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Elephants are worthy of our protection, interest and passion. Numerous elephant attributes are a call to 
action to strive to share our space with them. They are social role models, constant gardeners, seed 
dispersers, mega-composting machines, umbrella species in that if we succeed in conserving elephants we 
will automatically be providing habitat for numerous other species, key-stone species as some ecological 
processes cannot take place without elephants and they are financial assets.  
 
Their last attribute has almost cost them their existence as human greed drives continued illegal killings for 
their ivory. Despite their large size, we have already lost a third of the continental population in less than a 
decade.  
 
Elephants Alive is committed to living up to its name and ensuring the long-term survival of the African 
elephant. All our activities this past year have focussed on increased protection through better knowledge 
(research), education and awareness. What we have achieved has been due to a small but very dedicated 
team unpinned by a wider and larger benevolent network of sponsors, donors, landowners and reserve 
managers. We are very grateful to all involved. The elephants have taught us well. Relationship is key to 
success and we thank you for being part of the network to keep Elephants Alive! 

 

  
Michelle Henley (PhD, PGCE) 
Director, Co-founder & Principal Researcher 
 
 
 

            In memory of Ganesh, the Rhodesian Ridgeback  
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

Save the Elephants ς South Africa (STE-SA) was officially started by Ms Marlene McCay (STE Trustee), Dr. 

Iain Douglas-Hamilton and Dr Michelle Henley in 2003 but draws on two decades of data collection within 

the Associated Private Nature Reserves (APNR) and elsewhere. Elephants Alive (EA) became an 

independent and registered Non-profit Organisation in 2012 after STE-SA had officially registered with the 

South African Revenue Service on the 9th of July 2007, as a charity and public benefit organisation (NPO # 

055-871; PBO # 9300300852). Overall, EA is committed to applied research, conservation and information 

dissemination in southern Africa and beyond. Elephants Alive is sustained by public support and enthusiasm 

ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ŘŜŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ƻŦ ƳŀƴΩǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŜƭŜǇƘŀƴǘ ŜŎƻƭƻƎȅΦ Our research, which 

is more than twenty years in the making, is aimed at improving our knowledge of the ecological processes 

that propagate the coexistence of elephants, their habitat and people.  

 

Mission 

It is our mission to ensure the survival of elephants and their habitats and to promote harmonious co-

existence between man and elephants. 

 

Vision 

¶ Provide science-based information to secure the survival of elephants within intact ecosystems. 

¶ Create awareness of the plight of elephants at a time when populations are being decimated across 

Africa. 

¶ Capture hearts and minds through research, education, advocacy and networking both locally and 

internationally. 

Values 

¶ Valuing the importance of science-based decision making 

¶ Respect for life and the integrity of nature 

¶ Promoting mindfulness and accountability 

 

OVERALL RESEARCH AND PROTECTION STRATEGY 
 

The strategy of Elephants Alive involves a two-pronged approach in accordance with our logo strap line 

Ψ{ŎƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ {ǳǊǾƛǾŀƭΩΦ 9ƭŜǇƘŀƴǘǎ !ƭƛǾŜ ǎǘǊƛǾŜǎ ǘƻ Ǉǳǘ ǘƘŜ science on the table (1-5) in order to better protect 

elephants and ensure their survival by creating awareness and informing decision makers (6-7). Our 

strategy/goals include: 

1. To maintain long-term elephant tracking datasets, which provide information on landscape use in 

relation to perceived and real threats to elephants, habitat expansion from localised impact and the 

efficacy of proposed corridors. 
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2. To improve our knowledge of the ecological processes which promote the co-existence of elephants, 

their habitat and people. 

3. To develop a knowledge base of the last remaining big tusked individuals found within the Great 

Limpopo Transfrontier Park (GLTP) and to use these flagship individuals as educational tools to 

address broader conservation concerns that not only involve elephant ecology but also the trade in 

ivory. 

4. To contribute towards science-based management decisions. 

5. To contribute towards the improved management of elephants by providing information on the 

impact of elephants as drivers of ecosystem change in relation to indicator species such as large trees 

(primary) and selected tree nesting birds (secondary). 

6. Create awareness of the plight of elephants at a time when populations are being decimated across 

Africa by capture hearts and minds through research, education, advocacy and networking both 

locally and internationally 

7. To develop information and communication delivery systems to provide multi-scale information to 

the scientific community, South African National Parks, The Associated Private Nature Reserves, the 

Managers of Limpopo- and Gonarezhou National Park, non-profit conservation bodies, the Veterinary 

and Community-based organisations. Information sharing aimed at increasing the protection of 

elephants will be prioritised because of recent trends in the illegal killings of elephants. 

 

 
   Photo: Wynand Uys                                Photo: Michelle Henley 

  
 Elephants Alive and 300 Maseke Community children during the                  Ronnie Makukule partaking in a puppet
 Global March for Elephants and Rhinos. The Black Mambas                          show on World Elephant Day 
 formed the eyes of the elephant.      
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SUMMARY OF CORE ACTIVITIES 

Our core activities are centred on three main projects involving a long term ID-, tracking and the large tree 

protection study.  Some of the results of these three focus areas are highlighted in detail in this report. 

