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The Asian Elephant: future prospects

J. C. Daniel

The Asian elephant in spite of the close
relationship il has had witl man since time
immenqial, is likely to be the first large
mannnal to be fourd only in srnall numbers and
as a domesticated animal by the end of the 21st
c€,ntury. It faces mor€ pressu€s on is habitat
than its African counterpart and its survival is
vety closely linked to the increasing human
pcpulation and its demand on natural resources.
This is a thesis which has solid historic support
when one examines the disribution o[ the
species within the last several millerrnia. To
recapitulate, is known histuic distribution was
fromtheTigrisand Eupharates valleys of Syria
and Iraq o the Y6llow river in China and south
!o Sumatra. Today only a fragrrcnted population
exists from India eastwards.

A settled agricultural human sociery has always
spelt doom fcr the larger herbivqes unless they
had been assimilated as a domesticated natural
resource and the elephant is a classic example

of an animal well on its way to being so

assimilated. As the river valleys were converted

from forests to agriculture, they were able to
support a larger static human population, which
in turrt dernanded more from the surrounding
natural FesouFces. This was limited by the

regeneration capacity linked to the rainfall
regime of fte area. The,re is clear historical
evidence, at least innorrh India, to prove that
over the last several centuries, rainfall has

progressively decreased. This is probably a

result of climatic changes over the centuries but
there is certainly evidence that human culnrral
development as a senled agriculnrral communiry
has been a major cause for desrucdon of the

original habitat and with it the wildlife
dependent on such habitats.

In terms of numbers, the existing population
which is believed to be between 34,0CX) and
54,000 is very small indeed when compared to
the current population o[ about 700,000 of rhe

A.frican elephant. Bul in terms of conservation,
the Asian elephant has a higher survival
porcnrial than the African elephant. The crucial
facto responsibie for tlis survival potendal is
the relationship between man and elephant in
South East Asia- ln almost all the human
culnues prevailing in this area, the elephant is
a part of the religious ethos and is therefore
conventionally protected. How long this protec-
tion will stand the strain placed on it and how
best these can be overcome for the conservation
of the species should be carefully and urgently
considered.

In India, which has the largest population of
elephants, special attention to their conservation
commenced with ttre formation of the Asian
Elephant Specialist Croup of the IUCN in 1976.

The status survey that was made between the

years 1976-80 and reported in the document
published in 1980 has not been repeated. In
India, the trend turned to research on identified
areas of prime elephant habiut, by scientiss of
the Cenue for Ecologibal Sciences, the Bombay
Nanual History Sociery and the Wildlife
Institute of India- The zustained interest in the
colservation of the Asian Elephant fostered by
the IUCN and Indian instirudons zuch as the

Bombay Natural History Society, Wildlife
Insdnrte of India, and Centre for Ecological
Scierces, prompted t}te Govemment of lndia to
plan the organisation of a PROJECT EL-
EPHANT similar in principle to Project Tiger.
A task force was established to spell out the
problems facing the elephant and to lrame a
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(a)

lorg temr cquerrration programrn€ fq the
elcphant in kdia wder a specially fudd
initialive, nuncly thc Project Eleptunr. The
objectives were detined as urden

Oblectlves of Prolect Elephant

Ensrring thc lcrg-tcrm srnrival of
identiFred larger pcpulations.

(b) Evolving mmagerrrenr plurs fc rhe
srnaller pqulations. mainly with a view
to reducing man<lcphant confrontations
and ensuring thpir survival pcoding
firther review of the gfound situation

Oblectlv€ of .Elephant Reserves

Ensuring the lcrg-tcrm survival of
identified larger populations [(a) >1000,
(b) >2000, (c) 4001: rhe rarget in rhe
fint phase should be caregories'a', b and
carcgory 'c' will cov€r under I (b) above;

by protecting theh habitat and exisring
ranges;

linking up alreody fragmented portios
by establishing co'rridors wlrercva pos-
sible ard proacting cqridon at fesent
under threaq

imprcving ttre qualiry of the habitu
wherever nec€ssary by attempting eco-
syslem rcstoration ard other measurBs

keeping in main objecdve of range
prorecrion in view;

attending to the socieeconomic prob-
lems associatcd with this, especially the
problear of elephant dcpedation, loss of
employment, and problerns uising urt of
rcstrictiqu on us€ of forest producc by
the fringe populatioru.

The Cqnnrinee appointed by the Govemment
of hdia idenrifies thc following major problems
facing the Indian Elephant population namely

loss and fragmenution of habitats, loss of
habitat quality or range degradation ard the
inability of such ar:eas to supptrt existing
elephant populuiur* loss of forpst lsnds o
meet dp nccds of inoeasing trumtn population
Thc cqrsavuion strategy recomrnended by tho
Commiree has as ie goal (a) ersruing that cach
clephant holding statc mainuins ons or two
namral viablc popularions of olephrnu (b)
Assure that the lcal commruriries in tho
envhons of such area.lr ate not advcrsely
affected- (c) Erurue that individud problem
elcphants do not mitigare conscrvation efforts
aimed at the whole population,

The pro.iect is now in operatiur and is on a
much lower level of public awarencss hrn
hoject Tiger and is fundcd at a much lowcr
level than Proj.ct Tiger. In thc allocatim of
funds, snrdies by the Bcnbay Natural Hisrcy
Society have brorglu out v€f,y inrcresting dara
on clephans and rheir effect qr rhe habitat For
instance, Sivaganesan's studies on habitat
utilisation have shown that over+xploitarion of
food species does not lead o desmrction of the
forest com.munily as a whole but the selective
disappearance of the most favoured species of
tress fed on by the elephans in the diffcrent
habitat types. Whar is required arp methods for
regeneratiur of favourpd fmd species The
problems facing thc wildlife manager in the
conseryation of the elephant have been clearly
brought out by Ajay Desai. In a reacnt papcr
he shows that honre ranges of herds correr arcas
with differcnt lcvels of protection in a
cqnscnration area ard a herd or for that mattcr
a pryulatiur of elephants living within a

National Park q Wildlife sancruary is therefore
not aszured of complete protectirxr throughout
its range. h is thereforp necessary to assurp that
tlrcr€ is a stlrxrg research comp<xrenl not only
o collect basic data but also to examinc
managenreril oricnted problerns.

It is now neo$sary to r€peat the stans srrnl€,ys

urdertaken over a decade ago to derernrine
general pqulatim rends and habitat sanrs
There has ben cqrsiderable differpnce of

(a)

(b)

(c)

(d)

(e)
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