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Preface 

Forest camps (FCs, primarily owned by the State Forest Departments) with captive elephants is 

an artifact of the timber-extraction procedure established during the British rule. Elephants in 

FCs are mostly in idyllic extensive conditions of free ranging, have scope for interactions with 

other elephants, bathe in rivers and lakes and breed with both camp and wild elephants. Their 

main work is the carrying of visitors and tourists, participating in koonkie operations and 

patrolling protected areas as part of anti-poaching operations. Their lives in forest camps are 

rarely marked by stress except due to work sourced by tourism and mitigation of Human-

elephant conflict (HEC) where they have to play an active role, often for days on end. 

 

For this investigation, a total of 363 elephants belonging to FCs across five states ˈ Assam, 

Karnataka, Kerala, Tamil Nadu and West Bengalˈ and one Union Territory (Andaman Islands) 

were observed.  The British, to harvest timber for mainland use, brought captive elephants to 

Andaman from the mainland and until a ban on timber extraction was imposed in 2001, harvest 

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

Assam, along other north eastern states of India, is viewed as one of the last strongholds of the 

Asian elephant in both captive and wild elephant; less than 1500 continue to thrive in captivity in 

this state.  

 

There are about 163 captive elephants found in Karnataka and the majority of them belong to the 

forest department; the department has captive elephants at its major Forest Camp sites like 

Bandipur, Nagarahole, Sakrebyle and Dubare. There are five forest camps in Kerala and each has 

its specific objectives. The state of Tamil Nadu (T.N.) is home to around 150 captive elephants. 

Forest camps have a very long history of elephant keeping in this state, primarily maintained to 

harvest forest wood and also acting as a source for providing elephants to other institutions. 

Currently, FCs have only a few breeding females as a consequence of many being transferred or 

sold to zoos/ temples. In West Bengal, Jaldapara is the last remaining habitat for the Greater 

One-horned Rhinoceros (Rhinoceros unicornis) and captive elephants in forest camps are use 

used for patrolling these forests.  

 

However, a common view about captive elephants in forest areas is that the animals are 

underutilized and use up the inadequate resources available to the department; they do not 

contribute in any way to income/resource generation.  This in turn has led to decisions to involve 

such elephants in activities alien to an elephantôs natural behaviour: use for joy rides, in 

religious/ ceremonial functions, even in games such as polo or football. These activities not only 

bring in issues of stress and reduced welfare for the elephants, they do not add to the concept of 

conservation. Involving captive elephants in patrolling forests would provide a near-natural 

environment for the animals; when the elephants are not used for patrolling, they are allowed to 

range-free in the forest to engage in species-specific activities with opportunity available for 

mating with their wild counterparts.  

 

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

distribution, management and welfare profile; and this investigation on captive elephants from 

forest camps, 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 these camps and the data was 

processed by two approaches. One approach was use of a rating scale developed by experts 
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based on their concept of the importance of a particular parameter to an elephant; this was used 

in some sections of this document. In some sections, the welfare features or parameters have 

been rated using a second approach, namely, on a zero to ten scale with zero representing the 

worst possible situation and ten implying a satisfactory state, closer to what an animal 

experiences in the wild. This was further divided into the 0 to 2.4 reflecting, bad welfare 

conditions, 2.5 to 4.9 for poor, 5.0 to 7.4 as moderate and the values 7.5 to 10 satisfactory 

conditions. 

 

This document has seven sections: section one, deals with overall population status, management 

and welfare of captive elephants that were investigated in Andaman, Assam, Karnataka, Kerala, 

Tamil Nadu and West Bengal. The first section along with the executive summary also provides 

recommendations for the states. Section two describes welfare status of elephants and handlers in 

Andaman, section three is for Assam, section four for Karnataka, section five is for Kerala, six 

details welfare status of elephants from forests camps of Tamil Nadu, and seven covers West 

Bengal. Given the differences in management approaches within these sections, for example, for 

elephants from forest camps of Kerala, sub-sections were evolved with the assumption that they 

may provide insights into distinction in administration within the same management regimes 

with possible consequences on welfare of the elephants.   

 

Captive elephants in  Forest Camps exist in near natural environment as a consequence of their 

proximity to forests  However, there may be lack of transparency in the objective of establishing 

forest campsˈ whether they contribute to conservation or welfare. We assume, the results 

obtained through this investigation may provide scope for understanding some of the objectives. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



3 
 

Acknowledgments  

This study was part of an all India project on the Management Regimes of Captive Elephants and 

Mahouts, conducted by Compassion Unlimited plus Action (CUPA) with the technical assistance 

received from the Asian Nature Conservation Foundation (ANCF) and with the financial 

assistance from the World Society for Protection of Animals (WSPA), UK.  

  

The supports provided by the Andaman Nicobar Forest Department (The Department of 

Environment & Forests) to carry out this assignment are very significant and we wish to express 

our sincere thanks to the Divisional Forest officers, Range Forest Officers, Veterinary assistants 

and other associated with the department. Specific thanks are due to Mr. R.M. Ray,                               

Mr. A. K Varma and Mr. I.B. Srivatava, Chief Wildlife Wardens, Deputy Conservators of 

Forests of Bandipur National Park, Rajeev Gandhi National Park, Madikeri Forest Division, 

Shimoga Forest Division and Executive Director, The Principal Chief Conservator of Forests Sri 

T.M.Manoharan, the Chief Wildlife Wardens during these period Mr. Valliyil Gopinath IFS, 

Late Mr. V.S.Varghese IFS, Mr. J.K.Tiwari IFS and Mr. Ouseph IFS, Veterinary experts                   

Dr. Arun Zacharia and Dr. V.M. Abdul Gafoor and other forest officials need special mention. 

We thank the Principal Chief Conservator of Forests and Chief Wildlife Warden, Government of 

Tamil Nadu, Wildlife Wardens from Mudumalai Wildlife Sanctuary, Mudumalai and Indira 

Gandhi Wildlife Sanctuary, Pollachi, gave us the necessary permissions for this investigation. 

The support extended by the West Bengal Forest Department to carry out this task are very 

important and we wish to express our sincere thanks to the Divisional Forest officers, Range 

Forest Officers, Veterinary assistants and other associated with the Department.  

 

Our sincere appreciations are due to the team members of College of Veterinary Science, 

Guwahati for their keen interest and support in collecting data from the remote regions of the 

state. Special thanks are also due to Mr. Harish Bhat, Mr. Gauis Willson, Mr. Ramesh Belagere, 

and Mr. Karthik, who provided critical data and information of the animal. The other people who 

helped us completing the assignments are Mr. Yoraj Khawas, Mr. Munnabhai (Mahout from 

Jaipur), Dr Deo Prakash Pandey, Dr Pralay Mandal And Ms. Archana Pandey. 

