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Dilmah Conservation is an extension of the Dilmah commitment to making business a 
matter of human service. Established in 2007, Dilmah Conservation is working towards 
a more sustainable use of the environment in partnership with IUCN, the International    
Union for Conservation of Nature. 

Dilmah Conservation initiatives aim to foster respect for the environment and ensure 
its protection by encouraging harmonious coexistence between man and nature. We at           
Dilmah believe that, every individual and business has an obligation to ensure that a 
sustainable interaction with the environment is maintained at all times. 

Protecting and caring for the majestic Sri Lankan elephant, iconic of this island nation is 
one of the primary projects of Dilmah Conservation, dating back to its very inception. 
The Elephant Transit Home and Elephant Resource Centre in Udawalawe, the Minneriya-
Kaudulla Project on Asian Elephant Social Behaviour and Habitat Requirements are some 
of the outcomes of these initiatives conducted in collaboration with the Department of 
Wildlife Conservation. 

While we work towards their conservation, we also believe that creating affinity between 
the elephants and people through informative literature is an essential part of an enduring 
conservation effort. This publication gives a brief glimpse into the life of these charismatic 
species, which we hope will contribute towards understanding the need to protect them. 

Dilmah Conservation,
7 November 2012 
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The Asian elephant is the largest land animal inhabiting the Asian Continent. Its young are nourished with milk 
and therefore they are classified as mammals . The adults of the species are herbivorous. The average life span of 
an elephant is approximately 60 years with the oldest on record being 80 years. Elephants also have the longest     
gestation period of all animals with conception to birth taking 22 months.

Elephants by nature are social animals, with females and young living in herds. Typically, the oldest female leads 
the herd. Males leave the herd as they reach adolescence and live solitarily or in bull groups.

The Asian Elephant once roamed from Mesopotamia to East Asia, although presently they are native to only 13 
countries in Asia. Due to the rapid reduction in their distribution and population size, elephants are listed as an 
endangered species.

The Asian Elephant



Elephants are large herbivorus mammals and belong to the Family Proboscidea which means animals with a long 
flexible snout or proboscis.

They evolved from a pig sized ancestor that lived in northern Africa about 50-60 million years ago.

Through time, Family Proboscidea comprised of more than 350 species. 

But today Family Proboscidea is represented by only three species,

Loxodonta africana  (African savannah elephant)
Loxodonta cyclotis (African forest elephant)
Elephas maximus (Asian elephant)

The origins of the elephant



Approximately 7.5 million years ago the The ancestors of the African and Asian elephants on this planet were  
separated and thus began to evolve separately in the African and Asian continents. It is due to the diversity of these 
two habitats that the African and Asian elephants have evolved with anatomies that have many differences. 

What are the differences between an African 
and Asian Elephant?


 




 





 





 





African Elephant

Asian Elephant



The most prominent feature of an elephant is its large size. Elephants show a number of unique anatomical,         
physiological and behavioural adaptations towards maintaining their massive body.

An elephant consumes approximately 150-300kg of plant matter per day and has a large digestive system to            
support this intake.

Their limbs are adapted to bear weight.

Their nose has elongated through evolution and become a trunk.

Their external ears have become enlarged.

Their teeth have adapted to grind plant matter.

The Unique Features of Elephants





 





 




 
 




 





 




As their mouth is located away from the ground level, elephants have evolved a long trunk to facilitate the transfer 
of food and water

The elephant trunk is a multifunctional organ that is second only to the human hand in terms of the complexity 
of the movement it can perform

The trunk of a well grown elephant is about 2.5m long and carries approximately 40,000 muscles that control its 
movements

The trunk is used for variety of activities such as feeding, drinking, squirting sand and water on the body and 
touching each other, which plays a major role in their social interactions.

Elephant trunk



As in humans, elephants also maintaining a constant body 
temperature of 97.7°F or 36.5°C. When their body temperature rises, excess heat is lost mainly through the skin 
by radiation.

Loss of heat from the body is directly proportional to the surface area of the skin. As the body size of an animal  
increases the surface area to volume ratio reduces proportionally. As elephants have a large body volume this 
greatly affects their ability to dissipate excess heat and to adapt to this they have developed large external ears that 
function like a radiator in a motor car.

