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DISCLAIMER: This manual ññCaptive Elephant Husbandry: Science, Welfare and Practice.ò is intended solely for general guidance and information purposes 
regarding the welfare, care, and management of captive elephants. The principles outlined herein are synthesized from existing national guidelines, 
advisories, directives, and legal provisions under relevant Acts and Rules (including the Wild Life (Protection) Act, 1972, as amended from time to time, and 
associated rules/regulation framed thereunder). This document does not constitute a legal interpretation or an exhaustive statutory authority. In the event of 
any ambiguity, conflict, or procedural dispute, the official Gazette notifications, statutory Acts, and statutory Rules promulgated by the competent authorities 
shall prevail. Readers are advised to refer to detailed notifications, circulars, and supplementary guidelines issued periodically by the Ministry of Environment, 
Forest and Climate Change (MoEF&CC), Government of India, as well as the respective State Forest Departments / Chief Wildlife Wardens. Local conditions, 
specific state rules, and court orders/directives issued by relevant judicial bodies from time to time must be duly considered while applying these principles in 
practice. 
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PREFACE 

The Asian elephant (Elephas maximus) holds an iconic and deeply revered position within Indiaôs ecological, 
historical, and cultural fabric. For millennia, these highly intelligent, long-lived, and socially complex mammals 
have shared an enduring bond with human society. Today, as custodians of the world's largest population of 
Asian elephants, India holds a responsibility to ensure that those living under human supervision are cared 
for with compassion, and scientific understanding. In recent years, rapid advancements in veterinary 
medicine, animal behaviour, and welfare sciences have fundamentally transformed our understanding of 
elephant care. There is an urgent, collective recognition that managing elephants in captivity demands a 
holistic, welfare-oriented framework that actively supports their physical health, natural social structures, and 
complex psychological needs.  
 

Historically, critical knowledge on this subject has been fragmented, scattered across diverse academic 
institutions, forest departments, traditional husbandry lineages, and clinical veterinary practices. 
Consequently, the need for a unified, scientifically grounded, and standardized national directive has never 
been more pressing. Recognizing this critical gap, the Project Elephant Division of the Ministry of 
Environment, Forest and Climate Change, in close collaboration with the Elephant Cell at the Wildlife Institute 
of India, has developed this comprehensive manual: ñCaptive Elephant Husbandry: Science, Welfare and 
Practice.ò This manual synthesizes contemporary, peer-reviewed scientific research with ground-level field 
realities and traditional husbandry wisdom into a standardized field friendly framework. Designed as an 
operational and clinical companion for veterinarians, forest personnel, mahouts, temple authorities, and 
institutional managers, this document addresses the multi-dimensional aspects of captive elephant care 
across several core thematic areas. 
 

To address nutritional ecology and feeding management, the document emphasizes transitioning from 
monotonous, high-energy diets toward individualized, age-specific, and physiologically appropriate rations. 
Focus is given on diets prepared using diverse green fodder, essential roughage, and carefully regulated 
concentrates to prevent metabolic disorders and gastrointestinal issues. Regarding housing requirements, 
the text supports shifting the paradigm from restrictive confinement to designing complex, enriched micro-
habitats. It provides details on appropriate natural substrates and adequate spatial provisions to allow free 
movement and the expression of natural behaviours. For comprehensive health management, the core focus 
is placed on preventive veterinary medicine, routine clinical and health monitoring, and the early detection of 
subtle physical or behavioural alterations. To address the mitigation of stress and prevention of abuse, the 
manual establishes clear physiological and behavioural boundaries. These standards protect elephants from 
the systemic impacts of chronic stress, overwork, neglect, improper tethering, and unsafe long-distance 
transport. Under regulatory compliance and legal frameworks, the manual provides administrative protocols 
to maintain complete lifetime traceability, individual service registers, and strict adherence to the Wild Life 
(Protection) Act, 1972, along with all associated statutory rules. Finally, for behavioural management and 
physiological milestones, specific, positive-reinforcement operational guidelines are provided to safely 
navigate highly sensitive physiological phases.  
 

