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Preface 

 

Keralaôs captive elephant population accounts for a considerable percentage (nearly 21%) of 

the estimated captive population in India. In the light of a low captive breeding scenario, the 

occurrence of large numbers of elephants in captivity implies transfer from other regions/ 

owners. This transfer would have to be based on sourcing elephants from the wild/ from 

captive bred elephants. This is borne by the fact that all the regimes showed a deviation of 

more than 50% from E-R for source of elephants, implying wild-caught elephants or transfer 

across regions.   

 

With this background, it is a matter of concern that the number of tuskers maintained in 

captivity in Kerala outnumber the female elephants. This results in loss of gene pool to the 

wild in the absence of mating and also increases availability of raw tusks for trade. A report 

(Anon., 2003) by TRAFFIC India states that one of the sources of raw ivory is from the 

tuskers in Kerala.  

 

Incidents of running amok and causing injury or killing of handlers or public is recorded for 

elephants with private owners and with temples. Incidents ascribed to these two regimes are a 

cause for concern for all involved. This aspect of aggression by elephants needs further study 

to establish the factors causing or linked to such incidents.  

 

The document on captive elephants in Kerala is based on the data collected using two distinct 

approaches. An attempt was made to develop a comprehensive database of the population 

status, identified from different management regimes and ownership details of elephant 

districts across the state. This was achieved by using the information collected during micro-

chipping of captive elephants in Kerala, which was conducted by a qualified team.   

 

Using details available for individual animals, an attempt was made to ascertain the total 

number of elephants and their sex and age classes. The information also provided district 

wise ownership along with other details. We assume that this is the first ever attempt to know 

the actual population size of captive elephants in Kerala. The second approach for data 

collection was based on defining welfare conditions of the elephants in the State. This was 

done by comparing the living conditions of both wild and captive elephants. The protocol 

here is based on the deviations in living conditions of captive elephants from their 

counterparts in the wild.  

 

These deviations are from a scale of 0 to 10. The value of 0 suggests that the captive 

elephants live in an unnatural human influenced environment and express unnatural 

behaviours. Following the above logic, welfare of the elephants and their mahoutsô were 

assessed for 157 elephants, selected across different managements and districts. The data 

processing for the second approach of data collection was done by two distinct methods. 

Except for a single elephant from a circus, for all the institutions the data was analysed using 

expert and   mean ratings. For the circus elephant, the ratings were graded. Values arrived 

between 0.0 and 2.4 were óBadô, 2.5 and 4.9 was  óPoorô, 5.0 and 7.4 óModerateô and 7.5 and 

10.0 was óSatisfactoryô. 
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The document contains 6 sections.  Section 1 deals with overall population status, 

management and welfare of elephants in captivity in Kerala. The 1
st
 section along with the 

executive summary also provides recommendations for the State. These identify the issues 

linked to keeping elephants in captivity in Kerala and provide state specific 

recommendations. In addition, a specific recommendation for each management regime is 

also given.  

 

Section 2 describes the welfare status of elephants kept with the forest departments and their 

handlers.  The forest department elephants are placed in Muthanga forest camp in Wyanad, 

Aryankavau, Kodanadu, Konni and Kottoor. For each location, the data was processed and 

subsections 2b, 2c and 2e were developed. 

 

Section 3 identifies the welfare status of elephants kept in zoos, while Section 4 provides 

knowledge about elephants kept in temples. Section 5 is dedicated to elephants from the 

private ownership category. Section 6 attempts to understand the welfare status of elephants 

kept in circuses. One circus was identified that had a single female elephant. Her welfare 

status was assessed to create information about captive elephants in circuses. The sequence 

of presentation of each regime is based on the decreasing order of existing welfare standards 

that emerged during investigation. 

 

Data processing was accomplished using two approaches - a rating scale developed by 

experts using the importance of a particular parameter for an elephant. This was used for all 

the sections, except for Section Six.  For the latter, welfare features or parameters were rated 

on a zero to ten scale with zero representing extremely unsatisfactory conditions and ten 

implying a satisfactory state, closer to an animalôs experience in the wild. This can be further 

sub-divided into 0 to 2.4 as reflecting, bad welfare conditions, 2.5 to 4.9 as poor, 5.0 to 7.4 as 

moderate and the values 7.5 to 10 as satisfactory conditions. 

 

Within the stated regimes, the most challenging is maximizing welfare of privately owned 

and temple elephants with the present traditions of handling and training. Festivals in Kerala 

play an important role in the welfare of captive elephants and their mahouts. This implies that 

unless the festivals are restricted and effectively regulated, welfare laws may not work in the 

State.  
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Section 1: 

Status of Captive Elephants in Kerala 
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Executive summary 
 

The state of Kerala was home to an estimated 612-635 captive elephants in 2000, another 

estimate for 2008 suggested the occurrence of 750 elephants for the state, and in 2009 it was 

estimated to be 702 elephants.  

 

The range of captive conditions experienced by elephants will influence its welfare status by 

altered opportunities for expression of species-typical behaviours. This investigation aimed 

to assess the welfare status of captive elephants and the professional experience and socio-

economic status of handlers in Kerala, across different management regimes,    

 

This investigation is based on two different approaches: first is an attempt to estimate total 

number of elephants in the state, and based on this, to segregate elephant distribution across 

ownership types. The second approach is to select about 157 elephants and assess their 

welfare status. The welfare was assessed based on a rating scale.  

 

The rating scale from unsuitable conditions to suitable conditions was used to assess the 

welfare status of captive elephants and their handlers.  The experts, based on their concept of 

importance of a particular parameter to an elephant, developed a rating for each parameter, 

which is termed Expertsô Rating (E-R). Mean Rating (M-R) representing the actual situation 

existing for the elephant/s was obtained through the ground survey. The difference between 

E-R and M-R (expressed as percentage) indicates deviations from the prescribed norm. 

 

The elephants were maintained by four types of regimes, Private individuals (Pvt), Temples/ 

ashrams, Forest Camps (FC) and Zoos, with some institutions or individuals keeping more 

than one elephant.  Private individuals owned 508 elephants, temples had 174, forest camps 

had 8 and a zoo was home to 2 elephants. Among private owners, an elephant was used for 

performing in a circus. 

 

Among private owners, maximum number of elephants belonged to Kottayam district (86) 

followed by Thrissur (50), Kollam (47). Kasargod, Kannur, Wayanad, Mallapuram and 

Idukki districts maintained less than 10 elephants with private owners.  

  

For the welfare status of elephants, a total of 157 elephants were observed across five 

ownership types. Of these, 26 were females and 131 were male elephants. Irrespective of 

ownership types, it was seen that maximum number of elephants, across both sexes, was 

between 6- 60yrs with most males and females being in their prime age (16-40yrs). Presence 

of calves accounted for 12.5% of the captive female population and 1.6% of the male 

population. Tuskers accounted for 80% of the male population.  

 

Among the 18 FC elephants, 56% were rescued from the wild and 33% were wild caught. 

Only two elephants were captive born. All the elephants with private owners had been 

purchased; among these 26% had been captured from the wild. Ninety nine percent of temple 

elephants had been purchased or received as donations; one elephant had been rescued in 

1936 from the wild. A single elephant sampled from a zoo had been captured from the wild. 

The circus elephant had been purchased. 
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Among the five FCs observed, three maintained elephants for timber hauling, one was a 

center for koonkies (kumki) and one was a care center meant for providing rehabilitation for 

elephants. All private elephants were maintained for use in festivals/ processions/ religious 

functions/ timber hauling/ tourism related activities. The zoo elephant was maintained for 

display purposes. Greater deviations from E-R observed for private owners and the zoo 

shows commercial use in an un-natural physical environment for the elephants.  

