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PREFACE 
 
The Pro Elephant Network (PREN) consists of a significant international community of diverse individuals and 
organizations, comprising of specific expertise, related to wild and captive African and Asian Elephants, including 
but not limited to the fields of science, health, conservation, welfare, economics, community leadership, social 
justice and the law.   
 
We are cognisant of the fact that TripAdvisor implemented an Animal Welfare Policy in 2016 which was updated 
in 2018. Included in this policy was a guideline not to sell tickets for shows and performances in which animals are 
forced to perform demeaning tricks or unnatural behaviours. 
 

• “Tripadvisor will not sell tickets to, or generate revenue from, specific experiences where captive wild or 
endangered animals are forced to perform demeaning tricks or other unnatural behaviours in front of the 
general public, or where they are featured as part of a live circus or stage entertainment act in a 
demeaning manner (including imitating humans, such as dressing up in costume). Demeaning acts are 
defined as those where an animal may be either drugged or forcibly trained to behave or comply in an 
unnatural way, and which do not provide either necessary stimulation, exercise or veterinary care to that 
animal” 

• “Tripadvisor will not sell tickets to, or generate booking revenue from, specific experiences where tourists 
come into physical contact with captive wild animals unless certain exceptional circumstances apply.” 

 
In 2019, TripAdvisor consulted with a number of scientists, including ethologist, behavioural biologist and PREN 
Member Dr Toni Frohoff, with the objective to expand the Animal Welfare Policy to end commercial relationships 
with facilities that breed or import captive whales and dolphins. 
 
The United Kingdom government is presently reviewing the Animals (low welfare activities abroad) Bill. The Bill 
has passed a second reading and is currently undergoing a detailed review. If it passes, the Bill will prohibit the 
sale and advertisement of activities abroad which include low standards of welfare for animals. Effectively, the Bill 
will outlaw selling Elephant rides, swimming with dolphins and other exploitative activities.  The Bill is enjoying 
widespread and high-profile public support. A petition by the organisation Save The Asian Elephants (STAE), who 
is a Member of PREN, reached 1.1 million signatures.  
 
Members of PREN believe this is the perfect opportunity for Trip Advisor to be ahead of the game by updating the 
TripAdvisor Welfare Policy and removing activities which provide for low standards of welfare for animals and in 
doing so complying with the most up-to-date international legislation.   

 

THE PROBLEMATIC, REPEATED ADVERTISING OF FACILITIES ABUSING ELEPHANTS IN KERALA, INDIA 
 
Members of PREN wish to bring to your attention the fact, that despite your laudable efforts, the cruel treatment of 

Elephants in Kerala in India, continues, inadvertently, to be promoted by TripAdvisor, possibly in contravention of 

the TripAdvisor Shows and Performances Policy.   

 
In May 2022, Members of PREN wrote a letter of concern to the Minister of Environment, Forests and Climate 
Change in India, highlighting the extremely cruel treatment of Elephants in Kerala, which reportedly led to the 
deaths of approximately eighty Elephants who had been used for performances and religious rituals between 2018 
and 2022.  
 
PREN Elephant specialists were particularly concerned about the management of the Guruvayur Temple, which 
is a tourist attraction promoted by TripAdvisor. The Managing Board of this Temple owns the Guruvayur Elephant 
Camp, which is also advertised by TripAdvisor. 
 

https://www.proelephantnetwork.org/about/
https://www.tripadvisor.com/Trust-lIFsY9GSDYn4-Animal_welfare_policy.html
https://tripadvisor.mediaroom.com/press-releases?item=125823
https://tripadvisor.mediaroom.com/press-releases?item=125823
https://www.terramarresearch.org/about/toni-frohoff-founder/
https://tripadvisor.mediaroom.com/2019-10-02-TripAdvisor-Updates-Industry-Leading-Animal-Welfare-Policy-With-A-Commitment-To-End-Whale-Dolphin-Captivity
https://bills.parliament.uk/bills/3223
https://www.ttgmedia.com/news/animal-welfare-law-comes-closer-with-big-uk-operators-targeted-38371
https://www.change.org/p/help-us-save-the-asian-elephants-by-liking-and-sharing-this-post-savetheasianelephants
http://www.stae.org/
https://www.express.co.uk/news/nature/1715028/asian-elephants-torture-tourism-thailand-india-stae-petition
https://www.proelephantnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/PREN-OPEN-LETTER-OF-CONCERN_KERALA_09MAY22.pdf
https://www.tripadvisor.co.za/Attraction_Review-g1137974-d1218493-Reviews-Guruvayur_Temple-Guruvayur_Thrissur_District_Kerala.html
https://www.tripadvisor.com/Attraction_Review-g1137974-d3187625-Reviews-Elephant_Camp_Sanctuary-Guruvayur_Thrissur_District_Kerala.html
https://www.tripadvisor.com/Attraction_Review-g1137974-d3187625-Reviews-Elephant_Camp_Sanctuary-Guruvayur_Thrissur_District_Kerala.html


                                                     

3 | P a g e         T  H  E    P  R  O    E  L  E  P  H  A  N  T    N  E  T  W  O  R  K   

 

Guruvayur Elephant Camp is advertised as a sanctuary. However, the Elephants are permanently chained with 
unpadded shackles, often tied around all four legs. Of the fifty-nine Elephants present in 2016, only forty-one have 
survived.   
 
The Guruvayur Temple’s Board also owns the Punnathur Kotta Temple, advertised by TripAdvisor as a religious 
site. The Elephant Camp is situated in close proximity to the Punnathur Kotta Temple. There, more than forty 
Elephants are chained and are frequently forced to stand in their own urine and excrement. Furthermore, the 
Elephants, most of whom are bull Elephants, are often abused whilst being controlled during their periodic musth 
(rise in reproductive hormones that naturally makes them more aggressive). The renowned Spiritual Leader Swami 
Bhoomananda Theertha has described how Elephants’ feet are set on fire to bring them under human control, and 
how handlers throw stones at bulls’ genitals in this facility.  
 