We gracefully acknowledge and extend our deepest gratitude to the veterinarians, wildlife biologists, field 
practitioners, and peer reviewers who generously volunteered their time, technical expertise, and decades of 
cumulative field experience to shape this important publication. We are equally indebted to our advisors and 
the senior leadership at the Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change and the Wildlife Institute of 
India for their institutional support, guidance, and vision. 
 

It is our earnest hope that this volume serves as a vital repository of knowledge and an operational guide for 
all custodians entrusted with the duty of caring for these animals, thereby fostering a more compassionate, 
accountable, and scientifically informed system of elephant management across India.   

 
 

Editorial Team 
Project Elephant Division & Wildlife Institute of India 

Government of India 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 
 
BACKGROUND 
The Asian elephant (Elephas maximus) is embedded deeply in India's historical, cultural, and ecological 
heritage, making it one of the country's most iconic species. For thousands of years, elephants have 
walked alongside human societies as a symbol of power and divinity, companions in warfare, labourers 
in forests, participants in religious ceremonies, and icons of cultural identity. Their presence is deeply 
woven into Indian mythology, literature, art, and religious traditions, where they are revered not merely 
as animals but as embodiments of strength, wisdom, prosperity, and spiritual significance. The elephant 
occupies a unique place in the collective consciousness of the people of India, reflecting a relationship 
between humans and wildlife that is both ancient and enduring. The association between humans and 
elephants in the Indian subcontinent exists spanning several millennia. Archaeological evidence from the 
Indus Valley Civilization indicates that elephants were kept in captivity over 4,500 years ago. References 
to elephants occur throughout ancient Indian literature, including the Ramayana, Mahabharata, Buddhist 
texts, and numerous historical chronicles. In these accounts, elephants appear not only as symbols of 
royal authority and military strength but also as valued companions in governance, trade, hunting, and 
ceremonial life. From the battlefields of ancient kingdoms to the royal courts of medieval India, elephants 
played an important role in shaping the political and cultural history of the subcontinent. 
 
Captive elephants were historically maintained primarily to meet the strategic security and economic 
needs of human societies. To illustrate, they served as war elephants, draught animals, hunting 
companions, and indispensable sources of power in forestry and construction activities. Their ability to 
traverse difficult terrain, move heavy loads, and operate in dense forests made them invaluable long 
before the advent of mechanized technologies. For centuries, the capture, taming, and management of 
elephants were regarded as specialised skills, supported by traditional knowledge systems that evolved 
across different regions of the country. 
 
Despite their long association and confinement with humans, elephants have never undergone true 
domestication and continued to retain the biological, behavioural, and ecological characteristics of a wild 
individual. Captive conditions may have influence on their behaviour and increase their dependence on 
humans, but it does not alter their underlying natural behaviour. Consequently, captive elephants must 
be managed with due recognition of the physical, behavioural, social, and ecological requirements that 
distinguish them from other domestic animals. While many captive elephants continue to receive 
dedicated care from experienced handlers and institutions, mounting concerns related to housing, 
movement, social opportunities, health care, transport, record keeping, and welfare standards have 
increasingly drawn attention from managers, keepers, veterinarians, conservationists, policymakers, and 
the public. 
 
The scientific knowledge relating to elephant biology, behaviour, health, and welfare has expanded 
substantially during the last few decades. There is an increasing recognition that the management of 
captive elephants must extend beyond basic husbandry and survival to encompass physical health, 
behavioural well-being, social needs, environmental enrichment, psychological stability, and protection 
from unnecessary suffering. This nuanced understanding has been accompanied by the development of 
legal and administrative safeguards intended to promote responsible management and welfare-oriented 
care of captive elephants in India. Although India possesses several legal and administrative instruments 
governing the management of captive elephants, considerable variation continues to exist in 
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management practices across states, institutions, and ownership systems. Captive elephants are 
maintained in forest camps, temples, rescue and rehabilitation centres, zoological institutions, private 
establishments, and government-managed facilities operating under diverse ecological, cultural, and 
administrative conditions. While such diversity reflects the richness of India's traditions and management 
systems, it has also resulted in variation in standards relating to housing, nutrition, health care, 
behavioural management, welfare assessment, transport, documentation, and institutional 
accountability. 
 
