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On a quaint street in 
downtown Fernandina 
Beach, newcomer and 
world traveler M. Dane 

Waters is quietly gearing down 
from a career as a political con-
sultant to a full-time job devoted 
to preserving elephants and 
their habitats half a world away.

Waters recalls two events 
in his home state of Alabama 
that would greatly influence this 
direction in life. He was a child 
when the Ringling Brothers 
Circus came to town, and he 
has never forgotten looking 
his first elephant in the eye. 
“I saw them being unloaded 
from the circus train and I felt 
this inexplicable bond,” Waters 
related. “There’s not a single 
other animal I feel this way 
about.” As an adult, Ronald 
Reagan’s presidential campaign 
came through, and Waters’ first 
assignment as a volunteer was 
driving a limo. It was the begin-
ning of a long association with 
Republican politics that took 
him to Washington, D.C. and 
abroad.

Waters started out in the 
family construction business 
and later became a developer, 
but a political career led him to 
work on presidential and prime 
ministerial campaigns the world 
over and to consult on projects 
with the United Nations and the 
U.S. Department of State.

He was a political appointee 
in President George H. W. 
Bush’s administration and col-
laborated with Arizona Sen. 
John McCain on projects in 
Africa. He has also served as 
political director of the Humane 
Society Legislative Fund and 
the Humane Society of the 
United States.

Although Waters’ move 
from helping the GOP to saving 
that party’s iconic elephant is 
purely coincidental, he acknowl-
edges The Elephant Project 
brings together everything he 
has done before. “I decided to 
put all my skills to good use. 
… This is my legacy project,” 
Waters acknowledged. He 
founded the not-for-profit orga-
nization in 2017 with the goal of 
creating residential communi-
ties, commercial properties and 
resort facilities in conjunction 
with elephant sanctuaries in 
their native habitats around 
the world. All profits from the 
operation of eco-tourism busi-
nesses and the sale and lease 
of residential properties within 
the sanctuaries would go into 
a trust fund to the host coun-
try for perpetual protection of 
elephants.

Residences within the 
sanctuary would give donors 
and investors an opportunity 
to live in the natural habitat of 
elephants and other wildlife 
and witness their investment 
at work. According to The 
Elephant Project website, the 
concept is also designed to 
help local economies by creat-
ing jobs, building much needed 
infrastructure in the host coun-

tries, and lessening the burden 
on local governments to protect 
elephants and their habitats.

“These revenue streams 
will fund solutions that address 
the short and long-term needs 
of elephants, the communi-
ties in which they live, their 
environment, and by extension, 
other imperiled species – fos-
tering an environment where 
a protected elephant is worth 
more than a dead one,” accord-
ing to the website.

Waters has recruited an 
international advisory board 
of 16 individuals from diverse 
backgrounds in finance, law, 
eco-tourism, real estate, veteri-
nary medicine, mass media, pol-

itics and business to guide the 
not-for-profit. Waters heads its 
three-person board of directors. 
The organization has estab-
lished an office in Washington, 
D.C., and has hired four staff.

While Waters initially envi-
sioned developing the project’s 
first sanctuary in Africa, it now 
appears Myanmar, in Southeast 
Asia, is the more likely site. 
Myanmar, which used to be 
called Burma, has the largest 
captive elephant population in 
the world. Only about 3,000 
elephants remain in the wild 
there. An estimated 16,000 
Asian elephants are currently 
used for logging, tourism, cul-
tural and religious activities, 

and transportation.
The Elephant Project is 

pursuing a partnership with the 
Myanmar government to estab-
lish a sanctuary for elephants 
being phased out of the timber 
industry. That sanctuary would 
also provide housing and jobs 
for the mahouts, or elephant 
handlers.

The Myanmar govern-
ment’s jailing of journalists and 
its human rights violations in 
the treatment of its minority 
Rohingya population make the 
establishment of that sanctuary 
more complicated.

“We are not condoning 
the ethnic cleansing or jail-
ing of journalists going on in 
Myanmar. Those are repre-
hensible acts,” he said, but 
Waters also says people do 
not understand that the entire 
government is not involved in 
those acts, and there’s a differ-

ence between the civil and the 
military governments.