In 2014, the Animal Welfare Board of India (AWBI) reported in detail the extremely poor conditions and negligent 
management of Elephants in the Punnathur Kotta. The report highlighted the fact that (then) fifty-nine Elephants 
were kept in a wholly inadequate, eleven-acre facility, where they are offered little or no exercise, insufficient or 
non-existent shelter, excessive tethering and no opportunity for freedom or socialisation. In nine years, since this 
report was published, nothing seems to have changed.  
 
Historical evidence suggests that the aforementioned Elephants are also deprived of adequate food, water, 
effective medical care, and any positive physical or mental stimulus. The Elephants are also often rented out to be 
used in parades during which time they are transported via road in seemingly unregulated conditions. PREN 
members have witnessed devastating visual evidence of numerous accidents involving the transportation and 
injury of these performing Elephants. 
 
A recent legislative amendment in India known as the Wildlife Protection Amendment Bill, 2022 has unfortunately 
inserted a proviso in Section 43(2) which authorises the transfer and transport of captive Elephants for ‘religious 
and other purposes.’ According to many experts, this amendment will heighten the risk of free-living Elephants 
being captured from the wild to be traded to supply religious performance attractions, and could encourage 
practices that perpetuate poor Elephant welfare.  
 
 

 
                                                                  Credit: TripAdvisor  

https://www.tripadvisor.com/Attraction_Review-g1137974-d1368343-Reviews-Punnathur_Kotta_Anakkotta-Guruvayur_Thrissur_District_Kerala.html
https://www.tripadvisor.com/Attraction_Review-g1137974-d1368343-Reviews-Punnathur_Kotta_Anakkotta-Guruvayur_Thrissur_District_Kerala.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Swami_Bhoomananda_Tirtha
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Swami_Bhoomananda_Tirtha
https://www.proelephantnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/Guruvayur-Temple-Ele-Evaluation-2014.pdf
https://cupabangalore.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Captive-Elephants-of-Temples-of-India.pdf
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                                                                                      Credit: TripAdvisor  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
                                                                             Credit: TripAdvisor 
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                                                                          Credit: TripAdvisor  
 
 
In September 2022, members of PREN wrote to the Manager of Punnathur Kotta, offering assistance to evaluate 
and provide immediate medical care to the male Elephant Mukundan for various visible medical conditions which 
had been published in the media. These included abscesses, untreated fractures and subsequent joint problems. 
PREN experts offered to help improve the husbandry and poor conditions of this unfortunate Elephant.  As of 
today, we have received no response.  
 

                       
                         Elephant Mukundan, barely able to walk Image Credit: Elephant Cruelty - 2022 
 
The general public seems to, at times, be completely unaware of the cruelty inflicted on Elephants behind the 
scenes. 

https://www.proelephantnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/Guruvayur-Temple-Ele-Evaluation-2014.pdf
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                                                                      Credit: TripAdvisor  
 
Pinterest has featured the “famous” Guruvayoor Elephant festival in Kerala as “a marvellous view for anyone” and 
as TripAdvisor Travellers’ Choice Award winner in 2018, 2019 and 2020.  
 
 

 
                                                                      Credit: Pinterest  
 

file:///C:/Users/megan/Library/Containers/com.apple.mail/Data/Library/Mail%20Downloads/77F59C4E-3F08-4BA7-87F2-871BF0578217/The%20famous%20Guruvayoor%20elephant%20festival%20in%20Kerala.%20This%20is%20a%20marvellous%20view%20for%20anyone%20|%20Historical%20sites,%20Beautiful%20morning%20pictures,%20Kerala%20tourism%20(pinterest.com)
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The Guruvayur Temple hosts the “traditional Elephant race” in Thrissur 
 
 

              
                                                      Credit: Arunpunalur Photography  
 

EVIDENCE THAT ELEPHANTS ARE PARTICULARLY VULNERABLE TO IMPOVERISHED ENVIRONMENTS 

 
Dr Bob Jacobs, a Member of PREN, neuroscientist at Colorado College and an expert in comparative neuroscience 
in particular the brains of Elephants, has highlighted how Elephants and cetaceans share several characteristics 
that make them especially vulnerable to impoverished artificial environments, which affect the fine structure and 
function of their brain.1  
 
Stereotypy, which reflects dysregulation in the brain’s motor control systems, has been observed in both humans 
and non-human animals.  With regards to Elephants kept in captivity, the frequency of stereotypy is estimated to 
be about 70% in zoos and 100% in circuses.  
 
Elephants are sentient and highly cognitive animals who require access to large, complex, stimulating ecological 
and social environments, and the freedom to exercise choice over their foraging options and companions. There 
is overwhelming evidence that Elephants, above all other animals, are the ones that suffer the most in captive 
situations and express well-documented symptoms of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)2 which is testimony 
to the damage caused by capture, separation and agency deprivation. Head bobbing and weaving have never 
been observed in the wild. Lack of movement and stimulation may cause Elephants chronic loss of muscle tone 
and physical damage to bones and joints, as well as psychological damage due to the lack of continuous and 
diverse foraging challenges, social deprivation, and the frustration of being unable to make their own decisions3. 
 

 

1 Jacobs et Al, Putative Neural Consequences of Captivity for Elephants and Cetaceans,  2021 Available at the link 

Publication/354673378_Putative_neural_consequences_of_captivity_for_elephants_and_cetaceans  
2 G. A. Bradshaw et al., “Elephant Breakdown,” Nature 433, no. 7028 (2005): 807–807, https://doi.org/10.1038/433807a  
3 Keith Lindsay Meeting between PREN and  SANBI over Charlie the Elephant, 31st March 21 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/354673378_Putative_neural_consequences_of_captivity_for_elephants_and_cetaceans
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/354673378_Putative_neural_consequences_of_captivity_for_elephants_and_cetaceans
https://doi.org/10.1038/433807a
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In 2022, Dr Rob Atkinson & Dr Keith Lindsay described the minimum required standards for the welfare of 
Elephants held captive, in their Report for the Conservative Animal Welfare Foundation, titled, Expansive, diverse 
habitats are vital for the welfare of Elephants in captivity. The Report, endorsed by twenty-five Elephant experts 
and scientists, was then submitted to the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, Government of the 
United Kingdom, in July 2022.  
 
