
 
 

 
 

Towards Human-Elephant Coexistence in the Ruaha Ecosystem, Tanzania 

Summary Report 
 

An assessment of human-elephant interactions, elephant corridors, and community 

views around Ruaha National Park, Tanzania  

 
We surveyed human-elephant interactions in 95 villages around the eastern and southern boundary of Ruaha 

National Park in 2015-2016. Two-thirds of the survey area (58 villages) did not experience recent contact with 

elephants. Nineteen villages reported elephant crop-raiding from 2014-2016, twelve reported elephant 

movements through village land from 2012-2016, and six villages reported recent cases of human injury or 

mortality. Elephant crop-raiding was most commonly reported in villages bordering MBOMIPA, Waga and 

UMEMARUWA WMAs. Four northern villages bordering MBOMIPA experienced between 19 and 199 

elephant crop-raids in 2015, with Malinzanga and Kitisi most affected. The 15 southern villages bordering 

Waga and UMEMARUWA reported relatively low levels of elephant activity, with most villages reporting two 

or fewer elephant visits per year in 2014-2016, and two villages (Igunda and Iwalanji) reporting a maximum 

of five elephant visits. Village leaders and farmers held mixed views about elephants and Protected Areas, 

and requested greater collaboration with wildlife authorities in addressing boundary conflicts and reducing 

human-wildlife conflict. 

 

Human-elephant coexistence in Tanzania 

Coexistence between people and elephants is a significant conservation challenge in Tanzania, and across 
much of the African elephant’s range. Elephants are a species of conservation priority in Tanzania, recognized 
for their contribution to the national economy through wildlife tourism, and threatened by an ivory poaching 
crisis that has reduced the country’s elephant population from 109,000 in 2009 to an estimated 50,000 
individuals in 20151. However, elephants can also have negative impacts on people and livelihoods, especially 
in communities that share space and resources with elephants. Thus, ensuring long-term human-elephant 
coexistence in Tanzania requires mitigation of the negative impacts of elephants on people.  

Survey coverage and methods 

This assessment aimed to understand human-elephant interactions (HEI) around the eastern and southern 
boundary of Ruaha National Park, an area comprising five districts in Iringa, Mbeya and Njombe regions.  The 
assessment spans 95 villages, of which 74 villages located in the area between Waga Wildife Management 
Area and Chunya District (southern study area) were surveyed via questionnaires and phone interviews by 
Southern Tanzania Elephant Program (STEP) in 2015. Following the survey, STEP conducted monthly 
monitoring of human-elephant interactions in 25 villages in Mbarali district from January to July 2016.  Data 
on human-elephant interactions in a further 21 villages bordering MBOMIPA WMA (northern study area) 
were collected since 2012 by Wildlife Connection (WC) in partnership with local monitors.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 African Elephant Status Report 2016: an update from the African Elephant Database. IUCN. 



Forms and distribution of human-elephant interactions 

Two-thirds of the study area (58 out of 95 villages) did not report any form of human-elephant interactions, 
mainly because elephants were reportedly absent from villages in this area. These areas include the northern 
end of MBOMIPA WMA, the area between Waga and UMEMARUWA WMAs, and much of the area south of 
the Usangu wetlands (see Summary Map on page 8). 

Nineteen villages reported multiple incidents of crop losses from elephants within the last three years (2014-
2016), and twelve villages reported elephant movements (without crop losses) that occurred within the last 
five years (2012-2016). Six villages reported past (> 5 years) or single incidences of elephant-related crop 
losses from the last five years, and three reported historic (> 10 years ago) elephant movements.  

