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An adult male elephant aged about 35 years was brutally gunned down near Rajaji National Park area in north-west India. A total of 27 bullets were found on the body and 70 gunshots were fired at the accident site to kill the elephant. The elephant was a sharp crop raider but non-aggressive in nature. A paper titled, “Painful death of an elephant through rumour and gunshots, north-west India”, revealed that fast spreading rumours, misunderstandings and human pressure caused the sorrowful death of elephant. News such as elephant killed 11 villagers and moving towards human habitation pressurised the forest officials to forcefully declare the elephant as rogue. Human deaths and elephants deaths due to human elephant conflicts (HEC) are not two isolated issues but are strongly interlinked. Wildlife scientists believe that today death of humans and elephants are happening due to change in attitudes of people towards animals. 
“In the past, elephants and humans have co-existed with each other without disturbances. Elephant was looked upon as a symbol of God and worshipped. People never chased them when they entered the farm and ate their produce. Rather, they gladly gave it as offering to the Lord. Today, things are different. People do not want the animal to even touch a grain, for it dilutes their source of income,” says Surendra Varma, Research Scientist, Asian Nature Conservation Foundation, Centre for Ecological Sciences, Indian Institute of Science. 
The Asian elephant is considered to be among the largest living land mammals and is presently endangered according to the IUCN red list data 2008. India has approximately 50% of the total population of wild elephants distributed across 18 states/union territories. The confluence of the Western and Eastern Ghats at the Nilgiris in Tamil Nadu supports the largest Asian elephant habitat in southern India. 
The issues of HEC vary across elephant corridors. In Sonitpur, Assam, with human population growth and expansion of settlement areas, prime elephant habitat, which also makes for prime cultivation land is taken up for propagation of food plants. Thus, the elephant’s habitat is broken into sections, joined only by cultivated stretches of land. Following traditional migratory routes, or in the search for food and water during particular seasons of the year, the animal ventures into cultivated fields. During this crop raiding process, property may be damaged too, and humans may fall victim to trampling. In Sonitpur, this has resulted in retaliation and killing of elephants. A total of 44 deaths were reported between 1998 and 2002 of which 22 were killed by either poisoning or electrocution. This indicates one death out of three elephant deaths due to HEC.
Human intolerance towards animals is one of the reasons why HEC is happening. To ward off the elephants, people use various gruelling techniques that lead to death or injury of this animal. Pointed objects are thrown in the way of elephants. Stones covered in cloth dipped with kerosene are burnt and thrown on the elephants, causing injuries. Tyres are burnt and thrown on the animals. Nails are placed on boards and kept in the path of elephants. People even make pits and break their leg. Crackers are burst. Sometimes, even when a wild boar destroys the plantation area, people show their anger on elephants. 
Chasing away of elephants from plantation areas invite more conflicts. Says Varma, “Some people poison a part of the jackfruit or use an explosive in the fruit. When the elephant eats this, the molar teeth breaks. As a result the animal cannot chew. Then, the real problem begins. The animals want softer food and rice being easy for the elephant to chew, they start raiding the farms.” 
Due to chasing and fragmentation of habitat, the herd size of the elephant reduces, resulting in separation of the group. All these factors together add stress on the elephants. Says Varma, “By chasing away the animals, we are not allowing the elephant to even explore its natural territory. How can you expect elephants to understand your attitude when you don’t make an attempt to understand the animal?”

He adds, “To mitigate conflict scenario and to prevent human deaths, it is first imperative to understand the animal. Only that can save elephants and humans.”
One of the key reasons for HEC is fragmentation of habitat. The elephant corridors are cut off and the connectivity of the forest is limited. Says Varma, “There are multiple reasons for habitat fragmentation. Behaviourally for an elephant crops are easy to access. The elephants need preparation time like breaking the branches and chewing them. At farms, they are directly exposed to ready-made food. That is one aspect of the problem.”

Changes in crop pattern also induce HEC. Says Varma, “Earlier only rice was grown as the main crop by farmers, but now banana, sugarcane, tapioca, jackfruit, etc. are grown. This is also another reason why conflict arises.” 
Many elephants are also killed on railway tracks and this has been a matter of concern across many elephant corridors in the country. Says Varma, “Elephants come to feed on the fringe areas near railway tracks and get killed. Sometimes, even garbage on the tracks attracts animals. The fringe areas or edges have to be cleared and this can be done in association with the railways. We also need an early warning system that can prevent the killing of elephant. Some people use geophones under railway track and based on vibrations they can detect what animal it is.”

Mitigation measures like chilli fences and tobacco fences have been used in Africa. “Traditionally people burnt tobacco. The chill/tobacco powder is mixed with engine oil and every three days it is reapplied on the fence to keep elephants at bay,” says Varma. 

He believes that blame game is not the solution for this. “Rather than blaming the forest department, local village volunteers should be a part of it and develop a strategy to solve this problem. The problem is going to continue but with more knowledge and effort, it can change the attitude of the people. It is a collective responsibility.”
Case Study: Valparai
In the Western Ghats of southern India, large-scale loss and conversion of forests to monoculture plantations, agriculture, hydro-electric projects and reservoirs, transportation networks, and developed areas have drastically reduced and fragmented Asian elephant habitats.

