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Sponsored by Nations Trust Bank PLC

The General Committee of the Wildlife & Nature Protection Society extends its sincere gratitude to
the Nations Trust Bank PLC for its generosity and commitment to Wildlife Conservation by being the
premier sponsor for the publication of Loris. We also thank all of our other sponsors whose support is
vital for the effective administration of the Society. In addition, I would like to thank Nelun Harasgama
Nadarajah and Raghavan Prem Kumar for their assistance in the setting up and design of this issue.

Message from Sponsor
Renuka Fernando
Chief Executive Officer | Nations Trust Bank
publications Loris and Warana/Vaaranam. We are
pleased to observe, yet again, the quality of content
being published in this issue of the journal Loris, true
to its legacy and repute as the longstanding premier
nature and biodiversity journal in the country.

On the momentous occasion of the 125th anniversary
of the Wildlife and Nature Protection Society (WNPS),
I wish to place on record our sincere appreciation for the
work undertaken by the Society in the conservation of
the rich biodiversity of our country and for its positive
role in engaging with the private sector in this regard.
Nations Trust Bank takes great pride in our partnership
with the Wildlife and Nature Protection Society and what
we have achieved together over the past four years in
raising the awareness on the current state of biodiversity
through its Public Lecture Series and publications.

This year marks the 20th Anniversary of Nations
Trust Bank and in this relatively short span of history,
the bank has been able to revolutionize the industry
through its pioneering innovations, including the
launch of Sri Lanka’s first digital bank – Frimi. As we
lead the industry in financial innovation and digital
transformation, we also hope to make transformative
change in creating a sustainable future and look
forward to working with our long-term partners such
as the WNPS to refine and offer sustainable finance
solutions that contribute in conserving our nature.

For generation after generation, the WNPS has
managed to play a pivotal role in protecting Sri Lanka’s
wildlife and nature in rallying support and advocating for
environmental defense, and we are encouraged to see
the Society continuing to nurture our next generation
to be environmentally sensitive and grooming them
to take an active role in conservation. Nations Trust
Bank shares a similar ethos and commitment to
empower our next generation on environmental
stewardship through education and capacity building
and it is with this intent that the bank supports the
WNPS on dissemination of knowledge through its

We hope that you too will remain engaged in these
collaborative efforts of our organizations and support
us in these endeavors to achieve sustainable outcomes
for our country. The insights and knowledge shared in
this magazine would serve to keep you informed and
draw your attention to matters of priority with respect
to such positive biodiversity action.
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Chandana Sooriyabandara
Director General, Department of Wildlife Conservation
It gives me great pleasure to extend my heartiest congratulations to the Wildlife
& Nature Protection Society of Sri Lanka (WNPS) in reaching this significant
milestone of 125 years as an active proponent for wildlife conservation in Sri
Lanka. As the 3rd oldest non-governmental wildlife conservation organization
in the world, WNPS has been promoting fauna and flora protection in Sri Lanka
and has been associated closely with the enactment of Sri Lanka’s wildlife
protection legislation. The WNPS has played a vital role in the conservation of
wildlife and protected areas in Sri Lanka in the past with its help in setting up
Yala and Wilpattu National Parks, in formulating legislation and conservation
institutions. Over the years, the WNPS has been a key stakeholder in the
wildlife sector, and a partner with the Department of Wildlife Conservation
(DWC) in promoting the values of conservation to the Sri Lankan public. The
public lecture series hosted by the WNPS, where renowned scientists and
conservationists expose the public to the conservation issues facing Sri Lanka, has helped raise public awareness and
support for more effective wildlife management in Sri Lanka. The publication of the WNPS journal, Loris, is another
way of promoting the values and necessities of conservation among the public.
The DWC believes that it is only through constructive partnerships among all stakeholders—government, private
sector, non-governmental organizations, local communities and the general public—that we can protect and conserve
our fauna and flora for the future. In an environment of tremendous development pressures, all conservationists—
government and non-government—must work in genuine partnership towards a common conservation agenda to
ensure that our fauna and flora are preserved for future generations of Sri Lankans.
The DWC is committed to the conservation of wild fauna and flora in Sri Lanka and greatly looks forward to working
with the WNPS, and all other conservation organizations, to ensure this happens. I would like to take this opportunity
to wish the WNPS every success in its future endeavors and may its conservation ethic stand strong for another 125
years, and many more after.

MICHAEL BRUNE
Executive Director
The Sierra Club extends warm congratulations to the Wildlife & Nature
Protection Society of Sri Lanka on its celebration of 125 years as an advocate
for the appreciation and conservation of your beautiful island’s extraordinary
natural treasures and unique wildlife. As people around the world confront
threats like deforestation, loss of biodiversity, and climate change, it’s good to
recall one of our founder John Muir’s favorite lines from the plays of William
Shakespeare: “One touch of nature makes the whole world kin.” May nature
continue inspiring all of us to work together to protect our precious planet.1

1 Editor’s Note: Our thanks to Trey Pollard, National Press Secretary of the Sierra Club for his
kind assistance in facilitating this message from Michael Brune, and for permission to use the
images used.
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EDITORIAL
wildlife conflict begins whereas it could have been avoided
if the project plans had written within them strategies to
mitigate against this including, most importantly, informed
selection of site. Development (funding) agencies need to
take responsibility for this too, rather than just relying on
the Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs) which are,
currently, paid for by the project proponent and unlikely to
place major obstacle before them. As development in Sri
Lanka increases, the Society has a large role to play, not only
in educating statutory and funding agencies on the necessity
of such a process, but also in campaigning for a strictly
independent EIA procedure. The project proponent should be
bound to take all necessary actions to ensure the reduction
of any possible human – wildlife conflict to negligible levels,
prior to the commencement of the project.

The concept of conservation was first preached to the people
of Sri Lanka a distant 2, 500 years ago, by the Arahat Mahinda,
as a part of that noble doctrine of Buddhism. So powerful
was his message, that it defined the subsequent philosophy
of this country. In comparison, 125 years is a mere drop in
the ocean, and yet, in that time, one institution of volunteer
members has done more for conservation in Sri Lanka than
any other, and still strives to work for the preservation of the
wild places and wild creatures of this unique island. That
body is the Wildlife & Nature Protection Society (WNPS), first
instituted by Colonial elite to protect their hunting grounds, it
soon evolved to that of conservation when the awful reality
dawned that what was being lost, and at pace, could never
be restored. In this time, the forest cover of this island has
depleted from over 50% of its land mass as it was then, to
approximately 18% today. Is this success?

One constant, throughout, has been the publication of
Loris, continuously from its first issue in 1936. A mixture of
science, observation, prose and poetry, it has disseminated
its message of conservation in articles from the purely
technical to those that are deliciously anecdotal, from the
scientifically analytical to passionate expressions of love for
the wilderness and its creatures. This tradition it continues
still but, above all, Loris provides a continuing history of the
WNPS, and of the status of conservation in Sri Lanka.1

The difference between 1894 and 2019 is one of number,
population number, where a few million have expanded into
21 million, a growing milieu of humanity that needs housing
and feeding. Inevitably, and with increasing haste, the forests
were pushed back, and their wild inhabitants lost. That is until
a relatively recent intellectual dawning that if these millions of
people are to survive, the forests, the mountains, the rivers,
the lakes, they all need to be preserved, to maintain the
equilibrium of Nature essential for life.

Perusing the pages of previous issues, from 1936 to today,
the driving force that has led the Society over these 125 years
is clear to see. Yes, it had had its heroes – Storey, Osman
Hill, Nicolls, Spittel, Phillips, Norris, Hoffmann – to name but
a few. Yet had they not been supported by those of principle,
committed to the cause of conservation, uncompromising
and unbowed, and determined to fight against the odds, none
of whatever those named above achieved would have been
possible. True, there were periods of lull, as is to be expected
in any organisation with this longevity, but these days are
gone, with younger committees and planned partnerships
with other like-minded organisations.

In terms of number, it may have been a losing battle, but
the battle was never abandoned. This Society of convinced
conservationists continues to fight on today. For, in the
traditions of Harry Storey, who began it all, it is “agitation
and planning and persistence” that will see success. For,
if not for the WNPS, the 3rd oldest of its kind in the world,
the organisation that agitated for and administered the first
National Parks in Sri Lanka, that helped in the formulation
of this country’s first Laws of Conservation, and persisted
until the Department of Wildlife Conservation was instituted,
would there still be wild places and wild creatures left on so
much of this island?

The Society and Sri Lanka cannot afford any further periods
of ‘lull’. There is too much happening in too many places for
there to be any loss of vigilance. The island still has 18%
forest cover, and still hosts the highest density of wild
elephants in the world, per land mass and human population.
Yet these numbers are now at critical levels, and much has
to be done to preserve what is left. Whatever is done, let it
be as per tradition, concentrating on policies and principles,
those things which will determine the greater good of all,
rather than isolated incident.

That is all in the past, and the WNPS must now gear itself
for the future. Amongst all of its activities, devoting time
to that other function necessary for developing human
populations – that of education – must be paramount. Young
people of today have a far greater understanding than any
generation before it, of the importance of conservation and
the preservation of the environment for the existence of the
human species. Conservation is, and has always been, about
that - the preservation of ALL life on Earth.
The challenges for the WNPS are many, and some of these
problems have persisted for a very long time, especially
those concerning the human – elephant conflict, for which
lasting solutions are long overdue.

Long may the WNPS continue with its mission of preserving
Sri Lanka’s wild places and wild creatures, of the land and
of the sea, on the land and in the water. It will be a long,
hard road ahead, but it has always been so. Armed with the
founding inspiration of Harry Storey, and all those pioneers,
whose policies of “agitation and planning and persistence”
helped preserve all that there is left today, the future may
even be better than the past.

Politicians see conservationists as being enemies of
development. This is far from the truth. Sri Lanka needs
development, and desperately, PLANNED DEVELOPMENT.
Instead, ad hoc projects, determined more by political
geography and voter base than practical applicability, sprout
up everywhere and, too late, they realise that they have
been completed in areas used by wild animals. Human –

1 All previous issues of Loris can be accessed from the WNPS
website https://www.wnpssl.org/products/publications/loris
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The first Editorial, Loris, November 1936

The first poem publised in first edition Loris, November 1936
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SRIYAN DE SILVA WIJEYERATNE
President
Celebrating 125 years is a milestone which few entities
survive to enjoy. That tribute must first go to the
visionaries who created a movement which is as relevant
today, if not more, as it was when first conceptualized.
I am deeply humbled and honoured to join a long
list of Presidents of the Society who, aided by their
respective committees and concerned membership,
have committed themselves towards protecting our
depleting wilderness. Thank you to one and all.

increased population settlement and urbanization.
Sri Lankans thus have a unique opportunity to plan
development in these areas, and find a better balance
between nature, wildlife and our human needs.
Unfortunately, greed, politically driven agendas, and
short-term benefit, seem to dominate all actions.
Demarcated reservations, parks and protected areas,
and even the coast and beaches are being illegally
occupied and annexed at an aggressive rate. Even
precious places such as Sinharaja and Wilpattu are
under siege.

These are indeed troubled times, where the boundaries
of right and wrong have been blurred, where technology
is creating transformational positive and negative
impacts, and where environmental destruction, due to
man’s greed and lack of consciousness, is wreaking
havoc on our planet and natural ecosystems. Here in
Sri Lanka too, commercialization and urbanization are
relentlessly depleting our natural resources and causing
extinction at an alarming rate. Changes in rainfall and
temperature cause economic consequences which,
in turn, push people to clear more forests, and these
vicious cycles continue. Unfortunately, the biggest
negative impacts are being caused by the absence of
planned development. A lack of political will, corruption
and greed on all sides, and the failure of the Rule of
Law, also become major contributors.

Civic conscious Sri Lankans seem to be the last bastion
and need to unite to protect this bountiful land. We are
convinced of the tremendous nature-based economic
potential of our natural resources, which can bring
much prosperity to the region, when approached
with a long-term vision and a sustainable balance. We
remain optimistic that this will become the chosen and
preferred path for all. Sri Lankans simply cannot afford
to make the same mistakes repeatedly in every single
region of our country. Today, technology gives us
many added benefits when used appropriately, and Sri
Lanka must embrace these advances for conservation.

Necessary steps for the future
I am proud to have a passionate General Committee
which has developed upon the foundations of our past
office bearers and enabled us to take the Wildlife &
Nature Protection Society (WNPS) to new heights. In
fact, the 125th anniversary has galvanized us to work at
a much higher intensity than before. The steps taken,
when it came to conservation-based initiatives, and the
arrangements linked with these anniversary activities,
demonstrate the true potential of the WNPS. I am

All is not lost
But all is not lost, and we have many reasons to
approach the future with optimism. Sri Lanka still has
much intact which needs protecting. The broader area,
in and around the North and East, plus Mannar and
the North West, are regions rich in biodiversity which,
due to the 30-year internecine conflict, were spared
the inevitable damage caused by commercialization,
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indeed privileged to report many successful outcomes
as a result of everyone’s work, and my thanks to
Rukshan Jayewardene for the impetus created during
his tenure of office in the initial part of this year.

initiative, which provides overseas exposure, among
other things, to selected young conservationists who
will be our Ambassadors for a few years. For the
first time, our monthly excursions ventured into the
undersea world, while the excursions to conservation
hotspots are immensely popular. We now engage
with younger children as well through our popular,
quarterly Wetland Walks. PLANT is our new ambitious
initiative to create a Land Trust to preserve what is
already remaining, with a hope that one day the WNPS
may become one of the largest caretakers of forests
in Sri Lanka (in keeping with its history of founding the
country’s first wildlife sanctuaries and being their first
guardians prior to the setting up of the Department of
Wildlife Conservation). These are but glimpses of the
wonderful work being done by the WNPS on different
fronts at present.

The key challenges faced by the WNPS have been
addressed, to ensure a solid platform. The Society has
been made financially strong, with many supporters
and donors rallying around us in response to our track
record. Our bungalow operations no longer drain the
society of precious cash and were renovated to stay
abreast with the times. The journal Loris and Warana /
Vaaranam magazine are published on time, thanks
to our Editors and sponsor partners. Our monthly
public lectures almost always have a ‘full house’ of
over five hundred in the audience and have become
a sought-after conservation forum in Colombo.
Today, youth work closely with the WNPS and new
membership is at an all-time high. Our aspiration is
to facilitate a youthful WNPS and ensure that they
are proportionately represented amongst our office
bearers and committees. This would ensure new ideas
keep flowing into the WNPS. We have already begun
embracing more technology through e-Newsletters,
Twitter feeds, crowd funding and the likes. But at
the core of it all, we have sought to strengthen our
focus on Conservation, and influencing Policy, while
seeking legal redress when all other options have
been explored.

We had to face off in court when it came to several
contentious actions of different parties, in the broader
interest of the wild and the free. Sadly, our dialogue
with policymakers has met with limited success,
partially due to the frequent changing of faces when
it comes to key officials and influencers. We do not
believe that conservation success can be achieved
without active partnership with Government, and
its statutory bodies, the Department of Wildlife
Conservation (DWC) and the Forestry Department
(FD). We remain very committed towards supporting
and working closely with them, always. Conservation
requires action all over the country and strengthening
our District Representative structure will be a key to
our future success. Our donor partners, sponsors,
and membership have engaged our Committee in an
amazing manner, which deserves much praise and
thanks. As a result, we should be optimistic about our
ability to influence the future.

Some practical steps
The Diyakothkanda Reforestation Project (Reforestation
of a Rainforest – ROAR) continues well due to strong
multi-donor support and has expanded to become a
community initiative. In Attidiya, the society has just
launched the Green Isles initiative to protect the last
remnants of marshland and restore the ecosystem
through a multi-year donor funded programme. Two
years ago, we proposed changes in our constitution
to facilitate a youth movement. Since then, the Youth
Wing has progressed tremendously and spread into
several regional schools, with many tangible initiatives
having taken place. That success was acknowledged
recently when we received a high value sponsor
partnership. We launched a novel Conservation
Photography Competition, with the hope of leveraging
powerful imagery to stem the tide of destruction. We
have recently funded a new initiative to protect several
villages with experimental light-based technology
to prevent elephant intrusion. We commenced our
‘Cat Chat’ meetings and newsletters, and the Wild
Cat team also facilitated a new Youth Ambassador

We will keep trying
In the rich unbroken traditions of the WNPS and the
journal Loris, it is my fervent hope that our actions of
today will inspire the youth and leaders of tomorrow
to continue with this battle. There is no end game, no
winning line and no glory for the victors. Ours is only
destined to be a series of soon to be forgotten actions
and building blocks upon which future generations will
continue to construct. We should embark on them in
the hope that what is left is the beauty of all that is wild
and free, and the knowledge that future generations
know that they inherited it due to our actions. After all,
‘having tried’ may be all that truly matters in this great
journey of life.
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MESSAGES FROM PAST PRESIDENTS OF THE WNPS
Dr T S U de Zylva
President (1982 - 1993)
Many years ago, I was elected as the Representative for the Kurunegala District
of the Wildlife & Nature Protection Society (WNPS), an appointment which I held
over a period of several years. In addition to my professional duties / responsibilities as a Medical Practitioner, I spent many hours studying wildlife and birds and
indulging in my favourite hobby – photography in the wilds. This helped me build a
comprehensive prospectus of still photographs and 16mm movie films of nature,
wildlife and birds.
I used my wildlife and bird portraits to organise film screenings in schools and clubs,
to popularise conservation projects, mainly in Kurunegala, but around the island
as well. Whenever possible, I invited the Colombo membership to participate and
enliven light-hearted “shows”. We often had an enthusiastic attendance at these meetings and the visitors were thrilled
with the high quality photography on display. The Central Committee, in Colombo, reciprocated by sending us, the
District Representatives, regular invitations to participate in Colombo-based activities.
Following my election as President, a good friend, Iranganie Serasinghe, insisted that I should be the first member of
the newly formed Forest Conservation initiative “Ruk Rekaganno”. My close association, and subsequent friendship,
with the late Lyn de Alwis, Director of the Wildlife Department at the time, resulted in Lyn, Iranganie and I comprising
the ideal triumvirate to effectively spearhead many Conservation projects.
My fervent view is that the WNPS, the Department of Wildlife Conservation (DWC) and the Forest Department (FD)
must work together for a sustainable future for the Country; for the benefit of conservation.
My subsequent years have been dedicated to literary works covering the Fauna and Flora of Sri Lanka with the main
publications being ‘The birds of Sri Lanka’ and ‘Sinharaja’. Most of my experiences and knowledge have been shared
in my publications.
I am happy that after 125 years the Society continues to take on the challenges of conservation.

DR. RANJEN FERNANDO
President (1984 - 1996)
Being one of the longest standing members of the WNPS, enrolled in 1965 by Drs.
R.L. Spittel and L. D. C. Austin, and having been its President during the centenary
year in 1994, it gives me pleasure to convey my best wishes to the Society on
the occasion of its 125th anniversary. As a pioneer conservation oriented organization in Asia, the Society can take pride in having had a significant impact on
nature and wildlife conservation activities in the country. It spearheaded activities
such as the upgrading of Sinharaja Forest to a Nature Reserve and demarcation
and declaration of conservation areas such as Wilpattu, Ruhuna (Yala), Lahugala,
Horton Plains and Hikkaduwa, among others. The commitment and diligence of
its members and district representatives contributed to its success story and I
remain confident that it will continue to do so in the future.
It was during the Premiership of Hon. D. S. Senanayake that the Society was nominated to membership of the
statutory Fauna and Flora Advisory Council of the line Ministry, and it has continued to be granted such membership
to date.
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RAVI DERANIYAGALA
President (2000 - 2001, 2010 - 2013)
My memories go back to the time the Wildlife & Nature Protection Society was
located at Chaithya Road, Colombo 1. I used to attend the lectures and discussions
in the 1960’s, on nature and wildlife related subjects. These lectures inspired in
me the need for conservation. To learn more, I joined the Society in the 1970’s.
The Society created in me the desire to protect and safeguard our natural heritage.
In 1994, the Society celebrated its centenary. Four postage stamps, one depicting
the emblem of the Society, were issued by the Postal Department. An island-wide
essay competition on the theme of conversation and a photography competition
on wildlife were held. A formal dinner was also hosted at the Galle Face Hotel. The
Chief Guest was the then President of Sri Lanka, His Excellency J. R. Jayewardene.
A history of the Society titled “WILDLIFE conservation in Sri Lanka”, a unique and comprehensive publication, was
authored by Dr. C. G. Uragoda. He highlighted, among the Society’s achievements, the pioneering role played by
it in the enactment of the Sri Lanka Fauna and Flora Protection Ordinance of 1937, which led to the creation of the
Department of Wildlife Conservation.
In the centenary year, as the General Secretary, I organized many field trips to educate the members as to what was
happening around us. I also started a monthly lecture series on conservation related subjects. These lectures were open
to the public and entrance was free. The Society, has continued with the monthly lecture series, for the past 25 years.
We take pride to record that we have been one of the oldest conservation organisations in the world. It was also, in
1951, the first non-governmental organisation to join the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN).
With the emphasis today being on industrialization and tourism promotion, with a rapidly growing population and
declining forests cover, the Society faces new challenges in this climate of increasing environmental degradation. It
has to bring pressure on national planners to adopt strategies that will preserve nature for posterity. I wish the Society
every success with all of its future endeavors.

DR. MALIK FERNANDO MB, ChB (Bristol), MIBiol
President (2001 - 2003)
It gives me great pleasure to give this message on the occasion of the 125th
Anniversary of the WNPS. It was an honour to serve as President—and even more
of an honour to continue to serve the Society in an unofficial advisory capacity
whenever called upon for help by subsequent Presidents.
It is rewarding to see the strides made by the Society since my days as President,
especially the pro-active programmes that the WNPS now engages in. I refer to
the numerous litigations that the Society has joined in to further the interests of
Conservation; the on-going ROAR project involving re-forestation; the very popular
field visits that are a regular feature; and the lecture programme that is so popular
and also made available on the Society website. The newly established Youth
Wing that has set about reaching out to the island’s schoolchildren, also deserves mention. The long running Schools’
Nature Club Programme that ran out of steam has now been re-born in fresh raiment—long may it last and prosper.
I am particularly happy that the Society has now established a Marine sub-committee, of which I am a member.
Marine habitats and their denizens are largely unknown to the majority of citizens and are ignored by them. Sadly, the
same can be said of those in power who should be the guardians of the land and sea, charged to preserve its bounty
for posterity. The WNPS has an uphill task to stimulate the authorities to direct sufficient resources and manpower
to preserve our seas. I am happy that I was able to contribute towards increasing knowledge of the sea and some of
its animals and plants to a small group of enthusiastic members recently on a field visit. We should, I hope, continue
these educational programmes about marine habitats to members who desire such information, to enable the Society
to wield greater influence.
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MESSAGES FROM PAST PRESIDENTS OF THE WNPS

CONT.

P. R. ANTHONIS (JNR)
President (2005 – 2007)
When I took over the Presidency of the Society, in 2015, I had been in the
Committee for 32 years. During this time, I was involved in many ‘battles’ the
Society had, and won, with Dr. Ranjen Fernando as President. To mention a few,
the stopping of the “Tiger Tops” Hotel which they were going to build inside the
Gal Oya National Park, the Coal Power Plant which was going to come off-shore at
Trincomalee, and the worst of them all, the Forestry Master Plan. In this we were
ably supported by the then President of the British Wildlife Society, Richard Fitter,
who also got us the support of the Sierra Club in the U.S.A.
Due to various constraints, mainly financial, the printing of the ‘Loris’ was delayed
and soon it had got hopelessly outdated. On assuming the office of President,
Dr. Ravi Samarasinha, the Hon. General Secretary, and I made it one of our top priorities to bring the journal back
up-to-date. I am proud to say we achieved this goal.
I must also mention, with deep regret, that it was during my tenure that Dr. Ravi Samarasinha, who in a short time
made a huge impact in the wildlife conservation efforts in the island, was tragically killed in a motor car accident. He
was the first Hon. Secretary of the Society to have died while holding office. His demise was not only a huge loss to
the WNPS but also to the entire conservation effort in Sri Lanka.
In the 125 years of its existence the Society has made a huge contribution to the conservation efforts in this island.
This has been due to very enthusiastic General Committees. Even today, the Society has a very dynamic and active
General Committee and, if this trend continues, I fervently hope that by the time the Society celebrates its 150th year
it will not only be the second oldest conservation Organization but the leading conservation Society in the world.

DOUGLAS B. RANASINGHE
President (2007-2010)
It is with great pleasure that I submit this message for this special issue of Loris.
I had served on the General Committee of the Society for 40 years, from 1972, and
was its President from 2007 - 2010. As such, it is my duty to keep the membership
informed of some of the great achievements of the past. These include:

1. The contribution made by five (05) former Presidents in the drawing up of the
Fauna and Flora Ordinance (1934).
2. Campaigning for the formation of the Department of Wildlife, which was
instituted in 1949.
3. In 1971, the then President, Thilo Hoffmann, led a coalition of 15 other
organisations in a successful campaign to stop the exploitation of the Sinharaja
Rainforest to supply timber for a Plywood Factory. This is still considered a landmark achievement for the Society.
4. The Society started publication of the Warana Magazine with the aim of educating schoolchildren and villagers of the
value of protecting our environment. This was the first Nature magazine in Sinhala published in Sri Lanka. I edited this
magazine from its inception and for 40 years then on. I laud the decision to have articles in Tamil now included in it.
5. Concurrently, with the publication of Warana, the Society launched a `Schools’ Nature Club` (SNC) programme in
collaboration with the Education Department. By 2011, there were 510 schools registered.
6. On June 2, 1978, to celebrate the `World Environment Day`, the Action Committee organized a Conservation
March` along the main roads of the Colombo Fort. Details are given in the September 1978 issue of Warana.
7. With IUCN funding, 100 ‘Butterfly Gardens’ were formed in schools in 10 Districts and ‘Biodiversity Gardens’ in
some schools in the Nuwara Eliya District, and on the periphery of the Sinharaja Forest.
8. A forest restoration project was commenced at Diyakothakanda, in the Kalutara District.
None of the above would have been possible if not for the full cooperation and support of the General Committees of
the day. It is incumbent on the General Committees of today to carry on in the same spirit.
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PROF. LAKDAS D. FERNANDO
President (2013 - 2016)
As a relatively recent past President of the Wildlife & Nature Protection Society
(WNPS), it gives me great pleasure to write this message for the 125th commemorative issue of LORIS. I am proud that even after one and a quarter centuries, the
WNPS continues to be a formidable force in the battle for the preservation and
conservation of the Island’s environment, for the benefit of future generations.
In the past, the WNPS had been labelled a ‘Gentlemen’s Club’, who were
passionate about wildlife, and who regularly enjoyed their visits to the National
Parks. In those days, the Society’s bungalows in Yala, Wilpattu and Uda Walawe
were one of the major attractions for applying for membership. While there may
have been some truth to this allegation, it does not recognise the enormous
efforts of the founders of the Society not only in setting up the first conservation organisation of its kind in Sri Lanka,
but also in the formation and administration of the first National Parks in Sri Lanka, in the formulation of legislation, the
Fauna and Flora Protection Ordinance (FFPO), and in the formation of the Department of Wildlife Conservation (DWC).
Nevertheless change was needed and, as a result of some progressive measures taken by the Society, such as the
allocation of three places on the General Committee (GC) for women, in an attempt to start redressing the gender
balance, reserving three places on the GC for those below the age of 35, to redress the age balance, some of the
previous presumptions have been negated. In addition, the formation of the Youth Wing, and having regular activities
for schoolchildren below the age of 12, has resulted in a significant shift in the demographic pattern of the membership,
from the older to the younger.
I offer my best wishes to the WNPS in this its 125th year, to continue the good fight, giving leadership to a younger
generation of conservationists, to return Sri Lanka to what she once was – a Resplendent Isle.

RUKSHAN JAYEWARDENE
President (2016 - 2018)

I would like to thank each and every one of you for the faith you have placed
in the current committee in this 125th year.
As with any significant milestone, the 125th year is a time for reflection and
celebration. The Society’s venerable age makes us run the risk of complacency
and lethargy but, instead, we see a new dynamism, and many programmes
that are ongoing. The education and awareness sector is strong especially
with the ‘most popular regular lecture series in town’ that frequently attracts
an audience of more than 400. The Youth Wing has attracted a number of
dynamic young people who are able to inspire, organize and lead, conservation
education programmes in urban and rural schools which educate both in a
classroom setting as well as in the field. The Society’s many sub-committees are a reflection of its wide range
of activities, from restoring a rainforest to varied field trips, offered to both the membership and public, and in
mitigating Human – Elephant Conflict.
In this landmark year, I wish the Membership, the General Committee, the General Secretary and current
President of the society well!
I hope the WNPS will grow in strength and stature, both here and abroad; the society is already earning the
respect it deserves through good utilization of funds, partnerships and collaborations. May the WNPS long
remain at the forefront of conservation in Sri Lanka and always lead by example.
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WILDLIFE CONSERVATION – past, present and future
Vidya Jyothi Emeritus Professor Sarath W. Kotagama1

Introduction

back to the 1870s when the country was still under
British Colonial rule. In 1872, as a mitigation measure,
an Ordinance to prevent the wasteful destruction of
buffalo and game was introduced. It provided a ‘closed
season’ of five months during which the killing of
deer, sambhur, buffalo and peafowl was prohibited. In
1889, Colonel F. C. H. Clarke, the Acting Conservator
of Forest, brought to the notice of the Government
the disastrous effects of the commercial exploitation
of wildlife and his report paved way, in 1891, for the
introduction of an Ordinance to prevent the wanton
destruction of elephants, buffaloes and other game.
“Game” was defined as sambhur, spotted deer, red
deer, barking deer, buffalo and peafowl. Simultaneously a law was also introduced for raising export
duty on hides and horns. These legislations were
introduced with the primary objective of safeguarding
the interests of colonial hunters and, subsequently,
several more laws were passed to control the dried
meat trade, and to prohibit the commercial exploitation of wildlife.

It is most likely that hunting was an activity practiced
by people since ancient times. This is indicated by the
actions of King Devanampiyatissa which led him to a
meeting with the Arahat Mahinda and the subsequent
adoption of Buddhism by a vast majority of Sinhalese.
This resulted in a change of attitude where hunting
was looked down on. Hunting was considered a
sinful act, and society treated hunters as outcasts or
lowly persons. They were not permitted into places
of worship, social functions etc. Under the patronage
of rulers and as per social norms, wildlife protection
became part and parcel of the culture of the people:
“Traditional philosophies enjoyed man to respect, or
even revere nature and work in partnership with it.
Forests were protected by Royal Edicts; tree felling
and collecting of forest products were controlled;
and the delicate and fragile ecosystem of the wet
zone forest areas were left practically undisturbed.”
(Abeywickrema, 1989).

The passing of these Ordinances immediately excited
public interest and two rival camps, those adversely
affected and those in favour of the new restrictions,
emerged. The former immediately opened a campaign
against restrictions, while the latter, in 1894, formed
themselves into the Game Protection Society (known
today as the “Wildlife and Nature Protection Society”)
and played a pivotal role in the passage of future laws.

With the onset of the colonial period (1505 – 1948), a
change occurred in this attitude and a practice of land
use commenced; over-exploitation of resources and
hunting for pleasure began. It is evident from available
literature that prior to the European invasions, Sri
Lanka’s central highlands and the wet zone were
forested. The Dutch and Portuguese were interested
in trade, wild elephants being one such commodity.
When the British later took control of the country,
their initial attitude was to exploit all of the island’s
natural resources.

The Forest Ordinance No.10 of 1885 (FO), enacted to
regulate the uncontrolled destruction of forests, was
also the first legislation utilized to reserve areas for the
protection of game animals. Two types of “protected
areas” (PAs) were declared; Game Sanctuaries (GS),
where shooting of wildlife was strictly prohibited,
and the Resident Sportsmen’s Reserve (RSR), where
shooting game animals was permitted, under a license
during the open season that lasted normally for about
five months. The first GS was created on 20th March
1900 at Yala and two more Game Sanctuaries were
established in 1905 and were merged in 1909 to form

These changes in attitudes towards animal protection
and land-use practices had a significant influence on
the country’s legal system. Modern day legislation
enacted to protect wildlife in the island can be traced
1. Prof. Kotagama is a former Director General of the Department
of Wildlife Conservation and has been a Consultant to numerous
Ministers of Wildlife over the last two decades.
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Agriculture and Lands. Under the Ministry’s new policy
of re-allotment of Crown Land for specific uses, the
important requirement of allotting specified areas for
the intensive protection of the island’s fauna received
overt consideration and attention. In 1926, one of the
first acts was to appoint a Select Committee to look
into Fauna and Flora. Sessional Paper XXXIII of 1930
was the outcome of their long deliberation, which
recommended the importance of the declaration of
additional sanctuaries and restricting the issue of gun
licenses as well as of trade and export of animals and
animal parts (Nicholas, 1952; Government of Ceylon,
1930). The Committee proposed the introduction of
an entirely new Ordinance titled “An Ordinance for
the Protection of Fauna and Flora of Ceylon”. The
term “game “was removed from the title of this new
Ordinance, as it provided wider coverage including
the protection of flora, rather than the emphasis
being just on preserving wild animals for ‘sport’.
The Fauna and Flora Protection Ordinance No 2 of
1937 (FFPO) came into force on 1st March 1938.
It provides provisions for establishing Protected Areas
(PAs) where all fauna and flora within the specified
areas are free from detrimental human interference,
and for listing of species within schedules that enjoy
protection throughout the country.

the Wilpattu Game Sanctuary. Steps were taken to
demarcate and reserve the “surrounds” to each of
these two sanctuaries as RSRs.
From 1909 - 1929, no great progress with respect to
conservation can be recorded. This period may best
be described as one of consolidation of the existing
regulations. Outstanding developments from this time
were the actions taken to protect indigenous fauna,
which involved:
1. Stopping all forms of commercial exploitation,
2. Prohibition of the slaughter of animals over
waterholes,
3. Prosecuting persons who hunted with the aid of
electric torches at night.
4. Concentrating on intensive protection of specified
areas.
The years that followed were ones of change.
Communications improved, more of the country was
opened up and cultivation expanded, all reducing the
areas available for wildlife. Development of land had of
course to continue and the wildlife, inevitably, had to
retreat before it.

The Evolution of Wildlife Legislation
and Policy

The new FFPO, however, did not have a definition
for wildlife. The definition for fauna comes through
the definition for “wild animals” as “any animal which
is not a domestic animal”. The definition for “domestic
animal” was provided as “ any head of cattle, or any
sheep, goat, horse, ass, mule dog or cat; any domestic

The end of World War I resulted in the import of
shotguns in large numbers. By the mid-1920s, it
became clear that the existing law for protecting
game needed amendment. The government placed
the administration of the forests under the Ministry of
18

fowl or other bird commonly reared by man as poultry;
and when domesticated by man, any elephant, buffalo,
pig, deer, hare, rabbit, peacock, parrot, pigeon or other
animal”. This leads us to the definition of an “animal”
as “any vertebrate or invertebrate animal and includes
a bird, fish or reptile”. This strange definition appears to
indicate that fish, birds and reptiles are not vertebrates,
while “amphibians” are not included at all.

the creation of the Wildlife Department. The handling
of Protected Areas and the protection of the wildlife,
however, do not appear to have changed much.
In 1957, a Select Committee was appointed to look into
and recommend directions for the wildlife sector. Their
deliberations were presented as the Sessional Paper
“Report of the Committee on Preservation of Wildlife”.
This document had some far-reaching recommendations that are valid even today. The futuristic proposals
were not implemented, possibly, because the general
attitude prevalent was still “preservationist”. For
example, referring to Sinharaja (Page xi):

The definition for flora read as “plants” and was
defined as “any member of the vegetable kingdom
and includes the seed or any other part of any plant”.
This seems strange today and leads to the question
as to whether there is anything called a vegetable
kingdom? Vegetables are those plants that are used
for food by man, and accordingly does the definition
for plants exclude those others?

“The inaccessible upper areas of this forest which
are unsuitable for forest exploitation should be
declared a Strict Nature Reserve.”
On Conservation of Wildlife, Education and Research:

Although these definitions were clearly incorrect they
surprisingly remained unchallenged until 1989 when
a holistic, more scientifically accepted definition was
proposed in a wildlife policy (Kotagama 1989). In
1990, the Government of Sri Lanka adopted the first
comprehensive wildlife policy, and in it the definition
for wildlife was “Plants and animals which owe their
existence to natural phenomenon or to processes that
occur autonomously”. Accordingly, this definition was
incorporated in the 1994 amendment to the FFPO (No
49 of 1993). The subsequent amendment (Act No 22
of 2009) continues to use this definition. Thus all living
organisms synonymous with “biological diversity
(biodiversity)” are now included.

“The Education Department, in consultation with the
Department of Wildlife, should prepare and allocate
suitable syllabuses in regard to the preservation
of wildlife, to be included in the Teacher’s Training
Courses in the Training Colleges and the Schools.”
“Undergraduates of the Universities studying
Botany and Zoology should be encouraged to make
excursions into our jungles and National Reserves
with the advice and help of the Department of
Wildlife and study the subjects in a practical manner”
“The Parks should be publicized in schools and
Universities to encourage students to undertake
research.”

The Department of Wildlife

“The Department of Wildlife Conservation must
devote more time to applied Biology and establish
a research unit to study the problems of all types of
wildlife.”

An important administrative change became a reality,
in 1949, when a separate Department for Wildlife was
established in October of that year. The 1949 Forest
Department (FD) Administration Report spells out the
policy of the new department as follows

“WLD Rangers and WLD Guards should be
trained…”
“Special classes in Biology should be arranged…..”

“Since October 1949 a Wild Life Department has
been formed by the Ministry of Agriculture and
Lands as it has become increasingly apparent that
the perpetuation of the indigenous fauna is essential
to the country’s welfare. Endowed by nature with
a wild fauna rich in variety, beauty and interest, it
has become the duty of the present generation to
hand it down to posterity in as complete a form as
possible. The new department’s function will be to
implement this policy.”

“Staff officers and the present Assistant
Wardens should be sent for courses in Wildlife
Management…”
It took a further 29 years for these great ideas to be
implemented by the Department of Wildlife (DWC).
Today, it has a full-fledged “National Wildlife Training
Facility” but its performance is questionable. In-house
“inbreeding” has lost its vigor and occasional infusions
have yet to show results.

By then, the FD controlled nearly 22% of the country’s
land area of which the majority (74%) had been
created under the Forest Ordinance. Until the 1970s,
these two organizations continued to be part of the
Ministry of Lands.

By 1958, emphasis on DISPLACED ANIMALS mainly
elephants, some UNIQUE ECOSYSTEMS, and sites of
SPECIAL INTEREST received attention. Accordingly,
we notice increased interest in elephant conservation, and in declarations of Land with special interest.
The large-scale reservoir development resulted in
the CATCHMENTS been recognized as conservation lands especially to accommodate the displaced
elephants, and as a means to recover expended funds.

Evolution of Conservation objectives
The main emphasis had been on controlling and
regulating “game hunting”. A change was seen with
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This concept resulted in almost all large reservoir
catchments being declared as Wildlife Protected
Areas. The Accelerated Mahaweli Project ended with
more than 46% of the designated development area
being protected through the declaration of Sanctuaries,
Nature Reserves and National Parks.

to contribute to wildlife conservation, environmental
education and the scientific understanding of how to
use biodiversity in a sustainable manner.

Where are we today?
“Conservation is a state of harmony between men
and land. Despite nearly a century of propaganda,
conservation still proceeds at a snail’s pace;
progress still consists largely of letterhead pieties
and convention oratory. On the back forty we still
slip two steps backwards for each forward stride.

By 1986, a global understanding of the importance
of “Biological Diversity” began to emerge. Negotiations for the conservation and wise use of “Biological
Diversity” were being carried out in the UNEP, and
this meant that the direction of wildlife Conservation
itself was to undergo radical rethinking.

The usual answer to this dilemma is ‘more
conservation education.’ No one will debate this,
but is it certain that only the volume of education
needs stepping up? Is something lacking in the
content as well?”
Aldo Leopold,

Parallel to all of this, the knowledge base for conservation approaches too were changing. By 1986, the subject
of “Biological Conservation” was been replaced by
“Conservation Biology”. This change, though it appears
to be a flippant use of words, was in fact a significant
change in the approach to conserving “wildlife”.
Influenced heavily with the new understanding of
biological diversity, taxonomy and the “sustainable use”
of biological resources, it brought people and cultures
into the equation. Economic aspects such as trade,
Intellectual Property rights, indigenous and traditional
technologies etc., were infused into the conservation
thinking of “Biological Diversity”.

A SAND COUNTY ALMANAC, 1949

The above quote, from 70 years ago, is a perfect
description of the current state of conservation in Sri
Lanka. After many years of knowledge enhancement
through research, we are still faced with this dilemma.

A future direction

Although the country was undergoing rapid socioeconomic and political change, especially with civil
unrest in the mid-1980s, it still managed to be on
par with the changes occurring in the global conservation arena. Specifically, the approach to nature
conservation had moved from the classical ‘game
park management’ to ‘ecosystem management for
biodiversity conservation’ in protected areas. The
Wildlife Conservation Policy prepared by the DWC in
1990 conformed fully to this global approach and it
was framed in accordance with the National Conservation Strategy (NCS) of 1988. The policy stressed the
importance of giving immediate attention to protect the
wet zone; the most crucial area of the country in terms
of endemism and biological richness. Further, it stated
that factors such as population growth and forest
depletion needed to be considered for developing a
meaningful and effective conservation policy; all with
proper scientific and professional guidance.

The Wildlife Policy of 1990 contained two parts. The first
part included the broad directions for conservation efforts:
1. To maintain ecological processes and life-sustaining
systems.
2. To preserve genetic diversity.
3. To ensure sustainable utilization.
The second part included policy guidelines for
managing the extensive PA systems and their related
actions for conservation. These were:
a. Identification of Specific Objectives of Wildlife
Conservation
The rationale for conservation is multifaceted;
conservation may concern itself with one or many
objectives. We, therefore, need to formulate a
manifesto of varied objectives which differ from
protected area to protected area and the country as
a whole. There is much to achieve in this area,
with a large number of diverse PAs declared.

