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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background 

Mount Elgon, located on the Kenya-Uganda border, is home to one of the most unique and rare 

populations of African elephants (Loxodonta africana), known as the cave elephants. These 

elephants are famed for their unusual behavior of venturing into caves to mine for salts, a vital 

source of minerals. This distinctive behavior sets them apart from other elephant populations and 

has made them a subject of ecological interest and cultural significance among the indigenous 

communities living around Mount Elgon. 

The cave elephants face numerous conservation challenges, including habitat loss, human-wildlife 

conflicts, poaching, and climate change. The conservation of these elephants requires a 

comprehensive approach that incorporates both modern scientific methods and the rich indigenous 

knowledge and practices of the local communities that have coexisted with these animals for 

centuries. 



1.2 Objectives 

The primary objective of this research was to assess the role of indigenous knowledge and practices 

in the conservation of the cave elephants of Mount Elgon. The study explored how these practices 

can be integrated with modern conservation strategies to protect this threatened population. 

Specific objectives included: 

1. Identifying indigenous knowledge and practices related to the conservation of cave 

elephants. 

2. Assessing the effectiveness of these practices in promoting the conservation of the 

elephants. 

3. Proposing a framework for integrating indigenous knowledge with modern conservation 

efforts. 

1.3 Importance of Indigenous Knowledge in Conservation 

Indigenous knowledge has been increasingly recognized as a valuable resource in conservation 

efforts. Rooted in generations of interaction with local ecosystems, this knowledge encompasses 

a deep understanding of the behavior of species, ecological processes, and sustainable resource 

management. Indigenous communities living around Mount Elgon, such as the Bukusu, Sabaot, 

and Ogiek, have long-established practices and beliefs that have shaped their interactions with 

wildlife, including elephants. 

2. Methodology 

2.1 Data Collection 

To assess the role of indigenous knowledge in the conservation of cave elephants, qualitative 

research methods were employed. Key data collection methods included: 

• Interviews: Semi-structured interviews were conducted with community elders, 

traditional healers, local conservationists, and representatives of local governance 

institutions. 



• Focus Group Discussions (FGDs): FGDs were organized with different community 

groups, including farmers, hunters, and women, to explore their knowledge of elephant 

behavior, migration patterns, and traditional conservation methods. 

• Participant Observation: Field visits to Mount Elgon’s caves and surrounding areas 

were made to observe firsthand the interaction between local communities and the 

elephants. 

• Secondary Data: Relevant literature, including scientific studies and ethnographic 

reports, was reviewed to understand the existing conservation approaches and the role of 

indigenous knowledge. 

2.2 Data Analysis 

Thematic analysis was used to identify key themes and patterns in the data. The focus was on 

understanding the practices and beliefs related to the cave elephants and how these can be 

aligned with modern conservation efforts. 

3. Findings 

3.1 Indigenous Knowledge and Practices 

The study found that the indigenous communities around Mount Elgon possess a wealth of 

knowledge about the cave elephants, their behavior, and their ecological needs. Key findings 

include: 

3.1.1 Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) on Elephant Behavior 

The indigenous people have developed a deep understanding of the elephants' seasonal 

movements, feeding habits, and use of the caves. According to the Sabaot people, elephants enter 

the caves during the dry season when mineral-rich soils are scarce in the forest. The local 

communities also possess knowledge of natural salt licks outside the caves, which are essential 

for the elephants’ health. 

3.1.2 Spiritual and Cultural Significance 



Elephants hold significant spiritual and cultural importance for the indigenous communities, 

particularly the Sabaot and Ogiek. These communities believe that elephants are sacred animals, 

representing strength and wisdom. This cultural reverence has led to various taboos and 

prohibitions against hunting or harming elephants. For instance, traditional beliefs prohibit the 

killing of an elephant unless it poses a direct threat to human life. 

3.1.3 Traditional Conservation Practices 

The indigenous communities employ traditional practices that contribute to the conservation of 

cave elephants. These practices include: 

• Sacred Sites: Certain areas around the caves and forests are considered sacred and are 

protected from human interference. These areas serve as important elephant habitats. 

