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Two African elephant translocations into the 
Isimangaliso Wetland Park in Kwazulu/ Natal, 
South Africa - one problematic, the other problem 
free 
 

Ian Whyte1, A. Conway2 & David Cooper3 

 
1 - Ex South African National Parks (now retired). P.O. Box 814, Graskop 1270, 

Mpumalanga, South Africa (ian@mpu.co.za) 
2 - Biodiversity Conservation Coordinator, iSimangaliso Wetland Park, PO Box 201,  

Mtubatuba 3935, South Africa (tonyc@kznwildlife.com) 
3 - Ezemvelo Kwazulu/Natal Wildlife Veterinarian, P. Bag X01 St Lucia. 3935,  

South Africa (dcooper@kznwildlife.com) 
 
Introduction 
Genetic evidence suggests that there may be two (Roca et al., 2001) or three 
(Eggert et al., 2002) species of African elephants. The IUCN Red List assessment 
(2008) required more extensive research to support the proposed re-classification 
however, and this assessment was therefore conducted for the single species 
currently described (Loxodonta africana Blumenbach 1797). The species was 
classified globally as “Near Threatened”, but in South Africa as “Least 
Concern” (Friedman & Daly, 2004). Many national parks and reserves in South 
Africa have received elephants through translocations, principally from the Kruger 
National Park (KNP). Initially, these translocations were comprised of juvenile age 
classes, as the techniques and equipment for moving adult elephants or intact 
family units had not been developed. Elephant translocations currently offer few 
challenges as the techniques and the logistics (Dublin & Niskanen, 2003) have 
been well refined and understood.  
 
This re-introduction 
experienced unique problems 
which is why this discussion 
is presented here. The 
iSimangaliso Wetland Park 
was South Africa’s first 
National Heritage site. It has 
unique ecological processes 
and a wide biodiversity range. 
The 332,000 ha park contains 
eight interlinking ecosystems 
including fresh and saltwater 
lakes, marsh, swamp forest, 
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coastal dune forest, coastal grassland and bushlands, estuarine and marine 
systems.   
 
Goals 
The main goals of the re-introduction of elephants to iSimangaliso (Mulqueeny 
2005) were: 
x� Goal 1:  Restore and manage a demographically and genetically viable 

population in the Park, as part of a provincial meta-population management 
strategy. 

x� Goal 2:  Maintain the population in a state where elephant associated 
ecological processes are restored and maintained. 

x� Goal 3:  Manage the population in a manner that optimises their value as a 
tourist attraction. 

x� Goal 4:  Gain an understanding of the role that elephant play in enhancing and 
maintaining the biodiversity of the Park. 

 
Success Indicators 
Indicators of success for the project were not defined prior to the introduction of 
the elephants but may in retrospect be listed as: 
x� Indicator 1:  The establishment of a spatially stable elephant population (no 

break-outs from the park). 
x� Indicator 2:  Attain a state where the elephants are habituated to people to 

conform with tourist objectives. 
x� Indicator 3:   Attain a state where the elephants are shown or perceived to be 

fulfilling their ecological role. 
 
Project Summary 
With the exception of Tembe Elephant Park (TEP) on the Mozambique/South 
Africa border, there had been no resident elephant populations in KwaZulu-Natal 
between 1880 and 1980. The species had been common and widespread but 
was extirpated by indiscriminate hunting in the 19th century. Currently, the primary 
objective of most protected areas in KwaZulu-Natal is to conserve biodiversity. 
This, among other mechanisms, entails the re-establishment and maintenance of 
ecological processes. The re-introduction of elephant into the iSimangaliso was 
largely for these two reasons. iSimangaliso’s habitats are considered suitable for 
elephants and estimates of the carrying capacity of its respective vegetation types 
yielded a total of 286 (Mulqueeny, 2005). Mkhuze Game Reserve (MGR) has 
recently been incorporated into iSimangaliso. Prior to the two introductions 
covered in this account, a population had already been established in MGR (12 
orphan juveniles introduced in 1994 and a family herd of 12 in 1996, all from 
KNP). The MGR population, however, remains for the moment geographically 
separate from the rest of the newly introduced population. Prior to the 
introduction, the electric fencing of an area in which the elephants were to be 
contained in iSimangaliso was mostly complete. A small holding boma was also 
completed. Translocated elephants are initially held in such bomas for about 24 
hours to allow them to settle and familiarize themselves with electric fencing.   
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Due to its close proximity and 
its rapidly growing elephant 
population, the Hluhluwe/
iMfolozi Park (HiP) was 
selected as the most 
appropriate source of 
elephants for translocation. 
The HiP population was 
originally comprised of 200 
orphaned elephants that had 
been captured during KNP 
culls. These were 
translocated to HiP in small 
groups between 1981 and 
1994 in 13 separate 
translocations. Of these 26 
were known to have died. Of 
the survivors, 80 were males 
and 82 females (another 12 
were of unknown sex). The surviving 174 coalesced into a single herd. Problems 
arose as mature adults were absent from the population which resulted in 
excessive aggression directed at both humans and rhinos. This was caused by 
abnormal musth cycles in males and excessive stress in cow/calf groups. In 2000
-2001 therefore, 10 adult bulls were introduced from the KNP in a successful 
attempt to stabilize aberrant behavior of young emerging bulls. In due course the 
orphan group achieved sexual maturity and escalating numbers necessitated 
population management. The decision to move some of these animals from HiP 
to iSimangaliso was the logical one at the time as there was no historical 
precedent which could have helped predict the problems that could arise with a 
second translocation of elephants from an orphan derived population. Further 
reasons for favoring this option were that it precluded trans-border, veterinary and 
phyto-sanitary concerns, and long translocation distances. 
 
