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Dear friends:
I have just returned from Tokyo to give keynote address on the subject above at the first international workshop held by ACATF.
The attached file is a summary of my speech for the press release.
Thank you to all.
Sincere regards,
Soraida Salwala
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Contact: Mr. Masayuki Sakamoto, Chairman (ACATF), Tokyo

Tel: 03-3595-1171, Email: acataskforce@hotmail.com
Asian NGO’s unite to stop the live elephant trade from Thailand

(Tokyo – 6th Aug.2004) Asian conservation Alliance Task Force is comprised of about 30 non governmental organizations from 10 ten Asian countries involved in the conservation of wild fauna and flora. During the 1st Asian conservation Alliance Task Force Workshop held at Kankyo partnership office, in Tokyo, major topics relevant to CITES issues were discussed and one of them being the trade of Live elephants from Thailand.

It is understood that the Taronga Zoo in Sydney in conjunction with the Melbourne zoo and the Auckland Zoo are planning to import nine Asian Elephants from Thailand. Many international and national conservation and welfare organizations have already shown strong concern to this plan.

However, the phenomenon that zoos around the world are starving to obtain Thai elephants is a well known fact. Thai elephants have been exported from Thailand to Europe, USA, China and other Asian countries.

Now, a Japanese zoo, Miyazaki City Phoenix Zoo is planning to import two young elephants.

Ms. Soraida Salwala, Founder, Friends of the Asian Elephant and the member of Steering Committee of ACATF said:

“Elephants have played an important role in Thai history. Historically, elephants were used as beasts of war as well as an important means of transport.  Nowadays, the pachyderms are still trained for hauling logs in the north of Thailand.

However, the best-known role of elephants in Thailand today is to give performances and rides in approximately 150 elephant camps throughout Thailand.  The number of domesticated elephants in 1950 was 13,397, falling dramatically to 2,681 in 2001.

There are no reliable estimates of the number of wild elephants.  The latest report of the Royal Forest Department in 1993 were 1975, however, elephants are subject to various threats, and their number is most definitely decreasing very rapidly.  One of the major threats to them is deforestation.  This has deprived elephants of food resources and habitats.  As a result, elephants are forced to enter into human settlements, causing conflicts between them and residents.  Elephants are also killed by poachers who seek their tusks to be sold to the rich who want to boast about their wealth.

Yet another threat to Thai elephants is that many of them are captured in the wild and are sold to traders.  Some are even captured in our neighboring countries such as Burma and Laos, caught in the wild and registered as captive-born in Thailand.  Domesticated elephants previously used by logging industries are not free from this threat, either.  Some of these elephants are brought to cities in Thailand to perform tricks and beg, whilst others are sold to zoos and circuses abroad, under the disguise of “non-commercial purposes” trade, as permitted by CITES.

Friends of the Asian Elephant was founded in 1993, in order to help elephants that are mal-treated or injured, by building the world’s first Elephant Hospital in the north of Thailand.  We have treated more than 1,700 cases, however, many lives continue to be abused and traded for cash.

Smuggling of live elephants as well as their ivory has been rampant and the authorities have done little to crack down on these smugglers.  Trade in elephants and ivory yield handsome profits for gangs of smugglers who are backed up by influential figures like capitalists, village chiefs and prominent local politicians.  Proponents of elephant trade are convincing the Thai government that there are ‘surplus’ elephants in the country, and that free trade would be wise to help elephants get work abroad where there is an increasing demand for them.  The government might think that it would help solve social problems caused by unemployed mahouts and elephants, but in reality it only deprives wild elephants of their own natural habitats, inflicting misery and cruelty to them, who are confined in small places such as zoos and circuses.  There are no ‘surplus’ elephants in Thailand, they are only being misplaced, as I have argued earlier.

