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A life in tourist entertainment 
is no life for a wild animal

Across the world, and throughout Asia, wild animals are being 
taken from the wild, or bred in captivity, to be used in the tourism 
entertainment industry.  They will suffer at every stage of this 
inherently cruel process and throughout their lives in captivity.

Wild animals taken from the wild, and from their mothers, are 
being forced to endure cruel and intensive training to make them 
perform, and to interact with people.  They are living their whole 
lives in captive conditions that cannot meet their needs: a life in 
tourist entertainment is no life for a wild animal. 

At World Animal Protection we are working to protect wild animals 
from cruelty, and to help keep them in the wild where they belong. 

Understanding the scale of 
suffering

This report highlights the findings of our 2010 research into the lives of 
captive wild animals used in tourism entertainment venues in Thailand 
– one of Asia’s most popular tourist destinations. 

We assessed the scale of the wildlife tourism entertainment industry 
and reviewed how much, or how little regard for welfare was given 
to captive wild animals at entertainment venues.

We wanted this information to help governments, communities, local 
people and the tourism industry to understand the scale and extent of 
suffering endured by wild animals in tourism entertainment. 

Since we carried out this assessment in 2010, it is likely the situation 
for captive wild animals may have changed or gotten worse - but 
this information has helped to lay the foundations for the work 
we continue to do today - to protect wild animals used in tourism 
entertainment.

Executive summary   
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Scale of wildlife tourism  
entertainment in Thailand

We visited 118 venues across Thailand in 2010. These included 
venues offering wildlife tourism entertainment, and a number of 
animal rescue focused institutions.  

In these venues we found 1,688 elephants; 614 tigers and  
317 macaques.

Most venues offered elephant rides or elephant shows.  
But an increasing number were offering captive wild tigers for 
tourism entertainment.

A small number of larger venues housed all three species, and 
a mix of animals, including primates such as orang-utans and 
chimpanzees. These venues offered wildlife entertainment to  
large audiences.

Sixty four percent of venues housing captive wild elephants  
were small to medium sized. They held an average of one to  
10 animals; making up 26% of the elephants in this study. The 
remaining elephants were kept in larger venues.

Thailand
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Scale of animal suffering

•	� Of the venues visited, 53% of those with captive elephants 
and 90% of those with captive tigers and macaques did not 
meet the basic needs of captive wild animals.

•	� 41% of elephant venues offered slightly improved, but still 
inadequate captive conditions, for wild animals. 

•	� Key welfare issues that lead to suffering in captive conditions 
were found to be: 

–		� extreme restraint, through being chained or caged, with limited 
freedom to move as they would in the wild

–		� limited opportunity to naturally socialise with other animals as 
they would in the wild

–		� participation in stressful and demanding activities, including 
interaction with people and performing in shows 

–		 non-existent or insufficient veterinary care

–		 inadequate nutrition and diet for some captive wild animals 

•	� Six captive wild elephant venues, ran by rescue organisations, 
had commendable animal welfare standards, and did not use 
captive wild elephants for entertainment.

•	� Only one venue housing captive wild tigers, and another  
with captive wild macaques, had commendable animal  
welfare standards.

•	� Captive wild elephant venues in north Thailand demonstrated a 
higher level of animal welfare standards than their counterparts in 
the south. 

•	� There was an imbalance of male and female elephants and 
macaques: 69% female adult elephants and 67% male adult 
macaques in their respective venues. This suggested interference 
in the population, such as taking animals from the wild, or 
removing unwanted genders.

•	� Education on the importance of protecting wild animals was rare, 
with only 6% of wildlife entertainment tourism venues offering 
‘comprehensive education’ at their venues.

Image A chained macaque at  
a tourist attraction in Thailand 
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Keeping wild animals  
in the wild: next steps
There is clear evidence across Thailand, as well as in Asia  
and globally, of wild animals suffering in the tourism  
entertainment industry.

Wild animals belong, and can only live fully, in the wild. But, we 
know it will take time and collaboration to move towards an end 
to their use in tourism entertainment.

We are calling for a move towards sustainable, locally  
sensitive solutions to end the suffering of wild animals used in 
tourism entertainment.

