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The red slender loris (Loris tardigradus)
Elusive and nocturnal, the red slender loris is endemic to the wet zone of 
Sri Lanka. The Loris magazine is named after this goggle-eyed primate to 
whom our rainforests is home.
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Message from 
Sponsor

Ecological consciousness 
When we contemplate our own situation, one 

wonders if we are creating adequate ecological 

consciousness in our collective psyche. Is 

the representation of environment protection 

adequately represented in our national policy 

making bodies?   

“It was the best times, it was the worst times” A tale of 
two cities - Charles Dickens. Was the pandemic the best 
times for nature? The birds, bees, trees, air quality in our 
cities, and our water bodies saw less pollution. It certainly 
was the worst of times for man, woman and child. 
Recently some of us were debating and contemplating a 
question that went unanswered, which was why should 
it be either? Why can’t we, while attending to our human 
economic activity, continue to also protect nature, the 
natural world and our fauna and flora.

As the world's seven billion human inhabitants are 
experiencing a glimpse of recovery and the  hope of a 
post pandemic era is setting in with the introduction of 
a vaccine, increased therapeutics and heard immunity, 
the comeback should not be further amplified and a 
revengeful assault on nature and her endowments. While 
the economic fallout of the pandemic will outlive the 
pandemic, how will policy makers on both sides balance 
the equilibrium that is needed. While governments will 
look at all resources available to be put into use, how will 
the protectors of nature use science-based insights for 
these planned programs without killing the goose that 
lays the golden eggs?

With so many conflicting priorities how do we ensure 
that the imperative to protect nature  is not compromised 
while designing economic recovery strategies?  The role 
of all environmentalists like you and I, and the role of 

the science-based associations like WNPS will need to 
get involved and be an integral part of the policy design 
where little thought is given by economic policy makers.

When we contemplate our own situation, one wonders if 
we are creating adequate ecological consciousness in our 
collective psyche. Is the representation of environment 
protection adequately represented in our national policy 
making bodies? What more needs to be done to enhance 
and imbed ecological consciousness and ecological 
consideration in shaping policy? While the way in which 
today’s young people learn and communicate has 
changed, how we establish ecological consciousness 
in our young minds remains archaic. We believe we 
need to understand fault lines and draw and design 
new structures to establish reference points with clear 
understanding of reinforcement triggers. Does having 
indoor plants in living spaces or having wildlife and 
nature images in our homes and workspaces create a 
subconscious awareness that would subconsciously 
be reinforced? I am grateful to our bank’s CSR and 
sustainable unit which pioneered an experiment with our 
3000 Nations team members during the lockdowns. They 
distributed plants to all our team members and requested 
them to plant a tree in their own homes and give feedback 
digitally about their nurturing activity of the plant. The 
staff members planted trees during the lockdowns under 
the theme of he/she who plants trees plant hope. This 
project is still work in progress which the team hopes to 
broad base. The early results are very encouraging.      

While we celebrate and cherish a long history with the 
WNPS we are grateful to it for its pioneering work as 
the apex body which has been shaping the wildlife and 
nature protection agenda of the country. We will be 
happy to look at opportunities that are available to broad 
base policy shaping activities as we come out from these 
unusual times.  

The shrinking of our wild habitats, understanding 
carrying capacities, buffer zones, need of structured 
permanent corridors will minimize human wildlife 
conflicts. With the opening of airports and international 
gateways, the resumption of tourist arrivals and the 
much-needed balance of the photographic tourism 
industry with conservation needs and polarization, 
the branding of national parks is essential for their 
sustainability and that of its surrounding communities. 
We hope that we, together with the WNPS and all of you, 
can create a better world for the next generation. 

Thank you.

Priyantha Talwatte 
Director and Chief Executive Officer 
Nations Trust Bank PLC.
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Editor’s 
Note
2021: hoping for a 
gamechanger
The year took a toll on the country’s 
natural environment. The elephant 
and leopard populations were beset 
by the perennial problems. Thirteen 
leopards were killed this year, the 
majority  due to snaring. Most 
of them  were reported from the 
Nuwara Eliya district. There is also a 
suspicion that others were killed for 
their body parts including their meat 
to allegedly feed a Chinese market. 
In Sri Lanka, up to 90 leopards have 
been killed in the last ten years.

Approximately 380 elephants are 
reported to have died during the year, 
mostly due to the human elephant 
conflict. 

Wildlife experts and conservationists 
agree that Sri Lanka has world class 
laws to prevent these deaths from 
happening but their implementation 
leaves a lot to be desired.

A cabinet decision in July to remove 
Other State Forests (OSF) from the 
jurisdiction of the Department of 
Forest Conservation has sounded the 
death knell for these forests. They 
will now be overseen by the divisional 
and district secretariats which will 
have a free hand to give them out for 
development and agriculture. 

There was a time when these OSF 
were administered by government 
agents but their control of them 
was eventually removed because 
of misuse. The new decision to give 
another set of local government 
bodies control of them will make 
these forests extremely vulnerable to 
use and abuse once again.

It is estimated that Sri Lanka’s OSF 
are at about 700, 000 ha, about five 
percent of the remaining forest 
cover. They provide a service to 

the ecosystem because they are 
home to a staggering number of 
both endemic and unique species 
of flora and fauna, especially in the 
wet zone. In fact botanists say these 
species can’t be found anywhere else 
in the world. All this contributes to 
the rich biodiversity that Sri Lanka 
is known for. OSFs also function 
as corridors for animals, including 
elephants. Environmentalists are 
now challenging the decision of the 
cabinet in the Supreme Court.

Sri Lanka’s forest cover has been 
dwindling rapidly. In 1881 it was 84 
percent and by 1956 it had dropped 
to 44 percent. Currently, it stands 
at around 16. 5 percent. This is why 
there is so much expectation that 
President Gotabaya Rajapakse will 
deliver on his election pledge to 
increase forest cover to 30 percent.

The continuing rape of our forests is 
alarming. Trees are being felled for 
timber to make a big and easy buck.  
There has been a growing trend in 
recent times for protected lands to 
be cleared for crop cultivation and 
development. According to data 
provided by the Food and Agriculture 
Organisation and the Department 
of Agriculture, 62 percent of the 
country's available land is agriculture 
land. The rationale for using 
protected land is unclear therefore. 
So many media articles about the 
destruction which is being caused 
to the environment have come to 
nought, as have the discussions that 
environmentalists, conservationists 
and experts in the area have had with 
government officials.

What are we doing wrong? Where 
does the malaise lie? In most cases 
the inescapable reality is that behind 
almost all these violations is a 
politician who despite proclamations 
about their good intentions to salvage 
our environment end up doing the 
contrary and causing irreperable 

damage. What is frustratinng is 
that these acts are carried out even 
after the advice of environmentalists 
and conservationists.  Little wonder 
therefore that there is so much 
despair and wringing of hands by 
them. One can’t but help be haunted 
by what Ansel Adams said that it 
is horrifying when we have to fight 
our own government to save the 
environment.

David Attenborough in a video titled 
Extinction: The Facts, explains how 
the growing interaction that humans 
have with wildlife has been driving 
diseases like swine flu, Ebola, SARS 
and now COVID -19. The use of fur 
in the fashion industry brings wild 
animals into close contact with man. 
Exotic animals are at a premium 
for their meat, often ending up in 
wet markets that are frequented by 
people. 

These create ideal conditions for 
animal viruses to be transmitted to 
humans and the risk is multiplied 
because animals under these 
conditions are stressed and are 
inclined to shed more viruses. The 
clearing of forests for settlements 
bring people into close proximity with 
wildlife in those ecosystems.

He predicts how this dangerous 
dalliance with nature is putting us at 
risk of five emerging diseases every 
year as well as the economic damage 
to a country.

A new year dawns and brings with it 
new beginnings. Let us turn the page 
and wish for a new chapter for our 
biota with greater awareness of the 
damage that can be caused by our 
actions and how we can minimize 
this by being more responsible and 
conscientious. Above all, let kindness 
prevail. To our readers, we wish you a 
healthy and blessed new year.
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Pic by Spencer Manuelpillai

Sinharaja, a bio diversity hotspot in Sri Lanka
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HUMAN-SLOTH 
BEAR CONFLICT 
IN SRI LANKA

Shyamala Ratnayeke*

RESEARCH

S
loth bears, Melursus ursinus, evolved in the Indian subtropics 

and were once widespread in the lowlands of India, Nepal, 

Bhutan, and Bangladesh. The one subspecies, Melursus 
ursinus inornatus, is found in Sri Lanka (Pocock, 1941). The 

sloth bear has vanished from much of its former range and 

may no longer exist in Bangladesh. Today, the vast majority 

of sloth bear range remains in India, where bears occupy 

suitable habitats throughout the peninsula and up to the Himalayan foothills, 

where the range overlaps with that of the Asiatic black bear, Ursus thibetanus 

(Johnsingh, 2003). Reliable density estimates are unavailable, but the largest 

populations of sloth bears probably occur in the foothills of the Western Ghats 

and the Indian central highlands (Yoganand et al., 2006).  In Sri Lanka, sloth 

bears range where sufficient areas of forest and scrubland remain in the dry 

zone lowlands (Ratnayeke et al. 2007a, Ratnayeke and van Manen 2020). 

Sloth bears lack the adaptations of a typical mammalian predator, yet are greatly 
feared among rural human communities and are responsible for more attacks 
on humans than any other species of bear (Can et al., 2014). In a five-year period, 
Rajpurohit and Krausman (2000) reported 735 human casualties of sloth bear attacks 
in the Indian states of Madhyar Pradhesh and Chhattisgarh, 48 of which were fatal. 
Bargali et al. (2005) reported a further 126 human casualties and 11 fatalities from 
sloth bear attacks in less than two years in the North Bilaspur forest division of 
Chhattisgarh. The frequency of such attacks is lower in Sri Lanka; Ratnayeke et al. 
(2014) reported 271 human casualties and three deaths from sloth bear attacks, with 
226 of those records from 1980 to 2004. 
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Sloth bears have an 
abundance of long, 
coarse hair on the ears, 
neck and shoulders that 
accentuates the size of 
the massive head and 
powerful forequarters.  
Pic by Tony Nadaraja
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A sloth bear senses an approaching animal and prepares to take cover (below). The source of the disturbance turned 
out to be a sambar, Rusa unicolor. (Pics by Luxshmanan Nadaraja).
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Of 271 people attacked 
by bears, 98% were 
men who were mostly 
subsistence farmers but 
used local forests for fuel, 
bushmeat, and additional 
sources of income. All but 
three attacks occurred 
in forests remote from 
human settlements. 
We obtained no reports 
of bears entering 
village compounds to 
attack livestock or raid 
agricultural fields. 

Conflicts between bears and 
humans occur globally for a variety 
of reasons. Bears damage human 
property, kill livestock, and raid 
agricultural fields. In South Asia, the 
root cause of conflict is the expansion 
of human populations into bear 
habitat (Can et al., 2014). Sloth bear 
attacks have profound consequences 
for people. For sloth bears, the 
consequences are also severe, 
because humans kill bears out of 
fear, in self-defence, or in retaliation, 
and every bear attack erodes local 
support for their conservation 
(Chauhan, 2006; Ratnayeke et al., 
2006). The tragic consequences 
of such encounters exemplify one 
of the most difficult challenges of 
conserving large dangerous species 
like the sloth bear. In this article, I 
review data on sloth bear attacks 
based on a study conducted in 2004 
(Ratnayeke et al 2014), and propose 
ways to increase human safety in 
areas occupied by sloth bears. 

Trends in sloth bear attacks in Sri Lanka 
Between 1990 and 2004, sloth bear attacks in Sri Lanka doubled 
approximately every five years, increasing from 27 (1990–1994) to 44 (1995–
1999) and to 91 (2000–2004). Sloth bear attacks also increased exponentially 
with rural human population size, a likely result of encroachments into bear 
habitat and increased human activity in forests occupied by bears. 

Sloth bear attacks (1938-2004) per five-year interval as a function of rural 
human population size. (Adapted from Ratnayeke et al., 2014).

Of 271 people attacked by bears, 98% were men who were mostly subsistence 
farmers but used local forests for fuel, bushmeat, and additional sources 
of income. All but three attacks occurred in forests remote from human 
settlements. We obtained no reports of bears entering village compounds to 
attack livestock or raid agricultural fields. 

Reports from India confirm, also, that the principal form of human-sloth bear 
conflict is in the form of attacks on humans, and that most sloth bear attacks 
occur in forests (Rajpurohit & Krausman, 2000; Chauhan, 2006; Dhamorikar 
et al., 2017). Yet, in situations where habitat is greatly fragmented and 
degraded, bears may be forced into village compounds to survive. One such 
example is the North Bilaspur division in Chhattisgarh, India, where sloth 
bears commonly enter village compounds and raid crops (Bargali et al.2005). 

Characteristics and outcomes of sloth bear attacks, Sri Lanka 
Most attacks (i.e., 95%) involved just one adult bear, even if two or more adult 
bears were initially encountered. Only a small number of the victims could 
confirm the bears’ sex. Four attacks were by adult females and 28 by adult 
males. Sloth bear cubs were present at 82 attacks, of which 72 involved only 
one adult bear, presumably the mother that carried out the attack. Cubs 
participated in four attacks! Thus, females may be as likely as males to 
attack, especially if they are accompanied by cubs.

Sloth bear attacks are typically accompanied by loud, deep-throated barks. 
The mode of attack may vary, with the bear sometimes rearing up on its hind 
legs, but most involve a rapid charge where the bear barrels into its target. 
People who attempt to run from an encounter may be pursued and attacked. 
Most attacks last less than a few minutes, followed by the bear running off, 
but a few accounts involved a prolonged fight between the man and the bear, 
sometimes including dogs that accompanied the man.  The vast majority of 
injuries result from bites and lacerations from claws, with bites causing the 
most severe injuries, including broken limbs, skull fractures, and the loss of 
scalps, eyes, or other portions of the face. 
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A large proportion of human injuries included broken bones in hands and 
forearms from attempts to fend off the bear. In the majority of events (n = 156; 
60%), the bear fled the site unhurt. In 17 attacks, dogs drove off the bear, in 61 
attacks, bears were wounded and in 40 attacks, bears were killed. The fate of 
the bear was unknown/unreported in the remaining six attacks. Nine victims 
eventually played dead when they were too injured to fight off the bear, at 
which point the bear ceased the attack and left. 

Seven individuals that successfully ascended trees during the attack 
sustained injuries, but instead of pursuing them up the tree the bear left the 
scene. Several individuals also described their companions escaping up trees 
and witnessing the attack from the “safety” of the tree. Although sloth bears 
frequently climb trees to feed or to access tree cavities, these events suggest 
that a sloth bear’s perception of a human as a threat diminishes when the 
human is no longer aground.  

