The Asian Elephant: future prospects

J. C. Daniel

The Asian elephant in spite of the close
relationship it has had with man since time
immemorial, is likely to be the first large
mammal to be found only in small numbers and
as a domesticated animal by the end of the 21st
century. It faces more pressures on its habitat
than its African counterpart and its survival is
very closely linked to the increasing human
population and its demand on natural resources.
This is a thesis which has solid historic support
when one examines the distribution of the
species within the last several millennia. To
recapitulate, its known historic distribution was
from the Tigrisand Eupharates valleys of Syria
and Iraq to the Yeéllow river in China and south
to Sumatra. Today only a fragmented population
exists from India eastwards.

A settled agricultural human society has always
spelt doom for the larger herbivores unless they
had been assimilated as a domesticated natural
resource and the elephant is a classic example
of an animal well on ils way to being so
assimilated. As the river valleys were converted
from forests to agriculture, they were able to
support a larger static human population, which
in tum demanded more from the surrounding
natural resources. This was limited by the
regeneration capacity linked to the rainfall
regime of the area. There is clear historical
evidence, at least innorth India, to prove that
over the last several centuries, rainfall has
progressively decreased. This is probably a
result of climatic changes over the centuries but
there is certainly evidence that human cultural
development as a settled agricultural community
has been a major cause for destruction of the
original habitat and with it the wildlife
dependent on such habitats.

In terms of numbers, the existing population
which is believed to be between 34,000 and
54,000 is very small indeed when compared 1o
the current population of about 700,000 of the
African elephant. But in terms of conservation,
the Asian elephant has a higher survival
potential than the African elephant. The crucial
factor responsibie for this survival potential is
the relationship between man and elephant in
South East Asia. In almost all the human
cultures prevailing in this area, the elephant is
a part of the religious ethos and is therefore
conventionally protected. How long this protec-
tion will stand the strain placed on it and how
best these can be overcome for the conservation
of the species should be carcfully and urgently
considered.

In India, which has the largest population of
elephants, special attention to their conservation
commenced with the formation of the Asian
Elephant Specialist Group of the [UCN in 1976.
The status survey that was made between the
years 1976-80 and reported in the document
published in 1980 has not been repeated. In
India, the trend tumned to research on identified
areas of prime elephant habitat, by scientists of
the Centre for Ecological Sciences, the Bombay
Natural History Society and the Wildlife
Institute of India. The sustained interest in the
conservation of the Asian Elephant fostered by
the TUCN and Indian institutions such as the
Bombay Natural History Society, Wildlife
Institute of India, and Centre for Ecological
Sciences, prompted the Government of India to
plan the organisation of a PROJECT EL-
EPHANT similar in principle to Project Tiger.
A task force was established to spell out the
problems facing the elephant and 1o frame a
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long term conservation programme for the
elephant in India under a specially funded
initiative, namely the Project Elephant. The
objectives were defined as under:

Objectives of Project Elephant

(a) Ensuring the long-term survival of
identified larger populations.

() Evolving management plans for the
smaller populations, mainly with a view
to reducing man-elephant confrontations
and ensuring their survival pending
further review of the ground situation.

Objectives of Elephant Reserves

(a) Ensuring the long-term survival of
identified larger populations [(a) >1000,
(b) >2000, (c) <200]: the target in the
first phase should be categories 'a’, 'b' and
category ‘c' will cover under 1(b) above;

(b) by protecting their habitat and existing
ranges;

(c) linking up already fragmented portions
by establishing corridors wherever pos-
sible and protecting corridors at present
under threat;

(d) improving the quality of the habitat
wherever necessary by attempting eco-
system restoration and other measures
keeping in main objective of range
protection in view;

(e attending to the socio-economic prob-
lems associated with this, especially the
problem of elephant depredation, loss of
employment, and problems arising out of
restrictions on use of forest produce by
the fringe populations.

The Committee appointed by the Government
of India identifies the following major problems
facing the Indian Elephant population namely

loss and fragmentation of habitats, loss of
habitat quality or range degradation and the
inability of such areas to support existing
elephant populations; loss of forest lands to
meet the needs of increasing human population.
The conservation strategy recommended by the
Committee has as its goal (a) ensuring that each
elephant holding state maintains one or two
natural viable populations of elephant. (b)
Assure that the local communities in the
environs of such areas are not adversely
affected. (c¢) Ensure that individual problem
elephants do not mitigate conservation efforts
aimed at the whole population.

The project is now in operation and is on a
much lower level of public awareness than
Project Tiger and is funded at a much lower
level than Project Tiger. In the allocation of
funds, studies by the Bombay Narural History
Society have brought out very interesting data
on clephants and their effect on the habitat. For
instance, Sivaganesan's studies on habital
utilisation have shown that over-exploitation of
food species does not lead to destruction of the
forest community as a whole but the selective
disappearance of the most favoured species of
tress fed on by the elephants in the different
habitat types. What is required are methods for
regeneration of favoured food species. The
problems facing the wildlife manager in the
conservation of the elephant have been clearly
brought out by Ajay Desai. In a recent paper
he shows that home ranges of herds cover areas
with different levels of protection in a
conservation area and a herd or for that matter
a population of elephants living within a
National Park or Wildlife sanctuary is therefore
not assured of complete protection throughout
its range. It is therefore necessary to assure that
there is a strong research component not only
to collect basic data but also to examine
management orienied problems.

