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Preface 

 
The Andaman Islands located in the equatorial belt, has some of the finest tropical 

evergreen forests of the world. The natural wealth of Andaman Islands encouraged the 

British to reap timber for mainland use, bringing captive elephants into the island to assist 

in logging operations. Until a ban on timber extraction was imposed in 2001, harvest of 

timber and using elephants for this purpose continued even under Indian government. A 

substantial population of elephants (94 individuals) exists in captivity, owned and 

managed by the Government as well as private owners.  

 

The island has three distinct type of elephant ownership; the forest camps (owned by the 

State Forest Department) a relic of the timber-extraction operations, with the elephants 

within these camps continuing to be maintained and used to drag fallen logs/ for tourism/ 

for supervised timber extraction. The Andaman and Nicobar Islands Forest and Plantation 

Development Corporation (ANIFPDC) was set up for the plantation and harvesting of 

palm oil and rubber trees, which were developed by the corporation; initially, elephants 

were employed to assist in the corporationôs timber related work. Private ownership of 

captive elephants in the Andaman Islands dates back to the period of timber harvest/ 

logging operations during British rule. Privately owned elephants, irrespective of the 

reason for their maintenance, continue to exist in the islands. Private ownership includes 

individuals and timber industries; three major industries in the Islands are: the Andaman 

Timber Industries (ATI), Jayashree Timber Products (JTP) and the Asian Woods and 

Polymers (AWP). 

 

The captive elephant population has also become a source of wild or feral elephants, 

having been abandoned by their owner/s during the later part of 20
th
 century; a 

consequence of a selectively sizeable captive population being left wild. In 1994, it was 

found that the island had about 70 elephants, using indirect methods of population 

estimation in Interview Islands (North Andamans); in 2002, it was felt that the feral 

elephant population had declined to half since the last study; the studies also found the 

elephants were a major threat to native plant species.  

 

The Shekhar Singh report recommends removal of all exotic species from the island 

group due to its effect on the native flora and fauna. This may lead to relocation of 

elephants to main land. A few elephants were transferred to the state of Madhya Pradesh, 

to be employed by the government for tourism related activities.  

 

There have been no scientific investigations of the existing captive elephants, their 

distribution, management and the welfare status; and this investigation may act as the 

first ever attempt at a detailed investigation on the species in captivity. Efforts were made 

to visit every single elephant found in the Islands, and this was achieved by traveling 

through close or open boats, by air, foot, vehicles or whatever possible mode available, 

even during peak rainy days.  

 

The report aims to evaluate the existing welfare and management status of captive 

elephants. The document has four sections; section one deals with overall welfare status 
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of the elephants kept under all management regimes, section two covers the exclusive 

status of captive elephants kept under Forest Camps, managed by the Forest Department, 

section three refers to the elephants of the Forest Corporation and the fourth section 

reviews the welfare status of elephants kept under Private Ownership.   
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Captive Elephants of Andaman Islands 
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Executive Summary 
 

Elephants in the Andaman Islands were initially introduced for use in forest related work.  

The presence of elephants in captivity in an introduced environment brings forth the 

interests of understanding their status and welfare. 

 

The welfare status of captive elephants in the islands was assessed by comparing the 

captive environment with that of the wild: the physical/ social/psychological/ 

reproductive features of captive environments are compared with those observed for wild 

elephants.   

 

For this investigation data was collected for ninety-nine elephants (69 females and 30 

males) across three management regimes: Forest Camps (FC), The Andaman and Nicobar 

Islands Forest and Plantation Development Corporation (FCrp) and private owners (Pvt). 

A rating scale developed for different parameters of importance for the welfare of captive 

elephants by a team of experts, was used to assess the welfare status of elephants and 

mahouts/ cawadis. 

 

The age distribution of female elephants free ranged from 0.16 to 71yrs while that of 

males free ranged from 3 to 90y.  Fewer females aged more than 40y and fewer males 

aged less than 16y was observed. Comparable occurrence was seen in the other age 

classes for both the sexes. 

 

Among FC elephants, both purchased and captive-born elephants were almost equal in 

number. Captive-born elephants contribute to 60% of the population of the forest 

department elephants. Occurrence of captive-born elephants was greater in the Forest 

Corporation. Data was available for only one elephant, with private owners, which was 

purchased. The percentage deviation of welfare status considering source of elephants for 

FC camp was 40%, for FCrp was 22% and for Pvt was 75%. 

 

For all the FC and FCrp elephants, type of shelter was the forest itself. For the private 

elephants, forest was available as a shelter for all three elephants but the male elephant 

was tethered from 2p.m. to 6a.m. All the regimes were rated highly for their shelter as 

natural conditions were provided. Greater variation was observed for elephants with 

private owners due to the practice of chaining the male within a man-made enclosure.  

 

Streams were the water source for FC, FCrp elephants and private owner elephants. 80% 

of FC elephants were bathed daily for half-hour duration, natural locally available 

materials were used as scrub, no harsh scrubbing was practiced; skin rashes were 

consequently absent; all FCrp elephants were bathed daily; in summer/ non-working days 

fewer baths were given per week, natural locally available materials were used as scrub. 

Deviation was least for FCrp elephants; variation was high for private elephants as the 

male had restricted access to streams during musth. 

 

Thirty two percent of FC elephants were not given opportunity for social interaction, 

group size free ranged from 0- 3 and 20% of FCrp elephants had none/restricted 
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opportunity for interaction, group size free ranged from 0- 3. For the private elephants, 

the male was isolated, the two females were maintained together throughout. 

 

Variation in welfare rating was observed for all regimes for this parameter implying 

overlap in the features and non-uniformity in the suitability of sub-parameters.  

 

Ninety three per cent of FC elephants were chained, duration free ranged from 1- 24h; 

85% elephants were shackled by their forelegs, 26% elephants were not allowed to free 

free range at night 25% FCrp elephants were not chained; shackling of forelegs was 

practiced, elephants were allowed to free free range at night with drag chain and/ or bedi. 

All private owner elephants were chained, male was chained by leg and body, forelegs 

shackled for male while ranging free, females were allowed to free free range at night. 

Mean rating was comparable across regimes, implying poor conditions for this parameter.  

 

Most FC elephants were described as quiet, 16% frightened/ nervous/ undependable; 23% 

elephants were involved in incidents causing injury/ death of people; none exhibited 

stereotypy. All FCrp elephants were descibed as quiet with 20% also having a fearful 

nature; 10% elephants were involved in incidents of aggression towards people/ other 

elephants; none exhibited stereotypy. The male in Pvt ownership was described as quiet 

but aggressive towards people; exhibiting stereotypy of medium intensity during musth.  

FC and FCrp elephants showed comparable rating, while Private elephants showed 

greater variation and low mean rating. 

 

Seventy percent of FC elephants were not made to work; work type involved timber 

related tasksƄ logging/ dragging/ loading or tourism related workƄ in the morning (upto 

1-2p.m.); 40% of FCrp elephants were made to work; work type was dragging/ loading of 

timber/ logging/ tourism/ palm seed removal; except tourism duty, time of work was in 

the morning up to 12 noon -1p.m.  

 

Timber extraction camps resumed activities from 2009 following clearance from the 

Supreme Court.  Thus, management practices for FC and FCrp elephants followed when 

the elephants were reintroduced to work.  

 

For the privately owned elephant, data was available for the male only: the elephant was 

used for tourism; from 9a.m. to 2p.m. Variation in mean rating across regimes implies 

overlap of working conditions with relatively better rating for FC elephants.  

 

Most FC elephants were allowed to free free range, stall feeding was not done; no ration 

chart was used; nearly 60% elephants had raided crop fields. All FCrp elephants allowed 

to free range to graze/ browse; no stall feed given; no ration chart used; visit to crop field 

was reported. Food (stall-feed) was provided to working elephants and to those as 

prescribed by the veterinary doctor.  

 

Both stall feed and free-ranging opportunity provided for the male elephant with private 

owners; visits to crop fields were not reported. Mean rating across regimes showed 

variation, rating for both FC and FCrp were comparably low.  Low rating for both these 
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institutions was due to the incidence of crop raiding, no stall feeding and absence of 

ration chart usage.  

 

Nearly 48% of FC male elephants were not exposed to females; all observed elephants 

exhibited musth, aggressive during musth and were chained during this period. The adult 

male FCrp elephants were  reproductively active and exhibited signs of musth, one was 

only ten years old and exhibited musth;  were chained; exposure to females not uniform 

for all the males.  

 

The male elephant with private owners exhibited musth, was not exposed to females and 

was chained during musth. Mean rating was low across the regimes, similarly variation 

was observed for all the institutions. In Andamans, period of musth has been reported to 

be less (ranging from November to March/April) and elephants reported to be relatively 

less aggressive during this period. 

 

Oestrus cycle was observed for 40% of the female FC elephants (52% elephantsð 

unknown status or not applicable); 30% not exposed to males, 19% not given opportunity 

to breed. All observed FCrp elephants exhibited oestrus cycles; nearly 63% had not been 

given opportunity to mate. The practice of separating male and female elephants in some 

camps has been employed on purpose to control population of the elephants. Mean rating 

was comparable across the two regimes. 

 

Twenty one per cent of FC elephants reported diseases/injuries such as abscesses/ vision 

problems/ leg injuries/ respiratory problems; application of oil is not practiced; elephants 

are dewormed; all elephants had access to veterinary doctor. Most FCrp elephants 

reported occurrence of Diarrhoea/ anemia; application of oil/ immunization not practiced; 

veterinary doctor and assistant available; dispensary was available. Immunization of 

elephants was not practiced as the region was free from disease outbreaks.  

 

Under private ownership, minor wounds were reported for the male; veterinary doctor 

was available for all elephants; frequency of visits was monthly/ on call for the male 

elephant; records not maintained for the female elephants. 

 

Mean experience for FC handlers was 15yrs ranging from 0.3-35y; mean experience with 

a specific elephant was 9yrs, ranging from 0- 34y; 80% handlers had opted for this 

profession as a means of employment; all used tools to control their elephantð wooden 

ankush, stick, knife. For FCrp handlers, mean experience in the profession was 22yrs, 

ranging from 6-35y; mean experience with a specific elephant was 7y, ranging from 0.2-

27y; 89% opted as a source of employment; all used tools to control their elephantð 

wooden ankush, stick, knife.   

 

Experience of handlers in the profession for male elephant privately owned was 10yrs, 

1yr with a specific elephant; opted out of interest in the profession; spent 8h with 

elephant; tools used were wooden ankush, stick, knife to control elephant.  Mean rating 

was comparable across regimes, variation observed for all, implying non-uniformity in 
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suitability across regimes.  While deviation from E-R was relatively low for private 

handlers, it was offset by the variation in the mean rating. 

 

None of the observed FC handlers came from a family background of handling elephants; 

mean annual salary was Rs.73900/-; mean number of children per family was 3, ranging 

from 0-9; insurance cover was available for 55% of the handlers; only 12% handlers 

abstained from consuming alcohol. All FCrp handlers came from a non-handler family 

background; mean annual salary was Rs. 70,800/-, mean number of children per family 

was 3; most handlers are covered by insurance; 90% did not consume alcohol.  

 

Handler with private owner came from a family background not dealing with elephants; 

annual salary was Rs.36000/-; not covered by insurance; consumed alcohol. Mean rating 

was comparable for FC and FCrp handlers and was relatively low for private handlers 

with corresponding deviation from E-R. 
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Recommendation 
 

The maintenance of captive elephants in the islands should involve changes in the 

unsuitable features enumerated above. The Shekhar Singh report (2002), however, 

recommends removal of all exotic species from the island group due to its effect on the 

native flora and fauna. This may lead to relocation of elephants to main land, This, if 

done, should ensure:  

 

¶ If the elephants have to be translocated, family units (both by birth and those 

observed through behavioural interactions) should not be disrupted. 

¶ Translocation should not involve movement into a facility with no provision for 

expression of species-typical behaviours in natural conditions.  

¶ Geriatric elephants need to be carefully evaluated for their ability to withstand any 

shifting; established relationships, if any, should not be disrupted  

¶ Translocation may be avoided: measures can be taken to see that the present 

population does not increase in numberð through the use of birth control 

methods.  

 

FOREST CORPORATIONS 

Normal reproductive functioning of elephants is a positive indicator of welfare status. 