The human fatality rate from sloth bear attacks is greater in India (6%–8%; 
Rajpurohit & Krausman, 2000; Bargali et al., 2005) than in Sri Lanka (1%). 
The Sri Lankan subspecies of sloth bear is approximately two-thirds the size 
of sloth bears on the Indian mainland (Pocock, 1933), but body mass is not 
associated with fatal attacks by American black bears, Ursus americanus or 
brown bear, Ursus arctos (Herrero et al. 2011). Regardless, our data confirms 
that fatality rates approach 15% for bears involved in attacks; thus, human-
sloth bear conflicts are more lethal for bears than for humans.

Situations leading to attacks
Almost 80% of attacks recorded in our study occurred when people suddenly 
encountered bears at close range, less than 10 m (often closer) and in 
situations where boulders and thickets blocked a clear view of the bear. This 
element of surprise made it difficult for many victims to defend themselves 
with a weapon. In three attacks, hunting dogs encountered a bear and ran 

back to the owner with the bear in 
pursuit, putting the man directly in 
the path of an irate bear. Thus, even 
if they can help to drive off a bear, 
they can also precipitate attacks, or 
prolong their duration. Two attacks 
were precipitated by humans 
shooting at bears with the goal of 
averting a possible attack.

The majority of attacks (78%) took 
place between 0900 and 1600 
hours, 17% at dawn or dusk, and 
the remaining 5% at night. Sloth 
bears are least active during the 
hottest parts of the day (Ratnayeke 
et al., 2007b) and I suspect that 
many attacks are precipitated by 
humans inadvertently approaching 
sleeping bears. For bears that are up 
and about, a common response to 
disturbance, such as an approaching 
human, is to take temporary cover 
rather than to flee the site. This 
behaviour is sometimes perceived as 
a calculated ambush (e.g., Nicholas, 
1974), but a simpler, plausible 
explanation is that the bear panics 
and launches an attack when a 
person gets uncomfortably close.

Evidence suggests that sloth 
bear attacks are overwhelmingly 
defensive rather than predatory, and 
provoked when a bear is surprised 
by a potential threat at close range. 
This is further supported by reports 
of sloth bears ceasing the attack and 
leaving when humans play dead 
or escape up a tree. We received no 
reports of bears attempting to feed 
on an injured victim. Defensive 
attacks are typical of brown bears 
and usually result from sudden 
encounters between humans and 
bears, presumably because the bear 
perceives a threat to its personal 
space and safety (Herrero, 2002). 
Such attacks are generally brief and 
cease when the bear’s perception of 
the threat reduces (Herrero & Fleck, 
1990). Hunters and naturalists in 
Sri Lanka describe sloth bears as 
possessing poor vision and hearing; 
if so, a sleeping or foraging sloth 
bear is more likely to be surprised 
at close range and to attack (Storey, 
1969/1907; Phillips, 1984). Because 

Are humans in groups (two or more people) less prone to serious injury from 
sloth bear attacks than those who are alone? Solitary humans are especially 
prone to severe attacks, with injuries (ranked on an ordinal scale) that include 
fractures to the skull or major bones, or the loss of parts of the scalp or face  
(N = 271, x2=51.74, df=3, P<0.001; Ratnayeke et al. 2014).
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sloth bears rely mostly on scent to 
become aware of intruders, surprise 
encounters are more likely when 
people are upwind of a bear.  

Staying safe in bear country
A key finding in our study was that 
people who were alone, (or effectively 
alone because companions fled 
the scene), were far more likely to 
experience a severe attack with life-
threatening injuries. For example, in 
the majority of attacks where people 
sustained serious injuries, they 
were alone. Conversely, in 63% of 
attacks resulting in relatively minor 
injuries, the victim of the attack 
was with one or more companions. 
Companions sometimes yelled or 
physically attacked the bear, but in 
many situations, the bear fled when 
companions merely ran to the scene. 

In 10 attacks that resulted in serious 
injuries, companions were present, 
and one of them died as a result 
of trying to drive off the bear. This 
underscores the fact that sloth bears 
are capable of inflicting serious 
injury in a matter of seconds, and 
that coming to the aid of someone 
being attacked may entail substantial 
risk. Also, more than one bear may 
be involved in an attack and the 
propensity for aggression will differ 
among bears (females with cubs are 
likely to rank high on this scale). So 
how does one weigh this conflicting 
information? Human companions 
do not guarantee safety, but our 
data confirms that the probability 
of experiencing a severe attack 
is significantly lower if one is not 
alone. Even if human companions do 
not actively attempt to drive off an 
attacking sloth bear, larger groups of 
people present a more intimidating 
front, which may discourage a bear 
from persisting in an attack.

Analyses of attacks by brown bears 
and American black bears suggest, 
also, that larger human groups 
are more effective at intimidating 
and driving off a bear, regardless of 
whether a bear attack is defensive 
or predatory. Behaviours associated 
with predatory attacks are distinctly 

different to those that are defensive. For example, silent and prolonged stalking of 
the human is often associated with predatory attacks by American black bears, 
often with fatal results (Herrero et al., 2011). In contrast, defensive attacks are of 
short duration and are rarely fatal, even though injuries are often non-trivial. 

Our data suggest several measures to reduce the probability of bear attacks. Bears 
frequently sleep in dense thickets and rock outcrops during the day. Humans 
moving through these types of habitat on foot or bicycle should be acutely aware of 
a possible encounter with a bear. The potential for surprise encounters will decrease 
if humans travel in large, noisy groups. Although fear of bears greatly tests human 
courage, in the vast majority of attacks, the presence of another human may be 
the most effective mitigating factor. Staying in close-knit groups and not fleeing an 
encounter will reduce the likelihood and duration of an attack. Herrero et al. (2011) 
recommend that bears reacting defensively to humans are given as much space 
as possible. If the opportunity is available, a person should attempt to move out 
of the way or ascend a tree. Should the bear charge, a united front of two or more 
people facing off an oncoming bear is far more likely to thwart physical contact than 
running.  Running from a bear will likely stimulate a chase response.  

Finally, a person ambushed at close range, or knocked down by a charging 
bear, may decrease the risk of serious injury by attempting to protect 
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The most severe contemporary threats 
to sloth bears are human encroachment 
into bear habitat and human-inflicted 
mortality arising from fear. One 
possible approach is for natural 
resource agencies to find ways to keep 
humans and sloth bears well separated. 
However, reversing perceptions of 
sloth bears through outreach efforts 
that work to increase human safety in 
bear habitat may be more realistic and 
effective in the long term.
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attacks were common near the periphery of large national 
parks, which are important source populations for sloth bears. 
Outreach efforts should target villages on the periphery of 
these important protected areas. The potential for conflicts 
to intensify will be greatest where the use of forests 
for swidden agriculture and other forms of subsistence 
becomes necessary because of poverty and landlessness. 
Several districts displayed high rates of conflict, especially 
Horowpothana and Kebethigollawa, where bear attacks in the 
early 2000s and preceding decades were high. 

The timing of bear safety programmes is an important 
consideration. In the dry-zone lowlands, farmers are 
more likely to engage in forest activities during the dry 
season when agricultural fields require less attention. 
The potential for bears to enter villages or to frequent the 
periphery of villages may also be greatest when sources 
of water in forests have dried out. Phillips (1984) remarks 
that bears may travel long distances in search of water, 
and Dharaiya and Ratnayeke (2009) describe examples 
of how drought may lead to conditions that precipitate 
attacks. Creating water sources within bear habitat may 
reduce the likelihood of bears moving into high-risk 
areas close to villages in search of water.

Sri Lanka is among several nations that lack formal 
initiatives and scientifically informed action plans 
to manage human bear conflicts (Can et al., 2014). 
Because sloth bear attacks occur mostly in situations 
where rural people enter forests or protected areas to 
obtain resources, often illegally, many attacks are not 
officially reported and victims of bear attacks are not 
compensated. Neglecting to address the risks faced by 
people using bear habitat will reduce tolerance for bears, 
create resistance to conservation efforts, and intensify 
illicit and inhumane retaliation against bears. Although 
legally protected, the sloth bear’s reputation for launching 
attacks on people suggests that it remains very much 
at risk from experienced hunters and forest users who 
know how to dispatch bears should they be encountered.

In stark contrast to the colonial period, when sloth bears 
were persecuted and indiscriminately slaughtered 
by hunters who staked out waterholes (Storey, 1907; 
Spittel, 1924), most rural people kill bears only when 
they perceive a direct threat to their safety. The most 
severe contemporary threats to sloth bears are human 
encroachment into bear habitat and human-inflicted 
mortality arising from fear. One possible approach is for 
natural resource agencies to find ways to keep humans 
and sloth bears well separated. However, reversing 
perceptions of sloth bears through outreach efforts that 
work to increase human safety in bear habitat may be 
more realistic and effective in the long term. 

*Associate professor, Department of Biological Sciences, 

Sunway University, Malaysia.  

Email: shyamalar@sunway.edu.my 

vulnerable body parts, such as the face and neck (Herrero, 
2002). People attacked by brown bears are advised to 
ball up tightly, knees and elbows meeting at forehead, 
and hands locked around the back of the neck. In short, 
behaviours that pose little threat to the bear and that 
simultaneously protect vital parts of the body may be the 
best way to survive an attack. Although this approach 
has not been tested for sloth bears, the majority of sloth 
bear attacks (80%) result from sudden encounters and 
possess many characteristics that are similar to brown 
bear attacks (Herrero & Fleck 1990; Herrero, 2002). The 
effectiveness of this technique during sloth bear attacks 
merits investigation.

Reducing human-sloth bear conflict 
Sloth bear attacks can have profound effects on victims. 
Apart from the physical mutilation and scars, which are 
sometimes severe, many victims reported the loss of 
vision or hearing, speech impairments, and the inability 
to use tools effectively because of improperly healed 
fractures. Within rural farming communities, physical 
disabilities such as these can significantly mar the quality 
of life and livelihood of survivors. Reducing the frequency 
of bear attacks is an essential conservation goal that 
would help reduce bear mortality and encourage a positive 
change in human attitudes towards sloth bears. 

Conservation outreach programmes targeting rural 
people who use forests occupied by bears are needed 
to discuss methods to reduce the severity of attacks 
or prevent them altogether. Our results underscore 
conventional gender roles in Sri Lankan rural societies 
where men are more likely to venture farther into the 
forests and more likely to go alone. Outreach efforts 
should focus on these groups and in portions of sloth 
bear range where the potential for conflict is greatest.

In the 15 years preceding our survey, most bear attacks 
occurred in areas under some degree of protection, although, 
between 1983-2008, most of the northern and eastern 
provinces were under control of Tamil separatist groups. Bear 
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THE 
SRI LANKAN 
JACKAL: 
THE ISLAND'S 
TRUE WILD 
CANID

THE 
SRI LANKAN 
JACKAL: 
THE ISLAND'S 
TRUE WILD 
CANID

A pair of jackals grooming each other in 
Wilpattu national park. Grooming helps 
build social bonds among these very 
social animals. 

Text and pics by Chandika Jayaratne and Sampath Seneviratne 
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S
ri Lanka’s forests and jungles are home to a wide variety of charismatic wildlife and among those 
species are the golden jackals (Canis aureus). These animals are scavengers as well as good hunters, 
sometimes even hunting in packs to take down large prey. They are also the only wild species of 
canid found on the island. The Sri Lankn jackal is a subspecies (Canis aureus indicus) of the Eurasian 
golden jackal, found only in Sri Lanka and southern India (Pocock 1941). Found throughout the island 
their adaptability along with their dietary habits of not only being carnivorous but being omnivorous, 
allows them to live in a range of habitats. The basic social unit of the species is formed by the adult 

breeding pair, who are monogamous (Yapa and Ratnavira 2013). This adult pair is sometimes accompanied by their 
current litter of pups and on some occasions, pups from the previous litter. Even though there have been studies 
conducted on the jackal species throughout the world, there have been very few studies conducted on the species in 
the country. 

A jackal outside the main entrance to Yala national park. 
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proximity to humans. The incident in Kalutara was a 
case of rabies that had infected the animals which forced 
them to attack people and was not due to the animals 
attacking humans as prey or in anger. 

The Sri Lankan jackal is found throughout the island, 
even in Mannar. There was a recent sighting of a jackal 
in the city of Colombo, close to the Battaramulla area. 
Though their numbers have been reducing, they can still 
be found higher up in the hills. This is an indication of 
how adaptable they are and how they can live in a vast 
range of habitats. Mouse deer seem to be a favorite prey 
of theirs as we have got evidence of them feeding on 
mouse deer in Yala, Kumana and Wilpattu. Our jackal is 
a very social animal.  You might come across as many 
as six in a pack, going about their business. They use 
scent to mark their territory and at times they even 
howl to warn others not to enter their domain. Though 
the howling of jackals was a common sound which was 
heard in many forested areas of the island including on 
rubber estates, they are seldom heard these days. Could 
this be due to the low numbers or have they learnt that 
when they are close to humans it is best to keep quiet 
and go about their business in the night? 

In the wild they share their home with the island’s top 
predator, the Sri Lankan leopard. Though jackals will 
often scavenge from a leopard’s kill, they will inevitably 
make way for the island’s only big cat. Leopards will kill 
jackals, including their pups, if they can get hold of them. 
Jackals too will go after very small leopard cubs if the 
mother leopard is not anywhere nearby. This is usually a    
common scenario with competing predators. However, 
as we do not have much jackal-focused research work 
that has been done, their behaviour when they are 
among leopards could well be different to that which 
we expect!  Like leopards, jackals are also very good 
hunters, sometimes pairing up to take down prey that 
is bigger than them.  We don’t know exactly what the 
range of their diet is. They feed on certain types of fruits 
and berries that make them omnivorous as well (Yapa 
and Ratnavira 2013). The relationship between jackals 

Family of six jackals seen on the main road in Yala national park. 

Throughout history and in folklore the jackal has 
been portrayed as a cunning and wily creature. In 
Egypt, Anubis the god associated with the afterlife and 
mummification is a jackal headed god. In Indian culture 
the god Kali is said to be represented by jackals and 
the goddess is said to appear as a jackal when offered 
meat (Van der Geer 2008). The golden jackal or the 
Eurasian golden jackal is the most widespread among 
the jackals (Lal, Goutam & Rajpurohit 2016). While each 
species of jackal is similar in size and structure, they 
are differentiated by the colour of their coat.  However 
genetically they are only very distantly related (Jahal 
2015). 

The International Union for Conservation (IUCN) has 
described the golden jackal as Least Concerned in their 
list of threatened species, both in the National Red List 
and in the global list (MOE 2012). With the ever-growing 
human population and encroachment of agriculture 
into forested areas, the space required for these animals 
is constantly decreasing. They also have to deal with 
vast amounts of pesticide that are being used which as 
carnivores trickle down to them via the food chain. Just a 
few months ago the media showcased a story of jackals 
attacking people in a village in the Kalutara district. 
These animals are shy by nature and avoid humans 
most of the time. It has been suggested that they 
even become more nocturnal when they are in close 

With the ever-growing human 
population and encroachment 
of agriculture into forested 
areas, the space required for 
these animals is constantly 
decreasing
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Because jackals have a wide diet, 
they play a very important role in the 
ecosystem and keeping the stability 
of it. Being a scavenger, they play a 
vital role by cleaning up carcasses 
and making sure that nothing goes 
to waste. They also prey on small and 
medium sized herbivores, keeping 
their numbers in check to make sure 
the environment is balanced. Outside 
national parks or protected areas, they 
can be beneficial to agriculture by 
preying on small mammals, reptiles 
and birds that can be harmful to a 
farmer’s crops. 

