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Name: African elephant (Loxodonta Africana)
IUCN status: Vulnerable
CITES status: Appendix I
Subspecies:

Preliminary genetic evidence suggests that there
may be at least two species of African Elephants,
namely the savannah elephant (Loxodonta
Africana) and the forest elephant (Loxodonta
cyclotis). The African Elephant Specialist Group
believes that more extensive research is required
to support the proposed re-classification.
Premature allocation into more than one species
may leave hybrids in an uncertain conservation
status. For this reason, this datasheet is compiled
for the single species as currently described,
encompassing all subspecies and populations.
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Distribution and population size

African elephants currently occur in 37 countries in sub- Saharan Africa. The status of the African elephant varies
considerably across the species range. These differences broadly follow the boundaries of four African regions, and
are partly a result of the different historic trends. Figure 2 shows the present range of African elephants (forest and
savannah elephants combined) within those four African regions.

Figure 1. Forest Elephant (C. van der Hoeven WWF)

Figure 2. Present range of wild African Elephants (Blanc et al., 2007)
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Data on the numbers and distribution of African elephant at site, national, regional and continental levels are
documented in the African Elephant Database (AED) and published in the African Elephant Status Report of the IUCN
African Elephant Specialist Group. Data presented in table 1 are from the most recent African Elephant Status Report
(AESR) published in 2007. Elephant data were collected by a multiplicity of agencies and individuals, often without
any direct linkage between one another and using a variety of different techniques based on current opinion and
available resources. The result is a collection of data of variable quality in most countries, and no data at all on many
populations. Population data in the AED are categorized according to data quality and survey reliability. The mutually
exclusive categories used are: DEFINITE, PROBABLE, POSSIBLE and SPECULATIVE number of elephants. The
cumulative speculative estimates (i.e. the sum of Definite, Probable, Possible and Speculative figures) found in the
AESR are comparable to the estimates in the African Elephant Action Plan 1979 (Douglas-Hamilton 1979).
Table 1. Elephant numbers per country in their present range (Blanc et al., 2007).

*In order to produce national, regional and continental totals, the variances of sample counts are added together in order to produce a 95%
confidence interval for the sum of the estimates before allocation of the pooled estimates to the four groups ‘definite, probable, possible and
speculative’. This is the reason why the regional totals are not always the sum of the corresponding national group subtotals. Likewise, the
continental numbers of elephants in these groups do not match the simple sum of the regional subtotals (Blanc et al., 2007).
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Population trends

At present elephant populations in Central and Western Africa suffer steep declines. For example, at present about
8,800 elephants can be found in the Ndoki landscape, northern Congo. Between 2006 and 2011, the landscape lost
about 5,000 elephants. That is an average of three per day! Safeguarding the western and central African elephant
populations is a major challenge for elephant conservation in Africa.
Populations in Eastern and Southern Africa, accounting for over two thirds of all known elephants on the continent
are currently increasing at an average annual rate of 4.0% per year. This population increase is due to proper
management and law enforcement, which is lacking in central and western Africa.
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Figure 3. Speculated sub-regional trends in elephant populations in the 20 century (not to scale) (Blanc, 2008)

Main threats
Poaching and illegal trade
Throughout large parts of their range, African
elephants are still hunted illegally, often to provide
ivory for the illegal international trade (mostly fuelled
by the Asian market). The limited resources available to
wildlife departments, combined with the remoteness
and inaccessibility of much of the forest in elephant
range, makes it difficult to monitor and protect herds.
The problem is compounded by the unstable political
situation in some range states. Tens of thousands of
elephants are poached each year, mostly in Central
Africa.
Figure 4 shows an increase of large ivory seizures (i.e.
above 800 kg) between 2001 and 2011. The year 2011
was a dramatic year for African elephants, with a
‘poaching crisis’ in for example Cameroon’s Bouba
Ndjida National Park where more than 300 animals
were killed in only several weeks.

Figure 4. Nr. large ivory seizures between 2001 and 2011,
and weight (kg*1,000) of seized ivory (TRAFFIC, 2011)
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Habitat degradation, fragmentation, and loss
There is a continuing decline in the extent and quality of elephant habitat as expanding human population convert
land for agriculture, settlements and development activities. Conversion of habitat for biofuels is an increasing
problem. Extractive industries such as logging and mining also cause habitat destruction and increase accessibility of
remote forests for hunters. Fragmentation of habitat is also problematic as it reduces or halts genetic flow between
populations. Roads traversing forest blocks further exacerbate fragmentation and increase access for poachers.
Human- elephant conflicts
Although trends are difficult to verify, there is evidence that human-elephant conflict is an increasing problem and
that the costs of dealing with “problem animals” are increasing. Shrinking elephant habitat and expanding human
populations cause an increased potential of contact between people and elephants. Elephants enter fields where
they eat and trample crops, raid food stores, and damage village infrastructure including water sources. In some
cases they injure or kill people. In retaliation, involved elephants are being killed by people who suffer injuries or loss
of livelihood.

WWF Programmes

The African Elephant Programme (AEP) was established in 2000. Under the AEP a continent-wide strategy for
elephant conservation was defined which responds to the needs of the species across its full range, and in which
WWF can play a significant and well-defined role under a programmatic approach. Under the AEP 20 African
elephant conservation landscapes were defined with highest conservation priority. For the purpose of WWF’s
African elephant work, a landscape is considered an area of land in elephant range that is currently inhabited by an
inter- connected population of elephants. All elephant conservation work of WWF is aligned to the continent-wide
strategy under AEP. Bilateral support is also given to NO’s and PO’s with their own African elephant conservation
strategies and projects which are all in line with the AEP.
Vision of the WWF AEP
In 25 years time, forest and savannah elephants continue to roam across Africa in landscapes where people and
wildlife flourish alongside each other.
Meta-goal for 2017
By 2020, elephant populations and their habitat cover are stable or increasing in 16 landscapes.
Under the AEP, a strategic plan has been designed for African elephant conservation between 2012 and 2015. This
strategic plan presents a portfolio of immediate actions and targets to help achieve the overall goal of stabilising or
increasing the elephant populations and their habitat by 2020. The strategies focus on:
Protection and management: to reduce the illegal killing of elephants through improved protection and
management;
Capacity building: to increase capacity within range states to conserve and manage elephants;
Conflict mitigation: to increase public support for elephant conservation by reducing conflict;
Trade controls: to reduce the illegal trade in elephant products.
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