Among the three regimes, Forest Corporation owned elephants reported the highest 

number of captive-born elephants within it. However, there should be a policy on the 

future of these elephants. On the one hand, the corporation cannot continue with harvest 

of trees and hence, use of elephants in this form of work will be restricted. With the 

addition to the number of elephants, maintenance will be become an issue of concern, not 

only to the authorities, but also to the elephants themselves. Hence, a long-term policy of 

reducing the number of elephants with the corporation needs to be implemented. This 

does not advocate sale of elephants to other institutions. Instead, it would have to involve 

management practices that prevent an increase in the present population. 

 

While the present practice of separation of male and female elephants as a population 

control measure in some locations is worth mentioning, it should not come at a cost to the 

animalôs welfare, viz., dependent young males should not be separated, efforts should be 

made to observe reproductive signs of individual elephants in order to prevent mating and 

reproduction. Hence, groups need not be broken or elephants isolated permanently as a 

way of reducing elephant population.  
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Introduction  

Elephants kept in captive conditions undergo human influence in different aspects of their 

lives. Human influence may be in the form of provision of natural conditions similar to 

those experienced in the wild or absence of such features to varying extents. Lair (1997) 

states elephants cannot be considered to be domesticated, as selective breeding in 

captivity for specific features have not been done. In conjunction with this assertion is the 

fact that wild caught elephants continue to form a source for captive elephants. The 

presence of elephants in the Andaman and Nicobar Island group is considered to be due 

to introduction by people (Sivaganesan and Kumar, 1994; Ali, 2004) for use in forest 

related work. On the one hand, a sizeable population exists in captivity, owned and 

managed by the Government as well as private owners. On the other, the island group is 

endowed with a physical environment in which feral elephants have survived, the 

consequence of a captive population being left wild.  
 

Objective 

The presence of elephants in captivity in an introduced environment brings forth issues of 

suitability of living (physical and biological) conditions for the animals when under 

human control. This report is aimed at: 

 

¶ Assessing the welfare status of elephants maintained by different management 

regimes by reviewing the available ecological and biological features in captivity 

 

Welfare status of handlers (mahouts/ cawadis) is integral to any captive elephant situation 

which involves unrestricted contact between elephant and handler. This report also 

involves:  

  

¶ Assessing the professional experience and socio-economic status of handlers  

 

Method 

Data on captive elephants in the Andaman and Nicobar group of islands was collected by 

observation and interview of relevant personnel.  This included traveling through all 

possible modes (Figure 1a, b, c, d, e, f, 

g, h,I, j, k, l, m, n, o, p, q, r, s, t, u, v, w, 

x, y, z, aa, ab, ac, ad, ae, af, and ag).  

The welfare status of captive elephants 

in the islands was assessed by 

comparing the captive environment 

with that of the wild:  

 

The physical/social/psychological/ 

reproductive features of captive 

environments are compared with those 

observed for wild elephants. The 

difference between the two 

environments has been rated, the closer 

to the wild conditions, the higher the 

rating.  

 
 

a b 

 
 

c d 
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e f g h 

 

 

   
m n o 

Figures 1i, j, k, l, m, n, o and p by open boats (i and j) through forests (k, l, m and n) and through 

cultivated land (o) 

 

   
p q r 

Figure 1p,q and r: Discussion with officials (p and q) and using specific code (r) for each elephants 

 

   
s t u 

    
i j k l 



 

13 

 

   

v w x 

Figures 1s, t, u, v, w, and x: observations through official records (s), collection of data, even while in rain (t and 

u) and body measurements (v, w and x) 

 

 

   

y z aa 

   
ab ac ad 

   
ae af ag 

Figures 1z, aa, ab, ac, ad, ae, af, and  agd : interviews with elephant handlers in different locations 

The rating method  

A 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 
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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 from the ratings suggested 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 

2.25 is assigned for small water bodies like tanks and ponds. Tap water (running) 

gets 1.125 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 

condition 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.  

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

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

economic status, of value to the handler and his elephant.  

¶ N* refers to number of observed parameters/sub-parameters; N refers to number 

of elephants 

 

Result 

Data was collected on ninety-nine elephants (69 females and 30 males) across three 

management regimes: Forest Camps (FC), The Andaman and Nicobar Islands Forest and 
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Plantation Development Corporation (FCrp) and private owners (Pvt). Among these, FC 

and FCrp were government run institutions (Figures 2a and b examples of elephants from 

government run institutions). The distribution of number of elephants (see appendix 1) 

observed among the regimes was: Forest Camp: 76, Forest Corporation (ANIFPDC): 20 

and Private owners: 3. See figures 3a and b for location of Andaman Island and figures 

and figures 4a,b,c,d and e showing different regions of Andaman Islands and distribution 

of captive elephants. Figures 5a, b, c and d show the forested habitat available for the 

captive elephants in this island. 

Figures 2a and b examples of elephants from government run institutions 

 

 

 

 

 

a b 

 

 

a 

 

 

Figure 3a and b: showing location of Andaman Islands 

b 
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a b 

  
c d 
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Figures 4a,b,c, d and e: Map showing different 

regions of Andaman Islands and distribution of 

captive elephants 

 

 
 e 

 

a b 

c d 

Figure 5a,b,c, and d  showing habitat available for the elephants in captivity 
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Age of female elephants free ranged from 0.16 to 71yrs while that of males free ranged 

from 3 to 90yrs. Figure 6 gives percentage occurrence of age-class across the regimes; 

fewer females aged more than 40y and fewer males aged less than 16yrs was observed. 

Comparable occurrence was seen in the other age classes for both the sexes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

N= 45 (female)  N= 18 (male) 

Figure 6: Percentage occurrence of male and female elephants based on age 

 

Source 

Elephants experience drastic change when they are wild-caught and then maintained in 

captivity. Change to varying extent is also experienced when shifted across facilities. 

This alteration of location/ management can affect the well-being of the animal through a 

difference in daily management schedules/ breakage of established kinship bonds with 

elephants/ handlers.  

 

¶ Among FC elephants, both purchased and captive born elephants were almost 

equal in number (Figure 7) 

¶ Occurrence of captive born elephants was greater in the Forest corporation 

¶ Data was available for only one elephant, with private owners, which was 

purchased.  

 

Data on the number of elephants sold from these regimes was not available or poorly 

available. In the forest corporation, ten elephants were sold, most of them males and most 

to Kerala. There was no data for the other two regimes.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 7: Distribution of source of elephants across regimes 
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Mean rating for each regime and the deviations from E-R is given in the Figures 7a and b.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7a: Comparison of ratings for source of elephants across regimes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7b: Percentage wise deviation for source of elephants across regimes 

 

Shelter 

óPeople inducedô factors such as confining within a restricted space/ not giving 

opportunity to move around freely within their enclosure are considered unsuitable for 

captive elephants as wild elephants are known to free free range across areas of 100-300 

km
2
 (Sukumar, 1991) depending on availability of food and water. Maintenance of 

hygiene needs to be rated since prolonged durations of confinement and poor hygiene can 

be detrimental.  

 

¶ For all the FC and FCrp elephants, type of shelter was the forest itself (Figures 

8a,b,c and d) 
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a b 

  

c d 
Figure 8a, b, c, and d: Shelter available for FC and FCrp elephants 

 

  
e f 

Figure 8 e and f: Private elephant tied near its shelter and the animal also                                        

exposed to natural forest (f)   

 

¶ For the private elephants, forest was available as a shelter for all three but the 

male elephant was tethered from 2p.m. to 6a.m. 
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All the regimes were rated highly for their shelter (Figure 9a and b) as natural conditions 

were provided. Greater variation was observed for elephants with private owners due to 

the practice of chaining the male within a man-made enclosure.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9a: Comparison of E-R and M-R for shelter  

across regimes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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

 

Water 

Access to running water sources for captive elephants is important as they may be 

restricted in their movements due to human controlled factors. In captivity, bathing the 

animal is done by the handler, hence, materials used for bathing has been rated.  

 

¶ Streams were the water source for FC, FCrp elephants and private owner 

elephants (Figures 10a) 

¶ 80% of FC elephants were bathed daily, natural locally available materials were 

used as scrub 
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¶ All FCrp elephants were bathed (Figures 10b, c and d) daily; in summer/ non-

working days fewer baths were given per week, natural locally available materials 

were used as scrub 

a b 

c d 

Figures 10a, b, c and d: Water source and examples of bathing of elephants 

 

Deviation was least for FCrp elephants (Figure 11a and b), variation was high for private 

elephants as the male had restricted access to streams during musth. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 11a: Comparison of E-R and M-R for water across regimes 
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Figure 11b: Percentage wise deviation from E-R for water across regimes 

 

Social interaction 

Social relationships in elephant herds may last across generations (Poole and Moss, 

2008), males need to interact to know the strengths and weaknesses of other males (Poole 

and Granli, 2009) and have been observed to exhibit non-aggressive behaviours with 

conspecifics (McKay, 1973). Species-typical social behaviours maybe curtailed in 

captivity whether due to non-availability of elephants or due to human induced 

constraints. Figures 12a, b, c, d, e f and g show the scope of social interactions among 

elephants  
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e f 

Figures 12a, b, c, d, e and f: Sources and scopes for social interactions among FC and FCrp 

elephants 

 

¶ Thirty two percentages of FC elephants were not given opportunity for social 

interaction, group size free ranged from 0- 3 

¶ Twenty percentage of FCrp elephants had none/restricted opportunity for 

interaction, group size free ranged from 0- 3 

¶ For the private elephants, the male was isolated, the two females were together 

24h 

 

 

 
Figure 12g: Private elephant kept alone 

 

 

Variation was observed for all regimes (Figure 13a and b) for this parameter implying 

overlap in the features and non-uniformity in the suitability of sub-parameters.  
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Figure 13a: Comparison of E-R and M-R for social interaction across regimes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 13b: Percentage wise deviation from E-R for social interaction across regimes 

 

Chaining 

Captivity imposes practices such as use of chains (Figures 14a, b, c, d, e and f), on the 

elephants which can result in poor welfare due to constraints on movement and physical 

injury from abrasion related injuries. 

 

¶ Ninety three percentages of FC elephants were chained. Duration free ranged 

from 1- 24h; 85% elephants were shackled by their forelegs, 26% elephants were 

not allowed to free free range at night 

¶ Twenty five percentages of FCrp elephants were not chained; shackling of 

forelegs was practiced, elephants were allowed to free free range at night with 

drag chain and/ or bedi 
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¶ All private owner elephants were chained, male was chained by leg and body, 

forelegs shackled for male while free ranging, females allowed to free range  at 

night 

 

a b 

c d 

e f 
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Figures 14a, b, c, d, e, f,g and h: types of chains used for elephants in the islands                                     

(note to the regions of chain also) 

 

Mean rating was comparable across regimes (Figure 15a and b), implying poor 

conditions for this parameter.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 15a: Comparison of E-R and M-R for chaining across regimes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 15b: Percentage wise deviation from E-R for chaining across regimes 
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Observed behaviour 

Ease of handling can be associated with a quiet temperament of the animal. Incidents of 

aggression towards people/ other elephants may indicate an underlying cause associated 

with captivity.  

 

¶ Most FC elephants were described as quiet, 16% were said to be frightened/ 

nervous/ undependable; 23% elephants were involved in incidents causing injury/ 

death of people; none exhibited stereotypy  

¶ All FCrp elephants were described as quiet with 20% also said to be of a fearful 

nature; 10% elephants were involved in incidents of aggression towards people/ 

other elephants; none exhibited stereotypy 

¶ Data was available for the male onlyð described as quiet  but aggressive towards 

people; exhibiting stereotypy of medium intensity during musth 

 

FC and FCrp elephants showed comparable rating, while Private elephants showed 

greater variation and low mean rating (Figure 16a and b).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 16a: Comparison of E-R and M-R for observed behaviour across regimes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 16b: Percentage wise deviation from E-R for observed behaviour across regimes 
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Work  

The nature of work and working conditions determine the living conditions for elephants 

maintained exclusively for work.  

Data was available for the male elephant only. 

 

¶ 70% of FC elephants were not made to work; work type involved timber related 

tasksƄ logging/ dragging/ loading or tourism (Figures 17a, b, c, d, e and f) related 

workƄ in the morning (up to 1-2p.m.) 

 

 

a b 

  
c d 
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e f 

Figures 17a, b, c and d showing logging and dragging. e and f showing loading 

for tourism  

 

¶ 40% of FCrp elephants were made to work; work type was dragging/ loading of 

timber/ logging/ tourism/ palm seed removal; except tourism duty, time of work 

was in the morning upto 12-1p.m. 