The absence of a nationally harmonized framework has increasingly highlighted the need for a common 
set of guiding principles that can support consistency in captive elephant management while remaining 
sufficiently flexible to accommodate regional circumstances and traditional knowledge systems. Such 
principles are not intended to replace existing laws, local practices, or institutional experience. Rather, 
they are intended to provide a common foundation through which management decisions may be guided 
by scientific understanding, welfare considerations, legal obligations, and ethical responsibilities. 
 
The present volume, ñCaptive Elephant Husbandry: Science, Welfare and Practiceò, has been developed 
to bring together scientific knowledge, legal requirements, welfare principles, traditional experience, and 
practical management realities into a coherent national framework for enhancing overall elephant welfare 
in captivity.  Recognizing the diversity of management systems that exist across the country, the manual 
seeks to provide a common set of directive principles that can guide states, institutions, and elephant 
custodians in ensuring consistent standards of welfare, care, accountability, and management. The 
directive principles presented in this volume are intended to assist managers, veterinarians, mahouts, 
caregivers, institutions, and regulatory authorities in promoting a humane, accountable, scientifically 
informed, and welfare-oriented system of captive elephant management in India. 
 
India has approximately 2,700 captive elephants, the majority privately owned, with the remainder held 
by the Forest Department, zoos, and rescue or rehabilitation facilities. Departmental elephants are 
generally maintained in forest camps, zoos, and rehabilitation centres and are primarily deployed for 
patrolling, human-elephant conflict management, and rescue operations. Privately owned elephants are 
kept by individuals, temples, religious trusts, and other institutions, and their possession is governed by 
existing legal provisions.  
 
To ensure effective regulation and monitoring, the Ministry of Environment, Forest & Climate Change has 
developed the Gajah Suchana Database. This comprehensive national database aims to maintain 
detailed records of physical (origin, identity, microchip ID, facility, ownership, physical measurements, 
photographs, jurisdictional details, etc.) and genetic (individual profiling) information for every captive 
elephant across the country. These details are critical for temporal monitoring and for managing the 
animalsô overall welfare, transfers, and ownership. 
 
DEFINING CAPTIVITY 
A clear understanding of ócaptivityô is fundamental to the responsible elephant management. Elephants 
maintained under human control should be regarded as captive elephants and not as domestic animals. 
Domestication is a biological process involving selective breeding over many generations, resulting in 
genetic and behavioural changes that distinguish domestic animals from their wild ancestors. Elephants 
have never undergone such a process and therefore continue to retain the anatomical, physiological, 
behavioural, social, and ecological characteristics of a wild species, irrespective of whether they are born 
in the wild or under wild sired captive conditions. 
 
Captivity may be understood as a condition in which an elephant's access to food, water, shelter, 
movement, social interactions, reproduction, and environmental experiences is substantially influenced 
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or controlled by human decisions. While captivity may alter an elephant's surroundings and increase its 
dependence on humans, it does not fundamentally change the biological nature of the animal. Many 
aspects of elephant behaviour, including patterns of movement, social organisation, communication, 
learning, and environmental interaction, remain closely aligned with those of free-ranging populations. 
This distinction has important implications for management. The responsible management therefore, 
extends beyond maintaining physical survival and requires consideration of the species-specific needs 
that continue to persist under captive conditions. 
 