In 2000, and again in 2006, the wildlife policy was
revised to cater to modern conservation concepts
and practices in accordance with the additional
mandates of the Convention on Biological Diversity
(CBD), which Sri Lanka ratified in 1994. The CBD
provides a new context for managing wildlife
resources, by emphasizing three themes: conservation, sustainable use and benefit sharing. For protected
area management and wildlife conservation, the policy
emphasized the importance of protecting viable representative samples of all ecosystems, including sites of
special scientific interest and, wherever necessary, to
enlarge and connect protected areas to create viable
conservation units. The policy also encouraged ex-situ
conservation measures where they could be shown

b. Demarcate Protected Areas in the Wet Zone
This was an urgent need of the 1990 Policy but with
the Forest Ordinance revised to have “Conservation
Forests” as a category similar in status to a Strict
Nature Reserve / Nature Reserve, this has now been
taken care of by that legislation. The only concern
here is the duplication of roles and institutions.
c. Reassess objectives for Protected Areas
Related to Guideline (a) above, all existing and
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f. Introduce an effective system of management

declared PAs should be assessed in line with the
Gap Analysis that was undertaken by the DWC in
2004. Rational land allocation is becoming critical
and this is therefore a truly national need.

Management planning was introduced from around
1986 with the implementation of the Mahaweli
Environment Programme. Similarly, with the UNDP
Wildlife Project and, subsequently, the PAMWCP2
Project numerous management plans, including
the concept of Rolling Management Plans, were
introduced and developed for some PA systems
in the country. Yet, today, none of these are being
effected and the traditional “hand-to-mouth”
approach continues with no long-term strategy or
objective. Until this practice, as a POLICY, is instilled
within the management, wildlife / biodiversity will
suffer.

d. Recognize Human-Use in Protected Areas
Protected Areas have been declared for a multitude
of reasons. Some were declared to accommodate
displaced animals, others to protect the catchment
areas, some others for the unique ecosystems they
harbour, etc. This, therefore, requires activities
within the PA if its primary objectives are to be
met. Recognizing these and involving the people
in “Participatory Management Activities” brings
greater acceptance of the PA system among the
public. The ultimate blend of “For what is the PA?”
is a question that requires an answer if they are to
be sustained with the growing pressure of land and
demand.

g. Decentralization of the Administration
Nature is diverse and solutions to its problems are
equally diverse and, as such, their management
must be varied. Central coordination does not mean
central control and management. It is a known
fact of nature management that on-site action is
the most effective within a broad national policy.
Despite numerous attempts to decentralize the
role of the department with wider decision making
powers given to those on the periphery, it has never
become effective. The desire to hold on to central
control of power has basically reduced the effective
conservation of resources.

e. Recognize the concept of zoning as a management
tool
PA systems with multiple, or even single use, need
to ensure that the use will not be detrimental to the
PA. Thus the zoning of the PA can allow distribution
of user pressures in such a way that any possible
impacts of use are minimized or completely
eliminated in the more sensitive or critical habitats.
Yala Block 1 is an intensively used area, while the
SNR is the protected sensitive area with almost no
human interference. Similar approaches are needed
with all PAs and other protected systems.

2. Editor’s Note: Protected Area Management & Wildlife Conservation Project.
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j. Recognizing the importance of Ex-situ Conservation

h. Recognition of Research and Education as Priority
Needs

The ultimate success of in-situ conservation is
in the successful protection and management of
natural ecosystems. Yet, there are many instances
where the space available for such successful
results are lost, or human actions have resulted
in adding several species to the threatened
list. Responding to such situations requires an
approach that is different and sometimes extreme.
Ex-situ conservation, viz. the managing of species
outside their natural environment, has become an
important stratagem. This may not be the best
choice, but under the circumstances it may be the
only option available.

Conservation is best achieved through information
that, when put in to practice, generates knowledge
for future actions. Information is, thus, a central
aspect of conservation. But over the years it
has come to light that seeking “all information”
is a myth. Biological diversity itself is not fully
documented. How many elephants are there in
Sri Lanka? The largest animal on land and we do
not even have a “good estimate” of their number.
Without this, planning to conserve the elephant
is going to be a difficult task. The Wild Elephant
Policy developed in 2006 laid special emphasis
on obtaining reliable information. Nothing that is
reliable has been achieved to date. An assessment
carried out in 2010 remains controversial. Resolving
the elephant issue thus relies on a “patchwork”
approach with unjustified expenditure on electric
fences and thunder flashes. Over the last 10 years,
the Government has spent over Rs. 10 billion on
electric fencing and thunder flashes with no visible
reduction of the conflict, but possibly an exacerbation of the problem.

k. Create a National Conservation Law
The need to consolidate the Wildlife and Forest
Departments’ Conservation objectives with
sustainable use requires new legislation that
separately recognizes the natural ecosystems for
protection and sustainable use.
The ethos of the Forest Department has changed
from one of “Forest for Timber” to include that
of “Conservation of Biodiversity”. The enactment
of the Wilderness Heritage Act in 1989, and the
declaration of Sinharaja World Heritage Reserve
(WHR), and the revision of the Forest Ordinance
to include a category of “Conservation Forest”,
indicate the shift in emphasis of its role, and here
it is duplicating the role of the wildlife sector.
Continuing this trend, the Forest Department
has started to generate revenue by encouraging
visitation to its forests to view the wild elephants
that live in them. In the meantime, the demand for
more land for settlements and “village expansions”
continue and forests are at the receiving end. The
timber needs of the country are met through imports
as the production capacities of forests to meet this
demand from within the country are inadequate.

Research by private citizens has contributed useful
information, but it has not changed the attitudes
of conservationists or the DWC in developing a
sound plan of action. An attempt in 2016 ended
up without results. The DWC, the custodian of the
information, was unable to supply basic information
on what had been implemented for scrutiny by the
Policy Committee. It is therefore not surprising that
we still have this problem as the primary issue in
wildlife conservation.
i. Establish Inter-Institutional links
Wildlife in the past was conceived to be that
within PAs or living away from human habitation.
This idea was the principle driving attitude in their
management. All attempts were made to ensure
that they were protected within the confines of
defined spaces - Protected Areas. Social, scientific
and economic justifications were all based on
this divide / separation: humans do not live with
wild animals and plants, and there is no space for
them with humans. But with the transition to the
understanding of “Biological Diversity”, or more
popularly “Biodiversity”, this changed, to recognize
the human-biodiversity link which is very intricate,
dependent on, and part and parcel of nature.

Very recently the DWC responded
“Bioprospecting” incident thus:

to

a

“…considering the fact that commercial exploitation
of wildlife resources in Sri Lanka is not allowed under
the legal provisions in Fauna and Flora Protection
Ordinance…”
This raises a number of fundamental questions
with regards to the commitment to the Convention
on Biological Diversity (CBD) and Sustainable
Development goals that the country has agreed
to. It is clearly a “split” approach as it is already
effectively, commercially exploiting the wildlife
within PAs through tourism.

The benefits of biodiversity became apparent and to
achieve this the notion of sustainable use became
important. Thus the arena of influence on the
harvesting of benefits from biodiversity widened
and requires greater inter-agency cooperation, with
better understanding of sustainable use. This is only
possible through inter-agency cooperation and links.

The value of biodiversity through legal, non-destructive bioprospecting in a sustainable manner is the
sane, agreed approach to biodiversity conservation.
Continuing to ignore this and staying with the old
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purchase for patrolling and effecting conservation
actions in the ocean; training and capacity building
of staff and equipping them with appropriate
equipment; developing new marine based research,
education and training facilities.

thinking, will only result in more unsound actions
such as have been shown in the case of turtle
hatcheries and whale watching, to name a few.

Conclusion and the Way Forward

5. Meeting regional and global obligations through
strengthening the DWC to meet these obligations.
These activities need to be incorporated in the above
focus areas along with building an “International
Division”; the most pressing conventions being
CITES, CMS, CBD, and Ramsar.

Since the adoption of the first comprehensive Wildlife
Policy in 1990, which was basically to give direction for
the development of the PA system, it has undergone
revisions to broaden its guidance to the wider
efforts of conservation of biodiversity and achieving
sustainable development. “Haritha Lanka”, which is
the sustainable development programme for Sri Lanka,
recognizes the “…protection of Fauna and Flora” as
one of its ten missions. Taking into consideration the
country’s present efforts to achieve high standards
of living for its people, a ten-year Wildlife Resources
Conservation (WRC) proposal was developed based
on the vision of “Wildlife is the Lifeline of the Nation”.
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As early as 1939, the question of the number of wild elephants in Sri Lanka was a burning issue.
80 years later a definitive figure has yet to be established.
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DR. LUCIUS NICHOLLS (1885-1969)

President of the Ceylon Game and Fauna Protection Society in 1929/30 & 1937/381
Ismeth Raheem2 & Enoka Corea3
very useful Identification to the Land Snakes of Ceylon
aimed at helping doctors of the Medical Department
distinguish the poisonous from the non-poisonous
species. During this work, he identified a new
endemic species of earth snake, which he named
Silybura phillipsi (now Rhinophis phillipsi), as he had
received the specimens from W. W. A. Phillips, the
renowned naturalist who was planting in Meniakanda,
Gammaduwa in the isolated East Matale hills. Many
years later, he described a new gecko (Cnemaspis
flavolineata) from the Malay Peninsula and, for this
and other contributions, was elected a Fellow of the
Zoological Society.

At the end of 1915, with the First World War in
progress, a medical man, trained in pathology at
the Seamen’s Hospital in Greenwich, London and
Bacteriology at the Postgraduate School of Clinical
Medicine, and who had previously served in the British
West Indies and Kenya, arrived in Colombo to take up
the post of Director of the Bacteriological Institute,
now renamed the Medical Research Institute (MRI).
This was Dr. Lucius Nicholls LSA (London), MD. BC.
B.A (Cantab).
Dr. Lucius Nicholls served Sri Lanka for 30 years,
between 1915 and 1945, as Director, Bacteriological
Institute, Superintendent, Pasteur Institute and Lecturer
in Tropical Medicine and Bacteriology at the Ceylon
Medical College. He was the first Associate Editor of
Section D: Medical Sciences of the Ceylon Journal of
Science. He was a prolific researcher and published
on a wide range of subjects in a variety of journals. His
interests ranged from bacterial and parasitic infections
to birds, snakes, reptiles and insects but his forte was
nutrition. He published three books on nutrition. One,
“Tropical Nutrition and Dietetics” served as a primer in
the subject over four editions.

As a keen observer of bird life, he listed 71 species
of birds at his residence at McCarthy Road (Wijerama
Mawatha), Colombo in a fascinating, informative
article, The Birds of a Colombo Garden, published in
the first issue of the Loris. His list includes several
species of birds which were common in the twentieth
century in the city including the Common Indian Night
Jar, Pied Cuckoo, White Browed Bulbul and Common
Iora, which are no longer extant in the Colombo city
reflecting the deteriorating ecological environment.
Lucius Nicholls was for many years an active member
of the Executive Committee of the Ceylon Game and
Fauna Protection Society (as the Wildlife & Nature
Protection Society – WNPS - was called then) and was
elected the President 1929/30 and again in 1937/38.
He was also the Honorary Warden of the Wilpattu
National Park.

Nicholls was active in many fields as well as being a
medical researcher. Like several of the British medical
professionals working in Sri Lanka, such as Wall, Smith
and Osmund Hill, he was an obsessive collector and
observer of birds, snakes and mammals. He wrote a
1. This article is based on one that appeared in the Sunday Times
Plus of January 13th 2019
2. Chartered Architect [ismethraheem@gmail.com]
3. Senior Lecturer, Dept. of Microbiology Faculty of Medicine.
University of Colombo [enokacorea@hotmail.com].

Probably his most important contribution to Ceylon was
his service on the committee whose report, “Report
of the Fauna and Flora Protection Committee, by C. V.
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Brayne (Chairman), W. E. Wait, H. L. Dowbiggin, A. B.
Lushington, Lucius Nicholls, A. J. Wickwar, 20 Aug.
1934” lead to the promulgation of the Fauna and Flora
Protection Act.

After leaving Sri Lanka, in 1945, he served as Acting
Director of the Far East Bureau of the World Health
Organisation. He was awarded a CMG (Companion of
the Order of St Michael and St George) in that same
year. He retired to
the United Kingdom
where he is said to
have donated part
of his inheritance to
a “wildlife society”,
possibly the WNPS.
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NATURE – The Final Frontier
Ajith de Alwis
mind. We should not allow the spectra of the Ginicoefficient1 haunt us.

We may have evolved with nature but, as time
passed and our human attitude turned to arrogance
and conquest, the desire for domination arose. To us
Sri Lankans, respecting nature should not be an alien
concept though, today, we may need to have major
plans, special school programmes and investments
to get people to understand its importance. It appears
we, too, have shifted towards the dominance role by
pursuing economic growth at all cost.

Continuing Inequalities
Development is a result of a series of industrial
revolutions with their embedded innovations. Today,
perhaps more than any time in the world’s history, we
can boast of our abilities – to go faster, to see further,
to split atoms and to splice and edit genes among
others. Our abilities appear to be so great yet there are
significant inequalities and we appear not to be able to
solve such issues.

The Perils of Unbridled Actions
It was Rachel Carson, the US marine biologist, whose
book ‘Silent Spring’ awoke the United States to the
perils of unbridled action especially in the use of
chemical pesticides. She pointed out that humans
have a unique position in the world. Though it is
important for humans to have birds and butterflies
for their survival, the necessity for us to be present
is not important for birds and butterflies. They may
actually prefer the most intelligent species, as we
term ourselves, to be absent!

These innovations have brought us success, while
some now appear to threaten our very existence. To
achieve sustainability, we may have to drive innovation
differently. No longer can we afford to enjoy success
via conquering the environment or reaching for
resources in ever-increasing quantities. Today, nature
may be our final frontier.
For most of the time nature has been a source of
innovation rather than inspiring innovation. With
the mandate to live lightly, the time has come to
understand from nature how we should plan our
future growth.

We know that the world is far from perfect. Yet we
see significant disparities between communities and
countries. One of the recent findings, published by the
Institute of Development Studies, was that two thirds
of the world’s poorest (1.275 billion people who earn
less than US$ 1.25 a day) live in five populous middleincome countries – India, China, Nigeria, Indonesia and
Pakistan. While some may be rising up the economic
ladder, most are stepping down. Sri Lanka, too, is
getting richer, in per capita terms, and has been
reclassified. No more grants and low interest loans are
possible as it is now in the Middle Income category.
However, when considering the dominant role played
by foreign remittances, and 1.5 million citizens toiling
overseas, this classification lacks substance.

The buzz word biomimicry is well-espoused by
Janine Benyus. We consider the defining subject as
Biomimetics. She speaks of making use of nature
as a model and as a mentor and, finally, nature as a
measure. The latter is to make use of what is present
in nature to measure one’s own systems as what is
present today in Nature are results of 3.8 billion years
of evolution.
Thus, nature knows what lasts and what does not and
trying to outsmart such a learning process can be quite
challenging. Hence, why not compare notes of what
we design with what exists in nature?

It is clear that the world may have been told to head
towards sustainable development, but the path taken
appears to be anything but that. We still continue to
hear the same classical set of economic indicators,
while green reporting may be a Corporate Social
Responsibility (CSR) activity enacted with awards in

1 Editor’s Note: The Gini index or Gini coefficient is a statistical
measure of distribution developed by the Italian statistician
Corrado Gini in 1912. It is often used as a gauge of economic
inequality, measuring income distribution or, less commonly,
wealth distribution among a population (Wikipedia).
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To give a simple example, we try to use expensive
solar cells produced at enormous material and energy
costs while nature harnesses energy neatly within
leafy matter. Nature’s catalyst of chlorophyll is far
superior to our own platinum, which is limited and
expensive. The question is, when can we develop a
solar cell inspired by a leaf? There are many research
groups searching for that answer today.

values around the tower may change dramatically. On
the other hand, to create uniformity in a normal building
system, we spend enormous amounts of energy and
effort and still the control systems are not perfect.
Termites have humbled building engineers and that is
one more example of biomimicry.

Hence, innovation for a sustainable world may
come from nature and signs are that this is already
happening. Instead of dominating nature, respectful
imitation is coming in and this may well turn out to be
the smartest move that we can make today.

The worship of Nature is taking place again – nature as
a rich source of ideas.

The Worship of Nature
Should we Sri Lankans adopt these ideas from
the outside, or should we be part of the process of
innovation? As a country with one of the highest biodiversities in the world and many unknown wonders,
how many clues for a sustainable innovation process
may be around us?

Photosynthesis is what renewable energy researchers
want to emulate. Self-assembly is the aim of nanotechnologists. Any nanotechnologist may openly state how
important it is to know the effect of water repellence
when water falls on to a lotus leaf. In the process
the leaf is also kept clean. We now have the Salvinia2
effect too - its air trapping potential - that displays both
hydrophilicity3 and hydrophobicity4. This knowledge has
resulted in the development of very efficient paints for
ships, to reduce drag, thus cutting down significantly on
carbon dioxide emissions from shipping.

Up to now engineers may have ignored ecologists. No
longer is this possible. What ecologists are unraveling
is of utmost importance for the engineer in design.
For this new innovation to be beneficial to Sri Lanka,
we must not separate the studies of biology and
mathematics. Our system still pursues the concept of
biology for medicine or bioscience, and mathematics
for engineering or physical science. Students are
forced to think of a single skill, forgetting the enhanced
value of the eclectic.

Today many are attempting and working on creating
the lotus effect in a multitude of ways on engineered
surfaces and materials. Self-sustaining ecosystems are
what cyclical economies are trying to emulate. The word
industrial ecology has thus become quite fashionable.

Need for Change
Nature abhors a vacuum and is equally quite dismissive
of monocultures. Yet we do have student populations
growing up with few key occupations in mind. There is
no interaction and no cross-fertilisation of ideas. This is
a recipe for a sterile mindset, not understanding what
surrounds you or what moves this world.

Today, termite towers have inspired building designers.
The Eastgate Centre building in Harare, Zimbabwe
provides an example of actual implementation.
Termites have developed their living system to maintain
a constant temperature within their mounds while the
2 Editor’s Note: Salvinia molesta an Alien Invasive Species in Sri
Lank
3 Editor’s Note: Hydrophilicity is the tendency of a molecule to be
solvated by water (https://www.chemicool.com/definition/hydrophilicity.html)
4 Editor’s Note: The property of repelling water rather
than absorbing it or dissolving in it (https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/hydrophobicity)

Even without Biomimicry, this division has caused many
problems, though we have yet to fully understand its
damage. It is time for change in education and attitude
if we are to benefit from exploring this new frontier.
The answers are around us. We just need to open our
eyes to understanding the natural world.

Pic. courtesy of Darrell Bartholomeusz
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THE SPOTTED KING OF THE SRI LANKAN JUNGLE
Kittle, AM & Watson, AC (2019)
frequently alone here (Kittle et al. 2017). Anecdotal
evidence of groups larger than just mother and cub
units or mating pairs are frequent enough to provide
support to this notion.

A magnificent cat wherever it is found, in Sri Lanka the
leopard (Panthera pardus) is unrivalled as the island’s
apex terrestrial predator, free of dominant competitors
from, at least, 5, 000 – 10, 000 years ago when Sri
Lanka and India geologically parted ways (Deraniyagala
1992, Yokoyama et al. 2000). This extended period of
isolation has resulted in genetic divergence marking
the Sri Lankan leopard as a separate sub-species
(Panthera pardus kotiya) (Miththapala et al. 1996;
Uphyrkina et al. 2001).

Another expectation for a carnivore released from
dominant intra-guild competition might be that it
would now prey on larger species in order to maximize
efficiency and minimize energy expenditure. The
preferred size of leopard prey across its global
range is 10 – 40kg (Hayward 2006). In many African
systems medium-sized ungulates such as bushbuck
(Tragelaphus scriptus) and impala (Aepyceros
melampus) are strongly selected (Hayward 2006).
However, this might be a result of habitat partitioning
which sees leopards in these multi-predator systems
constrained to the riverine and bushland habitats that
these prey species prefer, in order to spatially avoid
larger carnivores, particularly lions (Panthera leo). In Sri
Lanka, with no such constraints it might therefore be
expected that leopards would prey on larger species,
and in fact there is some evidence for this from the
Yala National Park where, although axis deer (Axis axis)
make up the majority of leopard diet (Amerasinghe &
Ekanayake 1992), leopards were seen to preferentially
prey on sambhur (Rusa unicolor), a much larger
ungulate (Kittle et al. 2017).

Whether this genetic sub-speciation is also manifest
morphologically and/or behaviourally is difficult
to ascertain. From a morphological perspective,
craniometric analysis has shown that the Sri Lankan
leopard does exhibit a slight divergence from mainland
leopards but is not clearly distinct, unlike the Javan
leopard (Panthera pardus melas; Meijaard 2004). A
common belief is that Sri Lankan leopards are bigger
than other leopards but this is not supported by
empirical evidence with the Persian leopard (Panthera
pardus saxicolor / tulliana) also often cited as “the
biggest” whereas the largest specimens recorded
have come from Africa and India. The largest Sri
Lankan leopard known was a male shot in the Southern
Province in 1929. Although this individual was ~239
cm long and weighed 77 kg (Phillips 1980), there are
records of an African leopard shot in Algeria in 1913
that was 269 cm long and another leopard captured
during a study in what was then South West Africa
(now Namibia) that weighed a remarkable 96kg (Brain
1983)! No doubt this latter animal was still full of its
last meal, but nonetheless this is a staggering size for
a leopard.

Another behavioural adaptation that may occur, in the
absence of dominant competition, is a reduction of the
caching of kills in trees. Kleptoparasatism – the stealing
of one species’ food by another species - can play an
important role in many systems, depriving subordinate
competitors of hard-earned food resources. A way
to reduce kleptoparasatism is to cache or hide food
resources where others cannot easily get them. In the
Yala NP, leopards do stash kills in trees, but infrequently
(13.7%, Kittle et al. 2017). This behaviour might have
less to do with dominant carnivores than simply to
avoid sharing with any scavenging species. In the Yala
NP, almost 40% of leopard kills are scavenged by wild
boar (Sus scrofa), with sloth bears (Melursus ursinus)

Behavioural adaptations
Behaviourally there is little clear evidence that leopards
in Sri Lanka are more gregarious than populations
where dominant predators are present, but there is an
indication that these stereotypically solitary carnivores
are perhaps less secretive and therefore seen less
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and crocodiles (Crocodylus palustris) also occasionally
in attendance (Kittle et al. 2017). This selective caching
is supported by research in other areas which see a
range of tree caching behaviour dependent on the
suite of potential competitors in the system, from 84%
of kills stashed in trees in South Africa’s carnivore-rich
Kruger NP (Bailey 1993) to just 2.6% in Zimbabwe’s
Matapos NP where both hyenas and jackals are
absent (Smith 1977). In Asia, due to the typically dense
vegetation structure of most forests, leopards appear
to tree cache less frequently in general (Eisenberg &
Lockhard 1972; Karanth & Sunquist 2000; Sunquist &
Sunquist 2002), even where there are tigers present,
and instead drag kills to clumps of dense vegetation.
That tigers are adept tree climbers may play into this
equation.

explicit Yala Block I estimate of 16.9 adult leopards
(Kittle et al. 2017) was very similar to an observational
estimate from the same block almost exactly a decade
previously of 16 adult leopards (DeSilva & Jayaratne
1994) and not dissimilar to another observational
estimate from a decade before that of a minimum of
25 leopards (Santiapillai et al. 1982).
For a long time it was widely assumed that leopards in Sri
Lanka were constrained to Protected Areas, specifically
National Parks (Santiapillai 1986). Additional research,
including wide-ranging presence-absence surveys,
have provided a much more detailed, and nuanced,
understanding of the leopard’s island-wide distribution
(Fig. 1). It is estimated that leopards currently occur
across ~50 % of the island, although they only occupy
~22% (Kittle & Watson 2008). This represents a range
loss of almost 40% from historic times (Jacobsen et al.
2016). A detailed analysis of the factors that underlie
this observed distribution pattern have shown that
habitat suitability for leopards is strongly dictated by
the availability of suitable forest cover and connectivity
and, in support of earlier assumptions about National
Parks, they are even more likely to be found where
the landscape is protected as a National Park or Strict
Natural Reserve (Kittle et al. 2018). Secondary level
Protected Areas such as Sanctuaries, Forest Reserves,
State Forests etc. are less influential, possibly because
these PAs allow for varying levels of human utilization.
Even so, there is now a much greater appreciation of
the fact that leopards also do reside in these lower
designation PAs. This includes small forest patches
(<5 km²), some within urban-dominated areas. In one
of these patch forests an adult female leopard has
been observed over a seven (7) year period, giving
birth to multiple litters during that time (Kittle et al.
2012). It is also now well understood that leopards
also occur in un-protected landscapes including the
buffer areas of PAs as well as wide swaths of the tea

An endangered species
Endemic to the island, the Sri Lankan leopard is
categorized as ‘Endangered’ by the IUCN1 with a
population estimated at 700 - 950 mature individuals
(Kittle & Watson 2008). This population estimate, which
is necessarily broad due to the difficulty in precisely
counting these purposefully elusive carnivores, is
nonetheless based on a number of hard-earned
population density estimates from different habitat
types across the island (Table 1). As is the standard
now in felid research, spatially explicit capturerecapture methods based on remote camera surveys
were employed to determine density estimates.
This sophisticated system uses the detection rate of
individual animals within a very flexible framework,
ensuring that, as long as certain conditions are met
in the study design, a variety of inevitable field-related
hiccups can be taken into account in the analysis
process. It is interesting to note that the spatially
1

Editor’s Note: International Union for Conservation of Nature

Table 1: Spatially explicit capture recapture (secr) adult leopard density estimates (# individuals/100km²) from 4
different habitat zones within Sri Lanka.
Habitat zone

Study Area

Year

Adult density
(range)

Publication

Arid

Yala NP (Block I)

2001 - 02

12.1

Kittle et al. 2017

(7.1 – 20.6)
Montane

Horton Plains NP

2012

11.7

Kittle & Watson 2017

(4.9 – 28.2)
Dry

Wilpattu NP

2015

8.3

Kittle & Watson, In prep.

(5.8 – 11.7)
Sub-montane wet

Peak Wilderness
area tea estates

2016

6.6
(3.9 – 11.1)
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Kittle & Watson, unpublished

An adaptable predator

estate-dominated Central Highlands (Kittle & Watson
2018). Again, these areas are not just transitional, with
numerous leopards resident in this up-country mosaic
landscape for 2.5 years and counting.

A key factor allowing for the relatively wide distribution
of leopards across habitats, resource and altitudinal
gradients is their broad, generalist diet. A number of
diet studies have been conducted from various parts
of the country which provides a glimpse of the variety
of species preyed upon (Table 2). Despite preying on
rodents in some areas and sambhur in others, one
pattern appears fairly consistent and that is a general
avoidance of wild boar. This is not to say that wild
boar do not feature in leopard diet in Sri Lanka, for
certainly they do as some famous Wilpattu leopards
of old would testify, but it seems that across studies
they are preyed upon less than would be expected
based on their availability (Kittle et al. 2014; 2017). This
suggests that leopards are wary of the danger inherent
in attacking wild boar (Jedrzejewski et al. 1992) and
will generally focus on easier prey when possible. This
is consistent with observations that adult wild boar
are typically killed only by larger felids (Hayward et al.
2012; 2014).
A behavioural adaptation that the leopard appears
to have made in the heavily human-dominated
unprotected landscapes of the Central Highlands,
is decreased diurnal activity (Fig. 2). Predominantly
nocturnal across most of their global range, leopards
in Sri Lanka similarly exhibit elevated activity at night,
but this pattern alters depending on the amount of
human activity on the landscape. In unprotected areas
where daytime human activity is high, leopards reduce

© wwct.org
Fig. 1: The island-wide distribution of the Sri Lankan leopard.
Leopard distribution is strongly linked to forest cover and
connectivity as well as the level of protection of the landscape.
Leopards occur in all habitat types within Sri Lanka.

Leopard. Gal Oya © wwct.org
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Fig. 2: Times that leopards were photo-captured using remote cameras in three different areas of Sri Lanka:
the unprotected tea estate landscape north of the Peak Wilderness Sanctuary (blue line); Wilpattu National Park
(orange line); and Gal Oya National Park (red line). All cameras were active for 24 hours/day.
movement to extremely low levels. An offshoot of this
strategy appears to be a large spike in activity as soon
as the sun sets, as if the animals cannot wait to start
moving after being forced to lie low during the day. In
other parts of the world where leopards alter activity
patterns – like the Western Cape of South Africa
(Martins & Martins 2006) – it is typically in response
to their preferred prey (Bothma & LeRiche 1984).
However, in Sri Lanka, the prey base in all areas are
similarly mostly nocturnal.

largest of the island’s small cats and an intra-guild
competitor with the leopard (Van Valkenburgh 1995),
might be actively avoiding encountering leopards by
using different movement corridors. Alternately this
pattern of seeming avoidance may be underlain by
other factors such as prey acquisition.

A vital species
In summary, uncertainty surrounds whether
morphological, behavioural or dietary adaptations have
resulted from the Sri Lankan leopard’s long history of
isolation from dominant competitors – although we do
have some tantalizing hints – but what is certain is that
the leopard in Sri Lanka, as the island’s apex predator is
of vital – potentially keystone – ecological importance.
Furthermore, the leopard is potentially an excellent
umbrella species for wider biodiversity conservation
(Dickman et al. 2015) and in a country replete with rare
and endemic species, this is also important. In short, it
is imperative that the long-term viability of leopards in
Sri Lanka is ensured.

Although Sri Lanka’s leopards do not share space with
larger competitors, they do share space with smaller
ones, including three other wild felids – the fishing cat
(Prionailurus viverrinus), the jungle cat (Felis chaus)
and the rusty-spotted cat (Prionailurus rubigonosa).
From mounting evidence we are now aware that all
species share the same landscapes in many parts of
the island with remote camera studies suggesting that
while fishing cats appear to use the land differently
than leopards, rusty-spotted cats are regularly found
patrolling the exact same places that leopards also
tread (Kittle & Watson 2018). The fishing cat, as the
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“Please Mum, may we go see the buses”. Cartoon by Ashley De Vos

IS CONSERVATION OF WILDLIFE POSSIBLE IN SRI LANKA?
Sumith Pilapitiya, Ph.D
Former Director General of the Department of Wildlife Conservation

Background

development, human settlements, agriculture as well
as encroachment, illegal timber felling, forest fires,
spread of invasive species, clearing of mangrove
forests for prawn farming, and destructive mining
practices are contributing to deforestation and forest
degradation. Considering that biodiversity influences
ecosystem services, conservation of biodiversity should
be a key development objective of any Government.
Unfortunately, while successive Governments pay
lip service to biodiversity conservation, in reality, not
much has been achieved.

Wildlife conservation is the practice of protecting
wild animal and plant species and their habitats.
Conservation of Wildlife is important because wildlife
plays an important role in balancing the ecosystem,
thereby providing ecosystem services that are
essential for human survival. However, the human
impact on wildlife in Sri Lanka is growing more and
more every year—all in the name of development—
which makes wildlife conservation an increasingly
important practice. This is because most development
projects, especially those initiated by the Government,
pay little or no attention to cumulative impacts of
several development projects within the same
landscape, on wildlife. The Environmental Impact
Assessment (EIA) process is deficient in this regard,
since EIAs, at present, look at environmental impacts
of individual projects in isolation. In addition, wildlife
habitats and protected areas are threatened with illegal
encroachments and unauthorized developments,
largely with political patronage. With these threats to
wildlife, effective conservation and management of
our protected areas is critically important.

Sri Lanka’s National Red List of 2012 and the
International Union for Conservation of Nature
(IUCN) Global Red List of 2013 assessed a significant
number of fauna and flora in Sri Lanka as threatened
with extinction. According to Sri Lanka’s National
Red List 2012,
“Listing the conservation status is only the first step
towards conserving threatened species. This should
be followed with three other important steps which
are planning, implementation, and monitoring. It
appears that we have failed to address these issues
appreciably. This clearly indicates that even though
the need to conserve threatened species has been
recognized, the necessary steps to conserve them
have not been taken.”1

Despite decades of conservation efforts, deforestation,
forest degradation and biodiversity loss continue.
About 30% of the Dry Zone forests are degraded
while, in the Wet Zone highly fragmented small
forest patches dominate. The average annual rate of
deforestation has been 7, 147 ha/year from 1992 2010. While logging in natural forests was banned in
Sri Lanka in 1990, forest clearance for infrastructure

Why is this so?
1 Devaka Weerakoon. A Brief Overview of Biodiversity of Sri
Lanka, The National Red List of Sri Lanka 2012
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Institutional arrangements for
conservation

one management plan; but it could be implemented
by the respective agencies that have jurisdiction over
the land. At present, the two institutions are under
two different ministries—making coordination and
collaboration extremely difficult particularly since
institutional rivalries are a fact of life in Sri Lanka. To
make matters worse, the DWC and FD are under two
ministries with conflicting mandates—development
and conservation—Ministry of Tourism Development,
Wildlife & Christian Religious Affairs and the Ministry
of Mahaweli Development & Environment, and one
does not need much imagination to realize that in
the political environment of Sri Lanka, development
certainly precedes conservation. Therefore, if the
Government of Sri Lanka (present or future) is
seriously committed to conservation of wildlife and
forest habitats, it is essential that the DWC and FD be
located under one ministry, one which does not have
additional mandates conflicting with conservation. This
should be our first litmus test of the Governments’
commitment to wildlife conservation.

There are several government institutions tasked
with a mandate to ensure Sri Lanka’s biodiversity is
conserved. The Department of Wildlife Conservation
(DWC), Forest Department (FD), Central Environmental
Authority (CEA), Coast Conservation Department
(CCD), Marine Environment Protection Authority
(MEPA) are a few them. While all Presidential Election
Manifestos for the last two decades state that all
conservation oriented agencies will be placed under
one ministry, this is an election pledge that has never
been fulfilled. It is important that an island nation
like Sri Lanka has a powerful conservation oriented
ministry since we have a limited extent of land,
with an expanding population and a declining natural
resource base—it should be obvious to all that this
model is unsustainable. Strong coordination among
the conservation agencies would go a long way in
ensuring that Sri Lanka’s development is sustainable
and biodiversity is conserved. Yet we have the
conservation agencies spread among several different
ministries making coordination difficult at best.

The importance of coordination and
collaboration between DWC and FD

Considering that this article focuses on wildlife
conservation, the key institutions for wildlife
conservation are the DWC and FD. Virtually all DWC
protected areas are surrounded by FD protected areas,
making them contiguous ecosystems. It is obvious
that animals in the wild do not respect administrative
boundaries. Conservation of wildlife, therefore, means
that the ecosystem must be managed according to

The development pressures faced by a Government
are enormous. Therefore, the DWC and FD have to
be well prepared to face mounting demands for land
for development. The days when the legal declaration
of a Protected Area (PA) was adequate to ensure
that the protection status was sacrosanct, is a thing
of the past. A decision by the Cabinet of Ministers
with parliamentary approval is adequate to de-gazette

Picture courtesy of Centre for Conservation & Research
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protected area land. Any government with a simple
majority in parliament will be able to easily de-gazette
protected area land, as they see fit. Therefore,
protected areas are vulnerable to short term, politically
motivated development projects in the absence of
solid scientific data to support the need for protection
of such areas. In order to respond to such politically
driven development pressures, both the DWC and FD
have to work in unison, be proactive and be able to
argue their case based on hard science. Unfortunately,
neither agency is adequately prepared for this at
present. Being prepared to respond effectively
cannot be done overnight. These two agencies
should, immediately, begin facilitating research to
collect the necessary data, engage in preparing joint
management plans for conservation landscapes and
actively collaborate to protect such landscapes. They
should work as a team in defending each other’s
protected areas at development fora.

achieve pre-agreed targets and outcomes. However,
the situation in Sri Lanka is completely different.
The Ministers makes administrative decisions, gives
management and implementation directives while,
more often than not, forgetting their mandate of
providing long term policy directives. The implementing
agency has been relegated to carrying out the Minister’s
instructions. This obviously means that the agency is
not accountable for outcomes.
While ministers and their advisors are the most
temporary people in the wildlife sector—there have
been five (5) Ministers of Wildlife in the last 4 years—
the long term future of the sector lies with the
agency mandated with conservation of wildlife—the
DWC. If any Government is serious about long-term
conservation of wildlife in Sri Lanka, the minister in
charge of wildlife should empower the DWC to carry
out its mandate, stand by its officers when faced
with political and development pressures that are
detrimental to long term wildlife conservation and
hold the DWC accountable for achieving agreed
conservation outcomes. This is how an institution is
developed, strengthened and professionalized and
held accountable for performance. To ensure wildlife
is conserved in Sri Lanka, accountability is essential.
Unfortunately, in today’s context, neither politicians
nor the conservation agencies are held accountable. A
paradigm shift in conservation management is critical.

Since ministries are driven more by political agendas
than agencies, the DWC and FD should immediately
institute a standing committee, co-chaired by the
Conservator General of Forests and Director General
of Wildlife Conservation, to institutionalize coordination
and collaboration between the two departments.
This is a crucial need for the long term conservation
of protected areas in Sri Lanka. Although such a
mechanism was initiated in May 2016, it appears to
have fallen by the wayside, after the first meeting.
It is imperative that this coordination mechanism be
resurrected. Establishing such a mechanism does
not need political involvement and the two heads of
agencies can easily do it.

Human-Elephant Conflict Management
Sri Lanka has the highest incidences of humanelephant conflict (HEC) in the world. Obviously, the
measures adopted have been less than successful,
resulting in the human and elephant casualties from
HEC increasing every year. Recognizing this, in 2006,
the DWC and the Ministry initiated the preparation
of a National Policy for the Conservation of the Wild
Elephant (the Policy). The Policy was prepared by
a multi-stakeholder process which included the
participation of experts and conservation organizations.
After wide stakeholder consultation, in 2006, the
Policy was finalized and approved by the Cabinet of
Ministers. There is virtual unanimity among experts
that the 2006 Policy is one of the best developed,
and most practical when compared with regional
and international elephant conservation policies.
However, implementation of the policy has been
done on a piece-meal basis due to political and other
pressures. The result has been sub-optimal, as would
be expected, and HEC continues to increase annually.
The 2006 Policy was updated in 2017 and finalized
by the DWC, once again, through wide stakeholder
consultations. The updated policy is based on the

A paradigm shift in management of
the wildlife sector is needed
While there are numerous issues plaguing the wildlife
sector in Sri Lanka, the three most critical issues that
need to be addressed urgently are:
1. Human - Elephant Conflict Management;
2. Protection and management of the PA network;
and
3. Management of visitation in National Parks.
The management of these three issues is not beyond
the capacity of the DWC at present. However, a
paradigm shift in the approach to management
is needed. Systemic politicization of the public
service in Sri Lanka, since the 1970s, has resulted in
de-professionalizing the public service and rendering
it a mere appendage to the political system. The
Minister in charge of a sector is expected to provide
only policy direction to the sector agency who, in turn,
convert the policies into implementable actions to
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it restricted the elephants of Yala Block I from using
their dry season range which is in the adjacent FD
protected area lands. Had the electric fence been
located on the ecological boundary between the
forest and the village—closer to the Nimalawa end of
the forest—it would have kept the FD protected area
open for elephant use as in the past. The fence was
planned during the late 1990s and the Director General
of Wildlife Conservation at the time, had included a
note in the Log Book in Yala that the fence line should
be on the ecological rather than the administrative
boundary. But during construction in the early 2000s
the fence line was changed to the administrative
boundary. While there is no documentary evidence
to support the reasons for a change in the fence line,
speculation is rife that this was done at the behest of
politicians. Wildlife enthusiasts who have been visiting
Yala for the last 30+ years would certainly vouch for
the fact that the number of elephants a visitor sees in
Yala today is but a fraction of the numbers seen prior
to the year 2000. Has anybody been held responsible
for this?

principles of the 2006 Policy and considered to be as
good, or better, than the 2006 version. Almost two (2)
years later, the Ministry has yet to submit the policy to
the Cabinet of Ministers for approval. In the meantime,
an Action Plan to implement the HEC aspects of the
policy is being prepared by the DWC and the Ministry
with political involvement. However, the Action Plan
is in direct contradiction of the policy. Why does Sri
Lanka have a good policy yet the Action Plan to
implement that policy largely ignores key aspects of
the policy? It befuddles the mind to see the DWC and
the Ministry, who were involved in the development
of the 2006 Policy and 2017 enhancements, now draw
up plans for HEC mitigation that contradicts all that
is good in trying to resolve this vital issue faced by
conservation, and people.

Protection and management of the
PA network
The long-term sustainability of the PA network in Sri
Lanka depends upon the protection and management
of the PA network. Management of the PA network
depends upon forward-looking management plans
being prepared for them and, more importantly, the
implementation of these plans. It is very encouraging
to note that, in 2019, the DWC has commenced a
process of preparing management plans for all PAs
within their jurisdiction. This effort is led internally
from the highest levels of the head office and has
ownership at the field level. They are determined to
ensure that the conservation of species and protected
areas are based on these scientific management
plans. It is essential that budgetary allocations are
provided by the Treasury for the DWC to implement
these plans.

It appears that poaching has increased in most of the
PAs in Sri Lanka. Once again, scientific data to confirm
this is lacking but anecdotal evidence suggest this.
Any visitor to the Special Forces (SF) camp adjacent
to the Maduru Oya National Park will notice that
hundreds of deer walk into the SF camp at dusk, every
day, and go back to the National Park at dawn. The
deer take this unusual step because they feel more
secure within the confines of the SF camp than within
the National Park. While there isn’t a large population
of deer in the Minneriya National Park, a few herds of
deer can be observed at dusk within the office and
residential complex of the DWC staff. They do this for
their security, just like at the SF camp in Madru Oya.
Such examples are plentiful. This is a poor indictment
on how the PA network is protected.

While comprehensive scientific studies and data are
not available, anecdotal evidence suggests that the
PA network in Sri Lanka could be in trouble. Wildlife
enthusiasts who have been visiting the Yala and
Wilpattu National Parks for the last 30-40 years would
admit that the animal populations in these parks are
much less than in days gone by.

However, before heaping blame on the DWC for
this, it must be understood that the DWC is severely
understaffed. At present, they have 1, 734 employees3
who are tasked with protecting and managing 14.2%
of Sri Lanka’s land area. There are over 500 approved
cadre vacancies that cannot be filled because the
Treasury has not allocated salaries for these positions
in the budgets of the last several years. So the DWC
is unable to recruit staff although cadre vacancies
exist. The DWC could do better at protecting the PA
network if the available staff are better deployed—
allocation of staff for areas where conservation threats
are the greatest. However, that is not possible either.