 

¶ Data was available for the male only: the elephant was used for tourism (Figures 

17g, h, i and j) from 9a.m. to 2p.m.; food was given while working 

 

g h 

i j 

 Figures 17g, h, i and j: Private elephant used for tourism related activities 

 

Variation in mean rating across regimes (Figure 18a and b) implies overlap of working 

conditions with relatively better rating for FC elephants.  
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Figure 18a: Comparison of E-R and M-R for work across regimes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 18b: percentage wise deviation from E-R for work across regimes 

 

Food provisioning 

Providing opportunity to forage in forest conditions will give captive elephants a chance 

to engage in species-typical activity as foraging forms a major portion of wild elephantsô 

activity. More than 50 species of food plants were reported to be eaten by wild elephants 

(Sukumar, 1991), this cannot be matched by providing only stall feed. Instances of crop 

raiding by captive elephants, when allowed to forage, can affect their welfare indirectly.  

 

¶ All elephants were allowed to free range (Figures 19a,b,c, d, e, and f), for Forest 

Camp elephants, stall feeding was not done; no ration chart was used; nearly 60% 

elephants had raided crop fields (Figures g and h) 

¶ All FCrp elephants were allowed to free range to graze/ browse; no stall feed was 

given; no ration chart was used; visit to crop field was reported 

¶ Both types of food provisioning were given for FC and FCrp elephants depending 

on work performed and as prescribed by the veterinarian.  

¶ Both stall feed and free-ranging opportunity was provided for the male elephant 

with private owners; visit to crop fields was not reported  

8.0 8.0 8.0

6.3

4.8 3.0

-2

0

2

4

6

8

10

FC FCrp Pvt

R
a

ti
n

g

ER MR

21.5

39.5

62.5

0

20

40

60

80

100

FC FCrp Pvt

P
e

rc
e

n
ta

g
e



 

32 

 

a b 

c d 

e f 
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g h 

Figures 19a, b, c, d, e, f, g, and h: Types and scope of food available for elephants 

 

Mean rating across regimes showed variation (Figure 20a and b), rating for both FC and 

FCrp were comparably low.  Low rating for both these institutions was due to the 

incidence of crop raiding and absence of ration chart usage. 
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Figure 20a: Comparison of E-R and M-R for food across regimes 
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Figure 20b: percentage wise deviation from E-R for food across regimes 

 

Reproductive status 

Reproductive functioning among adult elephants in captivity may deviate from the norm 

either due to physiological problems or absence of members of opposite sex.  
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Male reproductive status: 

 

¶ Nearly 48% of FC male elephants (Figures 21a and b) were not exposed to females; all 

observed elephants were said to exhibit musth, aggressive during musth and were 

chained during this period. 

 

a 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

b 

             Figures 21a and b: Reproductively active males from FC 
 

¶ The adult male FCrp elephants were said to be reproductively active and exhibited 

signs of musth, one was only ten years old and exhibited musth; all were 

aggressive during musth and were chained; exposure to females was not uniform 

for all the males 

 

¶ The male elephant with private owners exhibited musth, was not exposed to 

females and was chained during musth  

 

Mean rating was low across the regimes, similarly variation was observed for all the 

institutions implying non-uniformity in the sub-parameters observed (Figure 22a and b).   
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Figure 22a: Comparison of E-R and M-R for reproductive status of male elephants across 

regimes 
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Figure 22b: percentage wise deviation from E-R for reproductive status of male elephants 

across regimes 

Female reproductive status 

¶ Oestrus cycle was observed for 40% of the female FC elephants (52% 

elephantsð unknown status or not applicable); 30% were not exposed to males, 

19% were not given opportunity to breed and many of them have given births 

(Figures 23a and b) 

 

  
a b 

Figures 23a and b: Reproductively active females with their new born calves 

¶ All observed FCrp elephants exhibited oestrus cycles;  nearly 63% had not been 

given opportunity to mate 
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Mean rating was comparable across the two regimes (Figure 24a and b).  

 

 

7.0 7.0
4.74.6

0
2
4
6
8

10

FC FCrp

R
a
ti
n

g

ER MR

 
Figure 24a: Comparison of E-R and M-R for reproductive status of female elephants 

across regimes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 24b: Comparison of E-R and M-R for reproductive status of female elephants 

across regimes 

 

Health and veterinary care 

Captivity introduces a number of factors 

which makes health care for elephants an 

important issue. Prolonged chaining may 

cause injuries that are difficult to heal (Kurt 

and Garai, 2007), occurrence of leg problems 

(Mikota, et al., 1994).  

 

¶ 21% of FC elephants reported 

diseases/injuries such as abscesses/ 

vision problems/ leg injuries/ 

respiratory problems;  application of 

oil was not practiced; elephants were 

dewormed; all elephants had access to 

veterinary doctor; veterinary dispensary (Figure 25)  was available 
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Figure 25: Dispensary attached to a 

forest office 
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¶ Most FCrp elephants reported occurrence of Diarrhoea/ anemia; application of oil/ 

immunization was not practiced; veterinary doctor and assistant were available; 

dispensary was available, medical, service and other relevant records were well 

maintained (Figures 26 a, b and c) in both FC and FCrp 

 

¶ Minor wounds were reported for the male in Pvt; veterinary doctor was available 

for all elephants; frequency of visits was monthly/ on call for the male elephant; 

records were not maintained for the female elephants  

 

Mean rating was comparable across regimes with comparable variation being observed 

(Figure 27a and b) implying non-uniformity in standards of sub-parameters.   

 

 

a 

Figures 26a, b and c: Examples of records 

maintained for elephants 

 

b 

c 



 

38 

 

8.0 8.0
9.0

4.95.0
5.8

0

2
4

6
8

10

FC FCrp Pvt

R
a

ti
n

g
ER MR

 
Figure 27a: Comparison of E-R and M-R for Health and veterinary care 
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Figure 27b: Percentage wise deviation from E-R for health and veterinary care 

 

Overall rating for elephants in Andaman Island 

Overall mean welfare rating for FC was 5.1, for FCrp was 4.9 (Figure 28) and for Pvt it 

was 4.2, implying 36 % deviation from expert rating for FC, 39% for FCrp and 48% for 

Pvt. Variation among the ratings across the regimes may not be high as all the regime 

elephants are kept almost similar ecological environment, with small variations in their 

management practices  
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Figure 28: Overall comparison of rating across regimes 

 

Handler status 

A total of 113 handlers were employed across the institutions/ owners. Mean age was 

43y, ranging from 24-60y, most handlers were aged between 30 ï 50y (67%).  
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Professional experience  

Knowledgeable handlers (Figures 29a and b) can prevent occurrence of untoward 

incidents of potential danger to public/ the elephant.  

 

  

a b 

Figures 29a and b: Profiles of elephant handlers for different elephants 

 

¶ Mean experience (number of years) for FC handlers was 15y ranging from 0.3-

35y; mean experience with a specific elephant was 9y, ranging from 0- 34y; 80% 

handlers had opted for this profession as a means of employment; hours spent 

with elephant free ranged from 2.5-8h; all used tools to control their elephantð 

wooden ankush, stick, knife (Figures 30a and b) 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

a b 

Figures 30a and b: examples of types of tools used by handlers 
 

¶ For FCrp handlers, mean experience in the profession was 22y, ranging from 6-

35y; mean experience with a specific elephant was 7y, ranging from 0.2-27y; 89% 

had opted as a source of employment; hours spent with elephant free ranged from 

3-8h; all used tools to control their elephantð wooden ankush, stick, knife 
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¶ For PVT, data was available for the male elephant only: experience in the 

profession was 10y, 1y with a specific elephant; opted out of interest in the 

profession; spent 8h with elephant; used wooden ankush, stick, knife to control 

elephant 

 

Mean rating was comparable across regimes, variation observed for all (Figure 31) 

implying non-uniformity in suitability across regimes.  While deviation from E-R (Figure 

32) was relatively low for private handlers, it was offset by the variation in the mean 

rating. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 31: Comparison of E-R and M-R for professional experience of handlers 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 32: Percentage wise deviation from E-R for professional experience of handlers 

 

Socio-economic status: 

 

¶ None of the FC handlers came from a family background (Figures 33a,b,c and d) 

handling elephants; 28% were not educated; mean annual salary was Rs.73900/-; 

mean number of children per family was 3, ranging from 0-9; insurance cover was 
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available for 55% of the handlers; only 12% handlers abstained from consuming 

alcohol 

 

  

a b 

  

c d 

Figures 33a, b, c, and d: House structures and family members of handlers 

 

¶ All FCrp handlers came from a non-

handler family background; 52% had 

not attended school; mean annual 

salary was Rs. 70,800/-, mean 

number of children per family was 3; 

most handlers were covered by 

insurance; 90% did not consume 

alcohol 

¶ Handler with private owner came 

from a family background not 

dealing with elephants; was educated 

upto 8
th
 class; and their children go 

to nearest school (Figure 34) annual 

salary was Rs.36000/-; not covered 

by insurance; consumed alcohol 

 

Figure 34: handlerôs children with 

school uniform getting ready to go to 

school 
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Mean rating was comparable for FC and FCrp handlers and was relatively low for private 

handlers with corresponding deviation from E-R (Figure 35a and b).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 35a: Comparison of E-R and M-R for socio-economic status of handlers 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 35b: percentage wise deviation from E-R for socio-economic status of handlers 

 

Discussion  

The knowledge gained from studies on wild elephants has been used to compare the 

provisions made for meeting the ecological and biological needs of captive elephants. 

Welfare status of captive elephants has thus been studied from a viewpoint of deviations 

from the wild and rated: greater deviation from wild conditions result in lower rating.   

 

Overall rating, considering all observed parameters shows comparable values across 

regimes, with rating decreasing as number of parameters available for rating reduced. 

Observed variation across regimes indicates overlapping conditions with regard to 

suitability of the observed parameters.  

 

Features suitable for the elephants were:  
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¶ Characteristics of the physical space available: proximity to forests and natural 

conditions such as varied vegetation and running water availability. The Shekhar 

Singh report (2002), however, recommends removal of all exotic species from the 

island group due to its effect on the native flora and fauna.  

¶ Absence of stereotypy among FC and FCrp elephants 

¶ Availability of veterinary doctor for the elephants 

 

Features unsuitable for elephants were:  

¶ The practice of chaining the elephants for defined durations per dayð the 

suitability of the landscape around was thus lost due to the restrictions on 

movement of the elephants 

¶ Absence of stall feed for FC and FCrp elephantsð in conjunction with the 

aboveð food availability was reduced. Strikingly, wherever elephants were left to 

forage, crop raiding incidents by some were reported. Limited duration of 

foraging opportunity for the male with private owners implied reduced 

opportunity to feed on diverse plants and more importantly restricted expression 

of species-typical behaviour. 

¶ The ban on harvest of trees enforced absence of work for most FC and FCrp 

elephants. This was, however, not supported by opportunity to express species 

typical behaviours as the elephants were restricted by chaining for defined periods 

and were hampered by limited group size.  Some of the older female elephants (> 

55y) were not allowed social interaction.  

¶ Work performed by the elephant with private owners was tourist oriented with 

limited opportunity for the animal to engage in activities performed by the 

species. The male with private owners was kept in social isolation.  

¶ Chaining of elephants during musth was universal across regimes: a practice 

employed as a means of maintaining safety standards (of the animal/ public) when 

the elephant is in musth, it cannot be considered suitable for the elephant which is 

chained for the duration of this period.   

¶ Reproductive status of females showed variation in the parameters observed: 

absence of males/ death of offspring being noticed.  

¶ Regular implementation of veterinary routines was needed: body measurements/ 

sample testing for parasites/ diseases/ immunization; easier accessibility of 

veterinary care was hampered due to spread of locations across the islands 

 

Handler status:  

¶ Negligible percentage of mahouts came from a family background that handled 

elephants. This, despite the presence of elephants on the islands for at least a 

century. This would imply that this profession is itself viewed as being 

unattractive by people. 

¶ Duration of experience with specific elephants was low indicating shifting of 

handlers across different animals. The knowledge gained about an elephant may, 

thus, be lost when handlers are changed in the absence of written information 

about the elephant. For the elephant, the presence of new handlers would imply a 

new series of learning about the handler and his methods 

¶ Absence of insurance cover was noticed  
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¶ Practice of alcohol consumption was prevalent across the regimes  
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Section 2: 

Captive elephants in Forest Camps 
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Executive Summary 

 
Forest camps are relics of timber-extraction operations, with the elephants within these 

camps continuing to be maintained and being used to drag fallen logs/ for tourism/ 

supervised timber extraction.  

