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As a bank that has invested in Sri Lanka’s future, we 
understand the importance of research and science 
based education in empowering our citizenry to make 
informed decisions. With Sri Lanka’s rich biodiversity 
and ecosystems increasingly coming under threat 
from human activity and due to the complexity of 
these interactions, research and evidence based 
knowledge has become the need of the hour in 
making the case for conservation.

It is with this intent of fostering research and 
knowledge dissemination that we have partnered 
with the Wildlife and Nature Protection Society, one 
of the oldest nature protection societies established 
in the world, through our full sponsorship of their 
magazines “Loris” and “Warana /Waranam” for a 
period of three years. This is in addition to our current 
sponsorship of the Wildlife and Nature Protection 
Society’s annual ten-part lecture series, featuring 
leading biodiversity researchers, that we have come 
on-board to sponsor for the second consecutive year.

Through our Schools Empowerment Programme, we 
have invested in improving rural school infrastructure, 
whilst our partnerships with the Wildlife Conservation 

Society of Galle, Wildlife and Nature Protection 
Society, and Biodiversity Sri Lanka are in furtherance 
of our environmental commitments. Thus, we find 
our commitments on environmental education 
complementary to these two key focuses of our 
CSR strategy and look to promote this element in our 
partnerships.

Loris, has long been the leading magazine in Sri 
Lanka on biodiversity and has kept to its reputation 
with quality content in this current issue. We are 
confident that you will find the research most 
insightful and would use this knowledge to promote 
the conservation of species at risk.

With Warana /Waranam, being the first bilingual 
magazine on nature to be published in Sri Lanka, 
and copies of the publication being made available 
in the school library system, we hope that the 
message of conservation reaches far and wide. I’m 
also encouraged to see the involvement of young 
researchers from our university system contributing 
to these publications, which augurs well for the 
conservation efforts that are underway.

Message from Sponsor
Renuka Fernando 

Chief Executive Officer | Nations Trust Bank

The General Committee of the Wildlife & Nature Protection Society extends its sincere gratitude to the 
Nations Trust Bank PLC for its generosity and commitment to Wildlife Conservation by being the primary 
sponsor of Loris for the next three years. We also thank all of its other sponsors whose support is vital 
for the publication of this journal. In addition, we would like to thank Nelun Harasgama Nadarajah and 
Raghavan Prem Kumar for their assistance in the setting up and design of this issue.
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In 1948, the people of Sri Lanka inherited a strong, 
independent and well-educated civil service that 
served the country well, implementing Government 
policy swiftly and efficiently, according to the rule of 
Law. Over the ensuing 69 years, particularly since 
1972, that independence has been eroded to the 
point that no longer do civil servants see themselves 
as independent administrators of National policy, but 
rather as sycophantic acolytes of whichever politician 
is placed in charge of that Ministry. Add to this the 
coterie of ‘Consultants’ and ‘Advisors’ appointed by 
Ministers, to say ‘Yes’ to all they suggest, and Law 
and Policy are subservient to individual whim and 
fancy. The loser – the country!

The Department of Wildlife Conservation (DWC) 
has not been immune from this process. As such, 
its prime focus remains that of pandering to political 
expediency, rather than for the conservation of the 
natural heritage of this nation.

Over this time, and understandably, the frustration of 
conservationists has been directed at the DWC and 
its senior officers. If this had been the civil service of 
old, with officers of integrity bound by a code of values 
to deliver a professional service, then such criticisms 
would have resulted in positive change. Instead, with 
the system as it is, officers of government departments 
have to do the bidding of their political masters even 
if its means compromising on the ethics of the civil 
service code to which they are foresworn. In addition, 
this is their only livelihood. If they do not do as they 
are told, they will find themselves out of favour, out of 
post, and out of job!

Recently, a Director General of the DWC was 
appointed from outside of their ranks. He had no 
political background, was of independent means, 
suitably qualified, and committed to conservation. He 
lasted but two months in office! Unable to take the 
constant political pressure to renege on the principles 
of conservation to pander to the personal needs of 
politicians, he resigned rather than compromise on his 
conscience. He was in better position to do this than 
those of the poor civil servants he left behind.

Yet, in that short time, there was noticeable change 
in the performance of the DWC. Fundamental to this 
was the new incumbent’s insistence that the Law be 
enforced, in this case the Fauna & Flora Protection 
Ordinance (FFPO), as well as the other rules and 
regulations of the department, irrespective of any 
request to deviate from its letter, no matter who asked. 
Most importantly, he gave his staff an undertaking 
that he would take direct responsibility in facing any 
repercussions there might be from them doing their 
duty, even when that was in opposition to a directive 
from a politician to break the rules!

