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Taxonomy  

Loxodonta africana (Blumenbach 1797) 

ANIMALIA - CHORDATA - MAMMALIA - PROBOSCIDEA - 

ELEPHANTIDAE - Loxodonta - africana 

Synonyms: Elephas africana (Blumenbach 1797)  

Common names:  African Elephant (English), Afrika Olifant 

(Afrikaans), !Khanni (Damara, Nama), Impofu (Ndebele), 

Mhofu (Shona, Tsonga), Tlou (Setswana, Sotho), Phofu 

(Tshivenda), iNdlovu (Zulu)  

Taxonomic status: Species 

Taxonomic notes: Preliminary genetic evidence suggests 

that there may be at least two species of African Elephant, 

namely the Savannah Elephant (Loxodonta africana) and 

the Forest Elephant (Loxodonta cyclotis) (Roca et al. 2001, 

2005). A third species, the West African Elephant, has also 

been postulated. The IUCN SSC African Elephant 

Specialist Group currently accepts the single species 

proposal and has indicated that more extensive research 
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is required before any decision is made to support any 

proposed re -classification of the African Elephant. 

Additionally, there is concern that premature allocation of 

more than one species may leave hybrid individuals in an 

uncertain conservation status (IUCN SSC African Elephant 

Specialist Group 2003). As only the Savannah Elephant 

occurs in southern Africa, the change in taxonomy will not 

affect any of the southern African populations.  

Assessment Rationale  

The total wild population within the assessment region is 

estimated at approximately 26,896 individuals of which 

22,222 and 4,674 occur on state and private land 

respectively. Kruger National Park (KNP) (17,086 animals) 

and the agglomeration of private reserves adjoining KNP 

(3,930 animals) in South Africa contains the largest African 

Elephant subpopulation in the assessment region with an 

estimated 21,016 animals, of which 7,986 are inferred to 

be mature. Since 2006, elephant numbers have increased 

by approximately 41% within the assessment region. 

Furthermore, considerable effort has gone into 

translocating elephants to new properties over the past 30 

years, thus expanding the current range (both extent of 

occurrence and area of occupancy). There are currently 

no major threats facing the wild elephant population in the 

assessment region. However, illegal ivory poaching, which 

is currently low to negligible, is anticipated to become a 

threat in the future. The Red List status of the African 

Elephant within the assessment region is thus maintained 

at Least Concern as elephant subpopulations regionally 

as well as locally are either stable or increasing and the 

minimum number of mature individuals is >8,000. 

However, as a precaution, and due to the concern of 

increased ivory poaching within southern Africa, it is 

recommended that annual reviews of the African 

Elephantõs conservation status within the assessment 

region be done to keep track of trends relating to sharp 

increases in illegal killings both outside and within the 

region. Additionally, as existing elephant habitat is 

severely fragmented (see below) and the long -term 

resilience of the population depends on managing 

translocations between protected areas and developing 

migratory corridors across transfrontier conservation 

spaces, this species remains conservation dependent .  

Regional population effects : Within the assessment 

region, the majority of the properties holding elephant are 

fully fenced and thus do not allow for range expansion or 

dispersal. There are currently no migratory populations in 

South Africa though two of the largest subpopulations, 

namely the Greater Limpopo Transfrontier Conservation 

Area (GLTFCA) ð which includes KNP ð and the Greater 

Mapungubwe Transfrontier Conservation Area (GMTFCA) ð 

which includes Mapungubwe National Park ð do 

undertake cross-border movements. The GLTFCA 

subpopulation moves between KNP, the adjoining private 

reserves to the west, Mozambique to the east and 

Gonarezhou to the north of KNP in Zimbabwe. The Tuli 

elephants (GMTFCA) move between Botswana, 

Mapungubwe National Park in South Africa and southern 

Since 2007, the illegal ivory trade has more 

than doubled. Although more prevalent in 

East and Central Africa currently, this 

represents an emerging threat to the 

population in the assessment region. 

*Watch-list Threat  ÀConservation Dependent 
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Figure 1. Distribution records for African Elephant ( Loxodonta africana ) within the assessment region  

sections of Zimbabwe. Studies on the cross -border 

movement patterns have, however, not been running long 

enough to establish whether dispersal or range expansion 

is taking place. Tracking records from Elephants Alive  

show definite movement between Pafuri in the KNP and 

Gonarezhou in Zimbabwe as well as between KNP and 

Mozambique within the GLTFCA (Cook et al. 2015). 

Although it may still be too early to categorise any 

particular subset of the population as a source or sink 

population, it appears as if Limpopo National Park in 

Mozambique is being re -colonised from the Kruger 

population.  

Distribution  

African Elephants currently occur in 37 countries in sub -

Saharan Africa. They have become Regionally Extinct in 

five countries since 1913, namely Burundi (1970s), The 

Country  Presence  Origin  

Botswana Extant Native 

Lesotho Absent - 

Mozambique Extant Native 

Namibia Extant Native 

South Africa Extant Native 

Swaziland Extant Reintroduced 

Zimbabwe Extant Native 

Gambia (1913), Mauritania (1980s), Swaziland (1920), and 

Sierra Leone (2009), while their current status in Senegal, 

Somalia and Sudan is uncertain (UNEP, CITES, IUCN, 

TRAFFIC 2013). Although large tracts of contiguous 

elephant range remain in parts of central, eastern and 

southern Africa, elephant distribution is becoming 

increasingly fragmented across the continent.  

Elephants likely occurred at some or other time in the past 

over most of South Africa, including even the arid north -

western parts (Boshoff et al. 2015). However, almost all of 

South Africaõs elephants had been hunted by the 1890s, 

with only three, or possibly four, relict subpopulations 

remaining within the country (Carruthers et al. 2008). 

Since then, elephants in South Africa have undergone a 

period of sustained growth due to the proclamation and 

fencing of national parks and reserves. Between 1979 and 

2001, over 800 elephants were translocated to 

approximately 58 reserves in South Africa (Garaï et al. 

2004). These newly introduced elephant subpopulations 

have been characterized by high growth rates (Carruthers 

et al. 2008; van Aarde et al. 2008). At present, elephants 

occur in all the provinces but the Northern Cape and the 

Free State, and within approximately 79 reserves of which 

21 are state owned or managed, and 59 private properties 

(ESAG 2015). No elephants occur within Lesotho. 

Elephants in Swaziland were reintroduced to the country 

in the 1980s and 1990s. Elephants now occur in two 

parks, namely Hlane National Park and Mkhaya Nature 

Reserve (ESAG 2015). In recent years, elephants have 

sporadically ventured into Malolotja National Park from 

Songimvelo Nature Reserve in South Africa. 

Table 1. Countries of occurrence within southern Africa  