 

Thirty nine percent of the FC elephants were allowed free ranging opportunity for a part of 

the day in forest conditions; all elephants had access to natural floor, roofed shade from roof 

or trees. Physical space for private elephants and temples was limited to less than 1km
2
, 

nearly 71% and 83% of the elephants with private owners and temples respectively were kept 

in open type shelters, partial tree cover was available as shade, earthen floors were available 

for 93% of the elephants.  

 

Circus elephant was tied in an open area with natural flooring, no shade was available. For 

the zoo elephant, two kinds of enclosures were available, a day shelter with earthen flooring 

and a night shelter with concrete flooring; total enclosure size was 2050sqm, size used by 

elephant was 40sqm; Partial tree cover was available in the day shelter and the night 

enclosure was a roofed permanent shelter. The ratings are comparable across regimes as each 

regime shows overlap due to variations present in the shelter conditions.    

 

Only 22% of  FC elephants did not have access to streams/ rivers as a source of water,. 83% 

had access to more than one water source (stream/ well-water/ tap water); all elephants were 

bathed at least once per day with natural materials (coir/ coconut husk).  

 

Non-river/ stream sources (taps/ bore-wells/wells) was available for 95% of private 

elephants, 62% were given more than one source of water, bath frequency ranged from daily 

to once  a week, bathing materials used were coconut husk, pieces of concrete, ceramic 

stones.  

 

Seventy percent of temple elephants had ponds as water source, 15% wells and only 10% had 

access to rivers/ streams; Bath frequency varied from daily to fortnightly; Bathing materials 

were coconut husk/ pumice stone/ ceramic stones.  

 

Tap water and pool were water sources for the zoo elephant; bath frequency was once in two 

days; material used for scrubbing was coconut husk.  

 

Tap water through buckets was provided for the circus elephant. FC elephants were given 

relatively higher rating showing lesser deviation from E-R and consequent better welfare 

status for this parameter.   

 

The ratings were comparable for all other regimes and were relatively low.    

 

Except for an adult male in one FC, all elephants were given opportunity to interact for at 

least 2h per day; number of individuals varied from 3- 5 of different age/ sex. Interaction for 
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private elephants was possible if the owners maintained more than one elephant or when the 

elephants were taken for work; 68% owners (N= 19) maintained only male elephants.  

 

Seventy six percent of temples did not provide opportunity for interaction during off-season; 

number of individuals ranged from 1 (off-season) to 20 (work). The zoo and circus elephants 

were maintained singly.   

 

The variation in M-Rs across FCs, private owners and temples showed overlap in values 

implying similarity across the observed management systems.  

 

Thirty nine percent of FC elephants were given varying durations of free-ranging opportunity 

in the morning; duration of chaining ranged from 12- 20h; 1m chain was used for the 

observed elephants. Sixty nine percent of private elephants were chained in more than one 

region of the body, eight percent were allowed some duration of free-ranging opportunity; 

chaining duration (off-season) was 18-24hrs.  

 

All temple elephants were chained in more than one region of the body; duration was 18-

22hrs; hobbles were used for 54% of the observed elephants.  The zoo elephant was chained 

using hobbles in its day enclosure for 16h; free-ranging opportunity was not given. The 

circus elephant was chained for 22h; no free-ranging opportunity was provided. The M-Rs 

for all the observed regimes were comparable, indicating poor status across the management 

systems.  

 

Eighty nine percent of FC elephants, 67% of private elephants, and 63% of all temple 

elephants were described as docile. Stereotypy was observed in 27% of the FC and private 

elephants, 56 % of temple elephants and 100% circus elephants.  

 

No stereotypy was observed for the zoo elephant, it was described as quiet but rough towards 

strangers/ new handlers. Forty eight percent of temple elephants had injured/ killed public/ 

handlers. Comparable deviations were observed for temple and circus elephants, variation in 

M-R being greater for the circus elephant. Minimum deviation was observed for the zoo 

elephant followed by FC elephants.  

 

Adult FC elephants were used for timber related work/ tourism/ as Koonkies; some were 

occasionally used in festivals. Private elephants were used in festivals/ timber work; 51% of 

the elephants were used only for festivals, 2% only for timber work and the rest were used 

for both kinds of work; elephants were worked throughout the year.  

 

The zoo elephant was not given any work. Work for the circus elephant involved performing 

tricks in front of an audience, walking around the arena for 15 minutes per show; also used 

for begging from public.  

 

FC, Private owners and temples, showed overlap due to the variation in each regime. This  

implies the existence of similar work conditions due to non-uniformity of standards in the 

features observed. No deviation from E-R was observed for the zoo elephant as it was not put 

to work.  
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Except for two FCs which provided browsing/grazing opportunity and stall feed, all 

elephants were given only stall feed; mineral mixture was given in all camps. Ninety three 

percent of private elephants were given only stall feed. All temple, zoo and circus elephants 

were given only stall feed; feeding place was the enclosure/ shelter (off-season) or any 

wayside place/ temporary camp-site while working.   

 

The zoo and FC elephants showed relatively higher M-R, with greater variation being 

observed for the zoo elephant. Relatively low deviation was seen for FC elephants. The other 

regimes, private, temple and circus showed deviations of more than 75% from E-R.  

 

Among the four adult females in FCs, all were said to be in regular oestrus; only two had 

mated and produced one calf each. For private, temple and circus female elephants, 

occurrence of oestrus was not known; physical contact with males was not allowed. The zoo 

elephant had been provided opportunity to breed, the elephant could currently be beyond 

breeding age.  Among the regimes observed, only FCs showed relatively lower deviation 

from E-R. The other regime, zoo elephant, did not show any deviation from E-R. 

 

All six adult males in FCs exhibited signs of musth; no breeding opportunity was given for 

two of the males, two had shown signs of aggression. Musth, among male elephants with 

private owners, was seen in 86% of the observed animals; aggressive behaviour was seen in 

60% of the elephants; 53% male elephants had not sired offspring; males were chained/ 

watered during this period.  

 

Male elephants in temples were isolated/ watered/chained/fed for the duration of musth; were 

aggressive towards handlers/ strangers; 52% elephants had not sired offspring. The M-Rs are 

comparable across regimes due to the variation observed for the sub-parameters of this 

feature. 

 

Presence of intestinal worms occasionally, occurrence of constipation/ indigestion and minor 

wounds was observed for FC elephants. Loss of vision, foot related problems (toe nail 

cracks/ foot rot) were observed for elephants with private owners. For temple elephants, foot 

related injuries, loss of vision, colic, other minor ailments and injuries were observed. 

Chronic wounds on fore-legs, foot-rot and anemia were apparent for the circus elephant. 

 

FC elephants showed relatively low deviations from E-R indicating better health status and 

adherence to a prescribed veterinary protocol. The remaining regimes, except for circus, 

showed comparable deviations from E-R implying similarity in the features observed. The 

circus elephants showed maximum deviation from E-R.    

 

All FC, Private, temple and zoo elephants had access to a veterinary doctor; experience in 

treating elephants ranged from 5 -14y for FC, 7 to 33y for privately owned elephants; visit 

frequency by the doctor was daily to occasional for the regimes investigated. No permanent 

veterinary personnel were available for the circus elephant.  
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Deviations across regimes were comparable as variation in the M-Rs for each overlapped. 

This implies similarity in conditions across the regimes. This was not the case for the circus 

elephant which showed a maximum deviation of 100% from E-R.  

 

For handlers of privately owned elephants, mean experience in this profession ranged from 1-

35y; mean experience with a specific elephant ranged from 0.02-24 years. Temple elephant 

handlersô experience in this profession ranged from 2-38y; 34% (N= 116) of handlers were 

not trained. The deviation from E-R was comparable across the regimes, indicating similarity 

in conditions; both showed relatively low deviations.  