“Myanmar has an unusual 
system of government in that 
the two are separate and dis-
tinct. It’s the civil government 
we are dealing with, not the 
military.” He adds that, despite 
current problems, he views the 
Myanmar government as politi-
cally stable.

But the refugee crisis of the 
Rohingyas fleeing Myanmar 
into neighboring Bangladesh 
is not only a human crisis; 
it is causing a crisis for the 
elephants there too, since 
refugee camps are being estab-
lished in wild elephant habitat. 
“Whatever else is going on 
in Myanmar, the endangered 
elephants still need protection,” 
said Waters.

The Myanmar elephant 
sanctuary concept has been 
drawn up around Indawgyi Lake 

near Lone Ton. Encompassing 
192,000 acres, or nearly 300 
square miles, it would be the 
largest elephant sanctuary in 
the world. The other wildlife 
within that preserve would also 
be protected.

The planned community 
would take up only 111 acres 
or 0.1 square mile within the 
preserve. Businesses and 
common areas would be at the 
center of the community, with 
homes around the perimeter. 
Additional boundary cottages at 
regular intervals along the out-
side perimeter of the sanctuary 
would deter poachers. These 
cottages would be built to allow 
wildlife to pass beneath the 
structures, and all residences 
would have scenic views of the 
preserve.

The project will provide 
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Elephant Project combines preservation, economics
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Fernandina Beach resident and founder of The Elephant 
Project, M. Dane Waters, is shown with a young Asian 
elephant during a recent trip to Myanmar. Waters formed 
a not-for-profit organization in 2017 to protect elephants in 
their natural habits by creating self-sustaining residential 
communities built in conjunction with elephant sanctuar-
ies. Waters is hopeful his concept will solve a dilemma for 
the government in how to care for these endangered ani-
mals. 
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Besides living on two different continents, 
what distinguishing features set the two main 
species of elephant apart? The African variety 
is the larger of the two, standing from 8’ to 13’ 
tall and weighing from 5,000 to 14,000 pounds 
according to National Geographic. African 
elephants have much larger ears that reach 
up and over the neck and resemble the shape 
of the African continent. The smaller ears of 
Asian elephants do not extend beyond the 
head and are shaped more like the country of 
India. (The “Indian” elephant is actually one of 
several sub-species of Asian elephant.) African 
elephants have a full, rounded, single-domed 
head while Asian elephants have a twin-domed 
head with an indent in the middle. Both male 
and female African elephants grow tusks 
whereas only some Asian males grow them. 
Another distinguishing feature is that African 
elephants have two finger-like appendages – 
one on the top and the other on the bottom of 
the tips of their trunks – to help them pick up 
and manipulate objects. Asian elephants seem 
to do just fine with only one upper append-
age. These are only some of the more readily 

apparent differences with more distinctions yet 
among subspecies within each group.

All elephants are herbivores with diets 
consisting of grasses, foliage, fruits, leaves, 
bark and roots and actively feed for about 16 
hours a day and into the night. An adult can 
consume up to 300 pounds of food daily. They 
must drink at least once daily and must have 
daily access to a source of water. In the wild, 
herds are known to forage in territories of 100 
square miles or more and to migrate across 
larger areas seasonally in search of water. 
They have a matriarchal society in that related 
females travel in herds of family units car-
ing for the young with the eldest female the 
dominant member of the herd. Mothers are in 
nearly constant contact with calves that nurse 
up to five years. Adult males are more solitary, 
drifting in and out of family units to mate or 
occasionally associating in bachelor herds. 
Elephants are known to have customary ritu-
als for greeting one another, to have rules of 
behavior within the herd, to show concern and 
support for members of the herd in distress 
and to “bury” and pay homage to their dead. 
They are among a few intelligent creatures 
besides man who have a sense of “self” and 
can identify with a mirror image of themselves.
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training for mahouts in humane 
handling techniques, veterinary 
care and the feeding and suste-
nance of elephants and, thereby, 
offer them additional skills and 
better paying jobs. A higher 
standard of living will be pro-
vided through access to water 
and sewer facilities and oppor-
tunities for better education and 
healthcare for their families.