To protect wild animals, with sustainable solutions, we are working 
alongside governments, tourist venues, communities and local 
people to ensure culture and livelihoods are considered.  

We are opening conversations to help achieve lasting change 
for wild animals – to move away from exploitation to venues with 
animal welfare and protection at their core.

We are also raising awareness among tourists to ensure they 
make informed decisions and put animal welfare at the heart 
of their travel choices. We are encouraging them to view wild 
animals in their natural habitat, or to only visit venues where the 
best interests of captive wild animals are being met.

We work with governments, the tourism industry, tourist venues, 
and local partners, to develop sustainable, economically viable 
and animal-friendly solutions that protect wild animals. 

Our aim is for national and local governments and the tourism 
industry to introduce policy measures that will ultimately phase out 
the wildlife entertainment industry and keep wild animals in the 
wild, where they belong.
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What is animal welfare?
Animal welfare is often viewed as how an animal is 
coping with the conditions in which it lives. Animal welfare 
considers more than the level of health of the animal, it 
incorporates the physical (health, growth, reproduction) 
and psychological (how the animal perceives its 
environment and its emotional state) well-being of the 
animal, as well as its ability to express natural behaviours.

An animal is in a good state of welfare if (as indicated by 
scientific evidence) it is healthy, comfortable, well nourished, 
safe, able to express innate behaviour, and if it is not 
suffering from pain, fear, or distress.

In the case of wild animals it is impossible to meet all 
of their welfare needs in captivity. Wild animals are (by 
very definition) undomesticated species, which have not 
undergone genetic changes in either appearance or 
behaviour which enables them to adapt readily to ‘non-
wild’ captive conditions.

World Animal Protection believes that wild animals belong 
in the wild, as this is the only place they can lead full lives 
free from the suffering inherent with captivity.

Wild animal needs can only 
be fully met in the wild 
Wild animals belong in the wild. They have adapted perfectly to 
their environment. Their unique anatomy, physiology and behaviour 
has adapted over many generations to survive and thrive in their 
natural habitat. 

In captivity, wild animal welfare is strongly dictated by how closely 
their living conditions resemble their wild natural environment. 

Venues keeping captive wild animals, including rescue centres, 
tourism entertainment venues and zoos, are responsible for 
ensuring the best interests of those captive wild animals  
are being met.

But, meeting the needs of captive wild animals, when they 
belong in the wild, is very challenging. For example: 

•	� their interaction with people should be limited or non-existent.  

•	� the food provided to them should be fresh and resemble their 
natural diet.

•	� provision should be made allowing them to express their natural 
wild behaviour, such as roaming, foraging and interacting with 
each other, as they would in the wild.

Creating an environment for captive wild animals that replicates 
their natural environment in the wild is challenging and expensive. 
And despite the available research there is still a lot unknown 
about the needs of many wild animals.

In some venues captive wild animals do receive adequate nutrition 
and medical treatment. This can lead to the misconception that 
they are not suffering. But, good animal welfare requires more 
than just physical health. Mental wellbeing, and the impact of the 
environment in which animals live, is just as important. 

Ultimately, the needs of wild animals, can only be fully met in  
the wild.

Animal welfare
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Impact of inadequate care 
for captive wild animals 	

Captive wild animals suffer from being kept in inadequate welfare 
conditions, especially at tourism entertainment venues, that do not 
meet their needs. 

Their welfare depends on venue owners having the appropriate 
knowledge and awareness of wild animal needs, and commitment 
to investing in their wellbeing. 

Sadly, because wild animals are often seen as commodities, 
owners may feel it is simpler to replace them rather than investing 
in improvements to their welfare. 

Captive wild animals kept in inadequate welfare conditions 
can develop psychological or neurological disorders, known as 
stereotypies. Stereotypies are defined as repetitive movements 
without clearly established purpose or function1.

Head bobbing to body rocking to self-mutilation. Once captive 
wild animals have developed neurological or psychological 
symptoms due to their needs not being met in captivity, they are 
very difficult to reverse. Symptoms can be in response to increased 
stress from confinement or from being left in isolation, with no 
stimulation or chance to move freely2. This stereotypical behaviour 
has only been observed in captive animals. 

