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Preface 

 
The Andaman Islands located in the equatorial belt, has some of the finest tropical 

evergreen forests of the world. The natural wealth of Andaman Islands encouraged the 

British to reap timber for mainland use, bringing captive elephants into the island to assist 

in logging operations. Until a ban on timber extraction was imposed in 2001, harvest of 

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

substantial population of elephants (94 individuals) exists in captivity, owned and 

managed by the Government as well as private owners.  

 

The island has three distinct type of elephant ownership; the forest camps (owned by the 

State Forest Department) a relic of the timber-extraction operations, with the elephants 

within these camps continuing to be maintained and used to drag fallen logs/ for tourism/ 

for supervised timber extraction. The Andaman and Nicobar Islands Forest and Plantation 

Development Corporation (ANIFPDC) was set up for the plantation and harvesting of 

palm oil and rubber trees, which were developed by the corporation; initially, elephants 

were employed to assist in the corporationôs timber related work. Private ownership of 

captive elephants in the Andaman Islands dates back to the period of timber harvest/ 

logging operations during British rule. Privately owned elephants, irrespective of the 

reason for their maintenance, continue to exist in the islands. Private ownership includes 

individuals and timber industries; three major industries in the Islands are: the Andaman 

Timber Industries (ATI), Jayashree Timber Products (JTP) and the Asian Woods and 

Polymers (AWP). 

 

The captive elephant population has also become a source of wild or feral elephants, 

having been abandoned by their owner/s during the later part of 20
th
 century; a 

consequence of a selectively sizeable captive population being left wild. In 1994, it was 

found that the island had about 70 elephants, using indirect methods of population 

estimation in Interview Islands (North Andamans); in 2002, it was felt that the feral 

elephant population had declined to half since the last study; the studies also found the 

elephants were a major threat to native plant species.  

 

The Shekhar Singh report recommends removal of all exotic species from the island 

group due to its effect on the native flora and fauna. This may lead to relocation of 

elephants to main land. A few elephants were transferred to the state of Madhya Pradesh, 

to be employed by the government for tourism related activities.  

 

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

distribution, management and the welfare status; and this investigation may act as the 

first ever attempt at a detailed investigation on the species in captivity. Efforts were made 

to visit every single elephant found in the Islands, and this was achieved by traveling 

through close or open boats, by air, foot, vehicles or whatever possible mode available, 

even during peak rainy days.  

 

The report aims to evaluate the existing welfare and management status of captive 

elephants. The document has four sections; section one deals with overall welfare status 
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of the elephants kept under all management regimes, section two covers the exclusive 

status of captive elephants kept under Forest Camps, managed by the Forest Department, 

section three refers to the elephants of the Forest Corporation and the fourth section 

reviews the welfare status of elephants kept under Private Ownership.   
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Captive Elephants of Andaman Islands 
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Executive Summary 
 

Elephants in the Andaman Islands were initially introduced for use in forest related work.  

The presence of elephants in captivity in an introduced environment brings forth the 

interests of understanding their status and welfare. 

 

The welfare status of captive elephants in the islands was assessed by comparing the 

captive environment with that of the wild: the physical/ social/psychological/ 

reproductive features of captive environments are compared with those observed for wild 

elephants.   

 

For this investigation data was collected for ninety-nine elephants (69 females and 30 

males) across three management regimes: Forest Camps (FC), The Andaman and Nicobar 

Islands Forest and Plantation Development Corporation (FCrp) and private owners (Pvt). 

A rating scale developed for different parameters of importance for the welfare of captive 

elephants by a team of experts, was used to assess the welfare status of elephants and 

mahouts/ cawadis. 

 

The age distribution of female elephants free ranged from 0.16 to 71yrs while that of 

males free ranged from 3 to 90y.  Fewer females aged more than 40y and fewer males 

aged less than 16y was observed. Comparable occurrence was seen in the other age 

classes for both the sexes. 

 

Among FC elephants, both purchased and captive-born elephants were almost equal in 

number. Captive-born elephants contribute to 60% of the population of the forest 

department elephants. Occurrence of captive-born elephants was greater in the Forest 

Corporation. Data was available for only one elephant, with private owners, which was 

purchased. The percentage deviation of welfare status considering source of elephants for 

FC camp was 40%, for FCrp was 22% and for Pvt was 75%. 