The report highlighted that:  
 

a. The practice of Elephant-keeping is under increasing critical scrutiny;  
b. Elephants held captive spend their lives confined in spaces thousands of times smaller than wild ranges. 

Directly or indirectly, this likely results in poor welfare;  
c. A large quantity of quality space is critical for good welfare;  
d. Only the wild allows populations to flourish, but extensive habitats of 100ha or more, where captive 

Elephants can free-roam, could give them a life worth living.  
  

Space should be viewed from an elephant’s perspective. Nothing less than areas equivalent to wild 
ranges of 100km2 (10,000ha) and upwards truly enable elephants to breed and flourish, and to 
carry out the complex social interactions of their species. However, for animals that must remain in 
captivity, there is evidence to support a proposal that 100ha or more of diverse, natural habitat 
would offer individual elephants the opportunity to live fulfilling lives. Such enclosures are one or 
two orders of magnitude greater than the 1 to 10ha enclosures currently found in UK zoos. 
Elephants in such facilities will be a dynamic part of their environment, able to exercise more of 
their natural behavioural repertoire.4 

 
These observations and recommendations further demonstrate the inadequacies of the conditions in which 
Elephants are routinely maintained in captive settings, including those highlighted in Kerela, India.  
 
In 2019, the EMS Foundation, a founding Member of PREN,  convened an African Indaba entitled Taking Elephants 
out of the Room. Elephant specialists and scientists from around the world participated in the hybrid conference 
held in South Africa to discuss and debate African Elephants held in the captive industry. Delegates included, 
amongst other world-renowned Elephant experts and scientists, Dr Joyce Poole, Dr Keith Lindsay, Dr Gay 
Bradshaw, Dr Marion Garai, and legal experts included Professor David Bilchitz, Lenin Chisaira and Jim Karani.  
 
The Summary Report  concluded, based on overwhelming scientific evidence as listed in Appendix I,  that:  
 

1. Elephants belong in the wild;  
2. Elephants require an inordinate amount of space and different habitats to move within in order to maintain 

their physical and mental health;  
3. The capture from the wild is a brutal, traumatic experience that has negative life-long effects on Elephant 

behaviour;  
4. Elephants are self-determined and highly-cognitive and social animals; they can only thrive while living 

freely;      
5. No matter how much is spent on Elephant enclosures, Elephants cannot thrive in captivity and will always 

display abnormal behaviour;  
6. In captivity Elephants will eventually develop adverse medical conditions;  
7. No new Elephants should be placed in captivity and Elephants currently in captivity should be rehabilitated 

and reintegrated5 into natural free-roaming environments in all cases where this is legitimately possible. 
 

 

4 Dr Rob Atkinson & Dr Keith Lindsay, 2022. Expansive, diverse habitats are vital for the welfare of elephants in captivity – 
REPORT available at the link CAWF-Elephants-in-Captivity-Report-final-v3.pdf 
5 How African Elephants Fight Climate Change – IMF F&D 

file:///C:/Users/Stefania%20Falcon/Desktop/A%20-%20Stefania%20Work%20Folder/AAA%20-%20Stefania%20For%20EMS/9.%20%20Libraries/Elephant%20Captivity/0_Digital-CAWF-Elephants-in-Captivity-Report-final-v3.pdf
https://emsfoundation.org.za/elephants-in-captivity-to-come-under-the-spotlight/
https://emsfoundation.org.za/elephants-in-captivity-to-come-under-the-spotlight/
https://emsfoundation.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/ChairpersonsSummaryRecommendations_TakingElephantOutOfTheRoom_Final.pdf
https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=elephant+captured+zimbabwe+&&view=detail&mid=9A7ABE3C1B59CD4E292D9A7ABE3C1B59CD4E292D&&FORM=VRDGAR&ru=%2Fvideos%2Fsearch%3Fq%3Delephant%2520captured%2520zimbabwe%2520%26qs%3Dn%26form%3DQBVR%26%3D%2525eManage%2520Your%2520Search%2520History%2525E%26sp%3D-1%26pq%3Delephant%2520captured%2520zimbabwe%26sc%3D0-26%26sk%3D%26cvid%3D9F962466BB104998938C742718E133D0%26ghsh%3D0%26ghacc%3D0%26ghpl%3D
file:///C:/Users/Stefania%20Falcon/Desktop/A%20-%20Stefania%20Work%20Folder/AAA%20-%20Stefania%20For%20EMS/9.%20%20Libraries/Elephant%20Captivity/0_Digital-CAWF-Elephants-in-Captivity-Report-final-v3.pdf
https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/fandd/2020/09/how-african-elephants-fight-climate-change-ralph-chami.htm
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PREN members acknowledge the important role that TripAdvisor can play in promoting positive change, by setting 
higher standards in tourism and by persuading countries with inadequate animal welfare policies to introduce 
regulations for the protection and compassionate treatment of those animals involved in the tourism sector.    
 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

The Members of PREN believe that TripAdvisor’s upgraded Animal Welfare Policy is an important and necessary 
step in the right direction. However, we strongly recommend the following: 

1. On the basis of the scientific evidence, that we have included at the end of this document, in Appendix I, 
we believe that the TripAdvisor Animal Welfare Policy should specifically include Elephants in a similar 
way the Cetaceans were included in 2019.  

2. TripAdvisor should not advertise the facilities that are exploiting Elephants in Kerala.  Instead, the focus 
should be on promoting places where Elephants can be viewed in their natural environment, in large parks, 
reserves and accredited Elephant sanctuaries.    