 

This investigation assesses the welfare status of both elephants and their handlers in 

forest camps of Andaman Islands. Welfare status of the elephants has been assessed by 

comparing physical/ physiological/ social and psychological features in captivity with 

those observed in the wild. Based on a welfare rating scale developed by experts, 

Expertsô Rating (E-R) was evolved to collect and compare the same with the Mean rating 

(M-R) obtained from the ground, that denotes welfare status of existing conditions for the 

particular parameter.  

 

Source of animal was known for 63% of the elephants of which 25 were purchased and 

23 were captive-born; year of purchase free ranged from 1954 to 1995; Locations were 

Sonepur (Bihar), Assam and within Andaman. Among the captive-born elephants, there 

were 9 males and 14 females.   

 

All the elephants were maintained in a forest environment with varied vegetation and 

natural flooring. Space available free ranged from 35, 80 ft
2
 (for two elephants) to 5km 

radius. M-R was 8.0 implying no deviation from E-R.  

 

Streams formed water sources for all observed elephants and the distance free ranged 

from 20ft to 3km. Bath frequency free ranged from daily to weekly twice with fewer 

baths in summer and the bath duration free ranged from 10 min to 1.5h, most common 

duration being less than half-hour (82%). Natural, locally available materials were used 

as scrub while bathing, with only a few using plastic brushes. M-R was 5.2 showing a 

deviation of 34.8% from E-R. 

 

Thirty-two percent of the elephants were not provided opportunity to interact. For those 

getting an opportunity to interact, number of individuals free ranged from 0-3 with 1-2 

individuals forming 51% of all the groups; the groups comprised related/ unrelated 

individuals. M-R was 4.9 showing a deviation of 38.4% from E-R.  

 

Only two females had injured people, while 15 males were reported to have inured/ killed 

people. Except for a female calf, none of the elephants exhibited stereotypy. M-R was 6.8 

with a deviation of 14.5 from E-R. 

 

In 2007, sixty-eight per cent of elephants were not given any work; absence of work was 

due to the ban on logging in forests. Work for the remaining elephants involved loading/ 

dragging, three adult female elephants were used for tourism. For tourism: elephants were 

used for providing rides, bamboo howdah weighing 30-40kgs was used, four people were 

carried per trip, number of trips depended on tourists (from 1 ï 10 trips).  M-R was 6.3 

showing a deviation of 21.5% from E-R. 



 

49 

 

 

Since the Supreme Courtôs order to resume timber operations in the islands, work has 

resumed for the elephants in the camps. In 2009, when timber extraction resumed, only 

24% of the elephants were not given any work. Both timber extraction and tourism were 

the types of work performed. Dragging and loading of logs for durations of 7h/day was 

done by elephants more than 15y of age. M-R (when logging work resumed) was 5.3 

indicating a deviation of 34% from E-R; an increase in the deviation from that observed 

in 2007. 

  

Three elephants, a calf, a 64y and a 59y old, were not allowed to free range. The calf was 

given stall feed, while the old elephants were tied to a place in the forest and allowed to 

forage. Provision of supplements was stopped following ban on logging (banned since 

2001 and lifted in 2009); 58% of the elephants were reported to have raided crops; crops 

eaten were: paddy (Oryza sativa), coconut (Cocos nucifera), banana (Musa sp.), bamboo 

(Bambusa sp.), and sugarcane (Saccharum sp.). Provision of stall feed for an elephant 

was as per the schedule prescribed by the veterinarian. M-R was 4 with a deviation of 

51.3% from E-R.  

 

Among the male elephants which were reproductively active/ exhibited musth, 48% were 

not exposed to females or exposure was not constant, having taken place several years 

ago. Elephants in musth are chained for the period with one adult male reportedly 

chained for 8 months. M-R for male reproductive status was 3 with a deviation of 61% 

from E-R. 

 

Among female elephants, 30% (N= 30) were not exposed to males. Sixteen offspring had 

died from various causes (abortion/ premature birth/ illness/ man-made) and three 

females were not bred as they showed aversive reaction to the presence of males. M-R for 

female reproductive status was 5 indicating a deviation of 34.1% from E-R. 

 

Abscesses on neck/ shoulder, uro-genital problems, diarrhea, respiratory problems were 

reported among the elephants. Eleven elephants had eye associated problems with five 

blind in one eye at least.  Foot problems such as foot rot/ fissures/ toe nail cracks were 

reported for eleven elephants with two elephants having fractured their legs.  

 

Oiling was not done for majority of the elephants; deworming was practiced for the 

observed elephants. Veterinary doctor was available for all observed elephants; assistant 

was available in some camps. Dispensary with medicines and darting equipment were 

available in each Free range office. M-R was 6 showing a deviation of 28% from E-R. 

 

Seventy-six elephants observed in these islands were handled by 94 mahouts/ cawadis, 

the ratio was 1:1.2. Six mahouts took care of more than one elephant with one mahout in 

charge of the maximum of three elephants. Mean age was 42.0 yrs, ranging from 24-60 

yrs. 

 

Mean experience of handlers in this profession was 15 yrs; experience with a specific 

elephant was 9 yrs, ranging from 0-34 yrs. Only 13.2% of observed handlers opted for 
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this profession out of interest, only two mentioned this profession to be traditional, most 

chose it as a means of employment. All used tools to control their elephant: 

Knife/wooden ankush/Stick. M-R was 5 showing a deviation of 49.6% from E-R. 

 

Seventy per cent of handlers did not have relatives in this profession, none of the 

observed handlers came from a background of handling elephants; agriculture was the 

most common family occupation. Average annual salary was Rs. 73911, ranging from 

Rs. 13,000 to 1, 08,000.  Number of children per family free ranged from 1 ï 9. Only 

12% handlers abstained from alcohol; of those who consumed alcohol, the frequency free 

ranged from daily, weekly or monthly, after work. M-R is 4, indicating a deviation of 

50% from E-R. 
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Introduction  

The natural wealth of the islands induced the British to harvest timber for mainland use, 

bringing captive elephants into the island to aid in transporting timber. Such harvest 

continued even under Indian governments, until a ban on timber extraction was imposed 

in the year 2001.Timber extraction was allowed to resume from 2009 onwards. Forest 

camps are thus relics of timber-extraction operations, with the elephants within these 

camps continuing to be maintained and being used to drag fallen logs/ for tourism/ 

supervised timber extraction.  

 

Objective 

The absence of the central reason for maintaining elephants, i.e., timber transportation, in 

forest camps following stoppage of logging makes it mandatory to assess their welfare 

status, along with their status when work for the elephants resumed following limited 

permission to extract timber. Elephant handlers are integral to a captive elephant 

situation; hence their conditions have also been evaluated.  

¶ To assess the welfare of elephants in forest camps of Andaman islands through an 

examination of existing conditions, both physical and biological 

¶ To assess the professional experience and socio-economic status of handlers of 

the elephants   

 

Method 

When wild animals are raised in captivity, their living conditions are controlled/ 

regulated by people. However, the biological and ecological needs of these animals 

remain unaltered resulting in a potential difference between the speciesô needs and actual 

conditions. Welfare status of the elephants has been assessed by comparing physical/ 

physiological/ social and psychological features in captivity with those observed in the 

wild. Deviations from conditions in the wild have been considered to represent poor 

welfare. The greater the deviation, the poorer the welfare. Deviation from the wild state 

for the parameters observed was rated using a scale developed by elephant experts. Data 

was collected through observations of elephants/ interview of relevant personnel.  

 

The rating method  

A 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, 

those that hold both wild and captive elephants and other wildlife, personnel from 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 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 a rating for each parameter. For example mean expert 

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

for ósource of waterô was arrived at, from the ratings suggested by each expert   
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¶ 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 a parameter with maximum value of 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 the 

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.   

¶ 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. For a given animal or group of elephants 

in a given regime (for example, forest camp) Mean Rating (M-R) was calculated 

for a given parameter, along with its sub-parameter. Thus the Mean Rating (M-R) 

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

parameter.  

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

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

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

parameters observed for that zoo. For instance, E-R / M-R for a parameter 

ñshelterò represent the average of related parameters (termed sub-parameters) 

such as type, flooring, size, and shade availability. Not all related parameters will 

be rated for each regime. The number of such related 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.  

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

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

economic status, of value to the handler and his elephant.  

¶ N refers to number of individuals and N* refers to number of observed 

parameters/ sub-parameters  
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Result 

Forest camps from North, Middle and South Andaman, and Havelock Island were 

surveyed. Data on 76 elephants was collected, comprising 25 males and 51 females with 

45 adults (60%). Of the animals observed, age (Figure 1) was known for 60% of the 

animals. Calves and young (less than/ 10y old) formed 28.1% and 28.6% respectively of 

the female and male population (includes only those animals whose ages, adults and 

young, were known, i.e., total number of females= 32 and total number of males = 14).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1: Mean age of elephants 

 

Source of elephant  

The change in living conditions experienced by a wild-caught elephant will be greater 

than that experienced by a captive born elephant. This may result in greater stress for the 

animal.  

¶ Source was known for 63% of the elephants (N= 76), of which 25 were purchased 

and 23 were captive born 

¶ Year of purchase free ranged from 1954 to 1995; Locations were Sonepur (Bihar), 

Assam and within Andaman 

¶ Figure 2 shows the age of elephants at purchase, most elephants being in the free 

range of 16-20yrs; Figure 3 gives the average age at purchase based on sex of the 

elephant 

¶ Among the captive born elephants, there were 9 males and 14 females. Figure 4 

gives the number of known elephant deaths for a ten year period 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2: Age of elephants at purchase 
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  Figure 3: Mean age at purchase            Figure 4: Elephant deaths from 1997-2007 

 

Mahout change 

The bond developed between handler and elephant may be broken if handlers are 

changed. New handlers involve a period of learning for elephants and handlers which 

maybe stressful, hence, frequent mahout change has been given low rating. 

 

¶ Most mahout changes involved 2-3 handlers (43%, N= 53) 

¶ Most common reason was retirement (16), followed by transfer (13). Total 

number of observations, N= 41.  

 

M-R was 5.5 (SE= 0.4, N= 54) indicating a deviation of 31.4% from E-R.  

 

Shelter 

The physical space provided to captive elephants (Figure 5) maybe different from those 

experienced by wild elephants: absence of vegetation, occurrence of hard substrates 

maybe prevalent.  

 

¶ All the elephants were maintained in a forest environment with varied vegetation 

and natural flooring 

¶ Space available free ranged from 35, 80 ft
2
 (for two elephants) to 5km radius.  
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Figure 5: Comparison of E-R and M-R for shelter sub-parameters 

 

M-R was 8.0 (SE= 0.0, N*= 4) implying no deviation from E-R. 

 

Water availability  

Suitable water sources not only provide clean water, free from contamination, but also 

opportunity to perform species-typical behaviours.  

¶ Streams formed water sources for all observed elephants  

¶ Distance free ranged from 20ft to 3km 

¶ The elephants were said to drink water from once to 7 times/ day, most drank 

twice a day 

¶ Bathing place was streams/ the sea 

¶ Bath frequency free ranged from daily to weekly twice with fewer baths in 

summer 

¶ Bath duration free ranged from 10 min to 1.5h, most common duration being less 

than half-hour (82%) 

¶ Natural, locally available materials were used as scrub while bathing, with only 

few said to use plastic brushes 

¶ No tests were done on quality of water 

 

M-R was 5.2 (SE= 1.3, N*= 8) showing a deviation of 34.8% from E-R (Figures 6 and 

7). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Comparison of E-R and M-R for ówaterô sub-parameters 
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Pr-w: Availability of perennial running water source  D-w: Distance to water source 

 Dr-n: Number of times drinking water Ql: Water quality tests Bt-p: Bathing place 

Bt-n: Number of times bathed  Bt-du: Bath duration  Bt-m: Bathing materials  

 

Figure 7: percentage wise deviation from E-R for water sub-parameters 

 

Sleeping place and duration 

Unsuitable substrates may result in abrasion related injuries/ foot problems in elephants. 

Kurt and Garai (2007) state the duration of sleep for adult elephants to be 3-4h. Excess 

sleep maybe indicative of ill-health/ absence of suitable activities for the elephant to 

perform. 

¶ 50% of the elephants were said to sleep for duration of 2-3h (N=20), duration free 

ranged from 1- 5h 

¶ Forest was the sleeping place for all observed elephants 

This parameter was rated considering two sub-parameters only: sleep duration and 

sleeping place (Table-1). 