His tenure of office was doomed from the start. 
Politicians in Sri Lanka are too used to the privileges 
of office – most importantly the supposition that 
they are above the Law! Despite the immediate 
improvement in the performance of the department 
and, as importantly, of the discipline of the visitors to 
the National Parks, the moment he made it clear that 
he was to be his own man and do the job that he was 
appointed to, to the scope that it was intended, political 
pressure was placed on him to deviate – to retreat 
from the high ambitions he had for the department to 
the sordid depths of pandering to political egotism. He 
had but one option – resign!

Sadly, this attitude of almost feudal subjugation 
to politicians is widespread, even among some in 
the conservation community who look to ingratiate 
themselves with the powers of the day, willing to 
compromise principle for political favour, rather than 
challenge that which is both contrary to the Law, and 
to the ethics of conservation. There was a time when 
politicians were the servants of the people, and not 
the other way around!

Then there are those who believe that conservation has 
to give way to development, and that conservationists 
should not oppose it. Sri Lanka needs development, 
but planned development, not the ad hoc projects 
that seem to arise from the whim of those in power 
for the benefit of a few, and to the detriment of the 
country. Conservation of nature and the environment 
is, after all, primarily about the conservation of the 
human species. Without the protection of the former, 
the latter will perish, as will the planet we inhabit, as 
existing natural systems collapse and the planet’s 
evolutionary systems take over to maintain its own 
equilibrium and balance, with possible cataclysmic 
outcomes. Some of its early tremors are with us already 
– melting ice caps, extended droughts, devastating 
floods, increased frequency of earthquakes, et al. In 
the throes of a drought ourselves, our policymakers 
propose the cutting of more forests – the latest being 
the clearing of 7, 200 acres of pristine forest to create 
a new capital for the North, in Mankulam! Such is the 
environmental awareness of our leaders, across the 
political spectrum, who exist in a void of understanding 
stoked by their arrogance and lust for continued power 
at the expense of the future – of the country and of 
its people. For all they care, ours could be the final 
generation!

Thus faced with a situation where the politics of the 
individual and cult has replaced the politics of party and 
ideology, what are conservationists to do? Grumbling 
at the failures of the DWC will not see change – 
they have long since surrendered the state of being 
Masters of their Fate!

EDITORIAL
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What has not changed are the Laws that have 
protected so much for so long – the FFPO being 
preeminent among them. Even with this, there are 
moves afoot to dilute some of its force, and this is to 
be strongly resisted, though some amendments of it 
are necessary to bring it up-to-date.

The days of writing letters of protest are over, what 
is now needed from conservationists is positive 
engagement – activism - and above all, cooperation 
amongst themselves. There are too many battles 
for one organization, or one person, to fight alone. 
Fundamental to this cause is the empowerment 
of the DWC to help them enforce the good laws 
that have protected so much, for so long. There are 
seasoned officers within the department who have 
demonstrated that without political interference they 
are capable of performing their duties to the levels 
expected of them. It is up to conservationists, the 
civil community, to engage with them to help them 

reach these heights while challenging all politically 
driven endeavours to compromise the Law, and the 
principles of conservation. Listed below is a code of 
values that used to exist for civil servants to follow:

• Commitment to the rule of law;
• Honesty and integrity;
• Accountability for decisions and actions;
• Political neutrality;
• Impartiality in the execution of public functions; and
• Dedication, professionalism and diligence in 

serving the community.

Let us work together to assist the DWC in attaining 
these goals and by them, the long-term protection 
of the wonderful natural world that this country is 
blessed with, for perpetuity. Thereby, they will serve 
the greater community, the people of Sri Lanka, 
rather than just the self-serving desires of individual 
politicians. That, after all, is an essential path to good 
governance!

CORRIGENDA

Loris Vol. 27 Nos. 3 & 4, December 2015

Page 03. (List of Committee Members)

Due to an unfortunate error, the name of the 
Immediate Past President, Mr. Ravi Deraniyagala, 
was omitted from the List of Committee Members 
for 2015.  We deeply regret this lapse and extend 
our sincere apologies to Mr. Deraniyagala for this 
omission (The Hon. Editor).

Aims and Objectives of the Wildlife & Nature Protection Society
1. To prevent the destruction and harmful commercial exploitation of species of wild animals and plants, and 

wherever possible, describe and preserve wildlife in intact conditions in Sri Lanka.

2. To assist in protecting nature in all its forms, such as landscape, soil, water, fauna, flora, marine habitats 
and to conserve it for future generations.

3. To cooperate actively with other persons and organisations in Sri Lanka and in other countries in the 
interests of nature conservation and to give support for study and research concerning wildlife.

4. To negotiate and cooperate with the state and public bodies in the interests of wildlife and nature 
conservation, especially to establish and support national reserves and sanctuaries, and assist in their 
administration.

