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Preface 
 

Maharashtra has reported a few incidents of wild elephants straying into the state. 

Otherwise, this state has not reported occurrence of wild elephants. The state, 

however, is home to a sizeable number of captive elephants brought into the state 

from other parts of the country. There has been only one incidence of captive birth in 

this state, to an elephant in the zoo. Occurrence of captive conditions unsuitable to 

elephants affects its physical, physiological and psychological well-being.  Some 

reasons for the presence of captive elephants in this state are its use as a religious 

symbol and for religious purpose in temples, as a performing animal in circuses, for 

seeking donations from public by begging and as an exhibit for display in zoos.  

 

Zoo/ Circus/ Begging elephants target urban centers such as cities for resource 

generation through use of elephants as an animal capable of attracting people. Cities 

are created for human needs and elephants are maintained in such places. These 

animals have to sacrifice many of their natural environments to lead an existence in 

urban settings featuring concrete floors, confined space, absence of water-bodies 

and/or companions. Temples may not harbor elephants to generate revenue, but this 

does not guarantee their maintenance in appropriate environment. 

 

When elephants are kept in unnatural human-controlled environment, it is important 

to know the sacrifice the elephants are made to undergo for cultural/ commercial/ 

religious interest of humans. It is important to know where they live, what they eat/ 

drink/ whether they rest/ walk/ interact, their reproductive status, health and 

veterinary care provided. In addition, handlers (mahouts/ cawadis) form an integral 

part of their life. Hence, the socio-economic status and professional experience of 

handlers is also interwoven with the lives of the elephants.  

 

The existence of unsuitable environments for captive elephants and its consequence 

on their welfare entails assessing the deviations in these conditions from those the 

elephant experiences in the wild. To do this, experts gathered in Bangalore, 

Karnataka, to review the parameters of welfare significance and develop a rating 

scale. The rating scale was from 0 (representing bad conditions) to 10 (representing 

satisfactory conditions). Field biologists traveled to institutions with captive 

elephants, collected relevant data on these parameters. The parameters were then rated 

for their suitability to elephants and averaged across elephants in that institution. This 

mean rating (M-R) was then compared with the expertsô rating (E-R) to indicate the 

extent of deviation.  

 

There has been no comprehensive study conducted on different management regimes. 

This document takes credit for being the first to do so. This report has five sections, 

section one deal with overall population status, management and welfare of captive 

elephants in Maharashtra. The first chapter along with the executive summary also 

provides recommendations for the state. Section two describes welfare status of 

temple elephants exclusively. Section three describes welfare status of Travel-

Begging elephants exclusively. Section four dedicated to understand the welfare 

status of Circus exclusively and section five describes welfare status of Zoo 

exclusively. 
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The data was processed using two approaches; the rating scale developed by the 

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

elephant, was used in section one and in some sections the wwelfare features or 

parameters have been rated 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 can be 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. 

 

Each section has a detailed report on the population status, management and welfare 

conditions, in addition to Executive Summary. The detailed report is presented in the 

following sequence: introduction, objective, methodology, results, discussion and 

references. Depending on the needs and interests of the readers, either the executive 

summary or the detailed report can be referred. The study shows overlap in the 

welfare status across regimes with Travel-Begging elephants showing very low 

ratings. Low welfare status of elephants maybe caused by ignorance of basic needs of 

elephants by the owner/ management coupled with the ownersô interest of keeping 

elephants for cultural/ religious or economic benefit. The sequence of presenting each 

regime/ institution is independent of its welfare ratings as they show overlap in their 

ratings. The knowledge provided in this document may help in correcting the errors 

by making positive changes in captive conditions for elephants.   
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Section 1: 

Captive Elephants of Maharashtra  
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Executive Summary 
 

The state of Maharashtra is home to a number of elephants kept in captivity for a 

range of reasons: as a performance animal in circuses/ by private owners, as a 

religious symbol in temples, as an animal maintained for public display in zoos. This 

report deals with the assessment of captive conditions for elephants and the 

professional status and socio-economic profile of elephant handlers across different 

keeping systems 

  

Data was collected through observations/ interview of relevant personnel. A team of 

experts, from wildlife biologists to welfare activists, rated different parameters of 

importance to the welfare of captive elephants. This rating was then used to assess the 

welfare status of elephants and mahouts/ cawadis.  

 

A total of 34 elephants were observed and data collected. The number of females was 

more than that of males in all keeping systems except Temples, with four of the five 

temples maintaining male elephants. Female age, across all keeping systems, ranged 

from 8ï46 years, males from 5ï70 years.   

 

Only one zoo elephant was captive born, with most being transferred across facilities/ 

gifted and one caught from the wild all circus, temple and traveling/begging elephants 

had been purchased from various sources, a deviation of 75% for circus, temple and 

traveling/begging elephants, deviation of 68% for zoo elephants. 

 

Zoo elephants were said to be maintained for public display in providing education, 

awareness for conservation, all circus elephants were used for public performance, all 

temple elephants were kept for their religious significance and for performing temple 

duties and TrvBeg elephants were employed for begging and other capital generating 

activities. Differences, expressed as percentage deviation from E-R, were100% 

deviation for circus, Temple and TrvBeg elephants and 93% difference for Zoo 

elephants. 

 

A tent with earthen flooring formed the shelter for all circus elephants, within which 

they were tied for duration of 20-23 hours, four zoo elephants had access to a 

combination of concrete/ earthen floor, and the rest were kept on concrete floors. 

Shade (through concrete structures/ trees) was available for all except one elephant. 

Temple elephants were kept in shelters of concrete sheds (aluminum tent for one 

elephant) with stone or concrete floors. Only one elephant had earthen floor. A mean 

area of 448 ft
2
 was available for the tied elephants. No shelter facility was available 

for TrvBeg elephants 

 

All circus elephants had access to tap water, which was provided for varying number 

of times.  Zoo elephants accessed pond/ tap water or through water tankers.  Temple 

elephants used sources such as river/ lake/ tap water. TrvBeg elephants were given tap 

water, depending on availability; bathing place depended on the location of the 

elephant and availability of water. Maximum deviation was noticed for TrvBeg 

elephants (70%), comparable differences were seen for zoo and temple elephants 

(55% and 58% respectively) and a deviation of 44% was noticed for circus elephants. 
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Except for a few circus elephants, all were allowed to interact with group size varying 

from 2-4 individuals. However, this interaction was circumscribed due to the practice 

of chaining all the animals. Interaction was allowed for zoo elephants with group size 

being 1-2 individuals and for varying duration, Temple elephants were allowed 

interaction subject to availability of other elephants during special occasions such as 

festivals, and except for one, TrvBeg elephants were allowed interaction with limited 

number of individuals (two) and at night. 

 

Circus elephants performed on most days of the week throughout the year in places 

where the circus was located, zoo elephants were not made to work, temple elephants 

performed temple duties, participated in festivals, some were hired wedding 

functions/ to take part in movies. All TrvBeg elephants walked and begged 

throughout the day. Some were hired to take part in festivals/ temples/ wedding 

functions/ filming movies. Providing joy rides was also undertaken throughout the 

day. Zoo elephants showed 100% concurrence with E-R, circus elephants showed a 

deviation of 100% and temple (57%) and TrvBeg (69%) showed comparable 

differences. 

 

All elephants, circus, zoo, temple and TrvBeg were provided stall feed only in the 

shelter itself, throughout the day with hygiene said to be good in most places. 4-7 

types of food was provided, TrvBeg elephants, depending on the food provided while 

begging, feeding place depended on availability of food and only in one zoo ration 

charts was used. Comparable deviation was observed for Circus (91%), Temple 

(88%) and TrvBeg (97%) elephants and a difference of 58% was noticed for Zoo 

elephants 

 

None of the circus elephants, except for a single adult female, was provided 

opportunity to breed, despite presence of individuals of opposite sex in one circus. 

