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Backgrounds

Elephants, the largest land mammals on the earth, have two major species, one is African elephants,
Loxodonta Africana, and the other is Asian elephants, elephas maximus. The number of both species has
been decreasing due to its habitat loss and illegal ivory poaching. Asian elephants are especially at a
risk of extinction due to land degradation by human activities such as agricultural development and
forestry logging, and they are categorized as EN (Endangered) IB by IUCN Red List. Considering the
number of wild Asian elephants is 43,000 while the one of domesticated elephants is 16,000 in the Asian
region, it is important to take a close look at domesticated elephants for the recovery of entire Asian
elephant population in the future. However the role of domesticated elephants has recently been
shifting from logging to tourism and it is said that the number of domesticated elephants is
decreasing the same as the wild elephants. For appropriate utilization and conservation of Asian
elephants, it is important to clarify the current status of elephant camps, as well as the impact on
domesticated elephants caused by tourism.
Objective

This study focuses on two major characteristics of domesticated elephants, ‘semi-wild ecology’

and ‘relationship between elephants and mahouts,” and aims to come up with some ideas for
appropriate conservation and utilization of Asian elephants by clarifying its current status and tasks
by thorough research on present relationship between domesticated elephants and mahouts.
Study Sites

The study sites are elephant camps in Chiang Mai and Lampang provinces in the north part of
Thailand. The northern Thailand is well known for its vast logging taken in early 20" century.
Chiang Mai, which forest area covers 19% of the north region, is well known for nature-based
tourism, such as trekking in the mountains.
Methodology
1. Document collection and clarification to understand ecological characteristics and historical

background of elephants, as well as social issues related with mahouts in Thailand.



2. Interview survey was taken at Thai Elephant Conservation Center in March 2005.

3. Visit to 13 elephant camps for institutional investigation and interview survey was made from
August to September 2005. 13 camp owners and 108 mahouts were interviewed.

Results and Discussion

1. Impact caused by the change of role and tourism

Many of the domesticated elephants in Thailand became jobless when the logging was banned in
1989. Some of them are still involved with logging along the country borders, which is illegal, or
wander in the cities to sell some fruits, which is also illegal. By logging and settlement of protected
areas, it requires some stable income to support the large amount of food that an elephant need daily
and the only resolution at this moment is tourism.

It was clarified from the interview survey that all elephant camps do purchase some elephants’
food from the farmers nearby, and that the number of plant species domesticated elephants eat is
very scarce since one half of interviewed camps do not put elephants in the forest at night. Also,
there were less than 30% of interviewed mahouts who possessed elephants.

2. Relationship with the social background

Economic development has brought various job opportunities. It was clarified that mahout’s
career is not considered as a life-long career for 58% of mahouts were willing to change their jobs
whenever they have an opportunity to. In addition, one half of the camps subcontract to outside
resources for training of elephants and they do not expect much skill of mahouts.
Conclusion

Based on the results from this study, it became evident that the purpose of domesticated elephants’
utilization has been changed because of the change in its role from logging to tourism. There is a
new system between elephant camps and outside sources, such as purchase of elephant food under
subcontract and free check-up by veterinarian. Such system strives for rationality and certainty,
which is indispensable for today’s utilization of domesticated elephants. However, for the purpose
of sustainable utilization of domesticated elephants and conservation of its unique characteristics,
some measurement contradicting to current ones is necessary. Unless future tourism is planned
with the traditional ways of using domesticated elephants, the semi-ecology of domesticated
elephants will vanish and the relationship between mahouts and domesticated elephants will be
remote. Creation of living environment, which considers elephants’ ecological characteristics and
conservation, as well as inheritance of techniques and knowledge gained by mahouts for past
hundreds of years, will be of the key factor for the success in utilization of domesticated elephants in
tourism, as well as for conservation of overall Asian elephants in Thailand in terms of genetic

diversity.