 

We are grateful to many individuals and organizations for helping to collect the data on captive 

elephants from various management regimes of Tamil Nadu, particularly Mr. Gauis Wilson, 

(Researcher Nityata Foundation, Bangalore) Mr. S.P. Gopalakrisha (Researcher A Rocha India, 

Bangalore), Mr. Venkatesh (MSc Wildlife Biology- student,  AVC College, Mayiladuthurai, 

Tamil Nadu) Foresters ïAnamalai and Teppakadu elephant camps, veterinary assistance in 

Mudumalai, Selvam, Driver ANCF, mahouts and cawadis from all management regime extended 

invaluable support in completing this investigation 

 

Dr. Roshan K Vijendravarma, Post Doctoral Researcher, Department of Ecology and Evolution, 

University of Lausanne, Switzerland provided critical inputs.  Ms. Nirupa Rao (CUPA),                     

Mr. Kummari Swamy (MSc Wildlife Biology- student, AVC College, Mayiladuthurai, Tamil 

Nadu) and Mr. Susanto Sen (Bangalore) Mr. Sreenivasa Rao (freelance copy editor, Bangalore), 

Mr. Guruprasad (ANCF) offered editorial support. Ms. Y. S. Neema, Bangalore, Mr. Ramesh 

Belagere, Club for Awareness and Nature Study (CAN) Bangalore provided support in layout 

and designing. Dr. Shiela Rao, Mrs. Sanober and Mrs. Suparna Ganguly of Compassion 

Unlimited Plus Action (CUPA) provided critical inputs. A sincere debt of appreciation to the 



4 
 

photographer Mrs. Savitha Nagabhushan for supports, Ms. Pauline and Mr. Santosh provided 

their assistance in data entry.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



5 
 

Section 1: 

Captive elephants in Forest Camps of India  
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Executive Summary 

Forest Department camps across India maintain elephants for many years. These elephants were 

very actively used for commercial timber operation, currently are used for patrolling the forests, 

tourism; weed control, ókunkieô kumkioperation, conservation education and training.  
 

This investigation is part of an All  India Captive Elephant survey carried out from 2005 ï 2011 

to collect relevant data on forest camp elephants for assessing elephantsô welfare status and also 

to investigate the professional experience of handlers and their socio-economic profile 
 

Data covering different welfare aspects of elephants and handlers was collected by direct 

observations of elephants and through interview of relevant personnel. The data was analyzed by 

comparing various 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 is the welfare. Deviation from the wild state for the parameters observed was rated 

using a scale developed by elephant experts. 
 

Three hundred sixty-three elephants belonging to FCs across six states such as Andaman, Assam, 

Karnataka, Kerala, Tamil Nadu and West Bengal were observed. Mean age of observed females 

was 29.4yrs, ranging from 7months to 82yrs; mean age of males was 27.1 yrs   

 

The ratio of males to females suggested a female dominance with more than one female for 

every male among calves (less than 1yr; 1M: 3.5F) and juveniles (up to 5yrs; 1M: 1.3F) and 

among older adults (more than 40yrs; 1M: 1.6F) and seniors (more than 60yrs; 1M: 1.9F).   

 

Of 325 elephants, 46% were captive born; 31% of elephants were wild caught, 10 % of elephants 

were rescued and 14% were purchased. Mean Rating (MR) was 3.2 implying a deviation of 50% 

from Expert Rating (ER).  

  

Forest was the shelter for 89% of elephants, with free-ranging allowed for some duration and 

10% were kept in forest areas, but tied to trees and 1% were confined in enclosures with 

vegetation. Two percentages of elephants were exposed to concrete floors for at least some part 

of the day. MR was 6.6 with a deviation of 18% from ER.  

 

Rivers/streams were the water source for 62% elephants, river was the bathing place for 82% of 

the elephants; brush/brick/stone formed one of the materials used as scrub for 38% of the 

elephants. Distance to water was less than 1km for 66% elephants and MR was 5.2 implying a 

deviation of 35% from ER.  

 

Ninety seven percentages of elephants were provided opportunity to walk, mean distance 

covered was 7km. Mean duration for walking was 4.5hrs and MR was 6.7 with a deviation of 

26% from ER. 

 

Eighty one percentages of elephants were given opportunity to interact, mean duration of 

interaction was 13.5hrs, mean group size was 6 and MR was 5.6 with a deviation of 30% from 

ER.  
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Eighty eight percentages of elephants were chained as well as allowed to range-free, 

spikes/hobbles were used for 85% elephants and mean chaining duration was 11.0hrs. MR was 

2.6 showing a deviation of 68% from ER.  

 

 Fifty nine percentages (n= 305) of elephants were used for work and work type ranged across 

patrolling/ fodder collection, tourist rides, as koonkie for weed removal, timber related work, 

gathering palm fruits. MR was 4.9 with a deviation of 39% from ER.  

 

Ninety five percentages of elephants were provided foraging opportunity in the forest as well as 

given stall feed and  ration chart was maintained for 67% (n= 226) of the elephants. MR was 5.4 

showing a deviation of 33% from ER.  

 

Occurrence of oestrus was reported for 71% elephants. Reproductive activity or occurrence of 

musth was reported for 84% elephants. Ninety percentages of elephants were isolated/chained 

during musth and 14% of male elephants had sired offspring. MR was 4.6 with a deviation of 

43% from ER. 

 

Of 176 instances of presence/absence of disease/injury, 10% was due to eye problems, 33% foot 

or leg problems, 9% due to abscess, other medical problems (anemia, GI problems, Urinary 

problems, respiratory problems, worms, and wounds) accounted for 48% and 1% due to 

tuberculosis. Veterinary doctor was available for 99% elephants and frequency of visits was 

daily 30%, weekly/fortnightly 45% and on call or monthly was 25%. MR was 5.8 showing a 

deviation of 28% from ER.  

 

Mean professional experience was 15 years, mean experience with recent elephant was 8.3 years 

and 43% handlers opted for this profession as an employment source, 34% as a traditional 

occupation, 20% out of interest, 1% each as a combination of employment and interest or 

traditional occupation and 0.5% due to a combination of tradition and interest. MR was 5.6 with 

a deviation of 38% from ER.  

 

Mean annual income was Rs.58, 856/-, mean number of children per family was 3 and 50 % of 

handlers were covered by insurance. Sixty three percentages of handlers reported alcohol 

consumption. MR was 4.0 showing a deviation of 43% from ER. 

  
Overall welfare rating for Forest Camp elephants was 5.4 showing a deviation of 33% from ER.    

Despite presence of natural conditions and opportunity to interact with group members/wild 

elephants, the overall rating showed a deviation of 33%. The one factor that impinged on all 

other features was chaining. Species-typical expressions can be curtailed when animalsô 

movements are restricted, making other suitable features redundant. To this if work schedule is 

added, the actual time available for the elephants to engage in their behavioural repertoire is even 

more limited.  
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Recommendations 

Existing conditions suitable for elephant keeping  

 

¶ Elephants are provided natural open space with vegetation 

¶ Access to water-bodies like rivers/ ponds  

¶ Relatively less duration of being chained to one place 

¶ Opportunity to browse/ graze in forest conditions during non-summer months 

¶ Provision of natural shade 

¶ Opportunity for expression of species-specific social behaviour and maintenance of near 

natural group structure as a result of breeding opportunities provided  

¶ Provision for interaction with wild elephants  

¶ Availability of veterinary care and facility  

 

Overall, the presence of conspecifics, natural physical environment such as river/water-bodies/ 

forest cover, and veterinary intervention makes forest camps the best model for elephant 

keeping. However, there is conspicuous lack of clarity in the objective of establishing forest 

campsð whether they contribute to conservation or welfare.  