 

Table ï 1: Comparisons of Expert and Mean Ratings for sleep and related parameters 

 

 

Rating 

 

Sleep duration 

 

Sleeping place 

E-R 8.0 8.0 

M-R 5.6 8.0 

SE 0.5 0.0 

N 9.0                  32.0 

% deviation from E-R   30.6                    0.0 

 

Social interaction 

Elephants are known to live in groups of related individuals, females remaining in their 

herd (Sukumar, 2006); males disperse gradually from their herds (Poole and Moss, 2008).  

Social interaction that resembles social interaction in the wild has been given high rating. 
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¶ 32% of elephants were not provided opportunity to interact, age ranging from 10 

ï 64y (male/ female) 

¶ 41% of elephants were allowed zero to less than one hour interaction while 54% 

were allowed for 18-24h duration 

¶ Number of individuals free ranged from 0-3 with 1-2 individuals forming 51% of 

all the groups  

¶ Most elephants were in close proximity (0-100ft.), with few being 100-200m from 

each other 

¶ Groups comprised related/ unrelated individuals 

 

M-R was 4.9 (SE= 1.1, N*= 4) showing a deviation of 38.4% from E-R (Figures 8 and 

9).  
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Figure 8: Comparison of E-R and M-R for óinteractionô sub-parameters 
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In-ds: Interaction distance  

 

Figure 9: Percentage wise deviation from E-R for óinteractionô sub-parameters 

 

Chaining 

Captive elephants are subjected to various periods and types of chaining as a means of 

controlling them. 
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¶ Only five elephants (all, except one, being less than 10y, the single elephantôs age 
was unknown) were not chained 

¶ Plain chains were used 

¶ 88% of elephants were chained in the leg region; Bandhan, Dragging, Bedi, Hook 

chains were used depending on work performed 

¶ 85% of elephants were shackled by their forelegs 

¶ 26% elephants (N= 61) were not allowed to free range at night; drag chain and/or 

bedi was used while ranging free   

¶ All elephants of Makarti valley swam across to other islands (1-2 km) and 

returned, 4-5 times/ month; it is not known if drag chain was still attached when 

they swam 

 

M-R was 2.5 (SE= 1.0, N*= 6) implying a deviation of 68.5% from E-R (Figures 10 and 

11). 
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Figure 10: Comparison of E-R and M-R for óchainingô sub-parameters 
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Ch: Chained/ free-ranging Ch-t: Chain type Ch-r: Chaining region  Hb: Hobbled/ not (Shackling) 

Fr: Opportunity to free range at night Fr-ch: Chain type while free ranging 
   

Figure 11: Percentage wise deviation from E-R for óchainingô sub-parameters 
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Observed behaviour 

The temperament of elephants can be indicative of the ease of managing the elephant. 

Occurrence of abnormal behaviours such as stereotypy has also been considered. 

 

¶ 16% of elephants (N= 75) were described as agitated/ nervous/ 

undependable/easily frightened 

¶ 21% were described as rough/ aggressive/ quiet but easily frightened/ nervous; 

remaining were described as quiet 

¶ Only two females (age unknown) were said to have injured people; 15 males were 

reported to have injured/ killed people 

¶ Except for a female calf, none of the elephants exhibited stereotypy 

 

M-R was 6.8 (SE= 0.8, N*= 3) with a deviation of 14.5 from E-R (Figures 12 and 13). 
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Figure 12: Comparison of E-R and M-R for óbehaviourô sub-parameters 
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B: Observed behaviour Kl/in: Incidents of killing/injury  St: occurrence of stereotypy 

 

Figure 13: percentage wise deviation from E-R for óbehaviourô sub-parameters 

 

Work  

Work could be a reason for maintaining captive elephants. Work that is alien to an 

elephantôs natural repertoire has been given low rating.  
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Work schedule for elephants when timber operations were banned: 

¶ 68% of elephants were given any work (N=75); absence of work was due to the 

ban on logging in forests; some elephants had stopped working as recently as 2 

months ago while others from 10y 

¶ Work for the remaining elephants involved loading/ dragging, three adult female 

elephants were used for tourism 

¶ For tourism: elephants used for providing rides, bamboo howdah weighing 30-

40kgs was used, four people were carried per trip, number of trips depended on 

tourists (from 1 ï 10 trips), distance/trip traveled was 0.5km 

¶ Work duration free ranged from 1-5h, from 9 a.m. to 2 p.m. or in shifts from 8/9 

a.m. to 12noon/1p.m. 

¶ Forest shade and water was available while working, rest duration free ranged 

from 5-10minutes to 1h 

 

M-R was 6.3 (SE= 1.0, N* = 7) showing a deviation of 21.5% from E-R (Figures 14 and 

15). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 14: Comparison of E-R and M-R for óworkô sub-parameters 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Wk: work type Wk-hr: Working hours Sd: Shade availability  Sd-t: Shade type W: Water availability 

Rs: Rest availability  Fd: Food availability during work 

 

Figure 15: percentage wise deviation from E-R for óworkô sub-parameters 

28.6
31.8

0.0 0.0 0.0
5.3

85.0

0

20

40

60

80

100

Wk Wk-hr Sd Sd-t W Rs Fd

P
e

rc
e

n
ta

g
e

8.0 8.0 8.0 8.0 8.0 8.0 8.0

5.7

8.0 8.0

5.5

7.6

1.2

8.0

0

2

4

6

8

10

Wk Wk-hr Sd Sd-t W Rs Fd

R
a

ti
n

g

ER MR



 

61 

 

Work schedule for elephants when timber operations resumed in 2009: 

 

¶ Timber extraction is done from December to March 

¶ Elephants aged more than 7y were used for work; only 24% of the observed 

elephants (N= 62) were not used for work 

¶ Work type was timber extraction: elephants were used for dragging and loading 

onto trucks, especially tuskers were used for loading; logs are dragged by using 

chains fixed to a breast band (Galabandh) 

¶ 7-15y elephants were used for light dragging for 5 days/week; > 15y old elephants 

performed normal work such as dragging logs of volume 3.5m
3
 to 12.5m

3
/ day; 

elephants could perform such work for a 30y period before becoming sluggish 

(Verghese, pers.obs.).  

¶ Elephants retired from work when they were 60y 

¶ When elephants are in their 13th month of pregnancy, work load reduced to half, 

after calf-birth no work for six months, stall feed is given; calves weaned when 

they are 3y, trained till they 7 and sent for work 

 

Daily schedule was as follows: 

¶ Elephants brought back from grazing early in the morning 

¶ taken for watering/ bathing 

¶ taken to work, work duration 7h/ day 

¶ after work, cooked ration was given 

¶ left to graze 

 

M-R was 5.3 (SE= 1.3, N*= 7) with a deviation of 34% from E-R (Figures 16 and 17).  
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Figure 16: Comparison of E-R and M-R for óworkô sub-parameters 
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Wk: work type Wk-hr: Working hours Sd: Shade availability  Sd-t: Shade type W: Water availability 

Rs: Rest availability  Fd: Food availability during work 

 

Figure 17: percentage wise deviation from E-R for work sub-parameters 

 

Food provisioning 

Wild elephants are known to eat diverse plants, learning from others in the herd (Kurt and 

Garai, 2007). In captivity, this may not be completely represented as the elephants are 

allowed to free range for limited duration/ are restricted by chains. 

 

¶ Three elephants, one calf, a 64yrs and a 59yrs old, were not allowed to free range. 

The calf was given stall feed, while the old elephants were tied to a place in the 

forest and allowed to forage 

¶ 58% of the elephants (N= 62) were reported to have raided crops; crops eaten 

were: paddy (Oryza sativa), coconut (Cocos nucifera), banana (Musa sp.), 

bamboo (Bambusa sp.), and sugarcane (Saccharum sp.) 

¶ Ration charts were not used for any of the observed elephants 

 

Rating and status and the percentage deviation from E-R for food is given in Figures 18 

and 19 
 

9.0

7.0
8.0

8.8

2.9

0.0

0

2

4

6

8

10

Fd Cr Rt

R
a

ti
n

g

ER MR

 
Figure 18: Comparison of E-R and M-R for ófoodô sub-parameters 
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Fd: Food provisioning type Fd-n: Number of supplementary food items  Cr: Crop raiding 

Rt: Usage of ration chart 

 

Figure 19: percentage wise deviation from E-R for ófoodô sub-parameters 

 

Reproductive status 

Normal reproductive functioning among adult captive elephants can be considered to be 

an indicator of normal physical health/ and/or good welfare status (Clubb and Mason, 

2002) with provision for expression of some/ all species-specific behaviours in this 

context. 

¶ Among the male elephants which were reproductively active/ exhibited musth 

(N=21), 48% were not exposed to females or exposure was not constant, taking 

place several years ago 

¶ Males were said to be aggressive during musth (aggressiveness said to be less 

than that observed for mainland elephants) (per. obs., Verghese) 

¶ Elephants in musth were chained for the period with one adult male reportedly 

chained for 8 months 

¶ Among female elephants, 30% (N= 30) were not exposed to males. 

¶ Sixteen offspring had died from various causes (abortion/ premature birth/ illness/ 

man-made) 

¶ Three females were not bred as they showed aversive reaction to the presence of 

males 

 

Figures 20-23 give the respective ratings and percent deviation for male and female 

reproductive status.  
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Figure 20: Comparison of E-R and M-R for males   Figure 21: Percentage wise deviation from    

                                                                                                       E-R for males 
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       Figure 22: Comparison of E-R and M-R   Figure 23: percentage wise               

                                  for female                                                       deviation from for females 

                                     

 Health status and veterinary care 

Captivity may introduce a number of factors predisposing elephants to diseases/ injuries. 

¶ Abscesses on neck/ shoulder, uro-genital problems, diarrhea, respiratory problems 

was reported among the elephants 

¶ Eleven elephants had eye associated problems with five said to be blind in one 

eye at least 

¶ Foot problems such as foot rot/ fissures/ toe nail cracks was reported for eleven 

elephants with two elephants having fractured their legs 

¶ One female elephant was said to be weak, with pus collected in its back; it was 

used for work 

¶ Oiling was not done for majority of the elephants; deworming was practiced for 

the observed elephants 

¶ Veterinary doctor was available for all observed elephants, assistant was available 

in some camps 

¶ Facilities: dispensary with medicines and darting equipment available in each 

Free range office; no accommodation, no cooking shed/ vessels, no food 

preparation hall, no provision shed, camp site available 

 

M-R was 5.8 (SE= 2.2, N*= 4) showing a deviation of 28% from E-R (Figures 24 and 

25). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 24: Comparison of E-R and M-R for óhealth and veterinaryô  

sub-parameters 
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Na: Nature of disease/injury Ol: Oiling status Dw: Deworming status Vt: Veterinary doctor availability  

 

Figure 25: percentage wise deviation from E-R for óhealth and veterinaryô sub-parameters 

 

Handler experience and socio-economic status 

Seventy-six elephants observed in these islands were handled by 94 mahouts/ cawadis, 

the ratio was 1:1.2. Six mahouts took care of more than one elephant with one mahout in 

charge of the maximum (for this study) of three elephants. Mean age was 42.0 yrs (SE= 

1.0, N= 91), ranging from 24-60 yrs. 

 

Professional experience 

Lack of knowledge about elephants/ inexperience can prove to be dangerous to both 

elephant and handler.  

 

¶ Mean experience in this profession was 15.4y (SE= 0.9, N= 82), experience with 

a specific elephant was 9.1y (SE= 0.8, N= 85) ranging from 0-34y 

¶ Only 13.2% of handlers opted for this profession out of interest, only two 

mentioned this profession to be traditional, most chose it as a means of 

employment 

¶ Handlers spent 2-8h with their elephants (average= 5.1h, mode = 5) 

¶ All used tools to control their elephant: Knife/wooden ankush/Stick 

 

M-R was 4.5 (SE= 1.2, N*= 4) showing a deviation of 49.6% from E-R (Figures 26 and 

27). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 26: Comparison of E-R and M-R for mahout (handler) professional experience  
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Ex-a: Professional experience (as % of handler age)  Ex-e: Professional experience (as % of elephant age) 

Rs: Reason for choosing this profession  Hrs: Hours spent with elephant 

 
Figure 27: Percentage wise deviation from E-R for mahout (handler) professional experience 

 

Socio-economic status 

Inadequate remuneration, absence of education and consumption of alcohol may reduce 

the quality of work performed by the mahout. When family occupation is handling 

elephants, it becomes easier for the mahouts/ cawadis to communicate and understand 

existing work related issues.   