Elephants also use their ears as a visual signal to display aggression, fear and cohesion.

 Individual elephants can be identified by their ears as the folds, depigmentation marks, shapes and size are as 
unique to them as a human fingerprint.

The elephant’s ears


 




 










As elephants consume large amounts of plant matter they have developed uniquely adapted teeth. During their 
lifetime elephants will have 24 molar teeth in six sets on each side of the upper and lower jaw. Only 8 teeth are 
present at a given time.

As a molar wears out a new tooth appears from behind and gradually replaces it. Unlike in other mammals an 
elephant’s teeth are replaced horizontally.

Tusks in an elephant are the growth of the two second incisors of the upper jaw. In the case of African elephants, 
both males and females bear tusks, whereas in Asian elephants only males bear tusks while females may have short 
tushers that do not protrude. Less than 11% of males bear tusks In Sri Lanka.

Elephant teeth 


 




 









 




 










In the male elephant back slopes down from the hip while the female elephant back is horizontal from the hip.  
Male Asian elephants may bear tusks while females may only carry small tushes

Female elephants bear two mammary glands

The male is much taller with a full grown bull reaching up to 9ft, and the female only reaching a maximum of 7.5ft

The weight of a well grown adult male is about 5000kg, while a well grown adult female will only attain about       
3000 kg

Females generally live in herds while the males live in herds only until adolescence and thereafter live solitarily or 
in bull groups

Bull elephants undergo a periodic condition called “musth”during which the animal becomes very aggressive. This 
condition brings on a significant rise in levels of the reproductive hormone testosterone, which is accompanied by 
a secretion flowing from the temporal glands on the sides of its head and also the dribbling of urine. Elephants in 
musth dramatically increase their home range by walking long distances, which is believed to be an adaptation to 
avoid inbreeding. 

Differences between Male and Female Asian Elephants


 





 







 





 







As elephants feed on large quantities of plant matter, overcoming plant defenses is a major challenge to them. To 
prevent being eaten by herbivores, plants have developed two main types of defenses, namely, chemical defences 
and physical defences. 

Chemical defences primarily involve the production of toxic chemicals within the plant and requires large             
quantities of energy from the plant. As a result, it is mainly long lived plants which utilise this type of defence. 
Physical defences such as thorns require much less energy and are favoured by short lived plant species.

Therefore elephants show a preference towards degraded forest where such short lived plant species are abundant

Farmers in Sri Lanka have practiced shifting or “chena” cultivation for thousands of years which has contributed 
to the growth of secondary forests. This secondary forest or scrub jungle is the primary habitat of elephants, and is 
the reason for the high density of elephants in Sri Lanka.

Elephant habitat



In the past, Asian elephants showed an islandwide distribution. However as the forests in the wet zone were        
converted to plantations the elephants were viewed as pests and they were eliminated from the wet zone except for 
two small herds found around Sinharaja and Peak wilderness.

Today the elephants are confined to the dry zone and intermediate zone, even here they continue to lose most 
of their range due to the rapid development taking place post independence. 

Distribution of Elephants in Sri Lanka


 





 








The human population in Sri Lanka has risen dramatically from 2.8 million in 1871 to 20 million as of today. 
To accommodate the needs of this growing population many large scale development projects were initiated in                
Sri Lanka which has resulted in the loss of habitat for elephants.

Until the British colonial era, elephants roamed throughout Sri Lanka. However, with large plantations being        
established by the British in the Wet Zone of Sri Lanka, elephants began to be viewed as pests, and a bounty 
was paid for killing them. More than 3000 elephants were shot dead during this period by persons such Major            
Rogers, Captain Galleway and Major Skinner. As a result elephant populations were wiped out from the wet zone 
of  Sri Lanka except for two small populations around the Sinharaja Forest and the Peak Wilderness.

After independence large scale development such as Gal Oya and Mahaweli Projects were carried out in the Dry 
Zone of Sri Lanka. This resulted in a further loss of elephant habitat and brought elephants into increasing conflict 
with humans.

Presently, nearly 150 elephants die annually due to human-elephant conflict and this poses the biggest threat to the 
long term survival of Asian elephant in Sri Lanka.