Calves in Thailand, especially less than one year old, are generally known as originating from the wild.  In Burma, where logging industry is still active, the baby elephant is of no use since it will have to stay with its mother until it weans off at the age of two or three years old.  These babies would disturb their mothers while at work logging.  That is why some of these baby elephants are smuggled into Thailand from Burma.  The price of one baby varies from 40,000-50,000 Baht (approximately 110,000-130,000 Yen) and for those older than two, it is over 200,000 Baht (approximately 540,000 Yen).  Wild-caught elephants usually show conditions such as malnutrition, scars, stress and most of them die before their time.

Many of the wild-caught elephants are exported to countries such as China, Japan, Indonesia, Sri Lanka, Malaysia, Israel, Europe, the US, Australia and New Zealand.  I am quite certain that such import is not for educational purposes, as seeing them in small enclosures in zoos or perform tricks in circuses are not, I believe, educational to small children.  However, many of the elephants are being traded under the disguise of trade for “primarily non-commercial purposes”, as permitted by CITES.

Capturing of more wild elephants may lead to their extinction, which is a separate topic- What I would like to stress is that Thai elephants are being captured from the wild, registered as domesticated elephants and sold away to places that are miserable for them.  Many of us are unaware of the backgrounds as to where these elephants came from and what they are going through.  How do we prevent this?  These very intelligent, sensitive and sociable animals and their natural habitats must benefit from complete protection, whether it is Thailand or its neighboring countries.  I do hope that Thai government would not export any elephant for any purposes.”

Mr. Masayuki Sakamoto, the Chairman of ACATF, also the Secretary General of Japan Wildlife Conservation Society said:

“Though Asian elephant is listed in Appendix I of CITES so that commercial international trade is principally prohibited, the trade for scientific and research purpose can be allowed as an exemption. However, the assessment of the purpose of import in the importing country is very loose. As another exemption, animals captive- bred for non- commercial purposes can be imported without an import/export permit and just a breeding certificate issued by the exporting country would be sufficient. I’m afraid whether the Japanese government might allow the import of Thai elephants by the Miyazaki zoo like the case as mentioned before. However, according to the relevant resolution of CITES, only those animals can be regarded as ‘captive–bred’ if, the breeding stock has produced offspring of second generation (F2) and are managed in a manner reliably producing F2 animals. In the case of Asian elephants, producing F2 is extremely difficult and it is doubtful whether the elephants to be exported from Thailand to Japan were originated from such a breeding stock. Japanese government should assess if the elephants are truly “captive -bred”.

Ms. Fusako Nogami, Director of Alive and a Japanese member organization of ACATF said:

“While about 70 Asian elephants are kept in Japan's zoos, no Asian elephants have been bred. Since elephants are highly sociable animals, which live in a maternal family, simple keeping of male and female animals does not cause breeding.
Moreover, male elephants are rarely kept in captivity because it is hard and dangerous to control
them during the breeding season. Based on the actual situation in Japan, there will never be proper conditions
where Asian elephants can be bred. Therefore it is a falsehood that they apply for the import under
a scientific (breeding) purpose.
In March the first Asian baby elephant was born in Oji zoo. However, the mother neglected
the baby so that was raised by keepers.

The population of Asian elephants is only 35,000 – 45,000. Furthermore, only 1,500- 2,000 wild elephants inhabit in Thailand while approximately 2,900 captive elephants are kept in the country. Asian elephant is listed as “Endangered” in the Red List of IUCN (World Conservation Union).

Asian Conservation Alliance Task Force (ACATF) is an international non-governmental organization, and is comprised of about 30 non governmental organizations from 10 ten Asian countries. ACATF works in collaboration with its Asian partner NGO’s for building up a regional framework in the Asian region to address the issues concerning the conservation of flora and fauna of the region. It has more than 27 NGO’s in Asia as its partner NGO.

This workshop was sponsored by International Fund for Animal Welfare (IFAW), World Society of Protection of Animals (WSPA), Japan Wildlife conservation Society (JWCS) and supported by Environmental Investigation Agency (EIA).
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