 

For all the FC and FCrp elephants, type of shelter was the forest itself. For the private 

elephants, forest was available as a shelter for all three elephants but the male elephant 

was tethered from 2p.m. to 6a.m. All the regimes were rated highly for their shelter as 

natural conditions were provided. Greater variation was observed for elephants with 

private owners due to the practice of chaining the male within a man-made enclosure.  

 

Streams were the water source for FC, FCrp elephants and private owner elephants. 80% 

of FC elephants were bathed daily for half-hour duration, natural locally available 

materials were used as scrub, no harsh scrubbing was practiced; skin rashes were 

consequently absent; all FCrp elephants were bathed daily; in summer/ non-working days 

fewer baths were given per week, natural locally available materials were used as scrub. 

Deviation was least for FCrp elephants; variation was high for private elephants as the 

male had restricted access to streams during musth. 

 

Thirty two percent of FC elephants were not given opportunity for social interaction, 

group size free ranged from 0- 3 and 20% of FCrp elephants had none/restricted 
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opportunity for interaction, group size free ranged from 0- 3. For the private elephants, 

the male was isolated, the two females were maintained together throughout. 

 

Variation in welfare rating was observed for all regimes for this parameter implying 

overlap in the features and non-uniformity in the suitability of sub-parameters.  

 

Ninety three per cent of FC elephants were chained, duration free ranged from 1- 24h; 

85% elephants were shackled by their forelegs, 26% elephants were not allowed to free 

free range at night 25% FCrp elephants were not chained; shackling of forelegs was 

practiced, elephants were allowed to free free range at night with drag chain and/ or bedi. 

All private owner elephants were chained, male was chained by leg and body, forelegs 

shackled for male while ranging free, females were allowed to free free range at night. 

Mean rating was comparable across regimes, implying poor conditions for this parameter.  

 

Most FC elephants were described as quiet, 16% frightened/ nervous/ undependable; 23% 

elephants were involved in incidents causing injury/ death of people; none exhibited 

stereotypy. All FCrp elephants were descibed as quiet with 20% also having a fearful 

nature; 10% elephants were involved in incidents of aggression towards people/ other 

elephants; none exhibited stereotypy. The male in Pvt ownership was described as quiet 

but aggressive towards people; exhibiting stereotypy of medium intensity during musth.  

FC and FCrp elephants showed comparable rating, while Private elephants showed 

greater variation and low mean rating. 

 

Seventy percent of FC elephants were not made to work; work type involved timber 

related tasksƄ logging/ dragging/ loading or tourism related workƄ in the morning (upto 

1-2p.m.); 40% of FCrp elephants were made to work; work type was dragging/ loading of 

timber/ logging/ tourism/ palm seed removal; except tourism duty, time of work was in 

the morning up to 12 noon -1p.m.  

 

Timber extraction camps resumed activities from 2009 following clearance from the 

Supreme Court.  Thus, management practices for FC and FCrp elephants followed when 

the elephants were reintroduced to work.  

 

For the privately owned elephant, data was available for the male only: the elephant was 

used for tourism; from 9a.m. to 2p.m. Variation in mean rating across regimes implies 

overlap of working conditions with relatively better rating for FC elephants.  

 

Most FC elephants were allowed to free free range, stall feeding was not done; no ration 

chart was used; nearly 60% elephants had raided crop fields. All FCrp elephants allowed 

to free range to graze/ browse; no stall feed given; no ration chart used; visit to crop field 

was reported. Food (stall-feed) was provided to working elephants and to those as 

prescribed by the veterinary doctor.  

 

Both stall feed and free-ranging opportunity provided for the male elephant with private 

owners; visits to crop fields were not reported. Mean rating across regimes showed 

variation, rating for both FC and FCrp were comparably low.  Low rating for both these 
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institutions was due to the incidence of crop raiding, no stall feeding and absence of 

ration chart usage.  

 

Nearly 48% of FC male elephants were not exposed to females; all observed elephants 

exhibited musth, aggressive during musth and were chained during this period. The adult 

male FCrp elephants were  reproductively active and exhibited signs of musth, one was 

only ten years old and exhibited musth;  were chained; exposure to females not uniform 

for all the males.  

 

The male elephant with private owners exhibited musth, was not exposed to females and 

was chained during musth. Mean rating was low across the regimes, similarly variation 

was observed for all the institutions. In Andamans, period of musth has been reported to 

be less (ranging from November to March/April) and elephants reported to be relatively 

less aggressive during this period. 

