
V
O

LU
M

E
 29 IS

S
U

E
 4

LO
R

IS
 - J

O
U

R
N

A
L O

F TH
E

 W
ILD

LIFE
 A

N
D

 N
A

TU
R

E
 P

R
O

TE
C

TIO
N

 S
O

C
IE

TY
 O

F S
R

I L
A

N
K

A

VOLUME 29. ISSUE 4VOLUME 29. ISSUE 4JOURNAL OF THE WILDLIFE AND NATURE PROTECTION SOCIETY OF SRI LANKAJOURNAL OF THE WILDLIFE AND NATURE PROTECTION SOCIETY OF SRI LANKA

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



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



1LORIS VOL - 29  ISSUE 4

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.

(Pic by Saman Gamage)
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Message from 
Sponsor

Let’s nurture our environment 

It has been two years since Covid- 19 struck the 
world. Fresh surges of the coronavirus swamp global 
populations struggling to beat a mutating foe. The world 
morphed to respond to the pandemic but was stumped 
by the dichotomy of staying with a new normal or a 
return to the old normal. But as Ed Yong said, ‘the normal 
led to this’. 

In its race to urbanise and industrialise, the old normal 
deforested, destroyed eco systems and unbalanced 
bio- diversity.  The new normal, although a trade-off, 
has been kinder to the environment and to wildlife. It is 
now known that the restrictions to mobility and limited 
industrial functions reduced the carbon footprint and 
allowed nature to regenerate. On the other hand, millions 
lost their jobs and had to return to their villages where 
wittingly or otherwise they engaged in the old normal 
practices such as the illegal wildlife trade, sand mining 
and logging. 

As we stand on the threshold of another new year, to 
quote Yong again, ‘we must grapple with all the ways 
normal failed us to build something better’.  

Let’s at least start with the pledges made in Glasgow last 
year at the Conference of Parties which has become one 
of the biggest international forums for 197 states to come 
together and brainstorm ways to pull the world back from 
the climatic catastrophe it is hurtling towards. The key 
takeaways from this meeting were to end and reverse 
deforestation and cut emissions from the greenhouse 
gas methane by 2030 and to move away from the use of 
coal. Additional funding will be allocated for developing 
countries to adapt to climate change and redress the 
damage to the environment.  

Sri Lanka’s own Nationally Determined Contributions 
(NDC) were to reduce emissions towards achieving 
carbon neutrality by 2050 and to increase the 
contribution of renewable energy sources to 70% of 
national energy needs by 2030 by taking steps to 
phase out use of fossil fuels. Sri Lanka also committed 
to prioritizing enhancing national forest cover by 
increasing the carbon sequestration capacity by 7% by 
2030. 

To deliver on these promises a multi stakeholder effort 
driven by the state is an imperative. Equally crucial is 
a roadmap and plan of action incorporating the five 
implementation NDC modules of governance, mitigation, 
adaptation, finance and measuring and reporting and 
verification.   

Nations Trust Bank is privileged to be supporting the 
publications and public lectures of WNPS for the past five 
years. We are pleased with the impact WNPS is creating 
in shaping policy and the protection of fauna and flora of 
our country. 

This issue of the Loris is a special one. It spotlights the 
elephant and leopard which together with the great 
blue whale, sperm whale and the sloth bear are a part 
of Sri Lanka’s big five. But these two keystone species 
which are at the apex of our eco systems and gives 
succour to a milieu of other living creatures are fighting 
for survival in Sri Lanka’s jungles because of human 
meddling.  The biggest threat to our country’s wildlife is 
from deforestation and overdevelopment.  Unless as a 
collective we resolve to arrest its decline, we will have to 
start imagining a country without them. The article on 
Sri Lanka’s tuskers will be a keepsake as it is perhaps the 
first comprehensive testimonial of the tusker population 
in the country.  

Let’s step into the new year with the resolve to nurture 
the environment which nurtures us. 

A happy new year to all our readers. 

Priyantha Talwatte
Director and Chief Executive Officer 
Nations Trust Bank PLC
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Editorial
The urgency for ecosystem solidarity
To restore stability to our planet we must restore its diversity, the very thing 
we have removed. It is the only way out of this crisis that we ourselves have 
created. We must rewild the world - David Attenborough. 

Earth has been generous with eco system services to its inhabitants.  But their 
exploitation of nature is putting these natural resources at peril and global 
ecosystems and biodiversity are crying out for regeneration.  

Robust biodiversity and ecosystems are life supports for the human race. 
They uplift the quality of life and are critical for human wellbeing. Nature 
gives us food and food security, medicine to fight disease, provides livelihoods 
in agriculture, fisheries and tourism to name a few, is a source of energy 
and endless possibilities to harness its rich flora and fauna for innovation. In 
addition to these tangible benefits, nature sustains air quality and regulates 
the climate to say the least. 

The Global Assessment Report on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services in its 
last report states that the direct drivers of change in nature with the largest 
global impact have been changes in land and sea use, the direct misuse of 
organisms, climate change, pollution and invasion of alien species. The Report 
highlights that the underlying causes or indirect drivers of change – which in 
turn are underpinned by societal values and behaviours - include production 
and consumption patterns, human population dynamics and trends, trade and 
technological innovations.  

Sri Lanka’s biodiversity is facing similar threats. The country’s terrestrial and 
marine and coastal biodiversity harbour ecosystems that are rich in species 
concentration and show high levels of endemism. This exceptional biodiversity 
puts Sri Lanka among 34 biodiversity hotspots in the world, twinning it with 
the Western Ghats in India because of similarities in topography, climatic 
heterogeneity and coastal influence. It is also considered to have the highest 
biodiversity per unit area of land among Asian countries, surpassing even 
mega diversity countries such as Malaysia, Indonesia and India. But human 
population density, habitat loss, fragmentation and degradation, pollution, 
human -wildlife conflict and the loss of traditional crops and livestock varieties 
and breeds are some of the pressures and drivers that have been identified as 
leading to the rot.  

According to the Convention on Biological Diversity which Sri Lanka became 
a signatory to in 1992 and ratified in 1994, the country’s unique biological 
diversity is facing general decline as a result. Twenty seven percent of 240 
identified species of birds are threatened, along with 66% of amphibian species, 
56% of mammals, 49% of freshwater fish species and 59% of reptiles. One of 
Sri Lanka's flagship species, the elephant, has been affected by a population 
decline in both dry and wet zones. A population of 10,000 at the turn of the 
century has dwindled to around 3000 today. As for flowering plants, 1,385 
species of the 3,154 identified species are classified as threatened, the high 

majority of which (594) are endemic 
to Sri Lanka. The area covered by 
closed canopy dense natural forests 
declined markedly from 44% to 26.6% 
and 23.8% of the land area in 1983 
and 1992, respectively, and to 22.5% 
in 1999.

Nearly half the recommendations in 
Sri Lanka’s Biodiversity Conservation 
Action Plan which provided the 
framework for conservation work 
in the country’s forests, wetland, 
coastal and marine, agriculture 
have not been implemented or 
implementation was hampered due to 
lack of capacities.  The complacency 
with implementation will only result 
in a failure to arrest the decline  in 
biodiversity.  The need of the hour is 
the need for political will to restore 
the equilibrium which will also pay 
off in other ways.  For instance, the 
sustainable use of biodiversity will 
also pave the way for Sri Lanka to 
meet her Sustainable Development 
Goals.   

Attenborough also once famously 
said that nature can live without 
people, but people can’t live without 
nature. The popular narrative of 
human animal co- existence must 
be widened to that of human co 
-existence with ecosystems and 
biodiversity to ensure that the legacy 
which is left behind by current 
generations will be one where 
biodiversity is not irreplaceable.  

As Rilke said if we surrendered to 
earth’s intelligence we can rise up like 
rooted trees. 
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Galgamuwe Dala Pootuwa : the gentle giant who was killed for his tusks.

(Pic by Rajiv Welikala).
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ENDANGERED

Sri Lanka’s Sri Lanka’s 
Iconic TuskersIconic Tuskers
BORN FREE 
BUT NOT 
LIVING FREE

A tusker is the true monarch of the Sri Lankan 
wilderness. They are exceptional animals that are both 
blessed and cursed at the same time. 

From a scientific point of view, all Asian male elephants 
should carry ivory. The tuskless-ness of the current 
elephant population in Sri Lanka is due to man-
made actions over many years. From exporting and 
domesticating prime bulls back in the days of the kings 
to rampant hunting of elephants by colonials have 
resulted in only 7% of the male elephant population 
of Sri Lanka having ivory. This is an extremely small 
percentage compared to other regions in Asia. For 
example in South India, 90% of the males are tuskers. 

I have been fascinated by these majestic giants since 
I was a young schoolboy and fondly recall my first 
encounter with a wild tusker in the year 2000 while on 

safari in Yala where we came across the then famous 
Kublai Khan.  He was a fine young tusker back then and 
was seen quite often in the early 2000’s. Unfortunately 
he died in 2009. 

Further stories and encounters of tuskers of old inspired 
me, especially with write ups in the Loris by eminent 
wildlife photographers and personalities such as H.I.E 
Katugaha and Lal Anthonis. These accounts motivated 
me to begin my own quest in life to seek and encounter 
some of the last remaining giants of our island. 

In this article I would like to showcase some of the most 
unforgettable tuskers that I have come across in my 
years of travel across Sri Lanka. 

Text and pics by Rajiv Welikala
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Wasantha

The first encounter with Wasantha was in 2003 when 
I was only 18 years old. I was the president of the St. 
Thomas College Wildlife Society and one August during 
the school holidays we went on a group field excursion 
to Wilpattu national park. That was the first time we 
visited this amazing park which had been  closed for 
so many years due to the war. We were camping at 
Kokmotte campsite and our master in charge Mr Nirmal 
Fernando and I were asked to come to the park office to 
meet the park warden who was the late Mr Wasantha 
Pushpananda to discuss some conservation projects we 
were planning to carry out in the park.  We were heading 
back in after our meeting and just as we were reaching 
the Percy Bendhi Wewa, I noticed a large elephant on the 
bund of the lake with his head inside some bushes. As 
soon as he brought his head out, two gleaming shafts of 

ivory followed. He was a very impressive tusker and we 
all scrambled with excitement to take a few photographs 
after which the large bull disappeared into the bush. 
A few years later with the passing of Mr Wasantha 
Pushpananda, I decided to name the elephant Wasantha, 
in  memory of our master. 

The memory of that sighting of Wasantha stayed with 
me for many years and 11 years later, I got word of a large 
tusker roaming the village and in the forest patches of 
Galkadawala just outside the park. We searched for a few 
days and finally, while waiting in a recently harvested 
paddy field out came the same beautiful tusker I had 
seen 11 years ago. Walking peacefully past us, he headed 
for a nearby waterhole. Sadly, a month or so later, he was 
brutally killed by poachers. A sad ending to a majestic 
animal. 



10

 E
N

D
A

N
G

ER
ED

  |
 S

R
I 

LA
N

K
A’

S
 I

C
O

N
IC

 T
U

S
K

ER
S Megha

Megha was another beautiful tusker from Wilpattu. 
He had a magnificent pair of ivory which was almost 
symmetrical. Usually seen in Boruwanwila and the 
surrounding waterholes, as well as between Chapman 
junction and towards Thambi Oluwa, this bull was 
extremely shy and secretive. He was an old bull who 
usually ran away when vehicles approached. Although 
not large in stature he had an impressive pair of tusks. 
My first encounter with him was back in 2013 while 
driving past Thambi Oluwa. Our tracker noticed him 
hiding in the vines and trees in this dense part of the 
park. We turned our vehicle engine off and waited quietly 
as he edged towards us very slowly and cautiously. 
Meanwhile, I managed to capture one of my favorite 
photographs of him peering through the thick forest as 
a ray of light caught his eye. But as soon as he heard the 
sound of another approaching jeep he ran back into the 
forest and did not come back out again. Unfortunately, 
in June 2020 he met with his end, probably after being 
gored by a younger, stronger male, but nevertheless due 
to natural circumstances. 

Galgamuwe Dala Pootuwa

One of my favorite tuskers who I have encountered 
during my travels. This gentle giant was, as the name 
suggests, found in Galgamuwa. Named due to his tusks 
meeting at the tips, he was a very large animal, almost 
9.5 feet in height and very bulky. His vision was impaired 
as he had multiple wounds due to conflicts with farmers. 
It was assumed he had sight only in one eye. My first 
encounter with him was a brief one. We were going 
round the village seeking potential spots where he might 
be sighted and a villager randomly mentioned a small 
waterhole at the edge of a small sesame cultivation 
where he sometimes came to drink water. Walking to the 
edge, we climbed the steep bund of the waterhole to find 
him walking slowly into the scrub after a good mud bath. 
He might have been quietly enjoying himself when we 
approached. 

A few months later I went over once again and spent 
an entire day walking across harvested paddy fields 
which were scattered with his massive footprints until 
we found him deep in the bush. Only his ears could be 
heard flapping away. At one moment he disappeared 
quite suddenly from our view and re- appeared in 
the same spot. We assumed he laid down for a quick 
siesta. That evening he finally came out into the open 
to give us a great view. We approached him as safely 
as possible, always maintaining a safe distance and 
checking the wind direction. Almost with a human level 
of understanding he observed us and quietly went by his 
daily routine. 