5. To establish, administer and hold private wildlife sanctuaries and nature reserves.

6. To publicise the importance of wildlife and nature conservation in this country.

7. To do all other things which seem to be incidental or conducive to the attainment of the above aims.
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INTRODUCTION

The Hog Deer (Axis porcinus), “Gona muwa” or “Vil 
muwa” in Sinhala, is the rarest of the four members 
of the Family Cervidae in Sri Lanka and categorized 
as ‘critically endangered’ in the IUCN Red List (2013, 
Sri Lanka). This reclusive animal survives in a few 
isolated pockets in the southern part of the island 
(Ambalangoda, Elpitiya, Aluthgama areas). As a result 
of their limited distribution and various anthropogenic 
activities, the Hog Deer, in Sri Lanka, faces a real 
threat of extinction.

The Hog Deer is a medium-sized (weight 36 – 45 kg) 
deer with a uniform yellowish-brown coat, and darker 
underparts fading into light tufts of fur around the legs. 
Young deer have a lightly spotted coat but, over time, 
the spotting fades away and coat becomes uniform 
in colour. The Hog Deer is similar in appearance to 
other species of the genus Axis, but distinguished by 
a short face, with a steep profile, and a low, heavy 
build. Males carry three pointed antlers, but tend to 
be insignificant and unimpressive compared to other 
members of the genus Axis. The females are slightly 
smaller than males and lack antlers.

Whilst running through vegetation, the hog deer 
holds its head low, creeping under dense shrubs, 
in the manner of a hog, a behaviour that led to its 
common name.

Hog deer are usually solitary, but are sometimes found 

in pairs as females form close relationships with their 
offspring. Generally most active at dawn and dusk, 
and occasionally during the day, the hog deer tends 
to be more nocturnal in areas where there is hunting 
pressure. The hog deer feeds upon a variety of grasses, 
occasionally foraging on young, tender leaves and 
other plant segments. They live among the cinnamon 
plantations, paddy fields, and marshy, forested areas 
alongside waterways. Their home ranges vary in size 
according to availability of food. Females give birth to 
a single fawn, after a gestation period of around 213 
days. The young deer are weaned after six (6) months, 
reaching maturity at eight (8) to 12 months, and having 
a lifespan of about 20 years.

Farmers treat them as pests as they stray into their 
agricultural fields, and they kill them by various means, 
while the flesh is traded illegally. Hog deer are strictly 
protected under the Fauna and Flora Protection Act.

The natural history of the hog deer in Sri Lanka is 
unclear. Since they are not found in Southern or 
Central India, some authors reckon that the species 
was introduced by the Dutch or English for hunting, 
though there is no scientific or historical evidence 
to prove this. Hog deer in Sri Lanka show a distinct 
morphological difference from other members of the 
species in Northern India, Indo-china and Australia. 
There is a distinct possibility of the Sri Lankan Hog 
Deer being an endemic species!

PROJECT TO CONSERVE CRITICALLY ENDANGERED 
HOG DEER (Axis porcinus) IN SRI LANKA

Dr. Tilak Jayaratne 
Wildlife Conservation Society – Galle
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THE PROJECT

In 2012, the Wildlife Conservation Society – Galle 
(WCSG), in collaboration with the Geoffrey Bawa Trust 
(GBT), Nation Trust Bank (NTB) and the Department of 
Wildlife Conservation (DWC), formulated a scheme for 
safeguarding the Hog Deer in its natural habitat. The 
programme had three (3) main goals:

1. Conservation through awareness. Reduce 
the anthropogenic threats to existing hog deer 
populations by increasing community understanding 
and appreciation of the species.

2. Rescue, Rehabilitation and Release (3R). Provides 
hands-on care to injured and orphaned hog deer 
and release them back to their natural habitat after 
rehabilitation.

3. Increase the chances of the long-term survival of 
the species in their biological environment.

1. Conservation through awareness
 Methodology

 A series of educational and awareness programmes 
were conducted targeting the local community, 
both children and adults, and hosted in selected 
schools and temples. The agenda included basics 
of biodiversity, the value of conservation and the 
uniqueness of the hog deer to the area. Special 
schedules were conducted for Environmental 
Associations in the district. Public attitudes to and 
their understanding of the hog deer were collected 
through interviews and questionnaires. The 
survey was carried out twice, before and after the 
programmes. The data was analyzed to evaluate the 
success of the exercise.

 Results

 Awareness programmes had a far-reaching impact 
on the public perception of hog deer. Prior to 
them, the majority of the local population (72%) 
were not aware of the limited distribution and the 
conservation status of the hog deer. Additionally, 
most of the population did not know that the 
hog deer is a distinctly different animal to other 
members of the Axis family. After the awareness 
programmes, the attitudes of the community 
changed profoundly, as seen in Figures 1 & 2.

