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The EU-Asia Link Elephas maximus 2007—2010 project is a collaboration between five
‘partner’ institutes (Kasetsart University, Thailand; Chiang Mai University, Thailand;
University of Peradinya, Sri Lanka; Utrecht University, The Netherlands and The Royal
Veterinary College (RVC), United Kingdom) and three ‘associate’ institutes (including the
Institute of Zoology, UK). Its principal aim, with a budget of €800 000, is to further the
training of staff and students at the Asian institutes involved so that they can proactively
tackle the problem of declining elephant numbers in Asia. More details can be found on
the project’s official website www.vet.cmu.ac.th/elephant/Project%20information.php.

Inhibiting reproductive activity in elephants

Professor T.A.E. Stout, Department of Equine Sciences, Faculty of Veterinary Medicine,
Utrecht University, The Netherlands & Department of Production Animal Sciences,
University of Pretoria, South Africa

Inhibition of reproductive activity in elephants is of current interest for two major reasons:
control of population growth and suppression of aggressive behaviour. In some areas of
southern Africa, elephant population numbers have increased to such an extent that it is
widely accepted that control measures must be implemented as a matter of urgency if
irredeemable damage to the habitat and biodiversity is to be averted. In the past,
population control was performed by way of an annual cull of family groups; in the current
political climate, public and governmental support for culling is contingent upon ‘all other
reasonable’ alternatives having been found wanting. These alternatives include
‘transfrontier’ mega-parks and contraception. The contraceptive techniques thought to
offer the most realistic chances of halting population growth (in the mid to long term)
include porcine zona pellucida (pZP) vaccination of female elephants or gonadotrophin



releasing hormone (GnRH) vaccination of either sex. Over the last 10 years, a combination
of experimental studies and field trials have demonstrated that pZP vaccination is an
effective and, at least in the short term, safe way of achieving contraception in female
elephants. Current studies aim to determine if pZP contraception can be successfully
achieved using a single yearly injection, and whether it is also ‘safe’ in the longer term with
respect to effects on reproductive and social behaviour and the recovery of fertility after
the cessation of vaccination. Although GnRH vaccination has proven an effective way of
inducing contraception in both males and females of other species, in elephants it is
primarily being tested as a way of suppressing circulating testosterone concentrations in
bulls considered dangerously aggressive either during or outside the period of enhanced
sexual activity known as ‘musth’. The GnRH vaccination has shown great initial promise
as a means of reducing unwanted aggressive behaviour in both captive and ‘problematic’
wild elephants.
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Breeding and genetic management of Asian elephants
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Numbers of Asian elephants in most range states are dangerously low, and the viability of
free-ranging populations is threatened by habitat loss, human-elephant conflict and a
limited exchange of genetic material between populations. In addition, western zoo
populations are not self-sustaining. Nevertheless, breeding from captive stock is preferable
to removing more animals from the wild and, to ensure optimal breeding management, it is
crucial to develop techniques for measuring genetic diversity, preserving genetic material
and performing assisted reproduction. In recent years, artificial insemination has been
performed successfully in elephants and considerable progress has been made in
understanding the reproductive endocrine cycle and the timing of ovulation in females.
While cryopreservation of elephant semen also appears promising there have as yet been



no calves produced using frozen-thawed semen. In general, natural breeding is still the
best method for increasing numbers of captive elephants but assisted reproductive
techniques, such as artificial insemination, may be essential to improve genetic
management and avoid inbreeding. For this reason, the genetic diversity of various Asian
elephant populations is being studied using ‘microsatellite’ and mitochondrial DNA
approaches, while studies of reproductive behaviour, endocrinology and semen quality are
also helping to improve the toolbox for reproductive management of Asian elephant
populations in the future.
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Herpes-viruses in Asian elephants
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Wildlife Medicine, Zoological Society of London & Royal Veterinary College, UK

Herpes viruses have only recently been described in Asian (Elephas maximus) and African
(Loxodonta africana) elephants. The principal group are the beta-herpesviridae, but
gamma-herpesviruses have also been described. Elephant Endotheliotrophic Herpes Virus
(EEHV) is one of the most important emerging infectious diseases of elephants. EEHV is
classed as an unusual member of the beta-herpesviridae. This group of viruses includes
the cytomegaloviruses but from which EEHV is evolutionary distinct and may be classed
as a separate group itself. EEHV has implications for the future of captive as well as wild
population management programmes and is thought to be a major cause of mortality in
calves. Ossent et al. (1990) described the first death of an Asian elephant in 1988 but
Richman et al. did not officially describe the disease until 1996. Despite being recognised
for over twenty years very little is known about the epidemiology of this disease. Fickel et
al. (2001) differentiated EEHV into three types: EEHV1 which is found in Asian and African
elephants, EEHV1b which is found in Asian elephants only, and EEHV2 which is only
found in African elephants. As of last year the group has been expanded to include
EEHV3a, EEHV3b, and EEHV4 (Richman 2007), all of which are presently found in Asian
elephants only. In 2005 the first case of EEHV was seen in the UK. One year later a
second case of EEHV was identified in a separate collection.



This talk reviews what is currently known about EEHV, describes the cases in the UK,
discusses future management strategies and the introduction of a BIAZA-led national
elephant health programme.
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