 

If forest camp elephants are maintained for conservation, the relevance of captive elephants to 

wildlife conservation can be considered to be of two types:  

 

Direct Conservation 

 Back to wild 

¶ Release of captive elephants into the wild, fully integrated into wild habitat, 

without any human interference: complete and unhindered addition to gene pool 

and numbers of wild elephant population  

¶ Partially integrated: as observed currently in forest camps/ some zoosï free 

grazing, mating, scope for exposure to forest and its environment, but elephantsô 

activity under human control 

ü When camp tusker/s and female/s are allowed to forage in the elephant 

habitat, this results in breeding between wild and camp elephants. This 

enables genetic exchange between the two populations. 

 

Indirect Conservation  

¶ Well trained elephants called Kumkies (Koonkies) are being used to drive away 

wild rogue elephants as a conflict mitigation measure, to build confidence and 

create conservation awareness among the public. 

¶ Kumkies are also used to capture and translocate problematic wild elephants from 

highly fragmented forest patches as a population control measure, this would 

otherwise not be possible by any other machinery 

¶ Elephants in forest camps are also used for forestry operations such as uprooting 

lantana, removing trees fallen along roads.  They can also be used to patrol the 

forest in areas with thick forest cover.   

¶ Provides opportunity for scientific study of elephant biology and behaviour that 

would otherwise not be possible with wild elephants. The result of that research 

study can be used for management of elephant reserve.  
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¶ Camp elephants are also used in rescuing and treating wild elephants which are in 

distress/indisposed due to human activities 

¶ As a means of providing awareness on nature and natural resources: 

 The camp serves as a place to educate and teach students from schools and 

colleges about elephants in their natural environment as well as providing 

opportunities to observe wildlife 

Tourism and education of public on wildlife through eco-tourism using elephant 

rides in forest areas, involvement of tourists in feeding routine of camp elephants  

 

All activities which involve human interference in elephantsô lives will compromise welfare of 

the animal/s as the animal/s will not be able to engage in species-typical activity of its choosing.  

 

Negative conditions of elephant keeping in forest camps 

 

¶ No long-term vision regarding priority of maintaining elephants: for conservation or for 

welfare of the animals as this entails resource management based on different goals  

¶ Absence of point person accountability at field level: thus, making implementation of any 

objective problematic 

¶ Rescued/confiscated elephants from different regimes placed along with existing camp 

animals without quarantine and requisite health checks  

¶ Elephants brought in from different sources to forest camps as a result of confiscation 

require different handling, care and feeding, which remains unplanned at present 

¶ Camp-sites have degraded vegetation, with less foraging benefits for calves, young ones 

and aged elephants 

¶ Placing immense importance on the use of elephants for tourist rides does not give 

elephants time for proper bathing, feeding or even opportunity for suckling a calf 

¶ Quarters of mahouts/kavadis extremely substandard with no hygiene facilities 

¶ No health checks for mahouts/kavadis, rendering them as carriers of zoonotic diseases 

¶ Non-payment of dues to mahouts/kavadis, often resulting in the mis-use of animal food 

supplies for human purpose 

 

Welfare options for forest camp elephants  
One option available for the captive elephants of Forest camps would be release in to the wild, 

thereby adding to the conservation value of the region, with suitable health checks being done on 

the elephants. 

 

Back-to-wild option may not be possible for some locations: for instance, in Mudumalai Forest 

Camp in Tamil Nadu, a highway cutting across the sanctuary may endanger the lives of the 

captive elephants. Villages occur within the forest limit which might lead to chance of conflict 

between elephants and local residents. Additionally, it may not be an ideal location as the 

number of wild elephants are known to be high in this region leading to conflict between both 

populations and probable reduced survivability of the introduced population. 

 

However, the Anamalai camp elephants in Tamil Nadu and other camps in Assam, Karnataka, 

and West Bengal, release into the wild could be feasible considering only numbers of wild 

elephants in that region. Human population pressure in the form of fragmentation of habitat and 
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potential for conflict with local residents, however, may not permit implementation of back-to-

wild concept.  

 

Given this situation, the logic of keeping captive elephants in these forest camps appears to be 

based on a combination of indirect conservation value and welfare. 

 

Suggested changes in management of forest camp elephants: 

Camp elephants require extensive management plans and budgets because of the presence of 

several elephants and animal handlers. Forest camps often house more than one elephant in 

(semi-) natural surroundings. The daily routine of the elephant often involves work. In general, 

this work is carried out under less stressful conditions than, for instance, the circus and temple 

elephants or any other captive elephant management regimes.  

Space and diet 

Availability of forest conditions for Forest camp elephants: We need to change the 

management of elephants that are tied for several hours in some forest camps. Most 

elephants have limited foraging movement since their feet are shackled or are tied to 

heavy drag chains.  

 

Free grazing is good for both elephant and the habitat: depending on the situation, or in 

some specific cases, all elephants can be safely let loose in the jungle for foraging, so 

that we can minimize impact of FCs on the habitat by way of cutting Ficus and other 

trees 

 

Except for specific cases, elephants may be allowed to roam without hobbling. 

Experiments on using only drag chains may be considered, for the easy retrieval of the 

animals by mahouts.  

 

Since study of elephants can be one objective of captivity, the foraging behaviour of 

such elephants (unfettered) can be studied (by trained mahouts) and can be of immense 

value to elephant biology. 

 

Campsites should be changed periodically depending upon the availability of fodder 

and water. In doing this, we need to address the mahoutsô requirement of 

accommodation, etc.  

 

The forest camps have to consider alternative campsites so that there is enough foraging 

material and water in different seasons as there might not be enough fodder during 

summer. This needs planning and management and should not be based on random 

decisions of site selection.  

 

During summer, providing more nutritional food could be considered: green gram 

(Vigna radiata), digestive mixtures, potions, minerals, vitamin supplements, salt and 

jaggery (hardened balls of sugarcane -Saccharum sp.juice) could be considered.     

The debate on providing cooked food and specific supplements such as jaggery to 

elephants needs to be critically reviewed. Specific reasons for administering a given 
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food item(s) needs to be displayed on the ration chart. This should be a source of 

knowledge and a learning experience for newcomers.   

 

Supplements can be provided on veterinarianôs advice. There are fodder lands available 

outside the park with the revenue department which can be used to raise some fodder 

crop.  

 

Source of stall feed supply should be checked regularly for quality and pesticide 

contamination. This is in the light of reports of elephant deaths, including calves, in 

some cases. 

 

  

When elephants are used for tourism during summer, extra food should be provided to 

the elephants. 

  Water 

Perennial water source is available for most of the camps; however, the quality is 

contaminated in some camps due to presence of villages and industrial units (at some 

places sewage water also gets mixed with the water source). In the dry season, water 

flow is limited and results in low quantity and quality of water available for elephants. 