Captive elephants live under conditions of human dependency, where their welfare is largely determined 
by the quality of management decisions made on their behalf. Access to nutrition, water, shelter, health 
care, social opportunities, environmental stimulation, and protection from harm is dependent upon those 
entrusted with their care. The defining feature of captivity is therefore not merely physical confinement, 
but the transfer of responsibility for the animal's welfare from the natural environment to human 
custodians. Thus, understanding captivity in this manner provides the foundation for all subsequent 
principles contained in this manual.  
 
ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS IN CAPTIVE ELEPHANT MANAGEMENT 
Ethical considerations in captive elephant management arise from the responsibility assumed by humans 
when elephants are maintained under their care and control. Ethical management therefore requires that 
all decisions relating to their care and use place the welfare of the elephant at the centre of management 
practices for charting proper scientific elephant care, balanced diet & mineral requirements, sufficient 
spaces for movement, maintaining balance work schedules as well as opportunities for social interaction, 
maintaining good relationship of handler with their elephants  and mental simulation etc. 
 
Ethical management extends beyond the mere absence of visible cruelty. It requires active efforts to 
prevent hunger, thirst, disease, pain, fear, chronic restraint, inappropriate workloads, unsafe transport, 
social isolation, poor housing conditions, environmental deprivation, and unnecessary stress. Equally 
important is the provision of conditions that allow elephants to maintain good physical health, behavioural 
well-being, and social stability. Captive elephants should be provided opportunities to engage in 
behaviours that are characteristic of their species, including walking, foraging, bathing, wallowing, 
dusting, scratching, resting, and interacting with other elephants. The ability to express such behaviours 
is an important component of welfare and should be considered when designing housing systems, daily 
routines, enrichment programmes, work schedules, and management interventions. 
 
An ethical approach to elephant management also requires that relationships between elephants and 
their handlers be based upon knowledge, patience, consistency, routine, and trust. Management 
practices should thus encourage cooperation and positive interactions during feeding, bathing, health 
care, transport, and routine husbandry activities. Notwithstanding individual variations in behaviour and 
temperament of elephants, the use of fear, punishment, excessive force, or intimidation is inconsistent 
with welfare-oriented management and may compromise both elephant welfare and human safety. 
Ethical management therefore requires that elephants be treated not merely as assets or working 
animals, but as sentient being whose welfare, dignity, and well-being remain central to all management 
decisions. 
 
IMPORTANCE OF PROPER MANAGEMENT FOR ENSURING WELFARE IN CAPTIVITY 
The welfare of captive elephants is determined largely by the quality of management provided throughout 
their lives. Unlike free-ranging wild elephants, captive elephants depend upon human decisions for 
access to food, water, shelter, health care, movement opportunities, social interactions, and protection 
from harm. Consequently, management practices have a direct influence on their physical condition, 
behavioural well-being, and overall quality of life. 
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Proper management requires an integrated approach that recognises welfare as a combination of 
physical, behavioural, social, and psychological well-being. Good welfare cannot be achieved through 
nutrition or veterinary care alone, nor through housing or behavioural management in isolation. Rather, 
welfare depends upon the cumulative effect of daily management decisions relating to feeding, housing, 
hygiene, health care, handling, work, social opportunities, environmental conditions, and record keeping. 
The overarching objective of captive elephant management shall be to ensure the highest attainable 
standards of welfare irrespective of ownership, location, or purpose of captivity. This objective may be 
achieved through three interrelated foundations: maintaining physical health, promoting 
behavioural and social well-being, and ensuring responsible management through legal and 
institutional compliance. Together, these foundations provide the basis for welfare-oriented 
management systems capable of meeting the diverse needs of captive elephants. 
 
The broad principles that should guide captive elephant management include: 
¶ Recognition of captive elephants as wild animals maintained under human care. 
¶ Provision of adequate nutrition, clean drinking water, and appropriate shelter. 
¶ Opportunities for movement, behavioural expression, and compatible social interaction wherever 
practicable. 