Three curious jackal pups seen on the Buthawa plain in 
Yala national park. 

A jackal with an odd colouration seen on the Galge 
Vihara road, Wilpattu national park.

and sloth bears, also found in Sri Lanka, is not well 
documented but as with the leopard, they probably give 
the bears a wide berth and stay away. 

Because jackals have a wide diet, they play a very 
important role in the ecosystem and keeping the 
stability of it. Being a scavenger, they play a vital role by 
cleaning up carcasses and making sure that nothing 
goes to waste. They also prey on small and medium 
sized herbivores, keeping their numbers in check 
to make sure the environment is balanced. Outside 
national parks or protected areas, they can be beneficial 
to agriculture by preying on small mammals, reptiles 
and birds that can be harmful to a farmer’s crops. We 
think the increase in the number of peacocks in the 
wet zone could correlate to the drop in the number of 
jackals in these areas, but it could also be due to climate 
change and the drop in the water table making the 
wet zone dryer than what it is supposed to be. On the 
contrary they can be harmful to poultry, goat herders 
and potentially very small calves as they can fall prey 
to jackals, but it is something that is not reported that 
much.

There are many stories and assumptions about jackal 
behavior, determined by comparing them with research 
done in other countries. 
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A jackal in its prime.

Citations
Yumnam B, NegiT, Maldonado JE, Fleischer RC, 
Jhala YV (2015)Phylogeography of the Golden Jackal 
(Canisaureus) inIndia.PLoSONE10 (9): e0138497.
doi:10.1371/journal. Pone.0138497

Sillero-Zubiri, C., Hoffmann, M. and Macdonald, D.W. 
(eds). 2004. Canids: Foxes, Wolves, Jackals and Dogs. 
Status Survey and Conservation Action Plan. IUCN/
SSC Canid Specialist Group. Gland, Switzerland and 
Cambridge, UK. x + 430 pp.

The biogeography and ecology of Sri Lankan 
mammals point to conservation priorities Wolfgang 
P. J. Dittus

J.R. Ginsberg and D.W. Macdonald IUCN/SSC Canid 
Specialist Group IUCN/SSC Wolf Specialist Group 
(L.D. Mech, Chair)

Dinets V. The Canis tangle a systematics overview 
and taxonomic recommendations. Vavilovs ii 
Zhurnal Genetii i Seletsii – Vavilov Journal of 
Genetics and Breeding.  2015;19(326-291. Doi 10.1 699/
VJ15.036

Jhala, Y. & Moehlman, P.D. 2008. Canis aureus. 
The IUCN Red List of Threatened Species 2008: 
e.T3744A10054631

To answer most of these questions a small yet 
determined group of people have got together and 
initiated a research project to study these fascinating 
animals. The team comprises Chandika Jayaratne 
and Sashan Rodrigo from Eco Lanka Consultants Pvt 
Ltd, Dr. Sampath Seneviratne from the University of 
Colombo, Dr. Priyan Perera from the University of Sri 
Jayawardenepura and Dr. Enoka Kudavindanage from 
the University of Sabaragamuwa. The team decided it is 
time we learn more about these elusive wild canids and 
shine more light on a species that falls behind only the 
elephant and the leopard when it comes to popularity in 
wildlife circles. We will also like everyone out there to 
help us with the project through an element of citizen 
science. All you have to do is to send us photographs 
of jackals that you have taken with the time, date and 
location of the animal and we will then add them to 
our database.  You can do this via Facebook (Chandika 
Jayaratne) or Instagram (Chandika_J) on the Sri Lankan 
Jackal Project page (FB: - The Sri Lankan Jackal Project 
and similar on Instagram).

The project is still in its initial stage and will be focusing on 
getting data throughout the island and on comprehensive 
behavioral studies in Wilpattu and its surroundings, 
Sinharaja and its outer human habitation and the Vankalai 
bird sanctuary in Mannar. We hope that in the near future 
we will be able to tell you more interesting stories about 
our wild canid jackal. Maybe there are a few surprises out 
there that are waiting to be discovered!
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The golden jackal is a resourceful animal which fulfills an important function in 
the country’s ecosystem. (Pic by Roshana Prasad). 

TOPICAL
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IS THE  
JACKAL  
IN SRI LANKA  
AT A  
CROSSROADS?
In Sri Lanka, jackals have co-existed with 
humans for centuries. But can an unusual 
case of rabid jackal attack coupled with 
exaggerated media reporting threaten this 
relationship? 

The jackal has its own place in Sri Lankan folklore.  In ‘Magul Kema’ 
(wedding feast), a popular children’s story read by many generations 
of Sri Lankans, ‘Nuwana hami’ (wise person) the jackal laid a plan to 
lure poultry for an easy hunt. In another tale, a jackal flattered a crow 
which was carrying a piece of cheese in its beak. Piqued by the flattery, 
the crow opened its beak to sing, the piece of cheese fell out and the 
wily crow got what it wanted.  We all know the story of the ‘sour grapes’ 
where a jackal, after trying for hours to pluck a bunch of grapes that 
was hanging from a branch, gave up saying the grapes were sour 
afterall.  

Folklore, fables and even Buddhist jataka stories often feature the jackal 
as a wise, shrewd, cunning, but also a cowardly and selfish animal. 
These stories have contributed to portray the  jackal as a comical 
character bringing it closer to the hearts of Sri Lankans.  It could 
also be   influencing them to be tolerant of the jackal, even when a 
hungry animal occasionally intrudes into their poultry farms. But the 
reports that have appeared in the media in recent months  making the 
jackal out to be a violent villain which chases and bites humans on 
sight, appears to be threatening this long standing human-jackal co-
existence.
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Jackal pups at play.  (Pic by Harsha Matarage). 

The episode which led to the media reports started in late 
August 2020, after a violent jackal intruded Millaniya 
village in the Kalutara district, chasing and biting 
several villagers. The jackal attack resulted in the death 
of a nine-year old girl and an adult in early September. 
But the initial media reports failed to highlight that 
the reason for their deaths was due to them having 
contracted rabies. The jackal, by nature a timid and 
shy animal which avoids humans, had become violent 
because it had caught rabies. 

A number of cattle in Millaniya too had contracted rabies 
and since then the appearance of more rabid jackals 
from time to time created panic in the village and 
areas near-by.  Exaggerated media headlines such as 
‘Millaniya under siege by jackals’ and TV footage which 
showed villagers carrying sticks and knives to protect 
themselves from prowling jackals spread this fear to 
other areas as well. 

According to veterinary surgeons of the Department 
of Wildlife Conservation (DWC), since the first incident, 
about 20 jackals in the Millaniya and Horana areas 
contracted rabies in a period of about three months. 
There is no cure for rabies after its symptoms appear and 
many of the rabid jackals had been killed by villagers 
when they intruded into villages. Others were found dead 
elsewhere. As the number of rabid cases increased, so 
did the pressure to remove jackals from the area or to 
vaccinate them.  
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Rabies is a zoonotic disease which is spread to humans by animals.  According to the World Health Organization 
(WHO) dogs are the main source of human rabies deaths, contributing up to 99% of all rabies transmissions to 
humans worldwide. The rabies virus attacks the brain of the infected animal and alters its behavior.  It is spread 
through the saliva when it bites other animals, mostly mammals. Once it affects the nervous system and symptoms 
start to appear, the disease is incurable. But vaccination can prevent rabies in both animals and humans. 

According to the DWC’s chief veterinary surgeon Dr.Tharaka Prasad there is a natural sylvatic cycle of rabies among 
jackal populations, but his assessment of the situation in Millaniya is that a rabid stray dog would have spread rabies 
to the jackal population there. Dr Prasad, who has decades of experience behind him, says the case of Millaniya 
where about 20 jackals were infected with rabies in a short period of time is unusual. While pointing out that trying 
to vaccinate wild jackals is a futile exercise, he highlights the need to scale up the vaccination of domestic and stray 
dogs to prevent another cluster of rabies among jackals. 

The Public Health Veterinary Service (PHVS), Medical Research Institute (MRI) and the Department of Animal 
Production and Health (DAPH) are the three government agencies in Sri Lanka with the authority and responsibility 
for rabies surveillance and diagnosis in people and animals. According to a survey of cases of rabies which they 
carried out between 2005 and 2014, rabid dog bites accounted for about 96% of the cases and another 2% was from  
domestic cats. In only 2% of the cases was rabies reported to have been transmitted by wild animals. These agencies, 
in its list of 18 domestic and wild animals, do not include the jackal. This indicates that the Millaniya incident is an 
isolated one and that the spread of rabies to humans by jackals is rare and the fear it generates could be unfounded. 
On a general note, in Sri Lanka, the mongoose (Herpestes vitticollis, Herpestes brachyurus, Herpestes edwardsii, 
and Herpestes smithii), giant squirrel (Ratufa macroura), and palm civet cat (Paradoxurus zeylonensis, Paradoxurus 
hermaphrodites, and Viverricula indica) have been identified as reservoirs of rabies among wildlife. 

A jackal in Wilpattu. (Pic by Vajira Gunasekera). 
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This jackal which was killed by the villagers in Millaniya 
was later found to be infected with rabies.  

Though the Millaniya case is an isolated incident, the 
seeds of fear it sowed in the minds of the public that the 
jackal is a dangerous and savage animal can have a long 
and lasting impact. While it is good to keep a distance 
with wild animals, this fear could also affect the roots of 
co-existence that jackals and humans have enjoyed for 
centuries. It is only recently that a live jackal was burnt 
to death in India and while similar incidents could take 
place in Sri Lanka as well the general public has to be 
alert to prevent such an occurrence.  Experts point out 
that the media has the responsibility of correcting the 
baseless fear that people have of jackals and highlight 
their importance to our ecosystems. 

The jackal as an equalizer of the ecosystem 

Even without the current issue of rabies, jackals in Sri 
Lanka are faced with their fair share of problems. The 
National Red List 2012 of Sri Lanka classifies the jackal 
as an animal of ‘Least Concern’. But their extinction 
from pockets of localized areas is evidence that the 
jackal population outside protected areas is in decline.  
For example, in the early 80s the presence of the jackal 
was recorded even in the suburbs of Colombo such as 
Bellanwila-Attidiya but today they are not to be seen. 
While the loss of habitat has been identified as the main 
reason for their decline, there could be other reasons 
too which are hard to determine because little research 
has been carried out on the jackal which is found in Sri 
Lanka.  

While media reports of the recent rabies episode 
highlighted widely the damage caused

by jackals, their service to the ecosystem was largely 
ignored. The jackal is an omnivorous animal which hunts 
small rodents including a wide array of pest species. 
It is also a scavenger which helps to keep the natural 
environment clean by removing rotten carcasses. 

A fine example of the kind of indirect services these 
predators provide to balance natural habitats emerged 
in the USA in the aftermath of the reintroduction of the 
wolf to Yellowstone National Park in 1995. In the absence 
of predator species, elks had started to over graze the 
riverbanks, impeding the natural growth of vegetation 
and caused erosion. But after the  introduction of the wolf, 
the elk had to be vigilant and on the move which stopped 
them from over grazing in a single area. Researchers 
found that this helped to grow vegetation on river banks 
and prevented erosion. 

In the Sri Lankan wilderness, the leopard is the apex 
predator while the fishing cat and the jackal, when 
comparing their size and hunting capacities, come a 
close second. But the fishing cat depends largely on fish 
and other aquatic creatures leaving the jackal to fill the 
vacuum of fulfilling the environmental balance. 
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Jackals are usually found in singles or as a pair. They sometimes form packs to hunt bigger animals. This pack of 
seven jackals (only five can be seen in the frame) was photographed in  Udawalawe. (Pic by Vajira Gunasekera). 

PROFILE OF THE SRI LANKAN JACKAL 

English name: golden jackal 

Sinhala name: kßhd" ysj,d 

Tamil name: Fs;seup

Order: Carnivora

Family: Canidae

Genus: Canis

Species: Canis aureus

Subspecies: Canis aureus naria

The jackal is the only wild canid found in  
Sri Lanka. It is a unique subspecies scientifically 
categorized as Canis aureus naria, which is also 
found in southern India. The jackal which is 
found in Sri Lanka has a reddish or yellowish-red 
speckled coat with extensive grey and black tipped 
hairs on its back. The male jackal is on average 
12% heavier than the female. The jackal is an 
adaptable creature and is widespread in Sri Lanka. 
They are sociable, often engaging in greeting, 
grooming and vocalizing with each other. Their 
howls can usually be heard at dusk and they have 
a strong sense of smell.  When they hunt alone, 
they confine themselves to smaller prey and when 
they hunt in a pack, they target larger prey. 

Sadly though, there are no studies that have been 
carried out to identify the important role the jackal 
performs in our natural habitat. Their decline will 
cause an array of imbalances as the example of 
the wolf in Yellowstone proves. Sri Lanka already 
faces an issue due to the  increase of the peafowl 
population and it becoming a harmful pest.  There 
is speculation that   the decline of jackals that could 
prey on peafowl eggs and young could be the main 
reason for their unwarranted increase. 

The dust is settling on the rabies case in Millaniya. 
But with the COVID-19 pandemic slowing everything 
down including the rabies vaccination campaign 
of stray dogs, the threat of them spreading the 
deadly disease to its wild canid continues. Since 
the vaccination of a wild animal is not possible the 
main option that is available is for the authorities to 
respond rapidly to prevent a situation, such as that in 
Millaniya, from escalating. In the unfortunate event 
of such incidents in future the DWC, the people in the 
area and especially the media should work together 
to make sure not to damage the centuries long co-
existence between man and  jackal ∆
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MT New Diamond incident 
and the need for disaster risk 
management preparedness
By Charitha Pattiaratchi and Sarath Wijeratne*

Introduction

A large crude oil carrier MT New Diamond, 330 
m long and a beam of 60 m, was transporting 
approximately two million barrels (˜270,000 tonnes) 
of crude oil from Mina al Ahmadi in Kuwait to Paradip 
refinery along the east coast of India. On 3 September 
2020, a fire broke out in the engine room of the 
MTNew Diamond at around 07:45 local time. At this 
time, the ship was ˜65 kilometres off Sangaman 
Kanda Point along the east coast of Sri Lanka (Figure 
1). After burning intermittently for almost a week, the 
fire was finally extinguished on 11 September 2020. 
However, a diesel oil spill that was ˜1 km long was 
observed during this period (Figure 1).

This article examines the meteorological and 
oceanographic conditions during this incident and 
the preparedness of the Indian ocean rim countries to 
respond to such incidents. Figure 1 – Surface winds off the coast of Sri Lanka on 5 

September 2020, showing lower wind speeds in the lee of the 
central highlands of Sri Lanka.  The ‘X’ shows the location of MT 
New Diamond during the oil spill incident(source: windy.com).