Male during musth (one in number) was isolated.  Of the three adult females in 

different zoos, only two were allowed to mate with a calf being born to only one 

female. Oestrus cycles and musth was said to occur for temple elephants, none of 

them had been exposed to individuals of opposite sex, and males in musth were 

isolated and chained. All the female TrvBeg elephants had been exposed to male 

elephants, but had resulted in unsuccessful mating; the male elephant had not been 

exposed to females  

 

Most circus elephants had access to a veterinary doctor, with only one having 

experience in treating elephants, all zoo elephants were visited by veterinary doctors, 

and clinic facility was available most, and records were maintained. Only two of the 

observed temples had access to a doctor with only one having experience in treating 

elephants. Except for one elephant, veterinary doctorôs service was not available for 

any of the TrvBEg animals, none of the elephants had access to clinic facilities and 

records were not maintained 

 

As per as the experience of handling elephants, zoo and Temple handlers showed 

comparable deviations of 51% and 54% respectively from the expert ratings, circus 

and TrvBeg handlers showed comparable difference of 35% and 37% respectively. 

With reference to the salary and other facilities provided, Maximum difference was 

observed for TrvBeg handlers (92%), circus handlers indicated a difference of 62%, 



8 

 

and a comparable deviations were noticed for zoo and temple handlers (28% and 27% 

respectively) 

  

Comparison of overall Mean Ratings with Expert Ratings for all regimes show, a 

maximum deviation for TrvBeg elephants (72%), for circus the difference was 57%, 

temple elephants indicated a difference of 64% and a deviation of 44% was seen for 

zoo elephants 
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Recommendations 

 

Circus/ Temple/ TrvBeg elephants 

¶ Provision of a more natural environment in terms of physical living conditions 

¶ Work performed needs to oriented toward elephantôs natural behaviour, lesser 
duration of work specifically for TrvBeg elephants, provision of shade/ water/ 

food/rest while working, maintenance of howdah, other equipment, borne by 

the elephant 

¶ Feeding opportunities to be provided by allowing free-ranging in areas with 

diverse vegetation 

¶ Group structure needs to be maintained without restraining the animals 

¶ Musth handling, specially for temple elephants, needs to be altered by looking 

at options such as provision of space to roam free in enclosed area, availability 

of elephants of opposite sex 

¶ Veterinary care needs to be improved, records have to be maintained 

Zoo 

¶ Limiting elephant care to workïhours (daytime, when the zoo is open to the 

public) needs to be avoided, elephants can be left free within the enclosure 

through the day (24h) with the option to access covered shelters left to the 

elephants 

¶ Provision of enrichment to keep the elephants occupied: providing browse/ 

graze at staggered intervals, including at night, foraging opportunity in the 

enclosure.  

 

All observed keeping systems 

¶ Provision of natural flooring (earthen/ mud) in enclosures 

¶ Provision of water-bodies for the elephant to immerse itself while bathing, 

opportunity to engage in species-typical activities 

¶ Provision of free ranging opportunity in suitable habitat, greatly reduce 

duration of chaining, cease usage of spiked chains 

¶ Maintenance of records: age/ weight/ health/ feeding regime/ clinical history/ 

records related to source of the animal 
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Introduction  

The state of Maharashtra is home to a number of elephants kept in captivity for a 

range of reasons: as a performance animal in circuses/ by private owners, as a 

religious symbol in temples, as an animal maintained for public display in zoos.  

Maintenance of elephants in each of these ownership categories may involve 

provision of diverse facilities which may not be interest of the elephant/s.  

 

Objective 

The occurrence of captive conditions unsuitable to the life of an animal affects its 

well-being, both physical and psychological. Conversely, appropriate captive 

environments may provide relatively better facilities affecting the animal in a positive 

way. Elephant handlers are an integral part of a captive elephantôs life. Hence, the 

handlersô welfare status needs to be considered. 

 

This report deals with: 

¶ Assessment of captive conditions for elephants across different keeping 

systems 

¶ Assessment of the professional status and socio-economic profile of elephant 

handlers   

 

Method 

Conditions experienced by wild elephants, ecological/ social, can be used a reference 

point for comparing with those existing in captivity (Bradshaw, in press) especially in 

the context of the elephant not having been domesticated (Kurt and Garai, 2007) 

despite its long association, in captivity, with people. It is this difference from wild 

conditions which has been used as a scale to rate the welfare of captive elephants. The 

greater the deviation from wild conditions, the lower is the elephantsô welfare status. 

A number of features of captivity: the physical space and attendant factors such as 

food/ water, social features, reproductive functioning, were considered. In addition, 

veterinary facility and infrastructure availability was assessed. Data was collected 

through observations/ interview of relevant personnel. Related data such as shelter 

type/ size/ floor type were grouped together to form a parameter with each individual 

constituent data termed as a sub-parameter. A team of experts, from wildlife 

biologists to welfare activists, rated different parameters of importance to the welfare 

of captive elephants (Varma and Prasad, 2008). This rating was then used to assess 

the welfare status of elephants and mahouts/ cawadis.  

 

Rating method 

The rating scale from zero (unsuitable conditions) to ten (suitable conditions) was 

used to assess the welfare status of captive elephants and their handlers. Experts (both 

wild and captive elephant specialists, wildlife veterinary experts, managers from 

protected areas, managers responsible for both wild and captive elephants and other 

wildlife, personnel from welfare organisations and elephant handlers) were invited to 

assess the welfare based on 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 
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rating was 8.0 (SE= 0.5, N=29) for a parameter ófloorô and 9.0 (SE=0.4, 

N=31) for ósource of waterô was arrived at from the ratings suggested by each 

expert   

¶ A mean rating for each parameter, across all the participating experts, has been 

used as the Expertsô Rating (E-R) which represents the importance attached to 

a parameter i.e., for a parameter with 8.0 as the maximum value, only 2.0 

(20%) deviation and parameter with maximum value 9.0 only 1.0 or 10% from 

the prescribed norm is considered acceptable.  

¶ For example, if an elephant is exposed only to natural flooring, the animal 

receives a rating of 8 and for entirely unnatural flooring the value is 0; if 

animal is exposed to both natural and unnatural flooring, the value is 4 (as 

8+0/2= 8/2= 4). If an elephant is exposed to a natural water source, such as a 

river, it receives a value of 9; if the source of water is large lakes or reservoirs, 

it gets 4.5. A value of 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.  This rating is then averaged across all 

individual in that institution to get a Mean Rating (M-R) for that feature. Thus 

M-R represents the actual situation existing for the elephant/s.  

¶ Therefore, using the maxima given by experts as a base, a rating scale starting 

from zero to the particular maximum value for that parameter has been used 

and the data for each animal was collected, in a given regime (for example, 

forest camp or temple).  

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

captive condition have been grouped to form a parameter. The variables have 

been termed sub-parameters. For example, the variables shelter type, shelter 

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

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

parameter ñShelterò and each constituent variable is a sub-parameter.  In this 

investigation, the E-R for a parameter (say, shelter) represents the mean of E-

Rs across all related sub-parameters. The Mean Rating (M-R) for a parameter 

is the mean of M-Rs across related sub-parameters and denotes welfare status 

of existing conditions on the ground for the particular parameter.  

¶ The number of such related parameters (sub-parameters) varies for each 

regime. 

¶ Results have been presented comparing E-R and M-R as a means of 

comparing the extent of deviation present in the parameters observed. The 

difference between E-R and M-R (expressed as percentage) indicates 

deviations from the prescribed norm.  

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

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

economic status of value to the handler and his elephant.  

¶ N* refers to number of sub-parameters observed.  N refers to number of 

individuals. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



12 

 

 

Result 

Four types of owners were categorized based on details of captive conditions 

provided: Circus, Zoo, Temple and Travel-Begging (TrvBeg) elephants. A total of 34 

elephants were observed (Figure 1a) and data collected. The number of females was 

more than that of males (Figure 1b) in all keeping systems except Temples, with four 

of the five temples maintaining male elephants. Female age, across all keeping 

systems, ranged from 8 ï 46 years, males from 5 ï 70 years.   

 

 

Figure 1a: Age distribution across all regimes    Figure 1b: Age-sex distribution 

across all regimes 

 

Source of elephants 

¶ All circus elephants had been purchased from various sources 

¶ Only one zoo elephant was captive born, with most (N = 5) being transferred 

across facilities/ gifted and one caught from the wild 

¶ All temple and TrvBEg elephants had been purchased from various sources 

 

Elephants caught from the wild may undergo greater stress in captivity than ones 

which are captive born. Frequent transfers across managements could also be a source 

of stress due to breakage of established social relationships/ introduction into 

unknown herds (Clubb and Mason, 2002). This parameter looks at the source of 

elephants across all regimes. Comparison of the Mean Rating (M-R) with the Expertsô 

Rating (E-R) showed A deviation of 75% for Circus (Figure 2), Temple and TrvBeg 

elephants and a deviation of 68% for zoo elephants was observed. 