Regular water tests and water treatment need to be considered.   

 

When an elephant is bathing or drinking water, it may defecate, contaminating the 

water source. Mahouts should make efforts to isolate the dung piles from the water-

source. 

 

No scientific observation on water consumption by individual elephants is available, 

resulting in lack of information on the quality, quantity and effect of cleanliness of this 

important resource.  

Exercise and work 

In camps, where elephant rides are offered or the animals are used as active tourist 

attractions, care should be taken to ensure that the elephantsô routine is not disturbed. 

For example, the schedule for feeding the elephant should not be disturbed/ delayed 

for the convenience of tourists. 

 

Elephants which are old, pregnant, and with calves should not be used for tourist 

rides, as is being done in some national parks and zoos  

 

Work or work load needs to be planned; it may be suggested that during dry season 

elephants should not be made to work; specifically using elephants for tourism should 

prevented. Immediately after the monsoon; forage is available for elephants even 

during work hours ï but during the dry season the scope for feeding while working is 

limited; since elephants feed continually, tourist rides during summer may not provide 

opportunity to forage while working. The elephant rides should be banned during 

summer. 
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 Their use in monsoon is even more problematic as the ground is very slippery and 

makes it difficult for the elephant to walk with a load. 

 

Patrolling or use as kunkie for conflict mitigation constitutes a better alternative 

activity for forest camp and national park elephants. This is to be preferred over using 

the elephant for tourist rides. Other activities preferred to tourist rides are weed 

removal/ removal of fallen logs from roads. However, elephants have to be trained 

properly, there was an incident of an elephant injuring itôs eye, while removing a 

specific species of weed. Any work activity should not compromise the elephantôs 

foraging or its access to food and water.  

 

Training  

Three aspects need to be considered 

¶ Training of elephants captured from the wild  

¶ Training of calves 

¶ Nature of training 

 

It appears that the established methods of training elephants captured from the wild are harsh. 

The entire process of bringing a wild animal under human control can be traumatic for the 

captured animal. Efforts have to be made to implement positive reinforcement for captured adult 

elephants also. The way the younger generation of mahouts handle elephants in day to day 

practice appears to be harsh; this needs to be investigated and changed by giving exposure and 

regular training and a sensitization programme to the mahouts and assistants.   

 

Training can be accomplished without being negative or harsh by providing food, treats and light 

taps on the elephantôs legs and head in order to make him/her understand what is required. The 

elephant learns association of words with an action, which is then rewarded. This method is 

time- consuming, but is more welfare oriented than the traditional methods. 

 

Regular training at least for a few hours, with positive reinforcement is suggested; training for 

basic upkeep, usage for kunkie, patrolling, timber hauling, loading or offloading animals in 

vehicles; weed removal, safari, habituating the animals to crowds or other elephants is important. 

Interaction between elephant and handler has to be one of respect and trust, not fear and 

dominance.  

 

Reproduction 
While breeding may constitute a positive indicator of the health and environment of 

an elephant, reproduction is meaningless unless increased numbers get an equal if not 

better quality of life. We also do not recommend separating individual elephants from 

family herds.  

 

While successful reproduction in captivity in forest camps is an indicator of good 

welfare conditions, there is no policy regarding continued maintenance of a captive 

population and its management,. 
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For Tamil Nadu FCs, it is a curious case: on the one hand, all available resources are 

found and on the other, not a single female elephant has given birth since 2005 as 

there are no breeding females due to past transfer of such elephants to other 

institutions. For instance, the 22y old female Ashwini was shifted from FC to 

Vandalore zoo. The transfer of a viable female from a suitable setting for breeding to 

a more restricted environment with reduced access to males is not advised. 

 

Our data seems to suggest there are only a few breeding females in the population in 

Tamil Nadu. As temples maintain predominantly female elephants, most of the FC 

elephants have been sourced out to these places. Henceforth the release of females 

from the camps should be prevented through exclusive laws. 

 

Depending on the vision mentioned above, a policy document should be made 

available on elephant reproduction and the following features should be considered: 

 

¶ Knowledge of oestrus cycles, mating period, calving intervals, age at first 

birth and number of births is important in managing the reproductive health of 

females. 

¶ For males, details on musth are not available (where available, they are vague 

and inconclusive) for most camps in terms of time, duration, age at first 

musth, synchrony/asynchrony in musth and whether the elephant has been 

exposed to females. 

 

Veterinary care 
Most of the camps have dedicated veterinary care, have veterinary care units, including 

the presence of a residential veterinary doctor with experience in treating elephants; but, 

all these aspects are distinctly absent in some camps. needing resident veterinarians with 

expertise in elephants along with sufficient veterinary care units.   

 

Some of the problems faced in veterinary care are: 

 

¶ Doctors do not have access to timely laboratory reports to enable them to take 

appropriate medical action. Most reports reach them after a delay of several 

days to one year, rendering lab results worthless. 

¶ Veterinarians may like access to a modern, contemporary, reasonably well-

equipped laboratory. 

¶ There should be scope for veterinary research. Presently, limited funds may be 

available from the department. This may be insufficient for detailed 

investigations or follow-up. 

¶ Government approvals for emergency testing are time-consuming and 

therefore valuable time needed for treating affected animals is lost. 

¶ The department does not provide adequate welfare measures to the doctors 

resulting in employee turnover and frequent change of doctors. Hence, 

experience of such doctors is also going waste. The appointment of new 

doctors will result in the same cycle of learning and employee turn-over.  
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The following procedures need to be followed: 

 

¶ Periodic health check-up of elephants  

¶ Blood/urine and dung sampling for routine clinical examination 

¶ Specific check-up for Tuberculosis. Herpes, etc.  

¶ Routine check of feet, skin, eyes and for injuries, if any.  

¶ Cattle, stray dogs should be removed from elephant camps and their 

surroundings as they can propagate diseases to elephants or in the case of 

dogs, they create havoc among elephants  

¶ Body measurements: Weight and body measurements in relation to height, 

neck and chest girth and body length should be periodically measured in 

standard, calibrated measuring units. Measuring number of defecations, 

number of boluses, dung boluses per defecation, circumference of each bolus 

is recommended in relation to an individual elephant's age. This provides 

authentic information on digestion, health and nutrient uptake by the animal.    

 

¶ Simple body condition measures should be documented regularly like 

visibility of ribs, scapula and buckle cavity. These measurements are an 

indicator of the captive animal's health condition. 

 

¶ The Forest Camp veterinarian should maintain all data in a health or medical 

register.  

Equipment related to handling animals 

Information on the current status of equipment such as chains, ropes and howdah is 

very sketchy or not critically reviewed. Equipment such as leg chain, "bedi" or collar, 

neck chain, etc. has to be periodically replaced. Howdah used for tourist rides should 

be regularly checked to ensure that it does not hurt the animal (efforts can be taken to 

use light weight howdahs).  