Figure 2 – The diesel oil spill emanating from MT New Diamond 

(source: Indian coastguard)

Meteorological conditions

The southwest monsoon is the major influence 
of the wind field during the period of the incident: 
September 2020. Due to the differential heating of the 
Indian subcontinental landmass and the ocean the 
winds blow from the southwest to the northeast, the 
southwestmonsoon.  One of the major features of the 
Sri Lankan land mass is the presence of the central 
highlands that interrupts the surface winds.  This 
creates a shadow region with lower wind speeds that 
extend > 400 km into the ocean between Amparai and 
Trincomalee (Figure 1). However, this effect also results in 
stronger winds in the northwest and southwest coastal 
regions. The tanker MT New Diamondwas initially 
locatedat the boundary of the shadow zone on 3-4 

TOPICAL

September 2020. However, the wind direction changed 
during the latter stages of the incident (6-11 September) 
and the region was experiencing strong winds and waves 
from the southwest.
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Oceanographic conditions

Sri Lanka occupies a unique location within the northern 
Indian ocean with the Arabian sea (As) on the west 
and the Bay of Bengal (BoB) on the east. In terms of 
oceanography, reversing winds due to the monsoon also 
results in reversing the currents flowing past the southern 
coast of the Island. It experiences bi-annually reversing 
monsoon winds. During the southwest monsoon, the 
southwest monsoon current flows from west to east 
transporting higher salinity (more dense) water from the 
Arabian sea to the Bay of Bengal(Figure 3) while during 
the northeast monsoon, lower salinity (less dense) water 
is transported from the Bay of Bengal to the Arabian 
sea (de Vos et al., 2014). The interaction between the Sri 
Lanka landmass currents create a re-circulation feature 
(‘island wake’), defined as the Sri Lanka Dome (SLD) to the 
southeast of the Island (Figure 3). SLD separates different 
water masses that includes warmer, lower salinity BoB 

Figure 3 – Typical oceanographic conditions during the southwest 
monsoon. The Sentinel-3 satellite image, obtained on 12 August 
2020 shows the concentration of surface chlorophyll. SLD 
denotes the Sri Lanka Dome.

water flowing along the Sri Lanka coast and the cooler 
higher salinity water associated with the SLD. This 
interface creates a frontal system that is clearly visible on 
the satellite image (Figure 3).  The satellite image (Figure 
3) was collected on 12 August 2020. Unfortunately, due to 
high cloud cover during the southwest monsoon period 
this was the only cloud-free image available closest to 
the time of the incident.  One of the features of the SLD is 
that it responds to changes in wind speeds and direction 
and changes it location and size.  During the period 8-11 
September 2020,this frontal system was located close to 
the MT New Diamond location (Figure 4).

The volume of oil discharged into the sea will reduce 
naturally due to the weathering processes of evaporation, 
natural dispersion, dissolution, biodegradation and 
photo-oxidation. Evaporation occurs immediately after, 
as soon as the oil is discharged.  It is very high for light 
oils. Virtually all components of C12 and below evaporate 
within 12 hours. Evaporation is also accelerated by high 
wind speeds, air, ocean and oil temperature. Natural 
dispersion is the dispersion of oil, under the influence 
of wind and waves, into finely divided droplets below 
the slick. The dispersion rate depends mainly on sea 
state (wave height). Dissolution of oil into the seawater 
takes place early in the spill, but most hydrocarbons are 
not highly soluble in water, so this is a relatively minor 
component of weathering. Biodegradation is bio-chemical 
breakdown of oil by bacteria. Photo-oxidation is a slow 
process of weathering due to certain wavelengths in 
sunlight. It is a relatively minor component of weathering. 

As part of this incident, the University of Western Australia 
undertook numerical simulations to predict the fate of 
the oil slick and in particular to determine whether the oil 
slick would make landfall affecting coastal communities 
and the ecosystem.  This involved the application of 
computer models to predict the ocean currents as a 
combination of wind, tide and density changes and a 
particle-tracking module to simulate the transport of oil. 
The results indicated that the MT New Diamond was 
located in the warmer water and through changes in the 
wind over 8-10 September the currents were directed 
towards the northeast (Figure 4).  This resulted in the oil 
slick to be transported offshore, away from the coastline 
and therefore did not pose an immediate threat to the 
coastline.

Figure 4 – Time series of simulated sea surface temperature, surface currents and particles representing the oil slick for the period 

8-10 September 2020. The green square boxin panel (b) shows the location of MT New Diamond.
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Summary

Marine regions are subject to many natural and 
anthropogenic disasters such as tsunamis, extreme 
weather events and oil spills that pose significant 
environmental, ecological, financial, social and 
legal risks to coastal populations globally. However, 
direct action and long-term planning for mitigation 
of these impacts are far from fully developed. We 
live in a society that is mainly reactive to natural 
disasters, rather than proactive. The best example 
of this  perhaps for Sri Lanka was the development 
of tsunami warning systems. When the devastating 
tsunami of 2004 impacted Sri Lanka there was no 
warning or preparedness as this type of major disaster 
had not been encountered in living memory. However, 
subsequent to the disaster there is an operational 
warning system that was developed through the 
cooperation of countries around the Indian Ocean rim 
and international organisations. Coastal communities 
of Sri Lanka, which may have not understood the 
word ‘tsunami’’, are at a high level of preparedness to 
respond to any such warning. The same cannot be 
said for other disasters that include human-induced 
incidents such as oil spills etc as evidenced by the 
more recent oil spills in the MV Wakashio(Mauritius) 
and MT New Diamond (Sri Lanka).

We have to develop and put in place structures that can 
respond to such disasters by not being reactive but by 
being proactive and be prepared now for the inevitable 
challenges ahead. Much of the information that is 
required to develop mitigation strategies during these 
events are available but are distributed across many 
agencies. For example, high-resolution topography 
data from the ocean and land are not readily available 
for input into computer models that predict locations 
where oil may come ashore. These fundamental data 
are required for any predictions of coastal disasters. 
We should act to make sure there is a complete data 
available for such purposes. 

Lack of preparedness including scientific and 
technological expertise, particularly in handling a 
crisis such as an oil spill is not a challenge that Sri 
Lanka faces alone - it is an issue for many other 
smaller, developing nations of the Indian Ocean rim as 
well.

These obstacles only make a stronger case for 
significant improvements in transboundary 
cooperation. Regional bodies such as the Indian Ocean 
Rim Association (IORA) must take on a more proactive 
role in addressing and responding to challenges that 
small and littoral states find difficult to meet head-on 
individually.

For Sri Lanka, the MT New Diamond incident was 
a timely warning and through the combination of 
favourable atmospheric and ocean conditions and 
effective management of the fire on board, a major 
disaster was averted. The next time we may be not 
be so lucky and an incident can have significant 
environmental, ecological, financial, social effects on 
coastal populations.

*The Oceans Institute, University of Western Australia, 
35 Stirling Highway, Perth, WA, 6009, Australia

Email: chari.pattiaratchi@uwa.edu.au and sarath.
wijeratne@uwa.edu.au
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Figure 5 – Time series of simulated particle tracks representing the oil slick for the period 10-11 September 2020. The green box 

shows the location of MT New Diamond
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SMALL IS 
BEAUTIFUL IN

OUR 
SNAKE 
WORLD
Text and pics by Sriyan de Silva Wijeyeratne

SCIENCE

The Aspidura which is commonly found in Horton Plains.
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T
he Sri Lankan jungles and underbrush have many 

interesting species working their way through life. 

Quite beautiful when looked at closely, but rarely 

appreciated or liked when encountered, are the 

many snakes which share this space with the rest 

of the wild creatures. Despite the hype and fear, 

most people could consider themselves lucky to 

come across a snake when trekking and so on as the snake’s default 

behaviour will be to avoid humans. Most people have not encountered 

snakes in the wild and the bigger issues are close encounters in the 

vicinity of residential areas and during agricultural activities. I for one 

have remained fascinated with snakes since childhood.

Focus and attention is often given to the large and to the deadly snakes. 
However, the small and harmless or mildly venemous snakes who cause 
no real harm to man, are also ecologically important, pretty, and worth 
knowing about and understanding. In fact, a larger proportion of snakes in 
Sri Lanka fall into this category. They often glide through leaf litter, are found 
in scrubland, under decaying logs, forest edges, underground in softer soil, 
woodlands, plantations and around home gardens. They feed on geckoes, 
skinks and some even on smaller snakes and snake eggs. Different species 
of snake are found in most parts of our country and they play an important 
role in keeping the balance of nature. Sadly, our normal  response is to kill 
first and ask questions later. This short article is a layman-oriented plea 
to help protect a large section of the snake species in Sri Lanka which are 
quite small, harmless and can easily be eliminated from your “hit list” when 
wondering if one is dealing with their venemous cousins.
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“Blind snakes” come to higher ground when their terrain gets flooded.
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The Templeton’s kukri snake which has large round stand-out pupils in its eyes 

 A banded kukri snake, gliding past a cashew puhulang
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With cobras usually being more easily identifiable due to their markings 
and hoods, it is the krait and the viper names which are loosely used in 
fear, to kill off many other snakes whose only fault was to be born a snake. 
On closer inspection, these smaller species look quite different. Sri Lankan 
folklore is packed with non-factual mystique about the power of snakes 
to be reborn, to suck blood, pluck out ones eyes, crawl into ones ears when 
asleep and more. The cat snake (maapila) for example instills more fear 
through legend than reality, although their bite and especially chewing 
motion can result in pain and complications. Snake species with a reddish 
hue even end up being considered blood suckers by some folks.

A layman’s process can help eliminate a large degree of worry when 
trying to protect the much smaller species. Since we have only a handful 
of deadly venemous species, a process of elimination can be helpful. 
The venomous sea snakes with their flattened paddle like tails inhabit 
the coastal regions and in rare instances some coastal inland waters. 
Thankfully, they hardly figure in the snake bite statistics for Sri Lanka 
although their bite packs a deadly punch.  They are often caught in fishing 
nets. The semi-arid zone based saw scaled viper with its distinct cruciform 
on top of its head is not present elsewhere and again, has not  featured 
in a single death in Sri Lanka so far. Although small (up to around 45 cm) 
their bite though can be quite painful, cause complications and they are 
best avoided. The hump nosed viper species are short in size (usually 
30-40 cm) and are quite widespread. They are somewhat easily identified 
as they have stout bodies, narrow necks and larger triangular heads with 
snouts pointing upwards.  They are usually slow moving. Their strike 
lunge is quite fast however despite the short striking distance and they do 
account for a fair portion of bites due to their presence all over Sri Lanka. 
The deadly slender bodied kraits are usually dark with narrow or broad 
white banding at times in some species, which can unfortunately also 
disappear over time. The brownish highly venomous triangular headed 
Russell’s viper has spotty patches running on top and along each side 
of its body and of course causes a lot of deaths and issues due to their 
widespread presence around plantations and paddy fields, its quick action 
and aggressive nature. 
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The Sri Lankan pipe snake which flattens itself when it is threatened
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under loose soil, in decaying leafy piles of litter and home gardens. They 
frequently get dug up by people during land clearance for agriculture and the 
construction of drains and often get killed rather than released back into a 
different patch of soil. They love feeding on worms and when cornered, could 
curl up and at times spew foul smelling excreta as a defense. Some examples 
would be the Blyth’s shield tail, Phillips’ shield tail and black-bellied shield 
tail. In addition, there are several species of small “blind snakes” (family 
Typhlopidae) which again occupy similar habitats. Worm-like in external 
appearance as seen in this picture, they frequently emerge during the rains 
to higher ground when their terrain gets flooded.

This fascinating limbless skink (family Nessia and pictured on this leaf) 
has the telltale marks of having had legs earlier, but which evolution has 
chipped away at leaving just a minor reminder of what used to be. They are 
not snakes, but are small lizards with elongated bodies, pointed heads and 
are somewhat snake like and cylindrical. Since the hind limbs are the last to 
disappear, P.E.P Deraniyagala was of the opinion that they are probably of use 
for copulation. 

Sri Lanka also has several species of rough-sided snakes (family Aspidura) 
which are also small (below 40 cm), cylindrical, reddish or brownish in 
shade and are usually burrowing snakes. Aspidura identification goes 
back to Boie who first described a species in 1827. I find them extremely 
beautiful.  They spread from the lowlands to the central highlands and are 
commonly encountered in areas like Horton Plains (pictured with some of 
its beautiful inner colours showing). What is even more encouraging is that 
the list is still growing with herpetologist Mendis Wickramasinghe recently 
(2020) discovering two new species - one Aspidura and one shield tail in the 
Knuckles region. In 1861, only 36 species of snakes were found in Ceylon 
(Tennent). During Deraniyagala’s time it had gone up to 83 and he himself 
indicated the likelihood of that number increasing. Today we are at around 
107 species (and counting), with 54 (half) being endemic. I personally worry 
about the massive highway structures which are carving our country into 
smaller land parcels with inadequate terrestrial access for smaller species 
from one side of the road to the other at frequent intervals. This is bound to 
isolate these small groups of endemic species soon which then eliminates 
their breeding population with the roads becoming their highway towards 
extinction.

If the crude approach above is taken 
it can help a first level elimination of 
the fear factor around snakes. This is 
particularly useful when the intent is 
not to kill or capture, but to carry out 
closer study with self-preservation 
and avoidance being key. One can 
easily encourage these other little 
snake species at least to “go on 
their way” rather than kill them. 
Interestingly, most of the small 
narrow bodied colourful snakes in 
Sri Lanka are non-venomous or 
very mildly venomous and have 
little or no harmful consequence to 
humans. There are also a few non-
venemous species which mimic the 
“real deal merchants of death” but 
their identification requires better 
knowledge and insight. One can start 
by at least protecting the obvious. 
Let us focus on a few of them.

We are blessed with some beautiful 
small snakes which are widely 
distributed. There are several species 
of shield tailed snakes (family 
Rhinophis) whose name is derived 
from the flat scale at the tip of its 
tail which is shield like. There are 
small burrowing snakes that have 
cone shaped heads, often with a 
keel and a somewhat indistinctive 
neck. Amazingly, we have sixteen 
endemic species in this category (out 
of seventeen or so globally). They 
are all non-venomous, inoffensive 
snakes which are usually found 

The Jerdon’s polyodont which was first identified in Sri Lanka around 1734 
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Sinhala- Dathi Gomaraya), which grows to only around 40 cm, and is found 
in all zones up to 750m.  The snake is restricted to the dry and wet zone 
plains of Sri Lanka (subspecies ceylonicus) and the Western Ghats (the typical 
subspecies). This species was first identified in Sri Lanka around 1734 by Seba 
and later in the mid 1850’s by Jerdon and even rechristened again. Terrestrial 
but capable of burrowing, and active by day, it has easily identifiable markings 
and is somewhat similar to the Sri Lankan coral snake, which is also another 
smallish species. It hunts by day for frogs, lizards, skinks and snakes.