The changing fate of the elephant



Elephants and humans share a long history of association. The taming and keeping of elephants in captivity first 
began in India approximately 4000 years ago.

In local ancient history, elephants were first used in war and formed one of the four major divisions of the King’s 
army named Chaturangani Sena which comprised of elephants (ath), horses (as), vehicles (riya) and infantry    
(pabala).

According to the chronicles, King Elara and King Dutugemunu of Sri Lanka, King Porus of India, Alexander the 
Great and General Hannibal of Greece all used elephants successfully in warfare.

Elephants have been used in festivals and religious pageants in India and Sri Lanka from ancient times. The world 
renowned Esala Perahera, which is held annually in Kandy, is one such event.

In more modern times, elephants were used as working animals and this continues to date with elephants being 
widely used in the timber industry and also in the tourism sector in many Asian countries such as Myanmar, 
Thailand, Nepal, India and Sri Lanka. In Europe and North America elephants have been used as circus animals 
for many centuries.

Keeping elephants in captivity


 





 








Elephants have been captured from the wild for thousands of years by man. For the most part the captured                  
elephants were used within the country, but they were also traded or donated by rulers as a gesture of goodwill to 
improve diplomatic relations between countries.

 The export of elephants from Sri Lanka dates back to 200 BC, when elephants were exported to India and other 
Asian countries from a port in Mannar. The trading of elephants continued throughout the Portuguese and Dutch 
colonial eras.

 The earliest methods of elephant capture were by noosing, trapping in large pits or using intoxicating substances. 
However, these practices were banned in 1761 by the Dutch Governor Becker as they resulted in high mortality 
rates.

 After this, elephants were captured using kraals or kheddahs. In this method, a stockade is built with logs and 
elephants from the wild are driven into it by a large number of people using tame elephants. The elephants 
captured in the kraal are then tamed with the help of domesticated elephants.

 The last elephant Kraal in Sri Lanka was carried out in Panamure in 1952.  On this occasion, an elephant that was 
captured reacted violently and it was decided to release it. The elephant, who later became popularly known as 
the Panamure eth Raja, refused to leave behind its herd and continued to revolt against their captors until it was 
eventually shot dead. This caused a huge public outcry, and led to a ban on kraals.

Elephants in captivity



The elephant has always held a special place in human culture. Their influence on the human race has been so 
profound that they have been used as an icon in flags, logos, coins, official seals and mascots more than any other 
animal. They are also depicted extensively in temple paintings and architecture, of which the Ath Pawura and 
Sandakada Pahana are the most well known.

Elephants are notably featured in Hindu and Buddhist culture. According to Buddhist legend, before the                       
conception of Siddhartha, Queen Mahamaya dreamed that a white elephant had entered her body. In the Hindu 
religion, Lord Ganesha, the God of Wisdom is depicted having a human body and the head of a one-tusked             
elephant.

The elephant has also inspired many children’s stories, folk tales and movies both locally and internationally. 
Celebrated Sri Lankan poet and author Kumaratunga Munidasa wrote Heen Seraya, Rudyard Kipling wrote The 
Jungle Book and Elephant’s Child from the Just So Stories, Walt Disney produced Dumbo, and the folk tale of Five 
Blind Men and the Elephant, are a few instances where the elephant is the main character.

Elephants in human culture







This elephant was captured from an agricultural area in Hambantota where it was raiding crops and relocated to 
Lunugamvehera National Park. The elephant is sedated, tied with hemp ropes and gradually coaxed into a specially 
designed truck for transportation. The whole operation takes a lot of man power and is done with 
minimum stress to the animal. 

Elephant Capture


 




 









 




 










Asian elephants are forest animals and are hard to observe. Since they are especially active at night and move 
around under the cover of darkness it is very difficult to obtain information on elephant ranging (movement) by 
direct observation.

The solution to this problem is to track the elephant using radio telemetry. For this, the elephant must be                 
anaesthetized, and a collar carrying a transmitter that emits a pulse signal is attached around the elephant’s neck. 
This allows the tracking of the collared animal with a directional antenna and a receiver. The simplest of these    
devices is the VHF transmitter, which emits a constant signal and allows the elephant to be tracked by locating the 
transmitter.