 

The use of namdha and khadi on elephants while providing rides: soft rope can be used instead 

of coconut based coirs; elephant grass is currently used as source khadi, it may increase the 

weight; succulent grasses are known to be light weightïused in Bandipur Forest Camp in 

Karnataka (for example).  Cushioning effort to be increased to reduce the pressure of namdha 

and khadi on the body. Leather used to prevent body scratches to be lubricated with castor oil 

(oil from Ricinus communis) everyday, and replaced as it becomes old and hard. 

 

 Funds 

 

Information on this aspect is not transparent or the value of this important parameter 

is not clearly understood. There seems to be a delay in release of funds earmarked. In 

most camps, in addition, there seems to be a delay in payment of wages and wage 

arrears. Fund allocation and dispersal should be done on a consistent and regular 

basis. Financial hardships of mahout/cawadis have been seen to result in 

misappropriation of rations meant for the elephant. This may not be true in all cases. 
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Elephant mahouts/cawadis 
Except for permanent employees of forest camps, who are few in number, most are daily wage 

workers. Employee status needs to be looked into, and improved upon, according to years of 

service and expertise.  

 

New, temporary cawadis train themselves by observing and participating in group activities. 

Training should be consistent and offered throughout the year. A one- or two-day training 

program has little relevance. The same resources could be utilised better for the welfare of the 

mahouts/cawadis The monitoring officers should grade their performance.  Training should 

include specific classes on elephant biology, physiology and psychology, simple first-aid 

treatment, personal hygiene, etc. Mahouts/cawadis should be taken for inter-camp visits within 

or outside the state..  

 

Due to frequent change of handlers, the experience of mahouts/cawadis in handling particular, 

individual elephants is not high. Both mahouts and cawadis show poor education level. Salaries 

provided are insufficient. This is true of insurance coverage as well. Consumption of alcohol 

seems to be high amongst both. Mahouts and cawadis are clear that their children will not join 

the profession. If elephant-keeping is to be successful, certain incentives for the families of the 

mahouts need to be initiated. Only then would it be seen as a profession of choice and not of 

poverty and illiteracy.    

Transfer or exchange of elephants between facilities 

Several studies suggest that movement across facilities breaks social bonds, especially among 

females. The shifting of animals leads to disruption of hierarchy and results in related problems. 

It may also result in aggression towards an animal, which has been reintroduced into its own 

group. Transfers or relocations of elephants should be done after much thought. Necessary 

discussions with the mahouts and handlers need to be undertaken to avoid arbitrary and random 

movements, which may disrupt an elephant's emotional ties with related herd members. 

 

There are usually some ñproblemò elephants in camps, brought in through 

confiscation or dumped by private owners or agencies unable to cope with the animal. 

Thereafter, these are parked in forest camps. These elephants require a different 

management concept with a specific and more care-oriented approach which 

gradually introduces the elephant/s to its new environment and lifestyle.  

  

Specific quarantine measuresðdecision to allow this animal to interact with other 

members of the centre may be taken according to the background of the animal. 

Health checks and other tests should be completed without delay. 

 

Forest Camps are burdened with many animals coming from different sources. 

Government should allocate extra budget as contingency/non-planned expenditure to 

ensure proper care of these animals. These specific elephants often suffer due to the 

reluctance of the concerned department to take action on their behalf.  

 

Establishment of monitoring committees exclusively for these confiscated/rescued/ 

abandoned elephants that are parked in camps and zoos needs to be looked into.  
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There is also clear scope for the formulation of a care facility, which is NOT 

necessarily a forest camp or zoo, due to the existing numbers of suffering and abused 

captive elephants across the states and different management regimes. Care centers 

need to be placed within a forest and close to a river. An area not inhabited by wild 

elephants may also be considered.  

 

Adoption of elephants in FC/zoos 
It is recommended that forest camps and elephant facilities in zoos may be adopted by 

NGOs and other agencies that have a proven track record of being professional, 

knowledgeable, mature and sincere. This includes working with the concerned 

departments, volunteering for daily activities and maintenance of record-keeping, 

involvement in budget allocation and working with the concerned attendants. 

However, care should be taken that camps should not indirectly fall into the power of 

organisations with a declared or undeclared commercial intention. The department 

should always keep an administrative control over this.  

 

In addition to this, the following specific welfare measured to be adopted  

 

¶ The long-term objective of captive elephants maintained in FCs has to be envisaged for 

continued maintenance/otherwise of these animals. If such elephants are to be 

maintained, for whatever reasons, welfare should be of paramount importance in the form 

of:  

 

a. More emphasis of reinforcing natural behaviour of the animals; this can have the 

added advantage of increased success of survival of elephants in the event of their 

release into the wild 

b.   The policy of chaining the elephants has to be regulated to a minimum period 

necessitated by work or veterinary procedures. Free-ranging opportunity in forest 

conditions would ensure better welfare for the elephants  

c. Long-term policy for camps has to be envisaged: whether the camp would like to 

continue its success in adding to the elephant population in captivity; if so, plans for 

the increased number of elephants have to be set up. The policy of moving ñexcessò 

elephants should not break the established social grouping/ relationships among the 

elephants in the camp.  

d. In West Bengal, Jaldapara and Gorumara are the last remaining habitat for the Greater 

One-horned Rhinocereos. Captive elephants in forest camps can be used for patrolling 

these forests, this activity would be in keeping with providing a natural environment 

for the elephants, providing opportunity to forage and consuming water from 

streams/rivers/ natural depressions, engaging in social interactions among other 

elephants in the group (even while patrolling).  

e. While patrolling, some work conditions have to regulated: patrolling on a rotational 

basis (keeping in mind the social cohesiveness of the group), sufficient rest to be 

given  
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f. Even while patrolling, elephants have to be provided sufficient opportunity to graze/ 

restð hence, prior planning regarding the number of days/hours and the distance 

covered has to be in place 

g. Specific management for ñmusthò which frees the animal from current practice of 
continuous chaining. Special musth enclosures can be considered 

h.   Care should be taken not to separate family and herd members from each other 

brought on by posting them to different camps in varied districts. 

i. Specific management  for old, nursing, confiscated/ rescued, pregnant and calf 

elephants ïnot to be used for tourism, given special food and mahout management 

j.   The workload of these elephants must be periodically reviewed so that long term 

stress does not affect their health and performance. 

k. Elephant foot problems must always be tended to immediately instead of waiting for 

the situation to worsen before the veterinarians act. 

l. Wild male elephants attacking captive males: though, this appears to be a difficult 

problem to control, one way would be to allow captive males to range-free at night, a 

practice followed by some states in the country. Hobbling should not be resorted to 

while free-ranging, use of drag chains can serve a similar purpose.  

m. Steps have to be taken to prevent poaching of captive male tuskersð this would have 

to involve Anti Poaching Camps keeping tabs on the movement of its captive tuskers. 

n. Appointment of point person with specific responsibility of managing camp 

elephantsô food/ feeding, daily routine and mahout management 

o. Appointment of head mahout as a point person with accountability for all mahout and 

elephant field issues  

p. Assess experience/methods used by mahouts in handling elephants. Provide training 

and professional certification. 

q. Appointment of knowledgeable persons e.g. field biologists, elephant scientists, 

veterinarians with elephant knowledge, NGOs who can form a policy committee 

along with department officials, and periodically meet, inspect, resolve issues and 

report to the Chief Wildlife Warden of the State of given state. 

r. We believe that clear principles of conservation with precise objectives should be set 

regarding elephant camps. What is the use of elephant camps? How can elephant 

camps contribute to the conservation of the species? Should elephant camps provide 

conservation priority over that of welfare? If clear answers are not given to these 

questions, the management of camp elephants will remain subjective, confusing and 

will never be satisfactory. 