Seven recent (2014-2016) cases of human injuries and mortalities caused by elephants are known from across 
the study area, and appear to arise from people’s efforts to chase elephants away from farms, or unfamiliarity 
and inexperience with elephants in areas where interactions with elephants are infrequent 

Crop losses from elephants in the survey area 

Our assessment has identified three main geographic zones in the Ruaha landscape that have recently (in 
2014-2016) experienced crop losses from elephants. These zones comprise: 

1. Four villages in MBOMIPA WMA (Tungamalenga, Kitisi, Malinzanga, Makifu) 

2. Eleven villages bordering UMEMARUWA WMA (Ibelege, Ipwani, Igunda, Matemela, Mkandami, 
Itipingi, Manienga, Kangaga, Isunura, Ikanutwa, Iwalanji) and one village (Mwanitenga) on the south-
western boundary of Ruaha NP 

3. Three villages bordering Waga WMA (Mahango, Nyakadete, Nyamakuyu).  

These zones appear spatially related to historic landscape corridors linking the Ruaha-Rungwa elephant 
population to Udzungwa-Mikumi and Mpanga-Kipengere. STEP’s questionnaire survey of the southern study 
area found that crop losses from elephants were more commonly reported in villages near corridor areas, 
and also found anecdotal evidence of recent (2013-2016) elephant presence and movements in the Ruaha-
Rukwa-Katavi and Ruaha-Mpanga-Kipengere corridor areas. In addition, some of the areas most affected by 
elephant crop-use (such as Malinzanga village) may be centred on river systems, as elephants are known to 
move out of Protected Areas (PAs) to visit water sources and may feed opportunistically on crops. Elephant 
activity and crop losses peak in the mid to late wet season (March-May) and through the crop-harvesting 
period (June-July). Maize and rice, the two staple crops in the study area, are the crops most frequently 
consumed by elephants.  

Wildlife Connection’s monitoring data indicate that four northern villages (Malinzanga, Kitisi, Makifu and 
Tungamalenga) have experienced frequent and regular elephant-related crop losses since at least 2012. 
Malinzanga and Kitisi villages in particular are hotspots of elephant activity, with 199 and 81 crop-loss events 
recorded in 2015.  

STEP’s survey and monitoring data suggest that the 15 southern villages experience relatively low levels of 
elephant activity. Between January and July 2016, only two of these villages (Igunda and Iwalanji) reported 
elephant crop-loss events on five different occasions. For ten villages the last known crop-loss event was in 
2015, and in 2014 for three villages. In addition, respondents’ average estimates of the number of elephant 
visits per year indicate that most villages (11 out of 13 for which data are available) experience two or fewer 
elephant visits per year. Only Iwalanji and Igunda villages exceeded this, with mean estimates of 5 and 3.4 
visits respectively in 2015, and 9.3 and 7.3 visits in an average year. However, STEP’s monitoring data suggest 
that not all elephant visits lead to crop losses, as fewer than half of elephant visits reported in 2016 involved 
crop-loss events.   

While the number of elephant visits, the number of days with crop-loss events incidents, and the number of 
crop-loss events are different measures, they provide a rough method for comparing levels of crop losses 
from elephants across areas. These measures suggest that villages near MBOMIPA WMA are experiencing 
elephant-related crop losses more frequently than villages bordering UMEMARUWA WMA, followed by 
villages near Waga WMA. Thus, it seems the degree of contact between villages and elephants in the 
southern Ruaha landscape is significantly lower than is the case for northern Ruaha (MBOMIPA WMA). This 
variation could be related to elephant densities in the ecosystem, as dry season aerial censuses show that 
elephant densities in southern Ruaha (Usangu wetland) are much lower than in northern Ruaha and 
MBOMIPA WMA, though elephant densities for the wet season (when most crop losses occur) are unknown. 



Current mitigation efforts 

Mitigation of elephant-related crop losses is currently practiced in half of the 15 southern villages affected 
by crop-loss events, and farmers protect crops using traditional farm-based methods such as applying 
elephant dung to crops, fire and noise. However, only 1% of farmers interviewed in these villages said they 
protected crops on their personal farm, suggesting that levels of effort are very low. The two main reasons 
cited by farmers for not trying to prevent crop losses include the unpredictability of elephant visits, and a 
lack of knowledge about effective methods of deterring elephants. When asked about desired solutions to 
managing elephant impacts, most respondents requested assistance from wildlife authorities (TANAPA, 
WMAs, and Wildlife Division) in protecting farms from wildlife, and more education about how to live with 
wildlife.  

Reporting of elephant crop-losses in the southern study area is quite common, with half of farmers and 
almost all village leaders interviewed indicating that they had reported such incidents to a government or 
wildlife authority. Farmers most often report to village authorities, who inform wildlife authorities (TANAPA, 
WD, WMAs). All known cases of assistance that resulted from reporting crop losses involved rangers chasing 
elephants away from farms.   

