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Statement on Exhibition of Elephants in Captivity 
 
For the purpose of this statement, “exhibition” refers to circuses, zoos, tourist facilities, temples, 
and elephant safari operations. In these situations, elephants endure conditions that are 
inadequate to meet their needs, as they lack essential components of wild ecosystems and inhibit 
expression of natural behaviours. 
 
Scientific and experiential evidence indicates that the use of elephants as performers, riding 
objects, and exhibit specimens can be physically and psychologically detrimental to these highly 
intelligent, sensitive, and self-aware animals. Confinement, restraint, travel, harmful training 
practices, exhibition, isolation, noise, performing, and exposure to the public while living in 
unnatural environments can adversely affect elephants’ health and welfare.  
 
For the following reasons, based on fact and science, ESAI opposes the confinement of elephants 
in captive environments for exhibition. 
 
Elephants are extremely intelligent animals, with multifaceted physical, social and spatial needs. 
Elephants are large-brained mammals who display complex cognitive capabilities1, great 
intelligence2, sentience3 and empathy, with the ability to understand the intentions and emotions 
of others 4,5. Elephants are also self-aware.6 Along with dolphins, great apes and humans, they can 
recognise themselves in a mirror, implying a sense of self.7 Elephants form and use tools8, and solve 
problems by insight. They have a sense of death and mourn dead family members. Elephants can 
recognise up to 200 other elephants by their voices9, and they can determine the ethnicity, gender 
and age of humans from acoustic cues.10 
 
Elephants live in unusually large social networks, with a highly organized structure involving strong 
family bonds that can last a lifetime.11,12 Relationships among females radiate out from the mother-
offspring bond through family, bond group, clan, and sub-population, and among independent 
adult males through male groups of kin and non-kin13. They form alliances and coalitions with other 
elephants and can work together to solve problems.14  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.15  
 
Elephants are adapted to living in a variety of landscapes and walking long distances. Home range 
sizes have been shown to extend to 10,000 square kilometres or more for African elephants and to 
400 square kilometres or more for Asian elephants.16,17 They have exceptional long-term memory 
and mapping skills to locate food and water over vast distances and time periods18, with matriarchs 



referred to as “repositories of social knowledge”.19 Elephants’ daily activities involve intellectual 
and cognitive challenges that depend on space: locating and manipulating a wide variety of food, 
remembering locations of water and seasonal food items, searching for mates, and avoiding 
potential danger. 
 
These many highly regarded qualities conflict with the inadequate physical and social conditions 
found in captive environments, resulting in compromised welfare with long lasting detrimental 
psychological and physical effects.20,21 
 
Elephants are not a domesticated species. 
Captive-held and wild-living individuals are behaviourally and physiologically identical. Because 
elephants have never been selectively 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.22,23 Hence, captive environments, with their inherent limitations, remain unsuitable for 
elephants because they fail to meet their complex physical, social, and psychological needs.  
 
Elephants’ social relationships are vital to their welfare.  
Mother-daughter bonds form the core of elephant society.24  Females stay with their natal herd and 
their mother for the entirety of their lives.25,26 ,27,28 These bonds are crucial for the upbringing of a 
young elephant who has much to learn, including what to eat; how to make tools29; auditory30, 
tactile, and olfactory communications31; social abilities and how to function in elephant society; 
mothering and allomothering skills32, and much more. In captivity, the mother-daughter bond 
maintains its strength and importance, even after years of separation.33 Non-kin females in the 
wild34 and in captivity35 may also choose to form relationships which may include strong bonds.  
 
It is not only female offspring for whom the mother-offspring bond is essential: male calves 
naturally remain with their mother and family until adolescence and separate from them only 
gradually.36 As males become independent from their natal families, they form relatively stable 
associations with preferred other males, where they exchange information and assess potential 
reproductive competitors.37 Adult males may choose to join female groups when they are sexually 
active38 or occasionally to simply renew social bonds.39 
 
In captive situations, mother-offspring bonds and relationships formed between non-related 
female and male elephants are often disrupted when one elephant is transferred to another facility 
for breeding or management purposes. Given the importance of elephants’ social bonds, mothers 
and their female offspring should not be separated, and male offspring should not be prematurely 
taken from their mothers. Bonds between non-related elephants should also remain undisturbed. 
(Also see ESAI’s Statement on the Separation of Captive Born Elephant Calves from their Mothers.) 
 
