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Annex 1 

STATUS OF ELEPHANT POPULATIONS, LEVELS OF ILLEGAL 
 KILLING AND THE TRADE IN IVORY: A REPORT TO THE  

STANDING COMMITTEE OF CITES 

Introduction 

Decision 14.78 (Rev. CoP15) directs the Secretariat to produce an updated analysis of MIKE data, and 
invites TRAFFIC to submit an updated analysis of ETIS data, UNEP-WCMC to provide an overview of the 
latest elephant trade data and the IUCN/SSC African and Asian Elephant Specialist Groups to submit new 
and relevant information on the conservation status of elephants, and on pertinent conservation actions and 
management strategies, for consideration at the present meeting of the Standing Committee. This document 
has been prepared accordingly and is presented as an integrated piece of work to assess the status of 
elephants, levels of illegal killing and trade in ivory. 

Decision 14.78 (Rev. CoP15) recognizes four global monitoring systems for elephants and trade in elephant 
specimens. The programme for Monitoring the Illegal Killing of Elephants (MIKE), managed by the CITES 
Secretariat, and the Elephant Trade Information System (ETIS), managed by TRAFFIC to track illegal trade 
in ivory and other elephant specimens, are mandated by the CITES Parties through Resolution Conf. 10.10 
(Rev. CoP15). Thirdly, Article XII, paragraph 2 (d), of the Convention requires CITES Parties to submit 
annual reports on the trade they conduct in specimens of CITES-listed species. These data, including legal 
trade in all elephant specimens, are compiled by UNEP-WCMC. Finally, IUCN, through the SSC African 
Elephant and Asian Elephant Specialist Groups, maintains the African and Asian Elephant Database, 
housing information on elephant population numbers and range. 

This report, representing a collective effort from all of these bodies, serves as an important first step towards 
developing linkages between the systems so that critical information and data on elephants are assessed 
and presented in an integrated manner to support evidence-based decision-making in the CITES context. 

Asian elephant (Elephas maximus): status and threats  

This section draws on the IUCN/SSC Red List account for Asian elephants, survey reports collected by the 
CITES MIKE programme and the Asian Elephant Specialist Group (AsESG), and data compiled at mapping 
and strategic planning workshops run by the AsESG, the World Wide Fund For Nature (WWF) and the 
Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS) (with funding from the United States Fish and Wildlife Service) in 
October 2008. Curation of these data by the AsESG is underway to allow the publication of an Asian 
Elephant Status Report, pending necessary funding. 

CITES listing status and IUCN Red List status. 

The Asian elephant has been listed in CITES Appendix I since 1975, and as Endangered (A2c; ver 3.1; 
Choudhury et al., 2008) in the IUCN Red List. The rationale behind the Endangered status is an inferred 
population size reduction of at least 50 % over the last three generations, based on a reduction in the 
species’s area of occupancy and the quality of its habitat. Although there are few accurate data on historical 
population size, from what is known about trends in habitat loss or degradation and other threats including 
poaching, an overall population decline of at least 50 % over the last three generations (estimated to be 60–
75 years, based on a generation time estimated to be 20-25 years) seems realistic. 

Taxonomy and nomenclature 

While subspecies taxonomy of Elephas maximus has varied among authors, the most recent treatment 
(Shoshani and Eisenberg, 1982) recognizes three subspecies: E. m. indicus on the Asian mainland, E. 
m. maximus on Sri Lanka, and E. m. sumatranus on the Indonesian island of Sumatra. Borneo’s elephants 
have traditionally been included in E. m. indicus (Shoshani and Eisenberg, 1982) or E. m. sumatranus 
(Medway, 1977), as they were believed to be feral descendants of elephants introduced in the 14th–19th 
centuries. However, recent genetic evidence suggests they are indigenous to the island (Fernando et al., 
2003; but see Cranbrook et al., 2008). The subspecies designations were based primarily on morphological 
characteristics (Shoshani and Eisenberg, 1982), but the Sri Lankan subspecies designation is not strongly 
supported by current molecular evidence (Nozawa and Shotake, 1990; Hartl et al., 1996, Fernando et al., 
2000; Fleischer et al., 2001). There is, however, molecular evidence to suggest that the Sumatran 
subspecies is sufficiently distinct for it to be defined as an evolutionarily significant unit (ESU; Fleischer et al., 
2001). This suggests that Sumatran elephants should be managed separately from other Asian elephants in 
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Detailed knowledge of elephant distribution is poor, but improving, in Central Africa. Of concern is the 
increasing fragmentation of elephant habitats across many parts of its range, leading to possible 
compression of elephant populations. African elephant distribution is outlined in Figure 2. 

Population status 

According to the AESR 2007, the most recent comprehensive assessment of elephant numbers available, 
there may be between 472,269 and 689,671 elephants on the African continent. Even though these figures 
only relate to approximately 50 % of the estimated range, the actual total is not likely to differ significantly 
from these totals.  

Elephant numbers in each subregion as reported in AESR 2007 are outlined in Table 2 below, while 
estimates at the national level can be found in Table 3 in Annex 2. Details on the methodology used to pool 
estimates into subregional and continental totals can be found in the Data Types and Categorization section 
of the AESR 2007 (Blanc et al., 2007). Southern Africa holds the largest known number of elephants in any 
subregion, followed by Eastern Africa and Central Africa. The quality of data varies significantly across 
subregions, with Central Africa’s subregional estimates in the Possible and Speculative categories being 
very large compared to other subregions. 

Table 2. Continental and subregional estimates of elephant populations in Africa. Also shown are measures 
of coverage and data quality (AESR 2007). 

ELEPHANT NUMBERS1 
SUBREGION 

DEFINITE PROBABLE POSSIBLE SPECULATIVE 

RANGE 
AREA 
(km²) 

% OF 
CONTINENTAL 

RANGE 

% OF RANGE 
ASSESSED 

IQI2 

Central Africa 10,383 48,936 43,098 34,129 975,079 29 52 0.22 

Eastern Africa 137,485 29,043 35,124 3,543 880,063 26 45 0.36 

Southern Africa 297,718 23,186 24,734 9,573 1,305,140 39 53 0.48 

West Africa 7,487 735 1,129 2,939 175,545 5 66 0.44 

TOTAL 472,269 82,704 84,334 50,364 3,335,827 100 51 0.41 

 

                                                      
1 For further information on the categorization of data, please refer to p6-16 of the AESR 2007. 

2 IQI: Information Quality Index. This index quantifies overall data quality at the regional level based on the precision of estimates 
and the proportion of assessed elephant range (i.e. range for which estimates are available). The IQI ranges from zero (no reliable 
information) to one (perfect information). See the AESR 2007 for details on how the IQI is calculated. 
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