LORIS VOL - 29  ISSUE 4



11

I encountered him several more times in the next few years 
and even had close encounters with him while visiting a 
friend’s home in Galgamuwa. Regrettably, when he moves 
out of his familiar home range he usually ends up getting 
into trouble.  Once we came across him in a very poor state. 
He had a large wound on his leg which had festered and 
swollen to a balloon. After much pleading with the wildlife 
veterinarians, as well as making it public, we managed to 
get him medicated. Sadly, he was not destined to live for much longer afterwards. When I heard in the news that a 
pair of tusks had been seized, my friend R.M.J Bandara from Galgamuwa and I discussed the shape of the tusks and 
assumed it was those of our friend. After many days of tireless searching in the rain, Bandara finally managed to 
come across an already decomposing body of this once gentle giant who would have been shot at point blank range 
given his gentle nature and approachability. It was a tragic end to such a gentle creature whose loss truly affected me 
deeply. Disconcertingly, the perpetrators are still at large due to loopholes and shortcomings in the investigation. 
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Parakrama

His is one of the most tragic stories in recent times about 
the tuskers of Sri Lanka. Had Parakrama lived, he would 
have been the tusker with the biggest and longest pair 
of ivory in the island.  They were perfectly symmetrical 
and almost reached the ground. Roaming the region 
of Galgamuwa just like Dala Pootuwa, he was known 
more as a legend and myth rather than for first- hand 
accounts. 

Unfortunately for him, he was featured in a local 
television program which showcased some footage of 
him feeding peacefully by a village lake. A few months 
passed and a very strange and controversial decision 
was made. He was accused of killing a fisherman in 
one of the village lakes and direct orders were given to 
relocate him. 

I was informed of this and headed to this area to see 
what was happening. When I arrived I was astounded to 
see this majestic giant tied down in a small cultivation 
with the entire village coming to see him. It was very 
sad to see this magnificent tusker lying helpless in 
this state. I truly doubted whether he was actually the 
perpetrator and if this move was simply a cover up 
for someone coveting his massive tusks. He was to be 
loaded onto a truck and transferred to a national park. 
When I inquired which park it was, I was told it could 
be Maduru Oya but later, sources told me it might be 
Wilpattu. Now, we will never know. Back home that 
night I slept with worry about what would happen to 
this most beautiful animal. My fears were realized the 
next morning when I received a phone call saying that 
he had died while being transported. It had not been far 
from Ussgala Siyambalangamuwa Wewa. I was in utter 
shock. I was engulfed by many emotions after hearing 
this news. There was a public outcry and the usual 
blame game took place but the chest beating gradually 
ebbed away and Parakrama’s death was passed off as a 
tragic accident. His post mortem report said he died of 
suffocation and exhaustion after collapsing while being 
transported. He had been unable to get up because his 

chest and wind pile was compressed due to his own 
weight.  During later discussions with eye witnesses it 
came to light that he had used a tusk to break a small 
plank in the floor of the truck when he was loaded on to 
it, probably to express his frustration at what was being 
done to him. The tusk had chipped and the piece of 
broken ivory had blown away. According to testimonies, 
while being transported one of his toenails had gone 
through this broken spot and he had been unable to pull 
it out. It was tragic to come to know of such a massive 
failure because it is a loss that can never be undone or 
replaced. 
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Mahasen

Mahasen is the enigma of Kaudulla national park and is 
probably one of the most impressive tuskers in Sri Lanka 
that is alive today. Stocky and not very tall in stature, 
he has very long thick curved ivory which cross at the 
ends. Elusive by nature, he has been seen by only a few 
visitors to the park because he appears only for a few 
days and then disappears for many years.

I had heard tales about him from the early 2000’s 
and yet, was unable to make a trip to see him due to 
conflicting schedules with school and later university. 
Among the many stories I heard were that he is no more, 
probably having died many years ago. But thanks to 
social media, I received reliable information that he is 
alive and well. I visited Kaudulla many times to see him 
but each time, returned without a sighting.  

Finally in 2012, I received credible news that he had 
arrived in the park and immediately headed that way. 
We waited until late evening with the herd of elephants 
who were grazing peacefully but he was not to be seen. 

Just as we were about to turn back, I noticed an elephant 
appear from far away out of the forest with a giant pair 
of gleaming tusks. It was Mahasen! He slowly made 
his way toward the herd. Our decision to wait for him 
to approach our jeep paid off because he walked right 
up to it. In the height of musth he was secreting from 
his temporal glands. After walking right up to us, he 
made direct eye contact with me which was by far one 
of the most unforgettable wildlife encounters in my 
life. Thereafter he continued to walk towards the herd 
seeking receptive females. 

A few years later in 2014 he appeared in Minneriya 
national park and remained there for a few weeks, 
making it possible for many people to witness his 
majesty. 

These days he is occasionally seen in Kaudulla but 
generally tends to stay away from herds due to younger 
males dominating the space. Mahasen will remain the 
legend that he is. 
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Bullet

A rising star, with the potential to be 
one of if not the most magnificent 
tusker in Sri Lanka. Bullet hails from 
Udawalawe national park and is an 
orphan from the Elephant Transit 
Home. He has two of the longest 
and most beautifully curved tusks 
for the size of his body. Sadly, in 
recent times, he has broken the 
tops of them both but yet looks 
very interesting. Tusks don’t grow 
from the tip if they break but will 
grow from the root continuously 
throughout their life and Bullet’s 
tusks too have the potential to grow. 
Unfortunately, this young bull has 
made it a habit to stand beside the 
electric fence and beg passersby 
for fruits and food. Not only is this 
extremely dangerous for a tusker 
who is a prime target for greedy 
poachers but there is also the risk 
of harm from consuming unnatural 
food and its long- term effects on 
his health. It is imperative that the 
park authorities find a way to push 
him to the interior of the park and 
secure his well- being as he has the 
potential to be a truly magnificent 
national treasure. 
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Aghbo

Aghbo is another formidable alpha 
male. Although he was found in the 
Anuradhapura region he is seen 
in many locations but can also be 
elusive. He is known to be quite 
aggressive and at times tends to 
charge even when he is unprovoked. 
So far, he has managed to elude 
danger but living outside a protected 
national park or forest reserve poses 
a continuous risk for this bull who 
often raids crops. 
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Gajaba

I think it is fitting to end this piece by mentioning the 
mightiest tusker of them all, Gajaba. He is the tallest, 
and largest tusker I have ever encountered in Sri Lanka. 
His height is estimated at 10.3-10.5 feet at the shoulder 
and could weigh over 5.5-5.8 tons. A very muscular 
and bulky elephant, he too has an impressive pair of 
symmetrical tusks, though it may not be as long or thick 
as Parakrama’s or Mahasen’s. 

Found in the same Galgamuwa region as Parakrama, 
he has a much larger home range and is seen in many 
corners of this area. A dominant bull, he is often seen 
when in musth with herds of females and so far, is sure 
to have passed his genes across many generations.  

I first got news of him in 2010 after the death of 
Parakrama. Villagers were talking about a tusker similar 
to him, but bigger in size. At the time, I regarded most of 
them as tall tales. Later in 2012 I saw a video of Gajaba 
which had been taken by a local villager. He towered 
above a herd of elephants and was walking around in the 

height of musth. After visiting the area in search of Dala 
Pootuwa, I inquired about this big tusker who at the time 
was very rarely seen and was quite shy in nature. Despite 
many attempts I was not lucky to see him for several 
months until in September of the same year when I was 
told of his presence at a local lake. I waited patiently 
with some friends until the herd slowly came out into 
the open. There were many young tuskers in the herd, 
but the big tusker had not come out yet. As time passed, 
we assumed he wouldn’t arrive but suddenly someone 
at our rear spotted him coming out for a brief moment 
and going back in. Our wait with the herd paid off as the 
massive tusker came out and headed towards the herd. 
Unfortunately, it was past 6.00 PM and the light was 
fading. I was not able to get good images due to the low 
light. His size was unmistakable. He towered over all the 
other elephants as he walked across in front of us and 
then noticing our presence, he ran back into the bush 
and waited, watching us. After he gained his confidence 
he walked back out again and joined the herd by which 
time it was already late in the evening. His height as 
well as his muscular structure was unlike any elephant I 
have ever encountered before. 
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I was visiting the same location a few weeks later and 
the same scenario played out again. This time too  he 
came out quite late in the evening. Thereafter I tried 
continuously for more than three years to get a good 
glimpse of him but failed. I believe I must have visited 
the region over 15 times but it didn’t bear fruit. Gajaba 
continued to be quite elusive. Despite being the dominant 
bull in this region he did not show himself to people 
that often. Furthermore, the conflicts with humans 
in this area escalated the situation. He along with 
other elephants have to continuously move from one 
forest patch to another to stay safe and to ensure their 
existence. Sometimes they have to cover vast distances. 
Over the years of visiting this region, I have noticed that 
most forested areas which were remaining have been 
gradually cut down for commercial and agricultural 
use. Even in recent days Palukadawala, one of the most 
secure locations which they enjoyed for many years, is 
being destroyed controversially by individuals of the area 
for a commercial agriculture project. Over time, it will 
be inevitable that Gajaba and his family too will lose the 
right to exist.
 

Sri Lanka’s tuskers have had a chequered history. Megha 
who came to a natural end, Wasantha and Dala Pootuwa 
whose killers have not been punished yet, the tragedy of 
Parakrama and Bullet, and living against the odds under 
the threat of man’s intrusions are Agbho and Gajaba.  
What we have to ask ourselves is whether we are going 
to stand by and let this happen in our lifetime? Or, will 
we stand united against the powers that be to save these 
voiceless animals from the fate that is being chartered 
for them. Let atleast those who are surviving, not be the 
last of our tuskers. 
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RESEARCH

Bhagya at  Kotabendiweva in Yala national park, block 1 ( female leopard YF 58 in the table on page 25).
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THE YALA AND 
KUMANA LEOPARD 
DIARIES

Identification of individual leopards 
is a key step in conservation because 
it is important to know what to 
conserve. Identification is also 
important to determine the behavior 
and traits of individual leopards.

The current identification program 
of individual leopards in block 1 of 
the Yala national park was started 
in 2013 by Milinda Wattegedera. 
The method that was used was the 
facial spot identification developed 
by Dr. Sriyanie Miththapala. The late 
Dr. Ravi Samarasinha, an eminent 
leopard expert who unfortunately 
lost his life in a motor car accident, 
used the same method to identify the 
leopards of Yala. Milinda started the 
Yala Leopard Diary (YLD) platform 
on social media to showcase the 
presence of identified leopards in 
Yala. He invited likeminded wildlife 
enthusiasts to join him to take the 
identification forward.

Since the start of the YLD, the team has identified 136 different individuals 
(including the presently unlisted cubs) in block 1 of the Yala national park and 
20 leopards in block 5 of the park. 

The objective of team YLD is to assist the Department of Wildlife 
Conservation (DWC) to conserve leopards. This is achieved by sharing 
information with the DWC. Another objective of team YLD is knowledge 
sharing among wildlife enthusiasts for their active participation. 

The identification method which is used currently has been considerably 
improved through research work carried out by the associated research 
teams. 

The leopard identification program of YLD is non-invasive and is carried out 
purely through visual observations and photographs that are taken using a 
DSLR camera. Individual leopards are identified using the spot and rosette 
formations in different areas of the leopard's skin. The face, forehead and 
flanks of a leopard are all used to establish a solid ID for it. A newly identified 
individual leopard is allocated an abbreviated gender based scientific code 
which denotes the name of the park, gender and the count. The leopard 
is then given a nickname for the team and other wildlife enthusiasts to 
remember it easily. The coding and nicknaming of leopards are done in 
the same manner for all parks where the identification of leopards is being 
carried out. A brief description of the abbreviated codes are given below.

THE YALA AND 
KUMANA LEOPARD 
DIARIES
Text and pics by Dushyantha SilvaText and pics by Dushyantha SilvaR
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The identified leopard population of Yala national park, block 1 as at 31/03/2021 as per the population 
census done by the research team.
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 Lucas at Diganwila.  He is one of the most frequently seen males in block 1 of Yala national park ( male leopard YM 
16 in the table on page  25).
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How to identify a leopard  

A leopard can be identified by the markings on its face and body which are unique to each individual as shown in 
the illustration below. All leopards have markings which vary in shape and size. These markings can be in the form 
of spots, a combination of spots to form a spot pattern or a combination of spots to create a rosette. It is important to 
compare multiple areas of the leopard’s body with available photographs when arriving at a solid identity of a leopard.

Sides of the body (both left and right)  
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Left side of the face Forehead  Right side of the face
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A comparison of three different leopards using visual identification

In the illustrations above, the key areas of the face and body have been carefully studied to identify distinct leopards. 
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Abbreviated code YM-16 YF-59 YB5F-08 KM 02

1st letter/s of abbreviation Yala block 1 Yala block 1 Yala block 5 Kumana 

2nd letter of abbreviation Male Female Female Male

Enumerator 16th leopard 
identified as per 
gender

59th leopard 
identified as per 
gender

8th leopard 
identified as per 
gender

9th leopard 
identified as per 
gender

Nickname Lucas Bhagya Ace Wijaya

Usually, the nicknames for the leopards are suggested by the member who first shared the photos of an unidentified 
leopard. There are new guidelines that have been developed by the team about how to give codes and nicknames 
to newly identified leopards. The nicknames of the Kumana national park leopards were suggested by Wasantha 
Dissanayake through the identification he carries out. Based on their experience the team believe that in a park with 
a high density of leopards the use of a nickname than a code makes it easier to remember the leopard. The use of a 
nickname has led to more wildlife enthusiasts engaging actively to learn about the leopards that they photograph. 
The team believes that more participation will be beneficial for conservation and responsible tourism.