The plan incorporates stra-
tegically placed villages for the 
elephant caregivers and their 
families. The villages will have 
barns and medical facilities for 
the elephants on the outside 
perimeter, with homes, small 
garden plots, schools, parks and 
civic structures in the center. 
“What’s critical is to involve 
the entire family in protection 
efforts,” said Waters. It’s an 
approach designed to produce 
future generations of locals 
invested in preserving their 
country’s wildlife and habitat.

Waters projects it will cost 
$400 million to build the sanctu-
ary in Myanmar and expects 
it to be up and running within 
four years after the govern-
ment comes on board. In the 
interim, The Elephant Project 
has recently refined its priori-
ties for other initiatives until its 
sanctuary community vision can 
be realized.

One of the objectives is to 
relocate Asian elephants in 
urgent distress to safer areas. 
One possibility is a smaller, 
established Cambodian sanctu-
ary, where efforts are being 
made to repopulate the species 
in a county decimated by land-
mines and political conflict.

The relocation effort there 
includes individual elephants in 
immediate danger in captivity 
or herds at immediate risk in 
the wild. As mentioned earlier, 
one of the areas of concern 
is the Bangladesh-Myanmar 
border area, where Rohingya 
refugee settlements are causing 
a drastic increase in human-
elephant conflicts. Commercial 
development threatening 
elephant habitat at Myanmar’s 
Andaman beaches is also a 
concern.

Another priority for TEP 
is to end the market for ivory 
and other elephant parts. The 
Trump administration is again 
considering lifting the ban. 
The former acting director of 
the federal Fish and Wildlife 
Service, Greg Sheehan, 
announced a decision to reverse 
an Obama-era law last year, but 
intense criticism of the decision 
resulted in a further hold.

According to a September 
report in Newsweek, “Twenty-
one requests to import elephant 
trophies, such as ivory tusks, 
from Zimbabwe and Zambia 
have been submitted since 
between January 2017 and 
March 2018. None have been 
confirmed or denied. Applicants 
who have submitted permits to 
countries that were not banned 
by the Obama administration, 
such as Tanzania and South 
Africa, have had most permits 
accepted.”

“Put big game trophy deci-
sion on hold until such time as 
I review all conservation facts. 
Under study for years. Will 
update soon with Secretary 
Zinke. Thank you!” Sheehan 
tweeted on November 17, 2017, 

according to Newsweek.
“The world’s fragile ele-

phant population … now faces a 
new ominous threat – President 
Trump, his sons and his admin-
istration,” according to the TEP 
website, which also criticizes 
a Department of the Interior 
group called the International 
Wildlife Conservation Council, 
“whose majority is comprised of 
trophy hunters … is to increase 
awareness of the ‘economic 
benefits that result from U.S. 
citizens traveling abroad to 
hunt.’ One of the members co-
owns a hunting preserve with 
Trump’s son, Don Jr., who is an 
avid big game hunter and killer 
of elephants.”

The Elephant Project is 
waging a bi-partisan campaign 
to restore the ban on elephant 
parts into the U.S. and to dis-
band the IWCC. “When the 
U.S. abdicated its commitment 
to lead the world in elephant 
protection, it sent a message 
to China that they are free not 
to enforce their ban either,” 
according to TEP.

Waters said the organiza-
tion was prepared to sue the 
Department of the Interior, if 
necessary.

Another front for TEP in 
ending the market for elephant 
parts is Nigeria. “Lagos has 
become one of Africa’s largest 
exporters of illegal elephant 
trophies and other endangered 
wildlife. Shutting down the 
Lagos port’s role in feeding the 
seemingly insatiable appetite 
for ivory and other elephant 
parts will go a long way in help-
ing save these animals,” Water 
wrote.

He developed contacts in 

Nigeria through work there 
with John McCain, and is hope-
ful progress can be made. A 
Nigerian senator is among 
those on TEP’s advisory board 
and is supportive of instituting 
one of the toughest bans on 
ivory import and sales in the 
world there.

Waters is also pursu-
ing preservation for the few 
remaining elephants in Nigeria.