Irrespective of the nature of a forest camp, for conservation or welfare, maintenance of its 

elephants should ensure maximum possible opportunity to express species-specific behaviours.  

 

Specific challenges   

Andaman 

The Shekhar Singh report (2002) recommends removal of all exotic species from Andaman 

Island 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. 
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¶ 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.  

 

Kerala 

Unlike elephant camps in other regions, except for Muthanga elephant in Kerala, the camps are 

not within or adjoining to forested landscape and each camp in Kerala has specific responsibility; 

keeping this in mind, specific suggestions are made for each camp in Kerala. Even with the 

forest cover and other associated aspects, objective of keeping elephant in Muthanga Forest 

Camp is different and defined suggestions for this camp are also important.  

 

MUTHANGA FOREST CAMP  

 

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

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

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

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

from the forests 

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

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

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

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

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

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

involving handlers in observing the elephantsô specified durations/ through radio-

collaring.   

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

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

status by the absence of features essential to their biology.  

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

welfare at all times        

¶ Timely inflow of funds or measures to implement revolving funds 

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

schemes to improve their welfare                                                   

 

ARIANKAVU FOREST CAMP  

 

¶ The purpose of keeping the elephant in this camp is timber haulingð this should not 

over-ride welfare considerations of providing opportunities for the elephant to express its 

natural behavioural repertoire   

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

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

conditions for the elephants, considering the physically demanding nature of work for the 
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elephants.  Opportunity to free range in the nearby forests with access to rivers/ streams 

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

as they engage in species-typical activities  

¶ Considering that the elephant is nearing ñretirementò age, it would be appropriate if 

efforts were made now to initiate a regime where activities that enhance its natural 

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

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

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

the age of the animal. The change of location and handlers has to be gradual, giving 

opportunity for the elephant to acclimatize.  

                                                   

KODANADU FOREST CAMP  

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

survive as a herd in the wild, would be an option. With proper management, the herd 

could be integrated into the wild as a unit.   

¶ An exclusive manager to administer the camp is needed 

¶ A permanent veterinary care center is needed 

¶ Timely inflow of funds or measures to implement revolving funds 

 

KONNI FOREST CAMP  

 

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

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

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

 

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

cohesive, maybe unrelated, unit with a relatively older female elephant. This would 

involve monitoring the interactions among the elephants which could be done by trained 

mahouts/ cawadis.  

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

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

needs of the elephants. In other words, the emphasis should be on providing near natural 

conditions (biological and physical) and not on harnessing animals for work or for any 

other human-oriented activity. Such an approach would be able to provide a factual 

insight into elephant lives for the general public. 

¶ An exclusive manager to administer the camp is needed 

¶ Timely inflow of funds or measures to implement revolving funds 

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

schemes to improve their welfare                                                   
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KOTTUR ELEPHANT CARE CENTRE  

 

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

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

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

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

interaction among the newly introduced individuals in an appropriately safe setting (for 

the new elephants).  

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

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

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

performing species typical reproductive activities. Exposure to females should be done 

under supervision as negative interaction among the introduced elephants may result in 

injuries. 

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

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

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

individuals in order to replicate a more natural approach. 

¶ A permanent veterinary care center is needed 

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

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

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

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

the future of this care-center 
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Introduction  

Forest camps with captive elephants are a product of the timber-extraction practice established 

during the British rule. The British, to harvest timber for use on the Indian mainland, introduced 

captive elephants to the Andaman.  Assam is one of the last strongholds of the Asian elephant, 

both captive and wild; and around 1500 continue to thrive in captivity in the state. In Karnataka, 

the majority of elephants belong to the forest department; Kerala has captive elephants in five 

forest camps spread across the state.   Tamil Nadu has a very long history of elephant keeping. 

The forest camps of Tamil Nadu in addition to maintaining elephants for timber harvesting also 

act as a source for providing elephants to other institutions.  In West Bengal, captive elephants in 

forest camps are used for patrolling forests, particularly in the last remaining habitat for the 

Greater One-horned Rhinoceros (Rhinoceros unicornis).  

 

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

distribution, management and welfare profile; and this investigation on captive elephants from 

forest camps is an attempt to get a detailed picture on the species in forest camps across India. 

 

Objective 

The 2005 ï 2010 All India Captive Elephant survey (conducted by CUPA-ANCF-WSPA) 

collected relevant data on forest camp elephants: 

¶ To assess elephantsô welfare status in terms of physical, social, psychological, health and 

veterinary care parameters 

¶ To assess the professional experience of handlers (mahout/assistants) and their socio-

economic profile 

 

Method 

An All India Captive Elephant Survey was launched in 2005 with the joint participation of 

World Society for Animals (WSPA), U.K., Compassion Unlimited Plus Action (C.U.P.A.), 

Bangalore and Asian Nature Conservation Foundation (A.N.C.F.), Bangalore. Information 

regarding elephants and handlers was collected by direct observation and through interview of 

relevant personnel (Figures 1a, b, c, d, e, f, g and h). This was achieved by involving teams of 

volunteers drawn from educational institutions/ nature clubs. The teams were given short-term 

training by experts from A.N.C.F. regarding collection of data. A section of the data related to 

population demography was assessed for the same. Another section was used for assessing 

welfare status of elephants as well as professional experience/ socio-economic status of handlers.  

 

a b 
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Figures 1a, b, c, d, e, f, g and h: Data collection of elephants from different forest camps in India, specific 

code given for elephant (a), direct observations (b, c and d), body measurements (e), gathering health 

status detail (f), interviews with elephant handlers (g and h). 

 

Welfare status of elephants 

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

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

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

range of captive features, both physical and biological, have been observed and compared with 

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



23 
 

social, reproductive and health aspects of the elephants. The greater the difference between 

captive and wild variables, the poorer the welfare of the captive animal. In addition, veterinary 

care and health parameters were considered, as any captive situation cannot do without these two 

important features. As captive living conditions are not uniform across regions/management 

types, each of the observed variables was rated on a 0 ï 10 scale. 

 

The rating method  

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

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

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

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

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

exclusive workshop conducted on the subject (Varma, 2008; Varma, et al., 2008; Varma and 

Prasad, 2008). Experts rated a total of 114 welfare parameters covering major aspects of 

captivity 

 

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

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

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

was arrived for ósource of waterô 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.  

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

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

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

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

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

parameter.  

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

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

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

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

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

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

use, then the allocated value is 0.5.   

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

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

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

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

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 represent the average across related parameters 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

experience or socio-economic status.   