Team YLD also keep daily sighting records of leopards. The date, location and time of the sighting of individual 
leopards are maintained in the sightings register.

The leopard identification guidebook which contains the identities of the leopards in block 1 of Yala is published 
together with the DWC and is presented to their staff . Volume 1 was published in 2019. The 2nd edition is in the 
pipeline. This publication is done in accordance with the standards laid out by the DWC.

The YLD team also maintain a database of the leopards of Kumana for which together with Mindaka Mahela and 
Wasantha Dissanayake they created a social media platform by the name of Kumana Leopard Diary (KLD). The 
identification work in Kumana is carried out by Wasantha Dissanayake, a sole researcher and staff member of the 
Kumana national park. The KLD has 40 identified individuals todate (including unlisted leopards) in its database.

Illustration of a spot, spot pattern formation and a rosette formation
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The Yala Leopard Centre

The Yala Leopard Centre is the 
world’s first information centre 
dedicated to leopards. Visitors to 
the centre can gather a wealth of 
information about leopards from 
locally and internationally published 
leopard research work, photographs 
of leopards, special behavior patterns 
recorded in Yala and the leopard 
identification details. The centre 
has fixed panel boards as well as an 
interactive touch screen LED panel 
from which the visitor can obtain 
information about leopards including 
the threats to them. Providing a 
unique experience, the centre will 
be a knowledge hub for wildlife  
enthusiasts.

Located inside the Dr. Ravi 
Samarasinha memorial hall in the 
Yala national park, the centre  was 
started with the consent of the late 
doctor’s family members. 

Team Yala Leopard Diary 
consists of Milinda Wattegedera, 
Raveendra Siriwardene, Sadeepa 
Gunawardena, Dushyantha Silva, 
Pasan Seneviratne, Mevan Piyasena, 
Heshan Peiris, Pramod Sendanayake, 
Chathura Dushmantha, Dr. Sudantha 
Chandrasena, Sahan Gooneratne, 
Pumudi Premaratne, Sandaru 
Wickremaratne and M. Mahela.

The research team members of 
the YLD and Yala Leopard Centre 
are Dushyantha Silva, Milinda 
Wattegedera, Mevan Piyasena, 
Raveendra Siriwardena and  
P. Wimaladasa.

Yala Leopard Diary, Yala Leopard 
Centre and the research team of the 
Yala Leopard Diary do all wildlife 
related work, including the research 
work, purely because of their passion 
for wildlife. They do not accept any 
funding from any individual or 
organization for the work that is 
done.

Information on leopard identification 
and information about the YLD 
team can be obtained by visiting our 
website www.yalaleoparddiary.com.

Research on leopards

Research is conducted on the 
identification of leopards and 
behaviour of identified leopards. 
It is currently being conducted in 
block 1 of the Yala national park 
and will expand to blocks 2, 3 
and 5 soon. The research work is 
carried out under a permit issued 
by the Department of Wildlife 
Conservation which supervises the 
work. All findings are shared with 
the DWC regularly. In 2021 the 
research team presented abstracts 
of three research papers at the 
Wild Lanka online symposium.  
Preparations are currently 
underway to publish the unique 
findings on the leopards of Yala. 

The Yala Leopard centre is owned 
and operated by the DWC and is open 
from 5.30 AM to 6.30 PM daily.



Wijaya and Black Nose on the Kirigalbe bungalow road in Kumana national park (male and female leopards KM 02 
and KF 06 in the table on page 25).
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Sri Lanka spurfowl (Galloperdix bicalcarata) belongs to the family Phasianidae and is endemic 
to Sri Lanka (Legge 1880, Henry1971, Warakagodaet al. 2012). It is found throughout the country 
in densely wooded areas, but by no means is common. It inhabits rainforests in south-west Sri 
Lanka, sub-montane and montane forests in the hills and rich riverine forests in the dry zone 
(Henry 1971, eBird 2021). They usually feed in pairs, keeping a territory and are elusive and shy; a 
reason for it to be more heard than seen even in their suitable habitats (Legge 1880, Henry 1971, 
Wrakagoda et al. 2012). The pair communicate with very loud calls in a duet. The male utters a 
shrill kik-kik-kik-kikeeyu which is repeated a few times, to which the female replies with a loud 
musical yuhuhu-yuyu-yuyu together with a sharp ki-ki-ki-ki-ki calls. These calls are regularly 
replied by other pairs in the area. (Henry 1971, Rasmussen and Anderton 2005).

Observation

On 18 May 2021 while birding in Kirala Kale at about 1740 h, PBG heard a familiar call from the 
surrounding reed beds. It was eventually identified as the distinct call of the Sri Lanka spurfowl. 
The call was recorded using a mobile phone and these recordings were further studied for the 
identity to be confirmed as the Sri Lanka spurfowl.

 

On 20th May 2021 morning, the location was again visited by PBG to take a photographic record 
of the spurfowl. Although the call was heard from the vegetation on the opposite side of a canal, 
the location was inaccessible. On the same day at 1615h, PBG went back with TW and since it 
rained heavily, hopes of photographing the bird were low. But several minutes after the rain the 
call was heard again from the opposite side of the canal. From the call, it was identified that a pair 

Call of Sri Lanka spurfowl. (Recorded on 20th May 2021).

THE OCCURRENCE OF 
ENDEMIC SRI LANKA 
SPURFOWL IN KIRALA KALE 
SANCTUARY 
A FIRST RECORD FROM THE MARSHLAND

RESEARCH

By Pavan Bopitiya Gamage (PBG) and Thusitha Weerasinghe (TW)
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was calling. After waiting for about 15 minutes we both saw a bright red colour from the inside of the thicket. It was 
the male Sri Lanka spurfowl which came out, stayed for a few seconds before moving back in to cover.

Habitat

Kirala Kale was declared a sanctuary on 08th September 2003. It is a marshy wetland system located about three 
kilometres from Matara town in southern Sri Lanka (Department of Wildlife, 2012). The sanctuary covers an area of 
310 ha, with a proposed area extent up to 1800 ha (Department of Wildlife, 2012). Kirala Kale sanctuary is accessible 
from Matara-Hakmana and Matara-Akuressa roads. It is an important wetland which contains a significant number 
of flora and fauna (Samarasekara 2010). Much of the vegetation is made up of several varieties of reeds which cover 
a large portion of the marshland. These include species such as “hambu pan” (Typha angustifolia), common “tikiya” 
(Eleocharis palustris) and mangrove associated species such as “wel kaduru” (Cerbera manghas) and “keran koku” 
(Acrosticum aureum). A scattered distribution of “kirala” (Sonneratia caseolaris) trees can be seen in some locations. 
Aquatic flora mainly includes “nelum” (Nelumbo nucifera), “olu” (Nymphaea pubsescens) and “kumudu” (Nymphodes 
indica). Sri Lanka spurfowls were found in a dense marshy area where earleaf acacia (Acacia auriculiformis) 
dominates. The undergrowth consists of “balu dan” (Ardisia elliptica), “eraminia” (Zizyphus oenopila), “ganda pana” 
(Lantana camara), and “meewana” (Woodwardia sp.) which forms a dense undergrowth (van der Poorten and van der 
Poorten 2016; Jacob and Johanna 2018).

Sri Lanka spurfowl at Kirala Kale sanctuary. (Pic by Thusitha Weerasingha 20.05.2021).
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Importance, threats and need for conservation

During these observations, so far only two birds have 
been identified. It is interesting to note that this could be 
the first time this species has been observed in this kind 
of an open marshy habitat in the wet zone. This is also 
the southern -most population of Sri Lanka spurfowls 
that has been recorded. Considering the surrounding land 
use pattern, it appears this population is well isolated 
from any other suitable habitat, forest or protected area. 
The closest possible location for another population 
of Sri Lanka spurfowl is the Dandeniya-Aparekka 
forest reserve which is at about a 15 km distance. This 
concludes that this population does not have any other 
location to move to and depends on Kirala Kale totally. 
Considering the very limited suitable habitat which is 
available we can infer that only a very small population 
is inhabiting Kirala Kale.

So far over 200 species of birds have been recorded at 
Kirala Kale (eBird 2021) and among these are vagrant 
and rare birds such as the greater spotted eagle (Clanga 
Clanga), Baillon’s crack (Porzana pusilla), gray-headed 
lapwing (Vanellus cinereus) and Daurian starling 
(Sturnus sturninus) (Wellappuli 2016,Kodikara Arachchi 
2016, Kodikara Arachchi 2017, Bopitiya Gamage 2021). 
Poaching, clearing vegetation, land grabbing, urban 
development and garbage dumping are the main threats 
that have been observed which will affect the fauna 
and flora of Kirala Kale and eventually the spurfowls. 
Therefore, conservation of this protected area is vital for 
the existence of this species here. As an endemic and 
a rare bird species which prefers a pristine habitat, the 
presence of the spurfowl shows that Kirala Kale has the 
conditions to cater to such birdlife. In conclusion, these 
observations bring out the message that protection of 
Kirala Kale sanctuary should be strengthened for the 
betterment of all the flora and fauna it harbours. 
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INTERVIEW

Rex I. De Silva is primarily a naturalist, a field biologist and an incidental conservationist. Paradoxically, before this, 
he was a hunter, angler and a spearfisherman. ‘In other words I killed things’, he say’s keen on complete disclosure.  
His predatory past has enabled him to have a detailed insight and better understanding of some conservation/
environmental problems we face today. 

Rex has been a member of the WNPS for over half a century and is a guru and resource person for the Society 
to draw from his multifaceted experiences. A prolific documentarian, his memoires about his early days in the 
jungle featured in the Loris (December 2013) and his encounters at sea which were written in his article Random 
reminiscences of a diver–naturalist, was published in the Loris (June 2009).  

Among his accolades is a 13-year research study on sea bird migration. This study is the longest of its kind in 
the Northern Indian Ocean and is recognized internationally as providing significantly important data on seabird 
migration, especially as it is now known that the bridled terns seen in Sri Lanka cross the Bay of Bengal and go past 
Singapore into the Indonesian archipelago where they winter. Other species first documented by him from Sri Lanka 
include the white-cheeked tern (Sterna repressa), lesser noddy (Anous tenuirostris), soft-plumaged petrel (Pterodroma 
mollis), white-headed petrels (P. lessoni) and several other species. A supplementary museum study which he 
conducted established that the large skua seen in our waters is the brown skua (Catharacta lonnbergi). The entire 
migration study is documented in The mass migration of bridled terns (Sterna anaethetus) off the coast of  
Sri Lanka 1981-1994. It was published in the Loris (2003) vol. 23 issues 3 and 4. The early part of the study (1981-1984) 
was published in the ornithological journal The Ibis (January 1987), making him the only Sri Lankan to date who has 
been published in this prestigious journal.  Rex has also carried out several avifaunal studies under grants. These 
include the Muthurajawela wetland survey, Negombo lagoon, Bundala and the Waterbird study in Malala lewaya.

Rex began studying sharks in 1968 and during his investigations he was able to add 22 species which had previously 
not been recorded from the Island’s seas.  Three more species were added to the checklist jointly with colleagues. He 
also recorded the first chimera or ghost shark from Sri Lanka. His book The sharks of Sri Lanka was published by the 
University of Colombo in 2015. It is the first-ever book dedicated solely to Sri Lankan sharks and is considered to be 
the definitive work on the subject.  Rex is the Sri Lankan field investigator for the Global Shark Attack File (GSAF). 

He has authored and co-authored more than 120 publications and peer-reviewed research papers in a number of 
journals including Birding Asia, Ceylon Journal of Science and the International Council for Bird Preservation to name 
a handful. 

Rex has actively participated in attempts to stop coral collecting on the west coast where coral is/was collected 
for conversion to lime for the building industry (c. mid-1970s), joined Sir Arthur C. Clarke, Rodney Jonklaas, Thilo 
Hoffmann and others in an effort to prevent dynamiting of fish (c. 1970s) and took part in the campaign to control 
marine aquarium fish collecting (c. 1980s).

His dedication to the marine environment has won him many awards which are too numerous to list here. But to 
name at least one, in 2013 he was declared an International Legend of Diving, the only individual from the Indian 
Ocean region to receive this honour. 

"Overfishing has left submarine 
deserts" - Rex I. De Silva
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1. Why did you shed your predatory avatar?

(a) I stopped hunting and angling around 1960 when I left Gal Oya. My reason 
was partly humanitarian.

(b) I was an enthusiastic spearfisherman but when I became a commercial 
diver I had less time for the sport. Furthermore, I joined the WNPS in 1970 
which kindled my interest in environmental protection and conservation 
so that my spearfishing activities declined and eventually died.   

2. What made you conduct the study on seabirds and have the 
environmental authorities followed up on your avifaunal studies?

I was a birder for many years and when I became a commercial diver in 
the late 1960s my work took me into remote sea areas of Sri Lanka and the 
Maldives where seabirds were quite plentiful. As I knew very little about 
seabirds at the time, two legendary ornithologists P. B. Karunaratne and 
Professor (then Dr.) Sarath Kotagama helped me with identification. Professor 
Kotagama also suggested that as I spent much of my time at sea I should 
monitor and catalogue Sri Lanka’s seabirds. That was how I got deeply 
involved in seabird studies. To the best of my knowledge, there has been no 
follow-up by the national authorities. This is to be expected as seabird studies 
are best carried out by individuals or small research groups.

Bridled tern. (Pic : Premasiri Mapalagama)

White-cheeked tern.

