hrs (SE= 0.4, n=127)  

 62% (n= 66) exhibited stereotypic behaviour 

  
a b 

Figure1: a, Sacrebylu Elephant Camp environment showing natural shade and floor.                  

b, Thirunallar temple environment with concrete floor and roofed shelter. 
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 96% (n= 153) elephants were used for work; Work type involved standing in temple 

premises/blessing public/performing temple related rituals 

 Both stall feed and foraging opportunity was provided for only  5% (n= 149) elephants 

 Oestrus cycles were reported for 38% (n= 29) elephants ; 15% (n =16) were exposed to 

males; 52% male elephants (n= 31) were reproductively active or experienced musth 

 

Overall captive conditions for elephants differ between the two regimes: forest camps and 

temples.  

 

Change of location 

The elephant was shifted from Sacrebylu, in the Western Ghats, Karnataka to an eastern coastal 

town experiencing tropical maritime climate. Wild elephants’ ability to survive in a wide range 

of habitats can be noticed from their historical distribution ranging from Tigris-Euphrates to 

Yangtze (Sukumar, 2000). This, however, does not imply that drastic and sudden movement 

across several hundreds of kilometers is suitable for elephants. Pinter-Wollman et al., (2009) 

reported the higher death rates among adult male and female translocated African elephants in 

the wild.  

 

While captive elephants do not have to depend completely on forage, the animal is forced to 

experience sudden change in weather conditions with likely concurrent changes in daily 

schedules and husbandry methods when moved to a distant location.  Sacrebylu climate ─ close 

to the Western Ghats, maximum summer temperatures vary between 20-35
o
C, maximum winter 

temperatures between 15-27
o
C, average rainfall 180cm. Karaikal climate ─ with annual average 

rainfall of 120cms, mean annual temperature of 30
o
C, small daily variation of temperature and 

humid weather.  

 

Assessing welfare status of the elephant through a rating system 

The living environment, physical and biological, experienced by elephants in captivity may 

impose deficiencies or inequalities from those experienced by their wild counterparts. It is this 

difference from the wild that has been used to assess the welfare status of captive elephants. A 

range of captive features, both physical and biological, were observed and compared with those 

observed for wild elephants. These features include the physical environment as well as the 

social, reproductive and health aspects of the elephants. The benchmark was: the greater the 

difference between captive and wild variables, the poorer the welfare of the captive animal. In 

addition, veterinary care and health parameters were considered, as any captive situation cannot 

do without these two important features. Observed parameters were rated according to their 

suitability to elephants. 

 

The rating method  

A rating scale from zero (unsuitable conditions) to ten (suitable conditions) was used to assess 

the welfare status of captive elephants. Experts (both wild and captive elephant specialists, 

wildlife veterinary experts, managers from protected areas, those having both wild and captive 

elephants and other wildlife, members of welfare organisations and elephant handlers) were 

invited to assess the welfare based on welfare parameters and their significance through an 

exclusive workshop conducted on the subject (Varma, 2008; Varma, et al., 2008; Varma and 
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Prasad, 2008). Experts rated a total of 114 welfare parameters covering major aspects of 

captivity: 

 

 The experts, based on their concept of the importance of a particular parameter to an 

elephant, developed rating for each parameter. For example mean expert rating of 8.0 

(SE= 0.5, n=29; n= number of responses) for a parameter ‘floor’ and 9.0 (SE=0.4, n=31) 

was arrived for ‘source of water’ from the ratings suggested by each expert.  

 A mean rating for each parameter, across all the participating experts, has been used as 

the Experts’ Rating (E-R) which represents the importance attached to a parameter.  

 Elephants were visited on the ground; data for each parameter was collected by direct 

observations or with the interviews of people associated with the animal.  Ratings were 

assigned to each parameter for each elephant and Mean Rating (M-R) was calculated for 

a given parameter by averaging across the observed elephants. Thus the Mean Rating (M-

R) denotes welfare status of existing conditions on the ground for the particular 

parameter.  

 For example, if an elephant is exposed only to natural flooring, the animal receives a M-

R of 8 and for entirely unnatural flooring the value is 0; if an animal is exposed to both 

natural and unnatural flooring, the value is 4 (as 8+0/2= 8/2= 4). If an elephant is exposed 

to a natural water source, such as a river, it receives a value of 9; if the source of water is 

large lakes or reservoirs, it gets 4.5. A value of 3.5 is assigned for small water bodies like 

tanks and ponds. Tap water (running) gets 2.5 and if only buckets, pots, and tankers are in 

use, then the allocated value is 0.5.   