In the past few years more advanced collars have become available which automatically record the location of the 
animal through GPS (Global Positioning System) technology and transmit the data to a remote computer through 
satellite or GSM phone system.

In Sri Lanka radio tracking has been used to obtain information on the ranging patterns of elephants as well as to 
assess the impact of management actions on elephants.

Tracking the movements of an elephant?


 




 










Sri Lankan elephants have comparatively small home ranges of about 50-200km2 (5,000-20,000ha). A home range 
is an area an animal lives in and which provides the resources it requires such as food, water, resting areas, mates 
etc. Some home ranges lie entirely within protected areas, while others are entirely or extend partly outside the 
boundaries of protected areas.

Elephants are not territorial animals and do not defend territories, with home ranges of individual elephants or 
herds often overlapping. When male elephants reach adolescence they leave the herd they were born into and lead 
a largely solitary life. The home ranges of such adult males tend to be smaller than that of herds but may increase 
markedly during the period of musth.

In some instances, adult males captured and moved from their home range and released in a protected area far 
away make their way back to where they were captured. Others after ranging widely may settle down in the new 
area. It is difficult to restrict such males to protected areas as they try very hard to get out and often succeed. 

Herds, which are composed of adult females and young do not appear to adapt well to being removed from their 
home range and being relocated and restricted to protected areas. In such cases high rates of morbidity and           
mortality are displayed.

What has been found so far?



Over the past century the human population has increased rapidly resulting in extensive areas of land being            
acquired for human habitation, farming and infrastructure development. 

This expansion has resulted in a loss of habitat for elephants, disruption of their movement patterns and their        
access to food and water. The result has been a conflict in land use between human and elephants.

Faced with a diminishing habitat, elephants stray into areas of human habitation causing damage to                                          
property, crops and human life as well. In trying to protect their life and property humans cause injury and death 
to elephants. Over the past 15 years alone this conflict has claimed nearly 2000 elephants and 836 human lives. 
The highest number of conflicts occur in the Northwestern, Central, Eastern and Southern Provinces of Sri Lanka.

Statistics show that in this conflict male mortality is higher in both elephants and humans. This is due to the fact 
that more than 80% of the intrusions are attributed to bull elephants, while it is men that are primarily engaged in 
protecting farmland and property.

Human-elephant conflict



Approximately 10-15 juvenile elephants are orphaned each year, either by separation from their herd or the death 
of their mother. In 1975 the Pinnawela Elephant Orphanage was established to care for these orphaned elephants 
and it is currently managed by the Department of Zoological Gardens.

The Elephant Orphanage at Pinnawela is maintained as an ex-situ conservation centre and the orphans that arrive 
most often remain there permanently. The Pinnawela Elephant Orphanage is one of the largest captive elephant 
facilities in the world and has been able to successfully breed elephants in captivity.

In 1995 the Department of Wildlife Conservation established the Elephant Transit Home in Uda Walawe with the 
objective of rehabilitating and reintroducing orphaned elephants back into the wild. Approximately 30 juvenile 
elephants can be maintained at this facility. So far 55 orphans from the Elephant Transit Home have been released 
in seven batches into the Uda Walawe National Park, and are being monitored with the aid of radio 
collars that have been fixed to a few of the released elephants.

The Department of Wildlife Conservation has plans to establish a similar centre in the North Central Province.

The innocent victims of the conflict


 




 









 




 











 




 









 





 








A number of National Parks and Sanctuaries have been established for the protection of elephants

Elephant corridors have been demarcated to facilitate free movement of elephants along migration paths

Persons who are injured or killed by elephants are provided compensation by the Department of Wildlife                  
Conservation

Elephants identified as frequent offenders are captured and translocated to protected areas

Electric fences are erected by the Department of Wildlife Conservation or others (under the supervision of              
Department of Wildlife conservation) to protect individuals who live in high conflict areas

Habitat enrichment is carried out in protected areas so that a larger elephant population can be supported,                  
reducing the need for foraging outside the boundaries of safety

Conservation facilities have been established to care for juvenile elephants that have been orphaned due to conflict

Action taken to mitigate the human-elephant conflict


 





 