3. The members of PREN would appreciate the consideration of the inclusion of the following for the 
TripAdvisor Elephant Welfare Policy: 

 
  Elephants (Loxodonta Africana, Loxodonta cyclotis and Elephas maximus)  
 

a. TripAdvisor will not advertise the sale of tickets to or directly generate revenue from, attractions 
or experiences where captive Elephants are chained, abused, ridden in parades, races and 
sports, where they are touched, fed, walked with, displayed as a curio, exposed to crowded 
environments, loud music, firecrackers, fireworks, or used in any type of performance or ritual.  

b. Elephants must not be confined/restricted with the exception of: 
i. Elephants in fenced National Parks or large reserves or other extensive wild-

like habitats of 100ha or more, where captive Elephants can free-roam and 
express normal physical, social and cognitive behaviour.  

ii. In registered rehabilitation facilities (which normally should not be open to the 
general public). Such facilities have the ultimate goal of reintegrating the 
Elephants, where possible, to semi-wild or wild environments, to natural 
habitats and wildlife societies; such rehabilitation is carried out in registered 
facilities equipped for the temporary keeping of wildlife by persons with 
species-specific care and rehabilitation expertise, to professionally care for 
and eventually rehabilitate and release the animals into a semi or fully wild 
environment. Animals are therefore kept for treatment and recovery purposes, 
in the case of sick or injured wildlife (including from rescue, donation, capture 
from the wild and/or abandonment); rearing purposes, in the case of young or 
orphaned wildlife; quarantine purposes; relocation purposes. 

iii. In registered sanctuaries, where security and permanent care is offered to 
Elephants and where Elephants can express their natural physical, social and 
cognitive behaviour to the maximum extent possible while benefiting from the 
best possible care. 

iv. Defining pre-requisites for a Sanctuary are: 
a. No breeding; 
b. No chaining; 
c. No training;   
d. No trading; 
e. No public performances; 
f. No use for any public tactile activities (walking, riding, touching, 

feeding); 
g. The animal will have a home for life or will be used for in-situ 

repopulation by reintegration back into the wild or be relocated 
as part of a recognised conservation programme.  



                                                     

10 | P a g e         T  H  E    P  R  O    E  L  E  P  H  A  N  T    N  E  T  W  O  R  K   

 

 
4. We recommend TripAdvisor to include a monitoring mechanism responding to key words as, for example, 

Elephants, Whales and Dolphins, sanctuaries, shows, races etc., to verify continued compliance with 
TripAdvisor’s Animal Welfare Policy and to be able to timeously and effectively block any reviews to places 
exploiting animals.  

 
The undersigning Members of PREN and supporting organisations acknowledge TripAdvisor’s efforts to achieve 
best practices.  
 
Please do not hesitate to reach out to us for further engagement.  
 
Thank you for your consideration and attention to this matter,   
 
Yours sincerely, 

 
  Stefania Falcon  
  PREN Coordinator  
  stefania@proelephantnetwork.org    
  Mobile +27 (0) 73 301–21-07   

   
  www.proelephantnetwork.org 
 
 
 
 
SIGNING MEMBERS OF PREN: 
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Janey Clegg   Committee Member, SPCA Mutare, Zimbabwe 
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mailto:stefania@proelephantnetwork.org
http://www.proelephantnetwork.org/
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APPENDIX I: Scientific evidence of the impacts of captivity, on Elephants 

Statement Comment Reference 

Captive elephants suffer 
from conditions not seen 
in the wild 

Elephants in captivity share 
shorter life spans, poor fertility 
 
 
Captive animals suffer from 
stress  

Clubb et al 2008 Compromised survivorship in zoo 
elephants  
Clubb et al 2009 Fecundity and population viability in 
female zoo elephants 
Clubb and Mason 2002 RSPCA Report A review of the 
welfare of zoo elephants  
Wiese & Willis 2004 Calculation of longevity and life  
expectancy in captive elephants 
Morgan & Tromborg 2007 Sources of stress in captivity 
Born Free (2021) Elephants in zoos – a legacy of shame. 
https://www.bornfree.org.uk/publications/elephants-in-
zoos-report   

 Captive elephants frequently 
suffer from foot and joint 
diseases, arthritis, weight-
related diseases, infertility, 
herpes virus, TB 

Richman et al 1999 Novel endotheliotropic herpesviruses 
fatal for As and Af elephants 
Lewis et al 2010 A Survey of elephant husbandry and foot 
health in N American zoos. 
Mikota & Maslow 2011 Tuberculosis at the human-animal 
interface 
Saddiq et al 2020 Degenerative Joint Disease 
Mobasheri & Buckley 2020 Elephants mobility and 
captivity 
Wendler 2019 (PhD) Foot health of As elephants in 
European zoos 
Miller et al 2016 Housing and demographic risk factors 
impacting foot and musculoskeletal health in elephants in 
zoos 
Lamglait et al 2015 Fatal encephalomyocarditis virus 
infection in an African savanna elephant (Loxodonta 
africana) in a French zoo 

Zoo diets do not meet 
the nutritional 
requirements of 
elephants 

 Ullrey et al 1997 Elephants: Nutrition and dietary 
husbandry 
Chusyd et al 2021 Adiposity, reproductive and metabolic 
health, and activity levels in 
zoo Asian elephant (Elephas maximus) 

Captive elephants are 
not domesticated 

Domestication involves the 
artificial selection of desirable 
traits over multiple generations, 
as is evident in dogs, horses, 
sheep and cattle, which all 
bear significant genetic, 
physical and behavioural 
differences from their wild 
counterparts. Trained or 
captive elephants are not 
genetically different from their 
wild counterparts. 