Keeping an elephant solitary is harmful. 
Keeping an elephant alone, without other conspecifics, is harmful to health and welfare.40 Research 
involving other mammalian species has shown that social deprivation can cause profound and 
lasting psychological effects in animals, including self-mutilation, disturbance in perception and 
learning, total apathy and withdrawal symptoms, anxiety behaviour, aggression, and compromised 
cognitive processes.41,42 ,43 ,44 ,45 There are indications of  similar problems in single captive 
elephants, including self-mutilation, anxiety, stereotypies, and aggression.46 Humans simply cannot 



replace the social environment necessary for elephants’ health and well-being, therefore, elephants 
should not be held alone unless it is unavoidable for medical reasons.  
 
Traumatic events or treatment related to captivity can have long-lasting impacts. 
Elephants possess excellent long-term memory,47,48,49 and past adverse events are known to shape 
behaviour. For example, elephants in Gorongosa National Park, Mozambique, were slaughtered in 
large numbers during that country’s civil war (1995-2006). Today, the elephants are extremely wary 
of humans; they respond defensively by fleeing or attacking.50 Bradshaw states that 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.”51 
Similarly, Shannon states that fundamental social skills and key decision-making abilities that are 
essential to living in complex societies could be significantly altered in the long-term by 
anthropogenic disruption (e.g., culling or translocation or separation from family members), and 
that this may persist for decades after the disturbance was experienced.52 
 
The majority of captive elephants were captured in the wild53, meaning they would have 
experienced traumatic events during capture, such as separation from their families; witnessing the 
deaths of family members during culls; the stress of capture, human handling, and transport; and 
introduction to unknown captive environments. Elephants’ capacity for long-term memory and the 
importance of social bonds provide ample reason to presume that traumatic events related to 
capture can have lasting effects on behaviour and psychological well-being. In addition, where the 
mother and other family members are absent, a growing calf will lack crucial socialisation and 
learning opportunities required for normal psychological and social adjustment, the ability to deal 
with adverse situations, and the development of adequate coping strategies. 54,55,56,57 
 
Captive born elephants can also experience significant trauma.58  Asian elephant calves bred for use 
in tourism are separated from their mothers at a premature age and forcefully trained to submit to 
people.59 Usually they will not be reunited with their mothers. In other situations, inexperienced 
mothers often reject and may even harm their infants. Captive mothers have killed their calves, an 
aberrant behaviour unseen in free-living elephants. A management response in some captive 
situations is to take calves away from their chained mothers immediately after birth and then later 
re-introduce them. The long-term effects of this practice are unknown. Finally, calves are often 
born into dysfunctional elephant groups where social dynamics are unstable and may include 
aggression between conspecifics. 
 
Although female elephants may naturally live with unrelated females on occasion, in captive 
situations non-kin females are generally housed closely together in small compounds, even though 
they may not be compatible. In roughly 50% of analysed cases involving African elephants in 
European zoos60, the relationship between non-related females was shown to be either agonistic or 
indifferent. Confining non-compatible conspecifics together in close proximity may cause chronic 
stress, with negative physiological61 and cognitive62 consequences. 
 
Most elephants in captive situations have experienced varying degrees of trauma which can 
potentially have lasting physical, behavioural, and social consequences. 
 



Captive environments do not meet elephants’ complex physical needs.  
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, on 
reproduction and health.63 Captive living conditions differ drastically from those for which 
elephants are adapted. Over millions of years, elephants have evolved to be on the move in 
expansive home ranges, as they travel with their family groups. Elephants’ musculoskeletal system 
and feet are an adaptation for walking long distances.64 Walking for health reasons is vital for 
humans and other animals, not only physically but for development of the brain.65  
 
In captive environments, outdoor spaces for elephants are orders of magnitude smaller in size than 
elephants’ natural ranges and may offer limited access to natural substrates on which to walk. 
Indoor spaces are even smaller than those outdoors and may contain hard substrates such as 
concrete66. In areas that experience cold weather, elephants may spend most of their time indoors 
and possibly chained during that time. The tethering or chaining of elephants is meant to 
immobilize and control the animal. Chaining can be temporary or continuous. Elephants in traveling 
shows may spend up to 23 continuous hours on chains67, including during transport and at 
performance venues. Captive elephants used in tourism in Asia, when not working, spend most of 
their time on chains between 2m and 15m long.68  
 
In general, captive elephants have extremely limited space and opportunity for exercise and 
generally little to no incentive to do so. Exercise is not only important for muscle development, 
welfare and physical health; 69 voluntary exercise can increase levels of brain derived neurotrophic 
factor (BDNF) and other growth factors, stimulate neurogenesis, increase resistance to brain insult 
and improve learning and mental performance.70 Lack of movement and poor substrates are also 
associated with serious health problems (see below). 
 
