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Introduction

Elephants have an enormous cultural and 
religious significance in Vietnam. Historically, 
images of elephants and of national heroes were 
often associated. During the Nguyen Dynasty 
from 1802 – 1945, domestic elephants graced 
the Royal Courts and were revered by some of 
Vietnam’s ethnic minorities. The Vietnam people 
are proud of this big animal. Images of elephants 
are still inherent in traditional cultures of ethnic 
minorities in the Central Highlands, especially in 
Buon Don district, Daklak province. 

Currently, Vietnamese elephants are listed 
as critically endangered in the Red Book of 
Vietnam, in addition to their listing in annex I 
of CITES. Laws relating to wildlife conservation 
forbid the local people to catch wild elephants. 
However the local people still conserve and 
respect the traditional expertise of elephant 
taming as a cultural feature of the community. 
Correspondingly, elephants remain a legend and 
symbol of Buon Don, Daklak province, which 
holds the largest number of wild elephants in 
Vietnam. Every year in March, the ‘elephant 
festival’ is held there and attracts many foreign 
and domestic tourists. 

During the Vietnam War elephants were employed 
in transporting. After the war, domestic elephants 
continued to be used in agricultural production 
and other daily activities of local people such 
as transporting, logging, and participating 
in celebrations and festivals. Along with the 
modernization of society, the role of domestic 
elephants in Vietnam has changed to serving in 
the tourism industry, circuses and zoos while 
continuing to participate in celebrations and 
festivals.

Wild elephants

Distribution

Field research and information from local people 
suggests that elephants were distributed almost 
throughout the mountainous and highland 
regions in the west of Vietnam before 1980. From 
then on the areas of elephant distribution have 
declined continuously. By 2002 there remained 
approximately 11 to 20 areas that sheltered 
elephants (Heffernan & Trinh Viet Cuong 2004). 
Currently, the number of areas with elephants 
has decreased to 8 or 9. These areas with small 
populations of elephants lie in remote areas of the 
Northern and Southern parts of Central Vietnam, 
along the Lao–Vietnamese border, the Central 
Highlands along the border with Cambodia, and 
the Eastern part of South Vietnam. 

According to data sources and estimates from 
researchers in the Institute of Ecology and 
Biological Resources, Forest Inventory and 
Planning Institute, Forest Protection Department 
(FPD) and experts of WWF, FFI, Birdlife, etc. 
the number of wild elephants in Vietnam are 
declining (Table 1).

Since 2004 there have not been any countrywide 
surveys of wild elephants. Occasional reports 
of the presence of wild elephants have been 
received from locals in Nghe An, Ha Tinh, Quang 
Binh and Quang Nam provinces in the North 
and South of Central Vietnam; Kon Tum, Gia 
Lai, Daklak provinces in the Central Highland; 
and Binh Thuan, Dong Nai in the East of South 
Vietnam. In almost all of the above instances, 
natural forest areas where wild elephants could 
occur lie within protected areas. For example 
the Pu Mat National Park (NP) in Nghe An, the 
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Vu Quang NP in Ha Tinh, the Phong Nha Ke 
Bang NP in Quang Binh, the Song Thanh natural 
reserve in Quang Nam, the Chu Mom Ray NP 
in Kon Tum, the Kon Ka Kinh in Gia Lai, and 
the Yok Don NP in Dak Lak. The remainder of 
elephant habitat is scattered and degraded forest 
belonging to forestry companies, especially in 
Binh Thuan and Dong Nai provinces. 

Daklak province in the Central Highland has the 
largest elephant population. The Department of 
Forest Resources and Environment Management 
(FREM) of Tay Nguyen University in December 

of 2009 reported on the elephants in Daklak 
province. They conducted a survey of elephant 
tracks (Fig. 2) then established regression 
equations to simulate the relationship between 
age and hind footprint length of elephants. 
Based on the information of the frequency of 
tracks and statistical analysis they estimated the 
number of wild elephants to be around 83 to 110 
individuals. The elephants live mainly in natural 
forests of Yok Don NP in Buon Don District 
and forest enterprises located in Ea Soup and Ea 
H’Leo districts (Figs. 3 & 4). The number of wild 
elephants in Yok Don NP is around of 55 to 63 
individuals. Around 24-42 individuals ranged in 
forest areas belonging to Ea H’Mo and Ya Lop 
enterprises and approximately 4-5 individuals 
in forest areas of Chu Pha Enterprise. The study 
divided elephants into several age groups, based 
on physiological and biological characteristics 
and possibility for taming (Table 2).

The estimated number of elephants for Daklak 
province by the FREM study was more than 

Figure 1.  Maps of provinces with wild elephants before 2000 (left) and in 2011 (right).

Table 1.  Estimated numbers of wild elephants in 
Vietnam (Trinh Viet Cuong et al. 2002).