¶ Maintenance of environmental hygiene, comfort, and enrichment. 
¶ Regular health monitoring, preventive veterinary care, and timely medical intervention. 
¶ Safe handling practices based on knowledge, consistency, and welfare-centred management. 
¶ Prevention of cruelty, neglect, overwork, inappropriate restraint, and avoidable stress. 
¶ Compliance with applicable legal requirements, documentation, and institutional responsibilities. 

 
These above broad principles provide conceptual foundation for the directive principles presented in the 
chapters that follow. Together, they promote a management approach that seeks to safeguard the 
physical health, behavioural well-being, social needs, and overall welfare of captive elephants throughout 
their lives. 
 
SCOPE OF THIS MANUAL 
This manual presents a set of directive principles intended to guide the management of captive elephants 
maintained under different systems across India. The principles address the major components of captive 
elephant management, including nutrition and feeding, housing and environmental management, health 
care, behavioural management, welfare assessment, legal compliance, documentation and record 
keeping, operational management, and safety considerations associated with the care and use of captive 
elephants. The document is intended for managers, veterinarians, mahouts, caregivers, forest 
departments, temple authorities, zoological institutions, rescue and rehabilitation centres, private 
custodians, and other stakeholders involved in the management of captive elephants. While the principles 
are applicable across diverse management settings, they should be implemented in a manner that is 
consistent with applicable laws, institutional responsibilities, and local conditions. 
 
The directive principles presented in this volume are not intended to replace existing legal provisions, 
official guidelines, traditional knowledge systems, or region-specific management practices. Rather, they 
are intended to complement them by providing a common framework for promoting responsible, welfare-
oriented, and accountable captive elephant management. Collectively, these principles seek to support 
management practices that safeguard the health, welfare, safety, and dignity of captive elephants 
throughout their lives. 
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CHAPTER II 

NUTRITION AND 
 FEEDING MANAGEMENT 

 
INTRODUCTION 
Elephants are generalized herbivore that consume a wide variety of plants. In the wild, they are known 
to feed on more than 100 to 400 plant species, meeting both their bulk dietary needs and micronutrient 
requirements. In captivity, however, feeding is often limited in plant diversity available locally where they 
are captivated and may not adequately reflect these natural requirements. Such conditions are 
associated with nutritional imbalances and long-term health consequences.  
 
Nutrition is among a primary determinant of health and welfare in captive elephants. Adequate and 
balanced feeding supports sound body condition, disease resistance, longevity, reproductive success, 
stress recovery, and behavioural stability. Whereas, inadequate or imbalanced diets commonly lead to 
chronic weakness, digestive disorders, poor work performance, infertility, foot problems, and reduced 
lifespan. Optimal feeding management must therefore be treated as a core responsibility in elephant 
care. It should not be limited to providing sufficient food quantity, but must include balanced nutrition, 
suitable food quality, structured feeding schedules, adequate water availability, and regular monitoring of 
body condition. Good nutrition, supported by consistent feeding management, is thus a fundamental 
component of humane and scientific captive elephant management. 
 
DIGESTIVE MORPHOLOGY AND FUNCTION 
Elephants are monogastric, hindgut fermenters with a specialized digestive system adapted for 
processing large quantities of fibrous plant material. The digestive tract comprises a distensible 
pharyngeal pouch, a simple stomach, a relatively short, small intestine (2m), and large intestine (12.8 m) 
with a highly developed caecum and sacculated colon, which together constitute approximately 60ï65% 
of the total digestive tract capacity. Following limited gastric and small intestinal digestion, most microbial 
fermentation occurs in the caecum and proximal colon, where a diverse population of bacteria and 
protozoa degrades structural carbohydrates such as cellulose, hemicellulose, and pectin into volatile fatty 
acids (VFAs), primarily acetate, propionate, and butyrate. These VFAs serve as the principal source of 
metabolic energy and may provide most the elephant's maintenance energy requirements. Consequently, 
dietary fibre is essential for maintaining hindgut microbial activity, digestive efficiency, and overall 
gastrointestinal health in elephants. 
 
