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Wang Mee is a small community consisting of several villages situated on the north-eastern border of Khao Yai National Park in 
Thailand. This park has a growing Asian elephant (Elephas maximus) population and like many other areas in Thailand, where 
communities encroach into elephant territories, human-elephant conflict (HEC) can be a problem.  

With the support of Elephant Family, the Freeland Foundation has been working in this area for a number of years, originally, they 
alleviated poaching in the park through the introduction of alternative livelihood projects. Freeland’s conservation effort, along 
with many other NGOs working to save Thailand's unique flora and fauna, have helped to increase wild populations of many 
species including the Asian elephant. Their success, however, has brought about new challenges. As elephant populations increase 
so does HEC as these populations expand in search of food and water. In Wang Mee, HEC has increased dramatically since 2015, 
leading to Freeland creating the civil society organisation (CSO) Wang Mee Wildlife Conservation Club (WWCC) to tackle the 
increase in conflict.  

On patrol 

Apirak, or Art as he likes to be called, is a Freeland staff member who lives 
fulltime in the community and is on hand to support them when necessary. His 
role is key to the mitigation effort in this area. His daily duties include HEC 
patrols, data entry of raiding elephants, project management and overseeing 
funds donated via Freeland to the community.  

On the 20th September, I met Art to see the community in Wang Mee and get 
an insight into the challenges it faces. During my stay, we spent nights patrolling 
the park border looking for signs of recent elephant raids. One night, as we 
approached a bridge that crosses a small stream we found fresh elephant tracks 
leading out of the forest and into the fields, but the elephant had disappeared. 
We carried on towards Wang Mee Ranger Station and spoke to the head ranger 
about the elephants in the area. During our visit we heard a small explosion, 
often used to scare birds or elephants from the fields. Suddenly, we got a call 
that an elephant had been seen in a farmer’s field. We raced to the location, 
but it had disappeared again. Art assumed that the elephants sometimes hide 
in the community forests scattered throughout the fields. It was too dangerous 
for us to pursue on foot in the forests, so we called off the search. 



 

 
Mitigation structures 

The next day we were on the border road on motorbikes to plot elephant exit points commonly used by the raiding parties. As we 
plotted these coordinates Art explained about the various mitigation structures scattered along the road. These consisted of 
fences, ditches and bio-barriers. Unfortunately, none of these has yet been effective in stopping the elephants. The most 
favourable is the bio-barrier such as plantations of bamboo, which grow thick enough to repel elephants. However, these 
plantations were new and not substantial enough to have any effect. Bio-barriers are a long-term solution thought to be the most 
sustainable option in mitigation efforts but take many years to become effective. Fences and ditches pose many problems for 
wildlife and can stress the elephants causing them to become aggressive. Trapped elephants trying to return to the forest have 
killed people in the past. Other aggressive methods such as firecrackers also cause elephants to become stressed and are not 
advised by the WWCC. We came across a brand new five-foot-high fence, recently installed by the local monastery to repel 
elephants and we checked for any damages, but on this occasion the fence was ok. 

Later that evening we were out on patrol again, it was a quiet night with no fresh signs 
of elephants. There was a storm rolling over Khao Yai on the horizon which periodically 
lit up the sky, quite a spectacle from an elephant watchtower. We pulled up beside this 
old wooden structure and waited for any signs. A local man stood guard, he was out to 
oversee his crops and raise the alarm if an elephant came. After an hour of waiting we 
decided to move on, we headed east towards a ranger substation.  

On route, we encountered the new fence again, however, this time it had been 
damaged. On closer inspection, we discovered that a herd of Gaur had tried to return 
to the forest, but the fence stood in their way. They had wandered down the road trying 
to find their usual way home, but the new fence had obstructed their path. The fence 
had been buckled and twisted by their powerful horns but remained standing this time. 
However, it wouldn't last many more of these encounters with a Gaur and absolutely 
no chance with an elephant. This is the problem fences pose for wildlife conflict 
mitigation, they are expensive and rarely work and only exacerbate the problem, Art 
explained. 

 
Meeting the elders 

The next evening, I was invited to meet the village elders and to introduce 
myself. I managed to do so (reluctantly) in the basic Thai language I knew, 
which aroused cheering and laughter. They were very warm and 
welcoming, and we spent the meeting in good humour. Art proceeded to 
translate for me when I got stuck and a few of the village members spoke 
English. It was encouraging to see so many people coming together to talk 
about and plan for wildlife-conflict mitigation.  

Elephants are Thailand's national symbol and people are very tolerant even 
when loss of life inevitably happens. In October 2017, an elderly man was 
killed by a bull elephant, raiding the fields. Although this has deterred the 
mitigation effort of some villagers for fear of their own safety, this has not, 
however, caused any animosity towards the elephants. Freeland ensures as 
many people are trained in HEC mitigation as possible and safety is 
paramount. They prefer the use of soft mitigation techniques and never use 
violent or intrusive methods. This ensures the elephants remain somewhat 
calm and return to the forest without causing injury to themselves or the 
villagers.  

Elephants and schools don’t mix 

5am on the 23rd of September it was time for me to leave. My next mission was to work with the rangers in Pang Sida National 
Park on a Panthera tiger survey, collecting camera-trap data for a tiger population study. An hour into my journey Art received a 
call that an elephant was loose in the village at a school. I missed seeing this elephant as luck would have it, but Art rushed back 
after dropping me off with another member of Freeland staff to assist in returning the elephant to the forest. I look forward to 
returning to Wang Mee in the near future to help understand this conflict and to assist in collecting HEC data. 
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