Of interest in our small category are several kukri snakes (family Oligodon), 
their name likely to have originated from the kukri dagger shaped marking 
on the back of their heads closer to the neck area.  They were first featured 
by Seba in 1735. Shown here, a banded kukri snake, blending perfectly into 
the litter and gliding past a cashew puhulang fruit amidst the leaves. They 
eat small mammals, lizards and reptile eggs, are ground dwelling and can be 
active by day or cooler nights. 

A cute Templeton’s kukri snake (Oligodon calamarius : Sinhala- Kabara 
Dathkatiya)- around 25 cm and found in the lowland wet zone up to around 
1000m above sea level.  This is a somewhat unstudied species with beautiful 
dark brown, light edged cross bars on its back and is endemic to Sri Lanka. 
This one loves to hide its head in body coils and its eyes have large round 
pupils. These are quaint, inoffensive snakes with a docile temperament and of 
course non-venomous.

With such a large number of smaller snakes not causing us any trouble, 
and while recognizing that big snakes were also small in size at some point, 
it would only be fair that we pause to reconsider our aggressive “kill first” 
actions. So next time you see a smaller snake at least, take a good look, 
and ensure that they are not killed out of fear. Not all snakes are worthy 
of the bad boy status. Habitat destruction by man is causing severe strain 
to these small species and threatening their survival. Surely, we prefer to 
not have blanket “kill orders” over and above that on them? Except for the 
Aspidura which was photographed in the central hills, all these snakes were 
pictured by me in and around the Aranya Nature Village estate vicinity, 
located in Pannila (a small township in-between the areas of Matugama and 
Aluthgama) ∆ 

Another family of widely distributed 
non-venomous smallish snakes are 
the wolf snakes (family Lycodon) 
which unfortunately (for them), often 
enter human habitats in search 
of geckos and rodents and live in  
roofs and abandoned spaces and in 
wall crevices etc. I recently had an 
encounter with one in my highly 
urban home in Dehiwela, much to 
my delight. These common brownish 
snakes have some sub species which 
are quite docile while some others 
are quite aggressive when handled 
or cornered. Since one sub species 
mimics kraits, their presence is 
usually treated with disdain.  

Pictured also is the endemic Sri 
Lankan pipe snake (Cylindrophis 
maculatus:  Sinhala- Depath Naya, 
given the tendency to raise its tail 
into a small hood and flattens itself 
when threatened, while hiding its 
head). It grows to around 50 cm and 
is found in all zones up to around 
600m above sea level. It has a 
striking and contrasting black and 
white underbelly and emerges in 
the night to feed on its favourite 
food- other small snakes such as the 
rough-sides, shield tails and kukri 
snakes. What a world we live in!! 

Another group of small snakes 
include species like this Jerdon’s 
polyodont (Sibynophis subpunctatus: 
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The limbless skink which is now almost legless after year's of evolution. 
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"We are making 
progress with the 
conservation of wildlife 
and nature"- DG DWC Chandana Sooriyabandara 

The Department of Wildlife Conservation (DWC) is 

mandated to ensure that Sri Lanka's wildlife and 

nature is conserved in a  sustainable manner to 

maintain forest cover and bio diversity. Director 

General of the DWC Mr Chandana Sooriyabandara 

assures that the Department is keeping to its 

mandate and also explains the challenges it faces.

What is your annual budget from the government?  Is it enough to do what 
you have to do?

The total budget is LKR 3.5 billion out of which LKR two billion is from the Consolidated Fund and 
the rest is from other sources of income such as wildlife tourism. These funds are sufficient for 
our operations.  The allocation of funds is prioritized according to the tasks we have to carry out 
for example to implement the National Wildlife Policy, the National Elephant Policy and human-
elephant conflict mitigation measures, tourism development and boundary development. 

Do you have sufficient manpower for your activities? 

We recruited more than 200 officers to fill the vacancies that we had. Officers have also been 
promoted in keeping with service requirements.  Nevertheless, we still have to increase our cadre 
to carry out work to meet our local and international commitments such as support to the work of 
the Marine Committee and that of the Central Environment Authority (CEA) which has expanded 
its operations to the north and the east as well as to the Convention in International Trade in 
Endangered Species of Wild Flora and Fauna (CITES). We have submitted a proposal to the Salaries 
and Cadres Commission to increase the number of staff that we have.  

01.

02.

INTERVIEW
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According to the Department of Wildlife Conservation (DWC) website, 
your mission statement is to “conserve wildlife and nature by the 
sustainable use of men, material and land through participatory 
management, research, education and law enforcement and ensure the 
maintenance of biodiversity and forest cover as exists today”. Where 
does the DWC stand in relation to this mission statement? 

We have a lot of openings for research. Anyone can put forward a research proposal, 
even outsiders. There are opportunities to publish in various journals including the one 
which is produced by the DWC and it is free of charge.  Some of the areas of interest 
for research are bar coding and elephant genome matching. There is also an annual 
research symposium to understand wildlife research methodology that people can 
participate in.  So, I would say that we are making progress. 

How effective is your cooperation with your implementing partners – 
the Forest Department (FD), Coast Conservation Department (CCD) and 
the Central Environment Authority (CEA)? 

The coordination with these other stakeholders is good.  

Do you think there is an overlap of your respective functions with 
the FD, CCD and CEA as a result of which your objective of wildlife 
conservation and management is not being achieved?

The work we do has to be a collective one, with solutions and contributions from all 
experts.

How big is the human elephant conflict (HEC) and are effective 
measures being taken to mitigate it?

It is escalating because people are more active and the pattern of land use is changing.  
We have taken several measures such as erecting electric fences, the cutting of trenches 
and improving the elephant’s habitat within the protected areas to prevent HEC and 
these measures are proving to be effective. According to the 2011 elephant survey only 
30 percent of elephants are out of the protected areas, but it might have changed now. 

What is the status of the National Elephant Policy? 

This Policy was first drawn up in 2006 and a revision was due ten years later in 2016.  
There has been a delay but the revisions, which incorporated feedback from multiple 
stakeholders including environmentalists and conservationists, have now been 
finalized and it has been sent to the Minister for Wildlife for his observations. We hope 
to implement the revised version of the Policy in 2021. Meanwhile, 73 percent of what 
is in the Policy has been achieved.  What is remaining are those which are not in the 
control of the DWC exclusively and requires the involvement of others such as the Forest 
Department and the Mahaweli Authority who have to demarcate boundaries and create 
elephant corridors. In Sri Lanka, there is a process for land use.  The concurrence of the 
relevant stakeholder is needed, and it is not something for only the DWC to be concerned 
about. 

04.
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08. The number of leopard deaths this year from snaring is close to reaching 
double digits. There have been complaints that during the rescue of a 
snared leopard, the DWC is not handling the trapped animal in the correct 
way and that this has also contributed to their eventual death. What are 
your views on this and how can this be addressed?  

There is no significant change in leopard deaths but during certain times you see more of them. 
The handling of an ensnared leopard has to be taken on a case by case basis and the allegation that 
these leopards have died because of the way in which they were handled is not corroborated by the 
post- mortem reports.  We are now drawing up SOPs for rescuers to follow in situations like this. 
We have also started taking preemptive preventive measures like sending a Whatsapp message to 
communities when we know that there is a leopard in their area. The message educates them about 
what they should do if they see a leopard.  We have been doing this with people living on estates in 
the hill country and it has been very successful. The challenge is with isolated areas because there 
is no way for us to get to know when a leopard is around. Historically, the hill country is leopard 
habitat and now, these areas have become fragmented for various reasons including the clearing 
of forest land for construction and agriculture.  Estates have sprung up in the midst of these 
fragmented lands. As a result these areas have become populated with people and animals, mostly 
livestock, which attracts the leopard due to a lack of food in their own habitat.   

 

A commonly held belief is that Sri Lanka’s conservation laws are strong 
enough but that enforcement is weak. Do you agree?

I do not agree with this assertion. We have strong laws and strong enforcement. However, 
there is a limit to what the DWC on its own can do.  What is needed is more awareness but 
this too has improved over the years. These days, a school child will know much more about 
environment issues than what they did in the past. As I see it, the issue with enforcement 
is the lack of time and manpower allocation. For example, a DWC officer might have to go to 
court and could get delayed and if incase he has to be somewhere else, then obviously he 
will not be able to make it. 

The future of wildlife conservation and management in Sri Lanka does 
not look rosy. Our forest cover is down to 17 percent. We lose about 300 
elephants on average every year.  The leopard population has dwindled 
to nearly 1000. Roads are being built through protected areas.  There is 
political meddling.  How did we get to this situation? 

I accept that the natural landscape and forest cover are being destroyed.  Natural ecology 
also covers sand dunes and wetlands which are important for us.  Looking at the current 
situation, we have a responsibility to protect our forest cover which is now gradually 
increasing to other landscapes such as wetlands and sand dunes.  We are in the process of 
trying to conserve forest cover. There is no political meddling. But politicians are interested.  
Look at an Environmental Impact Assessment for instance. How can it be negotiated? How 
well do we respond to it and how efficiently do we explore things.    

What do you see is the future of wildlife conservation and management 
in Sri Lanka? Is development taking place at the cost to wildlife 
conservation?

Wildlife protected areas should be defined and land should not be released for other land use. 
We also have to accept that in Sri Lanka wildlife management is not what it is perceived to 
be which is that all animals must be protected. Instead, we have to be selective about the 
animals we protect. In so far as development is concerned, it can happen without detriment 
to wildlife conservation and management.

09.

10.

11.
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SUSTAINING THE

Sri Lanka is a biodiversity hotspot of 
the world. 

Biodiversity comprises the variety of 
life on earth. It is also another term 
for biological diversity categorized 
under three sectors viz

•     Genetic diversity 
•     Species diversity 
•     Ecosystem diversity

Genetic diversity

This is the result of a combination 
of different genes found within a 
population of a single species. It also 
includes the pattern of variation 
found within different populations of 
the same species.

Species diversity

It is described as a group of 
organisms with the capability of 
inter breeding and producing fertile 
offspring. Therefore, species diversity 
is the effective number of different 
species that are found in a collection 
of individuals.

Ecosystem diversity

This comprises all the different habitats that are 
sustained in tropical /temperate forests, hot/cold deserts, 
wetlands, rivers, mountains, coral reefs etc. Each eco 
system provides complex relationships between plants 
and animals and other natural components that include 
sunlight, air, water, minerals, and nutrients.

Sri Lanka is an island which has a wide range of 
topographical features and has been identified for her 
ability to sustain a high proportion of endemics in its 
fauna and flora.

In comparison with the size and geographical features of 
India our country has a higher proportion of endemism 
in certain species than India. Endemics are species that 
are restricted to a specific geographical location and 
are not found elsewhere in the world. In the context of 
our country a higher proportion of endemics has been 
identified in the wet zone and the south western region. 

Point endemic species

These species are native to a certain limited ecosystem. 
Examples are “hara wel” plant found in the Wathurana 
wet land forest and Puntius bandula that abounds in the 
Galapitamada area.

BIODIVERSITY 
OF SRI LANKA

Text and pics by Anthony Shantikumar Perumal
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Endemism of taxonomic groups recorded in Sri Lanka.

Taxonomic group                      Number of species 
recorded

Number of endemic species

Angiosperms 3154 894

Mammals 124 21

Reptiles 209 125

Amphibians 111 95

Birds  453 34

Fresh water fish 91 50

Butterflies 245 26

Fresh water crabs   51 50

Source -The National Red List of Sri Lanka

Keystone species

There are some species which play a unique and important role in the functions of the ecosystem. Consequently, their 
removal will cause changes to the entire system. One such group is identified as keystone species. This is a species 
which has a disproportionately large effect on its environment relative to its abundance. Such species play a critical 
role in maintaining the structure of an ecological community. A specific example is the elephant. 

Flagship species

This species is one that is charismatic and selected to act as an icon or symbol for a defined habitat to ensure 
conservation. This is a human preference and is not scientifically based. Examples are the Sri Lanka blue magpie in 
the Sinharaja forest reserve and the leopard of Wilpattu national park.

Sri Lanka elephant- Elephas maximus maximus. Komari mangroves and bordering forest in the eastern province.
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Sri Lanka leopard - Panthera pardus kotiya. Kumana national park

The Sri Lanka blue magpie in the Sinharaja forest

Importance of biodiversity

•     Production of food 
•     Provides medicinal resources and pharmaceutical drugs 
•     Regulates the equilibrium of ecosystems 
•     High aesthetic and cultural heritage value 
•     Reduces the impact of natural disasters such as floods 
•     Decreases air pollution and green- house gases

Therefore, the conservation of our forests and the ecosystems in them should be of paramount importance. 
It is imperative to sustain our biodiversity and the endemics that cannot be replicated or replaced, for the 
depredation in their numbers by destruction of habitats will result in the extinction of the species.
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Reflections of a life in 
the wild 
By the time Shirley Perera retired as Deputy Director General of the Department of 
Wildlife Conservation he was a pro at many things.  He had learnt how to ‘charm’ 
elephants.  He groomed Kumana, put it on the world map and remains true to it even 
today. Here, he speaks to the Loris about when those were the days.

We were walking along a path on the Palatupana -Yala 
road and after passing the first lagoon, came to the 
second lagoon. In the distance was a sandbar and the 
sea. Suddenly, Haldrin turned to me and said Sir, an 
elephant. 

PROFILE

Pensive : Shirley Perera with the Kumana wewa in the background.
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S
hirley Perera didn’t have many 
expectations when he applied for a 
vacancy as a trainee game ranger to 
the Department of Wildlife Conservation 
(DWC), which used to be a part of the 
Forest department until 1949. Fresh out of 
school he just wanted a job. 

‘It was 1956. I had no interest in wildlife.  Those days, 
wildlife was something that was indulged in mostly by 
the British because parks were also hunting grounds.  
Infact, it will not be incorrect to say that those days 
people visited the parks to hunt game more than to spot 
wildlife.  Because of this, very few Sri Lankans went to 
parks. For me too, at the time it was only a job’.  But over 
the years it was something he grew to love and ended up 
dedicating more than half his life to.  

The start was gruelling.  So much so that two out of the 
six recruits who joined with him had already left within 
two weeks of joining. 

Soon after joining Shirley was sent to Yala.  He was 
asked to meet the divisional ranger GNQ de Silva who 
was to induct him into the job.  ‘Our training was for 
three months.  On a typical day I used to wake up early 
morning and start trekking in the park from about 6 am, 
getting to know the lay out of the park and the flora and 
fauna in it.  I used to finish at about 12 noon and after 
a lunchbreak I used to spend the afternoon in the park 
office library’.  He read a lot, almost always about the A-Z 
of wildlife. The books and the setting was an escape into 
the realms of fantasy. ‘When visitors came to the park, I 
used to issue permits for them to go into the park. Those 
days, people didn’t go into the park in vehicles. It was 
done on foot.  They would always be accompanied by a 
guide.  It was not dangerous’.  