¶ n refers to number of individuals(elephants/handlers) 

¶ nÀ refers to number of parameters  

¶ N* refers to number of FCs 

 

Results 

Three hundred sixty-three elephants belonging to FCs across six states: Andaman, Assam, 

Karnataka, Kerala, Tamil Nadu and West Bengal were observed. Mean age of females was 

29.4yrs (SE= 1.6, N= 174, ranging from 7months to 82yrs); mean age of males was 27.1 yrs 

(SE= 1.5, N= 1.5, ranging from 3 months to 90yrs). Figure 2a gives the age-sex class based 

distribution.  

 

 
Figure 2a: Age-sex distribution of observed FC elephants 

 

The ratio of males to females indicates female dominance with more than one female for every 

male among calves (less than 1yr; 1M: 3.5F) and juveniles (upto 5yrs; 1M: 1.3F) and among 

older adults (more than 40yrs; 1M: 1.6F) and seniors (more than 60yrs; 1M: 1.9F). The M: F 

ratio is nearly equal to 1 among sub-adults (6-16yrs; 1M: 0.9F) and adults (16-40yrs; 1M: 0.8F). 

 

Source  

This parameter is considered to indicate not just acquisition sources but also the change 

experienced by elephants, viz., greater change is experienced by a wild caught elephant that is 

brought into captivity. 

 

¶ Of 325 elephants, 46% were captive born; ratio of M: F was 1:1.2 

¶ Thirty one percentages of elephants were wild caught, ratio of M: F was 1:0.6 
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¶ Ten percentages of elephants were rescued, ratio of M :F was 1:0.8 

¶ Fourteen percentages of elephants were purchased, ratio of M: F was 1:4.6 

 

MR was 3.2 (SE= 1.5, N*=4) implying a deviation of 50% from ER.  

 

Among 366 elephants, source was not known for 37 elephants. Figure 2a shows source of 

acquisition within forest camps. In terms of ratio of Captive Born elephants to other types 

(combination of Capture, Rescue and Purchase), captive births were highest for West Bengal FC 

(1: 0.5) followed by Assam (1: 0.7) and Andamans (1: 0.9). Captive births were the lowest in 

Kerala FC (1:8) followed by Karnataka (1: 2.1), TamilNadu (1: 2.4). There were no captive 

births in Gujarat. In terms of ratio of Captive births to Purchase, Andaman FC showed higher 

number of purchases (1: 0.9), followed by West Bengal (1: 0.5) and Assam, Tamil Nadu (1:0.1). 

There were no purchases reported for the other FCs. In terms of captive birth to capture from the 

wild, higher captures were observed for Kerala (1:3), followed by Tamil Nadu (1:2), Karnataka 

(1:1.8) and Assam (1:0.5). 

 

 
*:  Purchased: refers to elephants which are traded as well as exchanged or gifted 

 

Figure 2b: Source of FC elephants 

 

Shelter  

By their very nature, forest camps based in/near forest areas provide natural physical space for 

their elephants. This may, however, be offset by managerial decisions such as fettering the 

elephants or use for work. 

 

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

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

enclosures with vegetation 

¶ Two percentages (n= 210) of elephants were exposed to concrete floors for at least some 

part of the day (Figures 3a, b, c, d, e, f, g and h) 
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a b 

 

 

c d 

 

e f 
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g h 

Figures 3a, b, c, d, e, f, g and h: Shelter provided to elephants from forest camps across India; forest as 

shelter (a, b, c, d, and e), manmade structure as shelter (f) exposure to mud floor (g and h) 

 

MR was 6.6 (SE= 0.7, N*= 6) with a deviation of 18% from ER.  

 

Water  

Availability of running water sources (rivers/streams) and opportunity to access these sources 

enable elephants to consume or use this water when needed.  Bathing places such as 

rivers/streams will not only be less contaminated but also provide greater opportunity to engage 

in species-specific activity such as wallowing in mud.  

 

¶ Rivers/streams were the water source for 62% (n= 335) elephants;  

¶ Water source where river/stream was not available such as (ponds/lakes/tanks/tap 

water/well/pots) was available for 9%; lakes/tanks (with tap-water/borewell) formed 

13%; ponds formed 2% and tap-water/wells (along with lakes) formed 2% 

¶ River was the bathing place for 82% (n = 257) of the elephants; brush/brick/stone formed 

one of the materials used as scrub for 38% (n=285) of the elephants  

¶ Distance to water was less than 1km for 66% (n=256) elephants 

a b 
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c d 

 

e f 

Figures 4a, b, c, d, e, and f: Sources of water for elephants from forest camps; perennial water source (a, 

b, c, d and e), well as source of water for a forest camp (f). 

 

MR was 5.2 (SE= 0.5, N*= 6) implying a deviation of 35% from ER.  

 

Walk   

Provision of opportunity to walk on suitable substrates will help in expression of species-typical 

tendencies; foraging forms a major activity of wild elephants (Sukumar, 1991) and by 

consequence, walking would constitute an important activity. 

 

¶ Ninety seven percentages (n = 229) of elephants were provided opportunity to walk 

¶ Mean distance covered was 7kms (SE= 0.4, n= 185) 

¶ Mean duration for walking was 4.5hrs (SE= 0.3, n= 127) 

 

MR was 6.7 (SE= 0.8, N*= 5) with a deviation of 26% from ER. 
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Social interaction  

Social interaction is woven into the multi-tiered society of elephants, specially females and 

dependent malesð forming the basis for learning survival skills. In captivity, the presence of 

other elephants in a group may not ensure species-typical interactions due to the elephants being 

fettered or being separated in space and time.  

 

¶ Eighty one percentages (n= 341) of elephants were given opportunity to interact;  

¶ Mean duration of interaction was 13.5hrs (SE= 0.6, n= 278) 

¶ Mean group size was 6 (SE= 0.4, n= 288)-Figures 5a, b, c, d, e and f) 

 

  
a b 

 

c d 
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e f 

Figures 5a, b, c, d, e and f: Scope and sources of social interaction available for captive elephants from 

forest camps in India, interactions among two adult females (a) two sub-adult females (b) among juvenile 

females (c) among mothers and calves (d and e) and among different age and sex classes (e) 

 

MR was 5.6 (SE= 0.6, N*= 6) with a deviation of 30% from ER.  

 

Chaining  

A way of controlling captive elephants is through the use of chains, the presence of near natural 

conditions may not amount to much if the elephants are chained or fettered. Free-ranging 

opportunity may be hampered by the use of hobbles on the elephants. 

 

¶ Eighty eight percentages (n= 268) of elephants were chained as well as allowed to range-

free 

¶ Spikes/hobbles were used for 85% (n= 158) elephants 

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

¶ Forty nine percentages (n=122) of elephants were chained between 11-15hrs; 20% 

between 6-8hrs; 16% between 16-24hrs; 15% between 0-5hrs (Figures 6a, b, c, d, e, f, g, 

and h) 

 

a b 
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e f 

 

c d 

  

g h 

Figures 6a, b, c, d, e, f, g and h: Types of chains used for elephants kept in forest camps, drag chains (a, b, 

c and d), legs hobbled  (e, f, g and h) 
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MR was 2.6 (SE= 0.4, N*= 6) showing a deviation of 68% from ER.  