Attempts at pre-monitoring of the HiP herd were made to try to identify suitable 
social groups for the translocation to iSimangaliso. No such groupings could be 
identified as all of the translocated animals had remained in a single unstructured 
herd comprised largely of unrelated individuals. Of necessity therefore, selection 
of the animals for translocation had to be a rather random process. Twenty-four 
were captured in HiP in August and September 2001 and translocated to 
iSimangaliso. Three of these were young adult bulls which broke out of 
iSimangaliso. One found a gate that had accidentally been left open. The other 
two found a small gap in the fence between the lake and coast line. All three were 
captured and returned to HiP. The remaining twenty one were cow/calf groups 
who again formed a single herd in iSimangaliso. Composition of this herd was as 
follows 3 males (juveniles) and 3 calves; 10 adult females, 4 juveniles and 1 calf
(Mulqueeny, 2005). This was thus the second translocation that these animals 
had experienced, and in this new environment there were unaccustomed 
disturbances prevalent. Logging of commercial plantations being rehabilitated for 

 Damage to a car by aggressive elephants 
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inclusion in iSimangaliso was being conducted 24 hours per day. This was 
associated with electric lights, chain saw noise and constant traversing by large 
timber trucks. For these young and inexperienced females this would have been 
extremely stressful, particularly as no older adults (matriarchs) were present to 
undertake leadership roles. These stresses induced problems with this group 
such as breakouts, the death of a calf and unusual aggression which led to two 
human fatalities.  
 
A workshop was held at iSimangaliso on 14th February 2002 to discuss these 
problems and from this a recommendation was made that any further 
translocations should only be of elephants in intact family units accessed from 
habituated animals in the KNP. The translocation of two such families from KNP 
followed in June 2002 and June 2003. Composition of this herd was as follows 
males (10 juveniles, 1 calf) and females (6 adults and 1 juvenile). No such 
problems have been experienced with these animals. 
 
Major difficulties faced 
x� The three adult bulls initially released in iSimangaliso escaped from 

iSimangaliso and had to be recaptured and returned to HiP. 
x� The initial cow/calf groups from HiP experienced considerable stress due to 

the young and inexperienced nature of the adult females faced with an 
apparently hostile environment. These stresses resulted in excessive 
aggression from these young females (probably due to the lack of the calming 
influences of older matriarchs) which culminated in deaths of two people. The 
first of the people killed was a gate guard who approached the elephants on 
foot in a dense young Eucalyptus plantation to get a better look at the 
elephants. The second was a woman who was one of five people in the cab of 
a three ton truck that was attacked by one of the adult females. 

x� The young adult cow responsible for this attack was identified from the vehicle 
paint which still adhered to her tusks and chips of ivory found in the cab of the 
truck, which matched the damaged tusk and she was euthanized. The 
elephant responsible for the first attack could not be positively identified as the 
attack took place late evening and it rained that night. 

x� One calf from the HiP group died, probably from hypoglycaemia, from 
extensive movements (flight responses) while trying to escape unfamiliar 
elements in their new environment (such as 24-hours per day logging and 
associated disturbances). 

 
Major lessons learned 
x� Translocation of wild-caught juvenile elephants for re-introduction purposes 

(instead of in intact families) is to be avoided. 
x� The relocation of elephants more than once in their life times is a questionable 

practice, particularly if they originated from orphaned groups. 
x� While translocation is possibly the most humane of the options available for 

managing elephants, others (contraception and/or culling) may be more 
appropriate for populations derived from orphaned animals. 

x� Elephant proof fencing must enclose the entire area, as elephants thoroughly 
explore their new environments and are likely to find any gaps. 

Mammals 



 

289 

Success of project 

Reason(s) for success/failure: 
x� Although all of the success indicators have now been achieved, the problems 

with breakouts, calf mortalities and anti-human aggression exhibited by the 
HiP elephants probably render the project “Successful” rather than “Highly 
successful”.   

x� Although it is not unusual for elephants to favor particular areas or habitats, it 
was hoped that they would utilize both the eastern and western sections of 
iSimangaliso more equally. Since introduction, they have concentrated in the 
western section of iSimangaliso and this may be a cause for concern in terms 
of their potential impact on other biodiversity elements in the area. Also, their 
relative absence from the eastern sections means that they are not 
contributing, as intended with their introduction, to the ecological processes 
there, and they are not contributing to the tourism value of that area. 
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