Studies on elephants in the Yala National Park,
conducted by the Center for Conservation and
Research (CCR), have shown that 54% of elephant
calves below the age of two (2) are dying in Yala
Block I2. This is indicative of a serious problem with
the habitat for elephants in Yala. The inappropriate
location of the electric fence at the southern boundary
of Yala Block I is the most likely cause of this because
2 Personal communication with Dr. Prithiviraj Fernando, Chairman
and Scientist, CCR (2017).

3 DWC staffing data 2019.
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Prior to this level of politicization of the public service,
staff recruited to the DWC were people who really
wanted to work in the field of wildlife conservation.
With the advent of recruitment through politicians’
lists, many people who were not interested in wildlife
conservation, but just looking for a job, have been
recruited. When such staff are deployed to remote
PAs, political influence is used to pressurize the
authorities to reverse transfers to more amenable
locations. A case in point is that the Western Wildlife
Region with only two (2) National Parks (Horagolla NP
and Hikkaduwa Marine NP) has an inordinately large
proportion of staff while remote national parks where
the threat of poaching is very high are allocated nominal
staff numbers, completely inadequate to accomplish
an effective patrolling and protection programme.
The issue of political interference in recruitment
and transfers has to be addressed if the DWC is to
discharge their duties of effectively protecting our
protected areas.

profile of tourists visiting the national parks does not
help in this regard either. A brief comparative survey
of the visitor experience in Yala Block I was conducted
during a six week period commencing in August 20154.
The results of the survey provided interesting insights
into the profile of tourists visiting the park. They also
clearly show that a majority of the visitors to Yala are
coming for wildlife sightings rather than observations.
The more ardent wildlife enthusiast comes to a national
park for observations of wildlife behavior. Although the
profile of the visitor to Yala over 20 years ago was for
wildlife observations, the current visitor profile shows
that Yala has been marketed as a “wildlife sightings”
location for the average package tourist that comes
to Sri Lanka. That is why the survey found that the
“quality” of the wildlife experience was not as
important to the visitor as the sightings of charismatic
species, even under over-crowded conditions.
National Parks in Sri Lanka were established to
provide safe havens and sanctuary for wildlife,
where conservation and protection should be the
primary focus. However, over the last two decades
national parks such as Yala, Minneriya and Kaudulla
have been used for tourism, largely at the expense
of conservation and protection of wildlife. The

Management of visitation in National
Parks
Sri Lanka has the potential to become one of the best
wildlife tourism destinations outside Africa. However,
the manner in which wildlife tourism is managed (or
mismanaged), will make it virtually impossible for Sri
Lanka to reach this potential. Unfortunately, the visitor

4 Center for Conservation and Research (CCR), Yala Mobile Tower
Switch Off Survey Report, August 2015

Pic. by Rohan Wijesinha
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predominant focus on tourism has been largely due
to successive governments focusing more on revenue
generation than conservation. The tourism industry
is also responsible for “over-marketing” these parks
as locations for guaranteed sightings of charismatic
species. In addition, political interference in the
management of national parks in general and Yala NP
in particular, has aggravated a bad situation making it
much worse.

expense of conservation. Above all, the Government
must demonstrate its political commitment and
will to implement such strategies and ensure good
governance in enforcement of regulations.
At this point, visitor numbers in the other national
parks are at manageable levels. The simplest way
of ensuring that the parks with low visitation are
maintained at manageable levels is to immediately
introduce limits to the number of vehicles. In the
intermediate to long term, the DWC can explore the
possibility of increasing visitor numbers to some of
these parks when proper visitor management plans are
in place and the DWC is in a position to strictly enforce
park rules. Some of the parks with low visitation could
be developed for high-end wildlife tourism where
the targets are revenue rather than visitor numbers.
However, this has to be accompanied with good
nature interpretation and language skills demanded
by the high end tourists. Considering that the DWC
has limited staff, the local community can be trained in
nature interpretation and languages to enable them to
accompany tourists. Such local guides should not be
recruited by the DWC but rather made available to the
tourists at a fee. This will reduce the level of political
interference in guide recruitment and such measures
will strengthen the relationship between the DWC
and the local community. Such actions to better
manage the national parks that are not presently over
visited can be easily taken by DWC with little or no
involvement of the political authorities.

Over-visitation is taking a severe toll on the wildlife
as well as the tourism experience in Sri Lanka. Overvisitation is a problem in only five of the National
Parks in Sri Lanka. These parks are Yala (Block I),
Uda Walawe, Minneriya, Kaudulla, and Horton Plains.
Unless urgent action is taken, Wilpattu will soon fall
into the category of over-visited parks. Reversing
this trend overnight is impractical and unsustainable.
Comprehensive strategies specific to each overvisited park have to be developed and implemented
to convert these parks into national parks where the
wildlife are not harassed by visitors and visitation is
within the national park’s carrying capacity. Considering
the political realities in Sri Lanka, this needs to be done
with minimal impact on tourism, and its revenue to
the country, while ensuring that the livelihood of the
local community is not adversely affected. Hence, a
longer term strategic approach needs to be followed.
But it must be kept in mind that the purpose for
establishing national parks is for the conservation and
protection of wildlife, which is also the main mandate
of DWC. The promotion of wildlife tourism should be a
secondary objective and should not be achieved at the

The way forward
The mandate for wildlife conservation in Sri Lanka
lies with DWC. The biggest impediment to wildlife
conservation in Sri Lanka is short term, politically
motivated actions in the management of the sector.
Wildlife conservation needs to be planned and
implemented with future generations and not the
next election, in mind. Left on its own, the DWC
will succumb to political pressure. Therefore, the
conservation community, including conservation
NGOs, wildlife enthusiasts and the general public must
support and assist the DWC in effectively discharging
its mandate. The conservation community must also
intervene to minimize political pressure and political
interference on the DWC and the conservation of
wildlife as we are better placed to do so. But the DWC
must play its role and demonstrate its commitment
by standing up for conservation and taking effective
management actions. Together we could make
wildlife conservation in Sri Lanka possible and help it
become one of the best wildlife tourism destinations
outside Africa.

Pic. by Darrell Bartholomeusz
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PLATE 01 - The first Prickly shark recorded from Sri Lanka and the
Indian Ocean. (Courtesy Naren Gunasekera)

SOME ASPECTS OF SHARK BIOLOGY AND BEHAVIOUR:
With examples from Sri Lanka
Rex I. De Silva
reefcomber@gmx.com

Introduction

It has been recently discovered that the prickly
shark (Echinorhinus cookei) and the bluntnose sixgill
(Hexanchus griseus) are positively buoyant (Nakamura
et. al 2015) and as their bodies are less dense than
seawater they will float to the surface when dead.
Paradoxically both known species are dwellers of
deep water. Positive buoyancy could assist these
sharks to approach their prey from below thereby
minimizing disturbances in the water which could alert
their quarry as well as assisting in the evening vertical
migration when these sharks follow their prey towards
the surface. It is therefore no surprise that the first
prickly shark recorded from Sri Lanka and the Indian
Ocean was found floating dead in the sea off Colombo
as shown in plates 1, and 2 (De Silva and Gunasekera,
2014). Future research could possibly reveal that some
other species are also positively buoyant.

An increased interest in natural history, conservation
and the environment combined with the popularity of
snorkeling and SCUBA diving, has resulted in a surge
of interest in marine life, including sharks. In this article
I address some facts about sharks which I hope will be
of interest to readers.

Buoyancy in sharks
Unlike most bony fish Sharks do not possess swim
bladders to control their buoyancy. Hence, they use
several strategies to maintain their chosen depth
in the water column. Some species achieve this by
being negatively buoyant, others by being neutrally or
positively buoyant. To some extent the life style of an
individual species is related to its buoyancy.
The majority of Sri Lankan shark species are negatively
buoyant, meaning that these sharks are heavier than
water and must swim in order that their pectoral fins
can provide dynamic lift, much as the wings of an
airplane do to keep the aircraft aloft. If these sharks
stop swimming they will sink. Examples of negatively
buoyant species in Sri Lanka include the thresher sharks
(Alopias ssp.), mako shark (Isurus oxyrinchus) and
most of the requiem sharks (Carcharhinidae) including
the bull shark (Carcharhinus leucas), blacktip shark
(C. limbatus), oceanic whitetip shark (C. longimanus),
tiger shark (Galeocerdo cuvier), blue shark (Prionace
glauca), sharptooth lemon shark (Negaprion acutidens),
hammerheads (Eusphyra blochii, Sphyrna ssp) etc.
Many deep water sharks possess large oil-filled livers
which make them neutrally buoyant i.e. they are of
approximately the same density as sea water which
enables them to remain at their chosen depth with
minimum expenditure of energy. Examples include the
kitefin shark (Dalatia licha), the gulper sharks (Centrophorus ssp), the recently documented eastern dwarf
pygmy catshark (Planonasus indicus) and others. The
sandtiger shark (Carcharias taurus), which is normally
negatively buoyant can, by swallowing air, attain
neutral buoyancy.

PLATE 02 - The first Prickly shark recorded from Sri Lanka and the
Indian Ocean (Courtesy Naren Gunasekera)

Respiration in Sharks
Unlike bony fish, in which the several gills open to the
exterior via a single opening on each side, shark gills
open to the outside through individual gill openings or
gill slits which, depending on the species, may vary
in number from 5 – 7 pairs. Sharks respire using one
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traumatic event for the female, as the male uses its
jaws to seize the pectoral fin or gill region of the female
to wrestle her into position for mating. Females are
often injured by this process; sometimes seriously.
For example, while diving on the Great Basses Reef,
I once encountered a female grey reef shark (C.
amblyrhynchos) with one of its pectoral fins almost
completely severed from the body and only attached
to it by about an inch and half of tissue; no doubt a
mating injury. While diving on the Colombo reefs one
sometimes encounters female whitetip reef sharks
bearing mating scars usually in the gill and pectoral
fin regions. Male whitetips are sometimes assisted
by other males to help in immobilizing the female.
Large aggregations of female scalloped hammerhead
sharks (Sphyrna lewini) have been observed in many
locations around the world, including deep water off
the south coast of Sri Lanka. Research suggests that
dominant females occupy the central regions of these
schools and it is speculated that by using this strategy
they may save themselves from the attention of
males which probably find it easier to mate with less
dominant individuals on the periphery of the schools.
Female blue sharks as well as females of some other
species have skins which are much thicker than those
of the males; it is suggested that this could be an
adaptation to minimize mating injuries.

of two methods, either ram ventilation or by buccal
pumping (aka. branchial ventilation). Ram ventilation
is perhaps the commoner of the two methods
and requires that the shark swims forward with its
mouth open permitting water to pass through the
buccal cavity, over the gills and out through the gill
openings. It is clear therefore, that ram ventilation can
only function when the shark swims continuously.
Examples of sharks which respire using ram ventilation
include thresher sharks (Plate 3), makos and most of
the requiem sharks including bull, tiger, blacktip, blue
shark and others.

PLATE 03 - Pelagic thresher (Courtesy Jagath Gunawardana)

Buccal pumping or branchial ventilation is a strategy
adopted by sharks which remain stationary much of
the time. The shark takes in water through its mouth
and then closing the mouth contracts the buccal cavity
forcing water to pass over the gills and out through
the gill openings. This is the method used by the
tawny nurse shark (Nebrius ferrugineus), zebra shark
(Stegostoma fasciatum), bamboosharks (Chiloscyllium
ssp.) etc. These sharks may also respire using ram
ventilation when swimming actively. The whitetip reef
shark (Triaenodon obseus) uses ram ventilation when
swimming and buccal pumping when lying stationary
on the substrate. Both the whitetip reef shark and
zebra shark often assist the buccal pumping process
by facing into the current while they lie stationary on
the seabed.

PLATE 04 - A male Great Hammerhead showing the claspers
(Courtesy Daniel Fernando and Blue Resources)

Sharks reproduce by one of five breeding strategies
which are described below.
Oviparous sharks produce large eggs which are laid and
hatched externally. The eggs are individually contained
in tough leathery egg capsules which are attached to
the substrate usually by filaments (Plate 5). The young
take a relatively long time to hatch, sometimes a year
or more. As the eggs are subject to predation some
species retain them in the uteri and only lay the eggs
a few weeks prior to hatching. Examples of Sri Lankan
sharks which are oviparous include the zebra sharks
and bamboosharks.

Reproduction
Mating takes place when the male shark inserts one or
both of its intromittent organs viz. the claspers or myxopterygia (Plate 4) into the female’s cloaca. Packages of
sperm are then transferred to the female via a groove
in the claspers. The mating procedure can often be a
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The sandtiger shark (Carcharias taurus) adopts a
breeding strategy known as uterine cannibalism in
which the female retains the eggs which hatch out
in her two uteri. The fetuses can move about in the
mother’s uterus and she supplies them with unfertilized eggs for nourishment. However, at some point
the larger fetuses turn on their smaller siblings killing
and eating them in uteri until only one fairly large fetus
remains in each uterus so that when parturition occurs
the young are large and well-nourished.

PLATE 05 - The egg case of an Australian catshark
(Courtesy Annemarie De Silva-Puddy)

Viviparous sharks retain eggs in the females’ uteri
where they develop, and the young are born alive. The
bluntnose sixgill shark, prickly shark (Plate 6), kitefin
shark, gulper sharks, tawny nurse shark, hooktooth
shark (Chaenogaleus macrostoma), snaggletooth shark
(Hemipristis elongatus), bignose shark (Carcharhinus
altimus), bull shark, sharptooth lemon shark, whitetip
reef shark and many others are viviparous breeders.

Finally, some species can, on rare occasions,
reproduce by parthenogenesis (virgin birth) where
young are produced without the intervention of a male.
The young are all females and genetically identical to
the mother. Australian scientists have observed this in
zebra sharks, a species which also occurs in Sri Lanka.
Many bony fish can produce up to a million eggs in a
single year. By way of contrast sharks are very slow
breeders. To give an example, one of the most prolific
breeders among sharks is the Blue shark which takes
four to five years to mature and has a gestation period
of 9 to 12 months. Litters may vary from 4 to 135
pups. Most other sharks are even slower breeders;
for instance, the gulper shark has only one or two
pups every two years. The Alopiidae (thresher sharks)
is a family of very slow breeders (Ebert et al. 2013)
and constitutes the most vulnerable shark family in
Sri Lanka. Table 1 illustrates why this is so.

PLATE 06 - Prickly shark (Courtesy Jagath Gunawardana)

Another breeding strategy is known as placental
viviparity. This is a scheme whereby the female retains
the eggs in her two uteri and each yolk sac attaches
itself to the wall of the uterus by means of a stalk
which acts as a placenta through which nutrients reach
the embryo (Plate 7). Many Requiem sharks including
the bull shark, graceful shark (Carcharhinus amblyrhynchoides), spinner shark (C. brevipinna), silky shark (C.
falciformis), oceanic whitetip and hammerhead sharks
reproduce using this method.

Species

Average
litter size

Gestation
period

Time to
Maturity
Males

Time to
Maturity
Females

Common
Thresher

4

9 months

3-7
years

3-9
years

Pelagic
Thresher

2

9 months

7-8
years

8-9
years

Bigeye
Thresher

2-4

9 months

9 - 10
years

12 - 14
years

Breeding data for Thresher Sharks

Sharks as predators
Most sharks are carnivores. To some extent a shark’s
dentition gives hints as to the type of prey that a given
species usually feeds on. For example, the blade-like
teeth of sandtigers, makos and the narrow cusped
teeth of the spinners and blacktips suggest that they
feed largely on fish; whereas the broader serrated
upper teeth of the bull, pigeye and sandbar sharks
indicate that they feed on a wider spectrum of prey
species, including, fish, molluscs, crustaceans etc.
Nevertheless, most species are opportunistic feeders
and will take whatever is available. The unusual
recurved (cockscomb-shaped) teeth of the tiger
shark are believed to have evolved to bite through

PLATE 07 - Fetal Scalloped Hammerhead Sharks showing the
placental stalks (Courtesy Daniel Fernando and Blue Resources Trust)
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relentlessly attacking their victims. More on this in an
earlier article (De Silva, 2015b). Records exist of sharks
being preyed on by crocodiles (probably Crocodylus
porosus) in estuarine regions of the Indian Ocean and
the farther east. I have, however, been unable to find
any records of this occurring in Sri Lanka.

the carapaces of sea turtles, however this shark also
feeds on a very wide variety of other species and
their stomach contents sometimes include inedible
items such as tyres, pieces of wood, gumboots and
in one instance a suit of armour. In the mid-1970s
while night diving in the Maldives, I observed a tiger
shark ingesting a burnt out light bulb and another with
a discarded beer can in its mouth (These items were
thrown overboard with the garbage from a fisheries
factory ship). On the other hand, the tawny nurse shark
and zebra shark have dentition especially adapted
to feeding on corals, echinoderms, crustaceans
and octopuses. Especially interesting is the feeding
behavior of the cookiecutter shark (Isistius brasiliensis,
Plate 8), a deep-water species. This shark lies in wait
for its prey, which could be a bony fish, other shark,
dolphin or even a whale, and then swims in biting and
fastening its teeth into the prey’s body, it then spins
around removing a plug of flesh which it consumes.
The prey usually survives with a crater-shaped wound
(Although reported from our waters the cookiecutter’s occurrence in Sri Lanka requires further confirmation). It is believed that the Kitefin shark also uses
this feeding strategy on occasion although it usually
forages in the normal manner.

PLATE 09 - Giant Trevally. Image by the author.

Without doubt the greatest shark killer of all is Homo
sapiens. Humans kill over 100, 000,000 sharks every
year. Sharks are mainly killed for their flesh, and fins
(which are the main ingredient in shark-fin soup).
Humans using industrial fishing methods are driving
several species to the brink of extinction. From
the mid-1950s through the mid-1970s sharks were
commonly encountered by divers on almost all of our
shallower (less than 60 feet deep) reefs. Today this is
no longer possible even on our deeper reefs.

Sharks as Man-killers
There is no doubt that several species of sharks have
killed and eaten humans. The leading man-killers
worldwide (Compagno, 1984) include several species
present in Sri Lanka. It should be noted however,
that these sharks have attacked humans somewhere
in their range, not necessarily in Sri Lanka. The list
includes the shortfin mako, sandtiger shark, bull shark,
oceanic whitetip, grey reef shark, tiger shark, blue
shark, great hammerhead etc. Also many species
considered to be “harmless” can on occasion attack
humans. The ‘Global Shark Attack File’ records that
blacktip reef sharks (Plate 10) have attacked humans,
especially the legs and feet of people wading in
relatively shallow water. This species has also been
recorded as attacking a diver in Trincomalee.

PLATE 08 - Cookiecutter shark. Image by Jayantha Jinasena
(Courtesy the Field Ornithology Group of Sri Lanka)

Sharks as prey
Large sharks will kill and eat smaller sharks, including
their own species. Examples include the bluntnose
sixgill, bramble shark, kitefin shark, both makos, the
sandtiger, snaggletooth, silvertip, bull, oceanic whitetip
etc. A large female tiger shark was once recorded
killing and eating some of her own young which had
been born a short time earlier. Less well known is the
fact that some large bony fish will kill and eat smaller
sharks. For example, giant groupers (Epinephalus
lanceolatus) are known to feed on reef whitetip sharks
in Sri Lanka. Moray eels (Echidna, Gymnothorax ssp.
etc.) have been recorded feeding on whitetip reef
sharks in the Maldives and elsewhere; this possibly
occurs in Sri Lankan waters as well. The giant trevally
aka. giant caranx (Caranx ignobilis) kills sharks although
it does not eat them. Giant trevallies (Plate 9) have
been known to kill blacktip reef sharks, and a Hawaiian
record exists of the species killing a tiger shark. The
very manoeuvrable trevally kills its prey by using its
bony forehead to repeatedly ram the shark in the sides
and gill region. The trevallies often suffer injuries to
their heads but seem to ignore the damage while

PLATE 10 - Blacktip Reef Shark (Courtesy Brindley de Zylva)

The chance of being attacked by a shark in Sri Lankan
waters is extremely small and, I am aware of only ten
shark attacks since the year 1800, however it is more
46

Select Bibliography

than likely that some attacks may well have gone
unreported. Of the documented attacks in Sri Lanka
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spearfishermen - who defended themselves, one
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had been swept out to sea during the December 2004
tsunami. She was threatened by a shark but prompt
rescue by an air force helicopter saved her from harm.
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competing theories.
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A new phenomenon has resulted in an increased
danger of shark attack. This is the practice of feeding
sharks to attract them for movie makers, underwater
photographers and tourists. A celebrated example is
that of an oceanic whitetip (Plate 11) which was fed by
divers in Shram-El-Sheik in Egypt. This shark had learnt
to associate humans with food and after feeding was
discontinued attacked several divers inflicting serious
injuries on its victims. With an increased emphasis on
tourism one can only hope that this practice will not be
permitted in Sri Lanka.

PLATE 11 - Oceanic whitetip shark. Image by Jayantha Jinasena
(Courtesy the Field Ornithology Group of Sri Lanka)
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Kaudulla

BRINGING ORDER TO CHAOS: A Nature Interpretation
Programme for Safari Jeep Drivers & Guides
Mandi Daluwatte
With our very own ‘Big Five’ - elephants, leopards,
sloth bears, blue whales and sperm whales - Sri Lanka
is now well known as one of the best destinations
for wildlife safaris outside of Africa. The Ruhunu
National Park (Yala) has the highest density of wild
leopards in the world, and Sri Lanka is the only country
where you can see the largest oceanic mammal as

Sri Lanka is a ‘year round’ destination for travellers
worldwide. With two monsoon seasons that affect
different parts of the island, at different times, there is
never a bad time to visit this ‘Pearl of the Indian Ocean’.
This year, Sri Lanka was named the No.1 destination
for travellers, and they are coming in droves for the
beaches, the history, the culture, the food, the smiling

CRITERIA NECESSARY TO QUALIFY FOR THE LIST OF BIG 5
(as per http://www.sundaytimes.lk/101017/Plus/plus_23.html)
Big: It must be physically big.
Desirable: It must be an animal which is so desirable that people would travel from the other end of the
world to see it.
Awe: Must be capable of inspiring awe and fear because it does kill or can kill people.
Strike Rate: It must be possible to see it with a reasonable degree of likelihood for it to be sellable as a
wildlife tourism product.
A Top Site: Sri Lanka should be one of the best places in the world in which to see it.
Mainstream Tour: Ideally, the species chosen, subject to seasonality, should have a reasonable likelihood
of being seen in the course of a single, affordable tour which can be used for mainstream tourism.

people and the amazing wildlife, all of which make
Sri Lanka a truly remarkable travel destination.

HOW SRI LANKA RANKS FOR EASE OF VIEWING
‘SRI LANKA’S BIG FIVE’

People dream of seeing the Big Five—lions, elephants,
buffalo, leopards, and rhinoceros—in one of Africa’s
incredible national parks, but often it is not a viable
holiday option for many due to how expensive and
time consuming the trip can be. Luckily though, there
are many other places to see big game outside of
Africa, especially in Asia, where travel expenses can
be much lower.

Species

World

Asia

1

1

Sperm Whale

Top 10

1

Asian Elephant

1

1

Leopard

1

1

Sloth Bear

1

1

Blue Whale
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well as the largest terrestrial mammal all within the
space of a few hours. Sri Lanka also has the largest,
predictably occurring seasonal concentration of wild
elephants anywhere in the world – the ‘Gathering’ in
the Minneriya National Park. The amazing thing is, it
doesn’t matter where in Sri Lanka you choose to travel,
you can always fit in a safari to see wild elephants in
one of the main National Parks.

In this regard, Sri Lanka has fallen short of global
expectations. We have simply focused on bringing in
more and more travellers across our borders rather
than focusing on quality over quantity and, as a result,
our standards have suffered.

A programme to help
In 2017, the Federation of Environmental Organisations
(FEO), alert to the need that something had to be
done, and quick, to alleviate some of the problems
in the National Parks, devised a Nature Interpretation
Programme (NIP) for safari jeep drivers / guides
in collaboration with the Department for Wildlife
Conservation (DWC), Sri Lanka Tourism Development
Association (SLTDA) and the Sri Lanka Association
of Inbound Tour Operators (SLAITO), thus setting
a chain of events in motion to slowly begin moving
Sri Lanka towards more responsible wildlife tourism!
FEO hopes that by creating a more responsible and
wildlife sensitive jeep driver community, it will have
a beneficial effect on visitor experience as well as on
wildlife conservation.

Tourism is currently the 3rd highest foreign exchange
revenue earner for the country and, with the
current trajectory, it won’t take long for it to be the
country’s highest.

Falling short of global expectations
However, the increase in numbers has also brought
problems. A clear lack of regulations and enforcement
of existing laws has resulted in poor jeep driver
behaviour in national parks which ultimately flow
through to create a poor visitor experience and poor
reviews on travel experience review sites such as
TripAdvisor. There have been many social media posts
highlighting just how bad some visitor experiences
have been which has all added to the ever increasing
negative publicity for both Sri Lanka as well as her
national parks. The fact that most international visitors
who come to our national parks only come once, and
never again, is further proof that their experience was
just not satisfactory enough for them to want to come
back for more. When you count the numbers, the
opportunity loss here is enormous... for Sri Lanka’s
tourism industry as well as her reputation.

The detailed NIP objectives are as follows:
• Progressively address Safari jeep drivers & Wildlife
Tourist Guides through an extended nature
interpretation training programme and build capacity
to improve both tourism as well as conservation
outcomes in a way that benefits all stakeholders
• Enhance the knowledge of the target audience
to qualitatively improve the services provided to
visitors while ensuring the preservation of the
natural resources that sustain their livelihoods

The global community and travel industry are moving
towards ‘Responsible Tourism’ and Sri Lanka must
act fast to catch up. Most travellers now do their fair
share of homework before making the decision to visit
a certain country or an attraction. Questions such as
‘Does it involve animal cruelty?’ are top of mind for the
discerning traveller who wants their travel experience
to be a positive one, both for them as well as the world
at large.

• Improve the participants’ knowledge, skills,
attitudes and competencies necessary for them
to effectively and efficiently guide visitors and
interpret attractions and resources to enhance
positive visitor experience
• Change the focus for visitors from that of being
‘mere sightings of iconic species’ to that of a ‘Total
Wildlife Experience’
• The Department of Wildlife Conservation (DWC) to
make nature interpretation training and certification
a requirement for all primary visitor service
providers of wildlife tourism in Sri Lanka
• All primary visitor service providers of tourism to
only contract the drivers with this certification
• Demonstrate that there is much more to see in our
parks than leopards and elephant.
• Educate and motivate service providers to selfregulate at sightings of wild animals.
• Introduce behavioural etiquette and standards of
discipline in National Parks.
• FEO has recruited the services of subject matter
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a livelihood, and the need to sustain this source
of their primary income for the future. This will,
hopefully, lead to their greater understanding of the
future determination of a carrying capacity for each
park, and the need to limit entry accordingly. With the
new knowledge gained through this programme, a
leopard, elephant and bear will be ‘bonus’ sightings
rather than ‘focus’ sightings, visitors will receive a
more comprehensive experience of the Park, without
having to be rushed from place to place to have what
is often a less than ideal sighting of one of the Big
Three, and be given informed description of what they
are looking at – ‘A Total Wildlife Experience’. This will
hopefully mean more tips and a better financial reward
for the jeep driver, which will be a self-sustaining
incentive to maintain responsibility in their operations
within wildlife parks.

experts in the areas of wildlife and conservation,
such as Dr. Sumith Pilapitiya, Rahula Perera, Kithsiri
Gunawardena, Namal Kamalgoda, Neranjana
Gunetilleke, et al, to develop and promote a high
quality training product that can be standardised,
and will be recognized internationally.

A work in progress
To-date, approximately 550 jeep drivers have been
trained at Minneriya / Kaudulla, and a further 45 at
Wilpattu. Another 250 need training at Minneriya /
Kaudulla after which, subject to funding, it is hoped
to extend this programme to Uda Walawe and Yala
as well.
To get the word out to the target audience, the
Jeep Drivers’ Associations at the National Parks
are approached and encouraged to refer their
members. A maximum of 70 can be accommodated
at each session. If conducted during the season, the
programme is conducted over two (2) sessions, over
two (2) consecutive days, to permit the drivers at least
half a day to earn their living by taking visitors into
the Park. For certification, a driver must attend both
sessions, in full.

Encouraging signs
The programme is already bearing fruit as evidence
of accredited jeep drivers behaving in a more positive
manner within Minneriya and Kaudulla are being
recorded. Drivers are now self-regulating at wildlife
sightings demonstrating a heightened sensitivity
towards the welfare of the wildlife which the paying
tourists come to see.

Training is facilitated with slides and videos. In addition,
all participants are given a questionnaire at the start
and at the end of the programme, to assess their level
of learning, as well as to obtain their evaluation of it.
These are then analysed and improvements made to
the programme, if necessary.

Best of all, as per the commendable decision taken
by the DWC and the Forest Department, as from July
2019, only accredited commercial jeep drivers will
be allowed into the Minneriya and Kaudulla National
Parks. In addition, as it involves the same community
of jeep drivers, the Forest Department at the nearby
Hurulu Eco Park are to adopt the same policy.

All participants are also presented with a printed
booklet, for easy reference, containing a summary
of the contents of the programme, inclusive of
information on selected fauna, flora and historical sites
relevant to that particular Park.

It is hoped that this is the much anticipated turning
point for Sri Lanka’s wildlife tourism industry. Sri
Lanka has the necessary elements, such as the Big
Five and no less than 22 national parks, as well as the
know-how and the subject matter experts to begin
this journey, in the hopes that one day soon Sri Lanka
will be known as the Wildlife Wonder of Asia.

The ultimate aim is to transform safari jeep drivers /
guides into partners in the protection of the park and
the conservation of its species as they understand
the importance it has to play in providing them with
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Loris - December 1950

Loris Editorial - December 1950
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The problem of too many visitors to the National Parks is not new, as seen from these excerpts
from Loris 1950 & 1973. The difference is that of number. Today, several hundred vehicles enter
the National Parks every day, and is having an impact on the habitat and behaviour of the animals.

Loris - June 1973
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Dolphins off Kalpitiya

RETURNING TO OUR ROOTS: A conservation mindset
that protects species, ecosystems and livelihoods
Ashley de Vos (Former President of the WNPS 1999 and 2002-2004)
(Deshamanya, Vidya Jyothi, Jathika Uruma Pranama Prada)
Photographs courtesy of Darrel Bartholomeusz
Two thousand five hundred years ago, King
Devanampiyatissa established what is considered the
world’s first recorded wildlife and nature reserve that
stretched from Mihintale to Anuradhapura. Kings of old
planted forests of medicinal plants and trees, referred
to as the Aralu1 - Bulu2 - Nelli3 forests, of long term use
for man. Further evidence of this deep rooted concern
for the conservation of wildlife by Sri Lankan Kings is
found in an inscription engraved on a stone slab at
Ruwanveliseya, attributed to the 12th century king
Nissankamalla, forbidding capture, killing or commercial
trafficking of any animals within a radius of 7 gauvva4
from the city. The need for man to protect nature
and live in harmony with it was evident. The need to
consider man as a holistic component of nature, rather
than an external entity in battle with it, was foremost.
The current ‘man against nature’ mindset, an imported
1
2
3
4

concept adopted by our current leaders, is destructive
and goes against the intentions and efforts of our past
Kings whose foresight is likely what allows us to enjoy
what we are surrounded by today.

In name only
Unfortunately today Sri Lanka is considered a
biodiversity hotspot – a place that is both biologically
rich yet threatened with destruction. Not a title worth
celebrating by any means. This rich biodiversity is
celebrated in adverts designed to welcome the world
to our little island. To draw people in. Yet, those who
come are disappointed with the reality. A whalewatching industry, that has grown uncontrollably,
remains unregulated with little consideration for the
harassment caused to the focus animals. There are
more jeeps than leopards in Yala. That qualifies it as
the only National park in the world where protected
animals, like leopards, are run over by jeeps carrying
visitors. Wild elephants, whose homes have been
encroached, are fed on the roadside and then punished
for venturing into villages in search of that food. Coral
reefs are walked on, driven into by boats and even
illegally removed to get better and easy ocean access
for their hotel guests. Hotels, where protective sand
dunes are removed for better visual connection with
the ocean, were fine until the tsunami called and took
all away. The stories of our deteriorating environment,
and thereby our identity, are many.

Editor’s Note: Terminalia chebula
Editor’s Note: Terminalia bellerica
Editor’s Note: Phyllanthus emblica
Editor’s Note: There are some estimates that state
that 1 Gauva = just under 2 miles (http://dlib.pdn.ac.lk/
bitstream/123456789/2733/1/Merlin%20Peris%20Vol.%20
XXXI%20No.1%26%202%2C%202005.pdf

The effects of climate change exacerbate the more
direct impacts we have on the wildlife populations and
ecosystems around us and while we, as a nation, have
yet to engage in a conversation about how we can help
in the fight against climate change, our desire to sell
off large tracts of prime forest lands, to clear out our
natural spaces, in favour of construction and manmade
infrastructure stands in the way of the simplest solution
of all.

Anuradhapura
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Natural climage solutions

the world has this advantage. We need to protect,
preserve and conserve this special resource.
Interestingly both the elephant and the whale share
common characteristicts. They share tasks, they
suckle their young and their only request is to be
allowed to live unhindered, in peace. We are blind to
this simple request.

Natural Climate Solutions focus on the defence,
restoration and re-establishment of forests,
mangroves, natural sea beds and other crucial
ecosystems, because in the process these systems
then remove very large amounts of carbon from the air
and store them, ultimately reducing our chances of a
climate catastrophe. At the same time, the protection
and restoration of these ecosystems can help to
minimise a sixth great extinction, while enhancing local
people’s resilience against climate disaster. Defending
the living world and defending the climate are, in many
cases, one and the same.

The concept of the national park was mooted to enable
the animals to live and breed undisturbed. We invade
their privacy under the guise of adventure or nature
tourism. Yala, the first contempory national park, has
been converted to a zoo with, on some days, in excess
of seven hundred vehicles jostling for an advantage,
even ‘on top of the animal’, in the name of misguided
adventure for the preferred photograph. None of the
National Parks in existence today survive as refuges as
there are more animals outside than inside them, simply
because inside they have to compete with domestic
cattle for grazing land. With political patronage, the cattle
are routinely driven into the parks. The elephants who
choose to stay, without access to grazing land and little
water, are in a pitiful state. The arbitrary and politically
mortivated placement of electrical fences have, at
times, agrravated the situation as there are elephants
on both sides of the fence. If they are permitted to
move freely on their traditional ranges there will be
less damage. The human–elephant conflict is a human
creation and the only solution is to curtail or eliminate
the human from the scene. The political entity who
placed the human in the conflict zone should take total
responsibility, and be taken to task.

While Sri Lanka has, for too long, been a blind follower
of other nations in terms of our development agenda,
development without consideration for the natural
resources, that have historically been an integral part of
our nation, is detrimental and short-sighted. We have
the opportunity to be a world LEADER, showcasing
the conservation mindset that led us to become the
first nation to declare a wildlife and nature reserve 2,
500 years ago. We have the opportunity to make better
decisions on behalf of the species that have roamed our
land and seas for centuries, that make Sri Lanka what
it is today - a land that boasts the largest land mammal
and the largest sea mammal within driving distance of
one another, a land that is home to important human
and animal cultures, an amphibian hotspot, a refuge
for a myriad migratory birds escaping the cooler climes
of their northern breeding grounds, and a place where
one can find the highest density of leopards per square
kilometer in the world, to name but a few.

Whale watching is a fledgling industry. Unless
sensitively regulated, that includes the shifting of
the shipping lanes and moving the excessive sound
emanating from ships, it is doomed. There is a need
to protect the whales and their feeding grounds. This
shift will be an additional protection for the local inshore
fisherman. A regulated whale watching industry is the
need of the hour, with the operators appreciating that
it is theirs and that it needs to be protected. If not the
disastrous Yala syndrome will creep into the whale
sanctuary as well.

Protecting ecosystems is protecting
livelihoods and the future of our people
Sri Lanka is a country blessed like no other except for
a political will that works contrary to the country norm,
where country first has been sacrificed for a cohabitation
with the west. In the west, due to the harsh climatic
conditions, the paradigm has been “Man against
Nature”, a mode for survival. Unfortunately in Sri Lanka,
the neo-colonial political mindset can only see itself in
a western paradigm, instead as of lateral thinkers.
The country’s conservation objective, as advised and
stipulated 2, 500 years ago, when the first national park
was designated, was that it should be symbiotic strategy
of survival for all species, all biodiversity together with
nature - a concept of “Man with Nature”. Still today,
even with the natural environment drastically reduced
to 17%, it is seen as something special to behold. But
for how long will it last, till erosion of the now denuded
hillsides, removes all?
Sri Lanka is blessed to have two charismatic species
in close proximity to each other. No other country in

Whale off Mirissa
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Kaudulla

Choosing wisely

What happened to the lateral thinking symbiotic
relationship with nature? It has been exchanged in a
desperate bid to sleep with strange bedfellows who
can see only profit in the short-term, and to hell with
long term destruction.

While the engines of change lie in the rural sector,
usually after any elections, the plums are given to
the exploitive urban conglomerate. The paradigm
is development at any cost, the exploitation of
resources, be it forests, water, minerals, under a
non-realistic concept of sustainability; usually based
on an Eurocentric concept of development, where
profit plays a big part. What happened to the polluter
pays concept? All left by the wayside, as profit at any
cost, astronomical growth and more profit, a short
term agenda with total destruction in the long term,
takes over.

We have the opportunity to choose who we become.
We have the opportunity to choose the legacy that
we leave behind. Let’s choose wisely, let’s lead from
the front and change the trajectory of our nation, and
thereby, the world.
Sri Lanka, wither goest thou? Whatever you do, please
keep the environment more pristine, than when you
found it.
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A Report of The Human-Elephant Conflict
Committee of The WNPS
Jehan CanagaRetna
Chairperson
The human - elephant conflict remains the one great
unsolved problem for conservation in Sri Lanka. In
2018, 311 elephants and 78 people were killed. In
comparison, in 2017, 256 elephants were killed. The
figures for elephant deaths are based only on those
discovered and recorded by the DWC. The real figure
may be much more. The main causes of Elephant
Deaths, in 2018, were as follows:
Shot
Electrocution
Hakka Patas (explosives)
Natural

- 64
- 44
- 61
- 35

Train Accidents
Poisoned
Unknown Causes
Others

Development proposed a war being waged against
Elephants. His theory to eliminate (for a use of a better
word) the HEC issue was to drive all the elephants into
protected parks and contain them there with electric
fences. He then suggested that a guard post be located
every 2km along these fences with Home Guards,
armed with AK 47s (as per the action plan presented to
Cabinet), to prevent elephants from breaking through.
These guards would have their own chain of command
independent of the DWC. Incredibly, his proposed
budget for all of this, an amount in excess of Rs. 5
Billion, was blindly approved by the Cabinet!

- 18
- 08
- 58
- 23

A census carried out in 2011, albeit of questionable
methodology, estimated that there were just over
6, 000 wild elephants in Sri Lanka. 70% of them live
outside of the protected areas, in approximately 44%
of the landscape. If this plan is carried out, the lives
of all wild elephant would be doomed. Forced into
these protected areas, of just 18% of the land mass,
and with resident populations of elephants already in
them, they would all starve to death in a very short
time. Fortunately, with the political upheavals of
October 2018, and the change in Minister, this plan
to drive wild elephants into extinction has yet to be
implemented…but has not been abandoned.

In 2018 /19, a key objective of the Human – Elephant
Conflict (HEC) Committee of the WNPS was to work
with the Department of Wildlife Conservation (DWC)
to have its National Policy on the Management of the
Wild Elephant 2006 (as updated in 2017), approved by
Cabinet (for reasons elaborated on below). In addition,
the Committee worked hard on the following:
Implement Conservation Laws (Fauna & Flora
Protection Ordinance - FFPO) especially with regard to
maintaining the integrity of protected areas.
Clear habitat (elephant) corridors of illegal settlement
and permit elephants to use their traditional pathways.
Employ strategic electric fencing – along ecological
boundaries rather than institutional boundaries, as
is being done at present. There are more elephants
living outside of DWC lands, and in Forest Department
lands, than in them.

The WNPS was not alone in seeking such long-term
solution, and after fruitless meetings with the Minister,
who was determined to pursue with his ‘war’, was a
partner in the formation of the Elephant Conservation
Coalition (ECC) to publicize and campaign against this
most destructive plan, at all available forums. The price
for failure was the destruction of Sri Lanka’s iconic
species, and with it the inevitable devastation of the
forests that they continue to be the real guardians of.

Enclose villages and cultivations with fencing, leaving
elephants free to use their traditional movement
pathways outside. Some of this fencing will be
seasonal and, when removed, will give valuable fodder
for elephants who will feed on the stubble left behind.

The National Policy for the Management
of the Wild Elephant in Sri Lanka

Ensure that local communities derive direct economic
benefit from having elephants as neighbours i.e.
nature-based tourism.

The approval and implementation of this Policy has
been a priority of the HEC Sub-Committee for the
last three years. This Policy, as drafted by the DWC

The Conservation Community was in for a shock
when the previous Minister of Wildlife and Sustainable
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Accordingly, 14 locations have been identified, in four
(4) Districts, to further test this experiment.

with stakeholder participation, has within it long-term,
scientifically tested, and sustainable strategies not
only for mitigation of HEC, but also for the overall
management of this keystone species in the wild. In
addition to comprehensive measures for the conservation of elephants, it also includes measure for the
prevention of the theft of baby elephants from their
herds, a crime that was rampant for some time.

It is important to note that while this intervention is
in its experimental stages it is an essential step to
identifying solutions to minimize the costs of mitigating
HEC. The cost per square acre is approximately Rs.
85, 000/- (as opposed to a figure of several hundred
thousand for erecting electric fences to enclose a
similar area). The HEC Sub-Committee will overlook
this project and work closely with Col. Udayasena.
Most importantly, once installed, each location will be
monitored, on a weekly basis, to ensure the credibility
and longevity of the project.

Killing of The Galgamuwa Crossed Tusker
The WNPS is, with the Environmental Foundation
Ltd. (EFL), an intervening party in the case of the
Galgamuwa Crossed Tusker. He was killed for his
tusks and it is alleged that 50kg of lead were removed
from his body including lead from his eye sockets; a
cruelty that had rendered him blind for most of the
final years of his life. In the same week of the killing of
the Galgamuwa Tusker, three other Tuskers died due
to HEC, and several more since.

The Society is aware that this does not address the
root causes of HEC. It does, however, present a more
cost effective approach in attempting to alleviate the
current level of conflict taking place in the country and
of, most importantly, turning conflict into coexistence
- an ideal for which we should all aim.