 

27

7

27.7

27.6

0

10

20

30

40

50

Female Male

A
g

e
 (

in
 y

e
a

rs
)

Number Mean Age

18

7 5 4

27.4 23.9

32.6
29.5

0

10

20

30

40

50

Circus Zoo Temple TrvBEg

A
g

e
 (

in
 y

e
a
rs

)

Number sampled Mean Age



13 

 

6.0 6.0 6.0 6.0

1.51.5

1.9

1.5

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Circus Zoo Temple TrvBeg

R
a

ti
n

g

ER MR

 
Figure 2: Comparison of rating for source of elephants 

 

Purpose of keeping 

¶ All circus elephants were used for public performance 

¶ Zoo elephants were said to be maintained of public display in providing 

education/ awareness for conservation 

¶ All temple elephants were kept for their religious significance and for 

performing temple duties 

¶ TrvBeg elephants were employed for begging and other capital generating 

activities  

 

Maintenance of elephants in captivity can be cost intensive (Lair, 1997) with potential 

negative consequences on the welfare and future of elephants used for work or for 

commercial gain. Differences, expressed as percentage deviation from E-R, were 

100% deviation for circus, Temple and TrvBeg elephants and 93% difference for Zoo 

elephants (Figure 3). 
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Figure 3: Comparison of rating for purpose of keeping 
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Mahout change 

Clubb and Mason (2002) cite authors mentioning the association between change in 

mahouts and altered elephant behaviour. Frequent change in handlers entails periods 

of learning between mahout/cawadi and elephant, a process that can be stressful to bo-

+th. 

 

¶ Circus elephants had experienced 4-6 changes of mahout/cawadi 

¶ Number of changes for zoo elephants ranged from 0 to 7 

¶ TrvBeg elephants had experienced 6-12 changes in their handlers  

 

Deviation from E-R for each regime was: 

¶ Circus and Zoo elephants showed comparable differences of 78% and 66% 

respectively 

¶ TrvBeg elephants showed 100% difference (Figure 4) 
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Figure 4: Comparison of rating for mahout change 

 

Shelter 

Confinement or restricted availability of space is a feature of captivity, a feature made 

all the more important considering the long distances traveled (Sukumar, 2003) by 

wild elephants. In addition the physical space provided may consist of elements not 

suited to elephant anatomy such as hard floors/ improper ventilation/ poor hygiene 

maintenance.  

 

¶ A tent with earthen flooring formed the shelter for all circus elephants (Figure 

5a), within which they were tied for a duration of 20-23 hours 

¶ Four zoo elephants had access to a combination of concrete (Figure 5b) 

/earthen floor, the rest were kept on concrete floors. Shade (through concrete 

structures/ trees) was available for all except one elephant 

¶ Temple elephants were kept in shelters of concrete (Figure 5c) sheds 

(aluminum tent for one elephant) with stone or concrete floors. Only one 

elephant had earthen floor. A mean area of 448 ft
2
 was available for the tied 

elephants 
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a b 

 
c 

Figure 5a b and c: Shelter type provided by different regimes  

 

 

¶ No shelter facility was available for TrvBeg elephants 

¶ Both in open or closed shelter, the hygiene was bad (Figure 6a and b)   

 

Difference from E-R, expressed as percentage, was: 

¶ Equal deviation of 49% was noticed for Circus and Zoo elephants 

¶ Comparable difference of 64% and 58% was indicated for Temple and TrvBeg 

elephants (Figure 7) 

 

  
a b 

Figure 6a and b: Shelter hygiene for both open and closed 
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Figure 7: Comparison of rating for shelter 

 

Water 

Wild elephants have been reported to drink/ bathe at least once a day (Shoshani and 

Eisenberg, 1982). Dust-bathing/ wallowing, using rubbing posts are considered 

important in maintaining skin condition (Kurt and Garai, 2007). Such activities also 

involve socializing with other herd members. High rating has been assigned for 

facilities such as availability of rivers and free-ranging opportunity with access to 

these sources.   

¶ All circus elephants had access to tap water and given in buckets (Figure 8), 

which was provided for varying number of times. Bathing was done, using 

scrubbers such as coconut husk, near the tent itself or outside. Water was not 

tested for its quality 

¶ Zoo elephants accessed pond/ tap water or 

through water tankers. Elephants were 

bathed using stone/ brush; water quality 

tests were not done 

¶ Temple elephants used sources such as 

river/ lake/ tap water, bathing being done 

using materials such as soap/ stone/ brush. 

Water quality tests were done in most 

places 

¶ TrvBeg elephants were given tap water, 

depending on availability, bathing place 

depended on the location of the elephant 

and availability of water 

 

Differences from E-R were as follows: 

¶ Maximum deviation was noticed for 

TrvBeg elephants (70%) 

¶ Comparable differences were seen for zoo and temple elephants (55% and 

58% respectively) 

¶ A deviation of 44% was noticed for circus elephants (Figure 9) 

It should be noted that E-R for Circus and TrvBeg elephants was 7.0, and 8.0 for Zoo 

and temple elephants. 

Figure 8: Source of drinking 

water 
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Figure 9: Comparison of rating for water 

 

Rest and sleep 

¶ Shelter provided by the tent was also the resting and sleeping place for all 

circus elephants  

¶ The enclosure/ shelter formed the resting/ sleeping place for zoo elephants 

¶ Temple elephants also used their shelter as resting/ sleeping place 

¶ Resting and sleeping place was random for TrvBeg elephants, with no access 

to shade.  

 

Opportunity to rest/ sleep in suitable places and for durations need to be decided by 

the elephants themselves. These activities assume even more importance when 

working elephants are considered where restrictions are imposed, by people, on the 

elephants. 

 

Deviation of M-R, from E-R, expressed as percentage was as follows: 

¶ Maximum difference was seen in circus elephants (75%) 

¶ TrvBeg elephants showed a difference of 49% 

¶ A deviation of 38% was noticed for Temple and 31% for Zoo elephants 

(Figure 10) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
**: Rating based on one sub-parameter only 

 

Figure 10: Comparison of rating for water 

 

Opportunity to walk  

¶ Circus elephants were walked around the tent in the morning/ evening or at 

unscheduled times of the day.  

¶ All zoo elephants were allowed to walk in the day 

¶ Temple and TrvBeg elephants were walked on roads 
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Elephants in the wild are active for most parts of a day, foraging and traveling across 

varied habitat (Sukumar, 2003; Poole and Granli, in press). Absence of such activity 

in confined spaces of captivity may have an effect on the physical/ psychological 

well-being of the elephant. Hence this parameter looks at the activity of walking on 

suitable substrates considering the duration/ distance covered and time of day for this 

activity. 
 

Difference between M-R and E-R was: 

¶ Maximum difference was noticed for TrvBeg elephants (63%) 

¶ Temple elephants showed a difference of 38% (Figure 11) 

¶ No difference was seen for Circus/ Zoo elephant (rating was however, based 

on one sub-parameter only)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
**: Rating based on one sub-parameter only 

 

Figure 11: Comparison of rating for walk 

 

Social interaction 

Long-lasting relationships across generations (Sukumar, 2003), knowledge of oneôs 

relationship with more than one individual in the herd, long period of dependence of 

young males on their natal herds (Poole and Moss, 2008) are all characteristics of 

elephant society implying its integral nature to the survival and well-being of the 

animal.  

 

Opportunity to interact, age-sex of individuals in the group, duration allowed for such 

interaction and distance between individuals were aspects considered for this 

parameter. 

  
a b 

Figure 12a and b: Interactions among the elephants kept in open (a) and closed enclosures (b) 
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¶ Except for a few circus elephants, all were allowed to interact (Figure 12a and 

b) with group size varying from 2-4 individuals. However, this interaction was 

circumscribed due to the practice of chaining all the animals 

¶ Interaction was allowed for zoo elephants with group size being 1-2 

individuals and for varying duration 

¶ Temple elephants were allowed interaction subject to availability of other 

elephants during special occasions such as festivals 

¶ Except for one, TrvBeg elephants were allowed interaction with limited 

number of individuals (two) and at night. 