• Resource Management: The communities have a deep understanding of sustainable 

resource use, including controlled grazing and harvesting of forest products, which 

prevents habitat degradation. 

• Conflict Mitigation: Local communities have developed non-lethal methods to deter 

elephants from raiding crops, such as using chili pepper fences and noise deterrents. This 

has minimized human-elephant conflicts, which is a major threat to elephant populations. 

3.2 Challenges Facing the Cave Elephants 

Despite the conservation role played by indigenous knowledge, several challenges threaten the 

survival of cave elephants. These include: 

• Habitat Destruction: Encroachment on elephant habitats due to agricultural expansion 

and logging is reducing the area available for the elephants to forage and access the 

caves. 

• Poaching: Although traditional beliefs discourage elephant hunting, external forces, such 

as commercial poaching for ivory, have posed significant threats to the population. 

• Climate Change: Changes in rainfall patterns and increased droughts are affecting the 

availability of water and food resources, forcing elephants to travel longer distances and 

increasing human-elephant conflicts. 



4. Discussion 

4.1 Integrating Indigenous Knowledge with Modern Conservation 

The findings demonstrate that indigenous knowledge and practices play a vital role in conserving 

the cave elephants of Mount Elgon. However, these practices alone are insufficient in addressing 

modern conservation challenges such as poaching and habitat destruction. There is a need to 

integrate indigenous knowledge with modern conservation approaches, including: 

• Collaborative Conservation Management: Local communities should be actively 

involved in decision-making processes related to elephant conservation. This could 

include community-based conservation programs that empower indigenous groups to 

manage elephant habitats and mitigate human-elephant conflicts. 

• Capacity Building: Providing training and resources to local communities can enhance 

their capacity to monitor elephant populations, report poaching activities, and implement 

modern conservation techniques alongside traditional methods. 

• Policy Integration: Indigenous knowledge should be formally recognized in national 

conservation policies. By incorporating traditional conservation practices into legal 

frameworks, the government can strengthen the protection of cave elephants and their 

habitats. 

4.2 Challenges to Integration 

Several challenges must be addressed to successfully integrate indigenous knowledge with 

modern conservation efforts: 

• Lack of Formal Recognition: Indigenous knowledge is often undervalued in formal 

conservation policies. There is a need for legal recognition and respect for the rights of 

indigenous communities to manage natural resources. 

• Economic Pressures: Poverty and economic hardship can drive local communities to 

engage in unsustainable practices, such as poaching and illegal logging. Conservation 

programs should be linked to sustainable livelihoods to ensure that communities benefit 

from the protection of elephants. 



5. Recommendations 

Based on the findings, the following recommendations are proposed for the conservation of cave 

elephants: 

1. Community-Based Conservation Programs: Establish programs that actively involve 

local communities in the management of elephant habitats and the mitigation of human-

elephant conflicts. 

2. Cultural Heritage Conservation: Protect and promote the cultural significance of 

elephants through education and cultural programs that reinforce traditional beliefs and 

practices. 

3. Habitat Restoration: Implement reforestation and habitat restoration projects to recover 

degraded elephant habitats, particularly around the caves. 

4. Strengthening Law Enforcement: Enhance anti-poaching measures by training and 

equipping local rangers and increasing community reporting mechanisms. 

5. Climate Adaptation Strategies: Develop strategies to help elephants and local 

communities adapt to changing climate conditions, such as ensuring access to water 

sources and promoting climate-smart agriculture. 

6. Conclusion 

The cave elephants of Mount Elgon are a unique and vulnerable population that requires urgent 

conservation attention. Indigenous knowledge and practices offer valuable insights into elephant 

behavior, habitat use, and conflict mitigation, but these must be integrated with modern 

conservation strategies to address contemporary threats such as poaching, habitat loss, and 

climate change. By empowering local communities and recognizing their traditional knowledge, 

we can ensure the long-term survival of these rare and threatened elephants. 
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Figure 1 Talking to youth  farmers and tour guides on cave elephant conservation and their knowledge 

Figure 2 A farmer checking his bee hives which at as buffer for elephant 



 
 
 

 
 

Figure 3 Carrying out focused group discussion and interviews with local communities 