 

¶ 75% of handlers did not have relatives in this profession, none came from a 

background of handling elephants; agriculture was the most common family 

occupation 

¶ Twenty-eight percent of mahous/ cawadis were not educated 

¶ Average annual salary was Rs. 73911/- (N= 70) ranging from Rs. 13,000 to 

1,08,000/- 

¶ Except for two handlers, each handler knew a minimum of two languages   

¶ Number of children per family free ranged from 1 ï 9 (with the most common 

being three children/ family) 

¶ There was no periodic health check-up for the handlers 

¶ 45% of handlers were not provided insurance cover; for the handlers with 

insurance cover, they paid the insurance amount from their salary 

¶ Only 12% handlers abstained from alcohol; those who consumed alcohol, the 

frequency free ranged from daily, weekly or monthly, after work 

 

M-R was 3.5 (SE= 0.8, N*= 8) indicating a deviation of 49.7% from E-R (Figures 28 and 

29). 

 

 

 

 

 

25.8

41.7

84.4

44.7

0

20

40

60

80

100

Ex-a Ex-e Rs Hrs

P
e

rc
e

n
ta

g
e



 

67 

 

 

 

 
Figure 28: Comparison of E-R and M-R for mahout (handler) socio-economic status 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
Rel: Having mahout/cawadi relatives Fam: Family occupation Edu: Education level 

Sal: Salary drawn Ln: Languages known  Chl: Number of children In: Insurance availability 

In-s: Source of insurance Al:  Alcohol consumption 
 

 Figure 29: percentage wise deviation from E-R for mahout (handler) socio-economic status 
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Overall rating  

Overall M-R, averaged across all observed parameters, was 5.1 (SE= 0.4, N*= 54) 

showing a deviation of 36.8% from E-R, this rating is for the period in 2007 when timber 

operations were banned in the islands.  

 

When work for the elephants resumed in 2009, following timber extraction, overall M-R 

was 4.9   showing a deviation of 38.4% from E-R. Thus, the deviation from the norm, 

prescribed by the experts, was slightly higher when work resumed in 2009. This 

deviation was only due to the work performed. Other features of captivity remained the 

same contributing to lesser deviation from prescribed norms even when the elephants 

were worked, leading to similar pattern of deviation from E-R for both years (Figures 30 

and 31).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 30: Distribution of percentage wise deviation (from E-R) values across                                         

all sub-parameters in 2007 
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Figure 31: Distribution of percentage wise deviation (from E-R) values across                                        

all sub-parameters in 2009 

 

Mean ratings for a parameter varied from being similar to what the experts considered 

ideal to showing complete divergence (100%) from E-R. Nearly 32% of the parameters 

(total number of parameters was 54) showed a divergence of 50% or more from E-R, 

spread across observed parameters, implying absence to the extent of 50% or more from 

what the experts considered suitable.  
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Discussion 

Imposing alien living conditions, physical/ social, will have negative consequences on the 

captive animalôs life as it tries to cope with the new environment. In addition, captive 

elephantsô lives will be predominantly controlled by people (Bradshaw, 2009), a factor 

that mayƄ depending on the extent and degree of change brought in by peopleƄ add to 

the stress and consequent poor welfare of the animal/s.  

 

Positive features 

Physical conditions in the camps: 

¶ Prevalence of ideal/ suitable shelter conditions in the form of forests with varied 

vegetation and natural substrateð taking care of physical space and shade 

requirements of the animals; zero deviation from E-R was observed 

¶ Occurrence of streams within the forests as water source; access to sea; no 

deviation from E-R for this sub-parameter 

 

Biological features: 

¶ Absence of stereotypy in most of the observed elephants; zero deviation from E-R  

 

Administrative feature:  

¶ Provision of free-ranging opportunity to forage: foraging opportunity, though 

restricted,  was provided for 96% of the observed elephants (N= 76); deviation of 

3% from E-R was observed for this sub-parameter  

¶ Old elephants maintained as ñpensionersò and not given any work 

¶ Availability of veterinary doctors for the elephants; no deviation from E-R 

 

Negative features of the camps: 

¶ The predominant reason for introduction of elephants into the islands was use in 

timber related work as trees were harvested from the forests. In 2007, sixty-eight percent 

of the observed elephants were not given any work. The consequence of absence of work 

for the elephants was lack of food supplements through stall feed. Foraging opportunity 

was restricted by two means: it was not unrestricted, i.e., the elephants were left to forage 

towards the afternoon and brought back in the morning. Secondly, their movement was 

restricted by the use of shackles for the forelegs, drag chains, bedi. A significant fact was 

that 58% of the observed elephants had visited crop fields in search of food.  

 

In 2009, 76% of the elephants were used for work. Elephants were weaned when only 

three years old to be put to training, 7y old elephants were given ñlight workò. At this 

age, male/ female elephants are still dependent on their herd-mates and are in the process 

of learning social skills (Poole and Moss, 2008). Separating them from their companions 

can be stressful, in this situation the elephants had to undergo training.  

 

¶ Some of the older elephants (above 55y) were tied within the forest and left to 

forage, thus, restricting their ability to choose food plants. Additionally such elephants 

may need supplements following loss of dentition as a consequence of old age (one male 

elephant was reported to be 90y old). This was not provided. A deviation of 63% from E-

R was noticed for this parameter. 
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¶ The selection of elephants for work: three elephants, all above 55y, were used for 

work.  

 

A female elephant with pus on its back, and emaciated, was also said to be used for 

loading work.  

¶ Social interaction was allowed among some of the elephants; however, the group 

size was restricted to a maximum of only three individuals. Interaction was not allowed 

for 33% of the elephants, this included 57% of the older elephants (number of elephants 

above 55y was seven), all females. It is known from observations of wild elephants, that 

elephant society is matriarchal with the oldest female leading the herd (Sukumar, 2006). 

The absence of elephant companions for the old female elephants in the island reduces 

the welfare status of such animals. A deviation of 38.4% from E-R was observed for this 

parameter.  

 

¶ While adult males were reported to be reproductively active, exposure to females 

was not universal as 48% of such males were not allowed an opportunity. Also, all musth 

elephants were chained for the duration of their musth. Deviation from E-R was 61% for 

this parameter. \ 

 

¶ Opportunity to breed was prevalent for most female elephants, mothers with zero 

to 50% survival of offspring formed 67% of the elephants. Reasons for death varied/ 

were not known. But, among the abnormal behaviours noticed was the killing of its 

offspring by a female. Among other reasons, those cited were: ñpunishment of a male 

offspring by starvation/ no water, hence, died; a male died due to illness; a male tied to a 

tree, unattended for 2 days, died.ò While this needs to corroborated/ investigated, it could 

point to absence of supervision of the handler-elephant relationship.  

 

Mahout/cawadi 

While mean experience in the profession was >10y, mean experience with the observed 

elephant was only 9y indicating shift/ change of elephant. Frequent changes may cause 

stress to both elephant and handler as each may have to undergo a learning period. 

Maintaining elephants in the islands may date back several hundred years, but the reason 

for choosing this profession among the observed mahouts was only as a source of 

employment. This may point to lack of interest in this profession among the established 

handlers and their progeny. A deviation of 50% from E-R was observed for professional 

experience. 

 

The distance from chaining place of the elephants to the mahout/cawadiôs place varied: 

from less than a kilometer to 40kms. Some places were accessible by boat only. Such 

isolation may not be conducive for the handlers to involve themselves with the job of 

elephant care. The salary paid to the handlers was considered suitable but there was no 

insurance cover for 75% of the mahouts/ cawadis. Even for handlers with insurance the 

source was their salary, a practice that may not prove to be an incentive to opt for 

coverage.  
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Eighty-eight percent handlers consumed alcohol with varying regularity. This practice 

may be indicative of a latent problem for the handlers. The deviation from E-R for socio-

economic status was 50%. 

 

Reference  

1. Bradshaw, G.A. (2009). Inside looking out: neuro-ethological compromise 

effects in elephants in captivity, In: An elephant in the room: the science 

and well being of elephants in captivity, (Forthman, D.L., Kane, F. L., 

Hancocks, D., and Waldau, P.F. eds.) Center for Animals and Public 

Policy, Cummings School of Veterinary Medidcine, Tufts University, p: 

55-68. 

2. Clubb, R. and Mason, G. (2002). A review of the welfare of zoo elephants 

in Europe: A report commissioned by the RSPCA. Oxford, U.K., 

University of Oxford, Animal Behaviour Research Group, Department of 

Zoology. 

3. Kurt, F. and Garai, M.E. (2007). The Asian elephant in captivityða field 

study. Foundation books, Cambridge University press, New Delhi.     

4. Poole, J.H. and Moss, C.J. (2008). Elephant sociality and complexity The 

scientific evidence. In: Elephants and ethics toward a morality of 

coexistence (Eds: Wemmer, C and Christen, C. A) The John Hopkins 

University Press, Baltimore. (Accessed online:  

http://www.elephantvoices.org/index.php?topic=tools&topic2=tools/docu

ments/2_Poole_Moss_Final_7_12_06.pdf) 

5. Sukumar, R. (2006). A brief review of the status, distribution and biology 

of wild Asian elephants Elephas maximas. International Zoo Yearbook 40: 

1-8.  

6. Varma, S. 2008. Identifying and defining welfare parameters for captive 

elephants and their mahouts in India, In: Welfare and management of 

elephants in Captivity: Proceedings of a Workshop on Welfare Parameters 

and their Significance for Captive Elephants and their Mahouts in India. 

(S. Varma and D. Prasad, eds.), pp. 7-16.  Ministry of Environment and 

Forests (MoEF), Government of India, Compassion Unlimited Plus Action 

(CUPA) and Asian Nature Conservation Foundation (ANCF), Bangalore, 

India. 

7. Varma, S. and Prasad, D. (2008) Welfare and management of elephants in 

captivityð insights and recommendations, In: Welfare and management 

of elephants in Captivity: Proceedings of a Workshop on Welfare 

Parameters and their Significance for Captive Elephants and their Mahouts 

in India. (S. Varma and D. Prasad, eds.), pp. 54-64.  Ministry of 

Environment and Forests (MoEF), Government of India, Compassion 

Unlimited Plus Action (CUPA) and Asian Nature Conservation 

Foundation (ANCF), Bangalore, India. 

8. Varma, S., Sujatha S.R., van de Brand, J., Ganguly, S. and Shiela R., 

(2008) Draft concept note on welfare parameters and their significance for 

captive elephants and their mahouts in India, In: Welfare and management 

of elephants in Captivity: Proceedings of a Workshop on Welfare 



 

72 

 

Parameters and their Significance for Captive Elephants and their Mahouts 

in India. (S. Varma and D. Prasad, eds.), pp. 17-53.  Ministry of 

Environment and Forests (MoEF), Government of India, Compassion 

Unlimited Plus Action (CUPA) and Asian Nature Conservation 

Foundation (ANCF), Bangalore, India. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

73 

 

Section 3: 

Captive Elephants in Forest Corporation  
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Executive Summary 
 

The Andaman and Nicobar Islands Forest and Plantation Development Corporation 

(ANIFPDC) was initially set up for the plantation and harvesting of palm oil, rubber 

trees. Elephants were brought here to be employed, to assist in its timber related work, 

which had been stopped for a period of eight years.  

 

This study was conducted to assess the welfare status of captive elephants with the 

ANIFPDC in terms of existing physical/ biological features and provision of veterinary 

care and also assess the professional experience and socio-economic status of handlers 

(mahouts/ cawadis) as they are integral to a captive elephantôs life  

 

Deviations from conditions in the wild have been considered to represent poor welfare. 

Based on welfare rating scale developed by experts, Expertsô Rating (E-R) was evolved 

to collect and compare the same with the Mean rating (M-R) obtained from the ground, 

that denote welfare status of existing conditions for the particular parameter.  

 

Seventy-one percent of the elephants were captive born, and the remaining elephants 

were purchased, most recent being 2004; source of purchase was within Andaman 

Islands/ Sonepur, Bihar. M-R was 4.7 indicating a deviation of 22.1% from E-R. 

 

The forests of Andaman Islands were the shelter for all the observed elephants, thus, 

accessibility to varied vegetation and natural flooring was guaranteed. M-R was 8.0 

implying no deviation from E-R  

  
All elephants had access to streams in the forests for drinking/ bathing. Mean distance to 

water source was 0.41km, ranging from 0.05 to 1km. Bath duration free ranged from 

25minutes to one hour and natural locally available materials were used as scrub. M-R 

was 5 with a deviation of 24.1% from E-R. 

 

Twenty percent of the elephants were not given opportunity to interact; this included 

three males and a 43y old female. Group size free ranged from 1- 3 individuals, five pairs 

of related elephants. M-R was 6 showing a deviation of 23.7% from E-R.  

