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Advocating compassion 
for captive elephants: 
A World Animal 
Protection perspective 
in India
Shubhobroto Ghosh, Wildlife Projects Manager, World Animal Protection

Ganesha, the elephant headed God is one of the most 
pervasive cultural icons of India and the elephant is the 
real life manifestation of this deity. India has around 27,000 
wild elephants and about 3,000 captive elephants. Many 
of these animals are used for joyrides and ornamental 
displays in different venues, including those in Rajasthan 
and Kerala. Elephants are also used in National Parks and 
forests where tourists ride them to see wildlife. 

Elephants have been revered in Indian history and culture 
for centuries. Ironically, this same culture has seen the 
capture and taming of these gentle and noble creatures 
for millennia.

As per the records of MoEF&CC there are 2,675 captive 
elephants in India. Among these, 1821 are reportedly 
in private custody, whilst the rest are under the care 
of the Forest Department of various states. Among 
captive elephants in private custody, some are owned 
by individuals, and some by institutions like temples and 
private owners who keep elephants as status symbols.

Elephants (Elephas maximus) are a Schedule I species under 
the Indian Wildlife Protection Act. The Asian elephant is 
also listed under Appendix I of CITES, the Convention of 
International Trade in Endangered Species, that regulates 
the trade in wild animals and plants. The Asian Elephant is 
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listed as “Endangered” in the Red List of Threatened Species 
of the International Union for Conservation of Nature 
(IUCN). Under Section 1(5) of the Wildlife Protection Act, 
a captive animal is ‘captured, or kept or bred in captivity.’

The Indian wildlife protection law has an exemption under 
Section 40 for transactions in live elephants and it is 
alleged that traders regularly take advantage of it to illicitly 
deal in live elephants. Captive elephants in Sonepur have 
been highly in demand in the private elephant ownership 
circle in India, including in Amer Fort in Jaipur in Rajasthan, 
Kerala and until recently, circuses.

The Ministry of Environment and Forests (MOEF) has 
persistently been trying to improve the condition of 
elephants in India, in captivity and has issued the 
comprehensive guidelines for care and management of 
captive elephants on 8th January, 2008.

In August 2019, a study assessing physiological stress 
in captive elephants was published by scientists at 
CSIR- Centre for Cellular and Molecular Biology (CCMB), 
Hyderabad. The study measured the amount of 
stress hormones called glucocorticoids (cortisol and 
corticosterone) in 870 dung samples from 37 elephants. 
The samples were collected from elephants that were 
engaged in different activities from various locations in 
captivity and the wild.

The study revealed that elephants from the Mysore 
Dussehra camp, which were made to perform during 
ceremonies, had a higher amount of stress hormones 
than others. The study stated that heightened levels of 
stress can cause infertility, hyperglycemia, suppression 
of immune response, imperfect wound healing, and 
neuronal cell death.

World Animal Protection wholeheartedly welcomes 
the efforts of MOEF and all associated organisations 
in promoting humane treatment of captive elephants. 
The directive of the Forest Department of Rajasthan to 
retire nineteen sick elephants from rides in Amer fort 
in February, 2021 is also a positive step forward. World 
Animal Protection also appreciates the efforts made by 
the Government to bring compassionate care to captive 
elephants and enhance protection for wild elephants as 
stated in the Gajah report published in 2010. MoEF&CC 
has also been instrumental providing technical, financial 
and moral support to apprehend traders of live elephants 
and businessmen dealing in elephant ivory. Significant 
educational efforts have been undertaken by the MoEF&CC 
to highlight the plight of elephants in the wild and in 
captivity, including the Gaja Mahotsava held in New Delhi, 
2018. The Central Zoo Authority of India, a body under the 
MoEF&CC, has initiated notable endeavours to improve 
the condition of captive elephants in zoos, comprising of 
both Asian elephants and African elephants. World Animal 
Protection appreciates the CZA directives and believes that 
the African elephants in Indian zoos, in Delhi and Mysore, 
should be accorded the best possible treatment.

Captive elephants are many times subjected to abuse 
by their owners. Several studies, including World Animal 
Protection reports, ‘Taken For A Ride,’ and ‘Elephants 
Not Commodities’, highlight captive elephant abuse 
comprehensively.