Russell N 2002 The wild side of animal domestication.  
Wentzel & Hay 2015 The welfare status of elephants in 
captivity in South Africa 

Captive elephants suffer 
compromised welfare 
 
 
 
 
 
Elephants in captivity 
cannot perform all their 

A captive environment cannot 
adequality meet the needs of 
elephants, neither physically, 
space-wise, nor mentally or 
socially. 

Carlstead et al 2013 An epidemiological approach to 
welfare research in zoos 
Hartley 2016 Assessing risk factors for reproductive failure 
and associated welfare in elephants in zoos 
Meehan et al 2016 Determining connections between the 
daily lives of zoo elephants and their welfare. 
Jacobs 2020 The neural cruelty of captivity 
Jacobs 2021 Putative neural consequences of captivity for 
elephants and cetaceans 

https://www.bornfree.org.uk/publications/elephants-in-zoos-report
https://www.bornfree.org.uk/publications/elephants-in-zoos-report
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natural behaviour 
patterns 

Harris et al 2008 The welfare housing and husbandry of  
elephants in UK zoos 
Williams et al A review  of current indicators of welfare in 
captive elephants 
Lahdenperä et al 2019 Capture from the wild has long-
term costs on reproductive success in Asian elephants 
Kumar et al 2019 Non-Invasive Assessment of 
Physiological Stress in Captive Asian Elephants 

Movement and exercise 
are vital for physical and 
psychological health 

Elephants in captivity do not 
have the necessary space and 
stimulation they vitally need for 
physical health, including the 
brain  

Poole & Granli 2008 Mind & Movement 

Space is one of the most 
important aspects of 
elephant welfare 

Elephants are built to walk vast 
distances  

McGreevy 2007 How much space does an elephant 
need? 
Leighty et al 2010 assessment of the use of exhibit space 
and resources by African elephants 

Captive elephants 
frequently stereotype  
 

Stereotyping has been shown 
to indicate poor welfare and is 
detrimental to physiological 
health 

Greco et al 2016 Using epidemiology to better understand 
stereotypic behaviour in elephants in zoos 
Haspeslagh et al 2013 A survey of foot problems 
stereotypic behaviour and floor type in Zoo elephants 
Mason & Latham 2004 Can’t stop won’t stop: is stereotypy 
a reliable animal welfare indicator? 
Rees 2004 Low-temperature cause an increase in 
stereotypic behaviour in captive elephants 
Mason 1991 Stereotypies and suffering 

Elephants are highly 
social and need 
extended social 
networks offering a 
range of social 
relationships 
 

Elephants build social 
relationships that radiate out 
from the mother-offspring 
bond, through extended family, 
bond group, clan, population 
and beyond to strangers.  
Within this complex, multi-
tiered social network, 
elephants exhibit strong and 
enduring relationships, some of 
which last a lifetime. 

Archie et al 2006. Dominance rank relationships among 
wild female African elephants, Loxodonta Africana.  
 
Moss CJ & Poole JH 1983. Relationships and Social 
Structure of African Elephants. In: Primate Social 
Relationships; An integrated approach. R Hinde (Ed). 
Blackwell Publ. 
 
 
Wittemyer et al 2007. The socioecology of elephants: 
analysis of the processes creating multitiered social 
structures 

 Social relationships are vital to 
elephant development and 
survival. 

Lee & Moss 1986 Early maternal investment in male and 
female African elephant calves.  

Male elephants are 
sociable, just as females 
are  
 

Males require social networks 
comprising a wide range of 
potential social partners, 
particularly including older, 
prime, males 

Goldenberg et al 2014 Controlling for behavioural state 
reveals social dynamics among male African elephants 
Chiyo et al 2011 Association patterns of African elephants 
in all male groups: the role of age genetic relatedness.  
Allen et al 2020 Importance of old bulls: leaders and 
followers in collective movements of all‑male groups in 
African savannah elephants (Loxodonta africana) 

Elephants have complex 
emotional and cognitive 
abilities  

Elephants have excellent long-
term memory. They recognize 
individuals; they recognize the 
social roles and intentions of 
others and empathize with 
others. 

Bates et al 2008 Do elephants show empathy 
Byrne & Bates 2009 Elephant cognition in primate 
perspective 
McComb et al 2000 Unusual extensive networks of vocal 
recognition In African elephants 
Irie & Hasegawa 2009 Elephant psychology:  
 

 They are self-aware Plotnik et al 2006 Self-recognition in an Asian elephant  

 They have insightful problem-
solving ability 

Foerder et al 2011 Insightful Problem-Solving in an Asian 
elephant 
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Summary / Description  FURTHER OBSERVATIONS  REFERENCES  

Falk et al., 2007, are 
being widely heralded 
as the first direct 
evidence that visits to 
zoos and aquariums 
produce long-term 
positive effects on 
people’s attitudes 
toward other animals. 
This study concludes 
that Falk et al. 2007, 
contain at least six 
major threats to 
methodological validity 
that undermine the 
authors’ conclusions.  

There remains no compelling 
evidence for the claim that 
zoos and aquariums promote 
attitude change, education, or 
interest in conservation in 
visitors.  

Lori Marino et al, 2010. Do Zoos and Aquariums Promote 
Attitude Change in Visitors? 
(PDF) Do Zoos and Aquariums Promote Attitude Change in 
Visitors? A Critical Evaluation of the American Zoo and 
Aquarium Study (researchgate.net) 

Collection of spatial and 
behavioural data from 
the collared captive 
female elephants, once 
released. She had three 
calves of her own and 
formed a social unit with 
another female and her 
calf that were later 
released from the same 
captive herd. 

Authors recommend that 
release to the wild be 
considered as a management 
option for other captive 
female elephants. 

Kate Evans et al, 2013. The Release of a Captive-Raised 
Female African Elephant (Loxodonta africana) in the 
Okavango Delta, Botswana 

This research looks at 
the perpetuation of the 
myths that help keep 
zoos in existence: that 
they house and breed 
endangered animals 
and are necessary for 
the survival of these 
species.  Both claims 
are  false  but  they  
make a  story  that  all  
too  many people  are  
willing  to  believe. Zoos 
need  to  sustain  the 
mythology because it 
keeps them in business. 
 