Raising Public Awareness of the
Causes of HEC

Summary
With the current political insecurity in the country, and
the high turnover of Ministers of Wildlife, we passionately hope that good governance will be achieved
soon as far as our wildlife is concerned. For this to
happen, science must lead the way, and our leaders
must listen to those who have researched our wildlife
over many years, observed their behaviour, and made
learned deductions based on their extensive findings.
This is never truer than in the case of HEC. For Sri
Lanka has the unenviable holder of the record for
having the highest incidence of HEC in the World.
This is partly due to the fact that we have the highest
density of elephants per land area amongst countries
that have the privilege of hosting wild elephants.
However, it is a disgraceful record when considering
our cultural heritage and supposed guiding philosophy
of tolerance toward all beings.

For the National Policy and the Society’s campaign
for its implementation to be a success, this is a vital
strategy that requires immediate execution. In the
past two years, we have conducted workshops (see
reports in previous issues of Loris), media campaigns
and had direct links with the DWC on publicizing these
issues. Social media has proven to be an ideal ally in
this. The Society firmly believes that it should be at
the forefront of this campaign and will continue to use
all its resources to ensure the public is made aware of
the real issues causing HEC, and on what can be done
to save the lives of elephants and humans.

A Light System as A Potential Tool in The
Mitigation of HEC
This is a proposed project to pilot a low cost methodology
that is farmer-friendly and will safeguard elephants
from harm. The Society, along with Spa Ceylon, is
sponsoring a system developed by Col. Udayasena,
of the Sri Lanka Army, of a series of lights, flashing at
a particular frequency, that serve to repel elephants; a
system that is of far lower cost than the electric fence
system that is widely used at present. Col. Udayasena
invented this LED Light Repelling System (LRS) and
installed it around Willachchiya, a small village on the
outskirts of the Wilpattu National Park. Since the
installation, elephants have been successfully deterred
from entering the village and its cultivations. No HEC
related loss or damage to person, property or elephant
has occurred since.

The WNPS will continue to fight for the conservation of
the wild elephant, and for all other species. After all, that
is its heritage, and its commitment to future generations.

As per the terms of the sponsorship, the WNPS will
conduct further trial installations of this system in
areas with different populations of wild elephants,
in different habitats, to ascertain its effectiveness.

Pic. by Darrell Bartholomeusz
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Kuruttupandi Villu

WILPATTU NATIONAL PARK: Surviving the past!
Kithsiri Gunawardena
On the 14th of May 1985, a band of heavily armed
terrorists carried out the largest ever massacre of
civilians in the country in Anuradhapura. Thereafter
they drove to the Wilpattu National Park and killed 18
park officials before escaping through the forest to the
North. This gruesome attack resulted in the park being
closed, indefinitely, to visitors. In 2003, the park was
reopened, pursuant to a peace pact with the rebels.
In May 2006, however, the Department of Wildlife
Conservation (DWC) was forced to close it again when
a group of visitors from Colombo were killed inside the
park. The reign of terror in Wilpattu continued and, in
March 2007, the park lost one of its greatest assets,
Wasantha Pushpananda, its famed Park Warden,
when he was ambushed and brutally gunned down
at Kokkare Villu. Mr. Pushpananda worked tirelessly
to revive and restore the park. He was respected by
all who knew him for his dedication, commitment,
enthusiasm and integrity. The DWC has aptly named
the auditorium at Wilpattu after him as a mark of
respect for the services he rendered towards reviving
the park.

Wasantha Pushpananda

photographic records of mammals, birds, reptiles,
amphibians, butterflies, wild flowers, and wild orchids,
particularly of the Park’s leopards. More than 60 people,
including safari jeep drivers and guides, contribute to my
study of leopards, and many visitors interact with me to
seek clarifications on their observations at Wilpattu.

LOCATION
Located on its Northwestern coast, Wilpattu is the
largest National Park in the island. It covers an area of
131, 693 hectares of dry lowland forest with a unique
cluster of water bodies referred to as “Villus”; natural
rain-fed lakes. The area was declared a sanctuary in
1905 and was upgraded as a National Park on the 25th
of February 1938. The Wilpattu North Sanctuary was
declared on 7th November 1947; inland from the coast
but contiguous with the park, it is entirely within the
Northern Province.

The civil war finally ended in mid-2009 and the park
was reopened in February 2010.
Soon after, considering the dangers the park was
exposed to, I launched a study to record its biodiversity
including a long-term study of its leopards; to share
the results with the general public through a web site
- www.wilpattu.com.
From 2012, I started to make regular visits and
maintained field notes on Wilpattu’s fauna & flora with
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The clusters of villus found in the park are flat basin-like
depressions. Some of these including, Sinna Uppu
Villu, Periya Uppu Villu and Kokkare Wila, are saline.
While the areas of the park bordering the sea are
covered, primarily, with low scrub and salt grass, 73%
of the park is covered in dense forest or scrub, and the
rest is more open habitat.

is between Kudiremalai Point and the mouth of the
Moderagam Ara1. Vijaya and his followers landed
here and rested by placing their hands on the ground,
staining their palms red. Modern soil surveys indicate
a strip of red soil (latosols), running north and south
along the western coastal belt, which emerged from
the sea millions of years ago. According to legend,
Vijaya married Kuveni, a Princess of the “Yaksha”
tribe, whose palace lies in ruins at Kaali Villu, while
others near the Kokmotai Bungalow are said to also
have been hers.

Wilpattu contains a number of habitat types
represented by three major ecosystems namely
forest & forest related, wetlands, coastal & marine.
The largest mangrove ecosystem in the country is also
found at Wilpattu, close to Gange Wadiya.

Veli Vehera

The Vegetation types found at Wilpattu are as follows:

Veli Vehera is approximately one mile east of the
Pomparippu Urn Burial site. According to famed
Archaeologist S. U. Paranavithana (1956), a donative
inscription in 8th Century Sinhalese on one of its
terrace slabs (Maluwa) refers to the site as Vali–
vehera, which in Pali would be Valei-vihara. According
to the Mahavamsa2, King Subha built this stupa in
the vicinity of Uruwela Nagara, which was founded
by Uruwela, successor to King Vijaya and brother
of Badda-chachchayana. In another story, King
Dutugemunu, who many stupas in the Anuradapura
area, is also associated with this location as it is said
that he obtained pearls from Uruwela (Geiger 1960).

• Littoral – salt grass & low scrub close to the beach
• Monsoon Scrub – low scrub & bushes
• Monsoon Forest – Forest (73%)

PLACES OF ARCHEOLOGICAL
IMPORTANCE
Kudiramalei Point
42 kilometers from the main park entrance; the name
Kudiremali (Horse Mountain) or “Hipporos”, of the
Roman author Pliny is composed of the Greek words
Hippos, a horse, and oros, a mountain, and is an exact
translation of Kudiramalai which, in turn, is derived
from Kudra, the Malabar and Malay words for a horse
and Maya or Malaya, a mountain (Modder, 1908).
Referring to the promontory of Kudiremalai. Today,
ruins of an ancient structure are situated on the top of
Kudiremalai Point. This structure has been destroyed
and the western part is eroding into the gulf. There are
also the remains of what is believed to be a statute of
a horse; only a hoof to be seen now. Nearby, the grave
of a Muslim saint lies on the beach.

Objects that have been found at Veli Vehera include
some early coins, a silver “punch marked” coin, two
copper pieces of the mane-less lion type and a highly
corroded Roman coin. In addition, another non-Brahmic
inscription had been recoded from this site, which is
believed to be in the Kaka language (Vithana 1987).
In the 1970s, Sarath Wattala conducted an excavation
on this site to conserve the stupa and subsequently
unearthed a Buddha statue, which it is believed is
referred to in the above-mentioned Kaka inscription.

Legends abound in this region, one being that
Tammanna Nuwara, the place where Prince Vijaya
landed, in 543 BC, and founded the Sinhalese race,

1
2

Kudiramalei Point

Editor’s Note: River
Editor’s Note: The Great Chronicle recording the early history of
Sri Lanka

Veli Vehera
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its ancient name of “Aksha Nagara” from the rock
inscription at Tonigala3.

I was pleased to rediscover this ancient site, which
had not been located even during the comprehensive
study that was conducted by the IUCN team in 2006.

The well-preserved rock inscription found at this
site is said to belong to “Kanittha Tissa” and refers
to the location as “Kuba Vehera”. There are a few
other inscriptions in the nearby caves which are said
to belong to the first or second century BC. The early
archeologists who visited this site write about the
existence of a few buildings including shrine rooms,
pagodas and stupas of Lord Buddha. They have all
been destroyed by treasure hunters.

Galge Viharaya
This is an ancient monastery and the inscriptions found
here belong to 1 AD. The translation of the inscription
reads as follows:
Hail the cave of the three personages, (namely) the
lawyer Naga, the Lord of Kadahalaka Vavi, Anulaya
and Lapidary… (Inscriptions of Ceylon 1).

As depicted in the photographs, other than the stone
pillars and remains of bricks is an unusual leaning rock
with a drip ledge and a stone pillar at the center. Later
I learned an interesting story of this pillar from the
notes and photographs of Mr. Chikko Morrit, an officer
who served at Wilpattu in 1952. He wrote “we often
camped here and fearing that the rock would fall on us
propped up a stone pillar”.

Galge Viharaya is nine (9) Kilometres from Tala Wila.
It has the remains of a pagoda and a number of caves
with drip ledges. In one cave, the ancient brick walls
can still be observed. The site overlooks a tank with
the ancient name of Kadahalaka.

Ochchappukallu
Ochchappukallu is located approximately eight (8)
miles from Kudiramale Point. Thick scrub jungle is
studded with large boulders and rocky outcrops
making the area quite different to the typical forests of
Wilpattu. This is believed to be the largest monastery
complex found in the park. It has been identified by

Stone inscriptions and drip ledges are also found in the
other large caves. The view from the summit is quite
pleasing as the carpet of surrounding thick jungle is
pierced with many large rocky outcrops and impressive
boulders. One needs to walk through the jungle for
about 500 meters to reach what is left of the ruins.
Fresh Sloth Bear droppings indicate the presence of a
good population. Elephants visit the pool at the foot of
the rock. Thus it is prudent to be very cautious when
on foot at this site.

SPECIES DIVERSITY
Mammals
I have recorded 33 species of mammals including nine
(9) endemic sub-species and three (3) endemic species.
It is an excellent park to observe the top predator of
the country, the Sri Lankan Leopard Panthera pardus
kotiya, which is an endemic sub-species.
Many other species of interesting mammals can also
be commonly observed in the park, which include the
Sloth Bear Melursus ursinus, also an endemic sub
species. May, June and July are the best months
for Sloth Bear sightings, which happens to be the
fruiting season of Palu Manilkara hexandra and Weera
Drypetes sepiaria. They love to feed on these fruits
and can often be found under these trees feeding on
the berries fallen on the ground.

Galge Vehera

The Golden Jackal Canis aureus, Sambhur Cervus
unicolor, Spotted Deer Axis axis, Barking Deer or
Red Muntjac Muntiacus muntjac malabaricus, Indian
Gerbil Tatera indica, Grey Langur Semnopithecus
priam and the Ruddy Mongoose Herpestes smithii are
regularly seen in the park.
Ochchappukallu

3
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Editor’s Note: Located near Anamaduwa

zone subspecies of the endemic Purple-faced Leaf
Monkey Semnopithecus vetulus philbricki.
Wilpattu has never been famed for sighting the Asian
Elephant Elephas maximus. Even though gatherings
of 40 - 50 animals, including majestic tuskers, have
sometimes been recorded in the park during the dry
season from July to September, during most of the
year the elephants are generally known to frequent the
less-visited western side of the park i.e. Pomparrippu,
Maila Villu and Periya Villu. Bull Elephants can be seen
throughout the year feeding on vegetation at the main
cluster of frequently visited Villus and large gatherings
of 80 to 100 are sometimes seen during the height of
the dry season at the Hunuwilagama Tank, Holambalagama Tank and the Munasighegama Tank.

Birds
Wilpattu is a paradise for resident as well as migrant
species of birds. I have so far recorded 216 species of
birds in the park including 11 endemic species.

Sloth Bear drinking at Walas Wala

On the 17th of August 2017, I observed a herd of
Spotted Deer close to the Uththamadaru Bridge, which
included an animal with a dark brown skin. On closer
examination, I recognized this as a melanistic Spotted
Deer. In the same year, on the 30th of September, I
photographed another melanistic Spotted Deer fawn
close to Thammanna Wala. I was not able to find any
mention of such a dark skinned Spotted Deer from Sri
Lanka during my literature survey in any publication
other than one reference in “The Mammals of Sri
Lanka” by Asoka Yapa and Gamini Ratnavira.

On the 23rd of May 2016, while on my way to Thekkama,
I observed and photographed 11 Comb Ducks Sarkidiornis melanotos at the picturesque Viyadikulam Tank.
They were resting on the dead trees. This is a species
that was resident in the country and became extinct
around 1940. It is now considered a rare migrant. Thus
seeing these birds outside the migrant season give
rise to the possibility of them nesting here again.
The endemic species found include the Ceylon
Small Barbet Megalaima rubricapillus, Ceylon Grey
Hornbill Ocyceros gingalensis, Ceylon Swallow Hirundo
hyperythra, Crimson-backed Woodpecker Chrysocolaptes stricklandi, the Pompadour Green Pigeon
Treron (pompadora) pompadora, Black-capped Bulbul
Pycnonotus melanicterus and Ceylon Wood Shrike
Tephrodornis affinis.

Three species of mammals, which are endemic to
the island, may also be seen at Wilpattu: these are
the Golden Palm Civet Paradoxurus zeylonensis,
Northern Mouse Deer or White-spotted Chevrotain
Moschiola meminna as well as the north central dry

Melanistic Spotted Deer at Kallahandal Pitiya
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Comb Ducks seen in May 2016 at Viyadikulam Tank

The Common Garden Lizard Calotes versicolor
versicolor is the commonest agamid lizard seen in
the park. The Green Garden Lizard Calotes calotes
as well as the endemic Painted-lipped Lizard Calotes
ceylonensis can be seen less frequently in the
well-wooded areas. The ground dwelling endemic
Lowland Kangaroo Lizard Otocryptis nigristigma can
be seen among the leaf litter in tall forest areas of the
park. The endemic Devaka’s Fan-throat Lizard Sitana
devakai is mostly active during the midday heat in the
sandy areas of the park.

Other interesting resident species include all the four
colour forms of the Golden-backed Woodpecker
Dinopium benghalense jaffnense, Racket-tailed
Drongo Dicrurus paradiseus and the Forest Eagle-Owl
Bubo nipalensis - a species commonly referred to as
the “Devil Bird”.
The mixed breeding colony at the Maradanmaduwa
Tank has many species of waterfowl. In September
2012, I counted 23 Lesser Adjutant Leptoptilos
javanicus, the highest number of this species that I
had recorded in one locality in the country, during the
height of the dry season. Interestingly the first ever
record of nesting of this species in the country was
recorded by Mr. Namal Kamalgoda from the Wilpattu
National Park in February 2019.

Wilpattu’s habitat also hosts the rarely seen Sri Lankan
Chameleon Chamaeleo zeylanicus in good number.

Reptiles
I have recorded 38 species of reptiles from Wilpattu
so far including 17 species of snakes with two (2)
endemics, and five (5) species of agamid lizards of
which three (3) are endemic. The most common is the
Land Monitor Varanus bengalensis. However, there
are many species of interesting reptiles that inhabit
the park including the Mugger Crocodile Crocodylus
paluster, Star Tortoise Geochelone elegans, Softshell
or Flapshell Turtle Lissemys punctata, Parker’s
Black Turtle Melanochelys trijuga parkeri and many
species of snakes including Beddome’s Cat Snake
Boiga beddomei, Indian Rock Python Python molurus
molurus, Forsten’s Cat Snake Boiga forsteni,
Common Bronze-back Dendrelaphis tristis, Reed
Snake Liopeltis calamaria, Common Bridal Snake
Dryocalamus nympha and the endemic Sri Lankan
Flying Snake Chrysopelea taprobanica.

Devaka’s Fan-throated Lizard at Kudiramalai Poin
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FLORA
I have so far only been able to identify 54 species
of trees and shrubs and three (3) species of vines.
Dense forest and tall shrubs cover more than 73% of
the park. The commonly seen tree and shrub species
include Palu Manilkara hexandra, Weera Drypetes
sepiaria, Maadan Syzygium cumini the fruits of which
are favoured by the Sloth Bear, Burutha (Satinwood)
Chloroxylon swietenia, Kaluwara (Ebony) Diospyros
ebenum, Thimbiri Diospyros malabarica, Lunu
Warna Crateva adansonii, Ila Pattha Maba buxifolia,
Bol-Pana Glycosmis angustifolia, Kora Kaha (Blue
Mist) Memecylon angustifolium, Radaliya Connarus
monocarpus, Tammenna Mischodon zeylanicus as
well as Kumbuk Terminalia arjuna that grows near the
water bodies.
The park is also studded with a species of Cycas
commonly referred to as Madu Cycas circinalis.

Wild Flowers
The endless carpets of picturesque small white bulbs
seen covering vast areas around most Villus after the
rains is a species of Kok Mota Eriocaulon sp., and the
large patches of beautiful purple flowers are Bim Savan
Dopatrium lobelioides. The other wild flowers seen in
the park include Wellangiriya Capparis zeylanica, Ira
Wara Cadaba trifoliate, Firecracker Flower Crossandra
infundibuliformis, Andanahiriya Crotalaria laburnifolia,
Ceylon Spider Lily Pancratium Zeylanicum, Pillila
Dendrophthoe falcata, Niyangala Gloriosa superba,
the Lanka Bovitiya Osbeckia zeylanica, and the tiny
purple flowers Heen Bim Savan Dopatrium nudicaule.

The very rare Yellow Pansy butterfly at Pomparippu

Butterflies
Wilpattu offers every delight to the keen lepidopterist.
I have recorded 94 species, so far. Many are seen
at the end of the rainy season. The white butterfly,
with a concave fore wing margin that gathers close to
puddles of water and is preyed upon by Bee-eaters,
is the endemic Sri Lankan Lesser Albatross Appias
galene. The other more colourful species include the
Blue Mormon Papilio polymnestor that flies throughout
the year, Banded Peacock Papilio crino that flies from
April to December, Autumn Leaf Doleschallia bisaltide
seen only during the month of October, Spot Swordtail
Pathysa nomius that flies in September and October,
Common Jay Graphium doson that flies from March
to December, Monkey Puzzle Rathinda amor that flies
in May, Great Orange Tip Hebomoia glaucippe that
flies from June to December, Large Salmon Arab
Colotis fausta that flies in September and October,
Red Spot Duke Dophla evelina that flies from May to
October, Indian Sunbeam Curetis thetis that flies in
March, Nawab Polyura athamas that flies in March,
the beautiful Tawny Raja Charaxes psaphon that flies
in March and April and thereafter again in October to
December, and the rarely seen Yellow Pansy Junonia
hierta that flies from September to December.

I was able to find a species of wild flower that is
considered new to the flora of Sri Lanka, another that
had only one previous record in the country, and yet
another which had never been recorded outside the
wet zone.
Wild Nightshade Solanum sp. (Solanaceae). Considered
new to the flora of Sri Lanka by Dr. J. de Vlas and
L. de Vlas-de Jong, authors of Volume 1 & 2 of the
Illustrated Field Guide to the Flowers of Sri Lanka, I
photographed this species for the first time at Borupan
Wila in January 2014 and have seen it since then at a
few other locations in the park.
Wild Pink Ixora Ixora jucunda (Rubiaceae). This is an
endemic to Sri Lanka. The plants in this genus are found
in tropical and sub-tropical areas throughout the world.
There are five (5) species of this genus found in this
country generally in the evergreen forests of the wet
lowlands. According to Dr. Magdon Jayasuriya, this
species has only been recorded once outside the wet
lowlands, at Doluwa Kanda in the intermediate zone of
the Kurunegala District. Thus this is the first record of
this species from the dry zone of the country. I have so
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far seen this species in bloom only at one location, in
April 2014, between Illanda Mottai and Mana Wila.
Forest Spider Lily (E) Pancratium biflorum
(Amaryllidaceae). There are two species of Pancriatum
(Spider Lily) recorded in the country; one is the Ceylon
Spider Lily Pancratium zeylanicum, which is not
uncommon in the dry zone and the other, the very rare
Pancratium biflorum, which has only been collected
in one locality so far, in the Mannar District between
the Madhu Road and Mannar (Oct 1970, Dassanayake
699). On the 18th of August 2013, while driving towards
Maradanmaduwa, I noticed two white lily type flowers
among the parched grass. A small stem had sprouted
from the ground with two flowers on it. Having looked
at the flowers through my binoculars, I noticed that
this species was different to the Ceylon Spider Lily
that I had observed and photographed previously in
the park. Dr. Jacob de Vlas and Dr. Samantha Suranjan
confirmed that that this was not the common P.
zeylanicum and have yet to conclude whether this is
the very rare P. biflorum or P. parvum (a species, which
is considered endemic to India). While the description
of the only specimen of P. biflorum that has been
collected, in 1970, appears to describe a flower with
similar features to the one I have photographed, the
photos of the flowers of P. parvum also look very
similar. These flowers were photographed between
Palukola Wala and Maradanmaduwa.

Wild Nightshade in bloom at Mahapatessa

Wild Orchids

Roxburgh’s Habenaria in bloom at Kattarambu Villu

I have recorded nine (9) species of wild Orchids in the
park including one endemic species, which include
Vanda spathulata, Vanda tessellate, both the purple
as well as the rare pinkish red flowers of this species,
the ground Orchid Habeneria plantaginea referred to
as “Narilatha” in bloom, and the spectacular white
flowers of the leafless orchid Vannilla walkarae.
In December 2013, I came across a species of ground
orchid on the Kok Motte road which was not included
in any Sri Lankan books on orchids. Upon sharing
the images with Mr. Samantha Gunasekera and Dr.
Samantha Suranjan, well known experts on wild
orchids, I was thrilled to note that this is Roxburgh’s
Habenaria Habenaria roxburghii, a species that
was considered endemic to India until 1995 until it
was discovered by Dr. Suranjan growing between
Wellawaya and Koslanda. Both Dr. Suranjan and
Mr. Samantha Gunasekera were quite pleased that
this species was found within the park as the few
restricted localities where this species has been found,
in the Eastern and Uva provinces, are disturbed due
to human activity such as anthropogenic fires, Chena4
cultivation and new settlements.

Wild Pink Ixora in bloom at Downall pitiya

Forest Spider Lily in bloom between Palukola Wala
and Maradanmaduwa
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Slash and Burn

Threats to Wilpattu

particularly as it helps facilitate poaching, illegal timber
felling, illegal encroachments etc. Such disturbance
will also deter any tourists from visiting a large area
of the park; the preferred habitat of the Elephant
population of Wilpattu. A study using camera traps,
my own observation of scat, and the observations
of the DWC staff confirms the presence of a good
population of Elephants, Leopards, Sloth Bear and
other animals in this area. They are now condemned
to only come out at night, when the road is closed
for public transport. Commuters from Puttalam can
reach areas north of Wilpattu much faster by using the
Puttlam – Nochchiyagama – Oyamaduwa – Settikulam
– Arippu - Mannar road, which has already been built.
It is further suggested that the current road be used
only as a park road so that tourists from Colombo
and Kalpitiya can access the park without having to
go to Nochchiyagama, with another park office built
at Marichchakaddi so that tourists from the north can
easily access the park.

The Illegal road from Eluwankulama to Marichchakaddi

Young Tusker crossing the road used by public

The biggest threat to Wilpattu derives from access
granted for public transport through the park, from
Eluwankulama to Marichchakaddi; in clear violation
of the provisions of the Fauna & Flora Protection
Ordinance (FFPO), as amended. This road poses
a grave threat to the fauna & flora of the park and
provides easy access for poachers, results in many
‘road kills’ of animals, and had already resulted in mass
scale deforestation and land grabbing from parts of the
adjoining forest reserve, close to the Modaragam Aru,
on the pretext of alleged resettling internally displaced
people. The Environmental Foundation Limited (EFL)
and the WNPS, together with two other organizations,
filed Writ Applications before the Court of Appeal and
Fundamental Rights Applications before the Supreme
Court challenging this illegal road. Currently all types
of vehicles, from motorcycles to heavy vehicles and
buses, go through the park on this road.

Deforestation and illegal construction of housing
projects
A vast area, of approximately 2, 000 hectares, of the
forest complex adjoining the Wilpattu National Park,
and 1, 000 hectares in the Madu, Periyamadu and
Sannara areas have been cleared and divided into
plots. Paved roads and these unauthorized settlements
have caused irreparable damage to the environment,
eco-system and wildlife habitats. Court cases have
been filed, as public interest litigation, against these
projects in the sanctuary north of the Wilpattu National
Park, as well as in the forest complex of Madu,
Periyamadu and Sannara areas. These cases urge the
Court to suspend the further removal of forest cover
and reinstate the forest lands to forest reserves, while
conducting an organized forest-replanting programme.

This road, as per the road maps issued by the Survey
Department, was never in existence during the last
century. Even if the security forces had built a road
during the war, there is no reason for it to be in
operation now as the need is no longer there, and it is
in defiance of the Law. The disturbance caused to the
park and its animals from heavy machinery, as well as
from other vehicles that speed along this road, without
any supervision from the DWC, is not acceptable

Pallekandal Church
Prior to the closure of the park, a small Roman
Catholic shrine to St. Anthony existed about five (5)
km from the Eluwankulama entrance, inside the park,
at Pallekandal. A small number of devotees would
arrive in June, once a year for a few days, to worship

Marichchakaddi in 2006

Marichchakaddi in 2016
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there. Disturbance to fauna & flora was minimal. In
2013, after the end of the War, it was still a small
structure. By 2015, the shrine had been expanded and
many new buildings were added on. Currently, using
the illegal road, people have started to visit this shrine
throughout the year. A few hundred thousand people
arrive, in hundreds of vehicles, and build make-shift
shelters at the shrine for about seven (7) to 10 days in
June for this church feast. In addition, they now have
weekly services there. Vendors put up temporary
shelters and engage in the trade of food items,
including fresh meat stalls!

enjoyment associated with a church feast. This will also
be huge boon to the economy of the area.
In this article I have referred to some of the fauna
and flora and a few locations of interest that I have
observed during my continuing study of the Wilpattu
National Park. Comprehensive notes on each species
I have observed and photographed, so far, in the park
and checklists of species are included on my site
WWW.WILPATTU.COM which is periodically updated.
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Maradanmaduwa Female 1 with her two male cubs
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A Study of the Leopards of Wilpattu
Up to the date of writing this article I have individually
identified 104 leopards in Wilpattu (70 personally and
34 by others who contribute to my study).
The purpose of my study however, is not to
photograph as many leopards as possible but to study
their behavior, relationships and interactions between
each other, movements, life span, number of litters,
reproduction, etc. Thus individually identifying them
and keeping records of their sightings, location of
sightings and behavior observed during the sighting,
is of importance in reaching a greater understanding
of the lives led by these fascinating cats.
The images captured of a leopard are enlarged on a
computer and the spots and rosettes of the selected
area of the leopard’s skin is carefully compared with
the photos on my database in order to determine
the accurate identity of each leopard. The pattern of
spots and rosettes on the coat, head and muzzle of
leopards are unique to each individual. The names
given to leopards are based on the chronological order
of the sighting of each animal from a given location.
The letter “C” is added to the code if the animal was
first recorded as a cub i.e if the estimated age at the
first sighting is less than one year. Notes on observations with photographs, the GPS reading of each
sighting and a Google map with all the sightings is
provided for each leopard and is updated with each
new sighting. A list of all the sightings made by me
of a leopard and those of others who contribute to
my study are provided for each leopard in date order
under “All sightings of Author and Guests”.
Wherever possible, I have uploaded photos of
individual leopards from as many angles as possible
to facilitate accurate identification. Even though the
spot / rosette patterns on the head, forehead and the
face of a leopard helps one, in most instances, to
accurately identify the animal, it is always prudent to
photograph a leopard from as many angles as possible.
During some brief sightings, one may not be able to
photograph the head but only some other part of the
body such as the flanks or the tail. One must also be
mindful as the angle of the photo can easily distort the
spot / rosette patterns. Being aware of the location in
the park where a leopard was photographed will make
it easier for anyone to locate a leopard on the website.
In the event anyone photographs a leopard at Wilpattu
and wishes to contribute to this study, I will appreciate
receiving a low-resolution copy, by email, with the
location and date of the sighting. Upon accepting the
images, I will update the list of sightings of such a
leopard and upload them under each photographer in
the Guest Leopard Photographer Section.
A black star indicates that no sightings have been
made for more than 3 years. Such leopards are
presumed dead or to have left the study area.
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THE GIFT OF NATURE
Rukshan Jayewardene
Sri Lanka is a tropical island in the Indian Ocean
south east of the narrowing Indian sub-continent,
or peninsular India to be exact. Although only a few
degrees north of the equator, the island does not
share some of the more oppressive elements of a
typical equatorial climate, simply by being an island
surrounded by ocean. The water around Sri Lanka
both insulates her from extreme sub continental heat
and cold and, in general, ameliorates her climate.

double the rainfall in less than 100 km of travel in some
areas) has resulted in a proliferation of fauna and flora
of incredible diversity, whilst retaining high endemism
(due to geographic isolation), especially among
freshwater fish, freshwater crabs, reptiles, amphibians
and, surprisingly, birds and mammals. To add value to
these endemics, funds need to be directed to bona
fide projects that aim to conserve these animals and
their precious eco-systems, as well as to educate the
public. Occupying the 21st position in the IUCN red list
as a global hotspot means high endemism and a high
rate of extinction. There is little to be proud of as far
as conservation of wet and montane zone species are
concerned. The fact that few are iconic and most are
tiny, does not inspire a large ardent fan base, as it is in
the case of elephants, leopards, bears and birds, with
the possible exception being butterflies.

For centuries, two monsoons blowing from opposing
directions (the South West and North East) brought
regular and predictable rainfall to different parts of the
island, but recently the monsoon rains have become
unpredictable and erratic. Global warming has already
had an impact here too, and directly affects the
livelihood of people who live off the land, which has a
‘knock on’ effect on everyone else. We are also in the
midst of the Sixth Great Extinction on Earth, and this
one is man made.

Geologically, Sri Lanka is a piece of continental
shield that harks back to a time of vast oceans
and super continents. Sri Lanka’s story begins in
Pangea, a lone supercontinent that existed from
335 million to 175 million years ago, during the late
Paleozoic early Mesozoic Eras, and split to form two
smaller supercontinents - Laurasia, in the north, and
Gondwanaland, in the South. It is important to know
that these geological timescales are measured in
millions of years rather than hundreds of thousands
of years.

An ancient eco-system
Beyond a narrow coastal strip, much of the landform
of this island is undulating or mountainous, with
outcrops of Granite and Gneiss bedrock visible as
huge boulders, rock scabs and inselbergs (stand-alone
rocks). The arid zones in the north-west and south east
have some sandstone and limestone. The decay and
weathering of these rocks, over time, forms the soils
(substrate) that supports the entire faunal and floral
profileration that we see. In its natural state, much
of the land is covered with lush evergreen forests
which harbour valuable hardwoods and other, diverse
species of plants. Plantation agriculture (monocultures)
however, has robbed the country of its effective core
catchment forests, and the bulk of the habitats of its
many endemics.

Sri Lanka is a shard of Gondwanaland that broke up
into some of today’s continents and islands. The
island of Sri Lanka is still attached to peninsular India’s
continental shelf, and travels northward with it, as if on
a conveyor belt.
Faunal and floral evidence abounds when it comes
to identifying in what part of Gondwanaland we were
located. Extrapolating continental drift and break up
backwards into the original continent, also helps us
to locate Sri Lanka in the global jigsaw puzzle that
is the Gondwana breakup. This islands common
Gondwana heritage, with Madagascar and East and
Southern Africa, still informs its geology and some of
its ancient fauna.

Sri Lanka’s mountains are ancient, much like the rest
of the island. The mountain building process is long
past. From a maximum of perhaps 3, 500 metres, Sri
Lanka’s mountain heart erodes down to an undulating
peneplain, and finally to flat land devoid of all but desert
shrubs. Rapidly changing rainfall stadials (which show
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A remarkable biodiversity

Real victory may be achieved when such areas and
species are studied well enough to devise protocols,
well in advance, and have them adopted and enshrined
in overall conservation goals. In today’s terminology,
being ‘Proactive’ rather than ‘Reactive’ should be
the conservation imperative to propel Sri Lanka’s
biodiversity into the 2nd Century of the new Millennium.

The island’s present position, at the funnel end of
species migrations and of periodic land bridges that
connected the peninsular of India to an island with
a complex geology, geography, climate, ecological
regions and eco-zones, have all contributed to a
remarkable biodiversity in a relatively small area
of land. No other island of Sri Lanka’s size has the
biodiversity that Sri Lanka boasts of. Increasingly,
Sri Lankan waters seem to be a haven for marine
mammals as well, including the largest animal that
ever lived, the Blue whale. Sperm whales, and several
other whales, dolphins and a dugong find a home in
these waters. Our growing population of 21+ Million
people, however, is the single most important reason
why the conservation equation does not balance.
Conservation economics makes sense, where multiple
stakeholders can financially benefit from Sri Lanka’s
biodiversity. Naturally the more charismatic species
come first to mind. Many lesser known and obscure
species await conservation benefits, in their struggle
for survival. We have a duty by them, which involves,
devising pragmatic strategies which will keep wildlife
and non-stakeholder occupants of adjacent lands, out
of each other’s way. Minimizing potential conflict and
exploitation is key. Anticipating such areas and devising
avoidance, including sensible land use and mitigation
strategies when conflict occurs, is imperative.

We cannot afford to fail
Educating the youth is of paramount importance. To
this end, the WNPS Youth Wing does important work,
but such programmes should proliferate throughout
the island as the state sector lags behind, leaving a
huge lacuna to be filled. Soon, they will take the torch
from us and go forwards, hopefully even into the
chamber of the House of Parliament. Those young
people, who are in secondary school now, will be the
future custodians of the biodiversity of this remarkable
island, at a critical period in her history. If they are not
properly educated of the value of the natural world,
and Sri Lanka’s biodiversity cannot safely be entrusted
to their capable, youthful hands, regardless of the
field they choose to work in, all is lost. Giving them
the correct exposure, experience and knowledge, in
other words the right tools for them to make informed
decisions (when the time comes), is the duty of my
generation. We simply cannot afford to fail.
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TREE-TOP DRAMA:
An Episode from the Western Purple-faced Langur Soap Opera1
Jinie D S Dela
Pictures courtesy of Nadika Hapuarachchi
On January 12th 1987, there was no impending sense
of drama as I positioned myself under a spreading Jak 2
tree where the PT1 group was sleeping (Fig.1, #1). It
was 5.30 am and the sky was still an inky black. I was
eager to see more of Binty’s new pink infant Bo whom
I had glimpsed when I checked their sleeping trees the
previous day. I was also concerned because Whisky,
an adult female in the group, was missing. Stable
purple–faced langur reproductive groups, like the PT1,
are generally closed systems and adult females were
not known to wander off from them. Usually, these
groups have a uni-male structure with a lead adult
male, several adult females and their young (Dela,
1998; Rudran, 1973). Some also have sub-adult males
and females when offspring grow up in the group.

(Dela, 2011). Escalating land prices in the Western
Province, where this langur was once prolific, prompted
people to sell excess land or divide them among the
family (ibid). This meant more houses, and fewer large
trees that provide food for both man and monkey.
There was an increase in monkey-human conflict due
to intense competition for human edible fruit which is
the main dietary item of the WPFL (Dela, 2012).
On that fine January day, however, it seemed
“business as usual”. Banana started his whoop call
“ho ho ho Whoo hu, whoo hu, whoo hu . . .” while
leaping from tree to tree. At 6.00 am I started my
behaviour sampling for the day. I was using the scan
sample technique, which involved scanning all visible
animals in the group during 5 minute periods that
commenced at 15 minute intervals throughout the
day. During these windows of time I would record
the first activity of each visible individual in the group
to last more than 5 seconds. Observations generally
continued till it was dark and the animals had settled
down to sleep.

I had been following western purple-faced langurs
(WPFL) in home gardens and rubber lands from
November 1984 (Dela, 1998). The PT1 group, led by
adult male Banana, was my favourite. Little did I dream
then that these langurs would be listed, one day, as
one of the 25 most threatened primates in the world
(Dela and Rowe, 2006) because they were, then, quite
abundant. Problems started cropping up when canopy
cover in home gardens, which form the main habitat of
this langur, started to diminish rapidly in size and quality

The Dynamics of Groups
When I first started following the PT1 group, it was
led by an enormous male I named Pasha (Fig. 2). He
was visibly larger than the others. Pasha was shot
by a householder, and Banana, the subordinate adult
male became the leader, and the group continued as
before. My second study group at Regidale (rubber)

1. Purple faced langurs (Semnopthecus vetulus) are endemic to Sri
Lanka, and found nowhere else in the world.
2. Artocarpus heterophyllus.

75

sleep in the absence of their owners. This results in
violent skirmishes, which can even result in death of
one or more of the protagonists. Adult males in male
bands live peaceably with each other, but are always
on the lookout to attack and evict the lead male of
a reproductive group to take over his adult (and also
sub-adult) females along with their home ranges.
This is called Adult Male Replacement (AMR). If there
are other adult or sub-adult males, and juveniles or
infants of either sex in the reproductive group, they
are attacked by the invading males. Any that fail to
run away are bitten, wounded, and sometimes killed.
Nursing infants that cling to their mothers are usually
bitten and fatally injured.

Estate in Piliyandala, led by adult male Corky, was also
a bi-male group. Travolta (so named because of his
head hair) was peripheral and hardly moved around
with the group. He would, however, join Corky in
chasing out extra-group males that came into view in
the rubber estate, and occasionally fed on a jak fruit
with the group. He suddenly disappeared, 9 months
into my study, although there had been no aggression
from Corky. It was much later, in 2013, from my study
of Brawn’s group at Panadura, that I learnt how groups
become multi-male when sons grew to adulthood.
This brings up the question “why are most WPFL
groups uni-male?”
My own long-term research, and a survey of the
geographic range of the WPFL from 2007-2010,
carried out with Dr. U K G K Padmalal and the Forest
Department, confirmed that in addition to reproductive groups, there are extra-group males living in male
bands (also called bachelor groups), or as male pairs
or lone males. Male bands can have several adult and
sub-adult males as well as juveniles of both sexes.
These groups do not have adult females or infants,
but sometimes have sub-adult females, when the
group’s juvenile females age. Reproductive groups
have well-defined home ranges, of which the whole
or part forms a territory that is defended from others
of its kind by the lead (adult) male. Conversely, male
bands, male pairs or lone males generally do not have
definite home ranges. As a result, they intrude into the
home ranges of reproductive groups to feed, rest and

Once the adult and sub-adult females in a reproductive group are taken over by a male band during AMR,
infighting starts in earnest among the adult males that
collaborated in the takeover. The displaced adult male
of the reproductive group may also make a bid to regain
his females. As a result, the entire process of AMR
can be very quick or prolonged. Sometimes it lasts
as much as one year, with several males taking over
the group for short periods of time till they are evicted
by another (Dela, 1998). Finally, only one invading
adult male will remain with the adult and sub-adult
females of the original group, along with any sub-adult
females that came in with the invaders. When this
happens, the other invading adult and sub-adult
males, and any juveniles in the original male band, will
eventually move out and regroup again. Sometimes
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microflora (ibid). It was, therefore, previously believed
that colobines avoided such fruit which led to acidosis
(Kay and Davies 1994) or ‘bloat’ which could even be
fatal (Bennett, 1983). However, the monkeys I was
observing were frugivores and fed on large quantities of
human edible ripe or ripening fruits with relish, and had
no apparent discomfort. As I watched, LG who never
shared food with other group members jabbed Jami
hard making him scuttle off. Despite such incidents,
the group was very cohesive and there were no serious
attacks on each other that led to injury. Having a
dominance hierarchy also meant fewer squabbles. The
adult male at the top of the hierarchy would feed first
on a jak fruit. This enabled him to quickly get back to
keep watch over the surrounding area, which was vital
to defending his territory and females.

the displaced animals from the reproductive group
will join these male bands, form one of their own, or
become lone males. AMR thus enables purple-faced
langurs to transfer between groups, and this helps to
reduce inbreeding. But why would Whisky, an adult
female, move out of the stable PT1 group? It was a
very cohesive group and had not undergone AMR for
at least seven years, as the PT1 group appeared to be
Banana’s natal group. Had Whisky died or was badly
wounded and could not keep up with the rest of the
group? I was concerned.

