PREN CALLS FOR CLOSURE OF CAPTIVE ELEPHANT FACILITIES OFFERING
TOURIST INTERACTIONS WITH ELEPHANTS IN SOUTH AFRICA AFTER RECENT
TRAGIC EVENTS AT HERD

STATEMENT

In South Africa there are a number of facilities which offer human-elephant interactions with
captive elephants. Close contact tourism activities raise significant welfare concerns. These
interactions also present obvious risks, as elephants are unpredictable and can cause serious
injury due to their size. Tourists should be encourage to observe elephants in their natural
environments but should not engage in unnatural activities such as touching or feeding or

used as a backdrop for photoshoots.

The Pro Elephant Network (PREN) remains deeply concerned about all human interactions

with elephants, including staff, in an unprotected environment. Elephant welfare and well-

being and the safety and security of the elephant handlers must always be prioritised.

Elephants are sentient, self-determined, self-aware, highly cognitive animals who require
access to large, complex, stimulating ecological and social environments. Consequently, they
need to be given the freedom to exercise choice over their movements, especially when the

space is available, for foraging options and companions.

On Saturday 13" September 2025, a tragic incident took place a HERD a captive elephant

facility in Hoedspruit in Limpopo Province, South Africa when Israel Shambira, a senior

elephant handler was killed by Limpopo a nineteen year old female elephant, one of the

sixteen elephants who currently live at this facility.


https://www.proelephantnetwork.org/
https://hesc.co.za/meet-elephant-carer-israel-shambira/
https://www.limpopochronicle.co.za/2025/09/15/man-killed-by-an-elephant-in-hoedspruit/
https://herd.org.za/animal/limpopo/

PREN acknowledges and strongly sympathises with the tragic loss of a human and elephant
life at HERD. Unfortunately, this is, sadly, not the first time a tragic incident involving an
elephant that has occurred at Camp Jabulani. In 2006 an elephant at the same facility killed

elephant handler Edias Makore.

Background Information
In 2002 a group of eleven elephants from Zimbabwe who were taken from the wild for training

for the elephant back safari industry, were relocated to the Hoedspruit Endangered Species

Centre (HESC) which is situated on the thirteen thousand hectare Kapama Private Game

Reserve in Hoedspruit. These elephants were kept separate from the wild elephants of

Kapama Private Game Reserve.

Some of the elephants imported from Zimbabwe were utilised for elephant back safaris at

Camp Jabulani, a luxury lodge located on the same reserve.

Fifteen years later, in April 2017, Camp Jabulani stopped offering elephant back safaris to
their guests, citing international pressure about welfare concerns for elephants involved in the
elephant back safari industry. The lodge then shifted its focus and rebranded offering

experiences with three bull elephants, Jabulani, Sebakwe or Somopane.

HERD (Hoedspruit Elephant Rehabilitation and Development) a specialised elephant
orphanage was established in 2019 on the same reserve, two elephant orphaned female
calves have been rehabilitated and integrated into the group of captive elephants. The
elephants spend most of their day walking in the Kapama Private Game Reserve under the
supervision of the elephant handlers and they return to stables at the HERD facility in the

evening.

On the 14" September 2025 a statement was published: “It is with profound sadness that
HERD confirms the tragic incident that took place while the elephants were out in the bush on
the reserve. Limpopo pushed down a tree shortly after three pm. Israel, one of our senior
carers was seated nearby under a tree. Limpopo unexpectantly turned her attention towards
Israel and fatally gored him. We are deeply shocked by this incident, Limpopo’s behaviour
was entirely unexpected and unprovoked. Limpopo is the first elephant in the herd who has

never experienced a traumatic past.”

Limpopo was later “euthanized”. According to a statement issued by HERD on the 22"

September 2025, HERD took the decision to “move Limpopo along with six of her companions


https://www.news24.com/fate-of-killer-elephant-unclear-20060327
https://hesc.co.za/
https://hesc.co.za/
https://kapama.com/
https://kapama.com/
https://www.relaischateaux.com/us/hotel/jabulani/
https://www.timeslive.co.za/news/sci-tech/2017-07-05-limpopo-lodge-finds-alternative-to-elephant-back-safaris/
https://africantravelcanvas.com/experiences/safaris/ethical-elephant-encounter-at-camp-jabulani-in-the-kruger-national-park/
https://jabulanisafari.com/app/uploads/2023/09/2023-Jabulani-Elephant-Experience.pdf
https://herd.org.za/our-story/
https://africantravelcanvas.com/experiences/safaris/ethical-elephant-encounter-at-camp-jabulani-in-the-kruger-national-park/
https://herd.org.za/blog/the-tragic-passing-of-carer-israel/

to a secure 35 hectare enclosure at the Hoedspruit Endangered Species Centre approximately
ten kilometres away” and that on the “19" September 2025 as the selected elephants started
their walk from the HERD boma, within a few hundred metres, the elephants from both groups
began vocalising, becoming very excitable.

The elephants, who had left, quickly returned to the others. During the excitement
unfortunately Limpopo showed hyper-aggression towards one of our senior carers and our
senior operations manager. Despite our team’s best efforts to manage the situation, the
escalating risk posed by Limpopo’s aggressive behaviour has ultimately made her presence

unpredictable and unsafe for all staff at HERD and on the reserve.”

The Pro Elephant Network extends its deepest condolences to the family of Israel Shambira
and acknowledges the tragic loss of Limpopo. These events serve as a stark reminder that
elephants are not suited to captivity or human-controlled environments. They are wild,
intelligent, and sentient beings who deserve to live freely within natural ecosystems, not
confined to facilities where their autonomy is restricted and human safety is inevitably

compromised.

There are inherent risks and ethical concerns in keeping elephants in captive environments.
Only by prioritising conservation strategies that protect elephants in their natural habitats,
recognising elephant sentience and advancing their well-being, and ending practices that
exploit them for tourism or commercial gain, can we prevent such tragedies from recurring.
The lives of both humans and elephants depend on meaningful change. The way forward must
involve constructive dialogue, stronger policies, and renewed commitment to ensuring
elephants live in the wild, where they can thrive safely and naturally. We therefore call on the
South African Minister of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment (DFFE) to facilitate an

independent and public review of the captive elephant industry with the view of phasing it out.
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Vasanthi Vadi Trustee of the Federation of Indian Animal Protection Organisations,
India

Antoinette Van Der Water Founder Bring the Elephants Home

Prof Dan Wylie Rhodes University - South Africa

Monday 13" October 2025