In an unpublished study by Joyce Poole, she found evidence to show that the physical conditions of 
captivity cannot allow for full expression of elephants’ natural behaviours, thus compromising 
welfare.71 For adult females housed without juveniles or calves, 43% (N=308) of behaviours 
documented in free-living elephants were likely to occur in captivity, but half of this number would 
occur only in limited contexts. For adult females housed with immatures, 56% (N=330) of 
behaviours documented in situ were likely to be expressed in captivity, though 22% of these would 
only be expressed in limited contexts. Of the 266 behaviours displayed in situ by adult males, only 
37% were likely to occur in captivity, and a good number of these only in limited contexts. 
 
In sum, captive environments simply cannot approximate the spatial and environmental conditions 
necessary for the health and welfare of elephants.  
 
Elephant health problems in captive conditions. 
Serious health problems and often a decreased life span in captive-held elephants are well 
documented.72,73 Captive elephants may suffer arthritis, osteoarthritis, hernia (Hernia perinealis), 
swelling of the knee joints (Bursitis praepatellaris), skin calluses (Tyloma olecrani), and abscesses.74 
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 natural substrate to keep foot 
pads and nails supple and naturally trimmed.75 Musculoskeletal impairments are one of the major 
health issues in captive-held elephants, including degenerative joint disease, low bone density76, 



and ensuing lameness77. Although the causes of these problems can be varied, they all indicate 
poor husbandry systems.78 
 
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.79 Tuberculosis (TB) 
is a pervasive problem in captive elephants. The human variant is transmitted by humans to 
elephants, and an elephant can infect other humans and elephants on close contact, indicating  
two-way transmission.80,81 Most occurrences of human TB in zoos have been discovered in Asian 
elephants, although there is some evidence that it occurs in African elephants as well.82,83 It has 
been identified as a major cause of disease and death among captive elephants in several Asian 
countries and is believed  to be on the increase due to lack of nutrition, reduced immunity, and 
overwork.84,85,86,87 Recent studies worryingly suggest that human tuberculosis may have begun to 
spill over into wild elephant populations in Asia88, and possibly in Africa89, posing a threat to their 
health.  
 
Harsh training and management practices harm elephants. 
The use of coercive training to control elephants includes trainers relying on the bullhook (also 
called the ankus), a device resembling a fireplace poker with a sharpened metal tip and hook at the 
end, to dominate and control elephants. For the bullhook to be effective an elephant must be 
taught to associate the device with pain, otherwise it means nothing to them.90 During the 
breaking/training process, elephants are restrained and often subjected to the severe pain the hook 
can inflict.59 The elephant learns that the only way to avoid pain is to submit. As long as an elephant 
fears the bullhook, the mere presence of the device is enough to subdue this large animal. Where 
handlers have unrestricted physical access to the elephants, such as during training, performances, 
and routine handling, they constantly reinforce their dominance by using the bullhook to strike, jab, 
or hook the elephant in sensitive areas of their bodies. The long-term and lifelong negative impact 
of subjecting wild animals to coercive training should not be underestimated.91  
 
Abnormal repetitive behaviours are ubiquitous in captivity. 
Animals kept in conditions where they cannot perform behaviours typical of their species causes 
psychological suffering.92 It is known that wild animals in captivity, particularly when chained93, may 
develop abnormal behaviours, with a particular problem being stereotypic behaviour. Stereotypies 
are repetitive, seemingly functionless actions. In elephants they typically involve repeated rocking 
from side to side, swaying, and head bobbing. The presence of stereotypic behaviour is generally 
acknowledged to be an indicator of poor welfare.94,95 ,96 Stereotypic behaviours are related to life-
threatening health problems, including foot disease.97 The causes of stereotypic behaviour are 
varied. Chaining and other restrictions are often the source, but deprivation of social environment 
and contact have also been shown to be dominant causes.98,99 
 
General conditions in captivity are stressful for elephants, which negatively affects health and 
welfare.  
Captive life is unnatural for elephants and can result in continual low-level stress. Some factors that 
may have a negative impact on elephant welfare include inadequate and unnatural social and 
physical environments; lack of retreat possibility; high noise and light levels; frequent and long 
periods on chains; and climate conditions that may differ significantly from the animals’ natural 



environment. In addition, 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 welfare100; their absence 
compounds the stress factors already noted. 
 
Conclusion 
Elephants are not suited to any form of captivity, with or without training, as no captive facility 
can fulfil the basic biological, social, spatial, cognitive and intrinsic requirements of elephants. 
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