IN
T

ER
V

IE
W

   
|  

 "O
V

ER
FI

S
H

IN
G

 H
A

S
 L

EF
T 

S
U

B
M

A
R

IN
E 

D
ES

ER
TS

" 
- 

R
EX

 I
. D

E 
S

IL
VA



39LORIS VOL - 29  ISSUE 4

5. How smart are sharks?

I would give this a short answer. 
Sharks are “smart” enough to survive 
in their environment and this means 
the abilities to feed, reproduce, 
migrate, defend themselves etc. 
Whether this is driven by instinct 
or intelligence is something which 
scientists are still debating. In my 
experience sharks do not show the 
intelligence that one encounters in 
dolphins or dogs for example.

3. What role do sharks play in the ecosystem?

Many, but not all sharks are among the ocean’s top predators. They play an important role in controlling populations 
of prey species and removing the sick and injured from the ocean ecosystem. By controlling populations of their 
prey, sharks also have an effect on the prey of those species. Thus they, along with other species, help to maintain 
balance in the ocean ecosystem. 

4.  Are sharks a threatened species? 

Sharks are not a single species but include 536 known species of which between approximately 65 and 70 species 
occur in Sri Lanka. Of the Sri Lankan species, the IUCN considers three species to be of Least Concern, 12 as Data 
Deficient, 20 as Vulnerable, 27 as Near Threatened, three as Endangered and two as Critically Endangered. 

Dwarf false catshark. (Pic : Menaka L. Goonewardena) Prickly shark. (Pic : Naren Gunasekera)

Painting of spinner shark. Jayantha Jinasena
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6. How bad is over-fishing and bottom-trawling in 
Sri Lanka?

Over fishing is bad in Sri Lanka. Several areas which 
were full of fish in my youth are now virtually 
submarine deserts. An excellent example is Akurala reef 
which was one of the best places to see large groupers, 
reef sharks and large jacks. This reef is now degraded 
and sharks are seldom or never seen there anymore. 
This is a common occurrence around much of our coast.

A major threat is bycatch. That is the catching of non-
target species which are unintentionally caught along 
with the target species. In some instances it can even 
exceed the volume of the targeted catch. 

I give below my personal experiences with bycatch. 
In 1974 I spent approximately. two weeks carrying 
out repairs to the underwater section of the hull of a 
Japanese fishery factory ship which was operating in 
the Lhavanni atoll in the Maldives. The primary targets 
of the fishery were yellowfin tuna (Thunnus albacares), 
bigeye tuna (T. obesus) and skipjack tuna (Katsuwonus 
pelamis). My co-diver and I took great interest when 

the tuna catcher boats, which used purse seine nets, winched their catch in. We observed that for each ton or so of 
the targeted species hauled in, a large volume of dead and dying bycatch which sometimes equalled or exceeded the 
weight/volume of the target species, was also caught. The bycatch included a wide variety of fish including sharks 
and a few turtles and dolphins which had suffocated whilst in the net.  As the freezer holds of the vessels were 
reserved for the more valuable tuna, the bycatch was pushed overboard. This wasteful method is in use even today.

Bycatch occurs in all forms of fishing except one. However, as this method is now illegal, I shall not address it.

Re Bottom Trawling (BT): BT was banned by Sri Lanka in 2017. Nevertheless, it goes on in our waters. There is no doubt 
that BT is destructive to the environment as it destroys coral reefs, sea grass beds and the marine environment in 
general. Additionally, the bycatch involved in BT is high. Estimates consider it at 92 percent. 

7. Why are reef fishes important?

Reef fish are important as they play an important role 
in keeping coral reefs healthy. Each species has its own 
ecological characteristic (EC). For instance some species 
feed on alga on the corals, which helps to keep the corals 
healthy. Others feed on different things like crustaceans, 
worms or fish. The interplay between these different ECs 
which have evolved over time combine to maintain the 
health of the reef. The importance of reef fish to the coral 
ecosystem is even more important today as reefs are 
threatened by global warming, climate change and other 
threats.

Rex computing the daily Wolf sunspot number.

Rex diving in the Great Basses Reef. (Pic :  (late) Rodney Jonklaas)
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8. What is the state of marine conservation in  
Sri Lanka?

This is a huge subject and I can only say that there is 
great room for improvement. My main personal concern 
is the thresher shark situation which I have addressed in 
my articles titled: 

	Catch and release fishing for protected thresher 
sharks (Alopias sp.)  which appeared in Loris 28(3) 35-
36.

	Miscellaneous notes on sharks and seabirds which 
appeared in Loris (2018) vol. 28(4) 18-20.

	Some aspects of shark biology and behaviour with 
examples from Sri Lanka which appeared in Loris 
(2019) vol.28(5) 43-47.

9. Any standout moments from the time you worked 
with Arthur Clarke?   

Arthur and I never worked together. We were friends and 
served on the committee of the old Ceylon Astronomical 
Association (later Sri Lanka Astronomical Association). 
He was the patron and I was the honorary secretary (later 
president). We had many interests in common including 
underwater exploration, astronomy and wildlife. I have 
discussed our association in my article titled A tribute to 
Sir Arthur C. Clarke which appeared in Loris (2008) vol. 
25 (1 & 2) pages 5 & 6.

10. What is your opinion on apocalypses? Will there be a 
climatic one?

The Apocalypse will eventually come even if we are able 
to solve all our environmental problems! This is unlikely 
so it will probably manifest itself as an environmental 
disaster as we are already half way there with the 
climate crisis, global warming etc. But even if we solve 
all our environmental problems there are other ways this 
could come about. For example, a coronal mass ejection 
from the sun if aimed directly at Earth could wipe out 
our satellites, power grids, internet, smart phones etc. 
This would, at very least, destroy our technological 
civilization. Even if it does not destroy life our civilization 
could go back a century or more. Another threat is posed 
by a Gamma Ray burst from a star half way across our 
galaxy which again, if we are in the direct line-of-fire, 
could destroy most life and even sterilize the Earth. And 
then there are the asteroids: I need not expand on this as 
we all know what happened to the dinosaurs.  But if that 
is not enough in five billion years or so the sun will swell 
up into a red giant and swallow up all the planets up to 
Mars. Anyone left on Earth will be toast. 

11. Do you engage in any other interests and activities?

I am an observational astronomer with a special interest 
in the Sun which is a dynamic and ever-changing 
object that makes life possible. I enjoy the challenge of 
observing and photographing it. I am also an inveterate, 
but not very successful meteorite hunter. I practice 
martial arts and hold an advanced black-belt degree in 
Japanese karate. I also hold the title of Shihan (Master 
instructor).

I have also experienced things that no living member 
of the WNPS probably has, viz hunting with veddahs 
(the genuine ones, not the TV variety) and witnessing 
elephant trappers in action. 
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Oceanographic 
aspects of the 
X-Press Pearl 
maritime disaster 

MARINE

Introduction
The ocean waters off eastern Sri Lanka escaped a major oil spill when the crude oil carrier MT 
New Diamond was transporting approximately two million barrels of crude oil to Paradip refinery 
along the east coast of India. On 3 September 2020, a fire broke out in the engine room when the 
ship was ~65 kilometres off Sangaman Kanda Point along the east coast of Sri Lanka. The fire 
was controlled and although a small diesel oil spill occurred, the small amount of oil together 
with the favourable meteorological and oceanographic conditions which resulted in the transport 
of oil away from the coast meant that a major disaster was avoided (details of this incident were 
reported in the January 2021 volume of Loris by Pattiaratchi and Wijeratne). Just under nine 
months later a much more severe incident occurred off the west coast and closer to the coast.  
It will have long lasting environmental implications for many decades into the future and can 
be classed as one of the worst man-made maritime disasters experienced in Sri Lankan waters.  
This article is an overview of the incident and the oceanographic conditions that determined the 
environmental impacts related to the transport of buoyant plastic material.

The container ship X-Press Pearl which was registered in Singapore operated a feeder route 
that included Port Klang (Malaysia) via Singapore and Jebel Ali (UAE) to Hamad Port (Qatar), 
with the return journey to Malaysia via Hazira (India) and Colombo (Sri Lanka). The ship was 
commissioned in February 2021 and was 186 m in length. The ship departed the port of Hazira 
(India) on 15 May 2021, arrived in Colombo on 19 May and was anchored off Colombo Port (~9.5 km 
offshore in water depth of 21 m). The journey from Hazira to Colombo was influenced by Tropical 
Cyclone Tauktae along the west coast of India with the X-Press Pearl having to undertake a 
detour into deeper water to avoid the cyclone. The ship’s crew had detected a container leaking 
nitric acid after it left Jebel Ali in Dubai where the cargo was loaded. This leak was not fixed, 
although the ship docked in two ports before its arrival in Colombo. 

Charitha Pattiaratchi1, Sarath Wijeratne1, 2
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On 20 May 2021, the ship reported smoke from the 
cargo hold and on the following day (21 May), the vessel 
reported a fire on the deck. On 22 May, the sound of 
an explosion was heard in cargo hold #2 and the ship 
was on fire. By 24 May, the fire had intensified and was 
spreading toward the aft of the vessel. A louder explosion 
was heard on 25 May and the crew were evacuated. The 
fire burned for 13 days. On 2 June, efforts to move the ship 
into deeper waters failed with the aft portion sinking to 
the seabed. The height of the ship was ~44 m; thus the 
bridge section remained above water (Figure 2).

The vessel was transporting 1,486 containers with a 
mixed variety of cargo. Eighty-one of these containers 
were declared as carrying dangerous goods. This 
included 25 tonnes of nitric acid, sodium hydroxide and 
other chemicals and 78 tonnes of plastic nurdles (low-
density polyethylene pellets). It also had more than 300 
tonnes of fuel in its tanks. The most visible impact of the 
incident was the release of the nurdles and in this article 
we concentrate on its transport and impacts on the 
marine environment.

Meteorological and oceanographic setting

Sri Lanka occupies a unique location within the 
equatorial belt in the northern Indian Ocean with 
the Arabian sea containing higher salinity water on 
its western side and the Bay of Bengal containing 
lower salinity water on its eastern side. The region is 
characterised by bi-annually reversing monsoon winds 
which control the surface water circulation. In general, 
the currents during this time of the year are such that 
they flow south along the west coast of India (West 
Indian coastal current; Figure 1), cross the Gulf of Mannar 

Figure 1: Location of the X-Press Pearl and the major currents 

in the region. The wind and wave directions experienced during 

the incident are also shown.

Figure 2: Image of X-Press Pearl after sinking and resting on 

the sea bed.

and flow south and east along the west and south coasts 
of Sri Lanka respectively (de Vos et al., 2014). There is 
a recirculation, the Sri Lanka dome, to the east of the 
island. The Sri Lanka dome connects the water from 
the west coast to those on the east coast, with currents 
flowing south along both coasts. During the initial period 
of the incident, there were strong onshore winds (> 10 
ms–1) and waves (~2 m). This was associated with the 
beginning of the south-west monsoon and the currents 
were flowing to the south along the west coast. On 22 
May, tropical cyclone Yaas formed in the northern Bay 
of Bengal and propagated to the north. Examination of 
the water level records along the east of India and in 
Trincomalee showed evidence of a continental shelf wave 
propagating southward and clockwise around Sri Lanka. 
The mean water level in Trincomalee started to increase 
whilst the mean water level in Colombo was decreasing. 
This resulted in the currents reversing and flowing east 
and north along the Sri Lankan south and west coasts 
respectively, after 30 May (Figure 3). The winds decreased 
to < 5 ms–1 after 2 June.

Impact

It is possible to use computer models to simulate the 
ocean currents and to track the parcels of water (particle 
tracking) on the surface which contains the buoyant 
plastics (Pattiaratchi et al., 2021). 

The X-Press Pearl was transporting 78 tonnes of low-
density polyethylene pellets called nurdles in three 
containers. Nurdles are used as a raw material for the 
manufacture of plastic goods from toothbrushes, water 
bottles to plastic bags. For comparison, the potential 
78 tonnes of nurdles released by X-Press Pearl is the 
second worst release of nurdles from a ship accident. 
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This includes the 150 tonnes released into Hong Kong 
harbour in 2012 during a typhoon, and 49 tonnes released 
into Durban harbour in South Africa in 2017 and now 
making landfall in Western Australia. On 25 May 2021, 
large quantities of nurdles were washed up on the 
beaches closest to where the ship was anchored. These 
were transported onshore because of the strong winds 
and high waves present at that time. There were also 
reports of nurdles being found along the south coast. Our 
model results indicated that the southward movement 
of the nurdles continued as far as Dondra Head until 31 
May and then moved offshore (Figure 3). There was also 
a northward movement as far as Chilaw. By 4 June, the 
nurdles were pushed northward (to Kalpitiya and beyond) 
as well as dispersed offshore (Figure 3) because of the 
reversing current. The model simulations were confirmed 
by satellite-derived surface chlorophyll concentrations 
(SCC) obtained from the Sentinel-3 satellite on 2 June 
2021 (Figure 4). Here we used the SCC as a passive tracer 
to track the pathways of surface currents. SCC can also 
be used as a proxy for the nurdles. The plume of higher 
SCC moving offshore from the south-west corner of the 
island and moving eastward further offshore is the same 
pathway followed by the simulated nurdles (Figure 4). 
Longer term simulation of the nurdles, to 1 October 2021, 
indicates that the nurdles have reached the shores of 
many of the Indian Ocean countries including Indonesia, 
India and the Maldives.  With the onset of the north-east 
monsoon later in 2021 the reversing surface currents 
will flow from east to west transporting the nurdles back 
towards Sri Lanka (particularly along the east coast) and 
the Maldives.  