It is now necessary to repeat the status surveys
undertaken over a decade ago to determine
general population trends and habital status.
There has been considerable difference of
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opinion on census- methods. The method to be
nsedwﬂlvaxymmgrotmdcmdmom.'l'hishas
10 be appreciated but there can be no difference
of opinion that a staws survey of the Asian
F.lepham population is now imperative. One of
the major objectives of Project Elephant is to
identify and - protect complex of contiguous
national parks and sanctuaries as a-Composite
Elephant Range. These would be the essential
conservation target areas for the elephant similar
in basic management concepts to the existing
project Tiger areas.

A priority requirement is to survey in depth the
potential of a complex of sanctuaries as an
elephant range for the long-term survival of
visble elephant populations through precise
assessment of existing elephant populations;

assessing © habitat status’' of the' component
sanctuaries and national Parks; assessing’ the
corridors between the protected areas and their
viability; ‘assessing ‘the pressures from human
activities and their long-term protected area
components of the range; assessing present
human/elephant conflict areas, potential human/
elephant conflict areas within the range;
assessing impact of future developmental plans
on the range as a whole.

This is crucial for all identified elephant ranges
as the future of the elephant depends on how
best elephant and human needs can be met in
a continually deteriorating environmental situ-
ation in the couniry owing to the uncontrolled
increase in the human population and the
consequent escalating demand on natural re-
sources.

A basic research which will be useful in this
context and which is in 'progress at the moment
in one identified elephant range, is data
collection on ranging behaviour of elephants
from radio collared elephants; to assess exact
home ranges; to identify precisely critical areas
in the range at different seasons; to identify crop
raiders, extent of such raids and probable
causes and to determine the extent to which
collared elephants range outside protected areas.

Another area for priority consideration is the
status of elephants stranded in habitats frag-
mented by human encroachment. There are
several populatons which have now been
isolated from the main elephant ranges and it
is necessary to determine the minimum require-
ments of such pocketed populations for their
continued survival. It is therefore necessary to
assess the capacity of such habitats to hold
existing populations; to assess the viability of
pocketed populations in different habitat types;
to assess the pressures on such populations and
the long term viability of the habitat and its
elephant populations.

The future of non-viable populations is a cause
for considerable concern. Culling as is practised
in Africa is not acceptable as far as the Asian
elephant is considered, at least in India. The
only available alternative is capture and
domestication. Apparently it is now the Central
Government's policy to encourage the use of
elephants in forestry practices as they were used
in former years. It should also be possible to
meet the requirements of non-govermnmental
needs. However, it is essential that a school for
the capture, management and training of
elephants and mahouts be established immedi-
ately. The expertise is available in India and the
need is urgent. Capture can now be humanely
done using immobilising and tranquillising
drugs and the most humane method of training
is kraal training as is practised in south India.

The major populations in India are genetically
isolated. It is now essential to examine the
genetic status of isolated populations and to
consider ways and means of establishing gene
flow between populations permanently isolated.
Relationship between clans in stable populations,
among domesticated elephants and whether
domesticated elephants can be made the gene
exchange carriers between permanently isolated
populations are problems that now require
serious consideration.
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The Conservation of the Asian elephant in India
cannot be the concern of only the forest
department and environmentalists. Conserving
the elephant involves the conservation of prime
wildlife habitats. This needs a multidisciplinary
effort where the local people, the administrators
and land use planners at all levels have to be

involved. Conserving the elephant therefore
means conserving the human environment and
it has to be a part of the development plans of
the state and the country as a whole.
Address: J.C. Daniel

Bombay Natural History Society
Bombay 400-023 India |

News from Sri Lanka

An update on the status of the wild elephants in Sri Lanka was long overdue. The last
assessment of the status of the elephants in Sri Lanka was carried out more than 20 years
ago jointly by the Department of Wildlife Conservation (Sri Lanka) and the Smithsonian
Institution (USA). Dr. George McKay estimated the minimum size of the total population of
wild elephants at that time to be between 1,600 and 2,200. A more recent estimate by Mr.
A.B. Fernando, (a member of the AESG) puts the figure as anything between 2,800 and 3,250
in the late 80's. Some have even speculated that the number of elephants could be as hig as
6,000. The problem in Sri Lanka is further compounded by the on going ethnic conflict in
the north and east which has made many of the elephant areas in these regions inaccessible.
Therefore an island wide census of elephants is impossible at present.

Given this situation, the Director of the Department of Wildlife Conservation, Mr. W.A.
Jayasinghe initiated a survey of the elephants to monitor the changes in the structure of elephant
populations across as large an area as is feasible. The main objective was to provide some
training to the field staff so that they could standardize the methods and carry on monitoring
the elephants on a yearly basis.

The survey was carried out in June 1993 in the Southern, Central, Eastern, Northwestern
and Mahaweli regions and it involved about 800 people, including the field staff of the
Department of Wildlife Conservation and NGOs. Estimation of elephant numbers was incidental
to the main objective. Much emphasis was placed on the need to monitor the proportion of
calves and tuskers - two of the most vulnerable categories - in the local populations.

The survey indicates that the population structure of the elephants is biased in favour
of the adult animals. The proportions of the adults, subadults, juveniles and calves on an average
were 51.9%, 21.8%, 15.7% and 10.6% respectively. The highest proportion (12.1%) of the calves
was seen in the Southern population. The adult sex ratio varied from 1:1 to 1:2.9. The proportion
of adult bulls with tusks varied from 2.8% to 15.3%. The national average for the percentage
of tuskers among the adult bulls is 7.3. It is estimated that at least about 2,000 elephants
(minimum estimate) are present in the five regions in Sri Lanka. A full report of the survey
will be published at a later date. (Ch. S)
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