But when the occasional encounter did happen, so did 
the adrenalin rush which was imbued with some fear.   
Shirely becomes animated when he recalls his encounter 
with an elephant during one of his daily treks in the third 
week of his training. ‘On this particular day Andiris, who 
used to be one of the assistants and who I usually went 
with for my park treks, was on leave.  Haldrin, another 
assistant, had taken his place. We were walking along a 
path on the Palatupana -Yala road and after passing the 
first lagoon, came to the second lagoon. In the distance 
was a sandbar and the sea. Suddenly, Haldrin turned to 
me and said Sir, an elephant.  But I didn’t see anything 
and walked closer to a boulder which was there. When I 
got to it, I saw an elephant charging towards us. Haldrin 
was standing and chanting something.  I clung onto 
Haldrin who continued to chant.  Suddenly, as if by magic 
the elephant stopped charging.  I asked Haldrin what he 
chanted and how the elephant had stopped charging’.  
Haldrin taught Shirley the mantra he had chanted which 
even now, rolls off his tongue.   ‘Haldrin also told me that 

The Nelumpath Pokuna Hela with the Veddha drawings 
from about 500 years ago which can be traced back to 
the Veddha and Nitteawo occupation of Kumana.

The Sleeping Buddha at Bambaragasthalawa, 2nd 
century BC. The head of the Buddha was vandalised by 
treasure hunters. 

Kumana during the peak of the conflict in 1999. Shirley in 
discussion with rangers to ensure the Park is protected.
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an elephant will not attack unless provoked or taken by 
surprise, neither of which they were guilty of doing’.  

After three months the replacement trainees arrived, and 
Shirley was transferred to the Trincomalee district where he 
stayed for two years.  His main function here was to carry 
out anti -poaching work to protect the elephants in the area.

On the contemporary and vexed question of the human 
elephant conflict to which Sri Lanka is losing alarming 
numbers of her elephant population Shirley points out 
how in days gone by, co -existence with elephants was 
key to their conservation.  ‘People revered elephants. If 
they came across one on a path they would step aside for 
the elephant. Then, more than now, people grew paddy 
and stored it in their homes. There were human elephant 
conflict deaths but the numbers on both sides were small. 
People knew how to live with elephants. When an elephant 
died, we had to carry out an inquiry.  I myself have 
conducted 62 enquiries. Things have changed now.  Today, 
more than ever, the elephant has become the hunted.’

After the relative stability of Trincomalee, the next 
ten years was almost a whirlwind.  He was posted to 
ten stations –Kekirawa, Puttalam, Chilaw, Mankulam, 
Mullaitivu, Vavuniya, Horton Plains, Hakgala, Buttala and 
Kumana- in this period, averaging one year or less in each 
station.  Just when he felt he was settling in, he was on the 
move again. Travelling home on leave was a challenge 
because with some stations it took him nearly one and a 
half days to reach home and then it was almost time to 
do a turn around to get back to his station. Going home 
from his last field base which was Kumana was a chore 
because the stretch of road that was motorable was only 
about 30 km long.  ‘When I was going home, I had to cycle 
and go on foot to Pottuvil and from there I would take a 
bus to Batticaloa and then a train to Colombo’. Shirley was 
in Kumana between 1966 and 1985, nearly twenty years 
and two -thirds of his tenure in the DWC. 

While in Kumana, Shirley was responsible for putting it 
on the global map as a park with a name for its abundant 
avifauna. An unassuming man, it is not a surprise 
therefore that only a handful of people know about it. 

‘I remember the time I got an opportunity to go to Florida 
for a travelling seminar’, he reminisces.  ‘When I was 
there, I visited about 29 parks including the Everglades 
National Park which is said to be the world’s best aquatic 
nesting site.  It has about 800- 1000 birds and around 17 
species in the 770 sq ft area it sits on.  Kumana on the 
other hand has so much more to offer but was barely 
known of.  Although it is known to be a bird reserve 
it is also a place for spotting big animals like leopard 
and elephant. It’s big and is home to nearly 2000 birds, 
among them storks, herons, egrets and cormorants. The 
kirala trees were safe nesting grounds and a haven for 
more than 171 species of migratory birds. The park also 
had about 22 resident species. I wanted to give Kumana 
the recognition it deserved’. 

On the contemporary and vexed 
question of the human elephant conflict 
to which Sri Lanka is losing alarming 
numbers of her elephant population 
Shirley points out how in days gone by, 
co -existence with elephants was key to 
their conservation.  
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Shirley patrolling the Bowaththagala Rock with his only 
weapon, a pole to protect himself from any predator that 
wants to give him a surprise.
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Shirley invited the organisers of the seminar, Dr Tom 
Thomas, to visit Kumana. He came with five others and 
spent time in Kumana and they discussed how the park 
can be made popular. 

In 1968, a chance meeting with a German man in the 
Pottuvil post office was to leave a lasting legacy in 
Kumana. That day, Shirley went to the post office to 
collect the salaries of the staff who were working in 
Kumana.  “Every month around the 25th, the head office 
would send the salaries by train and it had to be picked 
up from the local post office. That day when I entered the 
post office I saw a German man inside.   He was asking 
for directions to go to Kumana’.  The postmaster pointed 
at Shirely and told the German that he could go with him. 
‘I was more than happy to show him the way to the park. 
The man accompanied me back to the park and stayed 
with me for seven days.  When it was time to leave, he 
asked me what he could do in return for the hospitality 
and I told him we wanted watering holes for the animals 
to ensure they had water during the drought’. The 
German gave enough money to build 28 watering holes 
and the paths leading to them. These watering holes 
have endured to this day. 

In 1970 when Kumana was declared a national park 
Shirley was the assistant director in charge of Kumana, 
Lahugala, Galoya, Hoton Plains and Maaduru Oya 
national parks. From Kumana, he was posted to the DWC 
head office in Colombo where he worked as the Deputy 
Director of Wildlife until the curtain had to fall because it 
was time for him to retire.  

Although Shirley has retired from the Wildlife 
Department, he continues to be drawn to the lure of the 
wild which he finds irresistable. He remains true to the 
old adage that old habits die hard.  These days, he makes 
regular trips to Kumana and spends time there sharing 
his experiences with visitors to the park and making sure 
they have enough memories to take back home with 
them. 
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A RARE SHELL 
FROM SRI LANKA:  
THE PERSIAN 
HORSE CONCH 
(Pleuroploca clavus (Jonas, 1846): Gastropoda, 
Neogastropoda, Fasciolariidae)

Text and pics by Malik Fernando

I
n June 1999 I happened to purchase an unusual shell from a beach vendor in Nilaveli. 

I had seen a similar one with another vendor on a previous occasion but ignored 

it. The shell was unusual because I had not seen a photograph that was even 

remotely like it in any books on shells. It had appeared with vendors only twice, in 

my experience. I eventually found its identity in a shell book in the National Science 

Foundation library (Abbott & Dance, 1982) and was able to include Pleuroploca persica 

(Reeve, 1847) in the Gastropod Checklist of 2012 (Fernando, 2010). 

The World Register of Marine Species (WRoMS) included this taxon in its register in 2010 when 
its synonymy became clear and the accepted name of P. clava was adopted. I found the reference 
after the checklist had been published. The original name Fasciolaria clava Jonas, 1846 as well 
as Fasciolaria persica Reeve, 1847 and Pleuroploca persica (Reeve, 1847) have been reduced to 
synonyms. The original publication is not documented (WoRMS) and I have been unable to 
identify the type of locality from other sources.

The paucity of information and specimens suggested that this was a rare shell. A search on the 
Internet (24th August 2019) found a number of images and the distribution was given as “Indian 
ocean” in the website of Eddie Hardy. There were a few specimens for sale with prices ranging 
from 70 USD (shell size 101 mm) to 278 USD (shell size 137 mm), the shells being described as 
‘rare’ or ‘very rare’. Two specimens were from Sri Lanka, “off Colombo, diver collected from 10 m 
depth” and “Sri Lanka, northern area, an old collection.” One, diver collected, from the Laccadive 
Islands and one trawled from off the Tamil Nadu coast. A specimen for sale on e-bay did not 
have a source location. A number of museum collections in the Amsterdam Zoology Museum, 
collected in the early 20th century, had indistinct labels that seemed to indicate locations in the 
Indonesian archipelago. So, the conclusion is that this is indeed a rare shell from Sri Lanka and 
the surrounding area.

ENDANGERED
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Members of the genus Pleuroploca are placed taxonomically in the subfamily Fasciolariinae of the family 
Fasciolariidae and are said to be found in shallow water sand bottoms or on coral reefs. Figure 1 is a photograph of 
the shell in the author’s collection measuring 108 mm in length and 58 mm across the widest part of the body. It 
is characterised by the rotund body with a short, tapering spire and the whorls of broad spines forming a series of 
“crowns”. The banded orange-pink and cream colouring with spots of brown between the spines is also characteristic, 
making this shell unmistakable.

What other shells in the same family do we have? Quite a few. We have found a number off the Colombo coast by 
diving its reefs. The most common is the filamentous horse conch Filifusus filamentosus (Röding, 1798), found on 
shallow reefs (6 m). The trapezium horse conch Pleuroploca trapezium (Linnaeus, 1758) is extremely common on 
sand bottoms elsewhere forming a by-catch in bottom-set fishing nets off Kalpitiya, Chilaw, Kirinda and Kalkudah. 
So many are snagged on nets that they are used as decorative edging around the home plots of fishing families 
at Kandakuliya. They do not figure in the by-catch at Mandaitivu, in Jaffna, but the Nicobar spindle Marmarofusus 
nicobaricus (Röding, 1798) does. A beautiful shell, this has also been found for sale in Kirinda and in the fishing trash 
in Kalpitiya and the off-shore island of Battalangunduwa.

The spindle shells are in the subfamily Fusininae, dwellers of shallow and deep sand bottoms. They all have very tall 
tapering spires and long siphonal canals. The other two spindles we have are the long-tailed spindle Fusinus colus 
(Linnaeus, 1758) and possibly the ribbed spindle Fusinus crassiplicatus Kira, 1959. The latter shell is in the collection 
of A. C. M. Niyas who had found it in Kalpitiya, the location details not being recorded. This species is reported from 
China, Japan and the Vietnam region. There are a number of similar-looking spindles described and more specimens 
are needed to be certain that this is a Sri Lankan species.
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Figure 2: Horse conchs, spindles and latirus shells of 
Sri Lanka

  1. Filifusus filamentosus  
 (filamentous horse conch)

  2.  Fusinus colus (long-tailed spindle)

  3.  Fusinus crassiplicatus (rough spindle)

  4.  Hemipolygona amaliae (amali latirus)

  5.  Latirus gibbulus (knobbed latirus)

  6.  Latirus polygonus (polygonal latirus)

  7.  Marmarofusus nicobaricus (Nicobar spindle)

  8.  Pleuroploca clava (Persian horse conch)

  9.  Pleuroploca trapezium (trapezium horse conch)

10.  Turrilatirus craticulatus (craticulate latirus)

11.  Turrilatirus turritus (tower latirus)

No images are available of Latirolagena smaragdulus 
and Peristernia nassatula reported by Kirtisinghe, 1978.

We have found a number of small species of latirus shells in the same family off Colombo - all by diving. Most of them 
are in the same subfamily as the horse conchs—Fasciolariinae. One, Hemipolygona amaliae (Küster & Kobelt, 1874), is 
in the third subfamily Peristerniinae. This was found on the rocky bottom around the rocky islet called Bellangala, off 
Dehiwela/Mount Lavinia, together with the other small latirus shells. It took a bit of study to separate them into the 
individual species. This is the only species in this subfamily that we have found, but P. Kirtisinghe reports two other 
species of peristerniids (Latirolagena smaragdulus and Peristernia nassatula) in his 1978 book ∆
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HUMAN INTEREST

RELIVING THE LEGEND OF 

THE NITTAEWO
Text and pics by Pradeep Jayatunga

The team at Hakuru Siyambalawa (Pic by DWC)



54 LORIS VOL - 29  ISSUE 2

H
U

M
A

N
 IN

T
ER

ES
T

  |
   

R
EL

IV
IN

G
 T

H
E 

LE
G

EN
D

 O
F 

TH
E 

N
IT

TA
EW

O
 

To   Mahalenama

A team led by Madawa Tennekoon which included 
Anandalal Nanayakkara, Pravan Jayatunga and I  from 
Colombo, two officers of the Department of Wildlife 
Conservation (DWC) from the Kumana national park and 
three residents of Panama village went on an expedition 
to Mahalenama in late October 2018.   Mahalenama is 
the setting for the Nittaewo legend. This story which 
was first researched and published by Hugh Nevill in 
1886 in The Taprobanian has gained recent popularity 
in the mass media. Many have written of the legend 
but only a few actually explored the area. The Nittaewo 
were described by a group of Veddas to Nevill as a 
savage tribe of men who were exterminated by their 
enemies, the Veddas. Nevill was also informed that due 
to the confusion with another legendary creature, the 
brown bear (Rahu Walaha), the Nittaewo in the more 
prevalent legend have assumed mysterious physical 
characteristics of reddish-brown fur and long nails. We 
intended to visit some of the sites mentioned by Captain 
Rambukwella who spent one week in 1963 exploring the 
area. 

Thunmulla

The Colombo contingent arrived in Kumana in the 
afternoon of 22nd October. That day we saw a well-
built male leopard on one of the three rocks of Yodha 
Lipa (giant hearth-stones). It marked the territory in 
customary fashion and ambled away while we watched. 
The legendary Lenama leopards, supposedly the largest 
in Sri Lanka, came to our minds. 

The overnight stay was at the DWC bungalow in 
Thunmulla.  It has an interesting anecdote about the life-
sized photo of a leopard squatting on its haunches in the 
bungalow hall. One night, the bungalow keeper had come 
out of the kitchen after hearing a noise. A leopard had 
been seated in the hall in almost the same position as the 
leopard in the picture and had been staring at it! 

The bungalow faces a lake. We woke to the racket of 
crocodile tails thrashing the water rather than the 
usual bird song.  The crocs have developed an efficient 
strategy for fishing. Several of them, swimming in a 
circle, whack the surface of the water with their tails in 
the same way the lagoon fishermen do with oars, but 
with more vigour and noise. The disturbed fish gather 

 At Thunmulla
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Trekking to Mahalenama

in the centre of the circle only to be gobbled up by the 
triumphant hunters.  Dr. Anslem de Silva, writing in The 
Crocodiles of Sri Lanka, calls this “herd” or “communal 
fishing”. He mentions how in 1971, the game ranger C.E. 
Harris had witnessed about 75 muggers engaged in this 
unique crocodilian social behaviour at Katagamuwa 
wewa as well as how in 2003, Romulus Whitaker, 
Adam Britton and Janaki Lenin had seen crocodiles in 
Handunoruwa tank disturbing the fish by sweeping a 
front limb forwards and upwards followed immediately by 
a snapping motion of the jaws in front of the limb. 