 

Seventy percent of the elephants were chained for various periods; all calves less than 

five years were left to free range. All elephants were chained by their legs, 40% of 

elephants were chained additionally by a body chain. Elephants were also shackled by 

their forelegs when free ranging.    

 

Sixty percent of elephants were described as quiet. One adult male elephant described as 

quiet had injured people. Two adult male elephants had injured/ killed other elephants/ 

people; none exhibited stereotypy 

 

Work type was dragging, loading, unloading, logging, tourism, removal of palm fruits, 

dragging trays of palm fruits in the forest.  Work duration for timber/ palm fruit 
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operations free ranged from 2.5-7h; tourism duration was 10h. For tourism, weight 

carried was 220-250 kg for a distance of 200 m, number of people carried was four (2 

adults, 2 children) on mud roads in the forest, number of trips was1-2 (monsoon 1-2 trips; 

summer- 3-5 trips). 

 

All elephants were allowed to forage in the forest and some elephants had raided crop 

fields of paddy (Oryza sativa), plantations of banana (Musa sp.), coconut (Cocos 

nucifera), arecanut (Areca catechu). M-R was 2 with a deviation of 71.9% from E-R. 

 

Adult males were reproductively active and experienced musth; one 10y old male was 

also reproductively active and exhibited musth.  The 10y male had sired one calf with a 

female which was 54 yrs. Oestrus was observed for all adult females, however, 63% 

females were not exposed to males. M-R for male reproductive status was 4 with a 

deviation of 54.2% from E-R. M-R for female reproductive status was 5 with a deviation 

of 33.1% from E-R. 

  

Diarrhoea, eye problems and foot related injuries/ diseases were reported. Three 

elephants had foot injuries with one having fracture of a fore leg and injuries on both 

forelegs and water discharge from eyes. Veterinary doctor and assistant were available 

for all observed elephants. M-R was 5 indicating a deviation of 36.9% from E-R.  

 

Mean experience in this profession for handlers was 21.6yrs, ranging from 6-35yrs and 

mean experience with a specific elephant in this camp was 6.6yrs, ranging from 0.2-

27yrs. Knife/wooden ankush/Stick was used by all handlers to control their elephant. M-

R was 5 implying a deviation of 50.2% from E-R. 

 

Overall M-R, averaged across all observed parameters for elephants belonging to this 

regime, was 4.9, showing a deviation of 39% from E-R.   
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Introduction  

The Andaman and Nicobar Islands Forest and Plantation Development Corporation 

(ANIFPDC) is a government of India undertaking, initially set up in 1977 for the 

harvesting of timber, plantation and harvesting of palm oil, rubber trees. It is in this 

context that elephants were brought to be employed during the Corporationôs nascent 

years to assist in its timber related work. With the restriction on felling or harvesting of 

natural growth forests, the corporationôs main objective has been altered, with no timber 

work for most elephants for a period of eight years from 2001 to 2009, from which year 

timber harvesting was allowed.   

 

Objective 

Irrespective of their use for work/ otherwise, the maintenance of elephants in captivity 

makes it mandatory that their welfare needs are met. This study was conducted to: 

¶ Assess the welfare status of captive elephants with the ANIFPDC in terms of 

existing physical/ biological features and provision of veterinary care 

¶ Assess the professional experience and socio-economic status of handlers 

(mahouts/ cawadis) as they are integral to a captive elephantôs life  

 

Method 

Elephants are wild animals that have evolved over millennia. Alien living conditions, 

physical/ biological, impose stress on elephants (Bradshaw, 2009) as the animals try to 

cope with the new environment. Welfare status of the elephants has been assessed by 

comparing physical/ physiological/ social and psychological features in captivity with 

those observed in the wild. Deviations from wild conditions have been considered to 

represent poor welfare. The greater the deviation, the poorer is the welfare. Deviation 

from the wild state for the parameters observed was rated using a scale developed by 

elephant experts. Data was collected through observations of elephants/ interviews of 

relevant personnel.  

 

The rating method  

A 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, 

those that hold both wild and captive elephants and other wildlife, personnel from 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 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 ratings 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 

the source of water was arrived at from the ratings suggested by each expert   

¶ 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%) 
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deviation and for a parameter with a 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.   

¶ 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. For a given animal or group of elephants 

in a given regime (for example, forest camp) Mean Rating (M-R) was calculated 

for a given parameter, along with its sub-parameter. Thus the Mean Rating (M-R) 

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

parameter.  

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

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

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

parameters observed for that regime. For instance, E-R / M-R for a parameter 

ñshelterò represent the average of related parameters (termed sub-parameters) 

such as type, flooring, size, and shade availability. Not all related parameters will 

be rated for each regime. The number of such related 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.  

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

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

economic status, of value to the handler and his elephant.  

¶ N refers to number of individuals; N* refers to number of observed parameters/ 

sub-parameters 
 

Result 

Twenty elephants, (four males, 16 females) from different locations in Little and South 

Andaman were observed and data was collected. Female age free ranged from 0.6 ï 

59yrs, male age free ranged from 4 ï 51yrs. 
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Figure 1: Mean age of elephants with the corporation 

 

Source of elephant  

Different levels of change in environment will be experienced by elephants depending on 

whether they are wild caught/ captive born or have been shifted across institutions. 

Maximum change will be experienced by wild caught elephants, whereas captive born 

elephants are already exposed to human presence and interference. 

 

¶ 71% of the elephants (N=17) were captive born, year of birth ranging from 1936 

to the recent, 2007. 

¶ All four males were born in captivity 

¶ The remaining elephants were purchased, most recent being 2004; source of 

purchase was within Andaman Islands/ Sonepur, Bihar 

 

M-R was 4.7 (SE= 0.5, N= 17) indicating a deviation of 22.1% from E-R. 

 

Purpose of keeping 

Use of elephants for monetary gain under unnatural living conditions has been assigned 

low rating. 

 

¶ All the observed elephants were maintained for logging/ tourism 

 

M-R was 2.0 (SE= 0.0, N= 6) implying a deviation of 75% from E-R.  

 

Mahout change 

Frequent change of handlers will add to the stress period as both handler and elephant 

have to undergo a period of learning. Change of mahout will also mean loss of the 

mahout-elephant relationship formed, if any, which maybe be a cause of stress for the 

animal.   

 

¶ Number of mahouts changed free ranged from 0 ï 4; modal value was two. Most 

cited reason was transfer of handler, followed by job loss/ resignation. One 

handler was killed by an elephant 

 

M-R was 5.4 (SE= 0.7, N= 14) showing a deviation of 33% from E-R. 
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Shelter 

Wild elephants are known to cover long distances as part of their home free range, 

subject to availability of suitable vegetation and water (Sukumar, 1989). Provision of 

suitable physical space may enhance performance of concomitant behaviours by the 

species in captivity.  

 

¶ The forests of Andaman Islands was the shelter for all the observed elephants, 

thus, accessibility to varied vegetation and natural flooring was guaranteed  

¶ Source of shade was forest vegetation  

 

M-R was 8.0 (SE= 0.0, N*= 3) implying no deviation from E-R (Figure 2).  
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Sh-t: Shelter type Sd-t: Shade type Fl: Flooring 

 
Figure 2: Comparison of E-R and M-R for óshelterô sub-parameters 

 

Water availability  

Availability and access to running water sources which enable performance of species-

specific behaviors have been assigned high rating. In captivity, elephants are bathed by 

their handlers, Hence, bath duration and materials used for scrubbing have also been 

rated. 

 

¶ All elephants had access to streams in the forests for drinking/ bathing 

¶ Mean distance to water source was 0.41km, ranging from 0.05 to 1km 

¶ The elephants were said to drink between 1-2 times/ day with some drinking more 

(three times/ day during summer) 

¶ Bath frequency free ranged from once everyday to weekly thrice on holidays; 

summer- weekly once 

¶ Bath duration free ranged from 25 minutes to one hour 

¶ Natural and locally available materials were used as scrub 

 

 M-R was 5.3 (SE= 1.4, N*= 5) with a deviation of 24.1% from E-R (Figures 3 and 4). 
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Figure 3: Comparison of E-R and M-R for ówaterô sub-parameters 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Pr-w: Availability of perennial running water source  D-w: Distance to water source 

Bt-n: Bathing number of times  Bt-du: Bath duration  Bt-m: Bathing materials  

 
Figure 4: percentage wise deviation from E-R for ówaterô sub-parameters 

 

Social interaction 

Elephants are known for their complex social interactions among related individuals, 

relationships maintained across generations (Sukumar, 2003). 

Captivity that enables formation of groups and allows for expression of interaction 

among elephants has been given high rating. 

 

¶ 20% of the elephants were not given opportunity to interact (N= 20), this included 

three males and a 43y old female 

¶ Among those allowed to interact, all elephants except one, duration of interaction 

was 24h; the lone elephant was a 71y old female which was tied near three female 

elephants for 6h 

¶ Group size free ranged from 1- 3 individuals, five pairs of related elephants 
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M-R was 6.1 (SE= 0.6, N*= 4) showing a deviation of 23.7% from E-R (Figures 5 and 

6).  
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Figure 5: Comparison of E-R and M-R for óinteractionô sub-parameters 
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In: Opportunity for interaction  In-hr: Hours of interaction  Gr-sz: Group size 

In-ds: Interaction distance  

 
Figure 6: percentage wise deviation from E-R for óinteractionô sub-parameters 

 

Chaining 

Use of chains is one way to restrict movement of elephants, a practice seen among 

different management regimes. Chaining can lead to restriction of appropriate and normal 

behavioural expression as a study by Gruber et al., (2000) reported occurrence of 

stereotypy among chained elephants. 

 

¶ 75% of the elephants were chained for various periods; all calves less than five 

years were left to free range. 

¶ All elephants were chained by their legs, 40% of elephants (N=10) were chained 

additionally by a body chain 

¶ Chain size for legs free ranged from 12-76mm, length from 12-16m and weight 

50-75kgs 
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¶ Body/ bedi chain length free ranged from 2-5m, size 10mm, weight 5kgs 

¶ Elephants were also shackled by their forelegs when free ranging 

¶ Elephants brought into camp from 8a.m. to 2p.m 

¶ Distance from chaining place to mahoutôs place free ranged from 1-23km 

¶ Except for an adult male, all observed elephants were allowed to free range at 

night 

 

M-R was 2.5 (SE= 1.6, N*= 5) implying a deviation of 68.3% from E-R (Figures 7 and 

8). 
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Figure 7: Comparison of E-R and M-R for óchainingô sub-parameters 
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Ch: Chained/ free-ranging Ch-r: Chaining region  Hb: Hobbled/ not (Shackling) 

Fr: Opportunity to free range-free at night Fr-ch: Chain type while free ranging 

   

Figure 8: percentage wise deviation from E-R for óchainingô sub-parameters 

 

Observed behaviour  

Elephants that are easy to handle have been given higher rating than those which are 

unpredictable/ aggressive. Occurrence of stereotypy has been considered. 

 

¶ 60% of elephants were described as quiet 
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¶ One adult male elephant described as quiet had injured people 

¶ Two adult male elephant had injured/ killed other elephants/ people  

¶ None of the elephants exhibited stereotypy 

 

M-R was 7.7 (SE= 0.4, N*= 3) indicating a deviation of 3.8% from E-R (Figures 9 and 

10).  
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Figure 9: Comparison of E-R and M-R for óbehaviourô sub-parameters 
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B: Observed behaviour Kl/in: Incidents of killing/injury  St: occurrence of stereotypy 

 

Figure 10: percentage wise deviation from E-R for óbehaviourô sub-parameters 

 

Work  

Nature of work alien to an elephantôs natural behavioural repertoire has been given low 

rating. Working conditions which lack shade/ water/food has been assigned low rating. 

