
ASIAN ELEPHANT
Elephas maximus

Location: The Asian elephant ranges from India to Indonesia, including Sri
Lanka and Malaysia. This animal is found in a variety of habitats, but it
prefers forested areas, and transitional zones between forests and grasslands
where a greater variety of food is available.

Diet: Elephants are strictly herbivorous, consuming approximately 100-500 plant species. Their diet consists of
grasses (including bamboo), broad-leaved herbs, shrubs, palms and vines. Many plant parts are eaten, such as
leaves, roots, twigs, bark, fruits and flowers. Elephants need approximately 350-400 pounds of food and between
20-40 gallons of water per day. These animals have a non-ruminant digestive system similar to horses.

Life Cycle: Elephants are active mainly during the early morning and twilight hours. Bulls (males) and cows
(females) live separately, with different complex social structures. Cows live in family groups of approximately 4-8
animals. Most family units are composed of a matriarch (usually the oldest female), her adult daughters and their
calves. The matriarch guides the family. Adult males are either solitary or are found in small, fluid groups.

Elephants have a gestation of roughly 18-22 months (about 1.5-2 years), which is the longest pregnancy of any
known living mammal. At the time of birth, some cows go away from the herd and later return with their newborn;
others receive assistance from family members. Usually a single calf is born, weighing between 170-280 pounds
and standing roughly 3 feet at the shoulder. Within about 1-2 hours, the newborn is capable of walking.

Juvenile helpers, called aunties, share in the duties of rearing a young elephant. Although they play an important
role, the mother is essential to the calf’s survival by providing milk. The calf suckles (with its mouth, not its trunk)
about 3 gallons of milk per day and often continues to suckle for approximately 3-5 years. The calf learns what
solid food to eat by watching older animals.

Young elephants grow rapidly, reaching an average weight of 2,200 pounds by 6 years of age. They reach sexual
maturity between the ages of 10-13 years but bulls generally breed when they are older. Young bulls are forced to
leave the family at around 12-15 years of age. They then associate with older bulls or other family units on a
temporary basis. Adults weigh up to 11,000 pounds and stand almost 10 feet at the shoulder.

Remarks: There are many differences between African and Asian elephants. The African elephant has larger ears
than the Asian. The African elephant has a concave (sway) back and 2 finger-like projections on the tip of its trunk.
In contrast, the Asian has a convex (humped) back and has 1 finger-like projection.

Elephants have large compact bodies with relatively low rates of heat loss. To prevent overheating, the animals’
huge ears act to dissipate heat like much like the radiator in a car. The ears are well supplied with blood vessels
and, when cooler air flows over them, the blood’s temperature decreases.

The elephant cannot reach the ground with its mouth because its neck is too short. Therefore, the trunk is
considered the single most important feature of an elephant. Anatomically, the trunk is composed of the animal’s
nose and upper lip, and has over 100,000 muscles and nerves. Besides acute senses of smell and touch, it allows the
elephant to eat from the ground and the trees, and to drink by sucking water into the trunk and squirting it into its
mouth.

Elephants can live only as long as their molars (teeth) can support them. There is generally a single large tooth
(weighing more than 11 pounds) in each quadrant of an elephant’s mouth. As the animal ages, new teeth develop
from behind and slowly move forward. This happens 6 times in the life of an elephant. Tusks are incisor teeth that
are utilized to dig up roots or take bark off trees.