Perceptions of elephant impacts and community views on elephants and Protected Areas 

Of the 74 southern villages surveyed by STEP, 34 villages (46%) perceived problems with elephants. However, 

fewer than half of those villages (15 out of 34) experienced multiple incidents of crop losses from elephants 

within the last three years (2014-2016). Approximately one-third of villages perceived problems with 

elephants as a result of elephant movements (without crop losses) that occurred within the last five years. 

The remainder cited past (> 5 years) or single incidences of crop-loss events from the last five years, or historic 

(> 10 years ago) elephant movements. These results suggest that even past experience and/or irregular 

contact with elephants may lead people to perceive problems with elephants. The extent of wildlife-human 

impacts may also be inflated as a way to draw attention to human concerns when people feel neglected or 

negatively affected by conservation (Gillingham 1998). Thus, perceptions of elephant impacts may not 

necessarily reflect current levels of elephant activity.  

STEP’s questionnaire survey in 28 villages in the southern study area gathered community views on elephants 
and Protected Areas in order to identify ways in which relations between elephants, PAs, and communities 
could be improved. One-third of respondents said they had no views on elephants, and many said this was 
because they had never seen or interacted with elephants. Respondents associated elephants with crop 
losses, and many felt that communities should receive more assistance from TANAPA, WD, and government 
to keep elephants away from villages and farms. More respondents held the view that elephants were a 
“bad” animal than a “good” animal. However, respondents also held positive views of elephants, including 
that elephants should be conserved, and that elephants were a valuable national resource.  

With respect to Protected Areas (PAs), approximately one-quarter of respondents said they held no view on 
the region’s Protected Areas. An equal percentage of respondents held the view that relations between their 
community and adjacent PAs were good as held the view that relations were poor. Positive aspects of PAs 
identified by respondents included that PAs were good for environmental conservation, and that PAs 
contributed to national income through tourism and to social services in communities. Over half of 
respondents said that PAs should better serve and cooperate with communities. The two major issues that 
respondents raised were impacts of wildlife and PA boundary conflicts. Respondents also felt relations 
between PAs and communities could be improved by PAs providing more environmental education, 
increasing park visitation opportunities, and increasing social services.   

Reccommendations for enhancing human-elephant coexistence 

In areas experiencing regular crop losses from elephants, farmers could increase protection of their farms 
using methods such as beehive fencing, chilli fencing, or chilli briquettes. Conservation education and park 
visitation programs such as those run by Wildlife Connection can encourage greater support for elephant 
conservation. Community outreach by wildlife authorities should also be strengthened. Mitigating impact of 
elephants in the long-term should involve greater land use planning, including the legal designation of wildlife 
corridors to manage elephant dispersal and movements outside of PAs so as to reduce crop losses. Finally, 
long-term monitoring of human-elephant interactions is a useful method for measuring trends in elephant 
activity over time, and for evaluating mitigation methods.  



Summary map showing the distribution and forms of human-elephant interactions in 95 villages around Ruaha NP and adjacent WMAs  



Table 1: Information about HEC in 15 villages experiencing crop losses from elephants in the southern study 
area (STEP questionnaire and phone survey, HEI monitoring data). Villages are ordered according to the relative 
severity of elephant impacts as measured by the date on which the latest crop losses occurred, the number of 
elephant visits to the village in 2016, and the estimated mean number of annual elephant visits. Villages shaded in 
light gray are located near UMEMARUWA WMA, those shaded in dark grey border Waga WMA, and Mwanitenga 
village (no shading) borders the Usangu wetland in Ruaha National Park.  

Village 

Rank 
wildlife 

crop 
losses1 

Rank 
elephants2 

Most 
recent 

crop loss 

Elephant 
visits 
20163 

Elephant 
visits 
20154 

Average 
annual 

elephant 
visits5  

Crop-
protection 

efforts6 

Beekeeping 
practiced 

Elephant 
corridor 

area? 