World Animal Protection believes that the tourism industry 
is in a unique position to reset the current status quo and 
restart tourism the right way. The elephants could be 
retired to genuine sanctuaries which also offer tourism 
opportunities for ethical travellers. 

(Left) Sonepur elephant calf; (Right) Shankar Delhi Zoo African Elephant 23 August 2015
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Across Asia, there are over 3,800 captive elephants 
exploited for tourist entertainment in 357 camps.  Thailand 
is home to three quarters of these elephants and has seen 
a 70% increase in their number in just 10 years, according 
to WAP report, ‘Elephants, Not commodities.’ The study 
compares research into elephant tourism which spans 
a decade, assessing venues across Thailand, India, Laos, 
Cambodia, Nepal, Sri Lanka and Malaysia. The findings 
reveal that 2,390 (63%) elephants are subjected to minimal 
welfare standards at 208 venues across the countries 
studied, and of those just 279 (7%) elephants are kept in 
high-welfare venues.

India is home to the second highest number of elephants 
used in tourism, and of the 21 venues housing 509 
elephants, our research found 45% (225) of the elephants 
kept in captivity requires better welfare and management 
standards. Whilst highlighting attention on the plight of 
captive elephants, World Animal Protection also remains 
mindful of the plight of wild elephants and especially those 
in conflict situations. The motto of World Animal Protection 
is ‘wildlife belongs in the wild.’
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Anecdotes from the 
Elephant Man of Assam
Padmashree Dr. K. K. Sarma

In an interactive session following a conservation lecture 
in a school, a little girl asked me a question, “Sir, elephants 
neither give us milk nor are they used for ploughing 
our fields; instead they damage our paddy in the fields, 
destroy properties and even kill people, why then should 
we protect or conserve them?”

Amazed by the little girl’s inquisitiveness, I tried to 
reason with her the very essence and need to save the 
megaherbivore. Elephants are among a few remaining 
species of animals on earth that were original inhabitants 
of this planet. They came much before humans and 
ethically, have the priority claim on it. But that is just a 
moral reason; there are many more important reasons 
which are actually for our own benefit, our own survival.  
Elephants represent a green earth; they also ensure 
survival of the greeneries and ensure supply of water for all 
of us. During the dry season, elephants use their legs and 
tusks to dig for water. This not only allows the elephants 
to survive in dry environments and when droughts strike, 
but also provide water for other animals that share harsh 
habitats. Elephants are thus the keystone species, playing 
an important role in maintaining the biodiversity of the 
ecosystems.

When elephants in forests forage, they create gaps in the 
vegetation. These gaps allow sun rays to reach the bottom 
of the forests, creating an ambience for the growth of new 
plants and create pathways for other smaller animals.

A friend from the royal family in Thailand, who works for 
rehabilitation of captive elephants “Back to the Wild” once, 

narrated a small but significant anecdote from his own 
life. Once his young granddaughter saw an elephant drop 
a pile of faecal boli on a road in the city of Bangkok while 
it was being walked. The girl asked her grandpa, as to why 
the elephants like to pooh on the road! Not knowing how to 
respond to the innocent question, the grandfather replied, 
“Because they wish a forest here, as it used to be before, 
prior to the people turning them into a city” and how 
true that was! Elephants are known to be the engineers 
of forest through seed dispersal. Some tree species rely 
almost entirely upon elephants for seed propagation.

Scientists have observed an interesting phenomenon in 
elephants that they do not suffer from cancers. Years of 
serious quest  in this has led the scientists to belief that the 
P53 gene in elephant has the code for cancer prevention, in 
fact they have already identified an anti leukaemic (blood 
cancer) factor in this,  raising the hope that the day is not 
far before we find an answer to  cancer in the elephant. Is 
it not an important reason why we should conserve the 
elephants?

Elephants are among the most intelligent of the creatures 
with complex consciousnesses that are capable of strong 
emotions. Across Asia and Africa, elephants have strong 
cultural significance and are revered by the people that 
share the landscape with them. Also as icons of these 
continents, elephants attract tourism that has generated 
revenues used in protection of wilderness areas. 

I urge everyone to come and join hands for conservation 
of elephants for securing a healthy planet!