 

Difference of M-R from E-R was:  

¶ Maximum deviation was observed for temple elephants (75%), rating was 

however based on single sub-parameter 

¶ Likewise, based on rating for single sub-parameter, difference was 25% for 

TrvBeg elephants 

¶ Comparable differences were noticed for Circus (21%) and Zoo (17%) 

elephants (Figure 13) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
**: Rating based on one sub-parameter only 

 

Figure 13: Comparison of rating for social interaction 

 

Chaining 

¶ Most circus elephants were chained in more than one region, with some being 

restrained by spiked chains. None were allowed to range-free at night during 

non-working hours 

¶ All zoo elephants were chained (Figure 14a), spiked chain or chaining of more 

than one region of the body was practiced for most of the elephants  

¶ All temple elephants were restrained using chins (Figure 14b) /some of with 

spike chains/ by being tied in more than one region of the body, none were 

allowed to range free at night 

¶ TrvBeg elephant were all chained when not working, spiked chain being 

observed for most of them 
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Restriction of free movement through the practice of chaining can have adverse 

effects on the elephant with increased incidence of stereotypy observed among 

chained elephants (Gruber et al., 2000), occurrence of chain related skin injuries (Kurt 

and Garai, 2007). 

 

Deviation from E-R was as follows: 

¶ Temple and TrvBeg elephants showed 1005 deviation, however, rating for 

TrvBeg elephants was based on two sub-parameters only 

¶ Deviation for circus elephants was 99% 

¶ A deviation of 82% was observed for zoo elephants (Figure 15) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
*: Rating based on two sub-parameters only  

Figure 15: Comparison of rating for chaining 

 

Observed behaviour 

¶ Most circus elephants were described as quiet with two elephants said to be 

aggressive, all the observed elephants were said to exhibit stereotypy 

¶ Except for one, Zoo elephants were described as quiet. The one elephant was 

said to be nervous/ aggressive. Most also exhibited stereotypy 

¶ Temple elephants were described as quiet but undependable, with aggression 

exhibited by one elephant.   

¶ TrvBeg elephants were mostly quiet with one elephant said to be 

nervous/agitated and two, of the four observed, exhibiting stereotypy. 

 

The temperament of an elephant provides information on the ease of handling the 

animal as well as its sense of ease in prevailing conditions (to a certain extent). The 

  
a b 

Figure 14a and b: Chaining of elephants in two different regimes, note concert floor, chained for most 

of the day 
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occurrence of abnormal behaviours such as stereotypy/ aggression has been noticed in 

captivity (Bradshaw, in press). 

 

Deviations from E-R were:  

¶ Maximum difference was seen in Temple elephants (58%) followed by Circus 

(44%) 

¶ TrvBeg elephants showed a deviation of 36% 

¶ A difference of 30% was observed for zoo elephants (Figure 16) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
*: Rating based on two sub-parameters only 

 

Figure 16: Comparison of rating for observed behaviour 

 

Work type 

¶ Circus elephants performed (Figure 17a) on most days of the week throughout 

the year in places where the circus was located 

¶ Zoo elephants were not made to work 

¶ Temple elephants performed temple duties, participated in festivals, some 

were hired wedding functions/ to take part in movies. No rest/ shade was 

available for most elephants, food was provided while working 

¶ All TrvBeg elephants walked and begged (Figure 17b) throughout the day. 

Some were hired to take part in festivals/ temples/ wedding functions/ filming 

movies. Providing joy rides was also undertaken throughout the day. 
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The nature of work, place of work, and restrictions imposed on working elephants in 

their ability to choose when to rest/work are crucial in maintaining the animalôs health 

and well-being. High rating has been assigned to work that is similar to the animalôs 

behaviour in the wild, in natural forest conditions. 

 

Deviation of M-R from E-R was: 

¶ Zoo elephants showed 100% concurrence with E-R 

¶ Circus elephants showed a deviation of 100% (rating was based on one sub-

parameter only) 

¶ Temple (57%) and TrvBeg (69%) showed comparable differences (Figure 18)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
**: Rating based on one sub-parameter only 

 

Figure 18: Comparison of rating for work 

 

Food and feeding 

¶ All circus elephants were provided stall feed only in the shelter itself, 

throughout the day with hygiene said to be good in most places. 4-7 types of 

food was provided, ration charts were not used 

¶ Stall feed only was provided for all zoo elephants within their enclosure/ 

shelter, hygiene was said to be good. 4-5 types of food was given, a few zoos 

practiced usage of ration charts 
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beg money from public 

Figure 17a: Circus elephant decorated 

before the performance 
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¶ Temple elephants were given only stall feed ( at least 4 types) in their shelter, 

ration charts were not used 

¶ TrvBeg elephants were also given only stall feed with most also depending on 

the food provided while begging, feeding place depended on availability of 

food, no ration chart was used. 

 

Wild elephants have been observed to feed on numerous types of plants (McKay, 

1973), the range maybe difficult to duplicate by stall feeding. Also elephants make 

use of different parts of their body as they forage (Kurt and Garai, 2007) ð activity 

which maybe limited/ lead to overuse of certain parts only when they are provided 

stall feed. In captivity, hygiene of the feeding place needs to be maintained and hence, 

has been considered. Ration chart maintenance is important in terms of management 

of health of the animal.  

 

Difference from E-R was: 

¶ Comparable deviation was observed for Circus (91%), Temple (88%) and 

TrvBeg (97%) elephants 

¶ A difference of 58% was noticed for Zoo elephants (Figure 19) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 19: Comparison of rating for food and feeding 

 

Reproductive status 

¶ None of the circus elephants, except for a single adult female, was provided 

opportunity to breed, despite presence of individuals of opposite sex in one 

circus. Male during musth (one in number) was isolated  

¶ Of the three adult females in different zoos, only two were allowed to mate 

with a calf being born to only one female. The single male was said to be 

aggressive during musth and kept separately 

¶ Oestrus cycles and musth was said to occur for temple elephants, none of them 

had been exposed to individuals of opposite sex, males in musth were isolated 

and chained 

¶ All the female TrvBeg elephants had been exposed to male elephants, but had 

resulted in unsuccessful mating; the male elephant had not been exposed to 

females. 

 

Normal reproductive functioning has been observed among individuals in good 

physical health (Kurt and Garai, 2007), abnormal reproductive activity maybe 
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associated with chronic stress, harsh handling (Clubb and Mason, 2002) or simply 

absence of individuals of opposite sex.  

 

Deviation from E-R was as follows: 

¶ Comparable difference was observed for Temple (75%) and TrvBeg (71%) 

¶ Circus elephants indicated a deviation of 96% (rating based on two sub-

parameters only) 

¶ A deviation of 43% was observed for Zoo elephants (Figure 20) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
*: Rating based on two sub-parameters only 

 

 

Figure 20: Comparison of rating for reproductive status  
 

 

Health status and veterinary routine 

¶ Due to the unnatural surrounding and daily routine, most of the elephants kept 

in the state have one or more health problems and  injuries (Figure 21a,b, c 

and d) due to the environment provide to them.  

¶ All circus elephants had experienced regularly or frequently stomach related 

problems with seven of the 18 elephants said to be having foot problems. Most 

elephants were dewormed and immunized with oiling being practiced for all 

animals. Body measurement were taken for any, sample tests of blood/ dung/ 

urine was not done for most elephants 
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¶ Stomach problems was said to occur frequently for all zoo elephants with 

three animals experiencing foot problems. Leg problems were observed in 

most of the elephants, none had been immunized. Deworming and oiling was 

done for most, sample tests and record maintenance was not common. A 

previous report on the health of zoo elephants (Cheeran, 2004) dealt with four 

elephants (three adult females and a 14 yrs old male) in Mumbai Zoo. When 

the earlier report was compared with the present health status, foot problems 

(nail cracks) continued to recur among the animal.  

¶ Only two temple elephants (N= 5) had been dewormed, none had been 

immunized with oiling being done for a few, sample tests were not done for 

most and body measurement were not taken for any for which data was 

available 

¶ Stomach problems of frequent occurrence were observed for TrvBeg 

elephants, deworming/ vaccination/ sample tests/ body measurements was not 

practiced for any. 

 

Poor health may lead to reduced welfare when the elephant becomes unable to 

perform its activities normally/ experiences pain/ distress. Captive conditions 

necessitate availability of veterinary care and practice of basic routines in maintaining 

health.  