DAILY DIETARY REQUIREMENTS 
The nutritional requirements of elephant in relation to body size remains understudied due to inherent 
challenges in observing elephants under variety of conditions. With the exception of energy requirement 
for basal metabolic functions and for maintenance, nutrient needs of elephants have been largely inferred 
from field studies of food plants and extrapolation of data from the horse. The daily energy requirement 
of adult elephants shall be considered within the range of 49,500 to 70,400 Kcal for body weights between 
2,500 and 4,000 kg (Mikota, 1994). The nutrient requirements of Asian elephants per unit of metabolic 
body size (body weight Kg0.73) is provided as Table 2.1.  
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Table 2.1: Nutrient requirements of Asian Elephants (Ananthasubramaniam, 1980) 
Type of animal DM (g) DCP (g) TDN (g) DE (Kcal) ME (Kcal) Calcium (g) 

Maintenance ð 
adult (2500 ð 6000 
Kg) 

108 6 58 278 237 0.5 

Young growing 
elephants (500 to 
2500 Kg) 

102 7 70 335 279 0.6 

DM: Dry matter DCP: Digestible crude protein TDN: Totally Digestible Nutrients DE: Digestible Energy ME: Metabolizable Energy 

For ready use, Chandrashekharan, 1992 presented the requirements of elephants of varying body 
weights and for specific physiological functions and these are summarized below.  
 
Table 2.2: Nutrient requirements of Asian Elephants based on body weight (Pushkaran, 1987) 
Body wt. 
(kg.) 

DM/day (kg) DCP/Day 
(kg) 

TDN/day 
(kg) 

DE/day 
(Therm) 

Calcium/day 
(g) 

Nutrients required for maintenance of adult elephants per head/day 

2500 32.62 1.812 17.52 83.956 151 

2700 34.55 1.919 18.55 88.932 160 

3000 37.27 2.071 20.02 95.938 173 

3200 39.12 2.173 21.01 100.692 181 

3500 41.73 2.318 22.41 107.419 193 

3700 43.50 2.416 23.32 111.950 201 

4000 46.08 2.560 24.74 118.595 213 

4200 47.70 2.650 25.61 122.765 221 

4500 50.17 2.787 26.94 129.131 232 

4700 51.81 2.878 27.82 133.357 240 

5000 54.13 3.007 29.07 139.334 251 

5200 55.77 3.098 29.95 143.559 258 

5500 58.00 3.222 31.15 149.286 269 

6000 61.15 3.397 32.84 157.404 283 
DM: Dry matter DCP: Digestible crude protein TDN: Totally Digestible Nutrients DE: Digestible Energy  

A uniform ration may not be applied across all individuals. Diets must be adjusted based on age, sex, 
body size, physiological condition, climate, season, workload, and health status. Specific adjustments 
must be made for calves, pregnant and lactating females, working elephants, aged animals, and 
individuals under recovery. Measured concentrate feed shall be used to address identified energy or 
nutrient shortfalls. Under captive management, green fodder shall constitute the bulk of the daily ration 
as it constitutes the primary source of nutrition, providing essential minerals and vitamins (Table 2.3). To 
meet this demand, daily fodder intake needs to be maintained at approximately 5% of body weight (MoEF, 
2008). For an adult elephant, this could include approximately 250 to 300 kg of green fodder, and may 
be provided in the form of palm, coconut, and bamboo leaves, grasses, branches and similar fibrous 
materials or equivalent that would be locally available (Chotwa 2010). 
 
