
AN INTRODUCTION TO  

PANGEA 



CONTENTS
INTRODUCTION                                                                                  3     
       Need, mission, who we are, what we do 
 
SITUATIONAL ANALYSIS                                                                   4 
        
       Elephants in Europe 
       Perspectives 
       Understanding elephants’ needs 
       Sanctuary models

APPROACH                                                                                         9 
        
       Site overview  
       A habitat for elephants 
       A haven for nature 
       An asset for people, a platform  
         for inspiring change 
       Elephant acquisition strategy 
       Organisation structure,  
         people & partners       

2



Herd of Asian elephants living wild in Kaziranga National Park, India

Elephants are complex, highly intelligent, social animals that thrive on 
variety and choice. They suffer physically and psychologically in captivity. 
Over 600 elephants are held captive in zoos and circuses across Europe, of 
which 36 are living in solitary confinement. Many have lived in the same 
small, barren enclosures for decades.  As public and political sentiment 
shifts, and the need to demonstrate respect for the natural world becomes 
increasingly urgent, the time has come for a large-scale solution.  

NEED

IMPACT

WHO WE ARE

Give elephants that cannot be returned to the wild a fulfilling life in 
conditions as close to the wild as possible.  
Improve site biodiversity and support regional restoration plans. 
Enable change in Europe by demonstrating an alternative model to 
elephant-keeping that meets captive elephant needs.  
Inspire support for the conservation of African and Asian elephants in 
the wild and highlight the importance of living in balance with nature.

An independent non-profit organisation registered in Portugal and the UK.   

WHAT WE DO Work with European governments, zoos, circuses, and NGO’s to rehome 
any elephant in need to our sanctuary in Portugal: an expansive, natural 
habitat where both elephants and native wildlife can thrive. 
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SITUATIONAL 
ANALYSIS

 
      Elephants in Europe 
      Shifting perspectives 
      Sanctuary models 
      Meeting elephants’ needs
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Over 600 elephants remain captive in 142 zoos and 17 circuses across 
Europe.  Some are shown below.

Alongside the harrowing stories of cruelty and neglect, there are many 
of compassionate carers who simply lack the space and financial 
resources to alleviate the phsyical and psychological suffering caused 
by decades of confinement.   

Nellie is a 51-year old Asian female 
held in a circus in France.  France 
has recently banned the use of wild 
animals in circuses. 

Mduena and Maus are two female 
African elephants, wild caught in 
Zimbabwe in the 1980’s and shipped 
to Europe.  They have spent over a 
decade at Fuerteventura La Lajita 
Oasis Park in Spain, together with 17-
year old Noah. 

Bono Rani is a 9-year-old Asian 
female.  Her partner died shortly after 
they arrived together at Paphos Zoo, 
Cyprus, from Bangladesh in 2015. She 
has since lived alone.

Fien, Dray, and Carl are three African 
males in their early 40s who were wild 
caught and have been living in the 
same small enclosure at Tallin Zoo in 
Estonia for the past 35 years.

ELEPHANTS 
IN EUROPE
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The last 20 years of scientific study 
have highlighted the poor welfare 
of elephants in captivity, and both 
decision makers and the public at large 
are increasingly concerned.  

Most EU member states have adopted 
national legislation to restrict the use 
of wild animals in circuses.  Even well-
intended zoos with large budgets 
cannot meet elephant needs in 
the small enclosures provided for 
them, and an increasing number are 
choosing to phase out their elephant 
collections as a result.

These stories from 2022, shown here, 
illustrate the global shift in perspective 
on elephant keeping.  

SHIFTS IN  
PERSPECTIVE

1. Spain puts forward legislation to phase 
out zoos in favour of centres for the 
recovery of native species - Barcelona 
Zoo pictured. 
2. Perth Zoo, Australia announces it will 
end elephant keeping. 
3.  Howletts, a UK zoo, confirm plans to 
rehome 13 elephants to Kenya. 
4. A Czech zoo’s last elephant is retired to 
Elephant Haven in France. 
5. French circus brings in holographic 
animals act in response to national ban on 
use of wild animals in circuses. 
6. Brazilian authorities support the 
rehoming of circus elephants to the Global 
Sanctuary for Elephants.  
7. Ringling Bros, the largest circus in the 
US, relaunches without wild animal acts 
after retiring all its elephants 
8. Paignton Zoo in the UK announces it 
will no longer be home to elephants due to 
welfare concerns 

Full stories at www.pangeatrust.org/news. 
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UNDERSTANDING 
ELEPHANT  
NEEDS

The availability of quality space impacts every 
aspect of the physical and psychological welfare 
of elephants, but most elephants in captivity 
spend their lives in enclosures no larger than a 
hectare – they can walk across them in little over 
a minute. 