 In this investigation, variables which represent a common feature of the captive condition 

have been grouped to form a parameter. For example, the variables shelter type, shelter 

size, floor type in the shelter; all represent different aspects of the physical space 

provided to the elephant. Hence, they are grouped together to form the parameter 

“Shelter” and each constituent variable is a sub-parameter.  In this investigation, the E-R 

for a parameter (say, shelter) represents the mean of E-Rs across all related sub-

parameters. M-R is also based on similar lines. 

 E-R and M-R for each of the regimes represent the average across related parameters 

observed for the regime. For instance, E-R / M-R for a parameter “shelter” represents the 

average of related parameters (termed sub-parameters) such as type, flooring, size, and 

shade availability.   

 Results have been presented comparing E-R and M-R as a means of comparing the extent 

of deviation present in the parameters observed. The difference between E-R and M-R 

(expressed as percentage) indicates deviations from the prescribed norm.  

 The same rating logic has been applied to the set of observed features for handlers, viz., 

comparison of mean rating for each of the observed variables (M-R) with those 

prescribed by the expert team (E-R). Greater deviation implies poorer professional 

experience or socio-economic status 

 N* refers to number of parameters observed 
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Results 

Source 

This is important in terms of acquisition: whether captive born 

or wild caught or shifted across locations. Change of locations 

may include altered management regimes and daily routines. It 

will also involve breakage of established bonds, if any, in the 

elephant’s previous location— which could be a source of 

stress for the animal. 

 

 The elephant was shifted from a forest based camp to a 

temple environment in a semi-urban setting (Figure2) 

M-R was 1.5 with a deviation of 75% from E-R.  

 

Shelter 

In the wild, available forests with varied vegetation and 

topography form the physical space for elephants. Their home-

ranges vary from 250-1000km
2
 (Sukumar, 2006), implying resources accessed across such vast 

distances. Exposure to hard substrates may lead to foot problems which can prove to be serious if 

ignored (Subramaniam et al., 2010). Captivity is represented by absence of space, presence of 

unsuitable space and unvarying topography. 

 

 The temple elephant was provided with a 

shed with concrete substrate 

 Elephant stood within the temple premises 

in the morning and evening; floor was made 

of concrete, elephant partially exposed to 

sunlight (Figure 3) 

 Area was cleaned when the elephant 

urinated/defecated in the temple 

M-R for shelter was 1.6 (SE= 0.8, N*= 5) showing a 

deviation of 81% from E-R. Figure 3a and 3b depict 

comparative ratings and percent deviation respectively for shelter parameters.  

 

 

 
Figure2: Darbaraneshwara 

temple with semi-urban 

environment  

 
Figure3:  Shelter within the temple premises  
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Figure 3a: Comparison of E-R and M-R for ‘shelter’ parameters 

 

 

 
Sh-t: Shelter type Fl-d: Floor type (day)  Fl-n: Floor type (night) Sd: Shade availability 

Sd-t: Shade type 

 

Figure 3b: Percentage deviation from E-R for ‘shelter’ parameters 

 

 

 

Water 

Weissenbock (2004) points out the use of water and dust by elephants as an aid in 

thermoregulation. In captivity, availability and access to water are provided and controlled by 

people, a feature over which the elephant has no control.  

 

 Elephant given tap- water for consumption, through plastic pipe twice, during 7am to 

1pm 

 Bathed twice, once at 4a.m. and again at 4p.m. 

M-R for water source was 1.1 showing a deviation of 88% from E-R. 

M-R for bath frequency was 7.0 with no deviation from E-R. 

 

Opportunity to walk  

Walking forms a major activity for wild elephants as they forage across varied landscape. 

Captive elephants are limited in their opportunity to walk either due to work schedule or due to 
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husbandry decisions. Limited exercise can lead to obesity and /or foot problems (Olson, et al., 

1994). 

 

 The elephant was reportedly walked twice (morning and evening) for a distance of 4-5km 

M-R for opportunity to walk was 9.0 showing no deviation from E-R.  

M-R for distance covered while walking was 1.0 with a deviation of 88% from E-R. 

 

Social interaction 

Sukumar (2006) states the group size of female elephants may vary from 5 to 20, with a multi-

tiered social system. A social unit is essential for calves to learn what to eat and how to eat it. 

