
42

Xayabouly Province once again hosted the 
Elephant Festival on the 14. and 15. of February 
2009, which drew thousands of visitors from 
many places around the country and from other 
counties across the region. 

The Elephant Festival is an event that brings 
together domestic elephants from five districts 
in Xayabouly Province. This year there were 
60 elephants. The festival consists of a number 
of events such as the “Xayabouly Cultural 
Procession”; “Baci Ceremony” – which is a 
ceremony to celebrate a special event, whether a 
marriage, a homecoming, a welcome, a birth, or 
one of the annual festivals; and “Elephant of the 
Year Procession” – which included the healthy 
and good looking elephant contest. 

The festival aims to raise awareness of 
Asian elephants, which are recognized as an 
endangered species globally, their important role 
in the history and culture of Laos, and to promote 
national tourism that can generate income and 
help conserve domestic elephants. 

In Laos domestic elephants have been used in the 
logging industry for decades. Even though today 
logging is not dependant on elephants as much 
as it was in the past, elephants are still needed in 
places that machinery cannot access.
 
Today the Lao government tries to shift elephants 
from hazardous work to tourism industry. 
Xayabouly Province has been selected to conduct 
activities that need continuous promotion and 
accommodate a number of domestic elephants 
from around the country.

“Asian elephants are under threat,” said Dr. Lien 
Thikeo the Governer of Xayabouly Province 
in his opening speech at the festival. “This 
festival helps explain to Lao people and the new 

generation why we need to conserve elephants 
and allow them to live with us forever,” he said.

WWF participated in the Elephant Festival to 
address the important link between wild elephants 
and domestic elephants. “There are less healthy 
bulls in captivity, they need to breed with wild 
bulls,” said Khamkhoun Khounboline, National 
Species Coordinator.

Nowadays domestic elephant populations mostly 
rely on wild elephants for breeding. Generally 
domestic elephants are worked hard and receive 
poor health care, resulting in poor condition. As 
a result, there are few healthy domestic bulls, 
reducing the chances to breed amongst domestic 
elephants. “Whenever wild populations are 
disturbed it is absolutely going to effect domestic 
populations,” he added.

“Domestic elephants are separately used in 
different working areas so I have to leave my 
female elephant in the jungle and let her breed 
with wild elephants” said a 54 years old mahout 
from Thongmixay District. She will come back 
to her owner within a month or so depending on 
how soon she can find a wild bull, the mahout 
explained. 

The festival was also a good opportunity for 
WWF to provide information on the human-
elephant conflict to people. Protecting wild 
elephants is not only about survival of the wild 
population and conserving biodiversity, but also 
about sustaining the domestic ones, securing 
local livelihoods, and preserving the culture of 
Laos, the National Species Coordinator added.

Author’s e-mail:  
noy.promsouvanh@wwfgreatermekong.org
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Many lives, both human and elephant, are lost as 
a result of the human-elephant conflicts that are 
prevalent in most parts of the country. When an 
elephant is killed the carcass is buried or burnt. 
No further thought is given to the effect that the 
death of this elephant has on the herd it belonged 
to.

However, if a human is killed by an elephant 
there is an immediate effect on the family of the 
deceased. There is a pall of grief that descends on 
the family and friends of the victim. With time 
this grief is reduced in intensity. If, on the other 
hand, the victim was the breadwinner, there is an 
immediate change in the position of the family. 
A source of income, in many instances the only 
source, is cut off. With this loss many changes 
to the life style of the family have to be made. 
Adjustments have to be made with regard to food, 
schooling, clothing, plans for the construction of 
a house etc. Life for that family will never be the 
same again.

The majority of those killed by elephants are 
men. This is mainly because men move about 
more at night than the women do. This is also the 
time that the wild elephants also become active 
in their search for food. The men move about at 
night, going to their fields to protect their crops, 
returning from a bout of drinking or starting off 
or returning from a trip.

I have identified 74 families where one parent 
has been killed by a wild elephant. I assist 134 
children from amongst these families, and assist 
them with the donation of schoolbooks sufficient 
for one year. This has been done for the last three 
years. I also assist in the construction of a house 
for those in dire need of a house.

