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Between 1970 and 1990, many thousands of elephants were 
killed for their ivory, leaving the Africa n elephant populations at 
an estimated number of 300,000–600,000 (Said et al. 1995). 
The main declines in elephant numbers were in Central and East-
ern Africa. Following the drop in numbers during the elephant 
killings of the 1980s and the events surrounding and including 
the CITES ban, populations have picked up in some range States, 
and in 2007, the total A frican elephant population was estimated 
to be between 470,000 and 690,000 (Blanc et al. 2007). 

Since then however, the tide seems to have turned. Poaching 
levels have been increasing steadily across much of the con-
tinent since 2006. Current estimates suggest major declines 
in elephant populations in Central Africa, as well as in some 
populations in West Africa where the numbers have been frag-
mented and small for decades. Populations remain stable and 
high in much of Southern Africa, while the threat to eastern 

populations is increasing as poaching is rising and spreading 
east and southwards in Africa. The latest estimates of the to-
tal number of African elephants range between 419,000 and 
650,000 elephants, however, these are predominantly found in 
Southern and Eastern Africa (IUCN/AfESG 2013).

DISTRIBUTION ACROSS SUB-REGIONS

The overall sub-regional distribution of the African elephant 
indicates that approximately half of the total elephant popula-
tion is found in Southern Africa, while less than 30 per cent are 
found in Eastern Africa. West Africa is home to the smallest 
number of elephants, only two per cent of the total number 
of elephants on the continent. The remaining 20 per cent of 
A frican elephants are found in Central Africa, although ele-
phant numbers from this region are particularly fraught with 
uncertainty (estimates based on Blanc et al. 2007). As with the 

POPULATION TRENDS

African elephant population: a difficult count

Source: IUCN/SSC, African Elephant Specialist Group, 2013.

DEFINITE COUNT

Note: Estimates are based on various surveys methods with different levels of reliability and data quality. 
Values are approximated to the thousand. 
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African elephant population estimates, thousands
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Figure 5: The latest estimates of the total number of African elephants range between 419,000 and 650,000. Overall data reliability 

at the continental level has declined as many important populations have not been surveyed for over ten years.
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population numbers, estimates on the sub-regional distribu-
tion of elephants are based on conjecture and assumptions. 
However, these estimates give an overview of the general distri-
bution of elephants across the continent.

ELEPHANT POPULATION TRENDS IN THE 
20TH AND 21ST CENTURY 

African elephant population data was patchy and of varying 
accurac y before the 1990s. It is widely recognized however, that 
poaching reduced elephant numbers drastically, particularly in 
Central and Eastern Africa, in the period between 1970 and 
1990. At this point, numerous photos and reports of tusk-less 
elephant carcasses being found by the thousands inside and 
outside national parks across Africa made international head-
lines. Increasing global awareness of poaching, fuelled by cam-
paigns and media coverage, resulted in the 1989 CITES ban on 
international trade in ivory.  

Prior to 1989, the African elephant was listed in Appendix II 
of CITES and international trade in ivory and other elephant 
specimens was regulated, but legal. The high level of poaching 
in the 1970s and 1980s was driven by a growing market for 
ivory primarily in Europe, the United States of America and 
Japan. The business was conducted by legitimate enterprises, 
often involving government officials. Conservation interven-
tions, combined with the restrictions on ivory sales, which 
went into effect following the CITES ban, put a stop to much of 
the poaching, particularly in Eastern Africa. Through the next 
two decades, the elephant population had a chance to recover 
in some range States, particularly in Eastern Africa (Blanc et al. 
2007). However current estimates suggest major declines in 
elephant populations in Central Africa, to the point that some 
local populations are at risk of extinction. The populations of 
Eastern Africa are also being threatened by increased poaching.

SUB-REGIONAL OVERVIEW 

Much of the elephant population of West Africa had been deci-
mated before the turn of the 20th century, and while some popu-
lations were further reduced as a result of poaching in the 1980s, 

the region’s small elephant population of around 4,000 (includ-
ing definite and probable numbers) remained more or less stable  
throughout the 20th century and up until the 1990s (Said et al. 
1995). In 2007, the definite numbers of elephants in the sub- 
region was 7,500, while the most recent estimates suggests an 
estimate of about 7,100 definite numbers of ele phants (IUCN/
AfESG 2013).  