The earliest wild-animal  
keeping  was  probably  for  
religious  reasons, later 
becoming a sign of power 
and wealth, but  it was  in 
1847, when London  Zoo 
opened to the  public after 20 
years as a collection for 
scientific study, that the real 
turning point came. 

Craig Redmond, 2010. Zoos: Failing animals, conservation 
and education. (PDF) Zoos: Failing animals, conservation 
and education (researchgate.net) 
 

Feeling connected to 
nature has been shown 
to be beneficial to well-
being and pro-
environmental 
behaviour. Zoos cannot 
connect us with nature 
 

General nature contact and 
knowledge-based activities 
are often used in an attempt 
to engage people with nature. 

Ryan Lumber et al, 2017. Beyond knowing nature: Contact, 
emotion, compassion, meaning, and beauty are pathways to 
nature connection 

Neuroscientists have 
recently asserted that 
human and nonhuman 
animals share 
evolutionarily conserved  
brain structures and 

The study contends that 
psychosocial data on the 
mental, emotional, and social 
functioning of wildlife 
societies and their members 

Bell Rizzolo, Bradshaw, 2019. Nonhuman Animal Nations: 
Transforming Conservation into Wildlife Self-Determination 
Nonhuman Animal Nations: Transforming Conservation into 
Wildlife Self-Determination | Request PDF 
(researchgate.net) 
  

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/228495012_Do_Zoos_and_Aquariums_Promote_Attitude_Change_in_Visitors_A_Critical_Evaluation_of_the_American_Zoo_and_Aquarium_Study
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/228495012_Do_Zoos_and_Aquariums_Promote_Attitude_Change_in_Visitors_A_Critical_Evaluation_of_the_American_Zoo_and_Aquarium_Study
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/228495012_Do_Zoos_and_Aquariums_Promote_Attitude_Change_in_Visitors_A_Critical_Evaluation_of_the_American_Zoo_and_Aquarium_Study
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/265270905_Zoos_Failing_animals_conservation_and_education
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/265270905_Zoos_Failing_animals_conservation_and_education
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/338046391_Nonhuman_Animal_Nations_Transforming_Conservation_into_Wildlife_Self-Determination
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/338046391_Nonhuman_Animal_Nations_Transforming_Conservation_into_Wildlife_Self-Determination
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/338046391_Nonhuman_Animal_Nations_Transforming_Conservation_into_Wildlife_Self-Determination
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processes that govern 
cognition, emotion, and 
consciousness.  

should be included in wildlife 
assessments and policies. 
 
 

 

Abnormal behaviours 
have been 
systematically observed 
in African elephants 
(Loxodonta africana) in 
human‑caused altered 
social contexts. Such 
disruptions impair 
normative socially 
mediated 
neuroendocrinological 
development leading to 
psychobiological 
dysregulation that 
expresses as non‑
normative behaviour. 

There is a concrete link 
between the effects of human 
disturbance on social context, 
and short‑ and long‑term 
neuroethology 

Bradshaw et a, 2007. How Elephants are Opening Doors: 
Developmental Neuroethology, Attachment and Social 
Context 
 

Though conditions of 
captivity vary widely for 
humans and for other 
animals, there are 
common ethical themes 
that imprisonment 
raises. This volume 
brings together scholars, 
scientists, and sanctuary 
workers to address 
these issues in fifteen 
new essays. 

 Lori Gruen (ed.), The Ethics of Captivity, Oxford University 
Press, 2014 - Kennedy Institute of Ethics Journal 
(georgetown.edu) 
 

In decades of studying 
the brains of humans, 
African elephants, 
humpback whales and 
other large mammals,  it 
emerged the brain has 
great sensitivity to the 
environment, including 
serious impacts on its 
structure and function 
from living in captivity. 

Neuroscientific research 
indicates that living in an 
impoverished, stressful 
captive 
environment physically 
damages the brain. These 
changes have been 
documented in many species 
(e.g., insects, invertebrates, 
rodents, rabbits, primates, 
cats, humans), and apply to 
both elephants and marine 
mammals 

Bob Jacobs,  2020. The Neural Cruelty of Captivity: Keeping 
Large Mammals in Zoos and Aquariums Damages Their 
Brains | Science Times 
Bob Jacobs 2021 Putative neural consequences of captivity 
for elephants and cetaceans (researchgate.net)  

Old elephants who have 
spent their entire life in 
captivity can 
successfully retire and 
free-roam in a sanctuary 
or wild-like environment.  

In 2004, the Detroit Zoo took 
a bold step and retired two 
elephants to the sanctuary for 
ethical reasons. Wanda and 
Winky spent most of their 
fifties in the sanctuary in 
California before they passed 
away (Winky lived to be fifty-
six, Wanda fifty-seven). Ron 
Kagan, the director of the 
Detroit Zoo, set an ethical 
trend and other zoos also 
retired their elephants 
recognizing that the well-

Lori Gruen, 2016. Shifting towards an ethics of Sanctuary.  
 From Suffering to Sanctuary | Zoos & Aquariums | Center 
for Humans & Nature (humansandnature.org) 
 

https://kiej.georgetown.edu/lori-gruen-ed-the-ethics-of-captivity-oxford-university-press-2014/
https://kiej.georgetown.edu/lori-gruen-ed-the-ethics-of-captivity-oxford-university-press-2014/
https://kiej.georgetown.edu/lori-gruen-ed-the-ethics-of-captivity-oxford-university-press-2014/
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=KvCW9T0AAAAJ&hl=en
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=KvCW9T0AAAAJ&hl=en
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=KvCW9T0AAAAJ&hl=en
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=KvCW9T0AAAAJ&hl=en
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=KvCW9T0AAAAJ&hl=en
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jveb.2019.05.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jveb.2019.05.005
https://doi.org/10.1002/cne.903270108
https://www.sciencetimes.com/articles/27505/20200929/cruelty-zoos-aquariums-damages-brains.htm
https://www.sciencetimes.com/articles/27505/20200929/cruelty-zoos-aquariums-damages-brains.htm
https://www.sciencetimes.com/articles/27505/20200929/cruelty-zoos-aquariums-damages-brains.htm
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/354673378_Putative_neural_consequences_of_captivity_for_elephants_and_cetaceans
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/354673378_Putative_neural_consequences_of_captivity_for_elephants_and_cetaceans
https://www.humansandnature.org/shifting-toward-an-ethics-of-sanctuary
https://www.humansandnature.org/shifting-toward-an-ethics-of-sanctuary
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being of elephants is 
compromised in captivity. 