 

Percentage deviation from E-R was: 

  

a b 

 
 

c d 

Figure 21a, b, c and d: Injuries reported in different parts of body of elephant kept under 

different regimes 
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¶ Maximum deviation was noticed for TrvBeg elephants (79%) 

¶ Comparable difference was seen for Circus (54%) and Zoo (56%) elephants 

¶ A difference of 62% was noticed for Temple elephants (Figure 22) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 22: Comparison of rating for health status and veterinary routine 

 

Veterinary personnel and infrastructure 

¶ Most circus elephants had access to a veterinary doctor, with only one having 

experience in treating elephants, veterinary assistant was not available, records 

were maintained 

¶ All zoo elephants were visited by veterinary doctors, veterinary assistant and 

clinic facility was available for most, and records were maintained 

¶ Only two of the observed (N= 5) temples had access to a doctor with only one 

having experience in treating elephants, veterinary assistants were not 

available; except for one temple, all others were not maintaining records 

(service/ clinical/ others). Clinical records were maintained by the temple.  

¶ Except for one elephant, veterinary doctorôs service was not available for any 

of the TrvBEg animals, none of the elephants had access to clinic facilities and 

records were not maintained.   

 

Availability of veterinary doctors/ assistants, with experience in treating elephants, 

along with relevant infrastructure is integral to maintaining health of captive 

elephants. In addition record keeping forms an equally important aspect, as its 

absence implies lack of interest and gives room for potential improper treatment. 

 

Difference from E-R: 

¶ Maximum deviation was noticed for TrvBeg elephants (91%) 

¶ Temples indicated a difference of 69% (based on rating of two sub-parameters 

only) 

¶ A deviation of 40% was seen for Circus elephants 

¶ Zoos showed a difference of 11% (Figure 23) 
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*: Rating based on two sub-parameters only 

 

Figure 23: Comparison of rating for veterinary personnel and infrastructure  

 

Welfare status of handlers (mahouts/ cawadis) 

Elephant handlers are an integral part of a captive situation. Their welfare status, i.e., 

their socio-economic profile, may be associated with better management of elephants. 

Professional experience of handlers has a direct association with the welfare of 

elephants cared by them. 

 

Professional experience 

¶ Age and experience of handlers dealing with elephants  (Figure 24a,b,c, and 

d) varied across the regimes   

 

.     

a b c d 

Figure 24 a, b, c, and d: Profile of handlers engaged by different management system 

 

¶ Experience in this profession for Circus handlers ranged from 7-30y with 

experience with a specific elephant being 0.5-30y. Most joined this 
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profession without any interest/ previous family history, all of them used 

stick pike/ wooden pike to control his elephant 

¶ For zoo handlers, experience in this profession ranged from 3-35y, with 

experience of handling a specific elephants ranging from 3-20y. Most had 

joined from sense of interest. Knowledge of commands was said to be good 

with everyone using tools (Ankush, stick pike, metal stick) to control his 

elephant 

¶ Temple handlers experience in this profession ranged from 3-50y, experience 

with a specific elephant ranged from 4-40y. Most opted for this profession as 

it was a family occupation. All of them used toolsð ankush, stick pike. 

¶ Handlers of TrvBeg elephants experience in this profession and with a 

specific elephant ranged from 6-20y. Of the three, two handlers had opted out 

of interest for this profession. Their knowledge of commands was good and 

all used toolsð Ankush, stick pike 

 

Greater experience in this profession, in terms of years spent as a mahout/ cawadi or 

with a specific elephant implies knowledge of handling elephants. In addition, a 

person choosing to become a handler from a sense of interest may perform his duties 

with greater care. Mahouts/ cawadis with good knowledge of commands can also help 

in managing/ interacting better with their elephants. These factors were rated for this 

parameter. 

 

Difference from E-R for this parameter was as follows:  

¶ Zoo and Temple handlers showed comparable deviations of 51% and 54% 

respectively 

¶ Circus and TrvBeg handlers showed comparable difference of 35% and 37% 

respectively (Figure 25). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 25: Comparison of rating for professional experience 
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Socio-economic status 

¶ Most circus handlers were not educated, were paid a salary of Rs. 2500 ï 

3500/ month, supported a family with 1-7 children, most were not covered by 

any insurance scheme, had a previous record of working with 20 -30 elephants 

¶ All zoo handlers were educated, earning a salary of Rs.5000-9500/- per month, 

supporting a family of 2-6 children, all had insurance cover 

¶ All Temple handlers were educated, earned Rs.1000-5000/ month, supported a 

family with 2-4 children, most had insurance cover, all abstained from 

consuming alcohol 

¶  None of the TrvBeg handlers was educated, earned Rs. 3000-8000/ month, 

and had no insurance cover. 

 

Relevant features such as salary drawn, number of children, education level, insurance 

availability etc., were considered.  

 

Deviation from E-R was as follows: 

 

¶ Maximum difference was observed for TrvBeg handlers (92%) which was 

however, based on fewer sub-parameters 

¶ Circus handlers indicated a difference of 62% (with a lower E-R) 

¶ Comparable deviations (Figure 26) were noticed for Zoo and temple handlers 

(28% and 27% respectively) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 26: Comparison of rating for socio-economic status 

 

Overall rating patterns for elephants 

Elephants experience captivity as a set on interrelated features. Hence, each individual 

rating for each sub-parameter for that institution was considered together to provide 

an overall Mean Rating (M-R).  

 

Deviation from E-R, expressed as percentage, was as follows: 

¶ Maximum deviation was observed for TrvBeg elephants (72%) 

¶ Difference was noticed for Circus (57%) elephants 

¶ Temple elephants indicated a difference of 64% 

¶ A deviation of 44% was seen for zoo elephants (Figure 27)  
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N: refers to total number of sub-parameters observed 

 
Figure 27: Comparison of overall M-R with E-R across all regimes 

 

Discussion 

Moss and Lee (in press) suggest maintaining elephants in captivity by keeping the 

animalôs needs in mind. These needs can be based on the knowledge gained from 

studies of wild elephant behaviour.   

This report assesses the welfare of captive elephants across regimes by rating 

parameters based on the differences observed between wild and captive animals. The 

greater the difference, the lesser is the rating (M-R).  

The ratings above seem to suggest Zoo elephants to be in a better welfare status than 

the other institutions/ keeping systems. However, closer examination reveals 

occurrence of variation within each of the parameters observed. For most parameters, 

there was overlap of standard error (SE) values among all the institutions/ regimes 

observed. Of the fifteen parameters observed, SE values greater than one (SE>1.0) 

were observed for 11 parameters (72%) for circus elephants, eight (61%) for Zoo 

elephants (total thirteen parameters), seven (47%) for Temple and five (33%) for 

TrvBeg elephants. This indicates occurrence of non-uniformity in the facilities 

provided and in the intrinsic nature of the animal.  

 

The parameters where SE values indicated overlap of rating across institutions were 

(institutions in parenthesis indicate their M-R was based on more than two sub-

parameters while M-R for those excluded was based on one/two sub-parameter/s 

only): 

 

¶ Source of elephants 

¶ Purpose of keeping 

¶ Shelter 

¶ Water 

¶ Rest and sleep 

¶ Opportunity to walk (Temple and TrvBeg elephants only) 

¶ Social interaction (Circus and Zoo elephants only) 

¶ Observed behaviour (Circus, Zoo and TrvBeg elephants only) 

¶ Work Type (Temple and TrvBeg elephants only) 

¶ Food and feeding 

¶ Reproductive status (Zoo, Temple and TrvBEg elephants) 

¶ Health status and veterinary routine 
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All the above features showed variation (both positive and negative) implying 

overlapping standards in the facilities provided. This overlap was also observed for 

the parameters intrinsic to elephants: behaviour and reproductive functioning.  

 

Professional experience of mahout/cawadi varied across all regimes observed, SE 

>1.0 for all except TrvBeg handlers. This implies non-uniformity in the parameters 

relating to handling elephants within each regime. TrvBeg handlers seemed to fare 

poorly when socio-economic status was considered, with availability of information 

this may change. Poor socio-economic status as indicated by low M-R (greater 

deviation from E-R) was observed for circus handlers. This assumes importance when 

seen from the perspective of percentage deviation (62%) which was more than that of 

zoo or temple handlers, despite a lower E-R for circus.   
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Section 2: 

Captive Elephants in Zoos   
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Executive Summary 

 

This study investigates the welfare status of the captive situation of elephants and 

their handlers in three zoos in the districts of Thane, Mumbai and Byculla in 

Maharashtra. 

