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Foreword 
 

The Nakai Elephant Program implemented by the Wildlife Conservation Society 

(WCS), in conjunction with the Nam Theun Power Company (NTPC), studied Human 

Elephant Conflict (HEC) on the Nakai Plateau, Lao PDR, between 2004 and 2009.  

The methods and techniques described in this manual were used by the by both WCS 

staff and Nakai District Agriculture and Forestry Officers (DAFO) to document HEC 

in the area. This manual represents the second edition of a HEC training manual 

produced by the Nakai Elephant Program (see Hedges 2004, 1
st
 edition).   

 

Purpose of this booklet 
 

The purpose of this booklet is to act as a training manual for Government of Lao PDR 

(GoL) staff, and others, who want to accurately and systematically monitor Human 

Elephant Conflict (HEC).  It describes methods and techniques, consistent with MIKE 

protocols, by which HEC can be systematically recorded.   The manual is designed to 

provide a practical guide for developing capacity needed to effectively monitor HEC 

incidents.  As such the manual includes a basic overview of the status of elephants in 

Lao PDR, information about HEC and its origins, descriptions of technologies and 

equipment used for HEC monitoring, and proposes a monitoring protocol to be used 

for monitoring HEC.  Since some of the techniques and technologies proposed for 

HEC monitoring in the manual may be new to some GoL staff, each technique is 

described in detail.  No training manual or booklet can replace trainings delivered by 

experienced HEC numerators and as such we recommend the best use of this booklet 

is made in conjunction with training sessions facilitated by people who have extensive 

field experience monitoring HEC.     
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Introduction 
 

The Lao PDR is often described as óLan Xangô (Land of a Mill ion Elephants) and 

continues to have a rich culture and history in which the Asian Elephant (Elephas 

maximus) play a prominent role.  For Lao people the Asian elephant is regarded as a 

symbol of the power and potential of the forest, and rightly so considering it is one of 

the largest land creatures on the planet.   Statues and carvings of this magnificent 

animal adorn temples and houses throughout the country.  The Asian elephant also 

still features in spiritual and cultural ceremonies and festivals held throughout Lao 

PDR (Figure 1A and 1B). 

 

 
Figure 1.  Asian elephants participating in cultural activities, Lao PDR    

©AMcWilliam 2009.  

 

For many of hundreds of years the elephant has helped humans to explore and exploit 

wild landscapes. Before cars and roads the elephant was a form of transport for 

royalty and explorers alike.  The Asian elephant, somewhat ironically, is extensively 

used in logging operations to transport cut timber and supplies over terrain that is 

impassable for many vehicles (Figure 2A).  As new technologies emerge these 

logging elephants are less and less required for these kinds of operations and are 

increasingly used in the tourism sector. Even today elephants in Lao PDR continue to 

carry travelers from around the world through the forests providing a unique vantage 

point.  Researchers, naturalists, and scientists also continue to use the elephant as a 

means of exploring and carrying equipment (Figure 2B).   

 

A B 
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Figure 2.  Asian elephants perform a demonstration of logging skills at the Lao 

Elephant Festival, Hongsa 2007 (left).  Asian elephants assist in forest surveys, 

Xekong 2009 (right). 

 

The worldwide population of Asian elephants is distributed throughout 13 range 

States from India to Vietnam and is ñestimatedò to be somewhere between 30,000 and 

50,000 individuals.  This is a large range and in reality it is little more than a best 

guess given that quantifiable and reliable estimates from the 13 range States is often 

lacking.   Asian elephants are still widely distributed across Lao PDR (Duckworth et 

al. 1999, FAO 2002) and the country has what is probably the largest and most 

important Asian elephant population in Indochina (Duckworth and Hedges 1998) 

(Figure 3). 

A B 
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Figure 4  Asian elephant range.  The green areas indicate the confirmed, possible and recoverable range of Asian elephants in the 13 range states.     

Source: WCS 2010. 

Lao PDR 
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The national population of Lao PDR contains both wild and captive elephants.  

Estimates of the total wild elephant population range from 2000-3000 (Venevongphet 

1988), a maximum of 1202 (Khounboline 2002), to 602 individuals
1
.  Individual wild 

elephant populations in Lao PDR tend to be relatively small containing between 5 ï 

200 individual animals and exist in National Protected Areas (NPA), adjoining 

Provincial Protected Areas and corridors (Duckworth and Hedges 1998), and also in 

areas not currently covered in the system of protected areas
2
.   

 

The largest and probably most viable elephant populations in Laos occur in 1) 

Sayaboury Province west of the Mekong, including Nam Phoui NPA, and 2) the 

Nakai Nam Theun area, including the Nakai-Nam Theun NPA, the Nam Kading NPA, 

the fringes of the Phou Hin Poun NBCA, and the Nam Theun and Nam Kading 

corridors linking the three areas. A recent comprehensive survey of the elephant 

population in the Nakai Plateau area conducted by the Wildlife Conservation Society 

and the Nam Theun Power Company, using two different survey methods, provided 

an estimate of 132 (95% CI=[120,149]) elephants (WCS 2007).  Other populations in 

the country are believed to be smaller and some are probably fragmented (genetically 

isolated from other populations), although all remain potentially important for 

elephant conservation.  Previous surveys have documented the presence of elephant 

populations in and around at least 18 of the 20 legally established National Protected 

Areas, which cover 14% of the land area (Duckworth and Hedges 1998, 

Southammakoth and Phanthavong 2003). 

 

The population of captive elephants is estimated to be approximately 500 individuals 

(Elefant Asia, pers comms).  Figure 5 shows an age pyramid for captive elephants in 

Lao PDR based on registration information collated by Elefant Asia.   

                                                 
1
 Figures presented at the Asian Elephant National Action Plan development workshop August 2008 

conducted by WWF Laos. 
2
 Figures presented at the Asian Elephant National Action Plan development workshop August 2008 

conducted by WWF Laos. 
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Figure 5.  Age pyramid for Lao PDR captive Asian elephant population based on 

registered animals.  Source: Elefant Asia 2009. 

 

Overall the number of Asian elephants in the Lao PDR, and worldwide, is much 

reduced from historic levels and the species is classified as óendangeredô (IUCN 

2010) with a population trend of decreasing.  This means that Asian elephant faces a 

very high risk of extinction in the wild in the near future.  The population estimates 

for Lao PDR between 1988 and 2009, despite being best guesses in many cases, are 

based on the best available information at the time and certainly reflect this overall 

worldwide trend of a rapidly decreasing population of Asian elephants. 

 

For example, below is a figure and table which contrast different population estimates 

for different areas of Lao PDR from 2002 and 2009.  Figure 6 is taken from the 

National Programme for Integrating Elephant Management and Rural Livelihood 

Improvement (FAO 2002).  The most conservative population estimates from this 

figure provide an overall national population estimate of 732 Asian elephants.  Table 

1 was presented at the Asian Elephant National Action Plan Development Meeting 

hosted by WWF and DFRC during August 2009 and provides an overall national 

population estimate of 602 Asian elephants.    
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Figure 6.  Distribution of estimated Asian elephant population in Lao PDR.  Locations 

and population estimates from Khounboline (2002) and FAO (2002) 

 




















































































