 

Among FCs, most handlers consumed alcohol; salary drawn was Rs.54, 000/- for temporarily 

employed handlers and Rs.1, 20,000/- for the permanent handlers; insurance cover was 

provided by the forest department.   

 

Sixty seven percent of handlers with private owners came from a background not related to 

handling elephants, mean annual salary given to them was Rs. 43,000/- ranging from Rs. 

14,000 to 80,000/-. Only 25% of handlers were covered by insurance; 50% handlers 

consumed alcohol (N= 18), after work / on alternate days / weekly / occasionally.  

 

Half of the observed temple handlers came from a background not associated with elephants. 

Mean annual salary was Rs. 50,954/- ranging from Rs. 36,000/- to 84,000/-; 76% of handlers 

were said to consume alcohol, all after work hours; 7% (N= 123) of handlers were not 

covered by insurance.  

 

Overall M-R for elephants (for all the observed parameters) when compared across the 

regimes shows the relative better welfare status of FC elephants.  The percentage of 

parameters accounting for more than 50% deviation from E-R was in the range of 55- 90% 

for all the other regimes. Hence, more than half the observed parameters/ sub-parameters 

deviated by 50% or more from norms prescribed by the team of experts.  
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THE ISSUES AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

 
The captive elephant scenario in Kerala has reached such complex proportions that finding 

realistic and sustainable solutions may be very difficult.   

 

The conflict and lack of coordinated action between State Forest Departments, NGOs, 

veterinarians and other stakeholders of elephant culture, has only added to the problems. 

Consequently, Kerala does not have a systematic approach in addressing its myriad captive 

elephant issues.  

 

Owners and mahouts are victims of the current state of affairs that is a direct result of lack of 

realistic/holistic policy decisions and the lack of an organized approach to elephant 

management by the State Forest and Animal Husbandry Departments.  

 

SPECIFIC PROBLEMS  

  

- Captive elephants are exposed to heat for long hours during the festival season. 

 

- The duration of certain parades and the timings is the reason for lack of appropriate 

physical and psychological exercise for the elephants. The animals are made to stand 

still for varying durations of the festival/ parade and on completion of one festival, 

are transported to the next festival/ parade for performance of similar activity. 

 

- Spacing of elephants within a given area during parades is neglected, resulting in 

increased number of elephants within a given space.. Ideally, a perimeter should be 

provided per elephant (of about 10 ft space between each elephant) so that the 

elephants do not get into fights regarding food or other reasons, during parades and 

processions.  

 

- Organizing or elephant booking for festivals is highly mismanaged by brokers and 

owners, i.e., brokers do not take the elephantôs biological needs as well as the 

logistics of transport/travel into consideration while booking. 

 

- During the festival season, elephants do not receive sufficient fodder and water for 

drinking and bathing. Providing nutrition to elephants is a neglected area with no 

scientific basis for the current methods of feeding and food types provided. 

 

- Lack of sleep is cited by many mahouts as the reason for elephants supposedly 

becoming violent, more than any other factor. Elephants with a height of 8.45-9 ft are 

the most stressed out, with regards to sleep as they are more in demand for festivals, 

travel more and hence receive less sleep. 

 

- Transportation by lorries has not only proven dangerous (due to accidents) but causes 

them to attend more festivals within a short duration of time. 
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- A lot of elephants in Kerala are outsiders (arriving from other states). These non-

native elephants are immediately, after arrival into the state, pushed into the 

mainstream elephant culture with no appropriate training or conditioning period. 

Most of these elephants are not familiar with the language in which commands are 

given, are unused to the diet and also the festival culture. Hence, many of these 

elephants panic or become aggressive, out of confusion or uncertainty, during 

parades. 

 

- Musth is another factor, which according to experts, coincides with the festival season 

of Kerala, in most elephants.  

 

- Elephants with injuries, abscesses, foot problems, open wounds, etc., do not receive 

appropriate care, nor periods of rest to allow their wounds to heal.  

 

- Also elephants with painful conditions such as rheumatism, arthritis, bronchitis and 

other chronic medical conditions are rarely exempted from festivals. Though legally it 

is required that an elephant be physically fit to attend festivals and needs certification 

by qualified veterinarians, the same is not being practiced. Owners procure several 

fitness certificates for their elephants, weeks before the event.  

 

- Influx of untrained mahouts has also been one of the causes for elephant attacks and 

disasters. 

 

- Absence of an organized disaster management team in cases of elephant rampage 

 

- Currently certain youth groups have voluntarily formed a rescue team to control 

elephants that have gone amok. Though well meaning, they do not have the necessary 

knowledge regarding elephant psychology and biology and hence often make 

situations worse. In fact one of the team members was killed by an elephant during 

one such rescue attempt. It is possible to organize and train these groups. 

 

Despite the complex issues prevailing in Kerala there is one vital factor which is most 

significant and favorable for future welfare activities. There is a desire within a certain 

section of the owner/mahout community and the general public, to improve the existing 

situation.  Therefore, if the various welfare agencies work in a coordinated manner, along 

with mounting social pressure, the stakeholders of elephant culture will be forced to improve.  

 

However, for this, the primary requirement is for the various welfare oriented agencies and 

government departments, to cast their differences aside, and work together for a common 

goal to develop a realistic policy for addressing the needs and issues of Keralaôs elephant 

festival culture, which has reached crisis proportions.   

 

It is also important to debate upon and resolve the various ethical issues and socio-cultural 

practices associated with captive elephant keeping in Kerala.   
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Due to reasons that are unique to Kerala, two approaches could be adopted to address its 

captive elephant issues - The in-situ and ex-situ approaches. 

 

THE IN SITU APPROACH  
 

Rehabilitation or welfare measures adopted for the main stream elephant culture circuit with 

various stakeholders such as owners, mahouts, brokers, general public, festival committees, 

etc.  

 

This could constitute welfare measures such as: 

1. Providing regular health care services for elephants by organising health camps  

2. Technical counsel for various management issues  

3. Undertaking research on various aspects associated with elephant care: the concept of 

ñcareò may have different meanings depending on the stakeholderð with increased 

knowledge on the priorities of each management level, a suitable approach could be 

evolved to improve the welfare status of the elephant/s 

4. Conducting workshops, discussions involving stakeholders such as owners, mahouts, 

and the State Forest department, temple committees etc, on associated issues of 

elephant management   

5. Conducting training programmes for mahouts/owners, mahout welfare programmes, 

organising awareness programmes for the general public 

6. Setting up an academy for elephant and mahout training 

7. Monitoring movement of elephants across the state border, with inspection of 

elephants for their health, ability to understand commands in local language, 

particulars of itinerary  

8. Maintaining a ñblacklistò of habitual offenders regarding welfare of their elephants  

9. In extreme cases, legal action could also be taken 

 

THE EX SITU APPROACH   
 

The rigors of work or the absence of a natural environment brings forth the need for a place 

where such provisions can be made available. Often elephants may need to be 

permanently/temporarily isolated from the mainstream for a variety of reasons (poor health, 

age, temperament, adapting to a new mahout, etc.) and need to be provided special care at 

Rescue/Rehabilitation/Care centres (RRCs). This would constitute the ex-situ approach. 

 

The concept of RRC centres must be re-defined in Keralaôs context. As mentioned earlier, 

Keralaôs elephant owners have the potential to improve.  If they are convinced of the 

integrity of a certain method , economics is not a constraint for most owners, in making 

changes in their management practices. But unfortunately Kerala does not have a readily 

available model for optimum elephant care which can be emulated by individuals or groups 

of owners.  Even if one such model were to be developed, the owner community whould be 

encouraged to adopt or simulate similar conditions themselves. At present, the focus seems to 

be on legal issues rather than improving the welfare of captive elephants in the state.  
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The objective of RRC Centres must not be to increase the number of elephants within the 

facility but on the other hand increase the number of owners to simulate similar conditions on 

their own property. However, in reality, there will most definitely be elephants that need 

temporary or permanent shelter within the facility.  Confiscation should be the last option.  