The Anamalai-Parambikulam Elephant Reserve within the Anamalai hills is believed to contain over 1,000 elephants in an area of 3558 km², within which, nearly 60% of the area is highly fragmented. 

In 2002, tea estate companies in Valparai approached the Nature Conservation Foundation (NCF) to bring in solutions with the conflict problem in Valparai, Tamil Nadu. “To do this, it was important to understand the elephants first and then the people, says M Ananda Kumar, Wildlife Scientist, NCF. “We also had to know how the plantation was being used by the elephants.” 

“We looked at how people were managing earlier. When we spoke to people who were living in the area for more than 40 years, we came to know that then people were tolerant to elephants; hence, there wasn’t a problem. Now, the attitude of younger people towards animals is negative and that is the problem”, he says. 
Apart from this, media adds to the existing problem by sensationalising news on elephant attacks. He says, “News of elephants killing humans adds pressure on elephants. People started taking elephants as a huge threat. For a year we targeted local newspapers and requested them to only quote factual things. Why aren’t articles written on elephants being quiet and people working along in the same place?”

Media has a role to play in conservation and using words like ‘elephant creates havoc’ makes it difficult for the animals, the conservationists and the forest department officials. This also creates animosity among humans and elephants, creating more conflicts. 
“The mitigation measures based on ‘expecting elephants to change’ according to the way humans want them to change is definitely not the solution. Reducing human deaths is definitely the priority. This will bring down the pressure on the animals as well,” says Kumar. 

NCF made recommendations to the forest department for using swamp areas to connect tea areas to forests. Says Kumar, “The companies are interested in cooperating with us to develop forest connectivity. Native vegetation has to be planted on forest patches along the streams. If the government works along the project, this could be an ideal solution.” 
Here is the reason why. There are about 40 rainforest fragments. It has been observed that incidence of conflicts are less in areas having forest covers as compared to not having it.

Native forest connectivity with at least 20m width on either sides of the river would facilitate elephant movement more than half way through the plantations into the Anamalai Tiger Reserve thereby minimising negative interactions between people and elephants.
 ‘Valparai Corridor Conservation Council’ was recommended to be initiated with the involvement of companies for development and management of corridor through a memorandum of understanding (MOU) between the Forest Department, Anamalai Planters Association, and scientific and conservation organisations. 

Kumar believes that conflict occurred due to lack of information on elephants. In the evening, elephants move around the tea estate area. It is that time when people go back home after work and head to Valparai town. During such times the human-elephant encounter becomes close. It was then an idea of developing elephant information network was mooted for tracking elephant movements and informing people about its whereabouts. For the same purpose, three new strategies were implemented in the Valparai region. One, the forest department tracked the elephant movement in the day time and in the evening, the information about the elephants were shown on the local Valparai television. Says Kumar, “The local people told us that they planned their outdoor activities watching the program.”
The second initiative was sending bulk SMS in Tamil/English to people who want to know where elephants were. The message also carried a mobile number and when people sighted elephants, they could inform other people. This also turned into a two way communication where people could alert others. “We get about 140 calls a month,” says Kumar.  
The third initiative was an elephant alert indicator. Here, red, flashing LED lights have been placed in 22 strategic locations. These lights are visible from the nearest bus stop. The unique feature about this light is that it can be operated from mobile phone. When people cannot see television or read SMS, they can use this facility. They can look out for these lights as warning signals while they walk down the road. If the light is on, it indicates the presence of elephants within a km. In such a scenario, they can also ask for help on what they need to do. There are three registered mobiles for every location. This is also one way of involving the common people in combating the issue. If people see an elephant, they can call the registered mobile number to inform and switch on the light to alert others. 
Kumar believes these strategies can be replicated in parts of India. He says, “In places like Coorg, the light option can be modified to be replicated. Though there are tall trees in the coffee estate and people might not see the light, most estates have power connections, so this can be worked out. In Assam, this can be directly applicable. The SMS and TV will also have a wider applicability.”
If elephants are allowed to feed without causing disturbance by people during the day, they are unlikely to cause damages to human property when they search for food at night. 

Protection and non-conversion of canopy habitats, restoration of rivers with native species, and maintaining distance from elephants would foster normal activities of elephants and help promote human-elephant co-existence in such landscapes.

NCF received financial support from The Elephant Family, UK and tea estate companies like Bombay Burma Trading Corporation, Parry Agro Industries Limited, Tata Coffee Limited, Jayashree Company, to name some and the support of forest department and local people as well. BBTC paid for 6 lights which are installed in their property and they are keen to do the same for four more lights which includes installation. Similarly, companies such as Parry Agro and TATA Coffee covered installation expenses of lights on their own.  “This is a very good sign in terms their interest, seriousness and corporate involvement to deal with HEC in the Valparai region,” says Kumar. 
