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Asian Elephant
Elephas maximus
Threat Status: Endangered

African Savanna Elephant
Loxodonta africana 
Threat Status: Endangered
 

African Forest Elephant
Loxodonta cyclotis
Threat Status: Critically Endangered

Elephants
There are currently three recognised species of elephant: 
the African forest elephant, the African savanna elephant, 
and the Asian elephant. Each of these species are 
considered to be threatened with extinction. Elephants 
range throughout sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia, and 
Southeast Asia, and can be found in a variety of different 
habitats, including forests, savannahs, marshes, and deserts. 

Elephants are threatened by habitat loss and fragmentation, 
illegal poaching for their ivory, and human-elephant conflict.
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Elephants are some of the most inspiring species on the planet, and for centuries have helped to create 
emotional connections between people and the natural world. However, all three species of elephant are now 
threatened with extinction, with their populations decreasing globally due to habitat loss, poaching and human-
wildlife conflict. Dublin Zoo is extremely privileged to care for a family of Asian elephants, and together with our 
partners in the British and Irish Association of Zoos and Aquariums (BIAZA), and the European Association of Zoos 
and Aquaria (EAZA), we are contributing directly to elephant conservation, both in zoos and in the wild. 

Caring for elephants is a constantly evolving process, and we continually strive to push the boundaries of 
elephant husbandry, providing the very highest standards of care possible for the elephants at Dublin Zoo. We 
participate in, and instigate, innovative research to help us better understand the elephants in our care and their 
needs, allowing us to underpin all of our management practices and conservation actions with evidence and 
science. Working with the Asian elephant EAZA Ex Situ Programme (EEP), we are helping to create a healthy and 
sustainable population of Asian elephants in European zoos, while also contributing to the conservation of 
elephants in the wild. 

Through our conservation partners, the Wildlife Trust of India and the Asian Nature Conservation Foundation, 
Dublin Zoo is helping to secure habitats for Asian elephants in the wild, directly conserving and improving the 
lives of wild elephants. These projects ensure that the local communities who live alongside elephants are 
included as part of the solution, creating a sustainable future for both people and elephants in India. In this way 
each time you visit Dublin Zoo you are not only getting the chance to watch a herd of Asian elephants living 
together as a family group and displaying natural behaviours, but you are also directly helping to conserve 
elephants in the wild.

Dublin ½ƻƻΩǎ elephant programme has attracted the interest of zoo professionals from all over the world, and has 
allowed us to successfully breed Asian elephants for the first time in Ireland. We have now successfully bred two 
generations of Asian elephants at Dublin Zoo, making a substantial contribution to the conservation of this iconic 
species. Simultaneously, we have created a truly immersive experience for our visitors, delivering conservation 
messages and education programmes focussing on elephants in the wild and the actions we can all take to 
conserve them. We ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ do any of this without our visitors, and we thank you for your continued support and 
dedication. Dublin Zoo is committed to ensuring that Asian elephants have a sustainable future, both in zoos and 
the in the wild, and we look forward to continuing to connect our visitors with elephants and the natural world. 

Dr. Andrew Mooney
Senior Conservation and Science Officer

Introduction

Dublin Zoo works in partnership with:
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Dublin Zoo is home to a successful breeding herd of Asian elephants, and actively 

participates in the EAZA Asian elephant Ex Situ Programme (EEP). The elephants 

at Dublin Zoo regularly contribute to scientific research on a huge variety of 

topics which have helped inform animal management practices and conservation 

actions. Dublin Zoo also proudly supports in situ efforts to conserve elephants in 

the wild through our conservation partners in India, helping to secure critical 

elephant habitats and reducing human-elephant conflict.
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Dublin Zoo was opened by the Zoological Society of Ireland in 
1831 on four acres of land in the Phoenix Park. In 1835, the Zoo 
rented its first elephant for the summer months, and the 
following year, in 1836, London Zoo gave Dublin Zoo its first 
resident elephant. During these early days enclosures were 
rudimentary, designed for containment and to provide visitors 
with good views of the animals. Over the coming decades many 
elephants came to Dublin Zoo, including notable figures like 
Prince Tom in 1871 (a gift from the Duke of Edinburgh) and Sara in 
1936 (a gift from the Governor of Madras). Like many other zoos 
at the time, visitors were given the opportunity to ride the 
elephants, and many Irish people have fond memories of these 
times. However, as our understanding of the needs of elephants 
changed, so did our practices in caring for them. 