 

This strategy will have more acceptance among owners and they themselves might start 

seeking counsel voluntarily if it is shown to be successful in improving the objectives of all 

involved. Gradually, it is hoped that owners will establish a trend to accept and seek counsel 

from RRC centres.  

 

Therefore, primarily it is essential to establish the concept of rehabilitation and care for 

elephants within the minds of the stakeholder community. It is here that the role of RRC 

centres becomes significant. RRC centres can demonstrate to the elephant owner/lover 

community the emotional, economic and aesthetic value of restoring the physical and 

behavioural health of sick elephants.  

 

Keeping the above vision in mind, RRC centres could carry out the following functions, 

(minimizing economic loss to the owner and maximizing welfare status of the captive 

elephant/s): 

 

1. Treat and shelter captive elephants that are temporarily indisposed both physically 

and psychologically 

2. To demonstrate to the elephant owner/lover community, the emotional, economic and 

aesthetic value of restoring the physical and behavioural health of sick elephants 

3. To adopt and shelter elephants that cease to be economically viable and have turned a 

liability to the owner due to reasons of old age and/or terminal illnesses 

4. To explore the feasibility/viability of involving less productive elephants in tourism 

as an avenue of income generation for their maintenance 

5. To develop realistic, elephant friendly and cost effective models of elephant care 

which can be replicated by owners individually and in groups 

6. To provide technical counsel on optimal elephant care  

7. To provide training on various management aspects: feeding/ veterinary care 

 

Ideally, once a standard for optimal care is established and elephant stakeholders realise the 

significance of such a condition, the insitu and exsitu approaches must function in a cyclical 

manner.  Gradually the need for RRC centers should cease. But then that is wishful thinking. 

As long as there are captive elephants, their will always be some amount of abuse and need 

for external intervention. But the philosophy or vision should be to aspire for such a 

situation. 

 

AREAS OF ELEPHANT MANAGEMENT AND WELFARE REQUIRING   

RESEARCH 

 

1. Developing alternate, economic sources of  fodder and  possibility of introducing a 

mixed diet and varieties of food items; disposal of fodder waste and dung 

2. Resolving the water scarcity for elephants based in urban areas  
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3. Developing an optimum and regional model for elephant care 

4. Developing elephant-friendly sources of employment  

5. Addressing the psychological needs of Keralaôs tuskers (How best to provide them a 

social life), management of musth 

6. Developing the best training and handling methods (Relevance of the traditional 

systems of training and handling in the present socio-cultural climate) 

7. Using elephants at festivals 

8. Climate of the festivals 

9. Numbers of elephants at festivals 

10. Using female elephants for festivals 

11. Defining genuine elephant welfare  

12. socio-economics of elephant keeping 

13. welfare management of mahouts/ cawadies 

 

SPECIFIC RECOMMENDATIONS FOR MANAGEMENT REGIMES  

 

Elephants owned by the state forest department  

 

MUTHANGA FOREST CAMP  

 

¶ The maintenance of only male elephants without access to females is not ideal. While 

successful breeding may result in over-population in this facility when considered in 

the long-term, measures can be taken to maintain a stable number without reducing 

the animalsô welfare status. Presence of females may facilitate the return of male 

elephants from the forests 

¶ The contribution of tuskers, such as the elephants in the camp, to the wild gene pool 

will be immense especially considering the loss of such animals to captivity. Hence, 

allowing the males to wander and mate with wild females may be an option.        

¶ Allowing the elephants to free range at night and during the day, with a few hours of 

human control for bathing/ veterinary practices, command or obedience training 

would be ideal. The problem of retrieving the elephants everyday would have to be 

solved through involving handlers in observing the elephantsô specified durations/ 

through radio-collaring.   

¶ The use of elephants as Koonkies is important considering the increasing incidents of 

human-elephant conflict. This, however, should not over-ride the elephantsô welfare 

status by the absence of features essential to their biology.  

¶ The elephants may also be used for tourism with the statute of prioritizing the 

elephantsô welfare at all times        

¶ Timely inflow of funds or measures to implement revolving funds 

¶ Motivation measures to be implemented for boosting morale of mahouts/ cawadies 

and schemes to improve their welfare                                                   

 

 

 

 

 



16 

 

ARIANKAVU FOREST CAMP  

 

¶ The purpose of keeping the elephant was timber haulingð this should not over-ride 

welfare considerations of providing opportunities for the elephant to express its 

natural behavioural repertoire   

¶ Wild elephants spend most parts of a day foraging and are on the move. Thus, timber 

hauling activities should not be exclusive of the opportunity to forage in natural 

conditions for the elephants, considering the physically demanding nature of work for 

the elephants.   

¶ Opportunity to free range in the nearby forests with access to rivers/ streams will be 

healthy for the elephant (for physical health as well as psychological stimulation) as 

they engage in species-typical activities  

¶ Considering that the elephant is nearing ñretirementò age, it would be appropriate if 
efforts were made now to initiate a regime where activities that enhance its natural 

behaviours are promoted. This would help when the elephant is transferred to a care 

center and exposed to new and unknown elephants and living conditions.  

¶ In the event of transfer of the elephant, its handlers should not be changed, 

considering the age of the animal. The change of location and handlers has to be 

gradual, giving opportunity for the elephant to acclimatize.  

¶ Motivational measures to be implemented for boosting morale of mahouts/ cawadies 

and schemes to improve their welfare                                                   

 

KODANADU FOREST  CAMP 

 

¶ Kodanad camp is known for its rescue of wild calves. With a natural physical 

environment, the camp can provide better living conditions for these elephants by 

concentrating on maintaining a social herd of elephants (of different ages and sex). 

The elephants need to be left to free range in the forest since this will help in 

providing opportunity to express species-specific activities. Providing training to 

handlers to observe interaction among elephants, in order to form a group of 

elephants which can survive as a herd in the wild, would be an option. With proper 

management, the herd could be integrated into the wild as a unit.   

¶ An exclusive manager to administer the camp is needed 

¶ A permanent veterinary care center is needed 

¶ Timely inflow of funds or measures to implement revolving funds 

¶ Motivation measures to be implemented for boosting morale of mahouts/ cawadies 

and schemes to improve their welfare                                                   

 

KONNI FOREST CAMP  

 

This camp is well known for its expertise in catching wild males and also in training calves. 

If the policy is to continue to rescue calves/ capture ñrogueò males, then there should be a 

long-term perspective to this approach, keeping in mind the welfare of the elephants.  

¶ One option could be to release the rescued calves to the wild after forming a socially 

cohesive, maybe unrelated, unit with a relatively older female elephant. This would 
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involve monitoring the interactions among the elephants which could be done by 

trained mahouts/ cawadis.  

¶ The other option would be continued existence of elephants in captivity for use in 

timber hauling/ for tourism. This activity should not impinge on the biological and 

ecological needs of the elephants. In other words, the emphasis should be on 

providing near natural conditions (biological and physical) and not on harnessing 

animals for work or for any other human-oriented activity. Such an approach would 

be able to provide a factual insight into elephant lives for the general public. 

¶ An exclusive manager to administer the camp is needed 

¶ Timely inflow of funds or measures to implement revolving funds 

¶ Motivation measures to be implemented for boosting morale of mahouts/ cawadies 

and schemes to improve their welfare                                                   

 

KOTTUR ELEPHANT CARE CENTRE  

 

¶ The approach of providing a naturalistic setting for the elephants is laudable, but 

severely limited by way of restricting the animalsô movement. Efforts can be made to 

introduce new individuals to each other, with safeguards to protect them from 

antagonistic interaction, to establish a socially cohesive group. Handlers could be 

trained to observe interaction among the newly introduced individuals in an 

appropriately safe setting (for the new elephants).  