Captive wild animals can also develop disorders or injuries linked 
to malnutrition, harmful environments, neglect or harsh training 
methods. And those suffering in unacceptable living conditions are 
more likely to contract diseases, posing an infectious risk to tourists 
and people working with the animals3.

Impact of using captive wild 
animals for entertainment 
Wild animals taken from the wild, or bred in captivity, for the 
tourism industry not only live in unacceptable captive conditions, 
they also endure cruel and intensive training. 

From elephant rides, to tigers being used in holiday photos, to 
macaques being forced to perform for tourists: wild animals will 
suffer at every stage of their captive lives.

For instance, all captive wild elephants go through an intense and 
stressful breaking-in process to accept having people ride on their 
necks and backs. Elephants can suffer daily pain and discomfort 
from being saddled, overburdened with heavy passengers, constant 
interaction with people and from being tired and overworked.

Captive wild animals used in shows and other entertainments 
usually endure severe discomfort from being forced to carry out 
extremely repetitive and limited behaviour patterns, while often 
subjected to stressful and painful training.  

There are insufficient regulations in Thailand, and elsewhere, 
limiting captive wild animal working hours.  And so to maximise 
profits many captive wild animals are forced to work long and 
stressful hours to entertain tourists, with little rest and recovery time 
between activities. Overworked animals are prone to illness and 
injury and may also become aggressive, often requiring forceful or 
severe handling by people to make them work.

Much of this abuse takes place behind the scenes and tourists are 
often unaware of how tired or stressed the animals really are.
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Captive breeding occurs in many larger venues in Thailand, 
particularly those that use captive wild elephants or tigers for 
tourism entertainment. 

Many venues that breed wild animals for tourism entertainment 
claim they are addressing conservation concerns. But, an ever 
increasing captive tiger and elephant population does not benefit 
the conservation of wild populations. 

Captive breeding for commercial purposes fuels the demand for 
wild animals – either to be used in tourism entertainment or for 
their products – by providing a market for illegally poached  
wild animals. 

It can be more cost-efficient to capture wild animals rather than 
breed them4. While captive breeding can reduce the number of 
animals taken from the wild in the short term, in the longer term it 
feeds the demand for the wildlife trade - especially in situations 
with insufficient law enforcement in place to prevent poaching5. 

This continues to risk the future of wild animals, especially critically 
endangered ones like elephants and tigers6.

This issue is compounded by the fact that there are few laws and 
enforcement that properly addresses the illegal wildlife trade. Plus 
the availability of legal captive-bred animals and their products 
makes it harder to distinguish between legal and illegal wild 
animal products.  

For example in Thailand, the availability of legal ivory from captive 
wild elephants, on the domestic market, makes it easier for illegal 
ivory from Africa to be laundered, as it is impossible to tell the two 
products apart. 

The best outcome of captive breeding would be the reintroduction 
of captive bred animals into the wild, where they belong. But, 
this is only possible with well-managed, scientific breeding 
programmes that prevent inbreeding or mixing of subspecies. 
Extensive efforts would also need to be made to prevent the 
introduction of new diseases into existing wild populations.

Even then, reintroducing wild animals is extremely challenging, 
and is often unsuccessful in effectively conserving populations, 
especially if habitat destruction and wildlife protection are  
not addressed7.

Some rescue centres and sanctuaries do take measures to prevent 
captive breeding. One advantage to this is it can help these 
facilities control the numbers of elephants they have in capacity, 
enabling them to take in captive wild animals in need, and to 
provide them the best possible welfare. 

Unfortunately in some tourism entertainment venues, captive 
breeding continues purely for economic benefits, due to baby 
animals being a big draw for tourists.

Ultimately, captive breeding leads to more wild animals living their 
lives in captive conditions that cannot meet their needs; needs that 
can only be fully met in the wild.

Impact of captive breeding 
of wild animals   
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Throughout Thailand and across  
Asia there are three wild animal species 
that are most commonly used in  
wild animal tourism entertainment:  
Asian elephants, tigers and macaques. 
Our assessment focused on the welfare 
conditions of these three species in  
venues across Thailand.

Wild animals  
in focus   
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