 

Data was collected through observation and interview of personnel/ management. 

Each of  parameter investigated has been rated 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.  

 

Ratings were graded in the following manner:  

¶ 0 ï 2.4: Bad welfare conditions 

¶ 2.5 ï 4.9: poor  

¶ 5.0 ï 7.4: moderate 

¶ 7.5 ï 10.0: satisfactory 

 

Seven elephants, six females and one male, belonging to three zoos were observed. 

The zoos were in Poona, Mumbai and Aurangabad. Mean age of the animals was 23.9 

yrs   with females ranging from 8 ï 46 years. The single male was aged 18 yrs. Of 

seven elephants five were transferred from other institutions, one had been captured 

and one was captive born. Ratings for source of animal was 3.2     

   

The elephants are kept for commercial use. Rating for purpose of keeping was 0.71 

with only two animals, belonging to the Poona zoo, said to be kept in natural physical 

environment.  

 

Mean number of mahouts changed was 3.0; mean rating was 3.4 with 60 % of the 

animals having at least two mahout changes. Frequent changes in mahout/ handler 

entail adjustments with a new handler and breakage of the bond with the previous 

handler. This may be a source of stress to the animal.  

 

All the elephants had access to cement enclosed shelters, size was 625 sq.ft for 

Mumbai zoos; Poona zoo enclosure size was 8 acres, four elephants had a mix of 

concrete and earthen flooring, three elephants had only concrete floor. Mean ratings 

for this parameter was 3.7 with 61 % of all the values getting a rating less than five. 

 

Mumbai and Aurangabad zoo used tap water for drinking/ bathing the animals, Poona 

zoo had access to water tankers from the local Municipality and Pond was available at 

Aurangabad zoo. Mean rating for water related parameters was 4.7 indicating 

occurrence of poor conditions for water availability. 

 

All the elephants had opportunity to interact, mean number of individual was 1.2 and 

duration among individuals for interaction was 15.2 h. Mean rating was 8.3.    

 

Only elephants form Poona zoo were allowed to range free with two front legs 

shackled, all the elephants were chained at the leg, four with spiked chains and mean 

chaining duration was 13.5 h. Mean rating was 1.8 with 85 % of the values getting a 

score less than three, implying occurrence of bad chaining conditions.  
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All the observed elephants were not used for performing work. Hence, rating was 10.0   

 

One female elephant is exposed to a male traveling & begging elephant did not breed, 

one female is not cycling/ bred, one female has given birth. Mean rating was 5.8 with 

values occurring in two extremes: zero or ten. 

 

All the elephants were said to experience stomach pain frequently, foot injury (toe 

nail cracks/ lameness) was seen in three animals, one female has eye injury and blood/ 

urine/dung testing was done for three of the elephants. Mean rating was 4.7   with 55 

% of all the rating getting a score less than three   

 

All the elephants had access to a veterinary doctor, with mean elephant experience of 

10.7 yrs, visits of the doctors were daily or weekly and all the zoos had access to a 

clinic. Mean rating was 8.9 indicating satisfactory conditions. 

 

There were six handlers for the seven elephants observed. Ratio of elephant to mahout 

varied from 1:1 to 2:1.  Mean age of mahout was 46 yrs. overall mean rating for the 

mahout was 7.0 implying moderate conditions of welfare.   
 

The overall mean rating, across all parameters for welfare status of zoo elephants, was 

5.7 with 43 % values getting a rating less than five. There was variation in the 

conditions available to the elephants among the zoos. Thus, 45 % of the sub-

parameters showed different rating among zoos, while the rest indicated uniformity in 

captive conditions.    
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Introduction  

Elephants in zoos are said to be maintained for various reasons: to create awareness 

about the animal, for conservation purpose, as a center to artificially breed and 

strengthen the gene pool of a species. Whatever maybe the purported objective, the 

species specific needs of the captive animal have to be met for the animal to maintain 

its overall welfare. 

 

Objective 

¶ To study the captive situation of elephants in three zoos in the districts of 

Thane, Mumbai and Byculla in the state of Maharashtra for the welfare status 

of the animals.  

¶ To study the welfare of the mahout/ cawadi  

¶ To provide a measure of the welfare status by grading different features of the 

captive condition and of the animals/ handlers.  

Method 

The basis for measuring welfare has been to look at the deviations, in captivity, 

experienced by an elephant as opposed to that experienced in the wild state. This 

approach looks at the biology of the elephant and its natural history as a way of 

determining the differences in experiences and consequently welfare (Stroud, in 

press). Captive conditions of the elephant has been assessed using several aspects 

such as its housing, food provided, opportunity for exercise/ social interaction, 

reproductive and health status, occurrence of stereotypy, etc. Data was collected 

through observation and interview of personnel/ management. Each of these features 

or sub-parameters has been rated 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.  

 

Ratings were graded in the following manner:  

¶ 0 ï 2.4: Bad welfare conditions 

¶ 2.5 ï 4.9: poor  

¶ 5.0 ï 7.4: moderate 

¶ 7.5 ï 10.0: satisfactory 

 

Some sub-parameters such as availability of veterinary doctors, frequency of visits by 

the doctor, etc, the ideal condition represents ease of access and prevalence of features 

conducive to maintaining elephant health. Sub-parameters representing a particular 

feature such as shelter or water have been grouped together to form a parameter. 

Rating for a parameter is the mean across the sub-parameters. Graphs representing 

percentage occurrences of rating from zero to ten for each sub-parameter have been 

included. Graphs depicting rating for sub-parameters have been given. The welfare 

status of mahouts/ handlers has been assessed by looking at socio-economic 

parameters. Along with this, the handlerôs experience with elephants and attitude 

towards them has been included. Rating scale for handlers is the same as for 

elephants.  

 

Result 

Population status  
Seven elephants, six females and one male, belonging to three zoos were observed 

and data collected on various aspects of their captive condition. The zoos were in 

Poona, Mumbai and Aurangabad. Ratings presented are across individual zoos.  Mean 
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age of the animals was 23.9 yrs (SE = 6.1, N = 7) with females ranging from 8 ï 46 

years. The single male was aged 18 yrs.  

 

Source of elephant 

¶ Of seven elephants five were transferred from other institutions: three from 

Orissa and Assam state zoo and two from circuses. One, Saraswati, 40yrs., had 

been captured and one, Laxmi, 11 yrs., was captive born. 

¶ Age at transfer ranged from 4 ï 15 years. 

¶ Mean duration of stay within Maharashtra was 9.6 yrs. (SE =3.3, N = 5).  

 

Elephant society, especially of females, represents a network of relationships across a 

number of individuals which are stable across time and space (Sukumar, 2003). With 

this background, the shifting of elephants across zoos or institutions implies breakage 

of social bonds and / or introduction of unknown animals into an established group, 

leading to stress among the animals. Hence, a low rating indicates that the animal has 

been shifted across facilities. Rating was 3.2 (SE = 1.2, N = 7) with only one elephant 

reported to have been born in captivity and remaining within the same institution.  

 

Purpose of keeping 

Low rating implies that the animals are being kept in an un-natural physical 

environment for commercial use. Rating was 0.71 (SE = 0.5, N = 7) with only two 

animals, belonging to the Poona zoo, said to be kept in natural physical environment.  

 

Mahout changes 

¶ Mean number of mahouts changed was 3.0 (SE= 1.3, N=5). 

 

Frequent changes in mahout/ handler entail adjustments with a new handler and 

breakage of the bond with the previous handler. This may be a source of stress to the 

animal. Mean rating was 3.4 (SE = 1.0, N = 5) with 60 % of the animals having at 

least two mahout changes.  

 

Shelter 

¶ All the elephants had access to cement enclosed shelters. 

¶ Size varied from 200 ft. to 625 sq.ft within this space for Mumbai and 

Aurangabad zoos; Poona zoo enclosure size was 8 acres 

¶ Poona zoo had a closed type shelter: 16ôX20ôX30ô 

¶ Four elephants (of two zoos) had a mix of concrete and earthen flooring 

¶ Three elephants (Mumbai zoo) had only concrete floor 

¶ The elephants were kept for a mean duration of 18.1 hrs (2.1, N =7) within the 

shelter. Outside their shelter, they were kept for a mean duration of 8.4 hrs (SE 

= 1.3, N = 7).  