Beginning in the 1970s the international zoo community started 
evolving, shifting away from just the display of animals and 
focussing more on conservation and education. During this period 
zoos started establishing animal care and husbandry standards, 
and began working together to manage populations of a species 
across multiple zoos and countries. 

In the early 2000s, Dublin Zoo made the big decision to expand 
our elephant habitat and begin actively participating in the EAZA 
Ex Situ Programme (EEP) for Asian elephants, helping to create a 
healthy population of elephants in European zoos. In 2007, Dublin 
Zoo opened the world-class Kaziranga Forest Trail and welcomed 
three new Asian elephants from Rotterdam Zoo. This same year 
saw the first birth of an elephant in Ireland, a female calf named 
Asha. This was the start of Dublin ½ƻƻΩǎ participation in the 
European Asian elephant breeding programme, and between 
2007 and 2019 nine calves were born at the Zoo, bringing the 
total number of elephants at Dublin Zoo to a record 12.

History

Komali, an Asian elephant calf at Dublin Zoo (1950)5



Male Asian elephant Rama and his keepers (1900) 
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Kaziranga 
Forest Trail

In 2007, Dublin Zoo opened the innovative and immersive Kaziranga Forest 
Trail habitat for Asian elephants. This expansive habitat was designed by the 
American architectural firm Jones and Jones, and was inspired by the 
Kaziranga Forest region in Assam, India, which supports a rich biodiversity 
including elephants, tigers and Indian rhinoceros. The aim of this new habitat 
was to provide a breeding herd of Asian elephants with the space they 
needed to live in a natural social group setting, as they would in the wild, 
while also encouraging them to display natural behaviours. 

This new habitat was one of the first facilities in the world designed to allow 
elephants to live together day and night (a radical decision for the time), and 
provides 24 hour access to outdoor areas. Important features of this habitat 
include a night house for elephant cows and calves, which has a ceiling 
window to allow natural light to enter, and a two-metre deep sand 
substrate, which allows the elephants to lie down and sleep together. The 
night house also contains elevated feeders, rough surfaces for rubbing, and 
food timers for overnight feeding, all of which encourage searching, curiosity 
and muscle building behaviours.

The complex outdoor habitat includes two deep pools, a sand substrate, 
hanging feeders for elevated feeding, artificial rocks for rubbing, and hidden 
feeders to encourage and prolong the amount of time the elephants engage 
in natural foraging behaviours. The outdoor habitat is where the elephants at 
Dublin Zoo spend most of their day, so it is important that this environment 
is enriching for them. Each day our dedicated elephant care team carefully 
plan out and enhance the habitat, by adding tree stumps and rocks, and even 
changing the contour of the surface by moving the sand into small hills for 
the elephants to climb and lie on. In this way the elephants have ever 
changing visual and tactile stimulation, as well as edible stimulation, adding 
variety to their daily lives and encouraging natural behaviours.

Kaziranga Forest Trail at Dublin Zoo
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A separate night house and outdoor area were also built just for a bull 
elephant, giving space to separate the elephant herd if needed. Although 
Asian elephants normally live peacefully together, sometimes separation 
can be necessary, specifically when the bull is in musth. 

This progressive habitat has attracted the interest of zoo professionals from 
all over the world, and has allowed us to breed Asian elephants for the first 
time in Ireland. We have now successfully bred two generations of 
elephants at Dublin Zoo, making a substantial contribution to the 
conservation of this species. Simultaneously, the extensive use of plants, 
and a trail with unique viewing areas, has helped to create a truly immersive 
experience for our visitors, and gives us the chance to deliver conservation 
messages about elephants in the wild. Most importantly, the Kaziranga 
Forest Trail gives our visitors the opportunity to watch elephants displaying 
a wide variety of natural behaviours ς bathing, feeding, moving, digging, 
playing, interacting or simply relaxing together as a herd, as they would in 
the wild.

What is musth? 

Musth is a natural annual hormonal cycle that occurs in adult 
male elephants. During musth, testosterone levels increase 
significantly, which can change the behaviour of bull elephants, 
sometimes resulting in aggression.
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What is animal husbandry? 

Animal husbandry is the science of breeding and caring for 
animals, and covers all aspects of how we manage our animals on 
a daily basis. At Dublin Zoo, our world-class husbandry practices 
help to support the growth and development of the animals in our 
care. Our practices are based on years of experience and 
collaboration with other zoos, researchers, and from studying the 
behaviour of animals in the wild. 