Times of aggression
As I moved around to record the activities of the PT1
group that morning, some langurs moved into a kapok
tree to feed on flowers. Jami, a mischievous juvenile
male of about 34 months, and LG the most dominant
adult female in the group’s hierarchy were feeding
on a ripe waraka (jak) fruit. This propensity to feed on
sweet or starchy fleshy ripe or ripening whole fruit was
a new find for colobone monkeys (i.e. of the subfamily
Colobinae) to which the WPFL belongs (Dela, 2012).
Langurs depend on microbial digestion in the foregut
to obtain nutrients and nullify the toxins in ingested
leaves (Bauchop 1978; Chivers 1994, Kay and Davies
1994). Acidic and sugary fruits, however, increase the
acidity in the foregut, making it inhospitable for gut

By 7.15 a.m. the group had progressed to an area
within view of a tarred road that bisected the PT1
group’s home range (Fig.1 #2)). BJ (Banana Junior), a
juvenile male of about 3 years, was taking his turn at
a ripe jackfruit, holding on to it with both hands. Pretty
Farah Fawcet (FF), with wide set large eyes and fluffy
head hair, was nursing Rosy, her first born infant of
five months. It was all very peaceful. Then suddenly
and unexpectedly, Peg (an adult female) attacked
sub-adult female Spade. Peg was grimacing and giving
“ahw” calls usually given when the animals were
disturbed by dogs or something unusual. Spade fled
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occasion Banana and Jan (a neighbouring male) met
head-on at their territorial boundary, apparently accidentally. Both dropped to the ground in one bundle, but
ran off quickly in opposite directions as soon as they
got disentangled. Conversely, Banana’s encounters
with a male band (Thug Group) were very aggressive.
As he was severely outnumbered by the “Thug
group” males, Banana’s strategy was to position his
group at a fair distance, move quietly on the ground
to the tree on which the males were taking a daytime
nap, whoop call and jump on them like a thunder bolt,
and bite whatever piece of anatomy of his protagonists that he came into contact with. As a result, after
a series of initial encounters, the Thug males kept
their distance from Banana, and fled as soon as his
“whoop call” was heard. This difference in the relationship between males of reproductive groups, and
between lead males and male bands / lone males /
male pairs suggests that territorial defense was not
only to safeguard one’s food, but also to safeguard the
integrity of one’s group (Dela, 1998).

across the road giving ‘chi” calls (appeasement calls
given by subordinate animals) followed closely by Peg,
Jami and BJ. A scrimmage followed (Fig.1 #3) with
the attacking animals pulling and jabbing a screaming
Spade. The fight ended quickly, and Spade moved
away from the attackers who returned to their group.
This kind of high intensity attack on a group member
was baffling.
As the day wore on, Banana gave more loud calls than
usual, and another male seemed to be calling in an
area that had hitherto been the PT1 group’s territory
(Figure 1. a). Surprisingly there was no response from
Banana. Usually, intrusions by other WPFL groups into
his territory (if seen) evoked a quick response from
him and the intruders were chased off vigorously.
Territorial defense between reproductive groups
was, however, more ritualistic than aggressive. The
adult male defending a territory would chase off the
intruding group which would flee across the common
territorial boundary. Then both males would call and
display on either side of the territory for some time.
There would be some desultory chasing across the
boundary line if any animal from the other group was
impertinent enough to venture up to the territorial
border. Infants would give open mouthed squeals,
juveniles would be restless, but other group members
would be unperturbed and get on with their various
activities. As a result, reproductive group males hardly
came into physical contact with each other. On one

As the day wore on, there was still no sign of Whisky,
and now Spade too had disappeared. Pinky, Whisky’s
juvenile daughter of 22 months, was giving what I
call “gear” calls sporting a wide open mouth as she
moved up to hug Peg. In the quiet shade of a large
tree, Binty was nursing Bo. Peg moved up and took
over Bo who started high pitched “cheeya cheeya”
whines. Pointy, a juvenile female of about 35 months
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been subordinate to her. All seemed well though,
and Spade kept Bo with her until Binty retrieved the
infant and went on to feed on a ripe jak fruit. Then,
most unexpectedly, at 8.53 am Spade was attacked
by Banana, BJ and Jami, who began to hit her and
pull her fur (Fig.1 #5). Spade gave “cheeya” screams
(distress calls) accompanied by a “fear face” (i.e. wide
open mouth, lips pulled back to expose the teeth). It
was then that I spotted the missing Whisky lurking in
a coconut tree nearby (Fig.1 #6).

rushed up and tried to take Bo, but was rebuffed by
Peg. Pointy, who was a keen baby-sitter, persisted
and finally succeeded in taking the infant away. Bo
was under one month, and her pink skin could be seen
underneath a coat of sparse black fur. As her face had
a distinct purplish tinge, and the extremities of her
fingers and toes were turning black, she was around
3 weeks of age. By one month an infant’s entire skin,
including the face, would turn blackish, and only the
callosities remained pinkish-orange. New infants like
Bo create a lot of excitement as baby sitters strive to
take over the baby from its mother. Juvenile females
of over 2 years and sub-adult females (over 3 years)
are avid baby sitters. Experienced mothers like Peg
are quite rough and make the infants squeal continuously, making me wonder why they took over other
females’ babies at all.

When Spade was attacked, Whisky moved off quickly
in the opposite direction. They ended up at the nearby
Walapola Temple grounds (Fig. 1 #7). Whisky’s strange
behaviour needed investigation. I found her with the
Temple Group (TG)! She appeared well integrated
with group members which comprised an adult male
(Lionel), an adult female and her infant, and a sub-adult
female. What was going on?

An unexpected invasion

As the PT1 group was not contesting the invasion of
the TG into its territory, it appeared that the latter group
had now taken over part of PT1 territory. Previously,
there had been massive tree felling in the most distant
part of the PT1 territory (Area b, Fig 1) which caused
the loss of an enormous Artocarpus nobilis (Wal del)
tree. The entire group would enter it to feed during
the fruiting season. As this species was not found
anywhere else in the home range, I suspect that it was
a key factor for PT1 to maintain that part of the home
range. Once this tree and many others, were felled,

The next morning, by 7.40 a.m., Spade was being
chased off again from the PT1 group (Fig.1 #4). She
came back around 8.26 am, apparently undaunted,
giving appeasement “chi” calls. As she approached
Binty, she started giving loud “gear” calls, but Binty
denied access to Bo. In contrast, Pointy moved up
soon afterwards and was permitted to take Bo away.
Spa followed Pointy giving “chi” and “gear” calls
and managed to take the infant. She was obviously
placating Pointy who, being younger, had earlier
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responded by running in from the rubber land, and sat
(Fig. 1#19) looking across at Ln gnashing his teeth,
moving his jaws laterally, and emitting loud grating
sounds. A little while later Spade crossed over to rest
behind Banana, and the situation suddenly exploded.
Banana commenced a whoop call and rushed at Ln
in flying leaps; Ln fled, with Whisky moving towards
him giving loud “cheeya” screams. After chasing Ln
into the TG territory, Banana moved back to his group.
Almost immediately, Ln slunk back into a tall halmilla
tree (Fig. 1#20). In a nearby tree, Spade and Whisky
were giving loud “gear” screams. Banana emitted
another whoop call and rushed towards Whisky
through the trees, but ignored Spade. Ln, displaying a
slightly open mouth, followed Whisky very closely as
she ran away. Banana then rushed at Ln who fled. As
soon as Banana was back with his group, however, Ln
moved surreptitiously along the ground behind Whisky
who was following Spade through the trees to the PT1
group. Banana immediately chased Spade away and
the PT1 group moved off from the rubber land they had
been occupying (Fig. 1#21). When Spade was with the
PT1 group she would sometimes reach out to touch
her former group mates giving open mouthed “gear”
squeals. However, when Whisky was in sight, such
contact would immediately set off an attack on Spade
by Banana, Peg or BJ, and once even Lilac, singly,
in pairs, or jointly. Whenever Spade was chased off,
Whisky followed by Ln would retreat. Nursing females
Binty, LG and FF never joined the chase.

I never saw the group in that part of the home range,
making it easy for TG to annex it, and to gradually
encroach further into PT1 territory.

Something very odd
By afternoon, Spade was back feeding with the PT1
group (Fig.1#8). Peg, who was feeding on a coconut
shell, picked up from the ground, hit out at Spade who
ducked. Minutes later they hugged. At 5.00 p.m, Peg
was grooming Spade. Grooming is a social activity
which cements bonds within a monkey group and is a
form of tactile communication (Strier, 2007) that gives
much satisfaction to both participants. These incidents
are typical in the daily life of a WPFL group. All seemed
well, and Spade spent the whole day with PT1. At 5.42
p.m. I spotted Whisky across the road (Fig.1 #9), within
sight of the PT1 group. Suddenly, as if on cue, Peg
turned on Spade and chased her off from where the
group was resting (Fig.1 #10). This time Jami joined
the chase. By 5.58 pm Whisky had joined Spade (Fig.1
#11) in a jak tree on the other side of the road and both
were feeding on tender jak leaves.
It was now clear that something very odd was
happening.
On day three we found that Spade had slept apart (Fig.1
#12) from PT1, but was moving towards PT1 by 6.15
am, with Whisky following in her wake, albeit at a fair
distance. Spade was repeatedly chased out by Banana
(Fig.1 #13). Whisky, was not attacked as she looked
towards her former group members (Fig.1 #14) giving
loud “gear” calls, but retreated quickly when Spade
was attacked. This was the first time that Whisky was
seen to move into PT1 territory. It was generally Spade
who moved into the PT1 group, while Whisky and
Lionel (Ln) generally stayed at a distance of at least 30m
from it. Both females moved to the TG which was now
positioned (Fig.1 #15) about 67 m away from the PT1
group. They appeared well integrated with their new
group mates and engaged in grooming the TG females.
Spade grabbed food from the TG sub-adult female,
indicating her dominance. Banana and Ln continued to
whoop display intermittently in their territories.

Crossing boundaries
During the five days of systematic sampling in January
1987, there were ten bouts of harassment directed
at Spade by members of the PT1 group, when she
was part of it or was approaching it. Whisky, who
must have transferred out of PT1 at the same time as
Spade, was clearly visible to the group during seven of
the aggressive interactions directed at Spade. Spade
also had periods of peaceful interactions with the
PT1 group members when she was seen to groom,
embrace, and baby-sit. Whisky was notably not in the
vicinity during these times. On the other hand, such
affiliative interactions ceased abruptly when Whisky
was spotted by the PT1 group, and group members
immediately attacked Spade, chasing and hitting
her and pulling her fur. It was also seen on several
occasions that Ln was following Whisky when she
moved after Spade traveling towards the PT1 group.

By 9.09 Ln had moved to a large tamarind tree (Fig.1
#16) which was previously a valuable food tree for the
PT1 group, but was now clearly annexed by TG. The
PT1 group was resting in the rubber plot in full view of
the other group. Pointy and Pinky moved up to a tree
(Fig.1 #17) close to the tamarind tree where Whisky
and Spade were resting and started giving loud “gear”
calls, peering at their former group mates. PT1 group’s
Lilac (Peg’s 18m juvenile son) and Dimi (LG’s 24m
juvenile daughter) looked on squealing loudly. Finally,
Pointy and Pinky returned to the PT1 group.

It is possible that while the PT1 group members had
no issue with Spade per se, they did not want Whisky
back. Chasing out Spade made Whisky retreat. As Ln
followed Whisky, the attacks on Spade may have been
a strategy to stop Whisky from re-entering the PT1
group, and thereby avoiding closer contact with Ln
which could lead to AMR. A rather aggressive territory
marking by PT1 and TG occurred at a common border

By late afternoon Whisky had followed Spade into PT1
territory (Fig. 1#18). I then saw Ln moving up to them
very quietly across the territorial boundary. Banana
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of fairly recent origin, and the females that entered
new groups were not harassed in them. The females
that transferred ranged from sub-adults to very old
females, but all groups they transferred to were not
female deficient. Thus apparently different reasons
triggered entry of adult and sub-adult females into
stable reproductive groups.

during day 4, when Ln was seen to herd Whisky away
from the PT1 group towards TG. Banana likewise
herded FF towards the PT1 when she moved too
close to the territorial boundary with her infant. While
it was now obvious that Whisky had transferred to TG,
why she kept coming back to the PT1 group was a
mystery? Her daughter Pinky was in PT1, but if she
was the attraction, why had Whisky migrated in the
first place?

A continuing story

Later on as my studies progressed, I was to see
several adult females in my study groups being
subjected to continual harassment by group mates.
In all cases, the harassed females became peripheral
lasting 1 to 4 months, but they re-joined their groups.
In all instances, the harassed females had no nursing
infants at the time. It is possible that Whisky, who
was not nursing at the time, had been subjected to
attack by the PT1 group, became peripheral, and was
annexed by Ln who had encroached into former PT1
territory. We don’t know, however, why adult females
are harassed by group mates. Why Spade migrated
is also puzzling as she evidently wanted to be with
the PT1 group. Was Spade Whisky’s daughter? Was
she hoping to move between both groups? Years
later, I saw a daughter, once she became a sub-adult,
transfer to a group containing her mother. Sub-adult
females enter reproductive groups during AMR, while
juvenile females do not. This may be why Whisky’s
juvenile daughter Pinky stayed behind in the PT1
group, while Spade moved to the Temple Group.

I continued to monitor the PT1 and TG interactions
throughout January 1987, and by the end of the month
they seemed to have settled their boundary disputes.
Whisky and Spade were well integrated into TG by
February. Ln, however, was by then having troubles of
his own as a lone male (DJ) was dogging his group. All
seemed well with Banana and the PT1 group, although
very soon the next episode in their lives was to take a
much more dramatic turn. But that is another story. . .
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THE JEWEL OF ODDUSUDAN
Nishan Fernando
was seated on the sofa in the small living cum dining
room waiting for the cook to lay my breakfast out.
Suddenly, I heard a crash on the window pane and a
brilliant purplish bird crash-landed at my feet! My first
reaction was to jump up and switch off the ceiling fan.
I am thankful I did, since the next moment the little
bird took flight again and landed on one of the dining
chairs. If it had met with the ceiling fan the outcome
could have been very different!

My current responsibilities take me regularly into the
heart of the Vanni1; to the Mullaitivu jungles, a stone’s
throw from the small, sleepy town of Oddusuddan.
This is the midway point on the A34 highway running
east from the A9 at Mankulam and ending up at the
coastal town of Mullaitivu.
Oddusuddan had been a nerve centre of the terrorists
during the 30-year long conflict and is struggling to
come alive after the heavy fighting that took place here
in 2009. I have watched keenly the slow but steady
progress made over the last decade.

The little bird calmly perched on the chair. I was
able to closely examine it and take some very good
photographs, close up, using my mobile phone. I
realized that this was no ordinary bird but a little gem.
The three toes gave it away.

Over the last few years, resettlement has gradually
been taking place. Most of the present settlers are
cattle herders and farmers. Currently, the most
commonly seen pieces of machinery in the area are
Bulldozers. They have been used to clear large tracts
of jungle to be reclaimed for farming. What was once
thick jungle has now been transformed into beautiful
lush green paddy fields, as far as the eye can see.
Others have cleared the jungle to make way for large
pens to hold cattle and goats. During the day, large
herds of cattle graze freely in the shrub jungles.

I remember, from 25 years ago, waiting patiently,
for hours on end, at a waterhole at the Uda Walawe
National Park just to get a glimpse of the Three-toed
Kingfisher. However, I never had any luck.
After the little Kingfisher had gathered its strength it
took flight and landed on the bonnet of my jeep parked
outside. I was then able to get one last photograph, in
good outdoor light, before it took off and flew onto a
tree at the edge of the tank.

A visitor for breakfast

Early references

On my regular visits to Oddusudan I lodge in a small
building located at the end of a short dirt track off the
A34 highway. The building sits almost on the bund
of the ‘Koditankiya Kulam’. This little tank is bounded
by paddy cultivation, except for the southern tip
that extends into the jungle. Although the tank was
neglected for a long time it has now been rehabilitated.
It fills up during the heavy downpours of the North East
monsoon and supplies water for cultivation throughout
most of the dry season. Nevertheless, it does almost
dry up at the end of the drought and then becomes a
sizable watering hole for many animals of the jungle,
including large herds of wild elephants.

Once I returned home, I went to my library to confirm
my sighting and refer up on this little gem. What I found
was most interesting. What I knew as the’ Three Toed
Kingfisher’, for obvious reasons, was also know to
others as the ‘Black Backed Kingfisher’ or the ‘Oriental
Dwarf Kingfisher’. The Sinhalese refer to it as the ‘Ran
Pilihuduwa’ and the Tamils as ‘Sinna Min Kutti’. It is
known to science as ‘Ceyx erithaca erithaca’.
Captain W. Vincent Legge, R.A. a British military officer
stationed in Ceylon from 1868 – 77, and a member
of the British Ornithologists’ Union, writes in his
monumental work ‘A History of the Birds of Ceylon’
Volume I, published in 1880, as follows:

On the morning of 4th May 2018, around 7.30 a.m., I

“Distribution - This diminutive and beautiful little
Kingfisher is the rarest of the indigenous species of the
family in Ceylon, occurring here and there in localities
few and far between throughout the low country, and

1 Editor’s Notes: The Vanni, also spelled Wanni, is the name given
to the mainland area of the Northern Province of Sri Lanka. It
covers the entirety of Mannar, Mullaitivu and Vavuniya Districts,
and most of Kilinochchi District, and has an area of approximately
7, 650 square kilometres (2, 950 sq mi) (Wikipedia)
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Koditankiya Kulam Tank

inhabiting the upland valley of the Mahawelliganga
and its effluents to an elevation of about 2, 000 feet.
I have procured it in forests on the Trincomalie and
Anaradjapura road, near Kanthelai tank, and at Devilane
in the Friars-Hood district. In 1875, while residing at
Hurelle tank, Mr. Cotteril, C.E., met with a little flock
of four, and it has been seen in the Mullaittivu district.
Layard speaks of meeting with it at Galle, Trincomalie,
Anaradjapura, Matale, Puttalam, and Ratnapura.
I closely scrutinized the rocky streams and rivers
during two years’ wanderings in the jungles of the
South-West, but never saw it, nor did I ever encounter
it in any of the humid districts of the island, and am
therefore convinced that it is chiefly to be found in
the dry portions only. It is not uncommon in Dumbara;
but is chiefly located, I imagine, down the valley, from
Kandy towards the bend of the Mahawelliganga.
Mr. Holdsworth “at various times obtained three
specimens, which were killed in the central district;”
and it has been described to me (whether correctly

identified or not I cannot say) as inhabiting the
tributaries of the Kelani in Lower Dickoya…”
“Habits - The Three Toed Kingfisher, which is the
loveliest of all Ceylon birds, is a shy and usually solitary
species, delighting in the gloom of the forest, where
it frequents the edges of tiny brooks and damp of
swampy spots containing small water holes, subsisting
on diminutive fish and small aqueous insects. It is so
small that it is next to impossible for the collector,
however keen eyed he be, to detect it on its little perch
before it is alarmed and takes wing with a shrill piping
note, glancing instantaneously round the nearest tree
to a place of safety. It is consequently very difficult to
procure; but in the evening, just as darkness is setting
in and the jungle becomes gradually enshrouded in
gloom, it becomes restless and noisy, continuing to
whistle and fly from place to place round its diurnal
position until dark, and may then be watched and
easily shot. Unless when breeding it is always found
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Recent references

alone; and though it frequents the banks of streams
and rivers in the jungle, it evidently prefers the interior
of the forest to the vicinity of exposed water. We find
Mr. Inglis noting it, in Cachar, as affecting thick jungle
with small streams running through it; and at Devilane
I procured one of my specimens frequenting the jungle
through which the sluice-stream ran, and rejecting
completely the open water of the tank which abounded
with fish. Mr. Inglis observes that they sit very close,
and that he has more than once attempted to catch
them with his hand. This is the illustration of the many
instances in which the habits of different species vary
entirely according to the district or country that they
inhabit, for, as I have just remarked, this is a very shy
bird in Ceylon. I have been told by the Singhalese
occasionally catch it on the Mahawelliganga, but in
what manner I do not know...”

Mr. K G H Munidasa, in an article to the Sunday Observer
of 25th September 2011 titled ‘Three-toed Kingfisher
- the rarest and a beauty’, writes of records of this
Kingfisher in the Low Country wet zone and a similar
incident to mine where, in 1963, a Three-toed Kingfisher
flew into the sitting room of a home close to his.
Thereafter, Thilo W. Hoffmann, Chair of the Ceylon
Bird Club, wrote in his notes of 1974:
“The colours are far brighter and varied than in Henry’s
plates. The caps are dark plum-purple, the upper back
sapphire-blue, the lower back amethyst, rump pinkish,
the tail orange yellow and the entire front golden
yellow, edge with orange”.
Paradoxically, in ‘A Guide to the Birds of Sri Lanka’
by G. M. Henry, revised and enlarged by Thilo W.
Hoffmann, Deepal Warakagoda and Upali Ekanayake,
and published, in 1998, as the Third Edition:

Almost 75 years later, Planter cum Naturalist G.
M.Henry wrote, in his famous ‘Guide to the Birds
of Ceylon’ published in 1955, and probably the only
comprehensive guide on the Birds of Ceylon for the
next 43 years, as follows:

“The Three-toed Kingfisher is fairly common in even
the wettest parts of the wet zone, especially in and
around Ratnapura”.

“It is mainly a low-country, dry-zone species, but enters
the wet zone in border areas, and ascends the hills in
the north and east of its range to about 2, 000 feet.
It is not common anywhere, and is shy and retiring,
frequenting gloomy recesses in the forested banks of
rivers and small streams.”

In conclusion, I referred to the latest publication ‘Birds of
Sri Lanka an Illustrated Guide’ by Sarath Kotagama and
Gamini Ratnavira, published by the Field Ornithology
Group of Sri Lanka in 2017. In this publication, this little
Kingfisher is listed as a ‘Rare’ breeding resident in Sri
Lanka, found in the Low Country and foothills of the
Wet Zone.

He also writes that when it darts across a sunlit patch
its plumage gleams like a ‘gem’. This probably led to it
being known as the ‘Jewel of the Jungle’.

Stay safe ‘Jewel of Oddusudan’, wherever you be!
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WASGAMUWA NATIONAL PARK - A Significant Contribution
from the Wildlife & Nature Protection Society
Sarath Edussuriya
Terms & designations used in this article are those in usage during the 1980s
It was a bright morning in March of 1980 when
Douglas Ranasinghe and I walked into the office of
Mr. Lyn de Alwis – Director, Wildlife Department. We
laid before him our written request to undertake a
multiple-day excursion on foot, into the Wasgamuwa
Strict Natural Reserve (SNR), and needed his explicit
permission to do so. The Director’s final decision and,
subsequently, his letter of authorization, was for four
(4) from the Society to proceed, under the following
three (3) conditions:

Sudukanda mountain range, lying North to South,
effectively draws water from the clouds and keeps
the multitude of streams alive.
2. The present staff of 1 Ranger, 1 Range Assistant
and 2 Game Guards to safeguard the northern half
of this forest is inadequate.
The staff should be increased to 1 Ranger, 2
Range Assistants and 10 Game Guards. Having
observed indications of poaching activities and the
information gathered about the massacres of our
jungle heritage in the immediate neighbourhood of
the SNR, immediate attention should be given to
increasing the staff.

a. We were to be accompanied by four (04) members
of his staff,
b. A written comprehensive report be submitted to
him within two weeks, and

3. Jeep tracks on the periphery of the SNR, and
through the center, with frequent patrolling in a
jeep, is suggested as an effective deterrent to
poaching.

c. The above report was not to be published until he
had completed taking whatever necessary actions
based on it.

At present, the staff at Angamedilla are experiencing great difficulties without quarters (they are at
the mercy of the villagers against whom they have
to initiate legal action whenever wildlife regulations
are violated). They are also experiencing difficulty
due to lack of transport (they are unable to take
confiscated animal flesh by public transport and
are compelled to walk very long distances with the
culprit, to bring him before the Law. They are also
unable to reach a ‘trouble-spot’ with due speed,
which is essential to apprehend poachers).

Accordingly, a 12-page report together with a map
of the region, roughly tracing the route taken, was
submitted to him.

Observations & Suggestions
(in summary)
1. After an excursion through the Wasgamuwa SNR,
it is our belief that it is superior to both the Yala
and Wilpattu National Parks, in terms of its flora.
Regarding fauna, it is difficult to make an accurate
assessment of the population densities of different
species in an excursion of this nature; but all the
species found in the above-mentioned National
Parks were well represented in Wasgamuwa,
especially the Sloth Bear.

4. The village of Kotawella should be removed from
the Reserve area, in order to have effective control
of the region. This had once been a prosperous
village which has now dwindled to a few families
due to the lack of irrigation facilities and also by the
fact that it is cut off from the neighbouring villages
by the Amban Ganga. It would not be a difficult
task to persuade the balance villagers to leave their
village, provided they are allotted good land, which
is to their satisfaction.

As such, it is imperative that this beautiful forest
be preserved at all cost. The natural boundaries
– Mahaweli, Amban and Kalu Gangas1 – are very
effective. It was quite evident that the barrier

In 1984, the Wasgamuwa SNR was declared a
National Park.

1 Editor’s Note: Rivers
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Heavy machinery used in logging the Sinharaja forest from 1970 - 1977

SINHARAJA: From a Timber Reserve to a Biological
Treasure Trove but What Next?
Savitri Gunatilleke & Nimal Gunatilleke,
Professors Emeriti, University of Peradeniya.
The infamous ‘mechanized logging project of Sinharaja’
is well-documented in the annals of history. The role of
the environmentally-conscious public in campaigning
for the discontinuation of this ill-conceived project is
hailed as one of the major successes of the politicoenvironmental movements of the day. It is heartening
to note that the momentum generated from resisting
this abominable fiasco is sustained even today, though
with varying degree of success.

brief, from extracts of the ‘Report of the Committee
of Inquiry on the establishment of the wood working
complex and the proposals to exploit Sinharaja forest’
prepared by a five member committee headed by
Member of Parliament, the Hon. George Rajapaksa,
in March 1973. The then Government appointed this
Committee of Inquiry in response to the relentless
protests and public outrage over the destruction being
caused to the Sinharaja forest in the name of industrial
development, viz. the provision of tea chests for
packaging tea for the export market.

The conservation scientists who entered this scene of
‘saving, studying and wisely using’ the elements of this
rich repository of biological wealth have, over the years,
unearthed some of the hidden treasures, of global
significance, underpinning the conservation value of
Sinharaja and of the surrounding relic forests of South
West Sri Lanka. In this era of molecular biology, these
rainforests provide one of the most outstanding regions
for studying the process of biological evolution.

In 1966, the Ceylon Plywood Corporation submitted
a proposal to the Government to expand the plywood
industry in order to be self-sufficient in tea chests
to supplement what was being produced at the
Gintota Plywood Factory with timber coming from
the Kannneliya – Nakiyadeniya - Dediyagala group of
forests. This original proposal, to establish a second
plywood factory to achieve self-sufficiency in tea
chests, was a modest one and estimated to cost Rs.
10 million.

However, on the downside, the threats to the survival
of Sinharaja and the other rainforests of Sri Lanka are
continuously raising their ugly heads, suggesting the
need for constant vigilance. Herein we provide a narrative
of several threats faced by Sinharaja and other lowland
rainforests in the past, and highlight the role played
by the environmentally-alert public, on each occasion,
with the support from the scientific community, for the
successful alleviation of some of them.

The then chairman of the Ceylon Plywoods Corporation
suggested that the second factory be established in
Kosgama, Avissawella, as it was closer to the forest
areas in the Sabaragamuwa province and to extract
timber from the Sinharaja group of forests (Morapitiya,
Runakanda, Delgoda and Sinharaja) totaling 17, 400
ha. A significant feature of the project, as noted by
the Rajapaksa Commission of Inquiry, was the gradual
increase in its size and consequently, the accompanying cost escalations during the planning stages
between 1966 and 1969. Based on the evidence

1. Sinharaja Mechanized Logging
Project:
A summary of events that led to the establishment
and eventual suspension of the operations of the
Sinharaja mechanized logging project is given, in
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received, the Committee highlighted several negative
impacts, a brief summary of which are given below:

scientific study and that logging in Sinharaja should
be suspended forthwith. The Rajapaksa Commission,
having considered the opinions of scientists, forestry
experts and environmentalists, finally recommended
that 4, 200 acres of forest be set apart for conservation, one block in each of the Western and Eastern
sides of Sinharaja.

i. Gross over-estimation of sustainably harvestable
timber potential from Sinharaja group of forests:
If this figure was used for the extraction of timber,
as proposed, it would have led to logging out the
forest over a period of 11 years.

In 1977, the Prime Minister of the newly elected
government immediately suspended logging in
Sinharaja. Sending a message to the first Sinharaja
Conservation Management Plan in 1986, the then
President of Sri Lanka, H.E. J. R. Jayewardene, said
inter alia the following:

ii. The project cost escalated well beyond
sustainable levels: The original modest proposal
to establish a second plywood factory, with
easier access to the forests in Sabaragamuwa,
grew in stages from Rs. 10 million to a massive
woodworking complex involving an investment of
Rs. 125 million, together with a further investment
of Rs. 75 million for ancillary services associated
with the mechanized extraction and transportation
of timber to the Kosgama woodworking complex.

“When I took office in 1977, the local scientific
community and the conservation groups made
representations to me to ban the logging operations
in Sinharaja forest. In spite of our commitments
to growth and development, my government
immediately responded to the call. I am proud to be
a part of an effort so involved in the protection of this
unique forest. It is important that the uniqueness
of Sinharaja is made known to all sections of the
general public, so that it will be accepted as a
National Treasure and conserved for posterity”.

iii. Insignificant benefit to the local people: The
environmentally-conscious NGOs, academics, and
religious dignitaries of the region made repeated
representations on the lack of any significant benefit
to the livelihoods of the local people, and their
environment, resulting from logging operations in
the shorter, as well as longer, time frame.

The unwavering stand taken by the WNPS, along with
other like-minded environmental groups and religious
leaders, should be appreciated by everyone for their
far-sighted approach in campaigning for the total
suspension of logging, and for conserving the entire
extent of the Sinharaja forest.

iv. Excessive environmental damage: In order to
speed up the supply of timber from the most
inaccessible areas of the Sinharaja group of
rainforests, and to meet the voracious appetite
of the hugely expanded Kosgama woodworking
complex, the project proponents recommended
mechanized logging using heavy machinery. These
machines had never been tested for their suitability
for using in the ‘ridge-slope-valley’ landscape of
the rainforests of Sri Lanka, which receives over 2,
500mm of mean annual rainfall.

In 1978, the Sinharaja Forest was declared an International Biosphere Reserve (IBR). To further strengthen
the legal infrastructure for its conservation, a new
law, the National Heritage Wilderness Area Act, was
passed by the Government and Sinharaja was the first
forest in the country to be included in this category
of conservation forest. Subsequently, in 1989, a
conservation plan based on scientific and sociological
research was prepared. That same year Sinharaja was
listed as the first natural World Heritage Site (WHS) in
Sri Lanka.

The Forest Department had been coerced into agreeing
to the proposed logging plan. They however suggested,
from a conservation point of view, that an adequate
representative sample of unlogged forest be set
apart, in perpetuity, under the International Biological
Programme of UNESCO, to preserve a sample of the
natural ecosystem of this primeval forest.

Today, the Sinharaja IBR and WHS is one of the most
popular destinations for local and foreign visitors and,
equally importantly, an excellent outdoor laboratory
for conservation science for schoolchildren, university
students and naturalists. Since 2015, the annual
income from the entrance fees collected at the two
entry points, in Kudawa and Pitadeniya, has been over
Rs. 8 million a year.

The Rajapaksa Commission had expressed serious
concerns over environmental impacts from logging
using heavy machinery and, in 1972, recommended
the suspension of logging in Sinharaja. Alternatively,
they suggested relocating the mechanized logging to
the Morapitiya – Runakanda - Delgoda group of forests,
to first estimate the extent of damage caused by heavy
machinery to the fragile lowland rain forest ecosystem,
before venturing deeper into the Sinharaja forest.

After the ban of logging in natural forests, the giant
woodworking complex in Kosgama became a
loss-making enterprise, and was handed over to the
armed forces for their use. As fate would have it, in
2016, the entire complex was destroyed by a massive
explosion, ending this sad chapter of logging in the
Sinharaja group of forests.

The Wildlife and Nature Protection Society (WNPS)
was represented at the commission by Messrs. Thilo
Hoffman, I. R. de Silva, S. A. I. Elapatha, S. Rajendran
and Ms. Leela Peiris. They emphasized that the whole
of Sinharaja should be set apart for the purpose of
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2. The Forestry Master Plan for
Sri Lanka 1986

i) Bambarabotuwa, ii) forests of the central highlands,
iii) Gilimale and Eratne, iv) Kanneliya – Nakiyadeniya –
Dediyagala (KDN), v) Sinharaja and vi) Pedro (all in the
wet zone); vii) Knuckles / Wasgomuwa (in the intermediate zone); and viii) Ruhuna / Yala (in the dry zone).
The comprehensive picture of natural terrestrial biodiversity that has emerged through the NCR provides
valuable information for planning an optimal network
of protected areas.

The Forest Resources Development Project, funded
by the IDA and FINNIDA from 1983 – 1988, prepared
a Forestry Sector Master Plan for Sri Lanka. This
integrated Forestry Master Plan (a main report and 10
annexures) was drawn up to meet future demand for
timber. It proposed major policy changes in the forestry
sector development, from a hitherto conservationoriented one to a more consumer-oriented and profitdriven policy. This was to meet a short-term timber
demand through attracting foreign investment for
intensive logging of 119,000 ha of lowland rain forests
(excluding protected forests like Sinharaja). However,
these 33 forest reserves in the lowland wet zone are
also among the biologically richest areas of the island.
Once again, this came up for heavy criticism from the
environmentally-mindful public and local scientists alike.

In 1996, a new Forestry Sector Master Plan, in
sharp contrast to the earlier Master Plan of 1986,
was developed with special emphasis on biodiversity conservation, both in the forest and wildlife
sub-sectors.

3. Road through eastern Sinharaja
The landscape of Eastern Sinharaja, with a mosaic of
mature and regenerating forests, interspersed with
grasslands, encompasses about 1,000 ha of Land
Reform Commission administered land. The area
serves as an important corridor facilitating movement
of animals between two parallel mountain ranges viz.
Eastern Sinharaja and the Beralagala – Handapan-ella
range.

According to the report, logging was proposed in the
name of ‘Scientific Forest Management’, over a felling
cycle of 30 years, after which the whole 119,000 ha
would be ready for sustained yield management.
Similarly, the Master Plan proposed timber harvesting
from the dry zone forests, including the jungle
corridors, to meet the immediate demand for timber
and firewood. It also proposed that, in the meantime,
an aggressive replanting programme, with fast
growing species, be undertaken to meet the demand
after the first felling cycle.

This cloud forest area is the only home in the world
for at least 12 Endangered and Critically Endangered
animal species. It also provides critical habitats for a
total of 30 animal species deemed to be threatened
with extinction, as per the IUCN Red List. A large
number of plant species endemic to Sri Lanka are also
found in this area. Had the proposed road become a
reality, the small-holder tea cultivation and cardamom
cultivation under the forest canopies would have
expanded at a rapid rate from their current level.
Cardamom curing facilities were already established
at the Suriyakanda end of the road trace. There is also
a possibility of unplanned ecotourism development in
this aesthetically beautiful area of panoramic views.

In response to repeated public agitation, the World
Bank requested the World Conservation Union (IUCN)
to review the Plan with respect to its environmental
and biological consequences. The IUCN (FSDP-EMC,
1989) accepted the views expressed by environmentalists and scientists, and recommended an immediate
moratorium on further selective logging in natural
forests or their conversion to any other land use, until
the forests were evaluated and classified according
to their conservation value in maintaining biological
diversity and environmental stability.

Eastern Sinharaja is a ‘hotspot within a hotspot’ of
biodiversity and ecosystem services, and it and the
remaining forest areas have been recommended
for conservation. Based on a Presidential directive
issued on 10 August 2001, all state forests bordering
Sinharaja, Knuckles, the Sri Pada Range and Kanneliya
– Nakiyadeniya – Dediyagala (KDN) have apparently
been vested with the Forest Department. Another
Presidential directive, based on a report by a Cabinet
appointed committee, had been issued to investigate
the lands released between 2002.01.01 to 2004.03.01
by the Land Reform Commission. In July 2004, this
committee recommended to the then Cabinet the
acquisition of 16 forested properties, totaling 2, 488ha
in the Ratnapura, Galle and Matara Districts (PS/
CS/26/2004 [dated 22 July 2004]).

This was carried out under the IUCN/WCMC/FAO
project titled ‘Designing an optimum protected areas
system for Sri Lanka’s natural forests’. It is one of the
most comprehensive biodiversity and environmental
surveys done in Forest Department managed forests
in Sri Lanka. It was later extended to the Wildlife
Conservation managed forests as biodiversity baseline
surveys in the major wildlife reserves.
This project, commonly known as the National Conservation Review (NCR), identified the wet zone forests
as the most important in terms of biodiversity, soil and
water conservation. As regards the biodiversity, the
survey revealed that 79% of the woody plant diversity,
88% of endemic woody plant diversity, 83% of faunal
diversity, and 85% of endemic faunal diversity are
represented in just eight units of contiguous forests:

Those that are of immediate relevance to this
‘road ssue’ in the eastern Sinharaja range are Illimbe91

4. Restoration of the logging road in
NW Sinharaja

kanda (567 ha), Morningside (55ha), Aberfoyle Estate
(191 ha), Hayes Estate (137 ha) and the Gongala area
(138 ha), a total of 1, 088 ha. On 22 July 2009, a further
Cabinet decision was evidently made confirming the
2004 decision. Two Presidential directives, a Prime
Minister’s directive and at least two Cabinet decisions
to acquire these lands, as vested with the LRC, have
been given. Despite all this, and a lapse of ten years,
none of these lands have been acquired.
In the meantime, in 2011, a new project came to public
notice, a new road being cut on the eastern sector
of the Sinharaja range, from Illimbekanda to Sooriyakanda, to join the villages in the Kalawana Pradeshiya
Sabha with those of Kolonne. Unlike the western
sector of Sinharaja, its eastern counterpart, with all
its aesthetic beauty and charm, has been neglected
for a long time by the conservation agencies as well
as scientists, although the biodiversity of this area
could be as rich as that of the lowland western sector,
if not richer, based on recent studies particularly of
amphibians, reptiles, etc.
As with previous instances, relentless public outrage
against this road compelled the then Minister of
Environment to appoint yet another committee to
advise him on the road and its potential threat to the
Sinharaja Natural World Heritage Site. On the recommendations of this report, submitted through the Chair
of the Central Environmental Agency of Sri Lanka,
the road project was suspended and conservation
measures were advocated.

The road used by permitted vehicles, and thousands of visitors on
foot, to the NW entrance of the Sinharaja forest
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Currently (mid-2019), the former logging road from the
Dorana Ela ticketing office of the Forest Department
to the Sinharaja North-western entrance, about 1.5 km
length, is being repaired. This road had deteriorated
badly owing to soil erosion resulting from its poor
management and a recent earthslip. It is now being
renovated under the Ecosystem Conservation and
Management Project (ESCAMP) of the Ministry of
Mahaweli Development and Environment. This, too,
did not escape public scrutiny and was highlighted in
the news media, and even debated in Parliament.

However, the economic cost involved in the renovation
of this road is extremely high. This is a concern of
the local villagers living in the transition zone of the
Sinharaja IBR. If the alternative village road to the
Sinharaja NW entrance could be developed, as well, in
consultation with the Kalawana Pradeshiya Sabha, then
the true spirit of the Man and the Biosphere reserve
is sustained. The conservation of a Biosphere Reserve
and a World Heritage Site should go hand in hand
with sustainable development and improvement in
the livelihood of the surrounding village communities.
One of the serious omissions of the ESCAMP Project
is that consultation with local communities in the
immediate neighborhood of the forest, with regard to
their aspirations, has been inadequate for this ‘model
biosphere reserve’.

Among the major concerns raised by the NGOs and the
media was that it is an 8 - 20 foot wide road allegedly
being built illegally within a World Heritage Site which
could, in future, be opened up for vehicular traffic into
the forest, with negative environmental impacts.
An independent report on the renovations being done
by the Forest Department has been prepared. This
report states that it is not a new road, but an existing
one being repaired for the convenience of thousands
of visitors, including schoolchildren, walking at times in
adverse weather conditions. As some parts of this road
have already been widened using concrete and culverts,
in early 2000, the disturbance to the flora and fauna
on either side of the road from the current renovation
would be minimal. The environmental damage from
this current road repair would not be as significant as
in the case of Eastern Sinharaja road project which was
halted due to strong public remonstration.

5. Mini-hydro projects in the
neighborhood of Sinharaja Forest
In Sri Lanka, about 600 stream sites have been
identified as potential mini-hydro plant sites by the
Sustainable Energy Development Authority, and
128 plants are already in operation. Most of them
are located in environmentally sensitive areas. The
Koskulana Mini Hydropower Project, located in the
northern buffer zone of the Sinharaja World Heritage
Site, has the capacity to generate up to 600kw of
energy by harnessing the Koskulana River. This
mini-hydro project generates only a small amount of
power (< 1 MW), while considerably damaging the
eco-system and the environment.
Anda-Dola, a tributary of the Gin Ganga, in the Neluwa
Divisional Secretariat of the Galle District, is yet
another victim of the rapidly multiplying mini-hydro
projects throughout the wet zone of Sri Lanka. It is
reported that the weir and a 2.5km section of penstock
(concrete channel) has been constructed within the
Dellawa rainforest, which is ecologically a part of the

Stretches of the same road repaired in the early 2000 (above), and
the clearing for paving the remainder in 2019 (below).

Koskulana mini hydro project in the making
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are minimal, but the damage to the aquatic flora
and fauna in the zone of influence would be at a
maximum. Now that low-cost solar power alternatives are available for generating electricity, particularly during these dry spells, such projects need to
be encouraged instead of increasing these costly,
destructive mini-hydro alternatives.

6. Illegal Collecting of Forest Resources
n
n
l

Sinharaja National Heritage Wilderness Area
Sustainable Energy Authority Approved Mini Hydro areas
Villages and towns along southern border of Sinharaja
Major rivers

Illegally collected biological material From Sunday Observer, 24 March 2019

A recent detection (February 2019) of several
Slovakian Nationals near the Kudawa entrance of
Sinharaja, with a large haul of illegally collected dead
and live insects, plants and seeds in their possession,
and their subsequent production in the Courts,
resulted from a public-spirited local naturalist alerting
Forest Department officials of the activities of these
professional, illegal collectors of biological material of
potential scientific, hence economic value.

Sinharaja Rainforest Complex. Due to construction
happening within the protected forest reserve, and
negligence by the developer, the project is said to be
causing massive environmental destruction affecting
the stream, rainforest, soil and endemic fish in the
region. The mini-hydro project is said to affect a total
of 6.5 km of the Anda-Dola as water is being diverted
from the weir to the powerhouse, several kilometers
away. This will result in the local extinction of many
endemic and endangered fish species.

These biological materials have the potential to develop
novel lead chemicals in medicine, agriculture, horticulture and other industries. Therefore, the threat of
their legal or illegal collection is on the rise. To counter
bio-piracy incidents of this nature, a Material Transfer
Agreement has been introduced. When biological
material is being taken abroad for research purposes, a
material transfer agreement is signed in collaboration
with a local party. This local party signs an agreement
with the Forest Department (FD) or the Department of
Wildlife Conservation (DWC) and remains responsible
for the material taken out of Sri Lanka and any
benefits that may arrive from the collaboration, with
an equitable sharing of such benefits being envisaged.

In the case of run-of-the-river systems, the grave
ecological problem in the construction and operation of
mini-hydropower plants is the cumulative loss of stream
habitats within the entire river watershed as a result
of creating almost dead stream stretches between
the weir and the powerhouse. Some of the major
impacts are i) deforestation, ii) change of water flow,
iii) threat to the flora and fauna within the project area,
iv) disturbance to the sediment flow, and v) disturbance
to the traditional usage of water by local communities.
Compared to the financial investment and environmental cost of a project, the economic returns from
these mini-hydro projects are highly questionable,
especially in view of the extensive damage they do to
the environment. Furthermore, as more low cost and
environmentally feasible alternatives are now available
to generate the same amount of energy, a realistic
cost-benefit analysis internalizing the environmental
cost / benefit should be undertaken before approving
future mini-hydro projects.