¶ The shelter was cleaned an average number of 1.9 times (SE = 0.2, N = 7) 

using broom, stone, disinfectant. 

¶ None of the zoos reported seasonal variation in temperature 

The housing conditions were rated across several sub-parameters. Mean ratings for 

this parameter was 3.7 (SE = 1.7, N = 5) with 61 % of all the getting a rating less than 

five (Figure 1).  
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Figure 1: Percentage occurrence of ratings for shelter 

 

Based on the provision to range free in a natural environment, ratings have been 

assigned. Low rating show occurrence of structurally enclosed space with restricted 

movement. Rating was 2.9 (SE = 0.28, N = 7) with only two elephants getting a rating 

more than three. Hard substrates cause several foot related problems among captive 

animals (Rajankutty, 2004). Rating was 2.9 (SE = 1.0,   N = 7) with all the animals 

getting a rating less than six as all the elephants were exposed to hard floors during 

some part of a day. Shelters with a regular cleaning routine were given high ratings 

(Figure 2). Rating was 10.0 (SE =0.0, N =7).  
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Figure 2: Ratings for shelter related parameters 

 

Water 

¶ Mumbai and Aurangabad zoo used tap water for drinking/ bathing the animals 

¶ Poona zoo had access to water tankers from the local Municipality 

¶ Pond was available at Aurangabad zoo 

¶ The animals were said to drink 5 times/ day (SE = 1.1, N =7). 

¶ Water quality test were not done for any of the zoos 

¶ Duration of bath was 1.7 hrs (SE = 0.2, N = 7), materials used as scrub were 

stone or brush 
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Availability of running water, ease of accessibility, testing for water quality are a few 

sub-parameters considered for rating water. Mean rating was 4.7 (SE = 1.5, N= 6) 

indicating occurrence of poor conditions for water availability (Figure 3). 

 . 

 

                         

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Percentage occurrence of rating for water 

 

Running water sources may not be as contaminated as stagnant water. Hence, this has 

been considered as a sub-parameter for rating. Rating was 3.0 (SE = 0.0, N =7) 

indicating use of tap water which is a source of running water but is not accessible to 

the animal when it needs to drink/ bathe. Shoshani and Eisenberg (1982) mention that 

elephants drink water at least once a day.  Adult elephants are said to drink at least 

150 l./ day. Rating for this sub-parameter was assigned depending on whether the 

animal was ranging free or not. Rating was 7.4 (SE = 0.81, N = 7) indicating that the 

elephants were drinking water as needed. Bathing elephants for too short/ too long a 

period maybe counterproductive. This sub-parameter (Figure 4) was graded 

considering the amount of time the elephant has to range free in a day, before it is 

brought in by the mahouts for bathing. Rating was 5.7 (SE = 0.2, N = 7) with all the 

elephants getting a rating between 5.0 and 6.0, considered to represent moderate 

conditions of suitability to the animal.  
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           Ws: Availability of perennial source of running water Ds: Distance to water source 
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Figure 4: Ratings for water sub-parameter 
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Rest and sleep 

¶ All the animals were allowed to rest, with access to shade 

¶ The animals were said to sleep for a mean of 3.6 hrs (SE = 1.0, N = 7) 

 

Captive environments should provide for the elephant to rest/ sleep. Kurt and Garai 

(2007) state that wild elephants rest and/ or sleep during different parts of a day. 

Rating was 7.3 (SE = 1.3, N = 6) implying moderate conditions for this parameter, 

with 41 % of all the ratings getting a score less than six (Figure 5). 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                       

 

 
Figure 5: Percentage occurrence of ratings for rest and sleep 

 

All the observed elephants were allowed to rest as they were not made to perform any 

work. Rating was 10.0 (SE =0.0, N =7). Provision of shade during rest periods was 

rated. Rating was 10.0 (SE =0.0, N =7) showing that all the animals had access to 

shade. Excess or little sleep is considered to be indicative of deviation from the 

normal duration of 3 -4 hours observed among adult animals. Rating was 4.3 (SE = 

0.36, N =7) implying poor conditions (Figure 6) 
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Figure 6: Ratings for rest & sleep sub-parameters 
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Opportunity to walk  

¶ The animals were allowed to walk during daytime 

¶ Mean distance covered was 2.3 km (SE = 0.7, N =3), mean duration was 2 hrs 

(SE =0.0, N =4) 

 

Restricting elephants within a confined space or tethering with chains limits the 

ability to walk and hence exercise. Rating was 10.0 (SE =0.0, N =7) showing that all 

the observed animals were allowed to walk.  

 

Opportunity for social interaction  

¶ All the elephants had opportunity to interact 

¶ Mean number of individual was 1.2 (SE =0.2, N = 5) and duration was 15.2 

hrs (SE = 3.7, N =5) 

 

Female elephants and young males are part of a social network of animals (Vidya and 

Sukumar, 2005). This parameter was rated considering the opportunity for interaction, 

group size and distance between animals. Mean rating was 8.3 (SE = 1.7,   N= 3) 

indicating occurrence of interaction among the animals (Figure 7).  

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                  
 

Figure 7: Percentage occurrence of ratings for social interaction 
 

Group size that was similar to the average size observed among wild animals was 

given high rating. Rating was 5.0 (SE = 0.0, N =5) with a mean size of 1.2 individuals 

in a group. The presence of animals close to each other to enable touching and feeling 

another animal was given higher rating (Figure 8). Rating was 10.0 (SE = 0.0, N =5). 
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Figure 8: Rating for interaction related parameters 
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Chaining 

¶ Only elephants form Poona zoo were allowed to range free with two front legs 

shackled 

¶ All the elephants were chained (N = 7) at the leg, four with spiked chains 

¶ Mean chaining duration was 13.5 hrs (SE = 1.8, N = 6) 

 

Captive elephants are almost universally subjected to having chains, usually restricted 

in their ability to move. This parameter was rated considering the type and region of 

chaining, duration and whether the animals were allowed to range free. Mean rating 

was 1.8 (SE = 0.8, N = 4) with 85 % of the getting a score less than three (Figure 9), 

implying occurrence of bad chaining conditions.   

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                 
 

 

 

Figure 9: Percentage occurrence of ratings for chaining 

 

Whether the elephants were allowed to range free or not was rated. Rating was 2.9 

(SE = 1.8, N = 7) with 71 % of all the getting a rating of zero indicating absence of 

free ranging opportunity. Only two elephants, belonging to Poona zoo, were allowed 

to range free in the morning. All the observed elephants were chained during the night 

for a period of 8 ï 12 hours. Ratings (Figure 10) was 0.0 (SE = 0.0, N =6). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                     
   Fr: Free ranging status Ch: Chain type  
   Ch-R: Chaining region Ch-Du: Chaining duration  

 
Figure 10: Ratings for chaining related parameters 

 

Observed behaviour 

¶ Six elephants were described as quiet, the male was said to be nervous and 

undependable 

¶ Male elephant was reported to be aggressive during musth 

¶ Four animals exhibited stereotypic behaviour 
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This parameter was rated considering the observed personality and occurrence of 

stereotypic/ aggressive behaviour. Mean rating was 6.7 (SE = 1.9, N = 3) with values 

occurring in the two extremes: zero and ten (Figure 11).  

 

  

        

                  

 

 

 

 
Figure 11: Percentage occurrence of ratings for behaviour 

 

Elephants which were calm/ quiet were given high rating. Mean rating was 8.6 (SE = 

1.4, N = 7) with six elephants getting a score of 10 and the male getting a rating of 

zero for nervous behaviour. Five of the seven elephants were said to exhibit 

stereotypy, mean ratings (Figure 12) was 2.9 (SE = 1.8, N = 7).  

           

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  Ps: Observed personality  Agg: Aggressive behaviour 

  St-B: Stereotypic behaviour 

 

Figure 12: Ratings for behaviour related parameters 

 

Work type 

¶ The animals were given any kind of work 

All the observed elephants were not used for performing work. Hence, rating was 10.0 

(SE = 0.0, N =7). 

 

Food provisioning 

¶ All the elephants were given stall feed only 

¶ Mean duration of feeding was 18 hrs (SE = 3.7, N =5).  