Figure 4: Surface chlorophyll concentrations around Sri Lanka 

obtained from the Sentinel-3 satellite on 2 June 2021. The red 

colour signifies high values; the blue represents clouds. The 

chlorophyll can be used as a passive tracer to track surface 

waters. The image confirms the model predictions shown in 

Figure 3.

Figure 3: Predicted surface currents (black arrows), sea surface temperature (colour contour) and locations of nurdles (black dots) 

on 31 May (left) and 4 June (right). The location of the X-Press Pearl is shown as a red dot. 
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the fire on board, a major disaster was averted. We 
mentioned in the previous Loris article (Volume 29 
Issue 2) that Sri Lanka will not be so lucky the next time 
and an incident can cause significant environmental, 
ecological, financial and social effects to coastal 
populations. This warning came true with the X-Press 
Pearl incident with environmental impacts that will last 
for many decades into the future. 

We have to develop and put in place structures that 
can respond to such disasters by not being reactive 
but being proactive and be prepared for the inevitable 
challenges ahead. 

1. 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: Predicted surface currents (black arrows), sea surface temperature (colour contour) and locations of nurdles (black dots) 

on 31 May (left) and 4 June (right). The location of the X-Press Pearl is shown as a red dot. 

It should be noted that the nurdles themselves are not 
toxic; however, fish and other marine creatures (e.g. 
turtles, dolphins) can be killed. Fish can suffocate if the 
nurdles get trapped in their gills. Turtles and dolphins 
can die either through suffocation or ingestion of large 
quantities of nurdles. Nurdles are buoyant and found 
on  the ocean surface; hence they are unlikely to impact 
bottom habitats such as coral reefs. The nurdles on their 
own are generally not toxic to humans, but they provide 
a surface for growing bacteria and for contaminants 
to attach to. If this happens, they can become toxic to 
humans. However, they will be a visible pollutant on our 
beaches for many decades to come.

Summary

Sri Lanka experienced its worst anthropogenic marine 
disaster as a result of the X-Press Pearl incident.  This 
is in addition to natural disasters such as tsunamis and 
extreme weather events. Together they pose significant 
environmental, ecological, financial, social and legal risks 
to coastal populations. This is highlighted through the 
aftermath of the 2004 tsunami and now the X-Press 
Pearl. In spite of these incidents, 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. For  
Sri Lanka, the MT New Diamond incident was a warning 
and through the combination of favourable atmospheric 
and ocean conditions and effective management of 
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Text and pics by Devaka Weerakoon, M.D.T. Asela, Kasun Dayanada,
Tharaka Muthunayake, Nalinda Peiris  and  

Upul Wickramasinghe1

Why the 
ecology of 

Pahiyangala 
forest reserve 

has to be 
preserved

SPECIAL INTEREST

Figure 1 : Pahiyangala rock with the surrounding forest. The cave is located towards the base of the rock outcrop.
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ahiyangala forest reserve is located in the Kalutara district 
near a small hamlet called Yatagampitiya about five 
km from the Bulathsinhala town. The forest fragment 
is better known due to Fa Hsien’s cave (more commonly 
referred to as the Pahiyangala cave), which is one of the 
largest natural caves in Asia. It is approximately 175 feet 

tall and over 200 feet long. The name of the cave is believed to have 
been derived from the Chinese Buddhist priest "Fa- Hsien" who visited Sri 
Lanka during the fifth century AD. This Chinese scholar-bhikkhu was a 
tireless wanderer and was determined to climb the sacred mountain of 
Sri Pada and pay homage to the Buddha's foot print. His pilgrimage to Sri 
Pada lasted several months through Bulathsinhala, Kalawana, Nivitigala, 
Ratnapura and Gileemale and which is when it is believed he spent some 
time in the Pahiyangala cave. Later, this cave was converted to a Buddhist 
temple by the Venerable Porogama thera.

The cave came to the limelight later due to its archeological value as 
fragmentary remains belonging to humans that date as far back as 48,000 
years had been discovered from it (Langley, 2020). The artefacts found 
in the cave also bear evidence of the oldest known use of tools such as 
bows and arrows outside Africa. This indicates that the Pahiyangala cave 
was inhabited by prehistoric man, making it one of the oldest pre-historic 
human settlements in Asia. This prehistoric man, called the Pahiyangala 
Man or Pahiyangala Manawakaya, had a short vertebral structure with 
wide jaw bones, a large palette and big grinding teeth according to fossil 
evidence uncovered from the cave. The archaeological survey has also 
yielded remains of animals, plants, tools carved out of stone, bone and 
antlers, geometric microliths, and shell beads from the cave (Kinnaird & 
Sanderson, 2010; Kourampas, 2009: Perera, 2010). 

Ecological importance of Pahiyangala forest reserve

The wet zone of Sri Lanka is listed as one of the 36 biodiversity hotspots 
of the world along with the Western Ghats of India (Conservation 
International, 2021). This classification is based on the fact that more than 
75% of the endemic and threatened species are restricted to this region. 
However, much of the natural habitats in the wet zone have been converted 
to human use areas and only about 3% of the wet zone is currently 
covered with forests. In addition to loss of forest cover, fragmentation of the 
remaining natural habitats is a major threat to the sensitive biodiversity 
in the wet zone. However, these small forest patches function as critical 
biodiversity repositories that support rich species assemblages including 
endemic and threatened species.

P
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Even though Pahiyangala forest reserve is a unique forest patch that supports a rock outcrop associated vegetation, 
detailed studies of the species present in this forest patch have not been done other than a basic floral inventory 
prepared by a group of plant science students under the supervision of Dr. H Kathriarachchi in 2010. Therefore, this 
paper provides a more detailed account of the natural habitats associated with Fa Hsien's cave based on a one-year 
study that was done from March to April 2011.

Fa Hsien’s cave

Fa Hsien’s cave can be reached via the Piliyandala-Horana road. The cave is surrounded by a forest and has been 
divided into four chambers of which the chamber on the left side is the largest. Part of the cave has been converted to 
a temple. In the eastern side of the cave there is a small ancient image house which belongs to the Kandyan period 
judging by the murals that are present. The temple has undergone many renovations over the years. A statue of a 
reclining Buddha has been built recently at the centre of the cave.

Figure 2 : The left cave showing the rocks 
that were removed during excavation. Part of 
the cave is now converted to a temple.
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Geologically, the site comprises of rocks that belong to the south-western 
pre Cambrian group. The red-yellow podzolic is the main soil group found at 
the site. The cave is located on a gradually sloping land, which gives rise to 
the rock outcrop. The entire rock is about 600 feet high and the cave lies ca. 
400 feet above the sea level. A stream that flows into Niggaha dola which 
is a tributary of the Kaluganga, can be seen at the foothills of Pahiyangala. 
The area comes under the wet zone of Sri Lanka where the annual rainfall is 
around 4000 to 5000 mm. It receives rain throughout the year with a peak 
rainy season occurring during the south-western monsoon and second inter 
monsoonal period. The mean annual temperature is around 27 / C while the 
relative mean annual humidity ranges between75% to 85%.

Figure 3 : Lowland rainforest which is present 
along the rock phase.

Figure 4 : Grassland vegetation at the top of 
the rock with interspersed trees.
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Flora of the Pahiyangala forest reserve

Initial observations carried out in the forest indicated that the area surrounding the rock is composed of different 
floral assemblages. The mosaic nature of distribution of flora may have resulted due to the change of elevation. The 
vegetation at the foothills consists of a highly disturbed lowland rainforest. The forest along either face of the rock 
outcrop consists of lowland rainforest that is in good condition. The vegetation present at the top of the rock exists as 
a grassland with a few scattered trees, shrubs and herbs. The floral assemblage observed in the Pahiyangala forest 
comprised of more than 144 species dominated by native (67%) and endemic (22%) species which indicates that the 
forest is relatively undisturbed. Further, the plant assemblage observed at Pahiyangala forest reserve included only 18 
(12%) introduced species, including six species that are listed as alien invasive species. This provides further evidence 
for the undisturbed nature of the forest habitat. Introduced species were observed mostly among the more disturbed 
vegetation found at the base and the top of the rock. 

The floral assemblage observed at Pahiyangala forest also included 20 nationally threatened plant species including 
seven endemic species listed as Endangered (EN) and 13 species listed as Vulnerable (VU) of which five are endemic 
to Sri Lanka (The National Red List 2020). A further eight species are listed as Near Threatened. Therefore, out of 
the 30 species of endemic plants observed, 12 (40%) are listed as threatened species in Sri Lanka. A summary of the 
observed plant species are given in Table 1 while a detailed list of the plant species recorded is given in annex 1.

Figure 5 : Niggaha dola flowing along the 
foothills of Pahiyangala rock.

Figure 9 : Enedmic land snail (Acavus phoenix) 
commonly seen on tree trunks in the forest 
vegetation.

Figure 10 : Endemic and endangered Sri Lanka 
rock frog (Nannophrys ceylonensis) observed 
at the top of the rock.

Figure 6 : Endemic and endangered Kalu badulla 
(Semecarpus obovata).
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Table 1. Summary of the plant species recorded in the Pahiyangala forest reserve

Habitat Total End Nat Int CR EN VU NT DD LC NE

Tree 81 27 47 7 - 6 8 5 2 53 7

Shrub 14 1 12 1 - - - 1 - 12 1

Herb 14 1 8 5 - 1 2 - - 6 5

Epiphyte 2 0 2 0 - - 1 - - 1 -

Climber 33 1 27 5 - - 2 2 - 24 5

Total 144 30 96 18 - 7 13 8 2 96 18

Abbreviations : 

Total number of species: End - Endemic, Nat - Native, Int - Introduced or Exotic, CR - Critically Endangered, EN - 
Endangered, VU - Vulnerable, NT - Near Threatened, DD - Data Deficient, LC - Least Concern, NE - Not Evaluated.

Figure 11 : The salticid spider species, Siler 
semiglaucusi, observed among the disturbed 
vegetation at the base of the rock.

Figure 12 : Endemic Sri Lankan kangaroo lizard 
(Otocryptis wiegmanni), commonly seen among 
the leaf litter on the forest floor.

Figure 7 : Endemic and endangered Hopea 
brevipetiolaris.

Figure 8 : Endemic and endangered gardenia 
crameri (Galis).
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Fauna of Pahiyangala forest reserve   

A total number of 101 faunal species was recorded in the project area representing dragonflies, butterflies, land snails, 
freshwater fishes, amphibians, reptiles, birds and mammals. The faunal assemblage was dominated by common 
species that can be seen among disturbed lowland rainforest including 21 endemic species. The faunal assemblage 
also included seven species of migratory birds. Further, out of the 101 species recorded, 10 species are listed as 
Nationally Threatened and another seven species as Nationally Near Threatened. Faunal assemblage also included 
seven globally threatened and five globally Near Threatened species.  A summary of the faunal species observed in 
the project site is given in Table 2 and the detailed list of faunal species recorded at the Pahiyangala forest is given in 
annex 2.

Table 2. Summary of the faunal species recorded in the Pahiyangala forest reserve

Groups Total Endemic Migrant
Threatened species

CR EN VU NT

Dragonflies 2 0 0 0 0 0 2

Butterflies 17 0 0 0 0 0 0

Land snails 2 2 0 0 1 0 1

Fishes 16 8 0 0 1 (1) 4 (2) 3 (3)

Amphibians 2 2 0 0 1 1 (2) 0

Reptiles 3 2 0 0 0 0 1

Birds 50 5 7 0 0 0 (1)

Mammals 9 2 0 0 1 (2) 1 (1)

TOTAL 101 21 7 0 4 (3) 6 (4) 7 (5)

CR - Critically Endangered, EN - Endangered, VU - Vulnerable, NT - Near Threatened

Conclusions and recommendations:

The information gathered by this study indicates that the Pahiyangala forest reserve, eventhough small in extent, 
is an important site in the wet zone as a number of endemic and threatened species of fauna and flora are present in 
this habitat. Further, this study indicates the need to carryout baseline surveys of sites such as this as they remain 
poorly studied at present. 

The extent of the site has remained roughly the same over the years as it cannot be encroached for settlement or 
cultivation due to the fact that it exists as a rock outcrop. The proportion of exotic species was relatively low compared 
to native species (12%). However, some of these exotic species are listed as invasive species. The presence of the alien 
invasive plant species Dillenia suffruticosa in the perimeter of the forest can be identified as a major threat as it can 
rapidly invade natural habitats and replace native species as is seen today in many of the wet zone forest patches. 
In addition to this species, a number of other alien invasive species such as Clidemia hirta, Alstonia macrophylla 
and Lantana camara were also observed at the site. At present none of these plant species have reached invasive 
status at the site which is surrounded by anthropogenic landscapes such as home gardens, rubber plantations 
and paddy fields. Natural vegetation is confined to the base of the rock and its top. The site is heavily disturbed by 
the surrounding communities as well as the pilgrims who visit.  Interview surveys indicated that the surrounding 
communities depend heavily on this site to meet their fuel wood and medicinal plant needs.

Based on this study a number of recommendations can be provided for effective management of this site. These 
include:

1. The results of this study indicate that Pahiyangala forest reserve is a unique habitat with many endemic and 
threatened species. Further, it also has a historical value as one of the oldest pre-historic human settlement’s in 
Asia. It is also the largest cave in Asia. All these factors make this an ideal tourism destination as the site has a 
high value due to its cultural and natural attractions.  
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2. At present it remains a forest reserve. However, due to the cultural and natural importance of the site it is 
worthwhile elevating the conservation status of the site. Furthermore, a management plan has to be drawn up 
for the protected area to ensure efficent management of the site. This study provides adequate data to draw up 
a management plan. However, the management plan should be drawn up with the involvement of the main 
stakeholder agencies - Department of Forest Coservation and Department of Wildlife Conservation - as it should be 
acceptable to all of these agencies for them to implement it effectively.