© DAVID SMITH / WWF-INDIA
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Facts on Elephants
Indian elephants weigh 
between 6,000 and 8,000 
pounds as an adult, 
measuring between 18 and 
21 feet in length. This length 
includes their body, head, 
and trunk. Even a baby 
is fairly large, measuring 
weighing up to several 
hundred pounds as well.

During the hot months, an 
they can drink up to 200 
litres of water per day. This 
heavy drinking suggests that 
the mammal can drink their 
weight in water almost three 
times a month

Mothers have the help of 
other females in their herd 
to raise their calves. These 
helpful females are referred 
to as aunties, and the fathers 
play a less significant role.

The trunk of an elephant 
contains no bones. Though it 
includes both the upper lip 
and the nose, the entire trunk 
is made up of 40,000 muscles, 
which is about 62 times the 
number of muscles in the 
entire human body.

An Indian 
elephant spends 
19 hours a day 
just eating.
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Conservation News

Investigation of death of 
elephants in Odisha
In the wake of sudden death of seven elephants in Karlapat 
Wildlife Sanctuary, Kalahandi South Division in Odisha from 
1st to 14th February, 2021, a Central Investigation Team 
constituted by the Project Elephant Division, MoEF&CC 
visited Odisha between 18th to 22nd February, 2021. 
Investigation of the site revealed the death of the elephants 
to have been caused due to Haemorrhagic Septicemia, 
caused by Pasteurella mutocida. Ring vaccination against 
available susceptible hosts i.e., cattle, sheep and goat 
against HS was conducted by the Animal Husbandry 
Department in villages and around the sanctuary.

Investigation of death of 
elephants in Tamil Nadu
Mudumalai Tiger Reserve (MTR) is one of the major 
elephant habitats in the Southern India, which holds 
around 900 wild elephants. It has an area of 321.00 Sq.km. 
under the two divisions, Masinagudi and Mudumalai 
Division. Unfortunately a disturbing video recorded 
on a mobile phone of people hurling a burning cloth 
on a 50 year old tusker in the Tiger Reserve surfaced in 
the social media leading to the death of the elephant. 
Responding immediately Project Elephant Division, 
Ministry of Environment, Forest & Climate Change visited 
Mavanallah village, Singara Range, Masinagudi Division 
from 23.01.2021 to 26.01.2021.  Meeting was held with 
Collector, Nilgiri District regarding the death of elephant 
and was requested to take necessary step to close illegal 
homes stay, control the cattle population and regulate the 
loud speakers which results in disturbance to animals. 
Ministry has proposed both short and long term human 
– elephant conflict mitigation measures to mange human 
– elephant interface in the area.

For sensitizing the field veterinarians and the ground staff 
on types of infectious diseases prevalent in elephants, 
appropriate strategies that need to be adopted to prevent 
the spread of the disease and the laboratory facilities 
available to conduct the investigative disease need to 
be further strengthened,  MoEF&CC has constituted a 
Technical Committee to develop a Technical guide to 
prevent spread of infectious diseases which shall serve as 
base reference for the Forest Veterinarians to refer to in 
field conditions.

Newsletter_FINAL_TRUMPET_July 13_2021.indd   29Newsletter_FINAL_TRUMPET_July 13_2021.indd   29 16/07/21   7:06 PM16/07/21   7:06 PM



© WWF-INDIA

Newsletter_FINAL_TRUMPET_July 13_2021.indd   30Newsletter_FINAL_TRUMPET_July 13_2021.indd   30 16/07/21   7:06 PM16/07/21   7:06 PM



Newsletter_FINAL_TRUMPET_July 13_2021.indd   31Newsletter_FINAL_TRUMPET_July 13_2021.indd   31 16/07/21   7:06 PM16/07/21   7:06 PM



T
R

U
M

P
E

T
V

O
L

U
M

E
 1

, IS
S

U
E

 3
Q

U
A

R
T

E
R

L
Y

 JO
U

R
N

A
L

Newsletter_FINAL_TRUMPET_July 13_2021.indd   32Newsletter_FINAL_TRUMPET_July 13_2021.indd   32 16/07/21   7:06 PM16/07/21   7:06 PM