For those that cannot be returned to the wild, we 
can offer a life worth living by giving them access 
to several hundred hectares of naturalistic space.

This rationale is outlined in a report 
commissioned by Pangea, supported by over 90 
references and endorsed by 25 leading experts 
and scientists.  

Elephants in the wild in Kenya

Download the report at www.elephantreport.net.

“Thankfully, we now have a much 
deeper understanding of the needs of 
elephants and we have a choice about 

how to care for them. They need to be in 
the company of their own kind to build 

lasting relationships, and they need 
space to live their lives.”

SIR DAVID ATTENBOROUGH 
Attenborough & the Giant Elephant, 2017
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Whilst large-scale elephant sanctuaries exist in Africa, 
Asia and the Americas, there are very limited options for 
any European facility looking to rehome their elephants. 
Governments also struggle to enforce legislation 
because of the lack of solutions for confiscations.  

There is a sanctuary that recently opened in France 
that has space for three Asian females but with two 
residents already, capacity is limited.  Also pictured 
here are three examples of successful facilities in the 
Americas with expansive captive elephant habitats and 
enclosures of c.100ha.

SANCTUARY 
MODELS

1. Elephant Haven in France currently has two residents. 
2. Global Sanctuary for Elephants, Brazil, opened in 2013 
and has seven resident elephants.  
3. The Elephant Sanctuary in Tennessee opened in 1995 and 
is currently home to 12 elephants. 
4. White Oak Conservation Centre in Florida opened to  
elephants in 2020 and is currently home to 13 individuals.
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OUR 
APPROACH
Site

A habitat for elephants 
A haven for nature 
An asset for people,  
   a platform for inspiring change

 
Elephant acquisition strategy 

Organisation structure,  
   people & partners 
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A Europe-wide study was conducted to identify the most 
suitable region for operations.  Portugal was chosen based on 
its Mediterranean climate* and associated habitat, availability of 
sizeable estates, and political stability.  Over 90 properties were 
considered.  The site was confirmed following completion of the 
environmental screening studies, valuations and government 
consultations.  

The 402ha estate is located in Altentejo, in the Southern interior 
region of Portugal.  It has diverse, gentle topography, good 
surface and ground water and a varied habitat. it is not within a 
protected area and there is a low prevalence of cork, which must 
be protected from damage. The land is private, it has supported 
cattle for many years and has a low fire risk.  

Preliminary site analysis suggests carrying capacity will be c.24 
elephants, presuming some supplementary feeding and to allow 
land to regenerate.

SITE

*Within historic times African and Asian elephants once lived at the southern and eastern margins of the Mediterranean. 
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At Pangea, elephants will have control over their own 
lives and spend their time socialising, bathing, eating 
wild foods and walking freely for kilometres each day, 
as do wild elephants. There will be no hard floors, hours 
of confinement indoors, or cramped, unstimulating 
conditions outside. The Mediterranean climate is also 
species-appropriate for elephants which means elephants 
can spend the majority of their time outside.

Allowing captive elephants to live a life closer to that of 
their wild cousins does not mean less care. All elephants 
will be kept in a husbandry system that exceeds all 
recognized elephant management guidelines and 
standards, including separation by species and sex.

Acknowledging the associated physical and psychological 
challenges that result from living in small spaces with 
close human contact, each elephant will have a tailored 
care programme, including intensive rehabilitation for 
as long as required to help the individual acclimatize to 
their new surroundings. Keepers experienced in captive 
elephant care will be recruited, and external expert advice 
sought to ensure the best decision-making.

Common health problems such as mild lameness and 
obesity resulting from traditional captivity may well be 
alleviated through moving and foraging through the 
natural habitat, and are also far less likely to develop. 
Regular specialist veterinary treatment will be provided 
for more profound problems.

A 
HABITAT  

FOR  
ELEPHANTS

Kavaan, dubbed ‘the world’s loneliest 
elephant’ was rehomed to Cambodia from Islamabad  
Zoo in Pakistan with the help of singer, Cher, in 2020.

