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FOREWORD
In the long history of elephants in captivity in India there
have been several treatises on the care and management
of the species. In the modern day a number of captive
elephant ‘manuals’ have been produced and some more
are currently under production. Where the Elephant
Code Book by Prajna Chowta differs from most of the
earlier works is the handy nature of volume as well as the
succinct and focused way in which it presents a large
amount of information that draws upon the personal
practical experience of the author and a supporting team
of renowned experts. All the management information
presented is put into a historical context that explains in a
simple and lucid style the justifications that underpin the
judgments and recommendations in the book. The
Elephant Code Book enunciates a simple yet
comprehensive set of standards for the management of
captive elephants that incorporates the best information
from both India’s traditional methods and approaches to
elephant care as well as those derived from modern,
scientific, humane elephant management systems.
The Elephant Code Book’s underlying philosophy for
evolving standards for captive elephant management rests
on the uncompromising belief that elephants in captivity
must be kept and managed under conditions that most
closely replicate the conditions that elephants would
experience in the wild. Hence, the four seminal questions
that run throughout the guidance that the book articulates
are:
•
Is the location where the elephant is kept
equivalent to its natural habitat in terms of climate,
temperature, vegetation and water?
•
Is the elephant free to search and select its own
food?
•
Is the elephant free to interact with, or avoid,
other elephants?
•
Are the conditions met for the elephants to breed
naturally?
The actual condition of the 3000–4000 captive elephants
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in India dispersed among forest camps, zoos, temples,
circuses and private owners throughout the country have
not been systematically assessed. The extensive scientific
survey of captive elephants in the major elephant bearing
states of India conducted between 2005 and 2008 by two
civil society groups, the Asian Nature Conservation
Foundation (ANCF) and Compassion Unlimited Plus
Action (CUPA), supported by Project Elephant
(Government of India), highlighted through quantitative
indicators the extent to which various facets of the
management and healthcare conditions of captive
elephants in India depart from ideal management
conditions. The Elephant Code Book systematically and
comprehensively addresses these shortfalls in captive
elephant management in India. In an eminently readable
and easily comprehensible style it lays out remedies,
some that can be implemented immediately and others
that involve more long-term behavioural changes within
society as well as changes necessary in policies and laws.

A. N. Prasad
IGF & Director (Project Elephant)
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1. Introduction
Situation of the species. It is well known that the
Asian elephant is at first a wild and formidable
animal that lives freely in forest areas where it has
no predator except man. But few people know that
today, only about 40,000 elephants remain in Asia,
including 28,000 in India (compared to about
500,000 in Africa). At the dawn of human
civilisation, Asian elephants lived in a vast territory
stretching from the Tigris and Euphrates Valleys in
present day Syria and Iraq to the Yangtze-Kiang
river in China (Daniel, 1998), and from the foothills
of the Himalaya to the south of the Indian
subcontinent and South-East Asia. They had also
occupied the islands of Sri Lanka, Sumatra and
Borneo that were accessible from the mainland as
late as the last Ice Age, 18,000 years ago. This early
range of 9 million km2 has shrunk to less than
500,000 km2 (Sukumar, 2003). Today, elephants are
confined to small populations that cannot interact
with each other anymore (see Distribution Map).
This is why international experts have declared the
Asian elephant (known to scientists as Elephas
maximus) a highly endangered species and states
have enacted laws for its protection.
There is no doubt that the decrease in the elephant
population in the course of history is due to the
occupation of land by humans and the killing and
capture of millions of elephants. This fascinating
animal, the result of more than 50 million years of
natural evolution, a keystone of the ecological
system, may disappear forever within a few decades
if not protected. Its survival is in our hands, and its
protection remains a challenge for humanity.
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Elephants in captivity. It is also well known that
the Asian elephant can be tamed and its strength and
intelligence used for the service of man. India has a
long history of capturing and training wild
elephants. Seals of the Indus Valley civilization
(2500–1500 B.C.) suggest the use of tamed
elephants in India at that time (Carrington, 1958),
though the capture and taming of elephants has
probably been practiced earlier in India. Between 2
and 4 million wild elephants have been captured
since the beginning of elephant keeping and 30,000
to 50,000 were captured or killed between 1868 and
1980 (Sukumar, 1992, 1994).
Yet, very few people know that today, as many as
16,000 elephants are captive in Asia, and over 3300
in India alone. A 2008 estimate by the Government
of India’s Project Elephant gives the following
figures:
Chart 1: Distribution of captive elephants in India
Geographical Distribution
Minimum
Maximum
South India
860
920
North East India
1903
1970
East India
209
240
North India
271
300
West India
79
92
Total
3322
3522
Highest Distribution
Assam
Kerala
Arunachal Pradesh
Agency Wise Distribution
Forest Department
Zoos
Circuses
Private Owners and Temples
Source: Project Elephant, 2008