Young female elephants learn to care for calves, which not only increase calf survival, it 

provides an opportunity for caring for young (Poole and Moss, 2008). Female reproductive 

behaviour, such as oestrus behaviours and selection of mate, may include a period of learning in 

the presence of older, mature females in the herd.  Social isolation, in the context of absence of 

elephant companions and dependence on human care-takers, can be psychologically stressful 

(Bradshaw, 2007).  

 

 The temple elephants was maintained in social isolation 

M-R was 0.0 showing complete (100%) deviation from E-R. 

 

Chaining 

In captivity, chaining is practiced as a tool to control elephants. This practice not only restricts 

movement (thereby impeding expression of species-typical behaviours) but could also lead to 

abrasion induced injuries of the skin (Kurt and Garai, 2007). Chained elephants showed 

increased frequency of stereotypy as opposed to penned elephants (Gruber, et al., 2000).  

 

 In the temple, the elephant was chained by 

its hind leg to a pillar 

 Chain on the fore-leg had a sharp pointed 

edge, facing the elephant’s leg (Figure 4) 

 A long chain was draped on the elephant’s 

body 

 No free-ranging opportunity was provided 

M-R was 0.0 (SE= 0.0, N*= 4) with 100% deviation 

from E-R.  

 

Observed behaviour 

Occurrence of stereotypy has been associated with absence of opportunities to express species-

specific behaviours (Mason, 2006). Kurt and Garai (2001) studied the ontogeny of “weaving” 

(forward and backward movements, with trunk swaying, head nodding) in young captive 

elephants. They reported the occurrence of such stereotypical behaviours among socially isolated 

and fettered young elephants.  
 

 
Figure 4: showing sharp pointed edge of the 

chain facing the elephant’s leg 
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 The elephant showed forward and backward movement, along with trunk swaying, when 

tied in the temple 

M-R was 0.0 showing 1090% deviation from E-R.  
 

Work 

 When elephants are used for work, their work schedule forms a major factor in determining the 

activities or opportunities existing for elephants to express species-typical behaviours. Exposure 

to hard surfaces at the place of work can have a deleterious effect resulting in foot/leg problems.  
 

 

 Major activity of the elephant was blessing and collecting money from devotees from 

7am to 1pm and from 5pm to 8pm as per observation (Figure 5a and b) 

 The elephant was made to stand in the temple for a total of 9hrs per day 

 At its place in the temple, i.e., the right corner at the entrance (north corner) facing south 

sunlight fell directly on the back of elephant during both morning and evening hours 

 Water was provided through a pipe during work hours 

 Food provided during work was solely by the public: biscuits, plantain, banana, coconuts 

etc. 

M-R was 2.3 (SE= 1.6, N*= 7) showing a deviation of 71% from E-R. Figure 6a and 6b depict 

comparative ratings and percent deviation respectively for work parameters. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6a: Comparison between E-R and M-R for ‘work’ parameters 
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Figure 5: showing blessing(a),  collecting money (b) 
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Wk: Work type Du: Duration St: Hours standing (while working) Sd: Shade availability 

W: Water availability  Fd: Food availability  Fd-t: Food type 

 

Figure 6b: Percentage deviation from E-R for ‘work’ parameters 

 

Food 

Wild elephants have been observed to feed on a wide variety of plants and plant parts. This 

variety is difficult to achieve when the elephant is subjected solely to stall-feed. In addition, pre-

cooked food is provided that do not have enough roughage and may lead to food contamination.  

 

 The elephant was not given opportunity to forage 

 Only stall-feed was given 

 Food types were rice, coconut leaves, plantain, banana, biscuits, coconut  

M-R for food provisioning type was 0.0 with 100% deviation from E-R. 

M-R for food types (number of items) was 3.0 with a deviation of 67% from E-R.  

 

Health status and veterinary care 

Captive elephants are exposed to a number of factors that may predispose them to disease/injury: 

hard substrates, insufficient exercise, and exposure to exotic species (people/domestic animals). 

Around 15% of captive elephants in southern India were found to be sero-positive for  

tuberculosis (Abraham, pers.comm). 