 

Oestrus cycle was observed for 40% of the female FC elephants (52% elephantsð 

unknown status or not applicable); 30% not exposed to males, 19% not given opportunity 

to breed. All observed FCrp elephants exhibited oestrus cycles; nearly 63% had not been 

given opportunity to mate. The practice of separating male and female elephants in some 

camps has been employed on purpose to control population of the elephants. Mean rating 

was comparable across the two regimes. 

 

Twenty one per cent of FC elephants reported diseases/injuries such as abscesses/ vision 

problems/ leg injuries/ respiratory problems; application of oil is not practiced; elephants 

are dewormed; all elephants had access to veterinary doctor. Most FCrp elephants 

reported occurrence of Diarrhoea/ anemia; application of oil/ immunization not practiced; 

veterinary doctor and assistant available; dispensary was available. Immunization of 

elephants was not practiced as the region was free from disease outbreaks.  

 

Under private ownership, minor wounds were reported for the male; veterinary doctor 

was available for all elephants; frequency of visits was monthly/ on call for the male 

elephant; records not maintained for the female elephants. 

 

Mean experience for FC handlers was 15yrs ranging from 0.3-35y; mean experience with 

a specific elephant was 9yrs, ranging from 0- 34y; 80% handlers had opted for this 

profession as a means of employment; all used tools to control their elephantð wooden 

ankush, stick, knife. For FCrp handlers, mean experience in the profession was 22yrs, 

ranging from 6-35y; mean experience with a specific elephant was 7y, ranging from 0.2-

27y; 89% opted as a source of employment; all used tools to control their elephantð 

wooden ankush, stick, knife.   

 

Experience of handlers in the profession for male elephant privately owned was 10yrs, 

1yr with a specific elephant; opted out of interest in the profession; spent 8h with 

elephant; tools used were wooden ankush, stick, knife to control elephant.  Mean rating 

was comparable across regimes, variation observed for all, implying non-uniformity in 
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suitability across regimes.  While deviation from E-R was relatively low for private 

handlers, it was offset by the variation in the mean rating. 

 

None of the observed FC handlers came from a family background of handling elephants; 

mean annual salary was Rs.73900/-; mean number of children per family was 3, ranging 

from 0-9; insurance cover was available for 55% of the handlers; only 12% handlers 

abstained from consuming alcohol. All FCrp handlers came from a non-handler family 

background; mean annual salary was Rs. 70,800/-, mean number of children per family 

was 3; most handlers are covered by insurance; 90% did not consume alcohol.  

 

Handler with private owner came from a family background not dealing with elephants; 

annual salary was Rs.36000/-; not covered by insurance; consumed alcohol. Mean rating 

was comparable for FC and FCrp handlers and was relatively low for private handlers 

with corresponding deviation from E-R. 
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Recommendation 
 

The maintenance of captive elephants in the islands should involve changes in the 

unsuitable features enumerated above. The Shekhar Singh report (2002), however, 

recommends removal of all exotic species from the island group due to its effect on the 

native flora and fauna. This may lead to relocation of elephants to main land, This, if 

done, should ensure:  

 

¶ If the elephants have to be translocated, family units (both by birth and those 

observed through behavioural interactions) should not be disrupted. 

¶ Translocation should not involve movement into a facility with no provision for 

expression of species-typical behaviours in natural conditions.  

¶ Geriatric elephants need to be carefully evaluated for their ability to withstand any 

shifting; established relationships, if any, should not be disrupted  

¶ Translocation may be avoided: measures can be taken to see that the present 

population does not increase in numberð through the use of birth control 

methods.  

 

FOREST CORPORATIONS 

Normal reproductive functioning of elephants is a positive indicator of welfare status. 

Among the three regimes, Forest Corporation owned elephants reported the highest 

number of captive-born elephants within it. However, there should be a policy on the 

future of these elephants. On the one hand, the corporation cannot continue with harvest 

of trees and hence, use of elephants in this form of work will be restricted. With the 

addition to the number of elephants, maintenance will be become an issue of concern, not 

only to the authorities, but also to the elephants themselves. Hence, a long-term policy of 

reducing the number of elephants with the corporation needs to be implemented. This 

does not advocate sale of elephants to other institutions. Instead, it would have to involve 

management practices that prevent an increase in the present population. 