In the course of my visits to these effected 
families over the last three ears, I have found three 
instances where there is great doubt as to whether 

it was an elephant that actually killed the victim. 
One instance is where the man living in Opanaike 
went to Madunagala to work in a stone quarry. 
Later his wife was told that he had been killed by 
a wild elephant. She has grave doubts that this 
was what actually happened. In another instance 
in Galewela the husband took his wife, in the 
late evening, to the forest purportedly to gather 
firewood. It was known that there were elephants 
in that forest. He came back after a while and 
said that the wife had been killed by an elephant. 
Strangely there have been no subsequent reports 
of elephant attacks in that area. The third instance 
is from Etaweeragolla off Medawachchiya where 
the victim was a home guard, who was on duty 
with three other home guards, at a security point 
on the edge of the village. Late at night the other 
three home guards had come and told the wife and 
others in the village, that an elephant had attacked 
them and that her husband Nimal Jayakody had 
been killed by a wild elephant. They said that they 
had managed to escape with great difficulty. The 
wife, however says that none of them had any 
injuries nor was there any damage to the bunker 
in which they were.

The attitudes of most children of the victims 
undergo many changes after the death of the 
parent. Most of the boys become difficult for 
their mothers to manage. They are disobedient, 
rarely at home, refuse to go to school, refuse to 
help the mother in anyway etc. The changes in 
the attitude of the girls are different. There is a 
lot of sadness reflected in the face of some girls. 
They become quieter, less inclined to study even 
though they go to school. Some children, both 
boys and girls, have stopped going to school 
because of the changed economic situation at 
home. They seek employment, however menial, 
just to supplement the family income. With their 
lack of a completed education the jobs they are 
able to get do not pay much. 
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years of age. However this money is placed in a 
Pass Book by the department and is available to 
the children only on their reaching the age of 18. 
If there is only one child he/she gets the whole 
amount. If there is more than one child the Rs. 
50,000 is divided equally between the children.

The Department of Wildlife Conservation takes a 
long time to pay this compensation to the families 
of the victims. In most instances it is over a year 
before the money is received. The family of a 
recent victim in Medawachchiya was paid in June 
2009 when the man was killed in March 2008.

Not all families of those killed by elephants are 
poor. A few of them are financially stable. These 
people are able to adjust more easily to the sudden 
drop in family income.

In our efforts to conserve our wild elephants, we 
must always be conscious of the damage that 
these elephants cause to humans. We must make 
every effort to alleviate, as much as possible, 
their hardships and difficulties so that their future 
would be a little better in spite of the major 
setback that they have had.

Author’s e-mail:  romalijj@eureka.lk

In one instance a boy from Mahawewa off 
Galgamuwa had gone off to Colombo and found 
employment. He has come home, for a visit, 
sporting new clothes, a watch and a mobile 
telephone. However, the mother laments that he 
did not give her anything even though the family 
is living in abject poverty. In some instances it 
was found that the sudden state of poverty was 
an embarrassment to the child and he/she refused 
to go to school.

Poverty and the resultant inability of the surviving 
parent to support all the children, has pushed them 
to send some of their sons to temples to serve as 
acolytes and maybe later to be ordained as priests. 
From amongst the 76 families that we assist, 
there are 8 boys who have been sent to temples.  
In all these cases it has been the mother, driven 
by poverty, who has sent them. This move, even 
though it may not be the best for the child, has 
its advantages. The child gets an education, food 
and a comfortable place to stay. His education at 
the temple could go up to the level that the child 
is interested in learning. The child is always free 
to come back home.

In a number of instances when the mother is killed 
the father leaves the children and goes off. This 
may be because he cannot mange to look after 
the children by himself or because he wants to 
marry again. The children are invariably left with 
ageing grandparents, who themselves are not in 
a position to bring up these children properly 
due to their financial situation. There are also 
instances where the children have been left with 
an aunt or uncle.

Some wives of victims of elephant attacks have 
found employment in the Middle East. Though 
the children are deprived of the presence and 
love of either parent, they are financially stable 
because of the money that is sent for them. This 
at least ensures the children of some security.

The Department of Wildlife Conservation has a 
compensation scheme for families affected by 
the death of a member. They make a once and for 
all payment of Rs. 100,000. Of this Rs. 50,000 
is given to the spouse. The balance Rs. 50,000 is 
distributed among the children who are under 18 Hut destroyed by an elephant (Sri Lanka)
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