3. A beat office with adequate staff and infrastructure should be established to oversee the protection of this critical 
forest patch. It is recommended that the beat station is established at close proximity to the site and be equipped 
with a small visitor centre that can be used to disseminate information to visitors who come to the site. 

4. The local community is aware that the site is important as many people visit it, including university students to 
conduct studies. However, no attempt has been made to date to create awareness among the local community 
about the importance of this site. Therefore, it is recommended that an awareness campaign is conducted for the 
local community to get them actively involved in the protection of the forest. Further, adequate signage should be 
displayed around the site to inform people of its value.  

5. There are a few invasive alien plant species at the site. At the moment their populations are small and do not pose 
a threat to the natural habitats. However, these invasive alien plant species have to be removed as they can easily 
spread into the natural habitats and displace native species.

Annex 1. List of plant species that were observed in the Pahiyangala forest reserve

Abbreviations : 

HA - Habitat, T - Tree, S - Shrub, H - Herb, C - Climber or Creeper, Ep - Epiphyte, TS - Taxonomic Status, E - Endemic, N - 
Native, I - Introduced or Exotic, CS - Conservation Status, CR - Critically Endangered, DD - Data deficient,  
EN - Endangered, LC - Least Concern, NE - Nit Evaluated, NT - Near Threatened,  VU - Vulnerable, DF - Disturbed Forest, 
RO - Rock Outcrop Associated Vegetation, FO - Forests.

Species Local Name HA TS CS DF RO FO
Thunbergia grandiflora  C I NE +   

Nothopegia beddomei Bala T N LC   +

Semecarpus obovatus Kalu badulla T E EN   +

Semecarpus walkeri Badulla T E LC    

Artabotrys zeylanicus Kalu bambara wel C N LC +  +

Uvaria semecarpifolia Kara bambara wel C E LC +   

Uvaria zeylanica Palu kan C N LC + +  

Alstonia macrophylla Havari nuga T I NE +  +

Alstonia scholaris Ruk attana T N LC +  +

Tabernaemontana dichotoma Divi kaduru T E LC +   

Pothos scandens Pota wel C N LC + + +

Syngonium angustatum Wel kohila C I NE +   

Areca concinna Lenteri T E EN +   

Calamus thwaitesii Ma wewel C N VU +  +

Caryota urens Kitul T N LC +  +

Oncosperma fasciculatum Katu kitul T E VU   +

Thottea siliquosa Thapasa bulath S N LC +  +

Hoya ovalifolia Gonu-ke C N VU +  +

Asparagus falcatus Hathawariya C N LC +   

Ageratum conyzoides Hulan tala H I NE +   
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Mikania cordata Wathu palu C I NE +   

Cyanthillium cinereum Monara kudumbiya H N LC +   

Stereospermum tetragonum Dunumadala T N LC   +

Blechnum orientalis Pattara werella S N LC +   

Canarium zeylanicum Kekuna T E VU   +

Bhesa ceylanica Pelan T E LC +   

Calophyllum calaba Guru keena T E DD   +

Garcinia quaesita Goraka T E LC +   

Garcinia thwaitesii  T E EN   +

Garcinia xanthochymus Rata goraka T I NE +   

Gloriosa superba Niyangala C N LC + +  

Pollia secundiflora  H N VU +   

Xenostegia tridentata Heen madu C N LC  +  

Camonea pilosa Kiri madu C N LC +   

Solena umbellata Tela-beriya C N LC  +  

Dillenia retusa Goda para T N LC +  +

Dillenia suffruticosa Diya para T I NE +   

Dillenia triquetra Diya para T N LC   +

Schumacheria castaneifolia Kekiri wara T E LC   +

Tetracera sarmentosa Korassa wel C N LC +  +

Hopea brevipetiolaris  T E EN   +

Shorea lissophylla Gal pana mora T E VU   +

Dracaena thwaitesii  S N LC +  +

Diospyros insignis Porawa mara T N LC   +

Elaeocarpus serratus Weralu T N LC +   

Aporosa latifolia Kampotta T E LC   +

Aporusa lanceolata Heen kebella T E LC +   

Breynia retusa Wal murunga S N LC   +

Bridelia moonii Patkela T E LC +  +

Chaetocarpus castanocarpus Hedawaka T N LC +   

Cleistanthus patulus Anguru-kuratiya T N LC   +

Croton aromaticus Keppetiya T N LC  + +

Euphorbia antiquorum Daluk T N LC  +  

Hevea brasiliensis Rubber T I NE +   

Macaranga peltata Kenda T N LC +   

Mallotus fuscescens  T E NT   +

Mallotus tetracoccus Bu kenda T N LC +   

Falconeria insignis Kaduru T N LC   +

Sauropus androgynus Mella dum kola S N LC +   

Archidendron bigeminum Kalatiya T N VU +   

Senegalia caesia Hinguru wel C N LC +   

Adenanthera pavonina Madatiya T N LC +   

Albizia falcataria  T I NE +   

Dalbergia rostrata Bambara wel C N LC   +

Grona heterocarpa Et undupiyaliya H N VU +   

Humboldtia laurifolia Gal karanda T E LC   +

Mimosa pudica Nidikumba H I NE +   

Pueraria phaseoloides  C I NE +   

Hydnocarpus venenatus Makulu T E LC +  +

Henckelia angusta  H E EN  +  

Dicranopteris linearis Kekilla H N LC + + +
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Species Local Name HA TS CS DF RO FO
Cinnamomum dubium Sewala kurundu T N NT +   

Cinnamomum verum Kurundu T E VU +   

Litsea longifolia Rat keliya T E DD   +

Neolitsea cassia Kudu dawula T N LC   +

Leea indica Gurulla T N LC +   

Hugonia mystax Bugetiya S N LC   +

Fagraea ceilanica Etamburu T N NT   +

Hibiscus hispidissimus Napiritta C N LC +   

Angiopteris evecta  H N LC +   

Clidemia hirta  H I NE +  +

Melastoma malabathricum Maha bowitiya S N LC +  +

Memecylon petiolatum  T E VU  + +

Osbeckia aspera Bowitiya S N NT  +  

Swietenia macrophylla Mahogani T I NE +   

Anamirta cocculus Titta wel C N LC +  +

Cissampelos pareira Diya mitta C N LC  +  

Cyclea peltata Kehi pittan C N LC +   

Artocarpus heterophyllus Kos T I NE +   

Artocarpus nobilis Wal del T E LC +   

Ficus arnottiana Patana bo T N LC  +  

Ficus diversiformis  C N LC   +

Ficus exasperata Bu deliya T N LC +   

Ficus hispida Kota dimbula T N LC +  +

Ficus tinctoria Wal ehetu T N LC +   

Horsfieldia irya Irya T N LC +   

Syzygium nervosum Bata damba T N LC +   

Campylospermum serratum Bo kera T N LC +  +

Olax zeylanica Mella kola T N LC +  +

Strombosia ceylanica Pub beriya T N VU   +

Jasminum flexile  C N LC +   

Arundina graminifolia  H I NE  +  

Cymbidium haematodes  Ep N VU   +

Oxalis barrelieri  H I NE +   

Passiflora foetida  C I NE + +  

Dianella ensifolia Monarapetan H N LC   +

Piper fallax Wal gam miris C N LC +   

Ochlandra stridula Bata T E LC +  +

Xanthophyllum zeylanicum Palala T E LC +  +

Drynaria quercifolia Beduru Ep N LC   +

Gouania microcarpa  C N NT +   

Ziziphus rugosa Maha eraminiya C N NT +   

Anisophyllea cinnamomoides Weli piyana T N NT   +

Carallia brachiata Dawata T N LC +   

Gaertnera vaginans Pera tambala S E LC +   

Gardenia crameri Galis T E EN   +

Hedyotis fruticosa Weraniya S N LC  + +

Mussaenda frondosa Mussanda S N LC +  +

Ophiorrhiza mungos Dat ketiya H N LC +   

Psychotria nigra  S N LC   +

Psydrax dicoccos Panderu T N LC   +

Timonius flavescens Angana T N LC   +
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Species Local Name HA TS CS DF RO FO
Wendlandia bicuspidata Wana idala T N LC   +

Acronychia pedunculata Ankenda T N LC   +

Clausena indica Migon karapincha T N LC   +

Melicope lunu-ankenda Lunu ankenda T N LC   +

Murraya paniculata Etteriya T N LC   +

Toddalia asiatica Kudumiris C N LC +  +

Dimocarpus longan Mora T N LC +  +

Pometia pinnata Na imbul T N LC +   

Madhuca microphylla Wana mi T E EN   +

Lygodium microphyllum Paba wel C N LC +   

Smilax perfoliata Maha kabarassa C N LC   +

Smilax zeylanica Heen kabarassa C N LC   +

Sterculia balanghas Nawa T N LC +   

Symplocos acuminata Bobu T N LC +  +

Gyrinops walla Walla T N VU +  +

Celtis timorensis Gurenda T N LC +  +

Trema orientalis Gadumba T N LC +   

Clerodendrum infortunatum Sudu pinna S N LC +   

Lantana camara Gandapana S I NE + + +

Vitex altissima Milla T N NT +  +

Cyphostemma trilobata  C N LC   +

Hellenia speciosa Thebu H N LC +   

Annex 2. List of animal species that were observed in the Pahiyangala forest reserve

Abbreviations : 

DS – Distribution Status, E - Endemic, N - Native, M - Migrant, NCS - National Conservation Status, GCS - Global 
Conservation Status, VU – Vulnerable, NT - Near Threatened

Scientific Name Common Name TS NTS GTS

 Butterflies

Iambrix salsala Chestnut bob N LC NE

Talicada nyseus Red pierrot N LC NE

Acraea violae Tawny costor N LC NE

Danaus genutia Common tiger N LC NE

Euploea core Common crow N LC LC

Junonia atlites Grey pansy N LC NE

Melanitis leda Common evening brown N LC LC

Neptis hylas Common sailor N LC NE

Orsotriaena medus Nigger N LC NE

Ypthima ceylonica White four-ring N LC NE

Pachliopta hector Crimson rose N LC LC

Papilio polymnestor Blue mormon N LC NE

Appias albina Common albatross N LC NE

Catopsilia pyranthe Mottled emigrant N LC NE

Delias eucharis Jezebel N LC NE

Eurema brigitta Small grass yellow N LC LC

Leptosia nina Psyche N LC NE
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Scientific Name Common Name TS NTS GTS

 Butterflies

 Fragonflies

Orthetrum pruinosum Pink  Skimmer N NT LC

Orthetrum sabina Green Skimmer  N NT LC

Land Snails 

Acavus phoenix Arabian lustful snail E NT NE

Euplecta emiliana  E EN NE

Freshwater Fish 

Schistura notostigma Banded mountain loach E NT NT

Xenentodon cancila Freshwater garfish N VU LC

Channa ara Giant snakehead E VU NE

Pseudoetroplus maculatus Orange chromide N LC LC

Clarias brachysoma Walking catfish E NT NT

Lepidocephalichthys thermalis Common spiny loach N LC LC

Dawkinsia singhala Filamented Barb E LC LC

Garra ceylonensis Stone sucker E NT NT

Pethia nigrofasciata Black ruby barb E VU VU

Puntius kelumi Kelums long snouted barb E EN EN

Puntius titteya Cherry barb E VU VU

Devario malabaricus Giant danio N LC LC

Puntius bimaculatus Redside barb N LC LC

Rasbora microcephalus Common rasbora N LC LC

Rasbora dandia Striped rasbora N LC LC

Awaous melanocephalus Scribbled goby N LC LC

Amphibians 

Adenomus kelaartii Kelaart's dwarf toad E VU VU

Nannophrys ceylonensis Sri Lanka rock frog E EN VU

 Reptiles

Otocryptis wiegmanni Sri Lankan kangaroo lizard E NT LC

Eutropis macularia Bronze-green little skink N LC LC

Lankascincus fallax Common lanka skink E LC LC

 Birds

Accipiter badius Shikra    N LC LC

Haliastur indus Brahminy kite  N LC LC

Spilornis cheela Crested serpent eagle   N LC LC

Aegithina tiphia Common iora   N LC LC

Halcyon smyrnensis White-throated kingfisher  N LC LC

Apus affinis House swift  N LC LC

Cypsiurus balasiensis Asian palm swift  N LC LC

Coracina melanoptera Black-headed cuckoo shrike    N LC LC

Pericrocotus cinnamomeus Small minivet    N LC LC

Pericrocotus flammeus Scarlet minivet   N LC LC

Chalcophaps indica Emerald dove  N LC LC

Ducula aenea Green imperial pigeon  N LC NT
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 Butterflies