 

 

 The elephant's foot pads were partially rough on hind 

legs (Figure 7) and smoother in case of forelegs; toe nail 

cracks, overgrown nail were present 

 Deworming and body measurements were reportedly 

done 

 Veterinary doctors (two in number) were available 

 

 

M-R was 7.1 (SE= 1.5, N*= 4) with a deviation of 12% from E-R. Figure 8 and 9 depict 

comparative ratings and percent deviation respectively for health and veterinary care parameters. 
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Figure 8: Comparison of E-R and M-R for health and veterinary parameters 

 

 

 
Na: Nature of disease/injury Dw: Deworming Bd: Body measurements Vt: Availability of veterinary doctor 

 

Figure 9: Percent deviation from E-R for health and veterinary parameters 

 

Overall rating 

Rating for welfare status considering all observed parameters together was 2.6 (SE= 0.6, N*= 

29) showing a deviation of 68% from E-R. Figure 10, shows the distribution of percent deviation 

(from E-R) across all observed parameters. Of 29 parameters, 22 showed deviation of 50% or 

more from norms prescribed by experts. Among these parameters, complete absence of suitable 

features (100% deviation) was observed for the following: social interaction, food provisioning 

type, floor type and opportunity to range-free.  

 

All parameters related to chaining and most associated with work (except two parameters— food 

and water) also showed complete deviation from E-R. Of a potential 90 parameters, 29 were 

observed, accounting for 32% of the parameters. This is partly due to the complete absence of 

certain features: social interaction, free-ranging opportunity and food provisioning type. Each of 

these parameters include several related parameters which could have been rated had they 

existed.  
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Sc: Source Sh-t: Shelter type Fl-d: Floor (day) Fl-n: Floor (night) Sd: Shade availability  Sd-t: Shade type W: Water source                      
Wl: Opportunity to walk Wl-d: Distance covered (walk) In: Opportunity for interaction  Ch: Chained or not 

Ch-r: Chaining region Fr-n: Free-ranging (night) St: Stereotypy Wk: Work type Wk-d: Work duration 

Wk-st: Standing hours (working)  Wk-sd: Shade availability (working) Wk-w: Water availability (working) 
Wk-f: Food availability (working)  Wk-ft: Food type (working) Fd; Food provisioning type 

Fd-n: Number of food items Ds/in: Nature of disease/injury  Dw: Deworming Bd: Body measurements    Vt: Veterinary doctor availability 

 

Figure 10: Distribution of percent deviation from E-R for observed parameters 

 

Observed activity pattern of elephant in the temple 

The elephant was observed for a period of 6hrs over two days using scan sampling method at 

5minute intervals. Table 1 gives the frequency of occurrence of each type of activity.  

 

Table 1: Frequency of occurrence of different activities over a 6hr period 

 

Activity Number 

Blessing 5 

Collecting money 0 

Eating 0 

Standing 14 

Mahout-elephant interaction 2 

Moving front and back (standing in one place+ moving) 4 

Walking 1 

Combined activity (for water consumption): walking + drinking  water +  standing 1 

Combined blessing activity (at least two types with blessing mandatory): Blessing + 

collecting money and/ or eating offered food 

42 

Elephant-public interaction: moving trunk towards public without overt command 

from mahout 

2 

Urinating + defecating 2 

Standing + walking 3 

Chaining + (walking/standing) 2 
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There are two aspects to be considered: 

a. The non-natural behaviour of blessing 

b. Human control of the observed activity 

Grouping single activities together (such as only blessing or only walking or only standing), it 

can be seen that such activities account for 32% of the total (n= 79). Among single activities (n= 

25), “standing” accounted for 56% followed by “blessing” (20%). Among combined activities 

(n= 54), blessing (with collecting money and/or food) accounted for 78% of the activities. The 

ratio of single activity (all single activities considered together) to the combined action of 

blessing (blessing with collecting money or food) was 1: 1.7 (Table 2).   Walking (either solely 

walking or along with other activities) formed only 9% of the total (n= 79).  

 

Table 2: Ratio of single activities to combined blessing activity  

 
Total single activity: Combined blessing activity :: 1:1.7 

Standing only: Combined blessing activity :: 1:3 

Blessing only : Combined blessing activity :: 1:8.4 

Mahout-elephant interaction: Combined blessing activity :: 1:21 

Moving front and back (standing in one place+ moving) : Combined blessing activity :: 1:10.5 

Walking : Combined blessing activity :: 1:42 

 

The limited duration of sampling notwithstanding, it can be seen that the activities “standing” 

and “Combined  blessing activity” dominated, accounting for 71% of all observed activities 

(n=79). In a time-activity study on captive elephants by Varma, et al., (2008), it was found that 

there was no instance of “blessing” among Forest camp elephants. The combined activity of 

standing and blessing
*
 accounted for 18% and 17% respectively for temples and mutts. In their 

study, the action of collecting money and putting food in mouth was not included with blessing.  