Neuroscience has 
demonstrated that all 
mammals share a 
ubiquitous 
developmental 
attachment mechanism 
and a common stress-
regulating 
neurophysiology. Now, a 
wealth of human–animal 
studies and the 
experiences of human 
victims of violence are 
available to help 
elephants and other 
species survive. 

 
Social trauma: early 
disruption of attachment can 
affect the physiology, 
behaviour and culture of 
animals and humans over 
generations. 

Bradshaw et al, 2005. Elephant Breakdown  

African elephants who 
experience one or more 
traumatic events, injury, 
capture, translocation, 
or maternal separation, 
exhibit damaged social 
and emotional 
functioning consistent 
with symptoms found in 
humans survivors of 
trauma (Bradshaw)  

Two-month field study at two 
elephant sanctuaries in 
Thailand 

Bell Rizzolo J. et al, 20016. Prevalence and Patterns of 
Complex PTSD in Asian Elephants (Elephas maximus) 
 

Prolonged captivity 
progressively 
deteriorates elephant 
welfare 

A novel tool was created to 
assess the welfare of captive 
elephants using behavioural 
indicators of welfare. The tool 
was designed for use by 
elephant keepers to provide a 
rapid, reliable and valid way 
to monitor changes in the 
welfare of elephants over 
time. 

Lucy Asher et al, 2018. Developing Behavioural indicators, 
as part of a Wider Set of Indicators, to assess the Welfare of 
Elephants in Zoos 
 

There is an opportunity 
for rescuing, 
rehabilitating and 
reintroducing captive 
elephants to the wild 
with the help of the 
traditional expertise of a 
mahout culture that has 
been elephant-keeping 
for centuries. 

 Liv Baker et al, 2020. Asian elephant rescue, rehabilitation 
and rewilding 

AZA had concluded in 
its own executive 
summary that: ‘Little to 
no systematic research 
has been conducted on 
the impact of visits to 
zoos and aquariums on 
visitor conservation 
knowledge, awareness, 
affect or behaviour’. 

 Marc Bekoff, 2006. Animal Emotions and Animal Sentience 
and Why They Matter: Blending ‘Science Sense’ with 
Common Sense, Compassion and Heart 
Chapter 3 in Animals, Ethics, Trade: The challenge of 
Animal Sentience. Jacky Turner & Joyce D’Silva (Eds). 
Earthscan London 
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The extinction crisis and 
the pandemics of the 
past few centuries have 
killed and continue to 
claim the lives of trillions 
of animal victims, 
including elephants and 
humans.   

Population extinctions share 
a common cause with 
pandemics – namely, 
humans; they offer a common 
solution: putting an end to 
anthropocentrism. 
 

Adrian Treves, 2020. Elephants and Pandemics, 
Commentary on Baker & Winkler on Elephant Rewilding 

Despite greater demand 
for ‘ethical tourism' and 
awareness of the 
distress caused by 
elephant rides, the vast 
majority of captive 
elephants in Asia still 
endure widespread and 
lifelong cruelty, living in 
severely inadequate 
conditions. 

Distressing cruelty to captive 
elephants is consistent in all 
countries. It involves the 
separation of mothers and 
calves, harsh training 
methods, restriction of  
movement, poor nutrition, 
limited or no veterinary care, 
social deprivation and 
punishment. 
 

Dr r Jan Schmidt-Burbach for the World Animal Protection, 
2020. Elephants, not commodities. Taken for a ride.  

Elephants have complex 
emotional and cognitive 
abilities 

Elephants have excellent 
long-term memory. They 
recognize individuals; they 
recognize the social roles and 
intentions of others and 
empathize with others. 

Naoko Irie et al, 2009. Elephant psychology: What we know 
and what we would like to know 

In the wild, 
elephants exercise their 
feet by walking on rocks, 
digging around and 
rubbing their fat pads 
against the ground. 
These activities keep 
their feet moist and their 
fat pads stay supple. 

Hard surfaces with floors 
covered in urine and faeces 
can cause infections around 
the pad. A cracked or 
infected fat pad can’t absorb 
pressure effectively making 
the outside part of the 
foot more prone to diseases.  
 

Olga Panagiotopoulou, 2017. Why elephants kept in 
captivity suffer from sore feet (theconversation.com) 

The main risk factors for 
musculoskeletal 
disorders included time 
on hard substrate and 
space experienced in 
indoor/outdoor exhibits.  

Elephants exposed to hard 
surfaces for four hours each 
day were more likely to 
develop joint stiffness or 
lameness.  

Michele A. Miller, 2016.  
Housing and Demographic Risk Factors Impacting Foot and 
Musculoskeletal Health in African Elephants [Loxodonta 
africana] and Asian Elephants [Elephas maximus] in North 
American Zoos (plos.org) 
 

Captive environments 
cannot meet the needs 
of elephants  

The restrictions that captivity 
imposes on an animal’s 
behaviours are increasingly 
recognised as being 
deleterious to cognitive 
development, normal social 
development, and, later in 
life, reproduction and health. 