Caring for Elephants
Caring for elephants is a complex and constantly evolving process. We are 
committed to providing the elephants at Dublin Zoo with the highest 
possible standards of care, and we strive to lead the way in progressive 
animal husbandry. Everything we do is guided by the natural history of 
elephants, and is grounded in evidence-based research, ensuring that all of 
our actions can continually be monitored and improved to provide the best 
possible life for the elephants in our care. 

In the wild, elephants can spend up to 18 hours a day foraging and feeding, 
so we take every opportunity to replicate this and stimulate the elephants 
during their waking hours. For example, the elevated feed nets throughout 
the Kaziranga Forest Trail are filled regularly with hay, maize, and browse. 
These feed nets can be automatically lowered and raised out of the 
ŜƭŜǇƘŀƴǘΩǎ reach by hand-held remote controls. This mimics natural foraging 
behaviours and encourages movement and searching behaviours in the 
elephants, while also prolonging the amount of time that a single net of food 
can be used by the elephants. Since we started providing elevated feeding 
opportunities we have seen a remarkable increase in the neck and shoulder 
strength, and overall body condition, of the elephants in our care, and this 
has now been replicated in many other zoos. 
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We are committed to providing the elephants at Dublin Zoo with the highest 

possible standards of care, and we strive to lead the way in progressive 

animal husbandry. Everything we do is guided by the natural history of 

elephants, and grounded in evidence-based research, ensuring that all of 

our actions can continually be monitored and improved to provide the best 

possible life for the elephants in our care. 
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As elephants only sleep for approximately three hours a day, we have also 
designed the indoor area of the elephant habitat to offer the elephants 
feeding opportunities throughout the night. A large feed wall uses timed 
doors to provide access to hay and feed balls at different times throughout 
the night. These activities can be monitored by the elephant care team 
remotely through the use of CCTV cameras throughout the habitat. The use of 
cameras has also allowed the elephant care team to follow and record 
sleeping and behavioural patterns in the elephants at Dublin Zoo over time, 
and they play a crucial role during the birthing process. The cameras allow our 
team to observe and monitor the birthing process without disturbing the 
elephants with their physical presence. However, if an emergency situation 
arises during a birth then the team are only seconds away, watching the 
situation unfold on screens in the elevated staff viewing area. 

Elephant Care Team at Dublin Zoo

The elephants at Dublin Zoo receive world-class care, including daily 
enrichment and stimulation. This is provided by our dedicated elephant 
care team, who have been trained according to the latest and most 
progressive husbandry standards, and are equipped with the skills 
necessary to provide the complex care required. Members of our 
elephant care team regularly attend training workshops and conferences 
to receive the most recent information on elephant conservation, 
research, management, and veterinary matters. Dublin Zoo also receives 
regular expert advice from specialist elephant care consultants, helping 
us to continually develop our elephant care team and improve our 
management practices.

Routine elephant foot care at Dublin Zoo
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Historically, many zoos kept elephants on hard concrete surfaces because they 
were easier to clean. However, when designing the Kaziranga Forest Trail 
Dublin Zoo made the decision to use sand instead. The two-metre deep 
natural sand found throughout the Kaziranga Forest Trail provides 
opportunities for the elephants to engage in natural behaviours such as 
throwing and dusting 24 hours a day, while also providing an uneven surface 
that strengthens leg tendons and muscles. At Dublin Zoo, the young elephants 
can often be seen playing with the sand, while the adults take the opportunity 
to lie down and sleep on sand mounds, something very rarely seen on 
concrete surfaces. 

The sand also has the added benefit of assisting the elephants when giving 
birth, and throughout the post-birthing process. The sand substrate quickly 
absorbs the fluids produced during the birthing process and allows calves to 
gain a much quicker grip on the surface when trying to stand. Deep sand also 
cushions their fall and drastically reduces the need for any kind of human 
intervention, with elephant calves born onto natural surfaces often on their 
feet within six minutes. This was an important consideration when designing 
the Kaziranga Forest Trail, and has allowed our elephants to give birth in as 
natural a setting as possible, surrounded by other herd members for support. 
Witnessing the birth of a calf is an important experience for other members of 
the herd, and allows younger females to become familiar with the sights and 
sounds of the birthing process before they themselves give birth.Photo 

Needed
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Research Highlight: Elephant Movement 

Research has shown that the elephants at Dublin Zoo 
travel nearly 10 km a day. This is similar to Asian elephant 
herds in the wild, which normally travel distances of 5-10 
km a day. This research, in collaboration with University 
College Dublin, found that the elephants at Dublin Zoo 
display walking and behavioural patterns more similar to 
elephants in the wild than to elephants in other zoos 
(Brady et al., 2021) 