 

Observed behavior  

Incidents of killing /injury or expression of stereotypy have been reported among captive 

elephants. Their temperament can also be described.  

 

¶ 75% (n= 301) elephants were described as quiet, 2% as aggressive and 23% as quiet 

and/or aggressive/nervous/agitated/undependable 

¶ 13% (n= 273) exhibited stereotypic behaviour 

 

MR was 6.2 (SE= 0.5, N*= 6) with a deviation of 23% from ER. 

 

Work   

In natural condition in captivity, the expression of species-typical behaviours can be put to use 

through engaging elephants in such activities as patrolling, taking care to see that elephantsô 

opportunity to range-free is not inhibited. On the other hand, use for display by standing in one 

place for long periods or performance in front of an audience cannot be conducive to expression 

of species-specific behaviours. 

 

¶ Fifty nine percentages (n= 305) of elephants were used for work 

¶ Work type ranged across patrolling/ fodder collection, tourist rides, as koonkie, for weed 

removal, timber related work, gathering palm fruits (Figures 7a, b, c, d, e, f, g and h) 

 

a b 
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c d 

 

e f 

 

g h 

 

Figures 7a, b, c, d, e, f, g and h: work types given to elephants from forest camps, attending elephant 

festival organized by a forest camp (a), used as animal safari (b and c) dragging wood items (e, f, g and 

h). 
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MR was 4.9 (SE= 0.4, N*= 6) with a deviation of 39% from ER.  

 

Food  

Himmelsbach et al., 2006, cite several authors on the role of poor or insufficient nutrition leading 

to infertility or poor growth. In captivity, opportunity to forage maybe limited as the elephants 

are hobbled by their forefeet, hence, care needs to be taken to provide a balanced nutrition. 

 

¶ Ninety five percentages (n= 313) of elephants were provided foraging opportunity in the 

forest as well as given stall feed 

¶ Mineral mixture was given for all observed elephants (n= 93) 

¶ Ration chart was maintained for 67% (n= 226) of the elephants (Figures 8a, b, c, d, e, f, g, 

h, i and j) 

 

c d 

a b 
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Figures 8a, b, c, d, e, f, g, h, i and j: Food items provided to forest camp elephants, free ranging (a, b and 

c), carrying night food (d), stall fed (e, f, g, h, i and j) 

i j 
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MR was 5.4 (SE= 0.6, N*= 6) showing a deviation of 33% from ER.  

 

Reproductive status  

Poole and Taylor (1999) mention successful captive births among forest camp elephants. 

Reproductive status and work schedule have a combined role to play as pregnant elephants 

cannot be put to work.  

 

¶ Occurrence of oestrus was reported for 71% (n= 114) elephants 

¶ Mean calf birth per female was 2 (SE= 0.3, n= 80) 

¶ Reproductive activity or occurrence of musth was reported for 84% (n= 105) elephants 

¶ Ninety percentages (n= 48) of elephants were isolated/chained during musth 

¶ Fourteen percentages (n= 59) of male elephants had sired offspring (Figures Figures 8a, 

b, c, d, e, f, g, h, i and j) 

 
  

a b 

 

c d 
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Figures 9a, b, c, d, e and f: Reproductive status of elephants from forest camps, reproductively active males                

(a and b), females exposures to male (c), calves born to different females from different camps (d and e) 

lactating mother (f) 

 

MR was 4.6 (SE= 0.3, N*= 6) with a deviation of 43% from ER. 

 

Health status and veterinary facilities  

Poor health status may lead to poor welfare and certain foot conditions are known to be 

associated with unsuitable captive conditions. Maintenance of health is also linked to availability 

of veterinary care. 

 

¶ Of 176 instances of presence/absence of disease/injury, 10% was due to eye problems, 

33% foot or leg problems, 9% due to abscess, other medical problems  (anemia, GI 

problems, Urinary problems, respiratory problems, worms, wounds) accounted for 48%  

and 1% due to tuberculosis 

¶ Ninety seven percentages (n= 208) of elephants had been dewormed, 60% (n= 189) were 

immunized and sample tests of dung/urine/blood was done for 51% (n= 154) 

¶ Veterinary doctor was available for 99% (n= 288) elephants 

¶ Frequency of visits was daily 30%, weekly/fortnightly 45% and on call or monthly was 

25% (n= 164)-Figures 10a, b, c, d, e, f, g, h, i, j, k, l, m and n. 

 

a b 
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Figures 10a, b, c, d, e, f, g, h, i, j, k, l, m and n: Veterinary expertise and facilities available for elephants 

in Forest camp; Injuries caused due to chaining of elephants (a), injuries caused by wild elephants 

attack(b) foot problems reported in forest camps (c and d)  male elephant attacked by rhino (e), breaking 

of tusk due to wild male  attack to a male elephant (f),dispensary attached to a forest office and veterinary 

care facilities (g and h), discussions of veterinary care (i) exploring for a bullet by a veterinary doctor (j), 

treatment facilities (k) vehicle  exclusively attach to veterinary doctor (l) Elephants often used as good 

darting platform in the medical management of them (m) 
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MR was 5.8 (SE= 0.2, N*= 6) showing a deviation of 28% from ER.  

 

Overall welfare rating 

Overall welfare rating for Forest Camp elephants (MR, considering all parameters together) was 

5.4 (SE= 0.4, n
À
= 10) showing a deviation of 33% from ER. Considering the divergence from ER 

for each of the parameters observed, only one (Chaining) of the ten parameters showed deviation 

of 50% or more, implying divergence to this extent from norms prescribed by the expert team. 

Among those which showed deviation of less than 50% from ER, three parametersð water, walk 

and reproductive statusð deviated by around 35-45%. Minimum deviation was shown by the 

parameter shelter (18%). 

 

Mahout (cawadi) professional experience and socio-economic status  

Handlers (mahouts/assistants) who are traditionally associated with this profession and are 

interested in taking care of elephants are considered to be better  suited than others.  

 

Professional experience  

¶ Mean professional experience was 15 years (SE= 0.5, n= 307) 

¶ Mean experience with recent elephant was 8.3 years (SE= 0.4, n= 306) 

¶ 43% (n= 221) handlers opted for this profession as an employment source, 34% as a 

traditional occupation, 20% out of interest, 1% each as a combination of employment and 

interest or traditional occupation and 0.5% due to a combination of tradition and interest 

(Figures 11a, b, c, d, e, f, g, h, i, j, k, l, m ,n, o and p) 

 

a b 
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m n 

 

MR was 5.6 (SE= 0.5, N*= 5) with a deviation of 38% from ER.  

 

Socio-economic status  

Education level, social habits and economic profile of handlers is an important factor when 

handlersô welfare is considered.  

 

¶ Mean annual income was Rs.58,856/- (SE= 1717.2, n= 297) 

¶ Mean number of children per family was 3 (SE= 0.1, n= 281) 

i j 

k l 