7. Unsustainable Harvesting of
Forest Resources
With increasing popularity of herbal products as health
foods, medicine, cosmetics etc., there is a concomitant
pressure in the collection of raw materials from the
wild. Two of the best examples are weniwel geta1 and
walla patta2 which have been collected resulting in the

During periods of extreme drought, the usefulness
of these mini-hydro projects in supplying electricity

1
2
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Editor’s Note: Coscinium fenestratum
Editor’s Note: Gyrinops walla

In the Shorter-Term:
• Strengthening the presence of both Forest and
Wildlife Department officers in strategic locations
in the eastern theater of Sinharaja is absolutely
vital for the conservation of this pristine forest /
grassland landscape; a biological hotspot within a
hotspot.
• The two main access roads, one in NW Sinharaja
in Kudawa and the other in the SE Sinharaja in
Pitadeniya, are grossly inadequate to cater to the
needs of the increasing visitor traffic, currently
over 50, 000 individuals a year, tramping around in
different parts of the forest during the drier months.
Therefore, opening up new access roads in
strategic areas, based on scientific and sociological
studies as well as administratively feasible criteria,
are needed to reduce the impacts of over-visitation
within limited areas of the forest.

A large collection of Weniwel Geta from Warathalgoda forest
near Kukule reservoir area

• As recommended by the NCR, in 1996, the
Sinharaja World Heritage Site along with 13
other neighboring forests, known in the past as
the Sinharaja Adaviya, harbouring a significant
proportion of endemic flora and fauna, need to be
protected as a contiguous forest complex for their
effective conservation. These neighbouring forests
include Ayagama, Delgoda, Dellawa, Delmella
- Yatagampitiya, Diyadawa, Kobahadukanda,
Morapitiya – Runakanda - Neluketiya mukalana,
Warathalgoda, Silverkanda, Handapan-ella, Gongala
and Paragala.

decimation of their populations in the wild. Both these
species could be grown commercially, with relative
ease, as their basic biology and seedling ecology have
been studied. Entrepreneurs with commitment are
needed to develop this as small / medium agricultural
enterprises.

8. Forest ‘die-back’ & climate change
In the Long-term Forest Dynamics Plot study site in
Sinharaja, growth and mortality measurements of
trees, saplings and shrubs (<1cm dbh) were taken, at
regular intervals, over the past 15 years. The results
have revealed that large individuals of Batu Na (Mesua
ferrea) are showing an unusual pattern of ‘die-back’, not
shown by other species in the plot. This phenomenon
has been observed in some other areas of Sinharaja,
as well as in other forests of the wet lowlands.
This is a very serious threat, as revealed by a recent
study in 13 such pan-tropical plots from tropical
America to the Asia Pacific region. This study has
shown that Sinharaja recorded the highest mortality
of large-sized trees, compared to that of all the other
plots examined across the tropics. The main victim
of this is Batu Na, our National Tree. Although no
scientific explanation can be given at this early stage
of detection, one hypothesis that could be forwarded
is that the mature Batu Na trees, restricted as they
are to the micro-habitats of upper slopes, are possibly
more sensitive than other species to subtle changes in
the environment / climate. If that is the case, it could
be an early indicator of such subtle climate changes
that are going on which may have greater impacts in
the longer-term.

What next?
In order to alleviate these threats short-term as well as
long-term strategies are needed.

Remaining forests of the Sinharaja adaviya to be clustered together
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In the Longer-term:

model restoration programmes, while improving the
livelihoods of the local communities through engaging
them in innovative restoration opportunities, should be
the clarion call of the conservation-minded citizenry of
Sri Lanka.

• Expand the Sinharaja Eco-cultural landscape
complex to include the whole of the ‘Sinharaja
Adaviya’ for the conservation of biodiversity,
ecosystem services and the livelihoods of local
people following an ecosystem approach.

A final dedication

• Re-establish the connectivity among these forests,
as far as is feasible, through a ‘socio-ecological
restoration’ approach. The Sinharaja Biosphere
Model has identified a protected core zone, a
buffer zone (in which most of the neighboring
forest reserves and forest plantations are included
and where certain conservation oriented activities
are permitted), and a transition zone (where local
people are encouraged to engage in livelihood
activities that will help to conserve biodiversity
and ecosystem services and generate a steady
income. These include establishment of mixedspecies home gardens, engage in ecotourism
related activities and producing traditional food and
medicinal plant species, organically, in their home
gardens which yield a higher price in the market).

Finally, we would like to end this article with a
photograph of the beautiful Handapan-ella Falls at the
North-Eastern end of the Sinharaja Adaviya, cascading
down the dipterocarp–dominated lower montane
forests and the grasslands of this high elevation
plateau wilderness. Thilo Hoffman, the past President
of the WNPS, probably the first naturalist to climb up
to the Handapan-ella Plains and reach the top of the
falls, wrote an excellent Naturalist’s account about it.
His vivid description of the vegetation of the plains,
and threats to it from local gem prospectors, and of the
conservation value of this unique wilderness unknown
to many a scientists, in an article in the Loris issue of
December 1979 (vol.15[2]), prompted us to investigate
this forest / grassland landscape at an altitude of 1, 200
m. There is a quaking bog in the middle, surrounded
by montane forest vegetation where several
extremely rare animal and plant species have been
discovered. Since then, conservation scientists and
environmentalists alike have repeatedly recommended
that the unique Handapan-ella Plains be annexed to the
greater Sinharaja socio-ecological complex.

• Develop novel marketing strategies, including
appropriate branding, for marketing eco-certified
local products from these areas.
• Scientists and natural resource economists should
work together to economically value the ecosystem
services of these natural forest landscapes so that
the decision makers can have adequate data on
ways to optimize sustainable use of ecosystems.

On the occasion of this 125th year of commemorating
the outstanding services rendered by the Wildlife and
Nature Protection Society to Sri Lanka, we dedicate
this article to the memory of Thilo Hoffman; for his
steadfast leadership and unwavering commitment
in the constant struggle for the conservation of the
biological treasures of Sri Lanka and, above all, for
his indefatigable contribution towards the eventual
suspension of the logging project in Sinharaja - the
Crown Jewel of Sri Lanka’s natural heritage.

• Promote the establishment of ‘land trusts’ with
public - private partnership in order to restore
landscapes that include a mosaic of fragmented
forests, forest plantations, home gardens, tea and
rubber smallholdings, waterways, riverine forests
and wetlands.
• Consider developing innovative models of
‘payment-for ecosystem services schemes’ to
popularize sustainable development programmes
that would provide benefits to both local and
national level stakeholders.

Conclusion
On 1st March 2019, the United Nations General
Assembly declared the decade from 2021 – 2030 as
the UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration. They aim
to massively scale-up the restoration of degraded and
destroyed ecosystems as a proven measure to fight
the climate crisis, and enhance food security, water
supply and biodiversity.
Sri Lanka has pledged to restore about 180, 000ha over
the next three years. In this globally recognized decade
of restoration, the re-establishment of biological
connectivity among the Sinharaja Adaviya group of
forests, through appropriately designed and scaled-up

Handapan-ella falls at the NE end of the Sinharaja range of forests.
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H.EL.P. - Human Elephant Peace
Klaus Reisinger
communities as a nuisance but not necessarily as a
threat. Projects which spell out HEC and introduce it
as a concept to people’s mind, might actually create
the idea of conflict where there was none before.
It might rather aggravate the situation by reducing
villagers’ willingness to accept elephant presence and
justify intolerance in their mind even to the slightest
crop damage. With H.EL.P., we set out to achieve the
exact opposite and promote coexistence.

To live together with any wild animal is a challenge
today, be it wild boar, insects, birds or predators.
Elephants, especially, are a test to this ideal of peace,
not just in Sri Lanka, but elsewhere in Asia and Africa.
The problems and issues are different from country
to country, but there are opportunities to exchange
experiences across country borders and adopt
successful solutions used elsewhere.
Five years ago, we wondered how to help bring about
this dream of Human Elephant Peace and found one
possibility. Education and awareness was where we
thought we could make a difference; we being a team
of filmmakers and a renowned Myanmar conservation specialist. Aung Myo Chit, Director of GBP (Grow
Back for Posterity), a Myanmar NGO specializing in
community conservation projects, and Compass Films
– France, have collaborated over the past 20 years
on a variety of wildlife and elephant films for international audiences. Broadcast worldwide by National
Geographic and countless TV stations, the films
reached millions of people every time. But the entertainment we provided for nature lovers elsewhere
had no impact on realities in Myanmar, where wild
elephant numbers in that same period, between 1995
and 2015, went from an estimated 7 – 9, 000 to 2,
500. Idealists with a cause, for us that was not a satisfactory outcome of our work.

A problem of perception
As in Sri Lanka, in Myanmar thousands of wild elephants
still roam the countryside outside of national parks. In
many rural areas, wild elephants and villagers live as
close neighbours. Agricultural expansion and encroachment, with new farmers settling in wild elephant
habitat, has created friction. Habitat fragmentation
and loss, due to the construction of dams, reservoirs
and development projects, like rubber and sugar cane
plantations, have further amplified the issue. Dozens
of people are killed, each year, by wild elephants and
over 100 elephants die in retaliation. Many of the
farmers, who settle in those “frontier” regions, have
no previous experience with living in close vicinity to
wild elephants. They feel vulnerable and their attitude
is one of fear, hatred and animosity against what they
see as invading thieves and killers who they feel should
best go away or disappear altogether.

So we developed a strategy which took into consideration our combined professional capacities to help
improve the life of people and wild elephants alike,
and H.EL.P. (Human Elephant Peace) came to be.
Peace and coexistence was our focus, as a countercurrent to the usual HEC (Human Elephant Conflict)
catchphrase used the world over in conservation.
Often, it seemed, elephants were perceived by local

Knowledge allows the villager to judge a specific
threat and react more appropriately and effectively to
a given danger, rather than panic, as is often the case.
A basic set of survival skills and increased knowledge
about elephant behaviour can help reduce the danger
to themselves, their crops, their homes and to
the elephants.
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are captured are rarely ever the raiders, but rather
young individuals, which play no significant role in
the conflict. Farmers often lack the ability to make
the distinction between family groups and individual
males, causing people to react with panic and force
towards all elephants. Often they risk their lives facing
off with a male in musth, when it would be better to
use a different strategy, or just try and be safe. Unlike
Sri Lanka, in Myanmar, electric fencing has not been
employed on any viable scale so far.

Farmers and local specialists report that elephant
groups appear to have actually increased in size.
Apparently, what once used to be individual smaller
groups spread out over a wider area, have bunched
together, as their habitat has become fragmented.
In addition, intensive timber extraction leaves behind
treeless scrubland. That land is coveted not only by
villagers, but paradoxically also by elephants, which
actually reproduce well and flourish in such secondary
growth of bamboo and brush, more so than in high
canopy forest, as it often provides more abundant
varieties of food. In the opinion of farmers, total wild
elephant numbers in conflict areas barely decline,
despite government-sanctioned capture and transfer
of conflict elephants into captivity, a practice that
was put on hold in 2012 - 2013. Deadly accidents and
elephant poaching are reported regularly from conflict
areas and total elephant numbers dropped by 2/3rd in
less than 15 years.

Education and understanding
Today, Education is one of the most promising and
immediately effective paths to help mitigate the
problem of human - elephant conflict. It provides
farmers with the skills to live safer in the vicinity of
wild elephants and it provides them with suggestions
on how to protect their homes and property and the
“do and don’ts”, when they encounter elephants.
For them it is truly a life and death question. Even
basic knowledge about elephants and their behaviour
is largely non-existent among farmers in Myanmar.
Since the farmers moved into the forest, they have to
learn to accept the reality that the elephants are not
going anywhere anytime soon, and they need to live
together. The result of an educational campaign is not
only an improvement in the lives of the people but also
translates into fewer retaliation killings and reduced
pressure on the wild elephants through improved
acceptance of coexistence.

An escalation of the problem
One of the main problems is a rapid escalation in the
numbers and the intensity of the conflicts. Farmers are
scared and become more and more violent towards
elephants. As a direct consequence of the farmer’s
behaviour, elephants get more stressed as they are
constantly chased and they become increasingly
aggressive until they start killing people.
Currently, the main conflict management strategy
is elephant drives. This is only temporarily effective.
Eventually, problem elephants are captured and
trained as work animals. However, the elephants that

For the H.EL.P campaign we combined expert advice
from local and international specialists, who spent
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Smithsonian Institution, who collar and track wild
conflict elephants, identify rogue individuals and test
electric seasonal fencing of crops, as used successfully in Sri Lanka.

their entire life around elephants and share their
experience and knowledge with vulnerable farmers. In
close cooperation with the Smithsonian Institution USA, the Centre for Conservation & Reasearch - Sri
Lanka, local specialists in Myanmar and knowledgeable villagers, we developed a highly efficient state-ofthe-art educational campaign, making use of national
radio, TV, local newspapers to reach the general
public, and specially trained outreach teams to bring
life-saving safety recommendations directly to villages
and schools in the “conflict” areas.

Safety and mitigation: To develop a coherent and
valid set of safety messages, we conducted interviews
with the aforementioned specialists to identify which
kind of advice they would give to farmers on how
to behave and what to do when wild elephants are
nearby. We cross-referenced all the sources and
compiled their suggestions to draw up a list of “advice
from the experts”, which was verified and approved
to assure a full consensus on the messages passed
on to the villagers.

During the first year, we conducted the research
needed to define the safety messages. We
interviewed the specialists, developed the educational
content and produced the support materials. We
consulted with a panel of organizations to integrate
the latest scientific achievements into the educational
messages. Based on this set of practically useful
information we produced, in the Myanmar language, a
30-minute educational film, a series of short 3-minute
educational TV spots, and designed an educational kit
which includes a booklet, DVD, poster and a social
board game about elephants.

The issues we addressed were:
• Elephant poaching carries a prison sentence of 7 10 years, do not kill elephants
• The authorities are patrolling the forest, comply with
their suggestions and help them protect your forest
• Build a safe tree house to keep your entire family
from harm
• Store as little food in your house, as possible, keep
it in a safe ‘out-of-reach’ place to avoid damage
by elephants; use a tree platform or safe storage
location.

In the second year, we started the outreach campaign
to bring these lifesaving messages to the villagers in
elephant conflict areas, and the presentations are still
ongoing today. Our team conducts conferences and
film projections in schools, for children, community
centers, and for adults, distributing the support materials
each time. Simultaneously, we complemented the
community activity by a broadcast campaign on TV,
and select print and electronic media with a strong
rural following. With the increase in human - elephant
conflict over the last few years, there has been
increasing interest by the Government departments
and NGOs to request presentations in new affected
areas, and the support materials are made available in
digital form for free duplication and distribution at cost.
Fauna & Flora International (FFI), the Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS), Friends of Wildlife (FOW) and
the Myanmar Forest Department (FD) have all started
to collaborate with the H.EL.P. Team. Our geographic
target areas are the flashpoints of human-elephant
conflict.

• You cannot outrun an elephant.
• Avoid venturing out carelessly in elephant country,
or when drunk, at dawn or at night.
• Use monastery loudspeakers to announce elephant
presence in the vicinity, or any other means of
communications.
• Elephants are a national heritage and need to be
protected as a national treasure.
• Follow the advice of government authorities and
NGOs; they are there to help.
• Do not use DEADLY 220 AC current on improvised
electric fences; consult a specialist.
• Elephants are a resource for tourism and we can
benefit of their presence.
• Single males are more dangerous than wild female
herds with babies.
Most of the conservation strategies and advice we
retained come from local experts and villagers who,
through trial and error, had come up with working
solutions. People are often more receptive to messages
coming from their own fellow citizens rather than
foreigners or an international institution. We focus on
practical knowledge that can be implemented at no - to
very little cost and any advice given needs to benefit
both humans and elephants. The basic notions each
elephant specialist underlined in the interviews were:
“…use your brain and knowledge in your favour and
plan ahead. “

The educational films, shown in conferences,
distributed on DVD and broadcast on TV, turned out to
be the single most effective communications tool to
reach the hearts and minds of villagers.

Making scientific research results
accessible to villagers
Usually it can take years for scientific studies to
have a direct impact. To reduce this delay we
closely collaborate with scientists, primarily from the
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Cultural adaptation
The villagers we were trying to reach live a traditional
life. Therefore, we had to adapt to their values and
cultural sensitivities to achieve a positive reception and
acceptance. Local music is an integral part of Myanmar
culture. Therefore, we chose a well-known folk song,
praising nature and countryside, which everybody
recognize as the signature song for all our videos. In
Myanmar, people like funny, sketch-like scenarios, so
we used that approach to get our life-saving messages
across, with a laugh. Images of wild elephants
fascinate village people. They never ever get a chance
to calmly observe elephants and they only see them
as an imminent threat, so footage of wild elephants
played a central role to hold people’s attention.

A series of short public
announcements
Twelve short films are structured into 3 minute 30
second spots. A 30 minute version was broadcast in
a longer feature slot (and is also available on DVD).
Depending on the key issues in the particular village,
the planned duration of the conference and the type
of audience, a specific selection of short films can be
shown to support an idea and introduce a subject before
the presenter engages with the audience or elaborates
on its more detailed points. This makes the educational
kit extremely versatile and suitable for a variety of applications, and serves to address villagers as much as
decision makers or government representatives.
The use of high quality and durable educational kits,
which are distributed after the lectures, has proven
essential. The kits contain a glossy high quality color
booklet, a DVD with the educational videos, a memory
game for all ages, and a poster for public spaces,
with a uniform content in the local language across all
platforms. Annually, we distribute 10, 000 kits, making
them open source for reproduction by any interested
organization.

Village education

farms and villages for a free screening of the films
with discussion, here reaching out to the adults.
To measure the impact of our efforts, a Smithsonian
developed questionnaire was adapted for the
survey. The following questions were asked:
• Do they think the campaign was useful?
• Did or will they practically apply any of the
suggestions?
• If so, did it work and are they satisfied with the
result?
• Did they share their new knowledge with others?
• How many of the suggestions were new to them?
• What were the most useful ones?
• Do they own a smart phone? (Gauge the potential
for future development of Android applications).

Development of smart phone
applications
At the moment, in Myanmar, smart phone use in
poor rural areas is not common. But cheap telecommunications networks are already offering internet
access in remote areas, and it is just a matter of time
to bring this technology even to the most disadvantaged communities. Even in more developed Sri
Lanka, where internet is available, actual smartphone
use by villagers affected by elephant problems is
low compared to big towns and cities where it has
gone mainstream. We consider developing a simple
Android application, which contains the information
of the safety booklet and integrates the interactivity of the memory game in digital form. A simple
warning function that links application users might be
possible, allowing villagers to warn their neighbours of
approaching wild elephants, at the touch of a button.

Impact of the campaign
After the initial 2-year pilot, funded by US Fish and
Wildlife Asian Elephant Grant and Shared Earth
Foundation, the Darwin Initiative, through Elephant

Aung Myo Chit coordinates the H.EL.P. Education
Team. DVD copies, booklets, posters are handed
out to children and villagers and memory games are
provided to schools and community centers for use
as teaching materials, and given as rewards to game
winners and the most active participants. The goal
is to reach out through the children to their older
sibling, parents and extended families that live in
remote isolated farmhouses and are often the ones
concerned most with wild elephants. Children have
a big influence on the general attitudes of the family
members and spread the information efficiently. The
“take home kit” amplifies this potential.
In the evening, the H.EL.P. Team rents the village DVD
movie stations and invites adults of the surrounding
100

Family UK, in collaboration with WCS, came on
board with funding for an additional three (3) years,
from 2017 till 2020. The village education outreach
programme, originally funded by USFWS and the
Shared Earth Foundation, has become a five (5) year
project. Grow Back for Posterity Myanmar has taken
over the lead and Compass Films provides only help
and assistance for the extension of new educational
segments to update the DVDs and booklets. That
means the project has become a Myanmar initiative,
which was one of our primary goals.
Since 2016, over 36, 000 schoolchildren and villagers
have received direct awareness training. 30,000
educational kits, each including a booklet and DVD
and 24,000 elephant memory games and posters
have been distributed. Indirectly, an estimated 144,
000 people (1:4 ratio) have been reached in three (3)
years of outreach. One of the biggest hurdles was
that the team required more kits for distribution
over and above the 10,000 we were able to produce
annually. We hope to find local Myanmar corporate
sponsors to help in the future but, surprisingly, donor
interest has remained low which leaves this as a
major future challenge.

Building Confidence
When H.EL.P. first started, we discovered that in most
places, no one, not the Government or NGOs, had ever
shown an interest in alleviating the hardship of those
faced by elephant encounters. By the time our team
returned for follow ups, they had gained the trust of
local villagers to such a point that telephone calls kept
coming in, informing the educators about poachers in
the vicinity or the discovery of dead elephants. People
were hesitant to contact the police directly, as they are
summoned for long interviews and are often treated like
suspects rather than law-abiding citizen trying to report
a crime. Our team acted as an intermediary, passing the
information to regional authorities who investigated the
events. Simultaneously, elephants that had been radio
collard by the Smithsonian and Myanmar authorities,
to study their home ranges, started to disappear at

the rate of one every two weeks. In the Ayeyarwady
region, on one occasion, 25 elephants were found
killed for their skin and tusks. Unheard of in the past, in
the past 4 years, the elephant skin trade has become
common and is particularly tragic, as males, females,
adolescents and even babies are killed. Using poison
darts and homemade guns, poachers take down entire
family groups, then roll the skin off the elephants with
surgical precision and export the dried skin and trunk
meat, through intermediaries, to China.
In the past only male tuskers were targeted for ivory,
leaving the female herds unharmed, but this rings in a
new era and a threat of complete extinction. The skin
is used for medicinal purposes, turned into decorative
beads, and used as a decorative textile.
Dozens more elephant deaths were reported, through
the H.EL.P. Team, in other regions. Each incident
was followed up and investigated by the authorities.
However, our educational team found that the official
numbers for poaching were about 1/3rd of their findings.
As a result, a specific anti-poaching campaign was
started, nationwide, by all NGOs working with
elephants in the country. WWF introduced Smart
Patrols and public gatherings and, in July 2017, Grow
Back for Posterity and Compass Films launched an
educational anti-poaching awareness media campaign
as an extension to our education efforts.

Cross Border International Exchange
of Strategies
From 2020, Sri Lanka’s seasonal community based
crop fencing system, as tried and tested by CCRSri Lanka over many years, will be adopted by the
Myanmar authorities. A H.EL.P. seasonal fencing team
will also be set up to give ‘hands on’ training to villagers
and Myanmar government staff. The education team
will move on to new problem areas, while the fencing
team follows up where the education team left off.
With the total absence of linear boundary fences in
Myanmar, this 3-year training programme is aimed at
creating a dedicated Seasonal Fencing Unit within the
Myanmar Forest department, in collaboration with the
Department of Agriculture and General Administration.
After 18 months of discussions, with Sri Lankan
elephant specialists and the Department of Wildlife
Conservation (DWC), agreements were reached to
create H.EL.P. Sri Lanka and adapt the concept to Sri
Lankan realities, in a two year pilot project. Research
and consultations with all Sri Lankan stakeholders are
underway to define key messages.
The main issues to be addressed are:
• Seasonal electric crop fencing
• Electric village community fences
• Maintenance of elephant passages linking fragile
fragmented elephant habitat
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• Personal responsibility and safe behaviour near wild
elephants
• A call to stop the use of hakka patas1 by farmers
• General elephant behaviour and social structure
• Historical Buddhist and cultural heritage of having
wild elephants
• A call to stop elephant translocation drives and
pushing elephants into already overcrowded
elephant areas
• Encourage the continued experimentation and
search for workable peaceful mitigation methods.
This is still a work in progress
We intend to steer people away from those commonly
applied aggressive HEC mitigation methods. In
people’s minds, it is the Wildlife Department’s responsibility if elephants cause damage. We need to change
this perception, as in most cases, it is the people’s
actions that lead to harm. An independent campaign
is most suited to address this urgently needed
attitude change. By empowering the individuals with
knowledge, they will reason differently, with improved
self-reliance and responsibility.
By the end of 2019, after completion of the educational
kits and videos, the H.EL.P. Sri Lanka Educational
Team will start holding village community presentations in the Anuradhapura District to directly support
and prepare them for a village and seasonal fencing
initiative, by the authorities, in specific elephant
problem hot spots. To have a wider reach, presentations will be provided to CBO representatives, who
can share the information with their members, as well
as with regional and national leaders, in one-on-one
presentations.
Beyond the 100 villages, which we plan to visit directly
each year, we will partner local TV broadcasters to
repeatedly air a series of short public announcements
aimed at the wider public, with Sri Lankan personalities
lending their voice to the cause of Human - Elephant
1 Editor’s Note: Explosives hidden in fruit, or other edible items,
that detonate on being bitten into. This rarely kills elephants
(except babies) immediately, but with no jaws and other mouth
parts, they die a slow lingering death of starvation.

Peace. This will increase the interest of lawmakers,
and politicians will be better informed of elephant
issues, creating a win-win situation for all involved.
Leaders will engage more credibly with their constituents, now being able to propose to them sciencebased workable solutions that will directly benefit
them. Elephants will suffer less habitat fragmentation
and aggression towards them.
A long-term perspective is needed to have the
intended impact and bring about changes in attitude.
If we can show success, the project can be extended
for 3 more years and expanded to other areas as well.
In Myanmar, the project is now in its 5th year, and the
next 3-year extension is on the way.

Myanmar’s Silent Forests
Sri Lanka has over 6, 000 wild elephants combined
with a dense 340 people per km² and only a few
hundred captive elephants. In contrast, Myanmar has
an estimated 2, 500 wild elephants for 10 times the
landmass and holds over 5, 000 captive work elephants,
and this with a population density five time less than
Sri Lanka. Despite Myanmar and Sri Lanka being both
fundamentally Buddhist countries, you would expect
general respect for nature. In Myanmar, one can go
for days, even weeks, without seeing even a squirrel
or any extensive varieties of birds. From childhood,
villagers seem to develop a hunter instinct and, armed
with slingshots, wooden crossbows or electric fishing
equipment, hunt anything that walks, crawls, swims
or flies, for a meal or for trade. From insects and
their larvae, to frogs, monitor lizards, snakes, bats,
pangolins, any kind of birds, rodents and mammals, all
the way to elephants, all fall victim to a sharp eye and
a good aim. In the past, Laos was being identified as
a “Silent Forest”, empty of any wildlife, but in the last
20 years many areas of Myanmar have followed suit.
In Sri Lanka, it is a breath of fresh air to see monkeys,
birds, lizards and elephants in large numbers close
to humans, unafraid and mostly left in peace. Some
might be considered a nuisance by people, but they
definitely are a treasure for any visitor…and long may
they remain so.
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The pristine wilderness, the lush green salad bowl,
the soothing misty-veiled tropical green isle, is mostly
gone, in front of our very eyes, over the span of a few
decades. What remains is the junkyard of civilization,
where greed has overshadowed need, where Nature
has not been valued for its services but instead been
raped and tortured and hung by the neck to die – a
painful slow death. Her death comes with a cost for
the greedy who breed in great numbers – twenty one
million, to be exact, according to the Government’s
statistical department. In this lost wilderness,
humanity sickens with diseases that have never been
seen before or rarely heard of in the past. The smartest
brains, unfortunately, are not curing the cause of the
sickness but are busy catering to the needs of the
avaricious, building great roadways and skyscrapers
that bring further suffering to the dying beauty, or
find novel ways of earning a buck out of her for their
patrons. The result is the dusty and polluted coastal
junkyard of humanity – Colombo.

Once a cool polar swamp
In the recent past, urban Colombo used to be a coastal
wetland, almost at sea level, and parts of it still remain
as such e.g. the Muthurajawela and Bolgoda Wetland
Systems that stretch from the Kelani to the Panadura
Rivers. Undisturbed and unpolluted wetlands offer
clean salty water for baby crocodiles, Indian Darters,
Cotton Teal, Little Grebes and others to make it
their homes, while the salinity betrays its ocean and
inland linkages. The sandy earth that goes deep down
to the bedrock, which can be seen in construction
sites excavated for the foundations of skyscrapers,

now a common sight in the city, are another sign of
Colombo’s coastal origin. Mangrove forests at the
edge of water, peat swamps and coastal bogs and the
tropical forests on the higher grounds constituted the
floristic assemblage of Colombo, for over 20 million
years, before they were all hammered out of existence
by urban sprawl.
As a result of the great tectonic movement of the
earth under Colombo, known as the Indian Plate that
holds present India and Sri Lanka, Colombo took a
voyage that few other places in the history of this
planet had done. It travelled with India for a distance of
about 7, 000 kilometers, and settled where it is today,
5, 000 millennia ago. This journey took over a period
of about 70, 000 millennia, a short period in geological
time, from the cool polar latitudes near present-day
Antarctica to the Equator.

Colombo is a very old place
The wildlife of Colombo must have evolved from
temperate or polar forms to tropical coastal forms.
In fact, the wildlife from the then great southern
continent called Gondwanaland, hitched a ride on
this epic voyage across the Indian Ocean, using the
Indian Plate as a raft, and mingled with the wildlife of
the then northern super continent of Laurasia. Both
these ancient continents are no longer, broken into
the smaller present-day ones. As such, one would
expect a northern and southern mixture of wildlife in
Sri Lanka and India, and Colombo too. The millipedes,
centipedes, and leeches of Horana and Kottawa, are of
southern origin whereas pythons, terrestrial tortoises
and the jackal, are of northern origin.
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Birds of Colombo
The majority of Colombo’s birds fall into the category
of breeding residents. Common birds including
the House Crow, Common Mynah, Brahminy Kite,
Red-vented Bulbul and the charismatic Spot-billed
Pelican are examples of them. Some of these resident
breeders not just survive but also thrive in this forsaken
landscape of concrete and pollutants.

Colombo’s epic voyage from polar Antarctica to tropical Asia. The
100 million-year old land masses are depicted in the foreground
with darker shades. The present state of the continents are
depicted in the background with lighter shades. Sri Lanka is
indicated as a red dot and the path of Colombo is marked with an
arrow (Graphics: Indrika Kaggoda-Arachchi)

Ancient Colombo may also have been blessed with
Indian dinosaurs such as Titanosaurus – an 80 foot
long plant eating giant, Indosuchus – medium sized
two-legged predator and even the menacing T. rex
version of the Indian Plate – the 30 foot long Rajasaurus.
Paleontology and molecular based modern phylogenetics are in full agreement that the birds are the
descendants of the great dinosaur lineage. Hence
the 130 or so species of feathered wildlife that call
Colombo their home are what remain of them.
Birds are among the most common and much adored
wildlife in any urban setting. The simple advantage
that flight gives to birds allow them to overcome the
great land-grab of humanity that prevents animals
from entering the vicinity and moving from one site
to another.

Migrants, or winter visitors, are the second type of birds
that inhabit Colombo, though only for a few weeks on
their way to more suitable environs, since Colombo
lies on a major global migratory highway – called the
Central Asian Flyway – that brings birds from Central
Asia and Europe to India and Sri Lanka. They appear
in September and disappear after a few weeks, some
of them reappearing in late March on their way out
to their breeding grounds in the North. The famous
‘Avichchiya’ (Indian Pitta) and the Blue-tailed Bee-eater
are examples. More exotic examples are the Ruddy
Crake and the Golden Oriole seen at the Diyasaru Park
in Thalawathugoda.

Endemics
Endemics are found nowhere else in the world except
on this island, hence they are special. Sri Lanka is
blessed with the highest endemicity of birds in South
Asia; 33 species, and about 100 subspecies, out of
250 or so total resident species found in the island.
This draws bird watchers from all over the World to
this island. Usually, they travel to forests far away
from Colombo, such as Sinharaja, Kithulgala, Horton
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Common endemic birds of Colombo. (A) Sri Lanka Green Pigeon
(B) Ceylon Lorikeet (C) Ceylon Swallow (D) Ceylon Small Barbet
(Photo: A,B,D – Ajith Gamage, C – Nadeeka Hapuarachchi)

Plains and Hakgala, to see them. In the city, however,
the endemics get less attention.
Despite the dust, pollutants and exotic vegetation,
some endemics do manage to live in Colombo. At least
four are seen the year round. The Ceylon Lorikeet,
Ceylon Small Barbet, Sri Lanka Green Pigeon and the
Ceylon Swallow call Colombo home.
Among them the Ceylon Small Barbet, or the Crimsonfronted Barbet, is probably the most common found
near fruiting trees such as Nuga1 and Bo2 in the
Colombo town. The Ceylon Lorikeet needs more
wooded, sugary, sap-rich groves such as Jak3 and
Kithul4 palms. The musical whistle of the Sri Lanka
Green Pigeon is common when Gadumba5 or Kaenda
trees provide its favorite morsels. The Ceylon Swallow
is rare in Colombo, though they can be seen near the
wetlands. A rather surprising endemic is last year’s
appearance of the Ceylon Wood Pigeon, or Lady
Torrington’s Dove, at the Beddagana wetlands. This
is a beauty from the misty mountains; an altitudinal
migrant that only visits the lowlands during the fruiting
season. Colombo is too harsh a place of permanent
residence for this pretty lady.

1
2
3
4
5

Editor’s
Editor’s
Editor’s
Editor’s
Editor’s

Note:
Note:
Note:
Note:
Note:

Banyan Tree (Ficus benghalensis)
Bo Tree (Ficus religiosa)
Artocarpus heterophyllus
Kithul palms (Caryota urens)
Indian Charcoal Tree (Trema orientalis)

A lady from the misty mountains – Ceylon Wood Pigeon (Photo:
Modhitha Kodikara-Arrachchi)

The elusive Red-Faced Malkoha
In its wooded past, Colombo had many endemics.
The Ceylon Jungle fowl, Crested Drongo, Grey
Hornbill, Brown-capped Babbler, Spotted-winged
Thrush, Green-billed Coucal, Ceylon Woodshrike,
Black-capped Bulbul, Layard’s Flameback and Ceylon
Spurfowl are still seen in some remaining patches of
rainforest in the Colombo District. Even in the early
20th century most of these feathered treasures were
found in some of the Colombo suburbs such as Kotte,
and in the Bolgoda system. Sadly, the spread of the
city in the latter half of the century has wiped them
out of Colombo.

A Red-faced Malkoha from the early 19th century Colombo: a
mural of Kandyan era from the Kotte Rajamaha Viharaya (Photo:
Prabashi Wickamasinghe)
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The ancient artists of Kotte have depicted an image of
a Red-Faced Malkoha at the Kotte Rajamaha Viharaya
(Kotte Temple). Did this 19th century artist see this
bird in Kotte or had he seen it somewhere else and
drawn its beauty? To support the former, the late Dr.
E. W. Adhikaram, a famous academic and visionary,
had mentioned to a birder friend of mine that he had
seen Red-faced Malkohas in Nawala during the early
20th century.

New endemics
Despite the dearth of habitat, Colombo is home to
the 34th species of endemic bird of Sri Lanka. Studies
of genes, feather colour, mating preferences and
the stability of hybrid offspring of the Flameback
Woodpeckers of Sri Lanka have revealed that the
Red-backed Woodpecker is one of a kind. An endemic
species unique to the island, it has remained in plain
sight for so many years, until finally recognised for
what it was. For this discovery, the majority of the
genetic material and the observations came from
Colombo, Galle and Kandy – all of which are urban
centers where this bird is common.

A grim future
Colombo is expanding at an ever faster rate and its
suburbs are gradually disappearing. The victim of
this expansion is its natural heritage. This loss in the
balance of nature threatens the further collapse of
the entire system. Evidence for this is popping up
from similar places around the world. Sophisticated

New endemics can still emerge from Colombo – this one emerged
as recent as 2016 (Photo: Sampath Seneviratne)

population viability models suggest that the birds that
are restricted to the protected rainforest patches, that
are marked and kept aside as Forest Reserves in the
Colombo District, have started to slowly die out. The
trend is most alarming for the forest specialists and
endemics, but the city lovers seem to be alright!
This collapse is alarming and it could awake the power
of nature to destroy its destroyer. Climate change has
already challenged humanity across the planet and
this little emerald isle is no exception. However, the
birds, and the other creatures of nature, could save the
day for us by showing us the way forward. If we care,
we must listen to them, because what is happening
to them can happen to us as well. After all, it is not
just about loving nature, it is also about understanding
it and learning to shape our future around it. Urban
wildlife is there to help us, if we care - for ourselves.

Forest birds are disappearing at an alarming rate from the Colombo District: a projection showing that the forest specialists (red line)
will drop steadily while the urban generalists (green line) will stay unchanged over the next 25 years (Graph: Tharindu Premachandra &
Sampath Seneviratne)
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Waturana Swamp Forest

WATURANA: A unique tropical freshwater swamp forest in Sri Lanka
Devaka Weerakoon, MDT Asela, K. Dayanada, T. Muthunayake, N. Peiris and U. Wickramasinghe
Field Ornithology Group of Sri Lanka, Department of Zoology, University of Colombo, Colombo 3
Freshwater swamp forests are forests that are
permanently or seasonally flooded with freshwater.
Such forests occur either in the flood plain of a river or
around a freshwater lake. Such forests can be found
in a range of climatic zones varying from temperate to
tropical areas of the world. Some of the well-known
freshwater swamp forests in the world include, inter
alia, Chao Phraya (Thailand), Sundarbans (Bangladesh
and India), Tonle Sap-Mekong (Cambodia and Vietnam),
Cantao Igapo (Brazil) and Pantanos de Centla (Mexico).

it belongs to the Walauwawatta estate. Much of
this land has been converted to rubber except for an
extent of 12 ha, as this area was not suitable owing
to frequent flooding. This plot of land is, perhaps,
the only remaining forest fragment representing this
unique forest type. Kostamans (1985) called it “the last
vestige of a swamp forest left of this floristic region in
the island”. Waturana is located in the Kalu Ganga river
basin between 735132 N and 409730 E to 731441 N
and 414309 E (IUCN & CEA, 2006).

Based on the available evidence it appears that the
Kalu Ganga basin supported freshwater swamp
forests of which, nearly 90% has been converted to
other land forms such as rubber plantations. Waturana
is also reffered to as Walauwawatta-Waturana, since

Waturana swamp forest came in to prominence
due to the rediscovery of the endemic Dipterocarp,
Stemonoporus moonii (S: Horawal) in the year 1979
(Kostermans and Gunatilleke, 1979), 160 years after it
was originally collected by Moon in 1820. At present,

Map 1. Map illustrating the geographical location of the Waturana
Swamp Forest showing the key administrative boundaries and the
drainage pattern (source Mahavidanage, S. Unpublished)

Map 2. Map illustrating the boundary of the WalauwewattaWaturana Environmental Protection Area by the Central
Environmental Authority (source CEA, 2009)
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Stemonoporus moonii and one other endemic plant
species, Meusa stylosa (S: Suwanda) is naturally
found only in Waturana swamp forest (Gunatilleke et
al., 2008; Kostermans, 1985). In addition to these two
point endemic plant species, few other endemic and
threatened plant species have been recorded in the
Waturana swamp forest.
Despite its floral richness, only a few detailed
vegetation studies have been done on the biodiversity
of this very important forest fragment (CEA, 1994;
Mahavidanage, 2006; Weerakoon et al., 2007;
Weerakoon and Kathriaarachchi, 2008; Weerakoon et
al., 2008;). This paper is based on a study conducted
in 2012 to document the overall biodiversity of the
Waturana Swamp Forest (Weerakoon, 2012).

The Waturana Freshwater Swamp Forest
The Waturana Swamp Forest is located in the wet zone
of Sri Lanka in the Kalutara District. Administratively
it is located within the Bulathsinhala Divisional
Secretary division and Damparadugoda Grama Seveka
Division. The forest is bound in the west by a stream
locally known as the Batapotha Ela, which feeds the
Kudaganga, a tributary of the Kaluganga. The forest
belongs to the southern lowland hills floristic region,
where the natural vegetation can be characterized
as a Dipterocarp-Mesua community (Gunatilleke and
Gunatilleke, 1983).
Geologically, the site comprises of Charnokite,
Quartz Feldspar granulite and Quartzite rocks that
belong to the southwestern Pre-Cambrian group. The
red-yellow podzolic is the main soil group found at the
site while the inundated regions contain alluvial soils.
The site contains a gradually sloping land where the
highest point is approximately 125 m in height. The
area comes under the wet zone of Sri Lanka where
the annual rainfall is around 4, 000 to 5, 000 mm. The
area receives rain throughout the year with a peak rain

season occurring during the southwestern monsoon
and second inter monsoonal period where the low lying
plains are inundated up to 4 m (hence called Waturana
which means occasionally flooded land). The mean
annual temperature is around 27°C while the relative
mean annual humidity ranges between75% to 85%.
The forest is composed of different floral assemblages.
Formation of these floral assemblages is related to
differences in edaphic1 factors. The vegetation in
the low lying areas consists of a freshwater swamp
community while the areas that are not subjected to
innundation comprise of lowland rainforest. The forest
shows a clear stratification where five main strata,
the emergent layer, canopy layer, sub canopy layer,
undergrowth and ground layer can be recognized. The
dominant tree species observed in each strata is given
in Table 1.

Table 1. The dominant tree species observed
in the different strata of the forest
Stratum

Domiant plant species

Emeregent
layer

Mangifera zeylanica, Artocarpus nobilis,
Dipterocarpus hispidus and Xylopia parviflora

Canopy layer

Mesua stylosa, Vateria capellifera, Mesua
thwaitesii, Dillenia retusa and Dillenia triquetra

Sub canopy
layer

Mallotus fuscescens, Margaritaria indicus,
Gardenia crameri, Quassia indica, Humboldtia
laurifolia, Barringtonia racemosa and Garcinia
hermonii

Understorey

Melastoma malabathricum, Osbeckia aspera,
Memecylon clarkeanum, Ochlandra stridula
and vines such as Stemonoporus moonii, and
Ancistrocladus hamatus

Ground layer

Cryptocoryne thwaitesii, Mapania zelanica

1 Editor’s Note: produced by or influenced by the soil
(https://www.google.com/search?client=firefox-b-d&q=edaphic)

The understorey of the swamp forest with sparse vegetation
dominated by Calamus radiates
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Batapotha Ela that makes up a the
western boundary of the site

Flora of Waturana
Waturana supports a rich floral assemblage. Altogether
179 plant species were recorded during the field
survey. The majority of the plant species recorded are
tree species (109) followed by Climbers (32), shrubs
(17), herbs (15) and epiphytes (6). Only a few species
were found in the understorey, which may have been
due to the fact that regular flooding prevents the
growth of herbaceous species. On the other hand, an
unusually high abundance of climbers were observed.
A high level of endemicity (75 species, 42%) was
observed which bears evidence to the importance of
this forest. Also nearly 25% (46 species) of the plant
species recorded at this site are listed as threatened
species (MoE, 2012) while a further 24 species (13.4%)
are listed as Nationally Near Threatened. Only a few
exotic species (10 species) were observed at this site,
which also bears evidence to the fact that this is an
undisturbed habitat at its late successional stage.