Time Number of Elephants
1975 – 1980 1500-2000
1990 – 1992 400-600
1993 – 1995 258-305

1997 160-170
1997 – 2000   85-114

2004 76-94
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that suggested by the IUCN in 2004 (76-94 
countrywide). This is possibly explained by two 
factors: 1) The FREM estimate is the outcome 
of a detailed field survey in Daklak province 2) 
the number of wild elephants in Daklak may 
have increased due to natural breeding and 
transfer between deciduous forest areas between 
Cambodia and Vietnam. Yok Don NP where 
most of the elephants in Daklak are found is a 
fairly large and safe area ensuring the viability 
of wild elephant herds. Some of the elephants 
in Daklak probably move between Vietnam and 
Cambodia, while others are resident. Some of 
them venture into adjoining agricultural areas 
causing conflict.

According to the FREM estimate there are 
around 39 individuals of age class 16-45 
years in the Daklak population, which are the 
potential individuals for breeding and population 
development in the wild (Fig. 5). The 7-10 
babies if captured for taming would preserve the 
longstanding tradition of elephant capture and 
training, and supplement the domestic elephant 
numbers of local ethnic minority people. This 
is considered an issue in conservation both of 
elephants and local ethnic groups.

Threats in the country

From 1989 to 1999, 60 deaths of wild elephants 
were recorded due to human-elephant conflict 
(HEC), poaching and unknown causes. The 
deaths occurred in forest areas belonging to 15 
districts of 9 provinces, comprising of: Lai Chau, 
Nghe An, Quang Nam, Kon Tum, Binh Định, Đak 
Lak, Đong Nai, Binh Thuan, and Ba Ria – Vung 
Tau (Trinh Viet Cuong et al. 2002). According 
to Heffernan & Trinh Viet Cuong (2004), the 
main reasons leading to the depletion of elephant 

populations are:
• Almost all natural forests in the country 

are exploited for collecting wood and non-
timber forest products.

• Forest clearance for agriculture, industrial 
plants and residences.

• Ivory poaching and resultant impacts on 
the reproductive competence of the wild 
elephant population.

• Poaching of elephants for other elephant 
products, such as tail hairs, feet, skin etc.

Table 2.  Age level divisions [years] of elephants 
in Daklak (FREM 2009).

Age Characteristics of age class
< 5 Babies, possibility for taming high

5 – 15 Young, non-reproductive
16 – 45 Middle aged, reproductive 
46 – 55 Old, reproductively weak 

> 55 Very old & weak, post-reproductive 

Figure 2.  Measure wild elephant footprints in 
Yok Don NP (FREM 2009).

Figure 3.  Fresh dung of wild elephants in the 
bamboo forest in Buon Don (FREM 2009).
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Figure 5.  Estimated number of wild elephants of 
different age classes in Daklak province (2009).

In addition, HEC, natural deaths and emigration 
to other areas also probably add to the population 
decrease.

Human-Elephant Conflict

Human elephant conflict is one of the principal 
threats to the survival of elephants in Vietnam 
(Heffernan & Trinh Viet Cuong 2004). Rapid 
human population growth with socio-economic 
development has had a great negative impact 
on the viability of wild elephants. Continued 
deforestation leads to increasing HEC with 
different levels of HEC occurring in all areas 
with elephants. There were 26 deaths of people 
reported in the period from 1993 to 2004 due 
to HEC (FPD 2004). HEC also inflicts a heavy 
toll on the local economy and rural livelihoods 
through damage to house and property and loss 
of crops.

Elephant management and HEC mitigation

Elephant conservation in Vietnam depends 
essentially on international and national laws. 
The Vietnam Government with the support 
of international conservation organizations 
makes an effort to conserve elephants. Elephant 
management is the responsibility of the Forest 
Protection Department and Provincial Forest 
Protection Departments. 

Some of the activities that have been undertaken 
for elephant conservation are:

• In 1992, the first wild elephant survey 
project was implemented in Thanh Hoa 
province. From 1993–1994, surveys were 
implemented in Nghe An province.

• In 1996, the action plan “Rescue of 
elephant species threatened with extinction 
in Vietnam” was established by the Forest 
Protection Department in cooperation 
with FFI Indochina (Dawson 1996). The 
objectives of this plan were to help the 
survival and development of remaining 
wild elephant populations, and reduction of 
HEC. The plan chose three priority sites that 
were considered practical areas for elephant 
conservation, in Nghe An, Quang Nam and 
Daklak provinces.

• In the Red book of Vietnam, elephants were 
listed as ‘Vulnerable’ in 1992. In 2007 it was 
changed to ‘Critically Endangered’.

• In decrees such as No.18/HDBT, 1992; 
No.48/CP, 2002 and No.32/ND-CP, 2006 
for determining the list of rare and precious 
fauna and flora, and regulation for their 
management and protection, elephants are 
listed in the IB group, which means that all 
exploitation hunting, killing, selling, etc. are 
strictly prohibited.

• In 1994, Vietnam became a signatory to 
the Convention on International Trade of 
Endangered Species (CITES). Since then, 
elephants have been included in Annex I. 
All exporting and importing of elephants 
and their products for commercial purposes 
are prohibited.