Table 2.3: ШMinimum green fodder requirement by captive elephant as per guidelines of Directorate 
of Project Elephant (ref. no. 9-5/2003-PE dated 8-1-08) 

Height of Elephant Green Fodder 

Below 1.59 m (weaned calf) Not less than 100 kg 

1.50 m to 1.80 m Not less than 150 kg 

181 m to 2.25 m Not less than 200 kg 

Above 2.25 m Not less than 250 kg 



 

Υ Captive Elephant Husbandry: Science, Welfare and Practice 

 
FEEDING STRATEGIES AND NUTRITION PLANNING 
Feeding elephants should be planned based on individual requirement. The quantity of grains and 
supplements should be determined according to age, body size, workload, health status, and 
physiological condition. Each captive elephant shall have an individual feeding schedule prepared in 
consultation with veterinary personnel.  A ration chart should be displayed at the feeding location, and 
the officer in charge shall regularly verify compliance with the prescribed ration.  
 
Access to natural foraging is a must for all captive elephants as such feeding behaviour stimulates them 
both physically and psychologically. As elephants tend to forage even when walking and working, 
opportunities for free foraging be provided by taking the elephants to such areas regularly where diverse 
forages exist. While a balanced nutrition is an appropriate psychological stimulation that can only keep 
an elephant active and healthy.  Otherwise, the elephants would look dull, depressed and often obese.       
Feeding practices shall be designed to encourage natural foraging behaviour.  Base rations shall rely on 
ad libitum access to diverse green fodder, adjusted for body size and seasonal availability. 
 
Special feeding needs 
a) The elephant calves shall receive age-appropriate, specialized nutritional care as prescribed by the 
attending veterinary professional. This shall include scientifically formulated milk replacers, 
supplementary feeds, minerals, and vitamins tailored to the calfôs age, weight, and health status. 
Feeding schedules, diet composition, and any modifications shall be determined and monitored by 
the veterinary team to ensure optimal growth, immunity, and overall development. 

b) Pregnant and lactating elephants shall be provided additional nutritional support. Energy intake may 
be increased by approximately 25ï50% of the regular diet to meet the demands of gestation, lactation, 
and growth based on prescription of the veterinary professional. 

c) Working elephants shall receive additional energy support based on workload.   
d) Sick, old, or weak and emaciated elephants and those recovering from excessive work shall be 
provided special rations as prescribed by the veterinary professional. 

 
Water needs 
Adequate water shall be provided to ensure proper digestion, hydration, thermoregulation, and overall 
health. Elephants require large quantities of clean drinking water, with an average daily requirement of 
approximately 250 litres (Das, 2003). Water shall be made available regularly (3-4 times per day) and 
reliably from natural sources such as rivers and streams, wherever feasible, supplemented by artificial 
water points. Salt intake may increase water consumption and thereby support thermoregulation. Fresh 
fodder materials such as banana tree stalks and piths may also contribute to hydration.  The following 
practices shall be ensured:  
¶ Clean water: Elephant camps should always be established where a perennial source of clean 
flowing water exists, ideally by the riverside. Elephants shall be provided with fresh and clean 
drinking water, particularly during hot weather and after routine work. An elephant may consume 
up to approximately 250 liters of water per day.  

¶ Thermoregulation and hydration: Adequate water intake shall be maintained to support 
digestion, renal function, and thermoregulation. Elephants shall also have access to water for 
body cooling through spraying.  

¶ Water sources: Separate water point sources shall be provided for drinking and bathing 
wherever possible. As elephants commonly defecate and urinate in water bodies, shared use 
may lead to contamination and increased risk of infectious diseases. Where separate sources 
are not feasible, flowing water sources such as streams shall be preferred for drinking. 

¶ Watering storage: Water storage facilities and vessels shall be kept clean and free from 
contaminants such as petroleum products. 
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Malnutrition, risks and management 
Captive elephants maintained in unnatural conditions that lack green space are entirely dependent on 
their caretakers for food provision. In such conditions, malnutrition is a common management-related 
condition arising from insufficient quantity, poor-quality fodder, imbalanced diets, lack of dietary variety, 
improper intake or utilization of nutrients. Feeding elephants with limited types of food over prolonged 
periods be avoided, as it may lead to nutritional deficiencies and associated health problems.  
 