 

Discussion 

Captive conditions for the elephant in this temple were characterized by two main features— 

absence of opportunity for species-specific behaviours and imposition of human control on all 

aspects of the elephant’s life.  Species-typical behaviours can be expressed when such 

opportunities are provided in an appropriate environment: presence of companion elephants in a 

location with sufficient physical space (with varied vegetation), presence of water-bodies, 

absence (or limited) human intervention. A study by Gokula and Varadharajan (1996) 

highlighted the poor conditions existing for elephants in temples as such locations appeared to 

emphasize human priorities rather than elephant behaviour.  

 

Following aspects were not conducive for the elephant in this temple:  

 Absence of a natural physical environment with sufficient space to traverse 

 Absence of elephant companions  

                                                           
*
 Blessing was defined as: elephant with handler, raises trunk on command from handler, touches head of 

stranger; drops trunk to normal position 

 



 

17 

 

 Unsuitable water-source (through a hose-pipe) which cannot be accessed by the elephant 

when needed 

 Exposure to sunlight without any opportunity to reduce this exposure— through change 

of location or splashing of water or wallowing 

 Continuous and long hours of standing immobile in one place 

 Continuous and persistent prodding (by the handler) to perform the same activity 

(blessing public and accepting money) 

 The activity pattern observed within the temple indicated intense human control, as only 

two activities— ‘combined blessing action’ and ‘standing’ dominated.  

 Exposure to unsuitable food sources (from the public) and absence of foraging 

opportunity  

 Exposure to wide variety of people— dangerous to both the elephant and the public (on 

Saturdays it was said the crowd became unmanageable) 
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APPENDIX-I 

Electronic and print media reports on the transfer of female elephant calf “Prakruthi” 
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APPENDIX-II 

Government orders imposing restriction/ban on transfer of elephants to temples and charitable 

endowments 
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APPENDIX-III 

Letters of appeal from FIAPO and CUPA to the authorities to get back Elephant Prakruthi 
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Appendix IV 
Temple Elephant “Ganesh” belonging to the Sri Dharbaranyeswaraswamy Devasthanam,                      

Sri Saneeswarabaghawan Temple, Thirunallar Taluk, Karaikal District, Puducherry was sent to 

Karnataka in exchange for elephant Prakruthi. 

 

 
Elephant Ganesh with his mahout Munawarpasha, in Sacrebylu Elephant Camp, forest environment. 

Limping back to normalcy, after years of forced living in an artificial and damaging environment, he 

had lost the basic instinct of foraging and feeding on natural fodder and came in a severely 

malnourished state.  

 
Elephant Ganesh was painfully thin with damaged foot pads. His skin is sagging and dry due to 

inadequate exposure to water and he has aged prematurely at the temple. Picture shows his status 

after 6 months of being in the Forest Camp where he is gradually putting on weight. 
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Compassion Unlimited Plus Action (CUPA) is a non-profit public charitable trust 

registered in 1991 that works for the welfare of all animals. Since 1994, CUPA has 

worked in close collaboration with government departments and agencies on various 

projects. CUPA’s mission is to protect animals from abuse and violence and do what 

may be required to alleviate their suffering at the hands of humans. CUPA does not differentiate 

among pet, stray or wild animals, since all of them require assistance and relief from cruelty, 

neglect and harm. The organisation’s objective has been to design services and facilities which 

are employed fully in the realisation of these goals. 

 

  

Federation of Indian Animal Protection Organisations (FIAPO) is an 

umbrella body of animal protection groups from across the country. The key 

mandate of the federation is to propel animal welfare as a mainstream social 

change movement in the country. It campaigns on issues such as animals used 

in experimentation, animals in captivity and farm animals. 
 

 

 

Asian Nature Conservation Foundation (ANCF) is a non-profit public charitable 

trust set up to meet the need for an informed decision-making framework to stem 

the rapidly declining natural landscape and biological diversity of India and other 

countries of tropical Asia. The Foundation undertakes activities independently and 

in coordination with governmental agencies, research institutions, conservation NGOs and 

individuals from India and abroad, in all matters relating to conservation of natural resources and 

biodiversity, endangered flora and fauna, wildlife habitats and environment including forests and 

wetlands. It participates and disseminates the procured information, knowledge and inferences in 

professional, academic and public fora. 
 

Photo credits:   Figure 1a: Surendra Varma, all other photographs Ramesh Belagere   

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Prakruthi, female elephant part of Sacrebylu Elephant Camp Shimoga, which holds 18 elephants 

of different age class living in semi-natural conditions, was transferred to a temple in Karaikkal, 

Pondichery. This investigation compares her life and welfare status in forest camp and the temple. 