Figure 4.  Elephant habitat: semi-deciduous 
forest in Ea Soup, Daklak (FREM 2009).
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• The Government has established a protected 
area network, and there are seven national 
parks and nature reserves from Son La 
province (in the North) to Dong Nai province 
(in the South). The most important protected 
areas are Pu Mat Nature Reserve in Nghe An 
province, Yok Don NP in Daklak province 
and Cat Tien NP in Dong Nai province. 

• An elephant conservation project was 
proposed in 2009 in Daklak province, which 
links natural conservation with traditional 
culture related to elephants. This project 
was initiated in 2011. Hopefully this will be 
the start of detailed activities for elephant 
conservation in Vietnam.

HEC mitigation depends on enhanced awareness 
of communities to be cautious, but there are 
not enough activities undertaken to address this 
issue. 

Electric fencing being a very expensive 
solution has not been adopted in Vietnam as it 
is not possible to deploy electric fences even in 
protected areas or locations with serious HEC 
because of the cost. 

In 2001, due to damage to crops and huts of local 
people in Tanh Linh district, Binh Thuan province, 
the Forest Protection Department coordinated 
with the police, scientists and with support from 
Malaysian experts translocated three elephants 
from Binh Thuan to Daklak province. The 
translocation was successful but no monitoring 
was done and no information about them was 
available after release. 

As a HEC mitigation measure, the government 
also compensates for part of damages that occur 
from elephant depredation. 

Captive elephants 

In Vietnam, domestic elephants are mainly 
concentrated in the Daklak province (Fig. 6). The 
highest numbers were in Buon Don and Ea Soup 
districts where the ethnic minorities such as Laos, 
M’Nong, and J’rai have long held the tradition of 
catching and taming wild elephants. Now some 
of them are sold to other locals in Daklak for 
example - to Lak district for tourism. Domestic 
elephants are also held in zoos, circuses, and 
tourist areas nationwide.

Currently, there are 82 domestic elephants in 
Vietnam comprising of 21 males and 61 females. 
Of that, 28 individuals (2 males and 26 females) 
are in zoos, circuses and tourist areas such as 
Ha Noi, Hochiminh City, Hue, Binh Duong and 
Lam Dong provinces (Fig. 7, Pham Manh Dung 
2011). The remaining 54 elephants are in Daklak 
province. In 2000, there were 165 individuals 
countrywide. Therefore the number of domestic 
elephants has decreased by half in ten years. The 
decline in the number of captive elephants is 
mainly due to the decrease of domestic elephants 
in Daklak province (Table 3).

Reasons for the decrease of domestic elephants

• Natural forest areas, where elephants could 
be grazed, have reduced therefore there is 
not enough food and essential resources for 
elephants.

• Before 1997, the owners were mainly 
local people. However because of serious 
difficulties in caring for elephants, many of 
them sold their elephants. From 2000, with 

Table 3.  Number of domestic elephants in Daklak 
province (Source: FPD in Daklak 2011).

Year Number
1985 502
1997 115
2000 84
2006 64
2009 61
2011 54

Figure 6.  A domestic female elephant in the Da-
klak province (FREM 2009)
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the development of tourism, many locals 
sold their elephants to tourist companies.

• Currently most domestic elephants belong 
to tourist companies. They are active 
throughout the day and are exhausted after 
work. They are not provided enough time 
for rest, sufficient food, and other necessary 
conditions for their life.

• Some individuals have died because they 
were old and weak.

• Some individuals have been attacked and 
killed to collect ivory, and tail hairs.

• Lack of specialized veterinary and health 
services care for elephants.

• Elephants belonging to private owners 
or companies are widely dispersed. 
Correspondingly, there is no chance for 
reproduction.

• The law prohibits catching of wild elephants 
for taming to supplement the domestic herd.

Form of ownership and management

Apart from elephants in the zoos and circuses 
that are government agencies, nearly all domestic 
elephants owned privately belong to local people 
or tourist companies. Before 1995, the owners 
of all domestic elephants in Daklak were local 
people. They caught, tamed and took care of 
elephants based on traditional expertise. The 
elephant is a sacred and precious property for 
them. They brought up elephants not only for 
farming, transporting and logging, but also as 
a representation of prosperity and authority of 
the owners and conservation of their traditions. 
The local people let elephants wander in natural 
forests for a long time. They only found and 
brought the elephants back to the village when 
they needed to use the elephants for work or for 
particular events. That way elephants could find 
plenty of food, natural medicines and enough 
nutrition for their proper health. Also, some of 
the female elephants could breed naturally with 
wild bulls. 

Now domestic elephants are used mainly for 
economic purposes, with a focus on tourism 
and festivals. Of the 54 domestic elephants in 
Daklak currently, only 30 belong to local people. 
Consequently there are less and less local owners 

with traditional expertise. If there is no successful 
elephant conservation, then the “elephant legend” 
in Daklak and the Central Highland of Vietnam 
will disappear.  
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Figure 7.  Domestic elephants in The Saigon Zoo 
(Pham Manh Dung, 2011).