 

While the present practice of separation of male and female elephants as a population 

control measure in some locations is worth mentioning, it should not come at a cost to the 

animalôs welfare, viz., dependent young males should not be separated, efforts should be 

made to observe reproductive signs of individual elephants in order to prevent mating and 

reproduction. Hence, groups need not be broken or elephants isolated permanently as a 

way of reducing elephant population.  
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Introduction  

Elephants kept in captive conditions undergo human influence in different aspects of their 

lives. Human influence may be in the form of provision of natural conditions similar to 

those experienced in the wild or absence of such features to varying extents. Lair (1997) 

states elephants cannot be considered to be domesticated, as selective breeding in 

captivity for specific features have not been done. In conjunction with this assertion is the 

fact that wild caught elephants continue to form a source for captive elephants. The 

presence of elephants in the Andaman and Nicobar Island group is considered to be due 

to introduction by people (Sivaganesan and Kumar, 1994; Ali, 2004) for use in forest 

related work. On the one hand, a sizeable population exists in captivity, owned and 

managed by the Government as well as private owners. On the other, the island group is 

endowed with a physical environment in which feral elephants have survived, the 

consequence of a captive population being left wild.  
 

Objective 

The presence of elephants in captivity in an introduced environment brings forth issues of 

suitability of living (physical and biological) conditions for the animals when under 

human control. This report is aimed at: 

 

¶ Assessing the welfare status of elephants maintained by different management 

regimes by reviewing the available ecological and biological features in captivity 

 

Welfare status of handlers (mahouts/ cawadis) is integral to any captive elephant situation 

which involves unrestricted contact between elephant and handler. This report also 

involves:  

  

¶ Assessing the professional experience and socio-economic status of handlers  

 

Method 

Data on captive elephants in the Andaman and Nicobar group of islands was collected by 

observation and interview of relevant personnel.  This included traveling through all 

possible modes (Figure 1a, b, c, d, e, f, 

g, h,I, j, k, l, m, n, o, p, q, r, s, t, u, v, w, 

x, y, z, aa, ab, ac, ad, ae, af, and ag).  

The welfare status of captive elephants 

in the islands was assessed by 

comparing the captive environment 

with that of the wild:  

 

The physical/social/psychological/ 

reproductive features of captive 

environments are compared with those 

observed for wild elephants. The 

difference between the two 

environments has been rated, the closer 

to the wild conditions, the higher the 

rating.  

 
 

a b 

 
 

c d 
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e f g h 

 

 

   
m n o 

Figures 1i, j, k, l, m, n, o and p by open boats (i and j) through forests (k, l, m and n) and through 

cultivated land (o) 

 

   
p q r 

Figure 1p,q and r: Discussion with officials (p and q) and using specific code (r) for each elephants 

 

   
s t u 

    
i j k l 
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v w x 

Figures 1s, t, u, v, w, and x: observations through official records (s), collection of data, even while in rain (t and 

u) and body measurements (v, w and x) 

 

 

   

y z aa 

   
ab ac ad 

   
ae af ag 

Figures 1z, aa, ab, ac, ad, ae, af, and  agd : interviews with elephant handlers in different locations 

The rating method  

A 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 different 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 importance of a particular parameter to an 

elephant, developed a rating for each parameter. For example mean expert rating 
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of 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 by averaging 

across all the expertsô values. 

¶ 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 (25%) 

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 

2.25 is assigned for small water bodies like tanks and ponds. Tap water (running) 

gets 1.125 and if only buckets, pots, and tankers are in use, then the allocated 

value is 0.5.  This rating is then averaged across all individuals 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 their professional/ socio-

economic status, of value to the handler and his elephant.  

¶ N* refers to number of observed parameters/sub-parameters; N refers to number 

of elephants 

 

Result 

Data was collected on ninety-nine elephants (69 females and 30 males) across three 

management regimes: Forest Camps (FC), The Andaman and Nicobar Islands Forest and 
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Plantation Development Corporation (FCrp) and private owners (Pvt). Among these, FC 

and FCrp were government run institutions (Figures 2a and b examples of elephants from 

government run institutions). The distribution of number of elephants (see appendix 1) 

observed among the regimes was: Forest Camp: 76, Forest Corporation (ANIFPDC): 20 

and Private owners: 3. See figures 3a and b for location of Andaman Island and figures 

and figures 4a,b,c,d and e showing different regions of Andaman Islands and distribution 

of captive elephants. Figures 5a, b, c and d show the forested habitat available for the 

captive elephants in this island. 

Figures 2a and b examples of elephants from government run institutions 

 

 

 

 

 

a b 

 

 

a 

 

 

Figure 3a and b: showing location of Andaman Islands 

b 


