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The Asian elephant has had a much longer
and more intricate relationship with man than
its African cousin. During the past 4000 years

Asian elephan6 have been objects of worship,
targets for hunters, beasts of burden, machines
of war, and have crossed the Alps with Hannibal
to boot. Paradoxically, however, studies of
African elephants have forged ahead of those
on its Asian cousin, with one major exception.
'Musth', the period of heightened sexual activity
and aggression in males, is synchronized and

more obvious in Asian elephants and therefore
was described a decade carlier than in African
elephants. Otherwise, the availability of biolo-
gical material from culls and cropping schemes,
the concern caused by elephant damage to trees,
and what has almost am,ounted to an extra tro-
phic layer of expatriate biologists in East Africa,
have all combined to ensure that studies of
biology and behaviour of African elephants
have remained to the forefront.

The Asion Elephont is therefore a very
welcome addition to the comparative literature
on elephants, and sets a high standard in the
Cambridge Studies in Applied Ecology and
Resource Management series. Indeed, this book
sets standards of its own for the way it inter-
weaves the study of a single species with human
ecology. By the latter I mean not just the im-
.pact of, say, hunting or a given management
practice,which is normally as far as most applied
ecologists take their subject: obviously these

topics are discussed in the Asion Elephant in

two final chapters on population dynamics and

on conservation and management. However,
these are preceded by individual chapters on
crop-raiding by elephants, manslaughter by ele-
phants, habitat manipulation by people and ele-
phant slaughter by people, which provide a

more detailed picture of the ecology of the ani-
mal-man interaction than is a available for most
large mammals, including the African elephant.

The book opens by describing the historical
and cultural background to the longstanding
relationship between man and elephants, and
the distribution and status of elephants through-
out Asia. A picture emerges of an intensive
interaction between elephants and people which
has resulted in an enormous depletion of habi'
tats and elephants, though a total current Asaan

elephant population of 35-55000 is more than
was feared. Because Asian elephants have to
contend with fragmented habitats and dense

human populations. Sukumar concentrated his

fieldwork upon studying elephant movements
and habitat utilization in an area of natural
forest surrounded by cultivation in soutlern
India. He shows that Asian elephants live in
matriarchal groups with traditional home
ranges. They are mixed feeders, cause some
damage to trees and males, especially, have

a propensity to crop-raid, which results in a

number of human deaths. Only males possess

tusks, so females are not affected by the impact
of the ivory trade and poaching, as are African
elephants. However, the loss of large trophy
males may be very important: with the frag-
mentation of Asian elephants into small units,
models suggest that the effective population
size becomes larger as the sex ratio becomes
more skewed, and small patches clearly cannot
hold large populations. Another significant
impact upon wild populations is the capture and
removal of elephans for domestication. The
overall conclusions of the book are that mana-
gement of elephants should be directed at mi-
nimizing the conflict between man and ele-
phans by the use of electric fences, and that
there is no justification for culling Asian ele-
phants.

The book is novel, well written and convin-
qingly argued, so it is almost inappropriate to
mention the occasional weaknesses. However,
the book would have benefitted greatly frbm



ending with an overview rather than somewhat
abruptly on a series of conservation options.
Also, discussion of various theoretical models
(e.g. optimal foraging) that are not applied to
the data are an unnecessary distraction because

the data are interesting enough to stand on their
own. However, these are minor points that do
not detract from a fine book that I recommend

A a time when international concern is

focused heavily on the plight of the African
elephant (Loxodonto ofricona) whose numbers
have declined over the decades toabout600,000,
it is disturbing to know that there are only
about 34,000 to 56,000 Asian elephants (Ele-
phos moximus) left throughout Asia. Much of
the decline in the number of Asian elephant has

been due to the loss of habitat through compe-
tition with man.

Dr Sukumar's book has synthesised almost
a decade's observations and research on the
Asian Elephant carried out in Southern India.
It is the only serious book of this nature curren-
tly available as far as the Asian elephant is con-
cerned. As such it becomes an invaluable source

book for the wildlife managers and ecologists
involved with the conservation and management
of the elephant in Asia. Given its easy style,
it can also be read by anyone wishing to learn

more about the dynamics of elephant popu-
lations.

The book reviews the status of the Asian

elephant in the lndian Subcontinent, Conti-
nental Southeast Asia and in such islands in Asia

as Sri Lanka, Sumatra and Borneo. The book
is largely based on the author's field studies
carried out in an area of 1,130 km2 spread over
the Chamaraianagar, Kollegal and Satyamanga-

lam Forest Divisions in Southern lndia. In view

of the fact that this study area also included
a 70 km2 enclave of cultivated land, the book
addresses such key conservation and manage-

ment issues as crop raiding by elephants, man-

to any applied ecologist or cdnservationist
interested in the management of large mammals.
Sukumar really has got to the heart of the
matter and studied the vital topic of the human-
animal interaction that must be resolved if lafge
mammats are to be conserved in the long-term.
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slaughter by elephants, poacHing and habitat
manipulation by man. The book discusses not
only the causes of crop raiding by elephants but
more importantly, it provides a number of
practical methods to mitigate such attacks.

One of the most interesting chapters in the
book is about the dynamics of elephant popu-
lations in which Dr Sukumar assesses the'in-
fluence of habitat conditions on the pgrfor-
mance of the elephant populations. That the
age at sexual maturity is very plastic in elephans
and can be deferred in unfavourable situations
has been documented by Dr. Richard Laws in
the case of the African elephant. ln Asia, it
appears that the mean age at first calving may be

as fate as between 18-20 years. Bull elephants
may not be able to mate until they are older
than 20 or 25 years owing to prevailing social
hierarchy. Mean calving interval of 4.7 years
recorded in the field compares favou.rably with
the most productive African elephant popula-
tions.

Dr Su kumar's book must be regarded as

an invaluable asset to any wildlife manager
involved with the management of elephanS.
It is particularly useful in understanding the
more common problems of why elephant raid
crops, how elephant populations can be vulne-
rable to demograpic, environmental and genetic
stochasticity once their size becomes too small.
The book also underlines the success in bregding
elephants in semi-natural conditions. In Tamil-
nadu alone, between 1950 and 1983, about
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74 calves were born to 37 captive adult cow
elephants. Such a success was achieved mainly
because the animals were kept in larger groups
(more than 10 animals) and let out for feeding
at night in the forest, where the wild bull
elephants could mate with the cows. Here per-
haps is a pointer to those Zoo authorities who
wish to breed endangered species in captivity.
Large mammals are more likely to breed in
natural or semi-natural conditions than in
confines of the Zoos alone.

The book is illustrated with clear black and
white photogr4phs of elephants and their habi-
tats in lndia. lf there is one factor that is dis-
agreable about this book, then it must surely

be its prohibitively high cost at 40 pounds
sterling! At such a price, most of the wildlife
managers and scientists in the Third World
would find it extremely expensive and so be-
yond their reach. This can be overcome by
producing a cheaper paperback edition which
would be of enormous use to everyone interest-
ed in the management and conservation of one
of Asia's most conspicuous and endangered
species of large mammals.

Charles Santiapillai
Senior Scientific Officer
World Wide Fund for Nature'
PO Box 1 33, Bogor
lndonesia.

Mr Ajay Desoi (left) of the Bomboy Natural History Society, and member
of the Asian Elephant Specialist Group conducting the field exercises with
o group of participants ot Mudumalai Wildlife Sanctuory during the Work-
shop on eensusing Elephants in Forests held in January l99l (Photocredit:
Mr lUidodo).
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