“Many Nigerians don’t know 
there are elephants still there,” 
he observed.  The country was 
excluded from a well-known 
worldwide elephant census. 
However, Waters has been 
advised there are about 250 left 
with most being in or near the 
Yankari Game Preserve. TEP is 
planning to do an official census 
as a first step to preservation of 
“Nigeria’s forgotten herd.”

He acknowledged working 
with African governments is 
especially challenging given 
complicated political and eco-
nomic climates. Nigeria suffers 
from a 50-percent unemploy-
ment rate, making the popula-
tion desperate for any source of 
income, legal or otherwise.

TEP is putting together a 
trilogy of educational documen-
taries on the status of elephants 
in Myanmar, Bangladesh, 
Cambodia, and Nigeria. 

As founder and former 
director of the Initiatives and 
Referendums Institute, a non-
profit recently absorbed under 
the auspices of the University of 
California, Waters is also work-
ing on completion of his sixth 
book on political topics, this one 
entitled Direct Democracy.

He continues to travel 
abroad on projects associated 

with the IRI but is planning to 
be available full-time for The 
Elephant Project in January. 
Another advantage to living in 
California was connecting with 
Hollywood celebrities who 
expressed interest in contribut-
ing to The Elephant Project.

Asked how he came to 
choose Fernandina Beach as 
his home base, he explained 
that his original intention 
was to retire in St. Augustine 
because of fond memories of a 
family vacation there as a child. 
However, St. Augustine was not 
how he remembered it when he 
got there, so a friend who lived 
on Amelia Island suggested he 
look here. He decided to move 
to Fernandina Beach that first 
afternoon on the island.

Waters was unaware of 
the White Oak Conservation 
Center here in Nassau County 
until after he had moved to 
Fernandina Beach, but he has 
since established friendships 
there. White Oak brings endan-

gered species from Africa and 
other parts of the world to their 
facility for breeding programs 
and ensures a future for many 
species.

Waters was delighted to 
discover White Oak nearby. 
“The wildlife protection com-
munity is a small one and we 
all eventually get to know one 
another,” said Waters. What 
distinguishes The Elephant 
Project from some other con-
servation groups is that his 
organization seeks to preserve 
animals in the habitats where 
they occur naturally.

“We are not in competition 
with any other preservation 
or conservation organization,” 
clarified Waters. We work with 
all existing organizations. We 
are open to fostering new ideas 
and opportunities toward the 
same goals.”  

For more information on 
The Elephant Project, visit 
theelephantproject.net.
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There may have been as many as five million African 
elephants roaming the continent in the early 20th century 
according to the World Wildlife Fund.  An estimated 415,000 
are left and only about 20 percent of their habitat is under 
formal protection. Threats include poaching, habitat loss and 
human-wildlife conflict. The WWF estimates that African 
elephants have lost half their range just since 1979 alone.  
Poachers kill an estimated 100 African elephants each day for 
their ivory and other body parts with China as the primary 
consumer of these products. Ivory is used for carving of orna-
ments and jewelry. Red beads made from elephant skin are 
considered a status symbol.  Other elephant parts are sold for 
purported medicinal properties.  The Elephant Project web-
site notes an alarming milestone marked in 2015: It was the 
first year in which more African elephants were killed than 
born.  

Asian elephants are already endangered with a surviving 
population estimated at one tenth that of African elephants.  
While elephants were revered for centuries in Asian culture 
and religion, the Asian continent is also the most densely 
populated in the world and much of the Asian elephant’s 
forest habitat has been lost to human encroachment.  While 
they once roamed across most of Asia, elephants have 
disappeared entirely from western Asia, Iran and most of 
China.  As human population expands and more land is being 
converted to agriculture, confrontations between farmers 
and elephants raiding crops have increased. Human/wildlife 
conflict is now believed the primary cause of Asian elephant 
deaths.  Although poaching is not as severe as in Africa, 
Asian elephants are also killed for their tusks, meat and skin.  
Many more Asian elephants have been captured for the live 
elephant trade for logging, tourism, cultural and religious 
activities and transportation.  Crude capture methods have 
also contributed to their deaths.
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Elephants of Coimbatore Forests, Tamil Nadu, India.
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