Knight J. 2001. Animal data is jeopardised by life behind 
bars. Nature, 412:669. Animal data jeopardized by life 
behind bars | Nature 

Elephants have a highly 
developed 
communication system 
using all their senses in 
a wide range of tactile, 
olfactory and visual 
signals, seismic and 
acoustic communication 
 

 Elephant Voices, Elephant Communication Elephant 
Communication (elephantvoices.org)  

Because elephants have 
never been selectively 

Captive environments, with 
their inherent limitations, 

Roots C. Domestication. Greenwood Press; 2007. 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/9780470292150.ch5/summary
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/9780470292150.ch5/summary
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/9780470292150.ch6/summary
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/9780470292150.ch6/summary
http://jeb.biologists.org/content/215/9/1584
https://theconversation.com/profiles/olga-panagiotopoulou-155910
https://theconversation.com/why-elephants-kept-in-captivity-suffer-from-sore-feet-70217
https://theconversation.com/why-elephants-kept-in-captivity-suffer-from-sore-feet-70217
http://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0155223
http://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0155223
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0155223
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0155223
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0155223
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0155223
https://www.nature.com/articles/35089208
https://www.nature.com/articles/35089208
https://www.elephantvoices.org/elephant-communication.html
https://www.elephantvoices.org/elephant-communication.html
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bred over generations 
by their human captors, 
their genetic makeup is 
the same as wild 
elephants and so are 
their needs, behavioural 
responses, and 
neurology. 

remain unsuitable for 
elephants because they fail to 
meet their complex physical, 
social, and psychological 
needs. 
 

Abnormal behaviour in 
captive elephants 
include self-mutilation, 
anxiety, stereotypies, 
and aggression. 
 

 C.M. Doyle, personal communication, November 4, 2020. 

Wild African elephants, 
who are under siege 
due to poaching, habitat 
loss, and social 
breakdown from 
poaching, display 
symptoms associated 
with human Post 
Traumatic Stress 
Disorder (PTSD), 
including abnormal 
startle response, 
depression, 
unpredictable asocial 
behaviour, and hyper-
aggression. 

 Bradshaw G.A., Schore A.N., Brown J.L., Poole J.H. & Moss 
C.J. 2005. Elephant breakdown. Nature, 33: 807.  
 

Captive elephants have 
limited or no freedom to 
make meaningful 
independent choices 
about their daily activity 
or social companions 
and no significant level 
of autonomy over their 
lives, both of which are 
necessary for their 
welfare. 

 Vanitha V., Thiyagesan K. & Baskaran N. 2016. Prevalence 
of stereotypies and its possible causes among captive Asian 
elephants (Elephas maximus) in Tamil Nadu, India. Applied 
Animal Behaviour Science 

A rapid rise in the 
number of captive 
African elephants 
(Loxodonta africana) 
used in the tourism 
industry in southern 
Africa and orphaned 
elephants in human care 
has led to concerns 
about their long-term 
management, 
particularly males. One 
solution is to release 
them into the wild 

There are no significant 
short-term welfare problems 
for the released elephants or 
recipient population.  

Kate Evans et al, 2013. The Social and Ecological 
Integration of Captive-Raised Adolescent Male African 
Elephants (Loxodonta africana) into a Wild Population  

Welfare assessment 
including behavioural 
and cognitive responses 
should play a central 

Indices suggested as valid, 
and partially validated, 
include: measures of 
preference/avoidance; 

Georgia J. Mason et al, 2009. How Should the 
Psychological Well-Being of Zoo Elephants be Objectively 
Investigated? 
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role in evidence-based 
elephant management.  
 

displacement movements; 
vocal/postural signals of 
affective (emotional) state; 
startle/vigilance; apathy; 
salivary and urinary 
epinephrine; female acyclity; 
infant mortality rates; 
skin/foot infections; 
cardiovascular disease; and 
premature adult death.  

Serious health problems 
and often a decreased 
life span in captive-held 
elephants are well 
documented. 

Captive elephants are also 
subject to infectious 
diseases. A highly fatal 
haemorrhagic disease, the 
Endotheliotropic Elephant 
Herpesvirus (EEHV) occurs 
in both Asian and African 
elephants in captive 
situations, with some cases 
found among Asian elephants 
in their natural range 
countries. The disease 
particularly devastates 
neonatal and weaning-age 
elephants in captivity 
 

Clubb R., Rowcliffe M., Lee P., Mar K.U., Moss C. & Mason 
G.J. 2008. Compromised survivorship in zoo elephants. 
Science, 322:1649.  
 
Reid C.E., Hildebrandt T.B., Marx N., Hunt M., Thy N., 
Reynes J.M., Schaftenaar W. & Fickel J. 2006. 
Endotheliotropic elephant herpes virus (EEHV) infection. 
Veterinary Quarterly, 28(2):61-64.  
 

Captive elephants may 
suffer arthritis, 
osteoarthritis, hernia 
(Hernia perineal), 
swelling of the knee 
joints (Bursitis 
praepatellaris), skin 
calluses (Tyloma 
olecrani), and 
abscesses. 

Musculoskeletal impairments 
are one of the major health 
issues in captive-held 
elephants, including 
degenerative joint disease 
and low bone density  
 

Kuntze A. 1989: Arbeitsbedingte Krankheitsbilder: Hernia 
perinealis, Bursitis praepatellaris und Tyloma olecrani bei 
Zirkuselefantinnen. Verh. Ber. Erkrg. Zootiere, 31:185.  
 

Blackleg (bacterial 
inflammation with 
necrosis) and foot 
problems, such as 
pathological lesions in 
the pads and nails, split 
nails, abscesses, 
torsion, ulcerations, and 
overgrown cuticles, are 
common in captive-held 
elephants because of 
inactivity and lack of 
access to the natural 
substrate to keep foot 
pads and nails supple 
and naturally trimmed. 

 Wendler P. 2019. Foot health of Asian elephants (Elephas 
maximus) in European zoos. Dissertation Vetsuisse faculty, 
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