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Introduction 
The Asian elephant (Elephas maximus) has been listed as endangered in the 
IUCN Red List and in Appendix I of the Convention on International Trade in 
Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora. There are 40,000 - 50,000 Asian 
elephants in the world. More than 13% of them (6,000) live in Sri Lanka, which 
has a unique subspecies (Elephas maximus maximus). Sri Lanka is an island in 
the Indian Ocean with 65,610 km2 land area and has the highest density (per land 
mass) of elephants in the world. These elephants ranged throughout the island at 
one time, but are currently confined largely into low country dry zone. Today, 
habitat loss and fragmentation and the resultant human elephant conflict (HEC) is 
the major threat to elephant existence and conservation in Sri Lanka. The HEC 
causes an average death toll of 200 elephants and 60 humans per year and 14 
elephant are orphaned as a result. The Department of Wildlife Conservation 
(DWC), the authorized government institute for implementation of the Fauna and 
Flora Protection Ordinance, established the Elephant Transit Home (ETH), 
Udawalawe in 1995 to rehabilitate orphan elephant calves. During the last 22 
years the ETH has released 117 elephants back to wild.  
 
Goals 
x� Goal 1: Rescuing of orphan Asian elephants. 
x� Goal 2: Rehabilitation of orphan Asian elephants. 
x� Goal 3: Releasing of orphan Asian elephants back to wild. 
x� Goal 4: Ethical treatment of Asian elephants those are orphaned due to 

anthropogenic reasons. 
x� Goal 5: Successful breeding in the wild that demonstrate conservation and 

welfare of rehabilitated Asian elephants. 
 
Success Indicators 
x� Indicator 1: Being able to rescue, transport, treat any injuries and diseases and 

start rehabilitation. 
x� Indicator 2: Initiate feeding and living regime, successfully integrate to the 

existing group and ensure normal behavior. 
x� Indicator 3: Release the calves when they are over five years old.  
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x� Indicator 4: Tracking released Asian elephants to ensure survival and 
integration of with wild Asian elephants. 

x� Indicator 5: Monitoring breeding of females in the wild. 
 
Project summary  
Feasibility: The Asian elephants is a keynote species of Sri Lanka and up to 
the present day there is a close association between Asian elephants and the 
people. Increasing human population in Sri Lanka has led to human-elephant 
conflict and the occurrence of orphaned calves. The mothers of these orphaned 
elephants are either killed or have been driven away. Traditional methods of 
rearing, orphaned calves by private individuals or by temple authorities have not 
been successful. If many of those orphans did not survive to adulthood and those 
that did survive were often maintained as captive elephants in poor conditions. 
Because of the declining elephant population in Sri Lanka as well as the welfare 
of orphaned elephant calves, in 1995 the DWC decided to establish the ETH with 
the aim of rehabilitating calves and releasing them back into the wild. The 
establishment of the ETH attracted criticism from some environmentalists and 
members of the general public. Their major concern was the feasibility of 
reintroducing hand-reared elephant calves back into the wild. They questioned 
whether traumatised calves that had been cared for and fed by humans for an 
extended period of time would be able to survive and thrive when returned to a 
wild environment and reintegrate with existing elephant herds. At that time there 
were no rehabilitation facilities for Asian elephants anywhere in the world. The 
only successful rehabilitation of African elephants in Kenya, was not well 
documented at that time.  
 
Implementation:The ETH as the first facility established anywhere in the world 
with the purpose of rehabilitating Asian elephants started in a very primitive 
manner with limited resources. By a process of trial and error the ETH has had to 
investigate and develop methods and guidelines for elephant rehabilitation, 
release and post-release monitoring. On arrival calves are examined for 
physiological and psychological problems. The height and weight are measured 
and the age is estimated. On average they have ranged in age from few hours to 
several years. The veterinary team manages any injuries or diseases in the 
specialised hospital for the care of newly arrived calves, which has indoor and 
outdoor elephant pens to hold and acclimatize them. The calves are then 
introduced to the feeding and living regime with three hourly milk feeds, seven 
times/day and independent foraging in-between in the nearby forest. The single 

Released elephants drinking water 
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herd of very young 
animals and juveniles up 
to about six years old are 
managed and monitored 
by a workforce of up to 50 
elephant keepers. The 
decision to release an 
elephant is taken based 
on their age, size and 
behavioural indicators that 
show friendly and 
cooperative behavior to 
each other. Usually the 
calves are released when 
they are between 4 - 7 
years old. The first group 
of elephants were 
released from the ETH in 
1998 and 85 of the 
elephants were released 

to adjacent Udawalawe National Park and rest of them to the Maduruoya National 
Park about 250 km away from the ETH. A ‘hard releasing methodology is followed 
which means that the elephant calves undergo routine management at the ETH 
until the day of the release. For post-release monitoring, the calves are fitted with 
a fitted with a radio-collar (VHF and GPS) about two months before release.   
 
Post-release monitoring: The released elephants are tracked and monitored 
daily from the date of release up to two weeks and thereafter once or twice a 
week. After three months the elephants are routinely monitored. Based on post-
release monitoring data, it is clear that a 6 - 12 month period is necessary to 
establish the home ranges for released elephants. The released elephants are 
similar in behaviour to wild elephants but usually roam as a group for a short 
period after which some members join with wild herds. Data from long-term 
monitoring of released elephants indicate that females permanently live together 
but males leave the group when they get old. One female member have 
established her own herd with own offspring and a group of other females with 
their own calves. Although the area that the elephants are released is known for 
human elephant conflict, the released elephants are indicated in any incidents. A 
few complaints have been received from villagers about crop raiding by released 
elephants, but most of these incidents happened in the places where electric 
fences that separate elephants from cultivated land had collapsed. It is probable 
that rehabilitated calves had simply followed the common behaviour of their wild 
counterparts in raiding crops when given the opportunity. 
 
Major difficulties faced 
x� Complex health and injury problems of calves on arrival. 
x� Failure of veterinary intervention on health complications of elephant calves 

leading to calf mortality. 
x� Introducing milk feeding to orphan calves which sometimes causes 

gastrointestinal issues. 

Visitors only see rehabilitated elephants  
during feeding time 
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x� Shortage of staff and infrastructure facilities.  
x� Financial support for medical interventions and purchasing of good collars for 

post-release monitoring. 
 
Major lessons learned 
x� Establishing a milk-feeding regime that is interspersed with browsing in the 

nearby forest to become independent in foraging. 
x� Minimum contact with orphan calves, so that calves are not dependent on 

human care, as this is essential for rehabilitation. 
x� Regular veterinary inspection for health, internal and external parasites and 

monitoring of growth. 
x� Observational studies to ensure that behaviors are similar to those in the wild 

and to enable decisions for which elephants to be released in groups. 
x� As the calves are adapted to living in the forest and other wildlife, integration 

with wild elephants and breeding in the wild is facilitated.  
 
Success of project  

Reason(s) for success/failure: 
x� This program has helped the survival of more than 200 orphaned elephant 

calves. 
x� Successful growth of calves with display of normal play, social and sleep 

behaviors at the ETH. 
x� The project has already released 117 elephants back to wild. 
x� Released elephants successfully integrate with the wild counterparts. 
x� Effective breeding in the wild and survival of second generation. 
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