¶ The adult male, though mature and considered old, did not have any psychological 

stimulation as it was not allowed to free range throughout the day or given any work. 

The occurrence of musth and the isolation in a separate enclosure would add to 

restrictions on performing species typical reproductive activities. Exposure to females 

should be done under supervision as negative interaction among the introduced 

elephants may result in injuries. 

¶ A policy for deciding the nature of the care center: the kind of elephants selected to 

be in this center needs to be focused on. If the care center is meant as a ñretirementò 

home for older elephants, then calves need a separate place with a different set of 

mature individuals in order to replicate a more natural approach. 

¶ A permanent veterinary care center is needed 

¶ The presence of rescued calves (brought from the wild) needs to be viewed from a 

long-term perspective:  will they be released in the wild or will they be maintained in 

captivity? Each of these decisions will have a different approach in maintaining the 

elephants in the care-center. A policy needs to be developed and implemented 

regarding the future of this care-center 

 

TEMPLES AND PRIVATE OWNERSHIP  

 

Captivity for elephants need not be exclusive of all natural conditions: a state existing at 

present for them in the observed temples and these in private ownership. If temples have to 

cater to the welfare needs of their elephants, provision for the animalsô interests should be 

paramount. This can be achieved by two ways: 
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1. putting an end to the practice of keeping elephants by temples keeping in view the 

long term effect of practice of maintaining elephants with no recourse to express their 

species-typical behaviours combined with no way of handling an increasing captive 

population in the event of captive births.  

2. continued maintenance of elephants by temples/ private owners but with the 

prerequisite of providing natural conditions such as physical space with vegetation, 

unfettered existence, presence of companions (male and female) or at least keeping 

two or more elephants together, followed by strict monitoring of work schedule.  

¶ Work schedule should not be packed with attending as many festivals as 

possible in order to generate higher income. One way of avoiding this could 

be higher remuneration per festival which may increase the burden on 

ñdevoteesò. Irrespective of the remuneration generated, the number of 

festivals/ parades attended by an elephant should be limited.     

¶ Another aspect of work is that the elephants should be provided natural (that 

is, physical space with vegetation, water, conspecifics, absence of chaining, 

opportunity to forage) transit living conditions in between periods of work. 

This implies not only restricted duration of work for the elephants but also 

provision for the elephantsô needs between work hours. 

¶ Temples within a region could think of setting up a common facility capable 

of holding each participantôs elephant. This can be done independently or in 

association with the forest department. This will ensure presence of 

companions for the elephants, socializing opportunities and expression of 

species-typical behaviours within a limited context.  

¶ Feeding the elephants needs to be managed scientifically, that is, not only the 

nutrient needs of the elephants but also psychological stimulation can be an 

objective while feeding the elephants; cultivation of fodder crops by temples 

can be practiced  

¶  Formulation of policies/ monitoring/ providing recommendations on the 

captive situation for temple elephants needs to be streamlined to a single 

person or group of persons 

¶ Establishment of mobile veterinary units to provide health care for temple 

elephants 

¶ Motivational measures to be implemented for boosting morale of mahouts/ 

cawadies and schemes to improve their welfare                            

¶ General public must be allowed to view elephants at a distance and not 

allowed to touch or abuse elephants during parades or festivals or 

transportation or rest                          

 

Thus, a combination of a natural living environment and regulated working conditions could 

improve the elephantsô welfare status. This option will however, not encompass the future of 

elephant keeping by temples/private owners. A policy needs to be framed on sourcing of new 

elephants in the event of death of existing animals and the maintenance of a growing captive 

population in the event of births among the existing population.  
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ELEPHANTS IN CIRCUS  

 

Keeping elephants in circuses needs to be banned. Itôs important to note that the motivation 

of circus companies is to generate adequate profit through their performances in cities where 

a large number of people can watch the performance. Even circus companies desirous of 

fulfilling the elephantsô needs, cannot provide the natural environment essential for 

elephants.  

 

Till such ban on using elephants take place:- 

 

¶ Permits to set up a circus with elephants should be issued only in places with 

adequate food, water and the possibility for the elephants to fulfil their ecological, 

behavioural and social needs. This is where the City Municipality and Forest 

Department can take responsibility for ensuring there is adequate facilities for the 

duration of the stay where a circus has applied for a permit to perform 

¶ Monitoring of circus facilities vis-à-vis maintenance of records regarding ownership 

of elephant/s. Veterinary care has to be implemented strictly 

¶ Micro-chipping of existing elephants with circuses has to be implemented  

¶ It is recommended that since basic welfare needs of elephants cannot be met 

considering the inherent nature and limitation of circuses and their mode of 

functioning, banning elephants in circuses is the only progressive and humane step to 

be initiated  
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Introduction  

The state of Kerala is home to an estimated 612-635 elephants (Anon., 2000); Easwaran 

(Pers. Comm) reported the presence of 760 (±10) elephants in the state and Panicker (2008) 

stated the onumber was 750 captive elephants. Project Elephant gives a count of around 6000 

elephants in the wild for the state (Anon., 2000), thus, captive elephants may account for 

nearly 12% of the elephant population in the state. Sourcing of elephants for captivity may 

differƄ being captured/rescued from the wild for various reasons or transferred across 

locations or states. The presence of captive elephants is not only important for the status of 

the captive population itself but also for the wild population in lieu of the introduction of 

wild caught/ rescued elephants into the captive situation. Elephants under direct human 

control and influence are maintained and managed by a diverse set of institutions/ 

individuals, providing a spectrum of captive conditions which may/ may not cater to the 

elephantsô needs.  

 

Objective 

The range of conditions in captivity experienced by elephants will influence its welfare status 

by altered opportunities for expression of species-typical behaviours. This investigation aims 

to: 

¶ Assess the welfare status of captive elephants in Kerala, across different management 

regimes, by considering the physical, social, psychological and health related features 

in captivity  

 

Handlers are an integral part of the captive elephant system as they are responsible for the 

day to day management of the elephants. Hence, this report aims to: 

¶ Assess the professional expertise and socio-economic welfare status of handlers 

 

Method 

The knowledge gained from studies on wild elephants provides a platform for understanding 

the ecological and biological needs of captive elephants. The presence of elephants under 

human control for several thousand years has not resulted in their selective breeding. Thus, 

their biological/ ecological needs are comparable to those of their wild counterparts.  

 

This investigation is based on two different approaches: an attempt to estimate total number 

of elephant for the state was made, and using this data, elephant distribution across different 

types of management was made (see appendix 1 for details of elephants investigated for this 

approach). The second approach was to select about 157 elephants and assess their welfare 

status. The welfare was assessed based on a rating scale. Welfare status of captive elephants 

has been assessed by considering the availability of near natural conditions and quantifying 

this situation using a rating scale developed by a team of experts from various fields. Health 

of elephants and veterinary facilities (including other infrastructure) has been taken into 

account considering the factor of exposure to an altered environment and human influence on 

the elephantsô lives. The existing situation for the elephant/s was surveyed through 

observation of the animal/s and interview with relevant personnel (Figures 1a, b, c, d, e and 

f). Data on more than 200 handlers across regimes observed, was available through 

interviews and the professional experience and socio-economic status is determined based on 

the data collected. 
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a b 

c d 

e f 

Figures 1a,b,c, d, e  and f: Data collection by direction observations and body measurements (a and 

b), measuring and weighing (c and d) elephant dung piles,  interview with elephant mahouts (e and f)  
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Rating method 

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

assess the welfare status of captive elephants and their handlers. Experts (both wild and 

captive elephant specialists, wildlife veterinary experts, managers from protected areas, 

managers responsible for both wild and captive elephants and other wildlife, personnel from 

welfare organisations and elephant handlers) were invited to assess the welfare based on 

different parameters and their significance through an exclusive workshop conducted on the 

subject (Varma, 2008; Varma, et al., 2008; Varma and Prasad, 2008). Experts rated a total of 

114 welfare parameters covering major aspects of captivity. 