The Fauna of Waturana
Waturana also supports a rich faunal assemblage.
Altogether 117 species of fauna were recorded during
the field survey. The faunal assemblage is dominated
by birds (42 species) followed by butterflies (26
species), freshwater fish (16 species), mammals (12
species), reptiles (11 species), dragonflies (8 species)
and amphibians (2 species). As in the case of flora,

a high level of endemicity (27 species, 23%) was
observed among the fauna, which bears evidence to
the importance of this forest patch. Further, nearly 6%
(7 species) of the animal species recorded at this site
are listed as nationally threatened species (MoE, 2012)
while a further 10 species (9%) are listed as Nationally
Near Threatened.

The conservation value of Waturana
Even though Waturana is small in extent (12 ha or 25
acres), its species assemblage clearly indicate that it
serves as an important safe haven for many endemic
and threatened species of Sri Lanka. Some of the
notable species recorded in the site includes the two
nationally critically endangered endemic plant species
Stemonoporus moonii (Hora Wel) and Mesua stylosa
(Suwanda) that are restricted to this small patch of
forest. The population size of both of these plant
species remains low (estimated to be less than 250
plants). In addition, 17 nationally endangered species
were recorded out of which, 14 are endemic to Sri
Lanka. These include a number of rare species such
as Areca concinna (Lenteri puwak), Vatica paludosa
(Mandora) and Drypetes lanceolata. Among the fauna,
the notable species observed include the rare endemic
butterfly, Arhopala ormistoni (Omistron’s Oak Blue),
Loris tardigradus (Red Slender Loris), Channa ara (Giant
Snakehead) and Semnopithecus vetulus (Purple-faced
Leaf Langur).

Other values and uses of Waturana
Apart from the conservation value, there are many other
values of Waturana that include scientific value, as the
site can be used to create awareness for schoolchildren,
as well as for the conduct of research; the swamp
forest also plays an important role in regulating water
quality and quantity; the local community depends on
the site to fulfil their subsistance need such as obtaining

Swamp forest vegetation is dominated by lianas such as this
giant African dream herb, locally called Puswel (Entada rheedi)
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Rare endemic butterfly Arhopala ormistoni
listed as a Critically Endangered species

fuel wood and other non-timber forest products such
as medicianal plants and rubber latex. According to
the findings of the survey out of the 179 plant species
recorded, 48 can be used for medicinal purposes, 16
can be used as food plants, 24 can be used as timber
trees, seven (7) can be used for the preparation of
ornaments and furniture, and three (3) can be used as
ornamental plants.

Measures needed to ensure long-term
conservation
Upon the rediscovery of Stemonoporus moonii (S:
Horawel) in the year 1979, Kostermans directly
wrote to then President of Sri Lanka, the Hon. J. R.
Jayewardene, requesting him to take necessary steps
to declare this unique forest patch as a protected area.
However, this request like many other pleas made
subsequently by leading environmentalist, fell on deaf
ears and much-needed legal protection was not given
to this unique swamp forest. Finally, 30 years after the
discovery of this unique habitat, in 2009, protection
was afforded to part of the swamp forest that
adjoins the Batapotha Ela by declaring this area as an
Environmental Protection Area under the provisions of
the National Environmental Act. This area is called the
“Walawuwewatta Waturana Environmental Protection
Area (EPA)” and covers an extent of 6.2045 hectares.
To this date, no other action has been taken to provide
the required protection for this unique habitat despite
its value as a high biodiversity area.

admitted to removing the critically endangered plant
Stemonoporus moonii, as they were unaware of its
significance. Since the estimated population size of
the two point endemic plant species, Stemonoporus
moonii and Meusa stylosa stands at less than 250
plants each, exploitation of these two plants will
have a significant impact on the survival of these two
species.
Another potential threat to the site is the presence of
alien invasive plant species such as Dillenia suffruticosa
(S: Para), Alstonia macrophylla (S: Havari Nuga), Annona
glabra (S: Wel Atha) and Clidemia hirta (S: Kata-kalu
Bovitiya) in the perimeter of the forest. This is another
major threat as these plant species can rapidly invade
natural habitats and replace native species; as is seen
today in many of the wet zone forest patches. At
present, none of these plant species have reached
invasive status. However, it would be wise to manage
these invasive species at this stage where the threat
posed by them can be easily mitigated.

Additional protection needed

The extent of the site has remained roughly the
same over the years, as it cannot be encroached
on for settlement or cultivation due to its seasonal
flooding. However, the surrounding communities
depend heavily on this site to meet their fuel wood
and medicinal plant needs. Some of the villages have

At present about 25% of the swamp forest patch (an
area with an extent of 6 ha east of the Batapotha ela)
has been declared as the EPA. The forest patch located
west of the Batapotha Ela (the area referred to as the
Honaka Kanda) is also covered with a similar habitat,
although it is more disturbed than the Waturana swamp
forest and therefore, has a lower species diversity
(see table 2). However, this forest patch has similar
habitat characteristics as the Waturana swamp forest
(the Jaccard similiarity coefficent for the two sites is
0.6) and therefore, should be annexed to the current
protected area, if possible, as this would increase its
carrying capcity, as well as its ability to support the
present level of diversity.

Critically Endangered point endemic species
Stemonoporus moonii

Critically Endangered point endemic species
Mesua stylosa
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Table 2. Comparison between the floral
assemblage of Waturana and Honaka Kanda
Vegetation Attribute

Total

Waturana Honaka
Forest
Kanda
Forest

Species richness

179

160

126

Type of plants
Trees
Climbers
Shrubs
Herbs
Epiphytes

109
32
17
15
6

95
31
14
14
6

71
30
12
11
2

Distribution status of plants
Native
Endemic
Exotic

94
75
10

83 (17)
71 (34)
6 (1)

76
42
9

Conservation status of plants
Critically Endangerd
Endangered
Vulnerable
Near Threatened
Least Concern

2
17
27
24
99

2 (1*)
16 (10)
27 (13)
20 (7)
89 (10)

1
7 (1)
14
17 (4)
78 (15)

52

20

Number of species restricted
to the site

of the presence of Hora Wel. However, to date, no
attempt has been made to create awareness among
the local community about the importance of this
site. The local people that took part in the survey
indicated that they have been utilizing the citically
endangered point endemic Hora Wel as they were
unaware of the importance of protecting it. Therefore,
it is recommended that an awareness campaign
be conducted for the local community to get them
actively involved in the protection of the forest.
Further, adequate signage should be displayed around
the site to inform people of the value of this site.

* Stemonoporus moonii was observed only in Waturana forest

Therefore, both sites should be merged and declared
as a protected area under the Forest Ordinance as a
Conservation Forest that would confer the highest
level of protection for the site. The boundaries of the
conservation forest should be clearly marked and
signboards should be placed to indicate its conservation
status. Finally, a Management Plan has to be drawn up
for the protected area to ensure efficent management
of this site. There is adequate data. However, it
should be drawn up with the involvement of the main
stakeholder agencies, the Central Environmental
Authority, Department of Forest Coservation and
Department of Wildlife Conservation, as well as the
local community, and local adminstration, as the
management plan should be acceptable to all of these
parties in order for them to implement it effectively.
A Beat Office, with adequate staff and infrastructure,
should be establsihed to oversee the protection of
this critical forest patch. It is recommended that it
is established in close proximity to the site and be
equipped with a small Visitor Center that can be used
to disseminate information to the visitors that come
to the site. A similar model exists at the BellanwilaAttidiya Sanctuary.

Ensuring the future of Waturana
The local community is aware that the site is important
as many people visit the site, including university
students to conduct studies. They are also aware

The population size of the two point endemic species
Stemonoporus moonii and Meusa stylosa is extremely
low. Of these two species, Stemonoporus moonii is
restricted to the Waturana Forest while Meusa stylosa
was observed in both the Waturana and Honaka
Forests. Therefore, steps should be taken to increase
their population size as well as establish a second
population as a protective measure. The Department
of Botanical Gardens already has a site in Avissawella
that has the necessary habitat requirements.
Therefore, it is recommended that a small number of
seedlings of the two point endemics are transferred to
this site under the supervision of the Department of
Botanical Gardens and a qualified botanist. Further, a
study should be conducted as to how these two plants
can be propagated ex situ so that they can be used
for replanting at other sites, rather than depending
on the original population. Thirdly, a small number of
Stemonoporus moonii should be transferred to the
Honaka site that does not contain the plant but has
suitable habitat. This will increase the population size
of the plant thus increasing its survival potential.
Over the last four decades, on many instances, the
uniqueness and conservation value of the Waturana
Swamp Forest has been publicized (Kostermans
and Gunatilleke 1979; Wijesinghe, 1988; CEA, 1994;
Weerakoon, and Kathriaarachchi, 2008; Weerakoon,
2012). However, adequate measures have not been
taken, thus far, to ensure its long-term conservation
apart from declaring part of the forest as an EPA. It is
hoped that the line agencies that are responsible for
conserving the natural resources of the nation will not
wait until it is too late to take the necessary steps to
further protect this unique habitat.
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LEVERAGING SUSTAINABLE FINANCE FOR
BIODIVERSITY CONSERVATION
Adheesha Perera
Core Group Member, Sri Lanka Banks’ Association’s Sustainable Banking Initiative
From agriculture to real estate, competing interests for
land use and natural resources are posing increased
pressure on the country’s biodiversity and ecosystems,
where short-term expediency and myopia precludes
political and economic actors from considering the
long-term costs and ramifications of disregarding environmental and social risks of their investments.

provide a brief background on the state and evolution
of sustainable finance globally, and in Sri Lanka, and
then explore its potential in relation to biodiversity
conservation in the country.

As financiers on whom business sector and project
proponents rely on to raise financing for these
investments, the financial sector wields a certain
level of influence in helping their clients to consider
long-term impacts on their business of the decisions
and choices they make, and guide them and build
capacity to make sustainable investment decisions.
There is an onus on the financial sector, especially
those that manage the finances of the public, such
as banks and fund managers, to ensure that capital
is directed to investments that make positive impact
on the environment and society, and help to enhance
quality of life and value of wealth over the long-term,
rather than those that stand to erode them. Beyond
this ethical objective, it also makes business sense
for financiers to fund sustainable businesses, as it
reduces credit, the reputational and market risk profile
of their investments, especially in the sense of better
license to operate, resilience and profitability.

Despite the global attention on conserving our
environment, with multilateral agreements being
reached as far back as the UN Conference on the
Human Environment held in Stockholm in 1972, the
integration of sustainability considerations in the
global financial system and architecture has been a
slow journey that only began to come into its own, and
take off, about a decade ago with the increasing body
of knowledge on areas such as climate change, biodiversity and ecosystem services and their impact on
market and corporate performance. Whilst so many
stakeholders have contributed to the advancement of
the field of sustainable finance, the pivotal role played
by the United Nations system and, more recently, by
the G20 at the global policy level, deserves mention
as these policy implications have influenced policy and
market in Sri Lanka.

Globally, the financial sector has taken cognizance
of the important role that sustainable finance could
play and changes are underway in transitioning the
global financial system to this way of operation. In Sri
Lanka too, the national context is evolving, providing
significant potential for those in the fields of biodiversity conservation and environmental stewardship
to remain engaged and leverage sustainable finance
as a force for good. This article, therefore, aims to

Global Policy and the evolving Sustainable
Finance landscape in Sri Lanka

Within the UN system, the World Bank Group and
United Nations Environmental Programme – Financial
Initiative (UNEP-FI) has been working with the
financial sector, over decades, in building capacity in
environmental and social due diligence. In 2006, the
International Finance Corporation (IFC), a member of
the World Bank Group, had established Performance
Standards (policy level guidance since 1998), which
forms the basis of environmental and social risk
management for most financial sector organizations
including many of the banks in Sri Lanka. In 2012,

113

The Diyakothakanda Reforestation Project of the WNPS - supported by corporate and private funding. Pic. courtesy of David Colin Thome.

the IFC launched a Sustainable Banking Network to
promote knowledge sharing on sustainable financing
and Central Banks and Banking Associations were
invited to join as members.
In 2016, the Central Bank of Sri Lanka (CBSL) joined
this IFC led Sustainable Banking Network, wherein it
undertook to develop a National Sustainable Finance
Roadmap for Sri Lanka in 2017. The World Bank
Group and UNEP-FI, in the meanwhile, had released
guidance on a “Roadmap for a Sustainable Financial
System” providing an outlook on a global system with
linkages to a national system. On 10th April 2019, the
Central Bank of Sri Lanka declared Sri Lanka’s National
Sustainable Finance Roadmap, which had been put
together further to consultations with the industry and
it describes multi-stakeholder collaboration involving
money market, capital market, insurance and other
actors required to advance sustainable finance in the
country in the short and long-term (2019 – 2030).
Similarly, in September 2015, the Colombo Stock
Exchange (CSE) obtained membership of the UN
Sustainable Stock Exchanges Initiative and pledged
to improve sustainability performance by encouraging
listed companies to disclose on Environmental, Social
and Governance (ESG) performance, and in considering
the set-up of sustainability indices and listing of green
bonds and sustainable finance securities on the
exchange. In 2018, the CSE introduced “Communicating Sustainability”, a guide for companies on sustainability disclosure and, in 2019, the CSE announced its
plans to launch a sustainability index based on the
Standard and Poor Dow Jones Indices criteria.

The Biofin (in short for Biodiversity Finance) Initiative
promoted by United Nations Development Program
(UNDP) globally is another initiative that has undertaken
significant work in Sri Lanka. The Biofin initiative in Sri
Lanka conducted assessments in 2017 and 2018 to
determine the funding requirement for biodiversity
conservation in the country (LKR 31bn needed till 2025
to implement national level action plans) and assessed
the financing mechanisms that could be deployed to
meet the shortfall in funding. The Biofin initiative also
supported the CBSL with the National Sustainable
Finance Roadmap. Similarly, the UN REDD program
had also undertaken a study and outlined a strategy
and an implementation framework with implications
for best practice in agriculture and forestry, and land
use. Other entities such as the UN Global Compact
and UN Principles on Responsible Investments have
also worked with the CSE in promoting sustainable
finance in the country. In recent years, UNFCCC
affiliated bodies, such as the Green Climate Fund, have
also engaged Sri Lanka’s private sector on sustainable
finance opportunities. UNESCAP has been working
with the banking sector in Sri Lanka on innovative
mechanisms of climate financing.
The Sri Lanka Banks’ Association’s Sustainable
Banking Initiative (SLBA-SBI) plays a pioneering role in
advancing sustainable finance in the country. Launched
in 2015, as a voluntary initiative, prior to the uptake of
sustainable finance as a focus by other entities in the
country, it brought together 18 banks (covering over
80% of Sri Lanka’s banking sector assets) to uphold
11 sustainable banking principles including Environ-
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mental and Social Risk Management and Promoting a
Green Economy. The initiative had adopted a detailed
implementation guide in 2018 to ensure industry-wide
sustainability best practice in the banking sector. SLBA
SBI has been recognized by CBSL as an example of
positive industry action.

Opportunities for the Conservation
Community to Leverage on this Sustainable
Finance Landscape
Sustainable finance operates in allocating capital
to those businesses and projects that yield better
environmental, social and governance (ESG)
performance. This would necessarily take into
account the impact that a company or project has
and would have on biodiversity and its approach
to make net positive impacts over the long-term.
In order to measure impacts and externalities and
factor them in investment decision making, detailed
research is required. This is where the conservation community can play a major role in generating
science-based research that could be used to
quantify risks and make valuations.
Pricing and valuations of externalities is already
possible in certain aspects such as with carbon
credit schemes (facilitated in Sri Lanka by entities
like Carbon Consulting Company, Carbon SI and
Sri Lanka Carbon Fund) and other valuation models
that are developed, for example by Biodiversity
Sri Lanka Platform and IUCN (biodiversity credit
accrual scheme) and by earthRestoration and RRI
(biocurrency). These help to quantify biodiversity
and ecosystem services and place a value on them,
so that those companies that serve to enhance
biodiversity and ecosystem services are positively
reinforced with access to long-term financing
and technical assistance whilst those that erode
the natural capital are deterred from doing so by
restricting access to finance and making fund availability conditional upon improvements. It also adds
risk premiums to rates, prompting businesses
to consider alternatives that are environmentally
friendly and socially inclusive. ESG ratings, Green
Bonds, environmental certifications, ecolabels, and
other environmental standards would also rely on
biodiversity research and awareness within the
market to be effective. Therefore, as Sri Lanka’s
financial markets grow in maturity and complexity,
especially with Central Bank led Sustainable Finance
Roadmap and the ambitions of the Colombo Stock
Exchange and banks, the demand for quality
research will increase and further funding will be
available for biodiversity research and education.
Banks in Sri Lanka have already begun to assess
the environmental and social risks in lending
and make funding decisions accordingly. For

example, the Nations Trust Bank had supported
the Wildlife Conservation Society of Galle, over
seven (7) years, to conduct an island-wide study
on Fresh Water Fishes, which was published in
2015. During the study an endemic fish species
had been found after an absence of 53 years in
a particular estuary. Later in the year, a project
proponent had solicited funding from banks for
a mini hydro plant in this estuary, which the
banks refrained from funding due to sustainability
considerations including the possible extinction
of this fish species.
Beyond research funding, sustainable finance could
also unlock funding for direct conservation efforts.
For example, one of the suggestions of the Biofin
Initiative in Sri Lanka is to generate funding for
biodiversity conservation through branded bank
cards, where customers who feel strongly about
the conservation of a certain species could opt to
pay a premium for these branded cards, where the
premium will go towards species conservation.
Such innovations in the financial sphere elsewhere
in the world, such as the Ant Forest programme in
China that is part of the Alipay digital finance service,
incentivizing sustainable lifestyles among nearly
350 mn people and resulting in planting of 55mn
trees, serve as examples of what is possible in Sri
Lanka if there is collaborative innovation. Another
example of collaborative innovation is the Tropical
Landscapes Finance Facility in Indonesia, which
raised an USD 95 million sustainability bond to help
finance a sustainable natural rubber plantation on
heavily degraded land in two provinces in Indonesia.
Similar innovations to restore degraded land in Sri
Lanka, in partnership with plantation companies,
banks, insurance companies, and experts on biodiversity, could yield outcomes such as watershed
development and disaster risk reduction, in addition
to biodiversity conservation outcomes.
Significant potential exists for both financial sector
and conservationists to work together in promoting
sustainable finance and thereby, amplify efforts to
protect Sri Lanka’s wildlife and nature. It is time
to mobilize to bring this potential conservation
opportunity to fruition.
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Wilpattu

SEVENTY YEARS OF STRUGGLE
C. E. Norris
Pictures courtesy of Mike Honour
Today, wild life in Ceylon owes its very existence to
Harry Storey, an English tea planter. His persistence
and sincerity in maintaining, as far back as the 1890s,
a strenuous campaign that convinced the then
Colonial Government to take action to help the wild
life which was being so seriously threatened with total
destruction.
The situation, at that time, was a serious one although
quite different from what is apparent today, as the
habitats of the animals were not being threatened;
wholesale slaughter by illicit hunting was the evil to
be combated. It is said, well-meaning protectionists
accused of letting their emotions get the better of them,
are so apt to attribute the decline in numbers of wild
animals to hunting and poaching. The hunters, however,
maintain, animals hunted, in any location suited to their
ways of life, display a remarkable resilience; so it is
difficult, they contend, to exterminate them by hunting
alone. This view has certainly not been proved in Ceylon
as, I am aware of areas, once well-stocked with deer,
which are now denuded and empty of animals owing,
entirely, to extensive illicit hunting.
This threat, at the end of the last century, meant
absolute doom if active and timely steps had not
been taken by the “emotional protectionists” to get
matters put right. If Harry Storey had not fought so
tenaciously for an ideal that meant so much to him, it
is certain, today, no one would be able to see, in the
Ceylon jungles, any of the larger animals. He rallied,
from amongst the planting community, a handful of
true sportsmen and nature lovers, all of whom, when
they realised what was taking place, were appalled at
the ghastly state of affairs.
1. C. E. Norris served the Wildlife & Nature Protection Society, at
varying times, as President, Hon. General Secretary and Editor of
Loris. He wrote a book on wildlife and conservation in Sri Lanka,
he titled “First in Asia” which was never published. This is an
edited version of Chapter 2 of the book. The manuscript is available
courtesy of the late P. I. Pieris, former Life Member of the Society.

These few people got together on 23rd May 1894
to form a Society from which the present Wild Life
Protection Society of Ceylon has directly descended.
This newly-formed Society, known then as the Ceylon
Game Protection Society, was determined to put a
stop to the destruction of wild animals for commercial
gain. They set themselves a gigantic task as, before
any headway could be achieved, Government had
to be convinced of the deplorable and practically
unchecked destruction of wild animals that was and,
had been going on, in an ever-increasing ratio, since
the introduction of firearms. The Governor, in order
to appease this new Society, placed a ban on the
export of deer horns for a period of five years. This
sanction, however, did not have the desired effect
as traders and exporters, in anticipation of the ban
being lifted began building up hoarded stocks. They
had no intention of giving up such a lucrative business
without a fight, having everything in their favour with
a Game Protection Ordinance that was ineffective
and inadequate and which, in fact, was being totally
disregarded by those whose duty it was to enforce
the law!
Government, from the top downwards, was
disinterested and apathetic; viewing the whole
matter with haughty indifference, refusing to heed,
any further, the appeals of a few individuals, who
they considered, were making a fuss over nothing.
They contended, as the people of the country were
satisfied, there appeared no necessity to concern
themselves over the fate of some wild animals! They
made it quite clear to Harry Storey and his new Society
that no further co-operation could be expected having,
already, put a ban on the export of horns. In fact, they
were disinterested, not wanting to be worried by such
‘trivialities’ put forward by a minority whom, they
considered, as cranks! This attitude, to say the least,
must have been galling and frustrating to Storey, but,
it had the effect of strengthening his determination to
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fight even harder for the ideals he knew to be right…
The root of the evil lay in the trade in, what was termed
“produce of the chase”, as such a trade was considered
legitimate. The Administration were unable, or would
not, see it was not the jungle villager hunting for his own
requirement but traders from towns, mostly Muslims,
who were the culprits, sending their henchmen to the
villages to provide uneducated villagers with guns,
powder and shot, thereby cunningly putting these
simple people into their debt, which was redeemable
with repayments of dried meat, horns and hides. It was
the old story of a third party, or middle-man, being at
the bottom of the trouble, well able to keep his activities
carefully concealed. These unscrupulous traders sent
out bullock-carts from the towns and planting districts
to meet, at pre-arranged places, teams of pack-bulls
carrying the dried meat from the jungles; this meat,
for which there was a ready demand, was sold in the
Sunday fairs!
Horns were dispatched to go-downs in Colombo to be
hoarded against the anticipated lifting of the ban.
When estates, in the hills, were being opened up
planters imported their labour from South India. An
Overseer was despatched to obtain as many recruits
as possible, herding them back to Ceylon under terrible
conditions. Upon arrival in Ceylon, these poverty stricken,
undernourished and poorly clothed people were made
to trek for days through jungles, up to the estates. On
the way, many died through weakness and disease.
Traders saw the potential possibilities of making money
by setting up crude camps for these labour gangs, at
which food and shelter could be obtained.

The food, of course, was the dried meat of deer
poached from the surrounding jungles. Also, the
estates themselves most of which were remotely
situated, with no roads or easily accessible shopping
centres, were visited by itinerant salesmen who
supplied dried meat at exorbitant prices. Many of
the senior, Government Administrators had personal
knowledge of what was going on but, not one of them
made any offers of help in remedying the situation
nor, did they put forward any suggestions which could
have stopped this trade in slaughtered animals.
Storey, by now, began to change his tactics by wisely
recruiting the help of any Civil Servant who showed
the slightest sympathy towards his cause. This move
strengthened his hand as it gave him access to
valuable statistics which he readily published.
Prior to the ban on the export of horns being lifted in
1899, the Governor requested Storey to furnish him
with figures showing the rate of slaughter that was
reputed to be taking place. Storey based his figures on
the official weight of horns given in Customs returns
and it appears, over a period of five years, some 400,
000 head of deer had been shot! This, of course,
does not include the hinds shot for dried meat. These
appalling figures, at last, stimulated the Governor into
realising the terrible state of affairs existing.
He immediately proclaimed a total ban on the export of
horns for an indefinite period.
This was Storey’s first success as, the Governor now
was convinced prevailing conditions could no longer
be allowed to continue. He was so impressed and,
no doubt, a little remorseful over his earlier attitude,
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that he sanctioned an area of 150 square miles to
be declared as the Yala Game Sanctuary in which all
hunting and, even entry were totally banned! This was
the start of the National Parks in Ceylon and was the
first of its kind in Asia which speaks a lot for the drive
behind the Society.
Some six years later, a further 217 square miles,
situated in the North West, at Wilpattu, were
proclaimed as another Game Sanctuary. The country
surrounding both these sanctuaries was declared
a Controlled Shooting Reserve for which an entry
permit was required. Admittedly, the primary object of
these Sanctuaries was to create a reservoir of animals
for the reserves; also to assure poaching would be
reduced to a minimum; they were also serving as a
buffer zone between the Sanctuary and cultivated
areas. They have proved invaluable as the foundation
for the present National Parks as the ecosystems have
been allowed to remain unchanged.
When Government clamped down on the export of horns
they unfortunately overlooked the dried meat trade!
At about this time, the Governor appointed a Special
Committee to advise him on the preservation of Game
and to assist in the drawing up of a new and much-needed
Game Protection Ordinance. The appointment of this
Committee was yet another important event in the
annals of Ceylon’s Wild Life Protection.
It now appeared, on paper, that wild life would be able
to enjoy greater protection through improved laws
and, by this means, be saved for prosperity.
The traders, disgusted over the total ban put on
the export of horns, were not going to be so easily
beaten: so they, again, threatened the situation
by concentrating all their efforts, on a larger scale,
towards the sale of dried meat.
It was during the dry season that this trade flourished
as deer are easily shot over water-holes. The Society
engaged paid Watchers to patrol these potential
places of operation. Needless to say this ended in
dismal failure with the Watchers becoming subsidised
by the poachers!
The administration of the newly-formed Controlled
Shooting Reserves had been vested in the Society,
who now withdrew their useless Watchers from
extensive patrolling, and concentrated all efforts
within the reserves. The traders, in the meantime,
were reorganizing themselves; they ceased to rely
on villagers to supply them with their requirements;
instead, they employed gangs of professional hunters,
who travelled around the country killing as they went,
monopolising water-holes and village preserves,
ruthlessly destroying the villager’s own potential
source of protein.

For their greed for greater profits, the traders
overplayed their hands as with these new tactics,
the villagers no longer enjoyed any advantages; in
fact, the reverse was taking place with the hunters
refusing them to hunt in their own forests. This roused
them from their normal lethargy into making strong
representations to Government, fully backed by the
Society, who were quick to seize such an opportunity
to convince government of the necessity for providing
adequate legislation to restrict the traffic in dried meat
and to safeguard the rights of the villager.
In September 1908, the “Dried Meat Ordinance”
came before the Legislative Council, becoming law in
the following month. The passing of this Ordinance,
which denied the professional hunter any commercial
outlet was the turning point in Storey’s campaign. He
had devoted fourteen years to obtain this achievement
which, undoubtedly, saved the situation by giving Wild
Life a much-needed respite.
Full credit must be given him as he was the strength
behind the whole campaign. So, it is unfortunate that
no lasting memorial, in the form of naming a National
Park after him, has ever been considered. Storey, a
retiring type of man, would never have sought any
personal credit from what he had done as he worked
solely for the conservation of wild life and the wild
places which he loved so dearly. He, himself, was a
hunter; hunting the hard way, never taking advantage
of any animals as he put himself on the same level
with whatever he hunted.
In these early days, enlightened thought on the
subject of wild life protection had not progressed
very far as the majority of individuals devoted more
interest in killing than preserving. Even in the present
day, this tendency still remains amongst a minority of
people and there are some who, even still, look for
commercial gain.
Colonial Governments appeared intent upon exploiting
natural resources rather than conserving them. They
also appeared unable to look far enough ahead to
foresee the terrible consequences of such reckless
slaughter of game, the over-commercialising of forest
produce or the unplanned felling of hill forests. Ceylon’s
efforts must, however, be unique in that public opinion
bestirred a Colonial Government when it did. East
Africa, at the same time, was also trying to convince
the pundits of Whitehall of the same dangers, but they
were only able to think of the exploitation of the land
and its immediate needs.
During the First World War, wild life, generally
speaking, enjoyed a much-needed respite, allowing
most species to build up their numbers from the
previous ravages. This respite, however, was short
lived as when conditions after the War returned to
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normal, the country became flooded with cheap guns
and ammunition, electric torches, spotlights and motor
cars. Shooting at night, from cars, along the main
roads, became a popular sport. It was considered
the “thing to do” when travelling along jungle roads
to carry a loaded gun in one’s car in the hopes of
getting a pot-shot. No heed was given to the Open or
Close Season as most people did not even know such
seasons existed. Shooting over water-holes with the
aid of powerful spot-lights also became popular on the
pretext of shooting bears and leopards, both of which
were classified as vermin requiring no shooting permit!
Neither of these practices could be termed “sporting”
as the animals, blinded by headlights and spot-lights,
never had a chance. For nearly half a century, the
number of shooting licenses taken out were never in
proportion to the number of firearms known to exist in
the country. I doubt if it was even known how many
firearms there really were in the country, so this farce
continued right up to 1964.

value of Ceylon’s unique fauna and flora and the
necessity of preserving it. He appointed a Committee
to enquire into all matters connected with the proper
Conservation of Wild Life.

It was obvious, no matter how good the law was
on paper, little could be achieved without adequate
means of its enforcement. This was, always, found to
be a difficulty with most offences being committed in
uninhabited jungles with no proof being available of
the actual killing having been committed. In controlled
shooting reserves it was possible to maintain a strict
control as sportsmen, who visited such areas, were
only too willing to co-operate.

As far as the Yala and Wilpattu Reserves were concerned:
the recommended Strict Natural Reserves were already
in existence in the form of Game Sanctuaries. To arrive
at an agreement as to the National Parks proved a
difficulty, as this would mean having to take over part
of the shooting reserves which was not enthusiastically
acceptable to the shooting fraternity.

In 1925, Harry Storey left Ceylon returning to England
upon his retirement. He served the Society for 17
years as President and Secretary. His good work was
taken over by an equally enthusiastic lover of wild life,
George Crabbe, who had been Secretary to Harry
Storey for many years, so he knew the difficulties with
which the Society had to contend. Crabbe was one of
the first sportsmen to lay his rifle aside for the camera
and the films he made were a revelation to all lovers
of nature. Aided by A. J. Wickwar, Ceylon’s Surveyor
General, he was responsible for the restoration of
many important water-holes within the Yala reserves.
In 1929, Bill Phillips, another enthusiast and great
naturalist took over the post of Secretary from George
Crabbe, a post he held unbroken for twelve years. It
was during his term of office and through his zeal,
an amended and improved Fauna & Flora Protection
Ordinance became law.
Conditions, however, were still far from satisfactory;
in fact, they were deteriorating and this called for
increased agitation from the Society. It was most
fortunate, in this hour of need, a sympathetic friend
was to be found in the late Hon. Mr. D. S. Senanayake,
at that time, Minister of Agriculture and Lands, who
later was to become the first Prime Minister of
Ceylon. Mr. Senanayake was quick to realise the

About this time an African Convention met in
London under the aegis of the then Society for the
Preservation of Fauna of the Empire; now renamed
The Fauna Preservation Society. This Convention
drew up recommendations for a sound structure of
Wild Life protection which were sent to all Colonies in
the hopes they would be able to implement them. The
Committee set up by Mr. Senanayake studied these
and found them suitable for conditions in Ceylon. So
they recommended they be followed. The general
basis of these recommendations allowed for a core
to be established, which was termed a Strict Natural
Reserve; to be surrounded with an Intermediate Zone,
in which controlled shooting could be carried out to
safeguard the Park from the unreserved, inhabited
areas. Sanctuaries were also recommended.

The new Ordinance, however, became law in 1938 and
made provision to set aside 1, 065 square miles for the
provision of: 3 Strict Natural Reserves, 2 National Parks,
3 Controlled Shooting Zones and 17 Sanctuaries.
This was, indeed, a great step forward and an
achievement for Bill Phillips, who was responsible, in
the first instance, in persuading Mr. Senanayake as to
the necessity for such a progressive move.
During these important years, the Society was being
guided by Dr. R. L. Spittel, the first Ceylonese to hold
office of President. Dr. Spittel, an eminent Surgeon
and writer of fascinating jungle books, was an authority
on the vanishing race of Veddahs, the aborigines who
inhabited Ceylon before the advent of the Sinhalese. It
was during his studies of these colourful people which
took him into wild areas that he became a lover of the
wilds and, by his writings, was able to impart to others
the importance of such places and the necessity for
protecting the wild life that inhabited them.
This new Ordinance appeared to give security but the
old difficulty of enforcing the enactments again raised
its head. The public were not sufficiently interested to
acquaint themselves with the law, so poaching was
still being carried out.
There were other weaknesses which the Society
had to accept if the Bill was to pass all its readings
through the State Council, as well as receive the
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final acceptance by the Governor. It was, therefore,
considered preferable to accept the Ordinance as it
was framed, even though it was not perfect. With this
new Ordinance the Society’s role now changed, as
all shooting reserves were handed over to the Forest
Department with the Conservator of Forests holding
the added appointment of Warden of Wild Life. This,
of course, helped the financial position of the Society,
but it took away its authority. For 39 years the Society
administered the Reserves as well as providing the
staff of Watchers.
Since 1928, the Society had been campaigning for the
formation of a separate Wild Life Department which,
of course, would have been the most efficient solution
as I have always contended, it is wrong to amalgamate
Forests with Wild Life. Many are the times the two
conflict, ending up with the Conservator of Forests
sitting in judgment over himself! Once a Forester
always a Forester. So forests win every time!
The Second World War did not give the same respite
enjoyed during the first War as the country was
filled with troops who were eager to try their hand
at shooting, even to blazing away with automatic
weapons into deer herds. Ammunition was virtually
unobtainable for civilians: so poaching went into a
decline. After the War, four-wheel drive vehicles were
imported, mainly by Government Departments, which
gave minor officials an opportunity to shoot in places
inaccessible to normal cars.
One such gentleman, who resided in the North Central
Province, enjoyed, after his dinner in the evening,

going for a run in his jeep. These joy-rides cost 36
leopards their lives!
In 1946, the Society became worried over the export
trade taking place in skins, as Customs returns revealed
a frightening state of affairs which the Customs had
kept to themselves.
In 12 months, 29 tons of Crocodile skins had been
exported, representing the killing of some 10, 000
animals. Also, over the same period, 2 tons of Python
skins, 15 cwts of Monitor Lizard skins and 13 cwts of
Leopard skins had left the country. Deer horns, which
had caused so much trouble at the end of the last
century, again, became prominent as figures showed
some 14, 000 stags had been slaughtered.
Upon representations being made by the Society, the
Government reacted quickly in prohibiting the export
of skins for commercial gain. This action, undoubtedly,
saved the Crocodile, Monitor Lizard and Python from
certain extinction.
The demand for Ceylon Elephants by Zoological
Gardens and Circus Owners suddenly increased with
one Circus owner shipping no less than 12 young
elephants. In 20 months, 76 baby elephants had been
exported! It can be safely surmised the mothers of
these babies met with their death at the time of the
babies’ capture, which meant that Ceylon had lost,
from its wild stock, 150 elephants. Government,
again, stepped in by prohibiting any further export
of elephants, which was timely action as later it was
revealed a large number of orders remained unfulfilled!
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Fashion Trade
This sudden demand for skins came from the fashion
trade in European and American cities which had been
starved of raw materials during the War years. This
trade has always been one of the most dangerous
threats towards the conservation movement with
fashions demanding rare and exotic skins and
feathers. Even today, the threat to the spotted cats is
a very real one as there is still a large demand for these
skins, which command a high price. Many countries
are now fully co-operating by banning skin imports
of threatened species, but there are still others not
prepared to co-operate…
Such fashions can never, by any length of the
imagination, be considered as necessities of man-kind
for the maintenance of the human race, so should be
outlawed by every Government! Public opinion has
failed in that it still allows such skins to be worn and
be made up into accessories; if only the public would
outlaw and decry this trade, dealers would soon be out
of business.

Wild Life Department
At last, in 1948, the year of Independence, Government
created the long awaited Wild Life Department under
a full-time Warden. This Department was given the
control of National Parks and Reserved areas, as well
as being expected to control poaching over the entire
country, which proved an impossible task. Lack of
finances and staff severely handicapped them. Also,
the lack of experience and knowledge of National
Park management meant they had to feel their way.
In spite of these shortcomings great improvements

were effected to the road systems in National Parks,
better accommodation was provided for Visitors and
Staff quarters were improved and increased. Many of
the original Rangers, who were able to survive on the
absurdly low salaries, have proved their worth turning
out as dedicated men whose hearts are in their jobs…
In 1954, a new National Park was proclaimed,
consisting of 100 square miles of fascinating country in
the Gal Oya Valley. This was the outcome of Mr. D. S.
Senanayake’s ambitious multi-purpose development
scheme of damming the Gal Oya River to form a vast
reservoir, the Senanayake Samudra, covering some
35 square miles of water.
Below the dam a vast tract of uninhabited forest
was cleared to make way for new paddy fields and
colonisation schemes; as this clearing progressed, it
was only to be expected, the destruction of wild life
increased. These ravages of slaughter took time to be
healed but, today, a good representation of all species
have been saved to enjoy the sanctuary given them
within this Park, which is serving a dual purpose in
providing permanent, undisturbed cover of the water
catchment areas, as well as providing an unchanged
environment for the animals.

Disappointment
In 1957, Government appointed another Select
Committee to review the whole question of Wild Life
Protection with a view to formulating future plans and
policies. A great deal of work went into the final report,
but all of us who served on this Committee became
thoroughly despondent when no action was taken
over our recommendations. It appeared to us we had
wasted a lot of time and energy. The Society pressed
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for those recommendations, which would not cost
any extra money, to be implemented, but still all our
pleas fell on deaf ears with nothing being done. Such
inaction was worrying as the general position was,
again, becoming one of alarm.
Forests were being hewn down to clear land for
increased food production; many of the areas
selected were in conflict with the recommendations
contained in the Committee’s report. The World Wild
Life Fund was then approached, apprising them of
the situation with a request that a high-level approach
be made to Government. Money was raised in the
United States of America so that Viscount Soulbury, a
former Governor-General of Ceylon, should pay a visit
to advise on the promotion of greater interest being
taken in Wild Life Protection.
The outcome of this visit was for the recommended
new Ordinance, which fully amended the existing
Fauna & Flora Protection Ordinance, to become law.
This new Bill closed many of the old loopholes existing
in the old Ordinance. It also gave certain species
greater protection. All birds were now protected, with
the exception of a few species considered harmful
to agriculture. Such birds as pigeons were given the
security of the Close season as, previously, they could
be shot at any time of the year. Leopard, bear and
crocodile were no longer termed as vermin but were
given their rightful place allowing them to be shot only
on permits in the Open season.
Government, guided by Mrs. S. W. R. D. Bandaranaike,
the then Prime Minister, took an unexpected and
sweeping step in banning the issue of all shooting
permits. I am sure this was not the wisest or the
most advantageous move as wild life in the forests,
earmarked for development, would be at the mercy
of poachers, whereas legitimate sportsmen should
have been allowed to hunt in these areas. I was in
full agreement all shooting should be stopped in the
Intermediate Zones as it was necessary for these
Zones to be incorporated within the National Parks, to
compensate for the amount of wild areas being lost
to agriculture. It was also important the National Parks
should be expanded to ensure they were large enough
to cater to the requirements of all species.
This new development was not popular with the
shooting fraternity, especially those persons who
made a remunerative, supplementary living escorting
shooting parties into the Intermediate Reserves.
The Society, now, experienced a trying time with
much unnecessary abuse being published in the form
of letters to the press. A splinter section even tried to
break up the Society, but good council prevailed with
an overwhelming majority of members fully supporting
the decisions of the General Committee.

I, as the President of the Society, had to decide on the
future role the Society would adopt; in the past, a dual
role of furthering legitimate sport had been followed,
together with the protection of wild life and wild places.
The Society had started its activities in protecting
game so that legitimate sport could continue, but I
could not see the advantages of such a paradoxical
role as, with time and circumstances, more stress had
to be put on full time conservation. In looking to the
future, when more and more wild areas would come
under agricultural development, the only solution was
for the Society to concentrate on safeguarding the
existing wild life. Accordingly, it was decided to delete
all mention of sport and hunting from the Objects &
Aims of the Society, which received the fullest support
from the Membership.
The Hon. Mr. J. R. Jayewardene, the Minister of State…
proved a great friend and champion of National Parks.
His enthusiasm over wild life was an encouragement
to all of us in the Society, especially as he fully-backed
the Society’s stand for the enlargement of the National
Parks and the development of the Tourist Industry. Mr.
Jayewardene agreed to incorporate the Intermediate
Zones within the National Parks and to increase the
annual financial grant for their development. This was,
indeed, a welcome move forward towards making the
Parks viable units, as well as increasing their value as
tourist attractions.

Lyn De Alwis
After so many years of inactivity and apathy, it was
wonderful to have someone so understanding and
sympathetic giving a confident feeling that one’s
efforts had been worthwhile. The country was, also,
most fortunate in having Mr. Lyn de Alwis as Warden
of Wild Life, as he was the first Warden who had an
understanding of wild life and its management.
He combined this post of Warden with the Directorship
of the Zoological Gardens, which had given him the
practical experience as to the wants of animals, so
that he was able to give them primary consideration
when planning the development of the Parks. Through
his enthusiasm, he gave confidence to his staff, as
they were quick to realise they were working under
a man who could guide them, and one who had their
well-being at heart.
Ceylon’s wild life was now being catered to as never
before. It was no longer something to which lip-service
was paid. It was something real, a valuable asset
belonging to the country, which the Government had,
at last, realised must be taken care of!
The future offers brighter prospects which, a few
years ago, would have been hard to envisage.
Long may it last!