The ride 

Early in the morning the following day we were joined 
by two wildlife officers and three locals. Abeysuriya was 
evidently the leader of the Panama contingent which 
had two other middle-aged gentlemen and an interesting 
young man, Raju, who was of the darkest hue of the 
entire group, with sharp Nilotic features and a luxurious 
growth of wavy hair. Pravan, using his occasionally 
considerable charm, chatted up Raju and found out that 
he leads the exciting life of a jungle forager.   

This diverse group rode to the starting point on a tractor. 
Seated or standing, if one feels ultra-adventurous, on the 
bed of a tractor trailer on a rough jungle track is one of 
the most enjoyable modes of terrestrial travel if the body 

can take it and it is not done too often. Having to suddenly 
duck to avoid being decapitated by an overhanging 
branch and the next moment pulling your head, hands 
and arms in to prevent losing an eye or some skin to 
hooked thorns, while all the time spending a part of the 
journey air-borne when the vehicle runs over protruding 
roots, stones or the ever-present potholes and ruts is 
adventurous to say the least.  In fact, the mid-air position 
is heavenly, compared to the subsequent heavy landing 
on the unyielding bed of the trailer. Tractors, belying their 
appearances, could be, and usually are, driven at quite a 
pace on rough surfaces. We deserved a bit of fun before 
the gruelling slog on foot through the brush under the 
blazing sun.  

The trek 

After getting off the tractor more or less intact we started 
walking along a faintly marked track. We had water and 
some food which was distributed among the group based 
on the carrying capacity of each member. One DWC 
officer toted a repeater shotgun and the other a machete. 
Abesuriya carried the heaviest load, containing a large 
quantity of boiled chick peas. 

We had to start the trek rather late in the morning 
to avoid chance encounters with animals: not only 



56 LORIS VOL - 29  ISSUE 2

Brewing tea jungle style

Mahalenama plain

elephants but buffalos which have 
a well-deserved reputation for being 
rather intolerant of humans on foot. 
This was several months before the 
so called man-eating leopard incident 
occurred in Kumana.  

The entire walk to Mahalenama and 
a little beyond and back, a distance 
of some 13 km which took  not less 
than six hours, was done under the 
unrelenting sun with the occasional 
scanty shade. Lenama  is mostly 
scrubland, interspaced with a 
number of grassy plains. Except in 
the few forested hills, the trees are 
few and far between. There was no 
breeze other than the occasional 
very brief gusts of wind. However, no 
animals accosted us. It might be that 
the residents considered the heat 
and thorns punishment enough for 
the intruders venturing in the sun at 
such unnatural hours. 

Rest and recuperation

Trudging through the scrub jungle 
and grassy plains was thirsty work. 
Predictably, the stops for rest were 
initiated by the Colombo members. 
The most generously-built member 
in the group was in desperate need of 
intervals of recuperation and earned 
the silent gratitude of the exhausted 
others. Stretched out on the grass 
he reminded one of a beached 
whale however incongruous the 
setting was. The youngest member 
of the group suggested zoological 

alternatives ranging from Bovidae to Suidae.  As the going became arduous, 
some of us started wishing we had never heard about the mysterious 
Nittaewo! The Panama villagers, with sympathy tinged with amusement for 
the flagging trekkers, built a fire with a few dry sticks and brewed a pot of tea.  
Pravan fervently declared that it was the best plain tea he had ever tasted. 

The stone circle

The group passed several plains. The strange stone circle, photographed 
and described by Rambukwella, consisting of a large stone slab resembling 
an upright of a dolmen and several smaller stones, could have been located 
in the vicinity. Unfortunately, our tight schedule did not lend sufficient 
flexibility for exploratory forays off track. Rambukwella’s group spent a week 
camping in the north- eastern sector of Mahalenama Eliya, and Aliya Wala 
to the south-east. To my knowledge, he is the only one who mentions this 
intriguing formation after Nevill did in the late 1800s. The villagers and DWC 
staff were not aware of it although it must be said that a grouping of stones, 
unless distinctly different from the others in the area, would not be remarked 
upon by a casual traveller.

Mahalenama

Malalenama plain is a large expanse of parched grass, fringed by scrub 
jungle. Beyond the plain, we stopped at a rare grove of trees. One has to spend 
several hours trudging through the sun-burnt plains and thorny scrub to 
really appreciate a patch of parkland.  Wading through the bushes on narrow 
paths trodden by animals, some of us by this time had collected a few gashes 
from thorny branches snagging on arms. During the rest, Madawa gathered 
information from our companions on the history of the area, with Pravan 
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On the hilltop

Tragedy at the kema

Rock art

videoing the whole exercise from all possible and unique 
angles. Abeysuriya in particular, was well versed in the lore 
concerning the migrations to and establishment of Kumana 
and Panama villages and the genealogy of the settlers.  

The hill and the tusker

After the rest, a suggestion was made to climb the nearby 
hill.  The substantially built member, who by this time 
resembled a harpooned whale in the last stages of its 
earthly existence, became rather pensive and withdrawn 
at this point. One of the villagers who had been discreetly 
observing his gradual decline and  had formed a deep and 
abiding benevolent attachment to the prone individual 
approached another member and whispered that this 
particular gentleman should not attempt the climb unless 
he was suicidal and the others homicidal.  He offered to 
play the role of Nightingale and when the suggestion was 
put to him the gentleman in question magnanimously 
expressed his willingness to forgo the pleasures of hill 
climbing. 

This wooded hill has several kema, rock ponds of various 
sizes and shapes; some dry, some half full of greenish 
water. It was a steep climb. However, the memorable 
spectacle from the hilltop was worth it. A couple of 
kilometres away there was another, slightly lower hill, 
also covered in thick jungle with a patch of bare rock 

on top. As we watched from our vantage point a large 
elephant bearing a magnificent pair of tusks emerged 
from the jungle onto the other hilltop. The tusker 
disappeared into  the jungle after a few minutes and we 
took a different route down to Kiripokuna galge. 

Rock art

Walls of Kiripokuna cave contain primitive rock art. The 
figures drawn in white chalk-like substance include a 
human, a leopard, an elephant (not in scale) and another 
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animal.  It is debatable whether they are genuinely 
prehistoric or subsequent Vedda art. The figures resemble 
those at Tantirimale, Kaduru Pokuna and other similar 
sites.  Bambaragastalawa, Lenawa (sic) and Mahalenawa 
(sic) Eliya are listed as prehistoric art sites by Dayananda 
Binaragama. However, as the cave has drip ledges cut 
into the rim of the roof to prevent rainwater flowing in, it 
was probably occupied by hermit monks during historic 
times. It is hard to believe that the drawings preceded 
and still survived such habitation. Dr. Siran Deraniyagala 
in his seminal work, The Prehistory of Sri Lanka, casts 
doubt on the prehistoric dating of primitive rock art in 
Sri Lankan caves.  He quotes Seligmanns who studied 
Veddas in the early 20th century as part of ethnographic 
surveys commissioned by the British government. They 
observed first-hand not only Vedda women, but non-
Vedda hunter-gatherers too engaged in making sketches 
of this type.  

The tragedy 

From the cave we climbed down to the plain and were 
joyously reunited with our well-rested companion and 
his faithful caregiver. The group proceeded for about 
one kilometre and came across a large rock pool. On 
one side the rock surface sloped steeply down to the 
water a couple of feet below, while all other sides fell 
perpendicular. Bloated carcasses of a bear cub and a 
grey langur were floating on the greenish brown water. 
The langur’s body was missing some parts and looked 
slightly more deteriorated than that of the bear. The 

Hillock overlooking Hakuru Siyambalawa

Resting in trackless jungle
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unfortunate animals are most likely to have slipped and 
fallen when they leaned down to reach the water. If the 
cub was accompanied by its mother and the langur was 
with its troop there may have been unsuccessful rescue 
attempts. Even allowing for the bloating after death, the 
cub looked well grown and was certainly not an infant. 
Did it slip while trying to reach the floating corpse of the 
monkey? Many animals, especially young ones, perish 
while attempting to drink from deep rock pools during 
the dry season.  

Hakuru Siyambalawa 

The Hakuru Siyambalawa (jaggery tamarind) is a 
fascinating place named after a copse of tamarind trees.  
They reputedly bear sweet fruit that is unusually sweet.  
Unfortunately, the trees did not have fruit and we could 
not taste any but wondered whether this could be similar 
to the “chocolate” tamarind imported from Thailand. The 
kema and the narrow stream fringed by the tamarind 
grove are headwaters of an ara (stream). Hakuru 
Siyabalawa is a narrow and very short valley bisected 
by the stream and flanked on either side by hillocks with 
rocky outcrops on top. The hillocks which invite exploring 
are prime locations for caves. One legend mentions 
Nittaewo coming down from their hill caves.  

The return

By this time, the invigorating effects of the tea were a 
distant memory and we were looking forward to having 
the boiled chickpeas in the aluminium container which 
Abeysuriya had gamely lugged for hours through the 
scrubland. Imagine our disappointment when the lid was 
lifted and we found that the chickpeas had turned into 
the consistency of porridge and smelt awful! None of us 
was that far gone in hunger to sample this gourmet fare! 
We left the chickpeas as an offering for the considerate 
animals that left us to suffer on our own. The elephant 
and even buffalo might have balked at it, but the wild 
boar would have had a banquet. We shared among 
ourselves a couple of packets of biscuits someone had 
had the sense to pack and brewed more of Pravan’s 
newfound favourite beverage, the jungle-brewed plain 
tea. 

It was time to begin the return trip. To save time, and 
also to save some of us from collapsing in the middle of 
the jungle and leaving ourselves to the tender mercies 
of the animals or the doubtful carrying abilities of the 
companions, it was decided to use the GPS tracker of the 
DWC officers to plot a shorter route through the trackless 
scrub jungle. Although it entailed wading through thorny 
bushes, it certainly saved time and we reached the 
pickup point sooner than anticipated. 
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It took some time for our transport to arrive. By this time 
some of us had collected souvenirs in the form of tiny 
ticks. We collapsed almost comatose and were promptly 
brought back to consciousness by the caring black ants. 
Our rest consisted of jumping up and shaking the ants 
off at regular intervals.  Pravan, suddenly developing an 
elevated mind-set, chose to lie on a bare rock in the hot 
sun, abandoning the ground level to lower life forms. 
We were by the side of a well-established track. If any 
visitors to the park had driven by, they would have 
been somewhat compensated for any lack of leopard or 
elephant sightings by our antics. 

After about an hour or so of this the tractor arrived 
and we got in for the return ride. At the park office we 
bid farewell to the two wildlife officers and the three 
gentlemen from Panama without whom none of this 
would have been possible and returned to Thunmulla.  
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The WNPS navigated 
the challenges of the 
COVID -19 pandemic 
and continued its 
efforts to contribute 
to the conservation of 
the environment and 
wildlife. 

Legal action 

The WNPS and the Environmental 
Foundation (EFL) Limited took legal 
action to prevent imminent threats to 
wildlife. 

The Pallenkandal Church case

The Pallenkandal Church festival 
case was one of the main focuses 
of the WNPS in terms of preventive 
actions. In this matter WNPS and 
EFL as co-petitioners filed a writ 
application in the Court of Appeal 
against the Pallenkandal church for 
carrying out illegal festive activities 
inside the Wilpattu national park. 
These church festivities caused 
disruption to wildlife and increased 
human intrusion into the park. 
Unfortunately, the Court dismissed 

Flashback 2020: what we achieved

the case due to a technical error in 
the petition. The WNPS and EFL will 
continue to explore other options for 
a fresh action in court.      

National Elephant Conservation 
Policy 

A writ application was filed 
challenging the decision taken by 
the Cabinet of Ministers to approve 
the distribution of 2000 firearms to 
Civil Defence Force (CDF) personnel 
deployed/living in areas rife with 
the human elephant conflict. The 
application was fixed for argument 
on 07 December 2020.

Other cases including the 
Galgamuwa Tusker case (the case 
of “Dalaputtuwa”) is yet to receive 
the Attorney General’s advice on the 
merits of the case for legal action. 
The WNPS is also the co-petitioner in 
a fundamental rights action against 
the removal of the environmental 
screening process in mining 
activities. This case was fixed for 
support on 27th November 2020. 

Barrel bridge (before)

Barrel bridge (after)

OUR ACHIEVEMENTS

WNPS 
activities for 
2020 
Flashback 2020: what we achieved
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However, despite 
the pandemic, the 
deteriorated barrel 
bridge has been 
reconstructed and the 
gate at the entrance 
was broadened to 
prevent intrusion.

Ensuring the purple-faced leaf 
langur has a habitat

The Bellanwila-Attidiya sanctuary 
extends for 372ha and falls 
within the upper catchment area 
of the Bolgoda river basin. Few 
conservation activities were carried 
out prior to the launch of the Green 
Isle project despite conservation 
management plans being published. 
The sanctuary is home to over 150 
species of bird and 20 species of 
mammal.

The Green Isle project for habitat 
enrichment was launched to provide 
a refuge for the endemic purple 
faced leaf monkey which is critically 
endangered mainly due to loss of 
habitat.

Numerous events and activities 
carried out towards the end of 2019 
and at the beginning of 2020 were a 
success.  School projects and public 
involvement in the project have been 
put on hold since March 2020 due to 
the Covid-19 pandemic.

However, despite the pandemic, the 
deteriorated barrel bridge has been 
reconstructed and the gate at the 
entrance was broadened to prevent 
intrusion.

Megathyrsus Maximus, also known 
as Guinea grass and which is a non-
native species, thrived during the two 
month lockdown period but has now 
been cleared and new saplings are 
being planted. 

The birth of a rainforest

Diyakothakanda, the site of the 
Reforestation of a Rainforest (ROAR) 
project, is in Dikhena.  It is about 
14km from Badureliya town in 
the Kalutara district and is in the 
country’s wet zone.  

An ecological technique known as 
relay floristics was adopted for the 
reforestation of the site. It involves a 
succession of incoming and outgoing 
plants leading to an equilibrium of 
the rainforest habitat. The ongoing 
work, which includes removal of 
invasive kekilla (Glychenea linearis) 

and planting pioneer species to 
provide shade and nourishment 
for the development of primary 
species, is proving to be immensely 
successful.

Currently, the newly formed canopy 
cover of the pioneer species has 
effectively blocked the sunlight 
to reduce the aggressiveness of 
kekilla, thus providing the conditions 
required for the planting of primary 
forest species which is now in 
progress. Diyakothakanda flourishes 
as rain continues to fall. 

Both pioneer and primary species 
are being kept in plant nurseries 
ready to be planted in Zone C of the 
site which remains untouched while 
Professor Savitri Gunathilake and Dr. 
Suranjan Fernando come up with a 
new strategy to approach it.

A light ahead for human elephant 
coexistence  

There has been a noticeable rise 
in the human elephant conflict 
(HEC) over the past few years due 
to unplanned development, habitat 
fragmentation and habitat loss. This 
has resulted in the destruction of 
property as well as injury and death 
to both humans and elephants. 
Unfortunately, despite various 
attempts no effective mitigation 
strategies have been formulated or 
implemented to date. 