 

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

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

8.0 (SE= 0.5, N=29) for a parameter ófloorô and 9.0 (SE=0.4, N=31) for ósource of 

waterô was arrived at by each expert by averaging across all the expertsô values. 

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

as the Expertsô Rating (E-R) which represents the importance attached to a parameter 

i.e., for a parameter with 8.0 as the maximum value, only 2.0 (25%) deviation and 

parameter with maximum value 9.0 only 1.0 or 10% from the prescribed norm is 

considered acceptable.  

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

rating of 8 and for entirely unnatural flooring the value is 0; if 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.  This rating is 

then averaged across all individuals in that institution to get a Mean Rating (M-R) for 

that feature. Thus M-R represents the actual situation existing for the elephant/s.  

¶ Therefore, using the maxima given by experts as a base, a rating scale starting from 

zero to the particular maximum value for that parameter has been used and the data 

for each animal was collected, in a given regime (for example, forest camp or 

temple).  

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

situation have been grouped to form a parameter. The variables have been termed 

sub-parameters. 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 ñShelterò 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. The 

Mean Rating (M-R) for a parameter is the mean of M-Rs across related sub-

parameters and denotes welfare status of existing conditions on the ground for the 

particular parameter.  

¶ The number of such related parameters (sub-parameters) varies for each regime. 

¶ 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.  
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¶ For handlers, the difference between the maxima provided by experts (E-R) and 

existing status (M-R) have been used to indicate the professional/ socio-economic 

status of value to the handler and his elephant.  

¶ N* refers to number of sub-parameters observed.  N refers to number of individuals.  

¶ In the results presented below, the number of sub-parameters vary across regimes; 

this has been indicated wherever applicable 

 

Results  

Population status 

The elephants were maintained by four types of regimes, with some institutions or 

individuals keeping more than one elephant. Table-1 gives the number of owners of each 

regime and corresponding number of elephants. Among private owners, maximum number of 

elephants was seen for Kottayam district (86) followed by Thrissur (50), Kollam (47). 

Kasargod, Kannur, Wayanad, Mallapuram and Idukki districts maintained less than 10 

elephants with private owners.  

 

Table 1: Management regime wise number and sex based distribution of elephants in Kerala 

 

Management type 

Number 

of 

owners 

Total number of 

elephants 

Total number 

of elephants 

    Male Female 

Private owners/individuals 345 417 91 508 

All Temples/ Ashram 

 

50 

 

157 

 

17 

 

174 

 

Government temples 3 104 14 
 

118 (67.8%) 

Private temples 
 

45 
53 3 56 (32.2%) 

Forest camp 5 8 10 18 

 

Zoo 

 

1 1 1 2 

       Figures in parenthesis indicate percentage wise distribution of elephant among all temples  
 

The distribution shows that the number of elephants per owner varied: it was minimum for 

private individuals (1: 1.5: owner: elephant number) followed by zoo (1:2) and comparable 

values for temples (1: 3.5) and forest camps (1:3.6). Among the temples, government run 

temples had the highest ratio of owner to elephant (Travancore Devaswom Boardð 40 

elephants; Guruvayoor Devaswom Boardð 65; Cochin Devaswom Boardð 13).  

 

Figure 2 gives the mean age of elephants in different regimes; the total number of males 

whose age was known was 565, the total number of females with known age was 116. Figure 

3 gives the mean age of elephants among the government and private run temples.  
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Figure 2: Mean age of males/females across regimes 
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Figure 3: Mean age of males/ females among government and private run temples 

 

Welfare status 

A total of 157 elephants were observed across five ownership types and relevant data was 

collected. Of these, 26 were females and 131 were male elephants.  

 

The ownership type was based on several factors:  

a. Forest camps (FC) were characterized by ownership by the state department of forests 

and located in forest areas 
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b. Zoological park (Zoo) was a government run unit characterized by maintainance of  

animals of different species in confined spaces 

c. Private owners (Pvt) were individual owners  

d. Temples (Tmp) were religious institutions/ organizations owning elephants (includes 

government and non-government run temples) 

e. Circus was a unit maintained by private individual/ company maintaining elephant/s 

as  performer/s  

 

Five FCs were observed across different districts of Kerala. These were: Aranyakavu, Konni, 

Kodanad, Kottur and Muthanga. The results for FCs have been presented by taking a mean of 

values across all observed FCs. The total number of elephants maintained by the state forest 

department in 2008 was 19 (referred online). 

 

Figure 4 gives the age distribution of the observed captive elephants in Kerala, irrespective of 

ownership type. It can be seen that maximum occurrence, across both sexes, was between 6- 

60y with most males and females being in their prime (16-40 yrs). Presence of calves 

accounted for 12.5% of the captive female population (N= 24) and 1.6% of the male 

population (N= 122). Tuskers accounted for 80% of the male population (N = 131).  

 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

*: 0 refers to neonates 

 

Figure 4: Age distribution of observed elephants in Kerala 

 

Figures 5a gives the regime-wise percentage contribution to the observed population (N= 

157). Figure 5b gives the regime-wise contribution within each sex class (N= 26, female 

elephants) and (N= 131, male elephants).  
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Source 

Bringing wild-caught elephants into captivity imposes severe stress and trauma on the 

elephants and also reduces the gene pool available to the remaining population in the wild. 

Even when captive born elephants are shifted across owners, they undergo change in their 

daily routines, are exposed to new elephants, established bonds among existing elephants are 

broken and that may experience different handlers. All these factors are possible sources of 

stress and poor welfare.  

 

¶ Among the 18 FC elephants, 56% were rescued from the wild and 33% were wild 

caught. Only two elephants  were captive born 

¶ All the elephants with private owners had been purchased; among these 26% (N= 23) 

had been captured from the wild (by the state forest department) 

¶ 99% of temple elephants had been purchased or received as donations (N= 82); one 

elephant had been rescued in 1936 from the wild 

¶ The zoo had a single elephant
*
 which had been captured from the wild 

¶ The circus elephant had been purchased 

 

Figures 6a and 6b give the comparative rating across regimes and deviation from E-R 

respectively. It can be seen that ratings are comparable across all regimes, all showing a 

deviation more than 60% from E-R, indicating an absence of captive born elephants.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
*
 The welfare status includes only one elephant for the zoo, as this was the status when the welfare status report 

on the zoo was published.  Later, the zoo brought in a male elephant, thus, maintaining two elephants within its 

premises. This number has been covered in the population status of this report.  

Figure 5a: Regime-wise contribution 

to overall population 
Figure 5b: Regime-wise contribution 

to each sex class 
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Figure 6a: Comparison of E-R and M-R for source across observed management regimes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 6b: Percentage wise deviation from E-R for source of elephants 

 

Purpose 

Keeping elephants for a specified objective should also include provision for expression of 

natural behaviours in a near natural physical environment.  