123

An example of a Drone used for reforestation by a company called DroneSeed, where it
used for planting seeds and also sprays for invasive species and monitors forest growth.

CONSERVATION’S NEW BEST FRIEND?
Sriyan de Silva Wijeyeratne
Is Technology the new best friend of Conservation?
There is certainly a lot going on, and some of it, frankly,
is not helping the cause. The old wave of mechanization
ensured that entire forests could be felled in days
and metal monstrosities ploughed through marshes
and waterways, to accelerate disaster. Weapons got
better and the animal death toll went higher. Latterly,
it was digital and mobile which paved the way for
improved communication, and helped locate animals
for poaching, aerial viewing, and even aided in the
illegal global wildlife selling networks. The marine
related tech advances made fishing a lot more harmful.
The list is endless.

From the other side
On the other side of the fence, however, are some
developments which Sri Lanka must study quickly and
carefully. In fact, some of them may hold the key, in
the coming decades, for Sri Lanka tipping the balance
in favour of conservation. These can be applied in situ
and ex situ.
Can, and will, technology save the day and if so in what
areas? Here again the list is quite long. Satellite and
aerial views are powerful tools to map existing forests,
all kinds of foliage, densities, jungle patch corridors,
illegal interior deforestation and more. Improved
visualization, and free tools like Google Earth and others,
used wisely, could map future development areas, and
plot essential forest corridors for conservation. Water
retention and flood prevention area plans can become
more sophisticated. Some of these technologies
are available free-of-charge, while global entities like
Microsoft (through their AI for Earth programme),
and others, are often willing to partner and donate to
governments and charities for appropriate use.
Digital Forensics can be very useful when it comes to
tracking poaching, matching weapons to bullets, etc.
The Sri Lankan research community is increasingly
using Camera Traps and Sensors and that is likely

to grow much faster in the coming decades. Big
Data is another part of the tool set, and entities now
use predictive analytics to look at animal behavior,
migration, and where conservation efforts give best
outcomes. The world’s largest set of wild animals,
captured within the Snapshot Serengeti Dataset
through 225 camera traps from 2011, is now moving
to use more machine intelligence to analyze their
millions of images.
There is probably more room for us to use DNA based
knowledge and research for our conservation efforts.
Other countries seem to be doing this, and Sri Lanka
should adopt it. DNA advances help us to isolate gene
pools, specie localities, migration patterns and a lot
more. High tech Gene Sequencing can help prevent
species extinction, as is being tried, in Australia, in
the case of the Tasmanian Devil. Of course, the issue
of quality lab and equipment availability in Sri Lanka
remains a challenge.
On reforestation, some countries use drone-based
replanting techniques quite successfully. In Northern
Sumatra, a team has created drones fixed with
cameras, sensors and GPS to count orangutans
and map deforestation. Elsewhere, small remote
helicopters and drones take samples of Whale
blowhole air, which provide whale nasal mucus
tissues and is far less intrusive than tissue removal or
blood sampling. Remote control based photography
provides researchers with new ways to capture
subjects and environments, making conclusions more
insightful. Computer technology can now capture
simultaneous multiple bird sounds with single remote
monitors, enabling much less observer dependency.

Being left behind
Mobile technology and Apps have transformed
the world. On the conservation front, cameras and
apps are used to gather population feedback, report
violations, mass-mobilize citizen movements, specie
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identification and much more (see instantwild.zsl.org
as one such example, or even Project Poacher which
battles wildlife crime in the UK). Today, the fields of
bio-technology, marine biology, water management
and others also provide many examples where
technology is being leveraged. The Wildlife & Nature
Protection Society (WNPS) recently began piloting a
Light Repelling System, an innovation of a Colonel in
the Sri Lanka Army, as a more cost-effective barrier
than electric fences in keeping elephants from
entering villages and cultivations. It would seem the
tide has shifted to a world where more and more
groups, movements and even countries are placing
their bets on technology to counter Climate Change
and environmental destruction.
We now come to the concerning part. The actual
adoption of technology solutions in Sri Lanka, be it
by Government, conservation entities, policy and
strategy makers and others, is still in its infancy. Few,
if any, have decided that they would use technology
as the primary means of helping resolve issues. In
many cases, the key decision makers and researchers
may not be too tech friendly, and thereby have little
knowledge of its powerful potential. In other instances,
it seems we still want to carry out drawn-out trials and
pilots, when these technologies have already been well
established elsewhere. We need to move from our
island mindset of “not invented here so it won’t work”,
to focus trials more on applicability, local compatibility
and adoptability to our unique conditions in Sri Lanka,
and fast-track them thereon. The key is to create an
entire eco-system and movement towards this wave.
It is, therefore, incumbent on tech companies,
grassroots movements, and youth communities, to try

and convince those of influence, and Governments, to
focus technology a lot more on conservation. I would
like to urge more young people to explore the realm
of Conservation Technology. Sri Lanka may not have
enough exposure to offer, but one can certainly
venture out to gain this insight, and then bring it back
into this beautiful country.
Another key lever is partnerships! Lankan entities need
to reach out and partner groups who are undertaking
such projects and figure how to bring and apply them
here. We also need to bring expertise, like biologists,
technologists, conservationists, bloggers, App
developers, policymakers, animal behaviouralists and
NGOs together, to find common ground. The WNPS,
too, needs to evolve in this direction.

The Decade of Technology Adoption
Within Government too, there needs to be a stronger
resolve. This should essentially be made a “Decade of
Technology Adoption” for conservation in Sri Lanka.
We see examples of technology being pushed
into Education, Governance, and Citizen Services.
Conservation seems, however, to be forgotten or
comes very low on the list. These cannot be done
sequentially in this fast-changing world. It is an
uphill battle for us in Conservation to convince these
parties to adopt technology. I do hope, at least, that
adoption within wildlife and nature based movements
and research communities will be much quicker. If
not, we would not only lose the Conservation battle
faster, but also fail to tap into some of the most
powerful tools which could have delivered a different
outcome. Will this play out positively for us all? Only
time will tell.

Drone survey of Diyakothakanda Rainforest Restoration site courtesy of David Colin Thome
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SOME DOCTORS WHO HELPED THE SOCIETY
C. G. Uragoda
The Game Protection of Ceylon was formed in 1894. In 1955, it was renamed as the Wildlife Protection Society of
Ceylon. Later it was changed again to be the Wildlife and Nature Protection Society of Sri Lanka (WNPS). Throughout
its history, it has been administered by a variety of people. These included planters, businessmen, lawyers, administrators, as well as a few doctors. A description of some belonging to this final category is given below.

Nicholls D, Lucius

Pic. courtesy of Ashley James,
Nicholls’ great grand nephew.
The original hangs at the Medical
Research Institute.

Lucius Nicholls was born in 1884 and qualified as a MB BChir from Cambridge
University in 1907. He was promoted to MD in 1913. He started his career as a
Pathologist in the Seamen’s Hospital in Greenwich. From 1909 to 1912, he was the
Bacteriologist to the Government of St Lucia in the West Indies. This was followed
by an appointment in East Africa. In 1915, he was appointed as the Director of the
Bacteriological Institute (now Medical Research Institute) in succession to Sir Aldo
Castellani (q.v.). Nicholls became an international authority in Tropical Nutrition.
After his return to England, he was appointed Advisor on Nutrition to the Government’s Special Committee on South East Asia. He was the author of a book on
tropical nutrition, which was the standard work on the subject and sold in most of
the countries (Nicholls, 1938). It ran into several editions over the years. Most of
the book was written on his work in Sri Lanka.
Watching wildlife was his hobby and he was elected President of the Game Protection
Society of Ceylon on two separate occasions, namely in 1930 and 1938.
Nicholls, Lucius (1938). Tropical nutrition and diatetics, Balliere, Tindall and Cox,
London.

Osman Hill, Professor W C
W C Osman Hill was the second Professor of Anatomy appointed to the Ceylon
Medical College, Colombo, the first being G Gordon Smith (1927-1929). Before
Smith’s appointment, Anatomy was taught by Lecturers.
Osman Hill was born in 1901 and his initial education was in a school in Birmingham.
He then attended the University of Birmingham and obtained BSc, followed by a
medical degree from the same University, in 1924. He was appointed Lecturer
in Zoology at the same University. In 1925, he was awarded MD (Birmingham)
and FRCS (Eng). In 1930, he changed his post from Lecturer in Zoology to that of
Lecturer in Anatomy at Birmingham.

Courtesy of Wikipedia

In the same year he was appointed Professor of Anatomy at the Ceylon Medical
College (Uragoda, 1993). He started a research on Primates while working in Sri
Lanka. His research papers were published in the Ceylon Journal of Science (B)
from 1932 onwards, and were on Veddhas, loris and monkeys. These publications
marked the beginning of his life’s specialty, namely Primates.
While in Sri Lanka, he took a great interest in the Wildlife Protection Society of
Ceylon (as it was called then). Its Journal, Loris, was first published in 1936 and he
was the Co-Editor, along with Dr. R L Spittel, of that first issue. He also worked
on the Nittaewos, said to have lived in Kumana. Some people do not believe in
the existence of the Nittaewos. Osman Hill called them “the unsolved problem”
(Osman Hill, 1945).
Osman Hill left Sri Lanka in 1944 in order to work as a Reader in Anatomy at the
University of Edinburgh. He remained there for five years and then took up the
post of Prosecutor to the Zoological Society of London. A Prosecutor is one who
dissects prepared dead bodies for anatomy lectures. He held this post for 12 years,
and then, in 1962, went to the USA as Assistant Director of Yerkes
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National Primate Research Center in Atlanta. On leaving this place, in 1969, the
Royal College of Surgeons of England made him the Hunterian Trustee. In 1955,
the Royal Society of Edinburgh elected him a Fellow (FRS Edin.).
The Ceylon Medical College was lucky to obtain his services, and also fortunate
that Osman Hill began his famous research on Primates while in Sri Lanka. Among
the primates examined by him were the loris and purple faced monkey, both from
Sri Lanka (Osman Hill, 1932; 1933; 1934; 1942). From 1953 to 1974, he published
eight volumes of the series, Primates: comparative anatomy and taxonomy. He
died in 1975 before the final volume nine was published.
Osman Hill, W C (1933). A monograph of the genus loris with the account of the cranial and
dental characters of the genus. A revision of the known forms and description of a new form
from Northern Ceylon, Ceylon Journal of Science (B), 18, 89-132.
Osman Hill, W C (1934). A monograph of the purple-faced leaf monkey (Pithecus veefulus),
Ceylon Journal of Science (B), 19, 23-88.
Osman Hill, W C (1942). The slender loris of the Horton Plains, Ceylon, Loris tardigratus,
Journal of the Bombay Natural History Society, 43, 109-112.
Osman Hill, W C and Phillips, W W A (1932). A new race of slender loris from the highlands
of Ceylon, Ceylon Journal of Science (B), 17, 109-112.
Uragoda, C G (1993). Some doctors celebrated for their non-medical achievements, A C E
Koch Memorial Oration No 7, Colombo.
Uragoda, C G (2013). Authors of books on Sri Lanka, 1796-1948, Sridevi Press, Dehiwela.

Spittel, Dr. R L
Dr. R L Spittel was born 1881, son of Dr. F G Spittel. His early education was at
Kurunegala and Galle, which were stations his father was working at the time. Later
he was educated at Royal College in Colombo. He then went through the Ceylon
Medical College and, in 1905, obtained a Licentiate of Medicine and Surgery (LMS).
On completion, he then joined Government Service and was appointed House
Surgeon at the General Hospital, Colombo. In 1906, he went on leave to England
and was appointed a Fellow of the Royal College of Surgeons (FRCS). In 1910, he
returned to the General Hospital as Third Surgeon, a post he held till he retired in
1935. He also had his consultative private practice.

Courtesy of Archives of dailynews.lk

Spittel was, perhaps, the most versatile doctor that Sri Lanka ever had. He was a
surgeon, writer, editor, anthropologist, poet and naturalist. He was an authority on
the Veddhas. There is hardly an article on Veddhas that does not refer to his work.
He spent his holidays in the jungle, usually camping. He often went to the Veddha
country where he met them, his friends, about whom he wrote a considerable account in his two books (Spittel, 1928; 1933). In these two books, he also
mentioned interesting details about incidents in his jungle life. He wrote about the
palanquin ride he had on his way to treat Maduwanwela Ratemahattaya during
his last illness at the Maduwanwela Walauwa in Kolonne (Spittel, 1933). This was
about the last description written about a palanquin ride, which he took on the last
stage of his journey to Maduwanwela. In Savage sanctuary (Spittel, 1944), he gives
the story of Tissahamy, the Veddha who escaped the law for a long time, before
he was ultimately caught and tried for murder. It may be mentioned that Tissahamy
was brought from prison into a ward at the General Hospital, Colombo for an illness
when I was a medical student doing my clinical work.
Loris was started by him in conjunction with Professor Osman Hill. His name was
probably suggested by Osman Hill. Spittel wrote books on medicine too (Spittel,
1918; 1923; 1932).
Spittel, R L (1918). A preliminary course of Surgery, Butterworth & Co, Calcutta.
Spittel, R L (1923). Framboesia tropica, Bailliere, Tindall and Cox, London.
Spittel, R L (1928). Wild Ceylon, describing in particular the lives of the present-day Veddas,
Colombo Apothecaries Co Ltd, Colombo.
Spittel, R L (1932). Essentials of Surgery. The Colombo Apothecaries Co, Ltd, Colombo.
Spittel, R L (1933). Far off things, treating of the history, aborigines, myths and jungle
mysteries of Ceylon, Colombo Apothecaries Co Ltd, Colombo.
Spittel, R L (1941). Savage sanctuary, 3rd ed. 1953, Colombo Book Centre, Colombo.
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de Zylva, Dr. T S U
Dr. T S U de Zylva was born in the late 1920’s, his father being a Doctor in Private
Practice at Kurunegala. He attended Maliyadeva College in Kurunegala and then
moved to Royal College, Colombo. In 1948, he entered the Faculty of Medicine
and qualified as a Doctor in 1953. At first, he joined the Department of Medical and
Sanitary Services and worked as a House Officer at the Chilaw Hospital, but soon
he joined his father in Private Practice, which he continues even today.
He is the chief trustee of the Victor Hasselblad Trust (Sri Lanka). Hasselblad was
a Swede who manufactured elegant cameras to be used in aircraft during World
War 2. He left money for a Trust to be used for preservation of wildlife. One
instance during which his money was used was in building a house for the use of
researchers inside the Sinharaja forest.
De Zylva is now the chief authority of birds, and of the same ilk as W Vincent Legge
and G M Henry (Uragoda, 2011). While Henry used brush and paint for his results,
de Zylva uses camera and films for his work. He has published several books.
His volumes consist of coloured photographs of birds on parchment paper, each
photograph being given a short description.
de Zylva, T S U (1988). Sri Lanka, jungle profiles, hard cover, dust jacket, coloured
photographs, 22.5 x 29 cm, pp 94, Trumpet Publishers, Sri Lanka.
Uragoda, C G (2011). Authors of books on Sri Lanka, 1796-1948, hard cover, dust jacket, pp
363, Sridevi Publication, Dehiwela.

Fernando, Dr. Malik
Dr. Malik Fernando, born in 1931, is the son of Dr. and Mrs. Cyril Fernando. Dr. Cyril
Fernando was my teacher when he conducted Ward Classes, in 1951, inside an old
air raid shelter next to his ward. The Ceylon College of Physicians gives an annual
Memorial Lecture in his honour and I delivered the second lecture in about 1969.
Malik’s mother, Dorothy Fernando, was the author of a beautifully produced book
on flowers of Sri Lanka (Fernando, 1954).
Malik first attended St Bridget’s Covent and then St Joseph’s College at Darley
Road. In 1951, he travelled to the UK and was admitted to the University of Bristol,
where, in 1964, he earned a MB ChB. In 2016, he was elected a Member of the
Institute of Biology (MBiol), Sri Lanka).
After qualifying as a doctor, he first worked in the UK as a House Officer, from 1964
to 1969. He returned to Sri Lanka and worked as a Medical Officer at the Colombo
Municipal Council (1969 - 1971) and at the Ceylon Petroleum Corporation (1972 1998). He then retired from active medical practice, but assumed other medical
and non-medical interests.
Dr. Fernando has a very extensive interest in the affairs of the Sri Lanka Medical
Association (SLMA), of which he became President in 2002. He was the President
of the WNPS in 2002, and Vice President the year after. He also served on its
Committee on several occasions. He was President of two other Associations,
namely the Cycling Federation of Sri Lanka and the Sri Lanka Sub-Aqua Club
(Founder President).

130

Fernando, Dr. Ranjen
Dr. Ranjen Fernando is a retired Consultant Anaesthetist. His commitment to the
Society began in 1965 when he was elected as a member of the Council. Later, he
was Assistant Secretary. In 1982, he was elected as Honorary Secretary and, in 1984,
President. The centenary of the WNPS was held in 1994. Mr. J R Jayewardene,
former President of Sri Lanka, was the Chief Guest and Dr. Fernando presided.
Dr. Fernando was President of the Society from 1984, for a total of 11 continuous
years. This is a record that cannot be broken as the Constitution of the WNPS
has since been changed to limit the continuous presidency of one person to a
maximum of three years.

Karunaratne, Dr. Nihal
Dr. Nihal Karunaratne was born in 1928 in Kandy. He first attended Trinity College,
Kandy and at the age of 10 years went to Royal College, Colombo, where he
played rugby for the College. After obtaining his Senior School Certificate (SSC),
and like his father before him, he went to Clares College, Cambridge. He obtained
a BA, MA and MBBChir (Cantab). He trained as a doctor at the Middlesex Hospital
and returned to Sri Lanka in 1957. After a short period in Government service, he
engaged in private practice and spent nearly 60 years as a Private Practitioner in
Kandy. He died in February 2013.

Courtesy of sundaytimes.lk

Dr. Karunaratne was a Member of the College of General Practitioners (London).
He was bestowed a MSc (Honoris Causa) by the University of Peradeniya and was
a past Chairman of the Kandy Society of Medicine. He was Chairman of the Kandy
Hospital Committee for 20 years.
He had other interests besides medicine. In the 1960s, he was Kandy Representative of the Wildlife Society of Ceylon, and he assisted me in compiling an Index to
the first 10 volumes of Loris, which were published under the name of L D C Austin
who had died suddenly. He was the author of several books on topics relating to
Kandy, such as Udawattekale and the President’s Pavilion.
Karunaratne, Nihal (1986). Udawattekale, the forbidden forest of the Kings of Kandy, hard
cover draped in paper with a picture of the forest, 20 photographs, some coloured, sketches
of the forest, maps, 5 x 28.5 cm, pp 152, Department of National Archives, Colombo.
Karunaratne, Nihal (1987). Forest conservation in Sri Lanka from British Colonial time,
1818-1982, soft cover, illustrated, some in colour, 12.5 x 20.5 cm, pp 98, Trumpet Publishers,
Sri Lanka.
Karunaratne, Nihal (1983). From Governor’s Pavilion to President’s Pavilion, hard cover,
coloured as well as black and white pictures, maps, drawings, pp 119, Department of
Government Printing, Sri Lanka.
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The Cat Chat
E-mail newsletter by the Wild Cat Subcommittee of the
Wildlife and Nature Protection Society of Sri Lanka
Volume 1 - March 2019

CAT CHATS –This is an initiative by the Wild Cat subcommittee of the WNPS, to build a platform for those involved in Wild Cat
research and conservation to share their findings, ideas and knowledge. The first gathering was held on the 14th of December 2018,
coinciding with Small Cat conservationist Dr. Jim Sanderson’s visit (pictured above). It was decided that ''Cat Chats' would happen
three or four times a year, and we invite anyone involved in this field to join us. Based on the discussions at the session, it was felt
best to begin work on forming a database to catalogue areas in the country where research is being carried out, thereby allowing
people to identify gaps in areas for data collection. It was also decided to publish a Wild Cat e-newsletter and we are happy to
present this first edition. This newsletter aims to propagate awareness of the work done by the participants of the Cat Chat and
through it, encourage and foster enthusiasm for the conservation of our beautiful wild cats, and support conservation in general
through this work.

Urban Fishing Cat Conservation Project
The Urban Fishing Cat Conservation Project began in 2014, after its Primary Investigator Anya
Ratnayaka, had a chance encounter with an orphaned fishing cat. It falls under S
theC
local
nonAR
Small Cat
profit Small Cat Advocacy and Research (SCAR). The main objective of the project
is&to
Advococy
Research
understand the ecology and conservation of fishing cats in the urban habitats of Colombo, Sri
Lanka. The project also seeks to determine how the species is adapting to urbanization and
find out what factors may threaten their long-term survival in the city. Since its inception, the
project has spread awareness about the fishing cat among the general public in Colombo,
and has worked closely with schools and governmentSriyan
authorities.
femaleWijeyeratne
fishing cats
deTwoSilva
have been collared over the past 2 months and 4 more cats will be collared this year. Their
movements will be tracked for 12 months and we hope to learn more about the lifestyle and
Formed
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theofCommittee’s
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patterns
these elusive cats. objectives were to
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and local experts, shared of their extensive
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another
country.
In
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interested parties to ensure leopard conservation occurs in areas throughout the country.
Ms. Athreya was also a Guest Speaker at the Society’s the area of study was the Leopard Hills of Jawai, to
Public Lecture Series.
explore the amazing balance between large cats and
One of the outcomes from this workshop was the the Rabari Tribe who live there. The study covered
formation of Cat Chat, in December 2018, a gathering safari drives, discussions with the Rabari villagers,
of many researchers and enthusiasts in wild cat conser- study of how these tribespeople see the leopard, the
vation, to share of their findings, ideas and knowledge. implications of cats hunting their livestock, and how
At this first meeting, renowned wild cat expert Dr. Jim the local authorities mitigate this by bridging the gap
Sanderson shared some of his experiences, and a few of what is lost to the tribesmen, et al.

action points were agreed upon based on the shared
inputs of all of the participants.
The team also launched their e-Newsletter, the ‘Cat
Chat’, which was circulated to the WNPS membership
and will be a regular feature.

None of this would have been possible without the
generous sponsorship of Cinnamon Holidays and
Nature Trails, our Sponsor Partner for this first initiative.
The first appointed ambassadors were Amila Perera,
Ashan Wijetilleke and Emad Sangani.
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A CONSTANT COMPANION OF MY LIFE:
Reminiscences of a Catholic Priest
Rev. Fr. Vimal Tirimanna, CSSR
On the occasion of the Wildlife and Nature Protection
Society (WNPS) chalking up its 125th anniversary, as a senior
member, I thought of jotting down a few reminiscences
of mine with regard to my association with it from my
teenage years. From childhood, I have had a special love
for nature but there was nothing special that I did about it.
Only when I reached my teens was this dormant attraction
fully awoken, and that enthusiasm has never left me since.
One of the main sources for kindling such an interest in me
was the WNPS.

Birds on a Wire
It all began one day in July 1975, when I suddenly noticed
two wire-tailed bluish-green slender birds on a telephone
wire. I was determined to discover their identity and wrote
a brief note to the one and only address available from an
old copy of LORIS which I happened to come across at the
British Council Library. In that note, addressed to the WNPS,
I gave all the field descriptions of those two birds that I
could recall, and asked whether I could get help with their
identification. I really did not expect a response and was
pleasantly surprised when, within a few days, I received a
letter from no less a person than the President of the WNPS,
himself! It was the late Thilo W. Hoffmann who explained
that from my description, the two birds appeared to be
Bee-eaters, either the Green Bee-eater or the Blue-tailed
Bee-eater. He was so gracious with his response to this
young student he had never met, and added another couple
of lines telling me of a voluntary group of wildlife enthusiasts
who were engaged in conserving wildlife under the banner
of the WNPS. He wound up with an invitation, “If you are
interested, you are most welcome to join us in this noble
cause of conservation by joining the WNPS”.
Within a week or so, on receipt of my formal application,
Mr. Hoffmann sponsored my admission as a member of the
WNPS. I recall paying the meager annual subscription of some
15 or 20 rupees. In these 44 years, not only has the value of
money changed, but also the status of Sri Lanka’s wildlife.
I regularly used to write to Mr. Hoffmann, every time I saw
a bird that was new to me. I must have been a nuisance,
but he always made it a point to respond, promptly. I vividly
recall an instance, in July 1976, during our annual family
pilgrimage to the Madhu Church. At that time, when passing
the Medawachchiya junction and proceeding northwards
to Mannar, one could see thick jungle on either side of the

narrow tarred road. Since the forest growth came to the
very edge of the road, the chances of seeing wild animal
or bird were very high. One could hear the constant noise
of the cicadas on either side of the road. A little after we
had passed the Cheddikulam town, a strange bird flew
across the road. It had an ashy-black glossy plumage and
distinct white markings at the edge of its tail; there was blue
around its eye. These were the features I could describe to
Mr. Hoffmann. He promptly wrote back saying that it was
most probably a Blue-faced Malkoha which, at that time,
was popularly known as the Small Green-Billed Malkoha
(Phaenicophaeus viridirostris). In the same note, he also
informed me that if I wished, he would propose my name
as a member of the prestigious Ceylon Bird Club (CBC) of
which he was the Chair at that time. Needless to say, I gladly
accepted, and became a member of the CBC in August 1976.
In 1978, when I entered the Seminary in Bangalore, India, to
join the Catholic priesthood, I applied for life membership of
both the WNPS and CBC, and both were granted.

The WNPS Headquarters
Ever since, I have been an active promoter of the cause of
conservation. It is with nostalgia that I recall how I used to visit
the Library of the WNPS at its headquarters, at Marine Drive,
along what was then known as “Chaithya Road”, in the Galle
Buck just opposite the lighthouse. It was a simple structure
which, Mr. Hoffmann confided in me, was built through
the goodwill and generosity of a few wildlife enthusiasts.
Elsewhere, I have read how the personal effort and hard
labour of Mr. Hoffmann, at times collecting stones and bricks
himself, contributed to this effort. The WNPS office was then
managed, almost single-handedly, by a Mr. Aziz, a gentleman
to the core, who was also in charge of the Library.
The library had a collection of many old and precious books
on wildlife, and my eyes were almost always attracted to the
books on Sri Lankan ornithology. I would gleefully browse
through many of them, for at least two to three hours,
twice a week. With the restrictions imposed on the use of
foreign exchange, purchasing books printed overseas was
not easy at all. This made me all the more reliant on the
WNPS library to satiate my youthful curiosity for acquiring a
good knowledge of Sri Lankan birds. G. M. Henry’s classic
work ‘A Guide to the Birds of Ceylon’, and the ten-volume
series entitled “Handbook of the Birds of India and Pakistan:
Together with those of Bangladesh, Nepal, Sikkim, Bhutan
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and Sri Lanka” by Salim Ali and S. Dillon Ripley, were my
main attractions. The four-volume series of Captain Vincent
Legge entitled A History of the Birds of Ceylon as well as
W. E. Wait’s A Manual of the Birds of Ceylon were the
other sources that I often consulted. In short, during those
early years of my birding and until I was able to acquire my
own copies of all these works, it was the WNPS library that
fuelled my interest in Sri Lankan birds.

The Journal LORIS
The Society’s bi-annual journal, the Loris, was another
attraction for a teenager like me. Not only the new issues
but, even more, the old issues, enabled me to learn from the
accumulated knowledge of experienced wildlife enthusiasts
from bygone years. From the very beginning, Loris was of a
high standard thanks, especially, to long-standing competent
editors of the caliber of Dr. R. L. Spittel. This standard was
maintained by the reader-friendly nature of the essays and
articles written by the pioneers of the WNPS, and their
successors, based on personal experience.
In August 1977, I was able to persuade my father that we
visit the Wilpattu National Park on our way to Madhu. It was
my first visit to a Sri Lankan National Park, and we spent one
night at the Society’s bungalow. I still remember how the
Petromax lamp lit at night attracted a hairy spider, which I am
now inclined to think was perhaps a Tarantula (Poecilotheria
hanumavilasumica). But what made an indelible impression
on my mind was my first sighting of a Ceylon Hoopoe (Upupa
epops ceylonensis), in the backyard of the bungalow. I was
so thrilled by this sight that the same year, after reading and
gathering more material about this beautiful bird, I was able
to pen and get published my first article in Loris. Since then, I
have been contributing an occasional article, mostly on birds.
In the 1970s, the WNPS began publishing a Sinhalese
counterpart to Loris – the magazine Warana. I was able to
publish, in the first six issues, a series of articles on our Sri
Lankan birds, entitled “Ape Kurulu Sampatha” (Our bird
heritage). Today, it is a delight to see how this magazine
continues with, now in both Sinhalese and Tamil, the great
mission of carrying the message of conservation of wildlife
to all parts of the country.

Looking Forward to the Future
I vividly recall how my friends used to laugh at me when
they heard that I was interested in wildlife conservation, and
bird-watching. Some even used to deride this as a rich man’s
pastime inherited from the Colonialists! Four decades later,
faced with drastic changes in weather patterns and the daily
denudation of forest cover in Sri Lanka, due to the wanton
destruction and unplanned schemes of development, the
majority of our citizens have come to realize the importance
of conserving our wildlife and nature resources, not just
for our future generations, but also for our own survival.
Non-governmental organizations such as the WNPS are
responsible for helping raise this awareness. If the WNPS
or CBC never existed, how would wildlife and nature in Sri
Lanka have fared?
Similarly, I recall how my companions in the seminary, and
later in the priesthood, used to laugh and ridicule me saying
that I was wasting my time and energy in my enthusiasm
for wildlife and nature conservation. But, today, things have
changed completely even within the Catholic Church. The
courageous and exemplary role played by the present head
of the Church, the ever-inspiring Pope Francis, especially
through his concern for ecological conservation as expressed
in many of his discourses, and particularly, in 2015, in his
unprecedented papal Encyclical entitled “Laudato Si: On
Care for Our Common Home” has had an immense influence
on nature and environment conservationists all over the
world, both Christian and non-Christian. Among many other
precious ideas expressed therein, he also bluntly says:
“Each year sees the disappearance of thousands of plant and
animal species which we will never know, which our children
will never see, because they have been lost forever. The
great majority become extinct for reasons related to human
activity. Because of us, thousands of species will no longer
give glory to God by their very existence, nor convey their
message to us. We have no such right.”
According to him, Catholics need to be aware that respect
for nature / environment is part of our Christian faith. After
all, God created it and still sustains it, while Jesus Christ
Himself spoke about and used nature in his preaching. As
a Catholic priest, these are encouraging words for me to
deepen my fundamental life option for
the cause of conservation.

Pics. courtesy of Nadika Hapuarachchi
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The role played by the WNPS, in my
early years, has been indispensable
in influencing me to opt for such a life
commitment, and in making me what
I am today. It has been a constant
companion in my journey of life since
my youth! There may be hundreds, if
not thousands, of other Sri Lankans on
whom the WNPS has had a similar effect.
Last but not least, I visualize the role
played by the WNPS, since 1894, as an
on-going relay in which one generation of
conservationists have passed the torch
to another. May the WNPS continue
the same worthy mission of passing
the torch of enthusiasm for wildlife and
nature conservation to the generations
to come in our dear little Sri Lanka!

Poster of the Presentation

THE LATE AND GREAT WALAWE RAJA
Srilal Miththapala
Walawe Raja (King of the Uda Walawe) strode across
the Uda Walawe National Park (UNWP) canvas like a
colossus. He was a magnificent tusker who ‘ruled’
UWNP for about 2½ decades. I remember seeing
him in the Gonawiddgala area for the first time in
1989 when he was a young, strong bull. He was not
a full time resident, but visited the park, usually during
July - October each year, when in musth (a periodic
manifestation in mature bull elephants where their
temporal glands on the side of the forehead gets
swollen and oozes a thick, pungent viscous discharge.
During this time the elephant’s testosterone level
skyrockets to about 50 - 75 times the normal, and is
linked to a high level of sexual arousal and establishment of dominance).

all. Many a time he has eye-balled me, at close quarters
but always I felt he was just looking disdainfully at us
humans, as something not worth wasting his time on.
There were very few records of any altercations with
him and visitors in the park.

Raja was not a very tall male but rather on the stocky
side, with two medium sized symmetrical tusks (only
male elephants in the Asian species have tusks, unlike
the African species where both males and females
have tusks. Of the Asian sub species, only about 6%
of all male Sri Lankan elephants have tusks, and hence
a tusker is somewhat of a rarity among wild Sri Lankan
elephants).
Over the years he became an icon of the park and
was famous, being the star of the BBC Wildlife film
‘The Last Tusker’. He was also featured in the Natural
History New Zealand film production of ‘Between Two
Worlds’, aired on the Discovery Channel.
For all the majesty and awe that he inspired, in all my
interactions with him, I never found him aggressive at
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Walawe Raja circa. 2003

On the other hand he was most aggressive with other
males who tried to stand up to him. I have seen him
attack and chase bulls much bigger than him many a
time. He was the undisputed ‘king’ and he would not
tolerate any young up and coming bulls to vie for the
mantle. Being the dominant male in the park, during
musth Raja had first choice of all receptive females.
He seems to have ‘sown his seed’ widely, as today
one can see several young tuskers in the UWNP,
possibly his offspring.

A seasonal visitor
During the periods Raja spent outside the park, he got
into altercations with humans (most probably not due
to crop raiding, but perhaps due to poachers coming
after him for his tusks). Very often he would turn up in
the park with gunshot wounds on his body. The joke
that circulated was that Raja would always come to
the ‘sanctuary’ of the park to get himself treated!
Dr. Vijitha Perera, who has spent most of his life with
wild elephants, has written a wonderful book on his
experiences titled ‘Living with Wild Elephants’ (June
2015). In this book he has dedicated a full chapter for
Raja, and some extracts are given below:
Broken tusk grows

“…We are not sure where Raja comes from… it
is not uncommon to see gunshot wounds on his
body resulting in the need for treatment. I have
treated him for two consecutive years when he
has arrived with gunshot wounds.

broken (broken tusks are not uncommon in elephants,
who can lose them not only in altercations with other
males, but also during natural activities, such as
digging, excavating for water, and removing bark from
trees). No one was quite sure how Raja had lost the
tusk. Because of his size and maturity it would take
an equally strong and mature male to challenge him.
Hence he, most probably, broke it against a trunk of a
tree. He seemed to be in good health, with no signs of
any effect of the broken tusk.

In 1998, the treatment of the wound on his
forehead was memorable… Raja’s wound was
in the center of his forehead. It was a gunshot
wound and it may have killed him on the spot.
However, Raja was lucky again as it seemed the
bullet stopped somewhere between the brain
and the skin. Apart from a risk of septicemia,
there was also the possibility that the infection
could spread upwards to the eyes or brain. The
wound was a serious risk to his life.

A few years later I was astonished to note that Raja’s
broken tusk seemed to be growing. It was indeed a
surprising phenomenon, which I did not know about
at that time, and had to get confirmation from several
elephant experts around the world. Apparently when
a tusk breaks off (contrary to it completely severing
itself from the root), it does slowly regenerates and,
over time, can grow back to its original size. So Raja’s
tusk was growing back when he went missing.

I was hesitant to tranquilize Raja in this condition
but something had to be done. I decided to dart
him with long lasting antibiotics and tranquilize
later if there was no improvement…
… Raja was a most extraordinary animal.
Although he was aggressive towards other
elephants he never showed any aggression
towards us. Even after that day we treated him
several more times, and not once did he attempt
to charge. We could never have dealt with most
other musth elephants as we did with Raja.”

Raja lost

Raja breaks a tusk
During the years that Raja frequented the UWNP
there was one incident that was quite unusual. Around
2005 Raja turned up in the park with his right side tusk

In 2009 and 2010 I noticed that Raja had not turned up
in the park according to his usual ‘schedule’. Inquiries
from trackers of the park confirmed that Raja had not
been seen for close upon 18 months. Before he went
missing we had noticed that he had a bad wound on
his trunk and this was even more worrying now that
he was missing. Appeals to the Department of Wildlife
Conservation (DWC) to do something about this fell on
deaf ears.
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In frustration my son suggested that we leave the
DWC aside and mount a search party of our own for
Raja. I prepared a short project report with a budget
and reached out to my contacts for help. A lady friend
in the USA who loves elephants (who to this day
wishes to remain anonymous), helped out with the
bulk of funding, while several private companies also
chipped in with support in kind.
I knew that we were undertaking an enormous task
but my son and I were adamant to go out there and
do something, and show everyone that if there is the
motivation, something can be done. We also felt that
we should drum up good publicity to create awareness
regarding the plight of wild elephants among the
general public.

The search
We surmised that Raja was somewhere outside the
park (since no one had seen him inside the park for
close upon 2 years). A physical ‘track and search’
operation would have been virtually impossible given
the large areas involved. Therefore, it was hoped to
initially try and hone in on some possible sightings of
Raja by villagers of the area.
I called on my ‘man Friday” at the UWNP, Nishantha,
and my one time research assistant, Ashoka (now
reading for his PhD), to arrange the logistics and base
camp. Sameera, working with Dr. Shermin De Silva on
her Uda Walawe elephant research project, was also
readily ‘loaned’ to me.
So with the team in place we started our search. We
made daily visits to the different village hamlets, on a
systematic basis, to cover the whole study area of the
north and north-eastern boundaries of the park, and
the buffer zones. Villagers were shown a photo identity
kit of raja and asked about any recent sightings, and
given a card with a mobile hot line to call in (courtesy
of Dialog) and report sightings. Every lead was meticulously followed up and checked for authenticity.

Search routes

So it was virtually ‘looking for a needle in the
haystack’… albeit a very large, 4 ton ‘needle’!
The terrain was mostly sparsely populated and had
stretches of thick forest. We travelled to small village
hamlets and showed them our ‘identikit’ and noted
their observations.
We were armed with a GPS, and a notebook so that
we uploaded our progress ‘on the move’, to our
“Find Raja’ website. To further create awareness and
publicity we also had an active blog, and I wrote a
popular weekend column in the Sunday Times Plus
giving details of our exploits in the field.
In typical Sri Lankan fashion, the villagers were eager
to help and we were soon inundated with information
of ‘Raja sightings’ north, east and west, all on the
same day! It was a laborious task to sift through this
information and hone in on the possible authentic
sightings.
It was a very enlightening and fulfilling experience
for my son and me. Interacting with villagers, and
seeing their genuine concern, was heartening. They
rallied around us, interacting and talking about their
experiences with wild elephants.

Basically, although everyone had been seeing Raja
over decades, no one actually knew for certain where
he vanished to around September - October each year.

Wishes of goodwill received both locally and from
abroad were of great motivation. People from all walks
of life wrote in. A simple “Wish you all the best Srilal”

The Search Team

Sameera showing the ‘Identikit’ to a village
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Sunday Times columns

Final rites

or “great work….keep it up” from a mother at home,
or a student - someone totally unknown- was touching.
We saw death and destruction due to the Human
- Elephant Conflict (HEC), and stumbled into the
Dahaiyagala elephant corridor controversy and protests.
Internationally acclaimed elephant researchers and
scientists also followed our progress and readily
volunteered advice. Renowned Indian elephant
expert, Ajay Desai, commented on the possible
change in ranging patterns as an elephant matures,
and suggested we look for Raja in different locations.
As such we also made a foray towards the Lunugamwehera Park just in case Raja may have moved
elsewhere. Joyce Poole, famous for her work with
the African elephants in Amboseli, also kept in touch.
Many corporate sector friends offered help.

The Search ends
All leads were followed up, but after three (3) months
we realized that the effort was futile. Funds were
running out and hope was fading. Raja was certainly
MIAPD (missing in action, presumed dead). So with a
heavy heart we decided to call it a day.
Although our efforts were not successful, by focusing
on such an iconic and flagship elephant, I think we
were been able to generate interest and understanding
about the plight befalling Sri Lankan elephants.
Walawe Raja may be gone but he certainly has made
some impact on furthering the cause for conserving
these magnificent animals in the wild. And I am happy
that, within the constraints that were prevalent, we at
least ‘got out of our armchairs,’ and tried.
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REPORT OF THE YOUTH WING
Jehan CanagaRetna – Chairperson
The major objective of the creation of the Youth Wing
was to increase awareness among school children about
problems related to conservation in Sri Lanka today, and
to engage with them in finding sustainable solutions. A
secondary objective was to introduce youth to the Society
who would eventually take over its administrative and
conservation activities, and see it through to the future.
In 2018, the Youth Wing initiated its activities with 18
schools. A series of lectures on conservation were
delivered at these schools. They focused on pressing
topics of today such as the human - elephant conflict,
pollution and deforestation. In addition, discussions took
place with their nature clubs and associations about
potential projects and student led initiatives, and how the
WNPS could assist them. The students were then taken
for a day’s excursion to the national parks - Wilpattu,
Uda Walawe and Bundala. Eight (8) of the schools that
participated were located in close proximity to these
national parks and / or lived in areas of high humanelephant contact. Many of these children had never
had the opportunity to visit and experience the beauty
and diversity of these protected areas. Giving these
children an opportunity to experience wildlife, in their
natural habitat, can be a way to instill, in them, an awe
of the natural world, and inspire them to be passionate
custodians of the fauna and flora that surround them.
In October 2018, a Poster Competition was held for all
the students who took part in the programme. Titled
‘Colouring our Future’, the students of the 18 schools

produced posters illustrating their perceptions of issues
relating to the environment and its conservation, while
highlighting possible solutions as well. The students from
the outstation schools were brought to Colombo for this
competition and taken on visits to the National Museum
and Zoological Gardens. This was all possible due to the
generous sponsorship of the NDB bank, who donated
Rs. 1.95 Million for the entire project, and supported the
Youth Wing in their school visits and other activities.
The Youth Wing has been immensely successful in
achieving its goal in starting a conversation about environmental protection among young people, and aims
to continue this in the coming years. It has also put the
Society on the map in locations far from its hub in Battaramulla, in working towards the ethical conservation of our
fauna and flora. Over 4, 000 students have, so far, been
exposed to this programme and we hope that they will put
this acquired knowledge to good use in their adult years.
In 2019, and with the further support of the NDB, the
programme will be extended to cover 60 schools in
the North and East of the country. The first of these
programmes will be Jaffna, Kilinochchi, Vavuniya and
Mannar. It will then be extended to cover schools in
Trincomalee, Batticaloa, Ampara and Kandy, in the Central
Province. NDB is sponsoring this 2019 programme to the
value of Rs. 3.5 Million. They are to be lauded for their
trust in the value of the cause of conservation, and for
their commitment to the well-being of future generations.
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