To address this issue the WNPS 
teamed up with Brigadier Sudath 
Udayasena to roll out a pilot project 
of the Light Repel System (LRS) to 
deter elephants from approaching 
farms and plantations. The LRS, 
which was developed by Brigadier 
Udayasena, consists of LED lights 
that prevent the elephant from 
entering a protected area.  The 
functioning of the LRS is based on 
the premise of a biological defect 
in the elephant’s eyesight. When 
a flickering LED light hits the 
elephant’s retina, it is temporarily 
blinded and disoriented and moves 
away to avoid the light.  

So far, the LRS has been installed in 
Degahewa (Wilachchiya), Amapara, 
Mahiyangana, Embalagama 
(Galgamuwa), Madawawegama 
(Thambuttegama), Ehetuwawegama 
(Nochchiyagama) and Paludeniya. 
The pilot will focus on the data that 
is being gathered from Emabalgama 
and Mahiyangana. On regular 
field visits conducted by the team, 
villagers have reported that the 
LRS has successfully deterred 
elephants from entering the village 
or plantations. No HEC related loss 
or damage to people, property or 
elephants have been reported during 
the period in which the pilot project 
has been operational. Infact the only 
occasion where crops have been lost 
was on a night during which the LRS 
system was not turned on. 

The WNPS is in the process of 
expanding the pilot project to 
cover other areas to obtain a more 
comprehensive picture of the 
effectiveness of the LRS which is 
heavily dependent on the cooperation 
of the local community to ensure 
it works every night. Farmers have 
to maintain the lights, the electrical 
wires and charge the batteries as and 
when needed. Therefore a LRS which 
functions well is needed to prevent 
elephants from coming into the 
farmed land.  

Studies of HEC mitigation strategies 
have shown that in the long term 
a single system of deterrence may 
not be effective.  Elephants are very 
intelligent animals which have 
demonstrated their ability to identify 
and apply solutions to problems. As a 



62 LORIS VOL - 29  ISSUE 2

result it is likely that the LRS will have to be implemented 
in conjunction with other systems. 

The WNPS is currently looking at the use of infra-sound 
and some plant-based solutions to mitigate HEC. The 
aim remains to deter elephants from encroaching into 
areas populated by humans without causing any harm 
to them.    

Reviving our wetlands 

Sri Lankan’s vital mangrove forest cover comprises 
only 0.23% of the country’s landmass. Mangrove habitat 
preservation and regeneration is of high priority for the 
WNPS. 

It is against this backdrop, and with the success and 
experience of the ‘Reforestation of a Rainforest’ project 
at Diyakothakanda and the Bellanwilla Attidiya project, 
that the WNPS embarked on a project to partner with 
the Department of Forests, Department of Wildlife 
Conservation and the Wayamba University to restore an 
area in the Anawilundawa RAMSAR wetland.

Mangrove replanting cannot be successfully carried out 
unless the ecosystem supports the regeneration of a 
specific species of mangrove. There are 22 species in  
Sri Lanka. This is carried out via a process called Assisted 
Natural Regeneration. 

Assisted Natural Regeneration of Mangroves (ANRM) 
requires an understanding of the vegetation in the 
surrounding areas, the current status of the area 
identified for regeneration and most importantly, the 
physical environment. To assist natural regeneration and 
to mimic the surrounding healthy mangroves, the first 
step is site assessment; soil, water, flora and fauna all 
needs a careful examination.

Field Visit Soil sampling

O
U

R
 A

CH
IE

V
EM

EN
T

S
  |

   
W

N
P

S
 A

C
TI

V
IT

IE
S

 F
O

R
 2

02
0



63LORIS VOL - 29  ISSUE 2

Engaging with school children on environmental rights and responsibilities.

The Anawilundawa Bird Sanctuary of the Department of Wildlife Conservation is situated between Chilaw and 
Puttalam in the Puttalam district in the North Western province of Sri Lanka. It is a RAMSAR Site. A section of the 
sanctuary area adjacent to the Dutch Canal, north of the village of Muthupanthiya, consisted of mangrove forest 
which was cleared many years before the protected area had been established to set up prawn culture ponds. With the 
decline in prawn culture because of disease these ponds had been abandoned for a period of 15 to 20 years. The land 
has now degraded and is covered in a growth of low grassy vegetation with scattered shrubs.

The WNPS youth wing engages with school children on environmental rights and responsibilities

More than 600 school children from eight schools participated in programs on environmental rights and responsibilities.  
They were a part of the second phase of engagement under this initiative by the WNPS youth wing. Some of the 
schools that participated in these programs, which were carried out in early September, were in the Wasgamuwa, 
Udawalawe, Lunugamvehera and Weerawila areas.   

The youth wing also provided schools with toolkits that offer guidance to launch environmental projects in schools 
and the community.   

This year, the flow of planned activities of the youth wing was disrupted due to the prevailing COVID-19 pandemic. 
However, we have been incredibly resilient and have adapted to the 'new normal'. 

Since the start of the quarantine curfew we began hosting virtual learning experiences to maintain our engagement 
with youth and the general public.  We hosted skills sessions to promote citizen science, upcycling and theatre 
workshops to raise awareness about the environment in a creative way, crossword challenges and a poetry 
competition and developed educational content about primates, wild cats, reptiles, amphibians, and mangroves on 
Instagram and Facebook.
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For now we anticipate having to put the core work of the youth 
wing, which includes school visits and field trips to national 
parks, on hold until mid-2021. But we will continue to strive to be 
innovative and adapt to current circumstances while ensuring 
we remain true to our essential mission of #Education For 
Conservation. We plan more online sessions, fun activities and 
challenges for you in the coming days. 

Celebrating world animal day

On the 4th of October each year the world comes together to 
celebrate the animals that share our planet. This year, for World 
Animal Day, the WNPS spotlight was on the lesser known but 
critically important reptile. Given that snakes are mysterious 
and feared by people our goal was to educate and create 
awareness about it to create a world in which people can live in 
harmony with these wild and wonderful creatures. 

Insurance for staff of the DWC

Department of Wildlife Conservation (DWC) staff who are left 
disabled following encounters with animals often face significant financial hardship; in the event of death their 
families are left destitute. While many rely on donations and contributions from the wildlife fraternity to survive, it 
is not a structured or a sustainable solution.

In October 2020, The WNPS obtained an insurance policy through HNB Assurance on behalf of the DWC 
employees. It will provide a death and permanent disability cover of Rs. 500,000 per incident for up to 2700 
persons. The insurance premium was covered by generous donors of the Society.
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IN REMEMBRANCE
DR. CHRIS URAGODA
A MEDICAL LUMINARY AND AN ERUDITE SCHOLAR

By Ravi Deraniyagala* 

D
r. Chris Uragoda was a medical luminary, a distinguished 
literati, an erudite scholar and above all an unassuming 
gentleman par excellence.  He was blessed with an 
unparalled richness of precious human qualities. 

My close association with Dr. Uragoda was in the early 
1990s when the general committee of the Wildlife & Nature 
Protection Society (WNPS) which was established in 1894, 

gave him the task of compiling its history as its centenary year was close at 
hand.  He published the history of the Society in its centenary year in 1994. It 
was a comprehensive and unique publication, titled "Wildlife Conservation in Sri 
Lanka".  During the centenary year celebrations copies of his book were presented 
to Hon. Ranil Wickremasinghe who was Prime Minister at the time and who was 
the Chief Guest at the Society's wildlife photography exhibition at the National Art 
Gallery Colombo and to Hon. J. R. Jayawardene, then the President of Sri Lanka, at 
the formal sit-down dinner held at the Galle Face hotel in Colombo. 

As the general secretary of the WNPS I organized many tours in the centenary 
year which Dr. Uragoda and his family joined in. Among these tours were visits 
to the world heritage sites of the Sinharaja forest reserve and Horton Plains, 
trips to the prawn farms in Puttalam to see the destruction to the environment 
and to Chilaw to study the sea birds there and visits to Rekawa to see the turtle 
hatchery project and to Hambantota to watch the migrant flamingos.   In 2012, 
Dr. Uragoda was the editor of the Loris, the Society’s bi-annual scientific journal 
which has been published since 1936. The Society's 125th anniversary issue of 
Loris dated May 2019, carried his article "Some doctors who helped the Society". 

Dr. Uragoda and I shared many common interests viz wildlife, books and travel 
to places of interest. His many journeys to the wilds with his family are narrated 
in his books "Jungle journeys in Sri Lanka" and "Camping and jungle trips".  We 
have journeyed together to the national parks of Wilpattu, Uda Walawe and 
Ruhuna (Yala) including Block 1 and Block 2 and   Kumana, Trincomalee, Nilgala, 
Jaffna, the Delft Island and Thoppigala. We visited Thoppigala near Batticaloa 
during the peak of the war with the LTTE. Thereafter, we visited the Maduru 
Oya national park and saw the anicut built by the Sri Lankan kings, preserved 
and not destroyed with development, to irrigate the land with water from the 
Maduru Oya. Dr. Uragoda was so knowledgeable not only about fauna and flora 
but he could also explain about the people and places we visited. 

APPRECIATION
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The cover of Dr. Uragoda's book 
"Wildlife Conservation in Sri Lanka" 
has a picture of Baker's Fall drawn 
by Dr. Prithiviraj Fernando. He had a 
desire to visit the place again. The 
Conservator of Forests and I, then 
the President of the WNPS, were 
members of the same government's 
Fauna and Flora Advisory 
Committee. He permitted me to 
use the Forest Department Circuit 
Bungalow in Pattipola. The nearby 
railway station, also in Pattipola, 
and at an elevation of 7200 ft was 
the highest railway station in the 
country. Next day at the peep of 
drawn we hiked with Dr Uragoda 
to Horton Plains. Worlds End and 
Baker's Fall were magnificent. On 
our return we stopped at Farr-Inn 
for refreshments. The colonial and 
famous Farr-Inn was a hunting lodge 
of Sir Thomas Baker and Governor 
Horton. It was a moonlit night and 
we returned to Horton Plains to see 
Sambur and to hear their calls. It was 
a memorable time. 

Dr. Uragoda had a unique collection 
of Sri Lankan books in his private 
library. He also submitted many 
articles to prestigious journals. 
In 2014 his reprint of the "History 
of medicine in Sri Lanka", was 
presented to Hon. Mahinda 
Rajapaksha, then the  President 
of Sri Lanka at the BMICH. The 
book has now been translated into 
Sinhala. Dr. Uragoda's presidential 
address to the council of the Royal 
Asiatic Society in 1990 prompted the 
book "Traditions of Sri Lanka" which 
was printed in 2000 and reprinted in 
2008. He wrote his memoirs in "Sri 
Lanka then and now".  Published in 
2008, it outlined the changes which 
took place in his lifetime.  In 2009 
his book on "Traditional appliances 

and practices" was published. He 
was also the author of three other 
books - "Authors of Books in Sri 
Lanka" book one from 1796 to 1948, 
book two from 1949 to 1975 and 
book three from 1976 to 1990. The 
books have short biographies of the 
authors and give an insight to their 
background. In 2017 Dr Uragoda 
wrote the " Little known wonders of 
Sri Lanka".  His last book which was 
published in 2018 was "A history of 
Sri Lankan Elephants". The books" 
Medical professionals in Sri Lanka" 
and the "Elephant kraals" are with 
the printers. 

In 1959, Dr. Uragoda was selected to 
specialize in respiratory diseases in 
the U.K. On his return from London 
in 1962, he was transferred as 
physician to the chest clinic in Kandy 
where he worked for eleven years. In 
1971/1972 he was elected President of 
the Kandy Society of Medicine and 
in 1973 was transferred to the Central 
Chest Clinic in Colombo as physician 
in charge.  

Dr. Uragoda has won many awards 
in his lifetime. He had the distinction 
of being elected as President of the 
Royal Asiatic Society, which was 
established in 1845, for two separate 
terms. He was presented with the 
Sir S.C. Obeyesekere award, donated 
by Lady Hilda Obesekere wife of 
Sir Paul E. Pieris Deraniyagala, 
in recognition of five decades of 
distinguished service as a life 
member of the Society. He continued 
his medical research, which was 
recognised by the conferment 
of the Guinness Award of the 
Commonwealth Science Council. He 
was the President of the Sri Lanka 
Medical Association and he was the 
joint-editor of the Ceylon Medical 

Journal for 20 years. In 1985 he joined 
the Faculty of Occupational Medicine 
of the Royal College of Physicians of 
London - so far the only Sri Lankan 
to service this prestigious faculty. 
In 1994, he was conferred the degree 
of Doctor of Science (Honoris Causa) 
of the University of Colombo. Dr. 
Uragoda received the Rev. Peter Pillai 
Award, the Sarvodaya Award and 
the President’s Award of the Natural 
Resources, Energy and Science 
Authority of Sri Lanka. 

Dr. Uragoda was born on 22nd 
September 1928 in his ancestral 
home "Sandfield" in Hikkaduwa. He 
studied at Richmond  College and 
Mahinda College in Galle and later at 
Ananda College, Colombo. Entering 
the medical profession in 1953, he 
first served at the Galle Hospital. His 
wife was Padma Rambukpotha. They 
had four children. Dr. Lalith, Dianthie, 
Neluka and Dishana. They lived a 
loving and harmonious family life.

Dr. Chris Uragoda, the eminent 
medical professional with his 
healing touch is legendary. His 
love for nature and conservation 
of wildlife was his priority. He 
was a respository of knowledge 
and wisdom and a gentleman par 
excellence in his manners and 
speech. He carved himself a niche 
in society, not only because of what 
he achieved but also by the noble 
and righteous way in which he 
lived. He spurred ostentation, vanity 
and showmanship and lived and 
led by precept and example. His 
integrity and graceful life, and what 
he published, has been a beacon to 
many. He was 91 years old and on 
the 28th of March 2020 he finished 
his earthly pilgrimage. His name 
and services should be remembered 
by us. The fragrance of his memory 
remains fresh to those who had the 
privilege of knowing him. 

*Past President Wildlife & Nature 
Protection Society

"He carved himself a niche in society, not only 
because of what he achieved but also by the 
noble and righteous way in which he lived. He 
spurred ostentation, vanity and showmanship 
and lived and led by precept and example." 
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The Haritha Collection weaves a time – honored commitment to responsible
tourism development, with a Sri Lankan family legacy of heritage hotel
management. Diverse in concept and location,The Haritha Collection’s

destination experiences have one commonality: a commitment to the
sustainable development of its natural surroundings. Each property is

meticulously upgraded to maximize luxury, while always considering its impact
on the community and natural beauty of its environment.

A special discount of 15% offered to all members of WNPS,
till 30th June 2021. Contact us to make a reservation. 

T&C apply

www.harithacollection.com
info@harithacollection.com | sales@horathapola.com

+94 715 338 230 | +94 710 333 634
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Empowering Positive
Biodiversity Action Through

Awareness

This publication is presented to you with the intention of revealing greater insights to Sri Lanka’s 
rich biodiversity. Our earnest wish is that you may gain an even greater appreciation of the value of 
our biological resources and understand the role you could play in conserving and protecting this 
rich biodiversity. 

A Corporate Social Responsibility
Initiative by