 

¶ Among the five FCs observed, three maintained elephants for timber hauling, one was 

a center for koonkies (kumki) and one was a care center meant for providing 

rehabilitation for elephants 

¶ All private elephants were maintained for use in festivals/ processions/ religious/ 

tourism related work 

¶ The zoo elephant was maintained for display purposes 

 

Figures 7a and 7b give the comparative rating across regimes and deviation from E-R 

respectively. Greater deviations from E-R observed for private owners and the zoo shows 

commercial use in an un-natural physical environment for the elephants.  
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Figure 7a: Comparison of E-R and M-R for purpose across observed management regimes 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7b: Percentage wise deviation from E-R for purpose 

 

Shelter 

Studies on wild elephants (Sukumar, 2006) have shown the vast areas covered as part of 

home range (250-1000km
2
), with smaller home ranges covered by elephants in Sri Lanka. 

The animals traverse across varied landscape as they forage and perform species-typical 

activities.  

 

¶ Thirty nine per cent of the FC elephants (N= 18) were allowed free ranging 

opportunity for a part of the day in forest conditions; all elephants had access to 

natural floor, roofes or tree shade was available  

¶ Physical space for private elephants was limited to less than 1 km
2
, nearly 70% of the 

elephants (N= 42) were kept in open type shelters, partial tree cover was available as 

shade, earthen floors were available for 93% (N= 41) of the elephants   

¶ Physical space available for elephant was less than 1 km
2
 for temple elephants, 95% 

(N= 85) of the elephants had access to natural flooring, open type shelters were 

provided for 83% (N= 86) of the elephants 

¶ Shelter size used by the zoo elephant was 40m
2
, earthen and concrete floor was 

provided, day shade was provided by partial tree cover  

¶ Circus elephant was tied in an open area with natural flooring, no shade was available 

(Figures 8a to 8p). 
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o p 

Figures 8a, b, c, d, e,f,g, h, I, j, k, l, m, n, o and p: Shetter and heygincic environment provided to 

elephants from different management regimes in Kerala. Shelter provided at Kodanadu Forest Camp 

(a and b), shelter, floor and shade provided for elephants in Konni Forest Camp (c and d), open 

shelter, floor and shade provided to an elephant owned by private ownership (e and f), shelter, floor 

and shade provided to elephants belong to a temple (g and h), shelter, floor and shade provided to a 

elephant in a zoo (j and j), shelter and floor available for an elephant belong to a circus.Hygiene 

maintained around the elephants in forest camps (m and n) and temples (o and p). 

 

Figures 9a and 9b give the comparative rating across regimes and deviation from E-R 

respectively. The ratings are comparable across regimes as each regime shows overlap due to 

variations present in the shelter conditions provided.  Thus, the relatively low deviation from 

E-R for FC is offset by the variation in its M-R implying non-uniformity in the features 

observed.  
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Figure 9a: Comparison of E-R and M-R for shelter across observed management regimes 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9b: Percentage wise deviation from E-R for shelter 

Water 

Subject to its availability, elephants are known to access water sources at least once per day 

(Sukumar, 1991). Various activities such as dust bathing/ wallowing/ socializing are 

performed at these sources. Access to clean water, relatively free from contamination can be 

obtained from free flowing sources such as rivers/ streams. Such sources will also provide an 

opportunity for expression of species typical behaviours which is not possible when water is 

provided by taps/ hose-pipes.  

 

¶ Only 22% (N= 18) of  FC elephants did not have access to steams/ rivers (Figure 

10a), 83%       (N= 18) had access to more than one water source (stream/ well-water 

(Figure 10b)/ tap water); all elephants were bathed at least once per day with natural 

materials (coir/ coconut husk) 

¶ Non-river/ stream sources (taps-Figures 10c and d-/ bore-wells/wells) was available 

for 95% of private elephants, 62% (N= 42) were given more than one source of water, 

bath frequency ranged from daily to once  a week, bathing materials used were 

coconut husk, pieces of concrete, ceramic stones 
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¶ 70% temple elephants had ponds (Figures 10e and 10f) as water source, 15% wells 

and only 10% had access to rivers/ streams/tap water (Figures 10g and 10h); Bath 

frequency varied from daily to fortnightly; Bathing materials were coconut husk/ 

pumice stone/ ceramic stones/ natural rock/ fibre brushes 

¶ Tap water and pool were water sources for the zoo elephant; bath frequency was once 

in two days; materials used for scrubbing was coconut husk 

¶ Tap water through buckets was provided for the circus elephant  

 

a b 

c d 
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e f 

g h 

Figures 10a, b, c, d, e, f, g and h: Sources of water for elephants belonging to different management 

regimes in Kerala; natural stream (a), and well (b) as water source for forest camp elephants, tap 

water as source for an elephant belong to private ownership, pond and hose pipe as sources for 

elephants owned by temples (e, f, g and h). 

 

Figures 11a and 11b give the comparative rating across regimes and deviation from E-R 

respectively. FC elephants were given relatively higher rating showing lesser deviation from 

E-R and consequent better welfare status for this parameter.  The ratings were comparable 

for all other regimes and relatively low. Variation in M-R was also comparable for all 

regimes, being relatively low only for FC, implying non-uniformity in the standards of the 

facilities provided.  



35 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 11a: Comparison of E-R and M-R for water across observed management regimes 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
*: only one sub-parameter observed 

 

Figure 11b: Percentage wise deviation from E-R for water 

 

Sleep 

Prolonged or too little sleep may indicate an underlying problem among the elephants. 

Unsuitable sleeping areas could result in health problems in the long-term. 

 

¶ All FC elephants were chained at night; chain length was 1m for the observed 

elephants (N= 13); flooring was earthen for all elephants 

¶ Sleeping area size varied from 10ftX10ft (98% of the elephants, N= 42) to 1km
2
 for 

private elephants, mean sleep duration was 5.6h (off-season) and 4.8h (working) 

¶ Temple elephants used the shelter as the sleeping place during off-season, otherwise 

the location depended on the work schedule 

¶ Sleeping are was 40m
2
 with concrete floor; sleep duration was 6-7h for the zoo 

elephant 

¶ Morning shelter was also the sleeping place for the circus elephant 

 

Figures 12a and 12a give the comparative rating across regimes and deviation from E-R 

respectively. Temple elephants appear to show minimum deviation among the observed 

regimes, however, the variation in E-R was relatively high contributing to an overlap of 
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ratings with other regimes. It indicates absence of uniformity in the observed features for the 

elephants, making it on par with other regimes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 12a: Comparison of E-R and M-R for sleep across observed management regimes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
*: only one sub-parameter observed 

 

Figure 12b: Percentage wise deviation from E-R for sleep 

 

Walk  

Wild elephants have been observed to be rarely still, being on the move for most parts of a 

day (Poole and Granli, 2009). In captivity this aspect is restricted either due to use of 

elephants for human directed work or chaining the elephant to a place.  

 

¶ All FC elephants were given opportunity to walk in the morning 

¶ 85% of private elephants were allowed to walk (N= 40); nature of terrain for walking 

was on slopes (for timber work) or tarred roads; more than 20kms was covered while 

working and less than 5kms during off-season, i.e., opportunity to walk ranged from 

no walking days to over-walking periods (work).  

¶ Among the temple elephants, 50% (N= 70) were not given an opportunity to walk; 

nature of terrain was tarred roads/ village roads/ mud roads 

¶ The zoo elephant was walked once a week for 4kms 
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¶ The circus elephant was not walked regularly, only for work such as begging/ when 

hired out , it was allowed to walk 

 

Figures 13a and 13b give the comparative rating across regimes and deviation from E-R 

respectively. FC elephants showed minimum deviation among the regimes observed.  

Variation was observed for private and zoo elephants indicating non-uniformity in standards 

for the features observed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 13a: Comparison of E-R and M-R for parameter ówalkô across observed management regimes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
*: one sub-parameter  **: two sub-parameters 

 

Figure 13b: Percentage wise deviation from E-R for parameter ówalkô 

 

Social interaction 

Elephant society is known to be complex (Poole and Moss, 2008), females maintaining 

matriarchal bonds across generations; males have been observed in non-aversive interactions 

in the wild (McKay, 1973).  