Stigmatopelia chinensis Spotted dove  N LC LC

Treron pompadora Pompadour green-pigeon  E LC LC

Corvus levaillantii Large-billed crow   N LC LC

Centropus sinensis Greater coucal  N LC LC

Eudynamys scolopacea Asian koel   N LC LC

Dicaeum erythrorhynchos Pale-billed flowerpecker   N LC LC

Dicrurus caerulescens White-bellied drongo    N LC LC

Lanius cristatus Brown shrike    M NE LC

Merops philippinus Blue-tailed bee-eater  M NE LC

Hypothymis azurea Black-naped monarch    N LC LC

Terpsiphone paradisi Asian paradise- flycathcher     N LC LC

Dendronanthus indicus Forest wagtail  M NE LC

Copsychus saularis Oriental magpie robin  N LC LC

Cyornis tickelliae Tickell’s blue flycatcher    N LC LC

Muscicapa dauurica Asian brown flycatcher   M NE LC

Nectarina lotenia Loten’s sunbird  N LC LC

Nectarina zeylonica Purple-rumped sunbird  N LC LC

Oriolus xanthornus Black-hooded oriole   N LC LC

Pitta brachyura Indian pitta    M NE LC

Loriculus beryllinus Sri Lanka hanging parakeet  E LC LC

Psittacula krameri Rose-ringed parakeet  N LC LC

Hypsipetes leucocephalus Black bulbul   N LC LC

Iole indica Yellow-browed bulbul  N LC LC

Pycnonotus cafer Red-vented bulbul  N LC LC

Pycnonotus luteolus White-browed bulbul  N LC LC

Pycnonotus melanicterus Black-crested bulbul   E LC LC

Megalaima flavifrons Sri Lanka yellow-fronted barbet  E LC LC

Megalaima rubricapilla Crimson-fronted barbet  E LC NE

Megalaima zeylanica Brown-headed barbet  N LC LC

Rhipidura aureola White-browed fantail    N LC LC

Acridotheres tristis Common myna  N LC LC

Orthotomus sutorius Common tailorbird  N LC LC

Phylloscopus magnirostris Large-billed leaf warbler   M NE LC

Phylloscopus trochiloides Greenish warbler  M NE LC

Rhopocichla atriceps Dark-fronted babbler   N LC LC

Turdoides affinis Yellow-billed babbler   N LC LC

Harpactes fasciatus Malabar trogon  N NT LC

Zosterops palpebrosus Oriental white-eye   N LC LC

Mammals

Macaca sinica  Sri Lanka toque monkey E LC EN

Semnopithecus  vetulus  Purple-faced leaf monkey E EN EN

Taphozous melanopogon Black-bearded sheath-tailed bat N VU LC

Herpestes brachyurus Brown mongoose N LC NT
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Scientific Name Common Name TS NTS GTS

 Butterflies

Hystrix indica  Procupine N LC LC

Lepus nigricollis Black-naped hare N LC LC

Funambulus palmarum Palm squirrel N LC LC

Sus scrofa Wild boar N LC LC

Paradoxurus hermaphroditus  Palm civet N LC LC

1. Department of Zoology and Environment Sciences, University of Colombo, Colombo 3.  Email: devakaw@gmail.com
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WNPS activities
July - December 2021 

OUR ACHIEVEMENTS

Founded in 1894, the Wildlife & Nature Protection Society (WNPS) focuses on the conservation of wildlife, forests, 
marine eco-systems as well as endangered species. It’s mission is to protect Sri Lanka's rich natural heritage by 
galvanising policymakers, scientists, activists, nature lovers and the general public; to preserve nature and wildlife 
through sustained conservation activities built on science, legislation, education and citizen mobilization. For the 
last 127 years WNPS has been working with many stakeholders including the government, scientists, researchers, 
policy makers, conservationists, educators, activists and the public to protect Sri Lanka's rich natural heritage of 
flora and fauna for our future generations.

1. Wildlife and Nature Protection Society extends support to launch “Wanapetha Handa Nagai”

“Wanapetha Handa Nagai” (The Exclamation of the Wilderness) by Supun Lahiru Prakash.

Human wildlife conflict is undoubtedly the biggest conservation challenge facing Sri Lanka’s flora and fauna to date. 
Even though the conflict between humans and major species like elephant and leopard takes centre stage in  
Sri Lanka, the conflict goes beyond that and impacts many other wildlife species. Day by day the competition 
for shared space between humans and wildlife grows more intense due to human population expansion and 
encroachment into wildlife habitat, deforestation, habitat fragmentation, livestock grazing in protected areas and other 
landuse issues driven by man’s selfish and insatiable habits. 
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Supun Lahiru Prakash’s “Wanapetha Handa Nagai” book is being released at 
a crucial time when Sri Lanka’s nature and wildlife is suffering greatly. The 
book, which primarily targets school children, aims to raise awareness about  
Sri Lanka’s human-wildlife conflict by compelling the reader to see the world 
through the eyes of wildlife. The book is rich in high quality photographs 
taken by some of Sri Lanka’s leading wildlife conservationists, photographers 
as well as rangers from Sri Lanka’s Department of Wildlife Conservation 
(DWC). Written beautifully in Sinhala with emotive language, the book 
aims to persuade the reader to become empathetic towards the day-to-day 
struggles facing our wildlife. The book is dedicated to the brave field officers 
of the DEC in Sri Lanka, who risk their lives daily to protect Sri Lanka’s 
precious wildlife species. 
 
WNPS is proud to join hands with Supun Lahiru Prakash on the inaugural 
release of his book and has printed 1000 copies which are to be distributed 
free of charge to public libraries through the WNPS district representative’s 
program. The book is available for free download through the WNPS website 
from 3rd September 2021.

WNPS provides life and disability cover to protect 2650 
staff members of the Department of Wildlife Conservation

WNPS President Spencer Manuelpillai and General Secretary Jehan 
Canagaretna handing over the MOU to Director General, Department of 
Wildlife Conservation, Chandana Sooriyabandara.

In 2020 the WNPS initiated Sri Lanka’s first-ever life insurance policy for 
employees of the DWC. The program which continues in its second year has 
so far provided life, permanent and partial disability insurance for 2,670 DWC 
employees. The cover is for LKR 500,000 per incident and for an employee 
to be covered, the incident will have to occur during active duty of the DWC 
employee. 

The DWC is the foremost government body mandated to protect Sri Lanka’s 
natural heritage. It was established in 1949 with the vision of “Conservation of 
Wildlife Heritage for Present and Future Generations”. The DWC protects Sri 
Lanka’s flora and fauna which is spread across 62 sanctuaries, 26 national 
parks, nine nature reserves and three strict nature reserves. The WNPS was 

instrumental in the formation of 
the DWC over 70 years ago and it 
continues to support them in their 
mandated tasks for the common 
goal of protecting Sri Lanka’s rich 
biodiversity.

The WNPS initiative is made possible 
by the continued financial support 
from Mercantile Investments, 
Associated Electrical Corporation, 
Don Carolis, Capital Alliance, Eco 
maximus and individual donors

Battling to save Sri Lanka’s wildlife

With increasing agricultural 
expansions and new development 
projects being rolled out in wildlife 
areas, the human wildlife conflict 
in Sri Lanka has escalated rapidly 
in recent years. Sri Lanka’s human 
elephant conflict (HEC) is reportedly 
the worst in the world with one 
elephant falling victim to HEC every 
day and over 80-90 humans losing 
their lives annually. The field officers 
of the DWC work in the frontlines to 
prevent poaching with some field-
officers working 24 -hour shifts and 
often putting their lives on the line 
during poaching raids. Tragically 
eight departmental officers have 
died and (54) have been involved in 
various accidents during the last five 
years of service.

WNPS is deeply grateful for the 
challenging and selfless work of 
these brave field officers and hopes 
the life insurance scheme will offer 
strength and peace of mind during 
their daily work. The scheme is set to 
continue in the coming years and the 
WNPS is committed to supporting 
the DWC towards the common goal 
of protecting Sri Lanka’s precious 
biodiversity.
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Crudia zeylanica brought back from extinction to mark national tree 
planting day

\

Left to right : Dr. Nirmali De Silva, WNPS Green Isle project chairperson 
addressing the gathering. Himesh Dilruwan Jayasinghe, Siripala 
Amarasinghe the Chairman Central Environmental Authority, Seyara 
Vidanagamage a student of Visakha Vidyalaya, Ranjan Marasinghe the 
Director Operations, Department of Wildlife Conservation and Spencer 
Manuelpillai the President of WNPS.

A tree planting event was held on 14th November at the Bellanwila-Attidiya 
sanctuary which is the site of WNPS's Green Isle project, to mark the national 
tree planting day on 15 November. The initial idea and commitment to plant 
100 trees of recommended species came from Seyara and her friends of 
Visakha Vidyalaya.  A highlight of the event was the planting of five saplings 
of the endemic Crudia Zeylanica, which was believed to be extinct.

The Green Isle project – restoration of a critically important urban wetland 
sanctuary

The WNPS launched the Green Isle project in 2019 to restore a part of the 
degraded urban wetland of the Bellanwila-Attidiya sanctuary which was 
gazetted in 1990. According to records the sanctuary is home to more than 
150 species of birds including migratory and endemic ones and more than 
20 species of mammals. While being a habitat with incredible diversity, it 
provides critical environment services like flood control, air purification, water 
purification, minimizing impacts from ‘urban heat island effect’ and helping 
to make the urban fringes of Colombo cooler to name a few. 
 
The main objective of the Green Isle project is habitat restoration for species 
conservation.  The  Bellanwila-Attidiya sanctuary provides refuge to the 
primate species ‘purple faced leaf monkey’ or ‘nestor’ commonly called kalu 
wandura in Sinhala.  They are an endangered endemic species which is fast 
losing their habitat in the urban and suburban areas of the western province. 
 

Through well planned scientific 
restoration activities the WNPS 
has enriched this space with over 
1,500 scientifically identified plants. 
The event marked a historical tree 
planting exercise where for the first 
time in a tree planting programme, 
five saplings of Crudia zeylanica - a 
species that has been very much in 
the news in the recent times - were 
planted at the site. WNPS was happy 
to be joined by Himesh Jayasinghe 
on this occasion. In 2019 Himesh 
rediscovered this tree after it was 
declared extinct. 
 
Wetlands play a critical role 
in environmental and coastal 
protection and natural urban 
wetlands are extremely rare. There 
are grave threats to wetlands in 
Sri Lanka including habitat loss 
and exploitation, spread of invasive 
plant species and encroachment by 
humans for ‘development’ among 
other reasons. WNPS is grateful for 
the continued effort by the DWC who 
are fighting many legal battles to 
protect this area.

 
Urgent appeal to protect the 
Bellanwila-Attidiya sanctuary under 
the Ramsar Convention

Colombo metropolitan city has been 
identified as one of the first Ramsar 
wetland cities.  It comprises the 
following wetlands:

 Baddagana wetland

	Diyasauru wetland

	Heen ela wetland

	Kolonnawa wetland

	Kotte wetland

	Maddinnagoda wetland

	Mulleriyawa wetland

	Thalangama wetland
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WNPS appeals to the authorities to annex the Bellanwila-Attidiya sanctuary 
to the Ramsar list as this will provide this important wetland habitat a much-
needed, higher level of protection. 
 
WNPS wishes to commend the students from Visakha Vidyala for their 
participation at this occasion. We hope this event will be an inspiration to 
more of Sri Lanka’s youth to become environmentally conscious and to 
choose to protect the rich biodiversity of our motherland.

A collaborative effort

WNPS wishes to thank Sri Lanka Land Development Corporation (SLLDC) 
which provided a heavy duty amphibian dredger to clear the thick vegetation 
at the initial stages of the Green Isle project which was steered by Professor 
Lakdas Fernando. He is passionate about restoring the habitat that existed 
many years ago and WNPS is grateful for his environmental leadership. 
 
The project would not have been possible without our financial partners of the 
project – Abans PLC and LG. Their partnership with the Green Isle project at the 
Bellanwila-Attidiya sanctuary represents Abans’ and LG’s latest efforts to promote 
sustainable living in Sri Lanka as a part of their ‘LG Loves Green Sri Lanka’ 
campaign. This CSR initiative aims to contribute towards the cause of preservation of 
Sri Lankan wildlife by transforming the suburban wetland region into a ‘green lung’.

2. Reforestation of a Rainforest (ROAR) sub-committee

The research team from University of Colombo and ROAR sub-committee 
members at Dikhena school.

Left to right: Bhagya Nanyakkara, Ravindi Galagamamudali, Dr. Saminda 
Fernando, Sisira Kumarasiri (a teacher from Dikhena school), Professor 
Lakdas Fernando, Renuka Karunarathne (Principal of Dikhena school),  
Dr. Nirmali de Silva, Dr. Hashendra Kathriarachchi, Dr. Himali Rathnayake, 
Amaya Sathurusinghe.

 

The village of Baduraliya was 
gravely affected during the third 
wave of the pandemic which delayed 
the site progress momentarily. The 
condition of the library of Dikhena 
junior school is deteriorating and 
Mr. Ajitha de Costa has agreed to 
sponsor its restoration. The sub-
committee would like to encourage 
better participation of the school's 
teachers, students and their parents  
in the Diyakothakanda project which 
will in turn, develop a healthy and 
better relationship between the 
village and the project. Competitions 
and events for school children are 
being planned and will be conducted 
when schools reopen. 
 
Diluksha Soysa, a past President of 
the Young Zoologists Association, 
was appointed the coordinator for 
this project. 
 
Further, a research team from the 
University of Colombo visited the 
Diyakothakanda site on the 7th of 
December.
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5. Green Isle update

Wetlands are globally important in regulating the climate and in sustaining biodiversity. With global climate change, 
attention has been drawn to wetland ecosystems throughout the world. The significance of a wetland is its ability 
to absorb and retain water nourishing the surrounding land during droughts and protecting them against floods. In 
recognition of the fact, there are attempts to revive tourism through the restoration of marshes which is expected 
to reverse the land degradation in the Colombo suburbs. Also. these marshes are home to about 150 migratory bird 
species. 
 
