
 The
Elephant

The elephant in Thailand has been prized in the country’s society and
culture for centuries. Elephants are everywhere in Thailand. You’ll see
them carved into temples, on cans of beer, and splashed all over
travelers’ pants. As Thailand’s national symbol, images of the grey
giants are used widely and proudly.

Elephants have played many important roles throughout Thailand’s
history. Their major contributions to endeavors ranging from royal
parades, to war, and logging, led to their revered status as Thailand’s
national animal.

The story of Buddha’s birth elevated elephants to a special status. The
story goes that on the eve of his birth, Buddha’s mother had a dream
where a white elephant came to her and gave her a lotus flower. White
elephants have since been considered sacred by Thai people.

White elephants were adopted for royal duties due to their rarity and
sacred standing. They became a symbol of the king’s authority, and the
more white elephants a king possessed, the greater his perceived moral
authority and power. These factors led to elephants being held in high
regard, and they eventually appeared on Thailand’s national flag in the
early 1900s.

From the fifteenth century, the size and strength of Thai elephants were
harnessed and used in battle against enemies such as the Khmer,
Malays and Burmese. Elephants can carry soldiers and charge at 25
kilometers per hour, making them an intimidating force on the battlefield.
This further increased the regard Thai people have for the gentle giants.
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The strength of elephants played a key role in transport and labor
during Thailand’s development. Up until the early 1900s, elephants
were one of the main forms of transport in the country. In 1884, up to
20,000 elephants were working in transport in northern Thailand,
according to the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the
United Nations. The size and strength of the mammals were also
used in the logging industry. Elephants were used to haul teak wood
through dense jungle, and as such were forced to contribute to the
destruction of their own natural habitat. Thailand’s forest cover was
stripped back to a mere 28% of its former size before logging was
banned in 1989, the FAO reports. The massive habitat loss caused by
logging is one of the biggest reasons why the survival of elephants in
Thailand has become so important. Despite being Thailand’s national
symbol, elephants have suffered in recent decades. Around a century
ago, in 1900, there were at least 100,000 elephants in Thailand
according to statistics from the FAO.  One of the most important
facts about elephants in Thailand today is that only between 3,000
and 4,000 remain in the country and only around half of that number
live in the wild. 

The International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN)
classifies Asian elephants as endangered. Deforestation from illegal
logging and expanding developments, such as the construction of
resorts and roads, means wild elephants face natural habitat loss,
and are driven into close contact with humans. This can lead to
conflicts. Illegal poaching for tusks and calves also contributes to the
population decline. The FAO reports that in order for poachers to
capture a single calf, up to three adult females are also affected.
While the populations of wild elephants are decreasing, according to
the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species, the number of
domesticated elephants continues to grow. Most captive elephants
work in the tourism or entertainment industries. After logging was
banned in 1989, thousands of captive elephants were moved over to
the tourism trade as this was the only viable option available. As
riding elephants in Thailand became more popular among visitors,
the demand for captive elephants has grown, fueling the capture of
wild elephants and encouraging breeding in captivity. Visitors and
volunteers can play a part in helping to protect Thailand’s elephants
by choosing to interact with the animals in an ethical way.
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