 

¶ Except for an adult male in one FC, all elephants were given opportunity to interact 

(Figures 14a, b, c, d, e and f) for at least 2hrs per day; number of individual varied 

from 3- 5 of different age/ sex 

¶ Interaction for private elephants was possible if the owners maintained more than one 

elephant or when the elephants were taken for work; 68% owners (N= 19) maintained 

only male elephants 
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The circus elephant was maintained in 

isolation a 

b 

c d 

e f 

Figures 14a,b,c, d, e,and f:Scope for interactions among elephants in different management regimes in 

Kerala, interaction among the elephants in forest camps(a and b), among the elephants from private 

ownership (c) and temple (d), and elephants from a zoo (e) and a circus (f) 
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¶ 76% (N= 22) of temples did not provide opportunity for interaction during off-

season; number of individuals ranged from 1 (off-season) to 20 (work) 

¶ The zoo elephant was maintained singly  

 

Figures 15a and 15b give the comparative rating across regimes and deviation from E-R 

respectively. The variation in M-Rs across FCs, private owners and temples showed overlap 

in values implying similarity across the observed management systems.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 15a: Comparison of E-R and M-R for social interaction across observed management regimes 
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*: one sub-parameter only 

Figure 15b: Percentage wise deviation from E-R for social interaction 

 

Chaining 

The practice of chaining elephants has been linked to increase in frequency of stereotypy 

(Gruber, et al., 2000); Kurt and Garai (2007) state the occurrence of abrasion related injuries 

associated with chaining in elephants.  

 

¶ Thirty nine perceantages (N=18) of FC elephants were given varying durations of 

free-ranging opportunity in the morning; duration of chaining ranged from 12- 20hrs; 

1m free chain length was used for the observed elephants 

¶ Sixty nine percentages (N=  39) of private elephants were chained in more than one 

region of the body; 8% (N= 24) were allowed some duration of free-ranging 

opportunity; chaining duration (off-season) was 18-24hrs 
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¶ All temple elephants were chained in more than one region of the body; chaining 

duration was 18-22hrs; hobbles were used for 54% of the observed elephants (N= 79) 

¶  The zoo elephant was chained using hobbles in its day enclosure for 16h; free-

ranging opportunity was not given 

¶ The circus elephant was chained for 22hrs; no free-ranging opportunity was provided 

(Figures 16a, b, c, d, e, f, g and h). 

 

a b 

c d 
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Figures 17a and 17b give the comparative rating across regimes and deviation from E-R 

respectively. The M-Rs for all the observed regimes were comparable, indicating poor status 

across the management systems.  
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Figures 16a,b,c,d,e,f,g and h: Types of chaining observed in different management regimes in Kerala; 

long chaings used in forest camps (a and b), spike chained used in a private ownership (c), forest official 

investigating the offence of using pike chain by a private owner, types and regions of chaining for temple 

elephants (e,f,g) and chiaing of a circus elephant (h) 
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Figure 17a: Comparison of E-R and M-R for chaining across observed management regimes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
*two sub-parameters only 

 

Figure 17b: Percentage wise deviation from E-R for chaining 

 

Behaviour 

Occurrence of aggression towards people or other elephants may have an underlying cause 

related to poor captive conditions. It also leads to management problems for the institution/ 

individual. Stereotypy has been associated with poor welfare conditions (Veasey, 2006) and 

its occurrence may indicate past/ present deficiency in living conditions.   

 

¶ Eighty nine percenates (N= 18) of FC elephants were described as docile; stereotypy 

was observed in 27% of the elephants 

¶ Sixty seven percentages of privately owned elephants (N= 39) were described as 

quiet/ reliable; 27% of the observed elephants (N= 33) showed signs of stereotypy 

¶ Sixty three percentages of all temple elephants were described as quiet/ reliable (N= 

23); 48% (N= 11) of the elephants had injured/ killed public/ handlers; 56% (N= 13) 

exhibited stereotypic behaviour 

¶ The zoo elephant was quiet but rough towards strangers/ new handlers; no stereotypy 

was observed 

¶ The circus elephant was described as calm; stereotypic behaviour was observed 

 

Figures 18a and 18b give the comparative rating across regimes and deviation from E-R 

respectively. Comparable deviations were observed for temple and circus elephants, variation 
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in M-R being greater for the circus elephant. Minimum deviation was observed for the zoo 

elephant followed by FC elephants.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 18a: Comparison of E-R and M-R for behaviour across observed management regimes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 18b: Percentage wise deviation from E-R for behaviour 

 

Work  

Making elephants perform un-natural behaviours such as standing still for long periods/ walk 

without rest/ food continuously can be damaging to their physical/ psychological health.  

 

¶ Adult FC elephants were used for timber related work (Figures 19a, and b)/ tourism/ 

as Koonkies; some were used in festivals 

¶ Private elephants were used in festivals (Figure 19c)/ timber work (Figures 19e and 

f); 51% of the elephants (N= 41) were used only for festivals, 2% only for timber 

work and the rest were used for both kinds of work; elephants were worked 

throughout the year  

¶ Only 7% of temple elephants (N= 84) were used for work; work type was 

participating in festivals (Figure 19d)/ temple rituals/ processions/ parades; Work 

duration ranged from 6-12hð morning and night   

¶ The mode of travel or transportantion for elephants attending festivals were by lorries 

or by foot (Figures 19g, h, i and j) 

¶ The zoo elephant was not given any work 
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¶ Performing tricks in front of an audience, walking around the arena for 15 minutes 

per show; also used for begging from public was the work performed by the circus 

elephant 

 

a b 
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e f 
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Figures 19a,b,c,d,e,f,g,h,i, and j: Types of works observed and mode of travel or transportation of 

elephants attending temple festivals in Kerala, timber hauling in forest camp (a and b), being part of 

festival rituals of  elephants belong to private ownership and temples (c and d),                                         

timber hauling by elephant belonging to private ownership (e and f), mode of travel or transportation                                                 

by elephants (g, h, I and j) 

 

 

Figures 20a and 20b give the comparative rating across regimes and deviation from E-R 

respectively. M-Rs for the three regimes, FC, Private owners and temples, showed overlap 

due to the variation in each regime, implying existence of similar work conditions due to 

non-uniformity of standards in the features observed.  

 

No deviation from E-R was observed for the zoo elephant as it was not put to work.  
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Figure 20a: Comparison of E-R and M-R for work across observed management regimes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
*: one sub-parameter only 

 

Figure 20b: Percentage wise deviation from E-R for work 

 

Food 

Elephants are known to feed on a number of different plant species (Sukumar, 1991; McKay, 

1973), using different parts of their body to manipulate the plants/ plant parts before eating 

(Kurt and Garai, 2007). Providing only stall feed reduces this diversity and prevents 

opportunity to learn ways to eat various plant parts. Managerial practices such as 

maintenance of ration charts will help in identifying excess/ little intake. 

 

¶ Except for one FC which provided free-ranging opportunity and stall feed, all 

elephants were given only stall feed; mineral mixture was given; ration chart was 

maintained  

¶ Ninety three percentage of  private elephants were given only stall feed; mineral 

mixture was not given for any of the observed elephants; except for one location, 

ration charts were not used  

¶ All temple elephants were given only stall feed; feeding place was the enclosure/ 

shelter (off-season) or any wayside place/ temporary camp-site while working; ration 
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charts were not used for most temples observed (N=  18); mineral mixture was not 

given regularly (Figures 21a,b,c,d,e,f,g,h,i,j,k,l,m and n) 

¶ The zoo elephant was given only stall feed; no mineral mixture was given; ration 

chart was used 

¶ The circus elephant was given only stall feed; ration chart was not used 
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