Igunda 1 1 2016 4 3.1 7.3 Yes  No (past) 
Yes, 

movements 
in 2016 

Iwalanji 1 1 2016 3 5.0 9.3 No No 
Yes, 

movements 
in 2016 

Ibelege  1 4 2015 0 2.0 2.0 No Yes 
Unknown, 

movements 
in 2015 

Matemela  2 2 2015 1 2.0 2.0 No Yes 
Yes, 

movements 
in 2016 

Ipwani 1 1 2015 1 1.4 1.6 No Yes 
Yes, 

movements 
in 2016 

Manienga  1 1 2015 0 3.6 1.5 No No (past) 
Yes, 

movements 
in 2015 

Isunura 1 2 2015 0 1.1 1.4 No No 
Yes, 

movements 
in 2015 

Mkandami  2 1 2015 0 1.0 1.3 No Yes Unknown 

Mahango 1 1 2015 0 0.3 1.3 No Yes 
Yes, not 
known if 
current 

Itipingi  1 3 2015 0 0.4 1.2 No Yes 
Yes, 

movements 
in 2015 

Kangaga No data No data 2015 No data No data No data No No data No data 

Mwanitenga No data No data 2015 No data No data No data Yes  No data No data 

Nyamakuyu  1 2 2014 0 0.0 1.5 No Yes 
Yes, not 
known if 
current 

Nyakadete  1 3 2014 0 0.0 1.0 No Yes 
Yes, not 
known if 
current 

Ikanutwa 1 1 2014 0 0.7 0.8 No No 
Yes, 

movements 
in 2014 

 1. Rank relative to other agricultural threats (e.g. drought, insect infestations, etc.) 

2. Rank relative to other wildlife species that consume crops  

3. Number of elephant visits to village in 2016 (STEP HEI monitoring data) 
4. Estimated number of elephant visits to village in 2015 (average estimate) 

5. Estimated number of elephant visits to village per year (average estimate)  

6. Whether farmers currently use any methods to protect crops from elephants 

 



The full version of this report can be obtained at www.stzelephants.org/publications-news/articles-reports, 
or from: 
Southern Tanzania Elephant Program 
PO Box 2494, Iringa 
www.stzelephants.org 
info@stzelephants.org 
 
Wildlife Connection 
PO Box 184, Iringa 
www.thewildlifeconnection.org 
info@thewildlifeconnection.org 

 
Southern Tanzania Elephant Program (STEP)  
STEP is a non-profit elephant conservation organization registered in 2014 and based in southern Tanzania. 

Believing in the importance of strong protected areas and the welfare of people living around their boundaries, 

we work with a range of partners towards long-term security for elephants. STEP's work falls under four cross-

pollinating categories: elephant protection, research and monitoring, enhancing human-elephant co-existence 

through community conservation projects, and advocacy and education. Formerly known as Udzungwa Elephant 

Project (UEP), STEP has been conducting human-elephant interactions (HEI) research and trialling crop-raiding 

mitigation methods in the Kilombero valley since 2010. In the Ruaha-Rungwa ecosystem, STEP conducts 

elephant monitoring and research and provides aerial and technical support to law enforcement since 2013. This 

assessment of HEI around Ruaha NP was conceived and led by STEP with a view to enhancing human-elephant 

coexistence in the greater Ruaha ecosystem. 

Wildlife Connection 
The Wildlife Connection is an NGO working in the villages adjacent to MBOMIPA WMA. Our mission is to improve 

human livelihoods whilst promoting conservation, particularly of elephants. We work to reduce human-elephant 

conflict through a combination of conservation education, such as school curricula and village film showings, 

and conflict mitigation through provision of strategies to deter crop-raiding elephants, including a beehive fence 

project involving six farmers in Kitisi village. We have established a park visitation program for local people; to 

date we have taken over 2,500 people to visit Ruaha National Park.  
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About the Southern Highlands and Ruaha-Katavi Protection Program (SHARPP) 

SHARPP is a five-year program funded by the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) which is being 

implemented by the Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS) in partnership with the Government of Tanzania, local 

NGOs, and local communities. The focus of SHARPP includes four key areas: wildlife management areas (WMAs); 

livelihoods; habitat management; and elephant monitoring and protection. 
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