Undernutrition: signs, risks and management 
Poor body condition in elephants shall be treated as an immediate indicator of possible inadequate or 
poor-quality feeding or impaired nutrient intake, digestion, absorption and utilization. In such cases, diet 
quality and quantity shall be reviewed as a priority. Affected elephants shall receive appropriate dietary 
supplementation and veterinary evaluation. Underweight individuals may be improved through better-
quality feeding, with the limited use of unhusked rice where required. 
 
Obesity: signs, risks and management 
Overweight condition, often observed in zoo and temple elephants, as a significant management concern, 
particularly where it is associated with poor muscle mass. This condition is commonly linked to excessive 
feeding, especially of concentrates, combined with inadequate physical activity. Such practices may lead 
to obesity, infertility, chronic foot lesions and associated metabolic disorders. Concentrate feeding shall 
be regulated, and intentional overfeeding to pacify stressed elephants shall be avoided. All captive 
elephants shall be provided with regular exercise, including walking for a few kilometres daily, as part of 
routine management. 
 
Hygiene, safety and storage of concentrates  
Concentrates (grains, pulses etc.) must be sourced from reliable suppliers and inspected regularly for 
quality before use. It should be free from mould, insect infestation, sand, gravel, stones, or other 
contaminants and must be adequately protected from insect pests, rodents and birds, to prevent 
contamination, spoilage, and the transmission of infectious diseases. Cooked food shall be prepared 
fresh each day and shall not be stored or reused on the following day.  Appropriate storage and 
biosecurity measures shall be implemented to maintain feed hygiene, quality, and safety. 
 
Monitoring Nutritional Status 
Regular assessment shall be undertaken to ensure effective nutritional management. The following 
indicators shall be routinely monitored:  
¶ Body condition score 
¶ Growth rate in calves and juveniles  
¶ Dung consistency  
¶ Presence of undigested fibre in dung  
¶ Feeding frequency  
¶ Time spent foraging  
¶ Foot pad condition  
¶ Dental condition  
¶ Reproductive status 

 
Accurate records should be maintained to support evaluation and continuous improvement of feeding 
practices. Calves shall be weighed regularly, and morphometric measurements shall be recorded 
periodically. 
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MANAGEMENT RECOMMENDATIONS 
Appropriate nutrition is fundamental to the health and welfare of captive elephants. Improved mobility, 
reproductive performance, behavioural stability, and overall health outcomes are closely linked with 
proper rationing and sound feeding practices. Nutritional management shall therefore be integrated with 
broader husbandry practices, including water provision, hygiene, exercise, and behavioural enrichment, 
to optimise elephant well-being.  
 
Nutrition and feeding management must be flexible and adapted to each elephant and its environment. 
The goal is not just to provide enough food, but to ensure the right quality, quantity, and hygienic feeding 
practices that meet the animalôs physical and behavioural needs. Effective feeding systems in India shall 
combine traditional husbandry knowledge with scientific oversight, regular monitoring, and careful 
management. When applied consistently, these principles support humane and sustainable captive 
elephant management. 
 

a) Green fodder and fibrous roughage shall constitute the primary dietary base.  
b) Concentrates shall be provided only in measured quantities based on recommendations of 
the veterinary officials and other competent authorities.   

c) The ration for an individual elephant shall be calculated according to body condition, age, 
workload, and reproductive status.  

d) Continuous access to adequate clean potable water at all times should be ensured.  
e) Mineral licks or mineral mixtures shall be provided where deficiencies are identified or 
suspected.  

f) Natural foraging and movement shall be encouraged through appropriate feed placement and 
regular exercise.  

g) Nutritional management shall be integrated with foot care, enrichment, and overall husbandry 
practices.  

h) Written records of feeding and health status shall be maintained for each elephant. 
i) Provide age-specific diets for growing and aged elephants to meet their unique nutritional 
requirements. 

j) Avoid sudden dietary changes to preserve hindgut microbial stability. 
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