Most of the data on elephant populations in Central Africa 
is unreliable and no real data on elephant numbers existed 
prior to the 1990s. However, it is widely agreed that the for-
est elephant populations in Central Africa, particularly in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, were greatly reduced in the 
1970s and 1980s. Population data from this region is uncer-
tain and unreliable for two reasons. Firstly, population surveys 
in forested areas are difficult and expensive, as censuses by air 
are not possible. Secondly, decades of conflict in the region 
has made population surveys impossible in many locations. 
These difficulties are reflected in the 1995 African Elephant 
Status Report where only 7,000 known elephants were reg-
istered while more than 200,000 elephants were considered 
probable or possible (Said et al. 1995). Most recent estimates 
suggests definite numbers of about 20,000 and probable 
numbers of about 65,000 (IUCN/AfESG 2013). 

Eastern Africa, home to the highest number of elephants prior 
to 1970, was hit hard by the poaching of the 1970s and 1980s 
(Blanc 2008). Accounts from that time described parks littered 
with elephant carcasses. The substantial losses in places like the 
Tsavo National Park in Kenya, and the Selou s Game Reserve in 
southern Tanzania provided fuel for the loud international out-
cry and the many campaigns that led to the CITES ban on the 
sale of ivory. Strict conservation efforts were introduced in many 
parks in Eastern Africa and poaching levels went down. In 1995, 
the African elephant population in the region was estimated at 
around 105,000 ele phants including definite and probable num-
bers (Said et al. 1995). Ten years later, 160,000 definite and prob-
able elephants were found, probably due to better information, 
but likely also reflecting real growth in elephant populations 
(Blanc et al. 2007). Recent estimates suggests definite numbers 
of about 130,000 elephants (IUCN/AfESG 2013).
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CHALLENGES AND UNCERTAINTIES IN 
POPULATION AND RANGE ESTIMATES 

The estimates of elephant population and range are based on a 
combination of expert judgements, and aerial and ground sur-
veys of varying quality and age. As much as possible, the esti-
mates are based on scientific studies and surveys. However a 
number of factors affect their accuracy. These include the survey 
technique, the surveyor’s level of skill, the equipment used, finan-
cial constraints, vegetation cover, and most importantly, surveys 
have been infrequent and scattered in their coverage. Changes in 
survey boundaries and in the methodology used make it difficult 
to compare changes in population over time. Additionally, many 
elephants live outside or move between the boundaries of pro-
tected areas where few surveys are undertaken. Elephant num-
bers in these unprotected areas may be based on pure guess-
work. The seasonal and cross-border movements of elephants 
make surveys difficult and may result in either double-counting 
or undercounting the elephant population (Blanc et al. 2007).  
Furthermore, it is important to note that population surveys are 
conducted in only about half of the elephant range area. 

Definite and probable elephant numbers are collected in a num-
ber of ways: aerial counts conducted from low flying aircrafts, 
direct ground counts, dung counts, DNA-based mark and recap-
ture, and individual registration on the ground. While these sur-
vey methods may give accurate data, the results are influenced 
by a number of factors, including survey intensity, aircraft speed 
and habitat visibility (Norton-Griffiths 1978). Aerial surveys may 
have a range of errors, but are the technique of choice when tens 
of thousands of square kilometres are to be surveyed. Aerial sur-
veys can only be done in open savannah landscape however, and 
therefore exclude any populations living in forested habitats such 
as in much of Central Africa. In some cases, each elephant is reg-
istered individually but this is a time consuming and expensive 
exercise and is generally not used for population estimates, ex-
cept for small, fenced populations. More commonly, particularly 
in forest habitats, elephant populations are estimated through 
dung counts along transects. Dung counts are both expensive and 
hard to conduct; requiring estimates of defecation rate and of the 

decomposition rate of the dung. However well-conducted dung 
surveys can be more precise than aerial surveys. Finally, some of 
the population data is based on educated guesses made by indi-
viduals that know the area and its elephant populations.  

Ideally, data on elephant range and population would be collected 
at frequent intervals by an authorized national wildlife authority, 
which would employ well-trained staff and standardized meth-
ods for collecting the data. In reality, however, data collection is 
often done by several different agencies using a variety of differ-
ent methods determined by available funds and current opinion.   

Given the challenges facing the collection of elephant data, the 
estimates of population numbers are subject to uncertainty. More 
information and more accurate surveys are urgently needed, in 
areas such as Central Africa, where elephant numbers are in 
rapid decline. Estimating the range area and the elephant popu-
lation numbers presents major challenges and even the most 
up to date information contains inaccuracies and uncertainties. 
This is the reason why the population and range estimates show 
great variations at national and regional levels. A more detailed 
explanation of population estimations can be found in the IUCN 
African Elephant Status Reports (see Blanc et al. 2007). 

More information and more accurate 

surveys are urgently needed.
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