Other results will come out as scientific publications. In brief: 

1) Since 1996, we have been studying individually identified elephants to better understand 

population dynamics and how safety and social benefits, other than nutritional needs, drive 

elephant movements. In collaboration with colleagues abroad, we have looked at the social network 

analysis of the APNR bull population, considered their genetics and taken vocal recordings of 

different social groupings.   

2) We are focussed on understanding the motivation behind elephant movements from core 

conservation areas such as the Kruger National Park (KNP) into peripheral Protected Areas along its 

western, eastern and northern borders. Since 1998, we have deployed 90 GSM/GPS satellite collars 

in a 135 collaring operations.  

3) Within South Africa, a mild form of Human-Elephant-Conflict (HEC) has arisen where elephant 

populations are either damaging infrastructure by fence breakages thereby threatening human 

security or are found to impact on iconic large tree species which are considered of ecological and 

aesthetic importance to reserve managers, tourists and landowners. Protecting certain landscape 

features and ensuring human security will foster positive human-elephant interactions. Hence, we 

have been studying the accumulated impact of elephants on large trees since 2004 and have looked 

at mitigation methods, which could be used to increase the survival rate of large trees. We currently 

are testing eight different mitigation strategies to protect large trees. Using beehives as a deterrent 

has proved so successful that we have collaborated with colleagues abroad to investigate the use 

of bee pheromones as mitigation measures.  

 

1) The Individual Elephant Identification Study 

by Dr. Julie Kern 

 

1,467 adult males were identified in the APNR population from 2003ς2017 (mean±SE number of newly 

identified individuals p/year = 97.8±13, range=18ς204; Fig. 1). Most identified bulls belonged to the young 

adult (41%), adult (30%) and prime (26%) age categories, with fewer immature (3%) individuals identified. 

The annual number of new bulls identified declined over the study period, with over half the population 

being identified in the first seven years of the study. Individuals were seen 1.7±0.03 times per year 

(mean±SE, range=1ς24). 46% of identified bulls were re-sighted at least once over the fifteen-year period 

(mean±SE number of sightings per individual=4.9±0.4, range=1ς379), 10% were seen on at least ten 

occasions, and 4% (N=51) were seen annually from their first identification until the present day or until 

their known mortality date (excluding bulls first sighted in 2017).  
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Figure 1. The total number of bulls identified within the APNR increased steadily from 2003ς2017 

(combined stacked columns). Each year both new (pale grey) and already identified (dark grey) individuals 

were observed, alongside other individuals that were not seen (white).  

Summary of growth by means of census results 

In the last decade, the total APNR population increased from 1,581 individuals in 2008 to 1,875 individuals 

in 2017, peaking at 2,766 in 2015 (Fig. 2a; Table 1). Within the APNR, the relative proportion of bulls and 

herds remained consistent over this period (Fig. 2b). The average annual population growth rate (r) over 

the period was 0.02 (range -0.34ς0.40) or 3.96% (range -28.7%ς48.8%). We found no evidence for direct- 

or time lagged- density dependent impacts on APNR growth rates.  

 

Figure 2. APNR elephant population: (a) observed population growth (black line) from 2008-2017, 

compared to the theoretical maximum growth rate (7%, red line) for an elephant population (Calef 1988), 

(b) proportion of the population counted as members of breeding herds and calves (dark grey) and in adult 

bull groups (light grey) during annual aerial censuses from 2008ς2016. No breakdown of total census counts 

was available for 2017. 
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Within the APNR, population growth varied widely between component reserves (Fig. 3). Timbavati Private 

Nature Reserve (TPNR) showed the lowest average annual population growth rate (r) of -0.02 or 2.8% 

(range -48.8%ς48.3%). Klaserie Private Nature Reserve (KPNR) had an average annual population growth 

rate (r) of 0.02 or 10.4% (range -38.6%ς90.1%), Umbabat Private Nature Reserve (UPNR) of -0.01 or 18.4% 

(range -52.1%ς225.4%), and Balule Private Nature Reserve (BPNR) showed the highest average annual 

population growth rate (r) of 0.06 or 19.6% (range -64.8%ς186.9%). 

 
Figure 3. 9ƭŜǇƘŀƴǘ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ !tbwΩǎ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘ ǊŜǎŜǊǾŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ нллуς2017: (a) Observed 

population growth in BPNR (green line), KPNR (blue line), TPNR (orange line), and UPNR (red line), together 

forming the total APNR population (grey area), (b) Map of the APNR component reserves, shaded by mean 

annual population growth rate (%). 

 

Total APNR population density increased from 0.82 individuals p/km2 in 2008 to 1.01 individuals p/km2 in 

2017, peaking at 1.49 individuals p/km2 in 2015 (Table 1). Within the APNR, elephant density showed 

considerable variation between component reserves (Fig. 4). UPNR and TPNR had the lowest mean 

elephant densities (UPNR: 0.67 individuals p/km2, TPNR 0.79 p/km2), while BPNR and KPNR supported the 

highest mean elephant densities (BPNR: 1.15 p/km2, KPNR 1.26 p/km2). 

 
Figure 4. 9ƭŜǇƘŀƴǘ ŘŜƴǎƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ !tbwΩǎ component reserves during 2008, 2012 and 2017, shaded by 

density. 

 

 