Minimum
1253
612
564

Maximum
1290
635
580

Estimate
500
82
92
2650–2700
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In India, the sight of elephants in inhabited areas is
so common that many people think of them as a
separate breed of ‘domestic elephants’. This is a
deep misconception. By ‘domestic’, one usually
refers to animal species that have been biologically
modified by selective breeding over centuries by the
agency of man and are now distinct from the wild
species from which they originated (e.g. cats, dogs,
horses, cows, sheep, pigs, goats, chicken, etc.). This
does not apply to the elephants that can be seen in
forest camps, zoos, temples, tourist spots, circuses
and plantations or wandering in city lanes. In fact, it
is more accurate to speak of ‘captive’ or ‘tamed’
elephants or more accurately of ‘elephants in
captivity’, as most of them have been captured from
the wild, and there is no biological difference
between a wild and a captive elephant. The vast
number of elephants in captivity is a cause of
concern as they do not breed well and cannot
maintain a population of their own, independently
from the wild population. As much as man tried to
breed elephants in ancient and modern times, it
never worked well (see Zoos). Consequently, more
and more elephants were captured from the wild
until a few pioneers in wildlife conservation realised
in the 1960s that the species was in danger of
extinction (see Elephant Gold, by P. D. Stracey,
1963). Even in captivity, elephants remain a wild
species. It is obvious that for them, captivity
represents an immense compromise to living freely
in the forest, and it does not take an expert eye to
realise that the living and health conditions of many
captive elephants are not viable.
Tradition. The custom of taming and keeping
elephants in captivity has been practised in India for
at least 4000 years. Elephants have been used in
large numbers in wars, parades, religious
ceremonies, for game hunting and the exploitation of
timber. In times when elephants were widely used
and represented great economic value, the methods
of keeping and handling captive elephants were part
of common knowledge in Indian society. Treatises
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on the upkeep and health care of elephants have
been written in Sanskrit, Tamil, Assamese, Urdu,
English and other languages, using the scientific
knowledge that was available at the time. However,
the use of elephants has decreased tremendously
today and the transmission of this knowledge is
being progressively lost (see chapter on Mahouts).
While in the past, this expertise was transmitted
from generation to generation within communities of
mahouts, today many elephants are left to the care of
men who work based on practises quickly acquired
on the job, without any proper training. In
consequence, it often leads to mishandling. There is
no doubt that this tradition needs to be reassessed
and updated today.
Economic factors. The condition of captive
elephants always depends cruelly on economic
factors. At any time in history, the cost of purchase
and maintenance of an elephant was always high and
therefore, the quality of the upkeep was always a
compromise between the expenses caused by the
elephant (and its mahouts) and the income it could
generate. When thousands of elephants were
maintained at great expense by kings, in ancient
armies, battles had to be won whatever the extent of
casualties. In the time of timber extraction, each
elephant had to drag its daily quota of timber so as to
produce the maximum income for the company.
Today, temple elephants are expected to ‘bless’ the
largest number of devotees and receive the
maximum of offerings, the same way as in tourist
spots, it is made to carry as many visitors as possible
and in circuses, it is expected to learn a number of
tricks and perform in the maximum of shows to
justify the expenses of its ration and the salary of its
keepers. In all these cases, the living conditions of
an elephant always comes second to its capacity to
produce an income for its owner.
With captivity, the elephant has not only lost its
freedom, it has also been caught in the economic
system that rules human society, often beyond the
dedication of the owners or the mahouts. This results
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in situations where elephants live under conditions
that are inadequate to assure their basic health and
survival. In some cases, captive elephants endure
harsh treatment by inexperienced mahouts, or suffer
from injuries, infections, insufficient or inadequate
nutrition, unclean or inappropriate living areas,
isolation, overwork, stress, lack of veterinary care,
accidents with motor vehicles, etc.
A survey of captive elephants and mahouts in
various states of India, conducted between 2005 and
2008 (ANCF, CUPA, WSPA et al.) was pivotal in
defining clear parameters for the welfare of
elephants in captivity (Varma & Prasad, 2008). It
revealed that the living conditions of many captive
elephants are unsuitable and that the knowledge of a
vast majority of mahouts is insufficient to cope with
these problems. Today, when the notions of animal
welfare and wildlife conservation are gaining ground
in modern society, the condition of many captive
elephants raises new concerns. Now that modern
society, industries and armies do not need elephants,
it is evident that they should not be used and abused
anymore. After helping man for thousands of years,
the elephant should be helped in its turn to live and
prosper where it belongs.
The aim of this book is to provide in one handy
volume the essential facts and information on the
management of elephants in captivity, with the
historical background that is necessary to understand
the present situation. It also attempts to set minimum
standards in the hope that the principles and methods
articulated here will be adopted as a code of conduct
in the management of captive elephants. Finally, it is
motivated by the conviction that captive elephants
should play a greater role in the conservation of the
species as a whole.
This text is the result of 16 years spent in various
elephant camps and amongst communities of
mahouts in distant parts of India to study the
methods of keeping and handling elephants, absorb
the culture that has developed from this ancient
tradition, and forge a personal experience of contact
with elephants. It reviews the classical texts on the
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subject, most of which are out of print today, and
refers to numerous scientific reports and publications
that have considerably deepened our understanding
of the elephant in recent years. Moreover, this text
was submitted to the scrutiny of several reputed
specialists of the Asian elephant who kindly
accepted to revise it.
The Elephant Code Book is designed as a reference
tool for Forest Department officers, wildlife
activists, private elephants owners, temple trustees,
circus managers, zoo directors, veterinary doctors,
traditional mahouts, elephant keepers and all those
who can make a difference in the lives of captive
elephants.