Rescued circus elephant at Global Elephant Sanctuary, Brazil
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Land will be managed not only for elephants but also native fauna and flora 
to create a positive local ecological impact. Principles of rewilding will be 
followed to create a diverse habitat and a healthy, balanced ecosystem. The 
restoration of species and habitats of special interest will be prioritised in 
line with Portugal’s National Biodiversity Action Plan. 

Stocking densities will be kept purposefully low and enclosures will be 
actively managed to maximise biodiversity and soil quality and minimise 
erosion and degradation, including the use of agricultural management 
practices such as rotation.  We will work with the authorities and local 
communities to combat invasive alien plants, threats of wildfires, and 
lowering water tables.

Every aspect of Pangea’s operations will be as sustainable as possible, from 
the recycling of elephant manure through to the responsible use of natural 
water supplies and the sourcing of local, renewable building materials.  

A 
HAVEN 

FOR  
NATURE
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AN 
ASSET 

FOR  
PEOPLE

By practically demonstrating the benefits of providing a more natural life 
for elephants, we hope to inspire others to improve conditions for elephants 
held in captivity and, wherever possible, a phase-out of elephants in 
captivity in favour of animal-free exhibits.  Pangea will thus avoid conflict 
with zoos or circuses by simply focusing on promoting its own model of 
elephant management. 

The stories of the resident elephants are also a powerful tool for 
sensitization. Whilst Pangea is a sanctuary and thus will not be open for 
visitation in the same manner as a zoo, there are plenty of opportunities for 
public engagement both virtually and on-site. 

The context of the natural conditions in which they live allows us to promote 
both the welfare needs of elephants as well as the conservation challenges 
of the African and Asian species.  and, more broadly, compassionate action 
that leads to an appreciation and protection of the natural world.  

Pangea will be a source of pride for the people of Portugal, and we will 
create positive local social and economic impact through jobs, skills 
development programmes, and partnerships with local nature-based 
business enterprises. Small-scale agroforestry, ecotourism and low-impact 
agriculture such as olive oil and cork production will also generate income 
and reflect the sustainable ethos of the project, and the biodiversity gains 
that result from sustainable land management practices will be measured 
and shared to exemplify the human benefits of putting nature first.

A 
PLATFORM 
FOR  
INSPIRING 
CHANGE
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ELEPHANT  
ACQUISITION
Our acquisition strategy acknowledges the reticence of circuses 
and zoos to send their elephants to sanctuaries and thus 
emphasises the importance of discreet and sensitive negotiations 
with owners.   

We will publicly champion commitments made by progressive 
zoos and circuses to rehome their elephants whilst operating a 
strict no-purchase, no-replacement policy.

Beyond the offer of first option to Portugal’s elephants, we are 
committed to working with any zoo, circus or government in 
Europe that wishes to give elephants a life worth living.

Could these be Pangea’s first residents?    
Julie and Samba, pictured below, are two female African elephants 

currently held at the Victor Cardinalli circus in Lisbon.   The 
government have set a deadline of 2025 for the removal of 

performing wild animals from all circuses in Portugal.  
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ORGANISATION 
STRUCTURE, 
PEOPLE & 
PARTNERS

Pangea is an independent non-profit 
organisation, registered in the UK with the 
Charity Commission as the Pangea Trust (no. 
1177137), and is incorporated in Portugal as 
Associação Natureza Pangea (no. 517038110). 

During the inception phase, a full time 
director is supported by a Board of Trustees 
and an expert advisory group. The specialist 
Portuguese firms of AMCD, PLMJ, and Strix fulfil 
the external financial, legal and environmental 
technical remits respectively where required. 

We are very grateful to our members, the Born 
Free Foundation, Fondation Brigitte Bardot, 
and Olsen Animal Trust, who provide invaluable 
technical and financial support.  Recruitment 
for a further two to three additional members 
will begin shortly.

For more on the team please go to  
www.pangeatrust.org/about-us/.  Note 
that a Portuguese language website is in 
development..

if you can help us to turn a cattle farm in 
Alentejo back to nature and at the same 
time give elephants a life worth living, then 
please contact us today by calling Kate 
Moore on +447950391052 or emailing kate@
pangeatrust.org. Obrigada. 
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