 

¶ Work type was dragging, loading, unloading, logging, tourism, removal of palm 

fruits, dragging trays of palm fruits in forest 

¶ 40% of the elephants were employed for work in 2007; when logging resumed in 

2009, 78% (N= 17) were used for work 

¶ Elephants aged 7y and above were used for work; normal work was given to 

elephants more than 15y old 

¶ Work duration for timber/ palm fruit operation free ranged from 2.5-7h; tourism 

duration was 10h 

¶ For tourism, weight carried was 220-250 kgs, for a distance of 200 m, number of 

people carried was four ( 2 adults, 2 children) on mud road in forest, number of 

trips was1-2 (monsoon 1-2 trips; summer- 3-5 trips) 
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¶ Shade and water was available for all observed elephants, food and rest 

availability was not uniform 

 

In 2007, M-R was 4.8 (SE= 1.4, N*= 6) indicating a deviation of 39.5% from E-R 

(Figures 11 and 12). In 2009, M-R was 4.4 (SE= 1.5, N*= 6) with a deviation of 45% 

from E-R (Figures 13 and 14).  
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Figure 11: Comparison of E-R and M-R for óworkô sub-parameters in 2007 
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Wk: work type Wk-hr: Working hours Sd: Shade availability  Sd-t: Shade type W: Water availability 

Rs: Rest availability  Fd: Food availability during work 
*: data for three elephants only 

 
Figure 12: percentage wise deviation from E-R for óworkô sub-parameters in 2007 
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Figure 13: Comparison of E-R and M-R for óworkô sub-parameters in 2009 
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Wk: work type Wk-hr: Working hours Sd: Shade availability  Sd-t: Shade type W: Water availability 

Rs: Rest availability  Fd: Food availability during work 
*: data for three elephants only 

 
Figure 14: percentage wise deviation from E-R for óworkô sub-parameters in 2009 

 

Food provisioning 

When left for free ranging in forests, elephants can feed on diverse plants, as wild 

elephants are known to, on number of different species (McKay, 1973). For elephants 

whose movement is restricted/ for old/ convalescing animals, food needs to be 

supplemented with stall feed. 

 

¶ All elephants were allowed to forage in the forest 

¶ One adult male was tied within the forest to forage 

¶ Elephants had visited crop fields of paddy, plantations of banana, coconut, 

arecanut 

¶ No ration chart was maintained 
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M-R was 3.0 (SE= 3.7, N*= 3) with a deviation of 62.5% from E-R (Figures 15 and 16). 
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Figure 15: Comparison of E-R and M-R for ófoodô sub-parameters 
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Fd: Food provisioning type Fd-n: Number of supplementary food items  Cr: Crop raiding 

Rt: Usage of ration chart  

 

Figure 16: percentage wise deviation from E-R for óworkô sub-parameters 

 

Reproductive status 

Absence of normal reproductive functioning maybe indicative of underlying health or 

welfare issues among the observed elephants 

 

¶ Both adult males were reproductively active and experienced musth; one 10y old 

male was also reproductively active and exhibited musth 

¶ All were exposed to females 

¶ All were aggressive during musth and were chained during this period 

¶ The 10y male had sired one calf, in 2007, with the female Gangavathi, 54y 

¶ Oestrus was observed for all adult females of appropriate age 

¶ A 58y old female was not in oestrus, a 71y old females status was not known 

¶ 62.5% females were not exposed to males 

 

M-R for male reproductive status was 3.7 (SE= 2.5, N*= 4) with a deviation of 54.2% 

from E-R. M-R for female reproductive status was 4.7 (SE= 1.2, N* = 5) with a deviation 

of 33.1% from E-R (Figures 17, 18, 19 and 20). 
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Rp/Mu: Reproductively active/ musth occurrence   Ex-f: Exposure to females            Ag-mu: Aggression during musth 

Mu-h: Handling of musth 
 

Figure 17: Comparison of E-R and M-R                                Figure 18: percentage wise   

               for male reproductive status                                             deviation from E-R   

                                                                                                for male reproductive status 

 

8.0 8.0
7.0 7.0 7.0

1.8

5.6

3.0

8.0

5.0

0

2

4

6

8

10

Cy Ex-m M-s Br Cl-n

R
a

ti
n

g

ER MR

    

0.0

62.5
74.3

20.0
28.6

0

20

40

60

80

100

Cy Ex-m M-s Br Cl-n

P
e

rc
e

n
ta

g
e

 
Cy: occurrence of oestrus        Ex-m: Exposure to males         M-S: Male source   M-s: Male 

sourceBr: Opportunity to breed 

Cl-n: Number of calves born 

 

Figure 19: Comparison of E-R and M-R                   Figure 20: percentage wise deviation             

         for female reproductive status                        from E-R for female reproductive status                                   

      

Health status and veterinary care 

Diseases seen in captive elephants such as tuberculosis may not be as prevalent as in the 

wild population. Living conditions such as exposure to unsuitable substrate or lack of 

care may predispose the elephants to foot problems.  

 

¶ Diarrhoea, eye problems and foot related injuries/ diseases were reported 

¶ Three elephants had foot injuries with one having fracture of a fore leg and  

injuries on both forelegs and water discharge from eyes 

¶ Foot rot was reported on both hindlegs for an elephant 

¶ Oiling/ immunization was not practiced 

¶ Veterinary doctor and assistant were available for all observed elephants 

 

M-R was 5.0 (SE= 1.8, N*= 6) indicating a deviation of 36.9% from E-R (Figures 21 and 

22).  
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Figure 21: Comparison of E-R and M-R for óhealth and veterinaryô sub-parameters 
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Na: Nature of disease/injury Ol: Oiling status Dw: Deworming status Vc: Vaccination status 

Vt: Veterinary doctor availability  Vt-as: Veterinary assistant availability  
 

Figure 22: Percentage wise deviation from E-R for óhealth and veterinaryô sub-parameters 

 

Overall rating  for elephants in the Forest Corporation 

In 2007, overall M-R, averaged across all observed parameters, was 4.9 (SE= 0.5, N*= 

47) showing a deviation of 39% from E-R. This refers to the mean deviation considering 

all parameters together. While most deviations from suitable conditions (Figure 26) were 

less than 10%, those accounting for 50% or more deviation from the prescribed norms 

formed 34% (total parameters = 47) of the parameters observed.   

 

In 2009, when work resumed for the elephants, overall M-R was 4.8 (SE= 0.5, N*= 47) 

showing a deviation of 40% from E-R. The difference in deviation from E-R, between the 

two situations of little/ no work (2007) and working elephants (2009) was slight and 

ratings were comparable.  
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Handler experience and socio-economic status 

Twenty-one handlers were employed for the elephants observed, a ratio of 0.8:1: mahout: 

elephant was observed. Mean age of handler was 47y (SE= 1.9, N= 21) ranging from 30-

60 yrs. 

 

Professional experience 

Knowledgeable handlers help in efficient handling of elephants without causing stress. 

Inexperience may be dangerous to handler/ elephant. 

 

¶ Mean experience in this profession was 21.6y, ranging from 6-35y 

¶ Mean experience with a specific elephant in this camp was 6.6y, ranging from 

0.2-27y 

¶ Except for one handler, all had opted for this profession as a means of 

employment 

¶ Mean duration spent with elephant was 5.8h, ranging from 3.5-8h 

¶ Knife/wooden ankush/Stick was used by all handlers to control their elephant 

 

M-R was 4.5 (SE= 1.6, N*= 4) implying a deviation of 50.2% from E-R (Figures 23 and 

24). 
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Figure 23: Comparison of E-R and M-R for mahout (handler) professional experience  
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Ex-a: Professional experience (as % of handler age) Ex-e: Professional experience (as % of elephant age) 

Rs: Reason for choosing this profession  Hrs: Hours spent with elephant 

 

Figure 24: percentage wise deviation from E-R for mahout (handler) professional experience 
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Socio-economic status 

Inadequate salary, absence of insurance cover for a job involving risk to life, alcohol 

consumption, etc may create conflict in the smooth functioning of the institution.  

 

¶ Eighty one percentages of handlers did not have any relatives in this profession, 

all of them came from an agricultural background/ government job 

¶ 53% of handlers were not educated, only one had studied upto the 10
th
 class 

¶ Mean salary drawn was Rs. 70,814/- ranging from Rs.3600 ï 102000/- 

¶ Mean number of children was 3, ranging from 0 ï 7 

¶ The handlers knew between 2-3 languages 

¶ A 48yrs old handler of an adult female elephant was undergoing treatment for 

Tuberculosis 

¶ Except two, all handlers were covered by insurance, source was their salary 

¶ Most handlers (N= 11) had worked with 1-3 elephants with five having worked 

with 5- 15 elephants, Figure 23 shows distribution of reasons for handlers 

changing their elephants 

¶ 90% mahouts/ cawadis consumed alcohol, weekly/ monthly at various frequencies  

 

M-R was 3.4 (SE= 0.9, N*= 10) indicating a deviation of 51.7% from E-R (Figures 25, 

26 and 27). 
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Figure 25: Reasons for handlers working with >1 elephant 
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Figure 26: Comparison of E-R and M-R for mahout (handler) socio-economic status 



 

91 

 

 

81.3

100.0

80.1

14.4

32.5

43.5

9.5

50.0

85.0

46.9

0

20

40

60

80

100

Rel Fam Edu Sal Chl Ln In Sc Al Al-f

P
e

rc
e

n
ta

g
e

 
Rel: Having mahout/cawadi relatives Fam: Family occupation Edu: Education level 
Sal: Salary drawn                                          Chl: Number of children Ln: Languages known 

In: Insurance availability                              Sc: Source of insurance Al: Alcohol consumption 
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 Figure 27: Percentage wise deviation from E-R for mahout (handler) socio-economic status 

 

Overall rating  

Overall M-R, averaged across all observed parameters, was 4.9 showing a deviation of 

39.3% from E-R. While most deviations from suitable conditions were less than 10%, 

those accounting for 50% or more formed 34%. These deviations were distributed across 

several sub-parameters (Figure 28) implying its unsuitability to elephants. 
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Figure 28: Distribution of percentage wise deviation (from E-R) values across all sub-

parameters 

 

Discussion 

The biological and ecological needs of elephants should be of primary importance when 

keeping them in captivity. Captive conditions that deviate from those experienced in the 

wild will restrict the expression of species-typical behaviours of elephants, leading to 

poor welfare. The rating of captive conditions follows the principle of deviation from 

wild, with the scale for suitable to unsuitable conditions decided by elephant experts. 
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Conditions suitable for elephants: 

¶ Provision of shelter in the form of forest, thereby providing extensive physical 

space, natural shade, natural flooring and varied vegetation for the performance 

of species-typical activity; rating for shelter showed no deviation from E-R  

¶ Provision of running water through natural streams in the forest, as source of 

drinking/ bathing; no deviation from E-R for this sub-parameter 

¶ Absence of stereotypy among the elephants; no deviation from E-R 

¶ Availability of veterinary doctor/ assistant; no deviation from E-R 

¶ Opportunity for social interaction among elephants with occurrence of related 

individuals among some; deviation of 24% from E-R  

 

Conditions unsuitable: 

¶ Absence of interaction for most males (except the calf) and two female elephants. 

Wild, male elephants may not live in groups, but associate themselves with 

female groups depending on their reproductive status (Poole and Moss, 2008), 

their dispersal from natal herds is said to be gradual. McKay (1973) has observed 

non-negative interactions among wild males. The restriction on interaction 

implies inability by the elephants to express their species-specific behaviours. In 

addition, management of female elephants did not allow interaction for some. A 

71y old female was allowed restricted interaction by chaining it when other 

corporation elephants were brought into the camp. Older elephants are integral to 

elephant society (Poole and Moss, 2008), indicating the importance of interaction 

to the mature individual.  

¶ While all elephants were left to free range to forage in the forest, their movement 

was restricted by the use of hobbles/ drag chains. Thus, their ability to find 

appropriate food sources would be restricted.  Also, supplements were not 

provided within the camp through stall feed. The presence of mature elephants 

(four elephants aged > 50y) would make it imperative to provide supplements as 

such animals may lose their ability to chew/ manipulate forest vegetation. All 

observed elephants had visited crop fields, an issue of potential conflict with local 

people; deviation of 72% from E-R was observed for the parameter ñfoodò 

¶ The reproductive status of elephants in the camp was normal, with most animals 

being captive born and adult females having given birth. However, the handling 

of new births or captive born animals was not clear: data available for some of the 

25 elephants born in the camp shows sale of elephants. Of the 10 elephants sold 

(irrespective of being captive born/ otherwise), eight were males and two females. 

Among the elephants sold, eight were sent to Kerala. The welfare status of 

elephants in Kerala (Varma, in press) is not considered suitable in its current form 

for an elephant to be sent there.  

¶ Chaining of male elephants during musth; this may ensure no untoward incidents 

occur, but prevents the natural behavioral repertoire of the elephant; 100% 

deviation from E-R. Provision for space needs to be considered. 

¶ Occurrence of foot injuries among the elephants: an adult female with injured 

forelegs was used for tourism for a duration of 10h, another with foot rot on its 

hind legs was also used for work; deviation of 30% observed for nature of 

disease/ injury. The availability of natural flooring does not ensure absence of 