¶ Food provided: Sugarcane (Sacharum sp.), Carrots, Green grass, Dry grass, 

Rice straw, Jaggery, rice, Kadba, Lucerne (Sisyrinchium sp.) grass, fruits, 

bread 

¶ Two zoos (Mumbai and Aurangabad) provided mineral mixture 

¶ Aurangabad zoo did not maintain ration chart 

 

Captive elephants depend on their keepers for the amount and kind of food provided. 

Also, opportunity to range free for browse/ graze is limited. Such conditions are given 
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low rating. Overall mean rating was 4.6 (SE = 2.2, N = 4) implying occurrence of 

poor conditions (Figure 13). 

          

              

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 13: Percentage occurrence of ratings for food provisioning 

 

High rating was given if the animals were allowed to range free and supplemented 

with stall feed. Mean rating was 0.0 (SE =0.0, N =7 showing absence of free range to 

browse/ graze. In the absence of an opportunity to range free, all food items have been 

given a lower rating. Mean rating was 2.6 (SE = 0.2, N =7). Mean rating was 6.0 (SE 

= 2.5, N = 5) with no reported usage for two animals (Figure 14). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
   Fd: Food provisioning type  Fd-N: Number of food items 

   Mn: Provision of mineral mix  Rt: Usage of ration chart 
 

Figure 14: Ratings for food related parameters 

 

Reproductive status 

¶ Anarkali, female, 35 yrs., exposed to a male traveling & begging elephant, did 

not breed 

¶ Laxmi, 46 yrs., not cycling/ bred earlier 

¶ Saraswati, female 40 yrs., which was captured from the wild, gave birth to 

Laxmi. Source of male was captive elephant in forest camp. Laxmi, now 11 

yrs., at the same zoo 

¶ Male elephant, Rajkumar, said to exhibit musth 

 

This parameter was rated taking into account such features as occurrence of musth, 

exposure to elephants of opposite sex, opportunity to breed. Mean rating was 5.8 (SE 

= 1.3, N = 3) with occurring in two extremes: zero or ten (Figure 15). 
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Figure 15: Percentage occurrence of ratings for reproductive status 

 

The absence of normal reproductive activity in adult animals has been given low 

ratings. Mean rating was 7.5 (SE = 2.5, N = 4) with only one elephant, Lakshmi, (46 

yrs., female) said to be reproductively inactive, among the observed elephants.  Mean 

rating was 6.7 (SE = 3.3, N = 3) with one animal (Lakshmi, 46 yrs., female) not being 

exposed to males. Only one elephant, Saraswati (40 yrs., female) was said to have 

given birth to a calf. All the other observed elephants were given ratings of zero 

(Figure 16). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    
Rp: Reproductively active/ not  Ex: Exposure to opposite sex 

Br: Opportunity to breed 

 
Figure 16: Ratings for reproductive status related parameters 

 

 

Health status 

¶ All the elephants were said to experience stomach pain frequently 

¶ Foot injury (toe nail cracks/ lameness) was seen in three animals 

¶ Anarkali was said to have an  eye injury 

¶ All the animals were dewormed with Albendazole, varying from once in three 

months to 2 -3 times a year 

¶ None of the animals were vaccinated 

¶ Oil was applied for four of the elephants 

¶ Blood/ urine/dung testing was done for three of the elephants 

 

Disease by itself can be a source of poor welfare and the occurrence of certain 

diseases as a consequence of captive conditions may also contribute to lowered 

welfare (Kaufman and Martin, in press). This parameter was rated using such features 

as: occurrence of disease/ injury, performance of routine veterinary practices such as 
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deworming/ vaccination, etc. Mean rating was 4.7 (SE =1.6, N = 7) with 55 % of all 

the rating getting a score less than three (Figure 17). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                     

 

 

 

 
Figure 17: Percentage occurrence of ratings for health status 

 

Disease/ injury was rated considering the extent of distress the disease/ injury caused 

in the animal by causing other diseases/ being painful for the animal. Mean rating was 

2.0 (SE =0.0, N=7). The practice of deworming elephants was given high ratings. 

Mean rating was 10.0 (SE =0.0, N =7). Biochemical/ physical tests of samples when 

conducted are a valuable source of data regarding its health. Mean rating was 5.0 (SE 

= 2.2, N = 6) with such tests being done for three of the observed elephants. 

 

Captive elephants are subject to the practice of oiling: as an insect repellant/ to 

maintain body temperature. Mean rating was 5.7 (SE = 2.0, N = 7) with oiling not 

done for three animals (Figure 18).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Ds/In: Nature of disease/ injury  Dw: Deworming status 

Dw-Fq: Frequency of deworming  Vc: Vaccination status 
Ol: Oiling done   Ts: Testing of samples 

Bd: Body measurements taken 

 
Figure 18: Ratings for health related parameters 

 

¶ All the elephants had access to a veterinary doctor, with mean elephant 

experience of 10.7 yrs (SE = 4.9, N = 5) 

¶ Visits were daily or weekly 

¶ Veterinary assistant was available for two zoos 

¶ All the zoos had access to a clinic 
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Accessibility to veterinary care includes availability of veterinary doctor with 

experience in treating elephants, with regular visits, availability of veterinary 

assistant, provision of clinic facilities and maintenance of records. Mean rating was 

8.9 (SE = 0.7, N = 7) indicating satisfactory conditions (Figure 19). 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      

 

 

Figure 19: Percentage occurrence of ratings for veterinary care 

 

All the zoos had access to a doctor, hence, rating was 10.0 (SE =0.0, N =7). Mean 

rating was 5.6 (SE= 0.97, N = 5) with only one doctor said to have more than twenty 

years experience. The observed zoos were said to maintain records, hence, rating 

(Figure 20) was 10.0 (SE =0.0, N =5).  

 

                 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
Vt: Availability of veterinary doctor  Ex-E: Experience with elephants 

Ex-N: Number of years of experience  Vs: Frequency of visits 

Vt-A: Availability of veterinary assistant Vt-C: Availability of clinic facilities 
Rc: Record maintenance 

 

Figure 20: Rating for veterinary care related parameters 

 

Funds 

¶ Overall fund required per animal per year was Rs. 1,07,143/- (SE = 8299.3, N 

= 7)  

 

Mahout welfare status 

Welfare of the mahout has been considered as poor welfare conditions can be 

detrimental to the personôs life and may be associated with poor handling/ apathy 

towards the animal. There were six handlers for the seven elephants observed. Ratio 

of elephant to mahout varied from 1:1 to 2:1 (Poona zoo). Mean age of mahout was 

46 yrs (SE = 3.1, N = 6). Overall mean rating for the mahout was 7.0 (SE = 0.5, N= 
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71) implying moderate conditions of welfare. The welfare status was rated across 15 

sub-parameters (Figure 21). 

 

 

 

            

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 21: Percentage occurrence of ratings 

 

Handlers with more than 50% experience were given high rating. Experience was 

calculated as percentage duration in the job expressed in terms of his own age. Mean 

rating was 5.4 (SE = 1.6, N = 6). Years of experience with a specific elephant was 

calculated in terms of the animalôs age. Mean rating was 8.4 (SE = 0.9, N = 5). 

Education is important to improve the handlerôs own welfare as well as to follow any 

prescribed medications for the animal. Mean rating was 7.5 (SE = 0.9, N=4). All the 

handlers were permanent employees. Hence, rating was 10.0 (SE =0.0, N =5). 

Periodic health check-up is important in the context of transmission of diseases across 

species (Mikota, in press). Mean rating was 5.0 (SE = 2.9, N =4) with two of the four 

employees not having had any health check-up. Availability of insurance in case of 

injury/ death is essential. Mean rating (Figure 22) was 10.0 (SE = 0.0, N=4). 

         
 Ex-A: Experience as % of his age   Ex-E: Experience as % of elephantôs age 

 Ch: Reason for choosing this profession   Rel: Having mahout as relatives 

 Tr: Trained as mahout     Fm-Oc: Family occupation 
 Ed: Education status     Sl: Salary 

 Jb: Job status     Acc: Accommodation availability 

 Ln: Languages known     Cmm: Knowledge of commands 
 Tl: Use of tools     Hl: health check-up 

 Ins: Insurance cover 

 
Figure 22: Ratings for mahout related parameters 
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