The Green Isle project is making phenomenal progress with regular site maintenance that includes clearing 
waterways of invasive water weeds, trimming of grass and vines that overgrow on the path and thinning of wel atha/
pond apple. Further, log bridges that connect islands were re-built and repaired. 
 
Hundreds of newly bought saplings have been planted in selected areas at the site.  On November 14th in celebration 
of the national tree planting day, a team of students of Visakha Vidyalaya, Colombo led by Seyara Rajapakse 
Vidanagamage, brought 100 recommended tree saplings to plant. The highlight of the day was the planting of five 
saplings of Crudia zeylanica (Pandu Karanda), a tree that was thought to be extinct. 
 
It is regretted that this landmass that lies within a sanctuary has been fragmented causing difficulty in carrying out 
the original plan of constructing a nature trail around the periphery of the island. 
 
A thorough clean-up on the site to remove plastic, glass and other debris that is washed onto it during the rainy 
season will be scheduled in the coming months. More programmes including school children and community 
participation will be conducted at the site in the near future. 
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6. WNPS district representative's 
program

WNPS’s district representative 
program is one of three core 
operational areas mandated by 
the WNPS constitution (the others 
being human elephant conflict 
(HEC) and the youth wing program. 
Currently the district representative 
program includes 29 representatives 
representing all 26 districts who 
meet once a month through the 
regional meetings organized by 
WNPS. 

The objectives of the programme 
are : 

	Provide effective WNPS 
representation in every local 
district

	Have the ‘finger on the pulse’ on 
regional conservation issues and 
challenges, especially around 
the human-wildlife conflict, 
deforestation, illegal land-
grabbing of wildlife habitats etc.

	Collaborate with other WNPS sub 
committees and assist in carrying 
out the WNPS conservation 
agenda 

	Collaborate with the private sector 
and other government entities 
to bring about conservation 
outcomes in their designated 
districts

	Assist the WNPS to grow their 
member base and find suitable 
conservation-minded locals to 
join the Society

	Put forward relevant content for 
WNPS’s journals – Loris, Warana 
& Waranam.

1.  Hemas Endemic Species Conservation project

This project was initiated by the WNPS with the sponsorship of Hemas 
Holdings to preserve the endemic flora and fauna species spread across 
different areas of the country. As we know, the endemic species have 
restricted distribution and habitat and they have threats which carry greater 
risk of extinction than other species. Through this project, we are planning to 
conserve endemic species for two key aspects. Firstly, to reduce the mortality 
by protecting their existing habitats and secondly to enrich their habitats 
to increase the breeding patterns. There are 25 projects to be completed by 
the end of 2022. Out of this, 10 projects need to be completed by March 2022 
and the rest by December 2022. Through the commitment and coordination 
support of our district representatives, we are now in the process of gathering 
suggestions from various areas of the country on different endemic species 
and what we can do to conserve them.  The next step will be to select the most 
feasible and effective proposed projects to carry into the initiation stage.

2. Ampara & Jaffna districts – educational awareness sessions on 
conservation

Our district representatives are currently working on initiating conservation 
related awareness sessions in universities and schools to reach youth and 
children who are the next generation of our country. Programmes have 
been planned in a few government universities in mid-January 2022. The 
Zoological Club of the University of Jaffna and the Environmental Society 
of the University of Vavuniya have given permission to organise these 
educational awareness sessions and workshops. These programmes will also 
be conducted in the schools in Ampara district.

3. Kandy district - nature walk in Dunumadalawa forest reserve

This event will be held in January 2022 with the involvement of 25 
participants mainly comprising residents from Kandy. A resource person 
from the area will explain the fauna and flora while doing the walk. It will 
be followed by a discussion on the importance of such forest reserves and 
an introduction to the WNPS, membership promotion  and to encourage 
participating members to do more conservation related activities in Kandy.

4. Jaffna district – junior art competition

An art competition under the theme of "Conservation” has been planned by 
our district representatives from the north together with the wild kids sub-
committee at the end of this month in the Jaffna district. The WNPS together 
with ‘Fox Resorts’ and ‘Sirakukal Amayam’ will partner this event. The age 
limit will be 8 to 10 years and 50 students from different schools in the Jaffna 
district will be invited to participate in this competition.
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7. Youth wing update

The last few months were quite interesting for the youth wing. Celebrating Halloween, we launched a special week 
dedicated to the elusive life of bats from the 25th to the 31st of October. Concluding the campaign, we had a skills 
workshop on 'Exploring the Secret World of Bats' with Professor Wipula Yapa. Throughout the campaign, we shared 
informative facts about the ecology, morphology and threats related to bats in Sri Lanka. While struggling with the 
ongoing COVID 19 pandemic, the skills workshop also allowed us to explore the interesting facts behind zoonotic 
diseases, and the role played by bats.

The month of November started with the COP26 in Glasgow- UK, allowing the youth wing to bring regular updates 
from the conference proceedings. Upon signing the Paris Agreement (COP21), COP26 was considered to be the biggest 
testament to what we can do as a global community to tackle climate change.

Given its importance, the youth wing has shared regular updates from the 1st to the 12th of November, highlighting 
the key outcomes of each day. We have also shared the importance of the Paris Agreement, NDCs, COP26 goals, 
climate negotiations and the science behind them under the youth wing’s social media campaign on COP26.

We conducted multiple awareness sessions during this period. A special awareness program was conducted for Olcott 
primary school in Galle on the 22nd of October. Another awareness program was conducted with the Leo Club of the 
University of Kelaniya on the 25th of October. Also, the interact clubs of St Peters College and Gothami Vidyalaya had 
the youth wing for a webinar on “Biodiversity” on the 3rd of November.

For November's skills workshop, we had Hiranya Sudasinghe presenting the world of freshwater fish in Sri Lanka. The 
session explored the diversity of the species in the context of their ecology, biogeography and evolution.

8. Science for Conservation sub-committee update

The Science for Conservation sub-committee  which was recently established, will be utilized for WNPS’ science-
based projects. Dr. Chathurangi Wickremaratne who is a leading environmental scientist in the country has 
been appointed chair of the sub-committee, along with several committee members representing science and 
administrative areas. This new sub-committee will work closely with other sub-committees specially HEC, marine 
and legal. The Conservation for Science sub-committee has already applied for several grant options which were 
available for HEC and marine conservation. The team is currently working on developing scientific evidence to 
support some of the Society’s litigation activities.

The team is also assisting with the Citizen Science project initiated to study the impacts of the MV X- Press Pearl 
naval disaster as well as helping with applying for funding for a pangolin conservation project, which is a joint project 
in collaboration with the University of Sri Jayewardenepura.

Recently an introductory tutorial to Google Earth was conducted for the committee members by Thilina Nandika 
Munasinghe, who is a graduate of Ocean University. The main objective was to build capacity for future scientists in 
the sub-committee. 
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The Science for Conservation sub-committee has many 
more exciting projects in the pipeline so stay tuned for more!

9. Marine sub-committee update

Regenarating mangroves,  Anawilundawa 

Work continues on the Accelerated Natural Mangrove 
Regeneration project in Anawinlundawa. Despite the 
lockdown, significant progress has been made on this 
project. A full time research officer is now employed on 
site and reports to Professor Sevvandi Jayakody, the chief 
scientist for the project. 
 
An extensive floral survey and data entry was undertaken 
from the Dutch canal. A nursery of 5000+ seedlings were 
planted in the allocated areas for re generation consisting 
of Rhizophora mucronata, Bruguiera gymnorhyza and 
Xylocarpus granatum. The progress of the plants are 
being measured and carefully monitored. 
 
Hemas Manufacturing has been at the forefront and 
is contributing to the regeneration of six blocks of 
the habitat. They are sponsoring the key part of the 
extensive scientific activity associated with the process.

Responding to the X-Press Pearl disaster

The initial report of the marine committee Citizen Science 
project to asses nurdle dispersion in marine ecosystems 
caused by the X-Press Pearl naval disaster is being 
finalized. This study is being carried out in collaboration 
with the biodiversity secretariat of the Ministry of 
Environment, ocean affairs division of the Foreign Ministry, 
Marine Environment Protection Authority (MEPA), National 
Aquatic Resources Research and Development Agency 
(NARA) and Department of Wildlife Conservation.) 

Chats by the sea

The chats by the sea is an ongoing series of lectures, 
dedicated to conservation of our marine habitats. In 
August, well known marine scientist Arjan Rajasuriya 
made a presentation on coral reefs in the northern 
coastal waters of Sri Lanka and their conservation needs.   

Conservation of shipwrecks 
As part of a long term, ongoing project, the marine 
committee is working on the conservation of shipwrecks 
of Sri Lanka with the objective of declaring them as 
marine diversity hot spots.  

10. Legal update

WNPS legal sub-committee is undertaking the following 
cases at present: Circular 2-2001 case, Sinharaja  
(Gin-Nilwala project), X-Press Pearl case, Elephant policy 
case, Wilpattu road case, Galgamuwa tusker case, sand 
mining case, Dahaiyagala electric fence case, Revatha 
tusker case and Pallekhandal Church case. 
 
See below for a brief overview of some of the main cases: 
 
Elephant policy case – CA/WRIT/20/2020 
WNPS took steps to file a case against the impugned 
decision of the Cabinet of Ministers approving the 
issuance of 2000 firearms to be distributed to personnel 
of the Civil Defense Force deployed/living in areas rife 
with human elephant conflict. This Cabinet decision 
was purportedly issued to protect the villages against 
elephants and other wildlife. Accordingly, WNPS filed a 
writ application against the issue of firearms to the CDF 
on the basis of the National Elephant Conservation Policy 
of 2006. The case is currently at the argument (oral 
submissions) stage. 
 
Galgamuwa tusker case – B/1052/2017 
The case relates to the killing of Dala Poottuwa of 
Galgamuwa in November 2017. The CID has been 
instructed to conduct DNA tests with ‘Genetech Institute’. 
The CID has not yet submitted the full investigation 
report to the Attorney General to file indictment/charges 
in court. The case is currently pending before the  
Attorney General for his advice. 
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Revatha tusker case – B/287/21  
WNPS appeared as an intervening party, with the help 
of Counsel  Anura Maddegoda, against the killing of 
Revatha the tusker. 
 
The Magistrate instructed the Attorney General to 
direct the police to carry out a full investigation into the 
incident and submit a report. The Magistrate's Court of 
Kekirawa ordered the suspect to appear in court on the 
next date which will be the 7th of February. 
 
X-Press Pearl case 
WNPS filed an application with the Human Rights 
Commission (HRC) seeking relief for the environmental 
damage that was caused. A group of fishermen also filed 
a complaint at the HRC with WNPS’s assistance, seeking 
relief for damages caused to their livelihood. WNPS is 
in the process of preparing documents and gathering 
information. The strategy is to request the government to 
formulate policies and SOPs to prevent a similar incident 
in the future. WNPS aims to liaise with the Marine 
Environment Protection Authority to identify their 
grievances so that the petition will include those details 
before it is presented in court. 
 
Circular 02/2021 by Ministry of Lands  
A circular - No. 02/2021 - was issued by the Ministry of 
Lands vesting authority in the district and divisional 
secretaries to take into its custody state lands that have 
not been gazetted by the Conservator General of Forests 
as forest land and as wildlife areas. 
 
This appears to have been issued in furtherance of the 
controversial circular -  MWFC/1/2020 - which was 
previously issued and which is currently the subject 
of several court cases. Conservationists, including 
WNPS are of the view that this is a major threat to the 
protection of Other State Forests that currently fall within 
the purview of the Forest Department. Discussions to file 
a court action are currently underway.

11. Wild kids update

With local schools being closed for nearly two years and 
virtual learning becoming the new for school children, 
the WNPS wild kids initiated a series of online events to 
reconnect young minds with the therapeutic powers of 
the natural world.

World environment day was celebrated by initiating 
- “Backyard Wildlife Photography Competition”. Four 
weekly winners and an overall winner were selected 
by a panel of judges consisting of three professional 
photographers. With 2000+ entries, Backyard Wildlife 
proved to be hugely popular.

“Backyard Wildlife” was followed by a photography 
workshop “Ethical Clicks” with the objective of creating 
awareness for ethical wildlife photography among young 
photography enthusiasts. The kid’s engagement and 
enthusiasm at the workshop were overwhelming. 
 
Oceans and Jungles was an event full of fun, presented by 
Stagecraft. Kids sang, danced, made crafts and enjoyed acting 
out characters. To make the event more meaningful, the kids 
were asked make a pledge to protect the environment,  which 
they demonstrated through creative crafts. 
 
Nature trek 
A virtual wetland walk with Uncle Avi, who took the kids 
on a virtual outdoor journey to explore the creepy crawly 
creatures of our wetlands. Kids were given an overview 
of the habitat and the eco system of the wetlands. The 
event ended with an interesting quiz. 
 

Underwater explorer 
An exciting journey into the deep seas of Sri Lanka was 
presented by Dharshana Jayawardena, who was awarded 
the ADEX Asian Explorer of the Year 2019. Kids were shown 
some amazing shipwrecks in the Sri Lankan waters and 
were explained the importance of these to marine life. The 
kids were mesmerized by the coral reefs and marine life 
that exists in our waters. With over 450 participants, the 
popularity of this online event was quite overwhelming.

The article Birding in Mannar which was published in the 
Loris Vol 29, Issue 3 was written by Ravi Deraniyagala, a past 
president of the WNPS. The omission of the writer's name from 
the article was inadvertent.
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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