2. Rescue, Rehabilitation and Release (3R)
 Hog deer, which were brought to the WCSG 

Animal Hospital at Hiyare by the DWC, suffered 
several types of injuries. Most common were 
road accidents, entanglement in snares, feral dog 
attacks, water monitor attacks, falling into wells and 
others were abandoned fawns or separated from 
their mother. The orphaned fawns were raised in 
the hospital until they could survive on their own.

 All were treated under the supervision of 
Veterinary Surgeons. Once back to good health and 
independence, the hog deer are transferred to the 
Honduwa Sanctuary under the supervision of the 
DWC, in comfortable cages designed to minimise 
stress.

3. Increase the chances of the long-term 
survival of the species in their biological 
environment.

 Honduwa Sanctuary Island

 Honduwa Sanctuary is an island located in the 

Figure 1: Community awareness on distribution 
and the conservation status of hog deer (%), 
before and after the programs

Figure 2: Overall attitude of the community on 
conservation (%), before and after
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Lunuganga1, in the Aluthgama area. It has an extant 
of 8.5 ha and was declared as a sanctuary for the Hog 
Deer in 1973, under the custody of the GBT. Most 
of the island is a marsh with vegetation normally 
found in hog deer habitats. In 2012, the WCSG, in 
collaboration with the GBT and NTB, launched the 
pilot programme to save critically endangered Hog 
Deer from extinction, even though at this time, 
no hog deer lived on this island. Several months 
prior to the first introduction of animals, the island 
was divided into three fenced pens. Small sections 
of these enclosures were cultivated with paddy 
[Oryza sativa; Goyam (s)], sweet potato [lpomea 
batata; Bathala (s)] and water spinach (lpomea 
aquatica; Kankun (s)) to supplement the naturally 
occurring fodder that was already there.

 Pen One or Quarantine Pen (800 sq. ft.)

 After recovery at Hiyare, the Hog Deer are 
transferred to a Quarantine Pen where they are 
monitored closely.

 Pen Two or Rehabilitation Pen (2 ha)

 Healthy individuals are then relocated to this larger 
pen where they can graze for their food.

 Pen Three or Liberty Pen (5 ha)

 After successful naturalization, the individuals are 
then transferred to the Liberty Pen, which has 
within it similar terrain to their biological habitat. 
The duration of the reintegration process to the 
new environment for an individual is dependent on 
their age and the extent of their injuries.

PRESENT STATUS

Initially two individuals were released to Honduwa in 
August 2013 and six more over the next three years. 
Today, there is a healthy population of 18 individuals, 
inclusive of two fawns who were born on the island.

CONCLUSION

The major threat to the Hog Deer population in Sri Lanka 
is from poaching, loss of habitat and environmental 
degradation. The land extent of Honduwa is not 
enough to cope with all of the remaining population of 
hog deer and it is vital that additional areas are declared 
as reserves for them. The wetlands and marshy areas 
around the Benthara River and lagoon are ideal habitat 
for any future reserve and measures should be taken, 
as soon as possible, to establish such a sanctuary in 
the area.

1  River

Though this programme, with all of its components, 
has proved statistically successful in helping to stabilize 
the existing hog deer population, it is important that 
there status is evaluated on a regular basis, and on a 
much larger scale than this.

CONSTRAINTS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
FOR FURTHER ACTION
1. A sufficient land extent, in a suitable area, needs to 

be declared as a Biological Reserve for Hog Deer.

2. A system is necessary to prevent in-breeding 
among the individuals of the Honduwa population.

3. Community awareness programmes should be 
carried out on a regular basis to ensure the future 
conservation of the present population of hog deer.

4. A proper taxonomic study of the Sri Lankan Hog 
Deer (Axis porcinus) should be conducted to verify 
if it is, in fact, an endemic species.

5. The long-term survival of the hog deer in the 
wild requires a National programme involving the 
Government and relevant NGO’s. This is of vital 
importance if the Hog Deer is to be saved from 
extinction in Sri Lanka.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

We extend our sincere thanks to the following:

The Geoffrey Bawa Trust, particularly Mr. Michael 
Daniels for his unrelenting determination in ensuring 
the upkeep of the Honduwa Reserve.

The Nations Trust Bank

The Department of Wildlife Conservation

REFERENCES AND BIBLIOGRAPHY

DWC (2015) Protected areas of Sri Lanka, Available from: 
http://www.dwc.gov.lk/index.php/en/services/97-protected-
areas (accessed 13 September 2016)

Miller, James R, (2005) Biodiversity conservation and the 
extinction of experience, Trends in Ecology & Evolution, 
Volume 20, Issue 8 , 430 – 434

MOE (2012). The National Red List 2012 of Sri Lanka; 
Conservation Status of the Fauna and Flora. Ministry of 
Environment, Colombo, Sri Lanka. Viii + 476pp

Phillips, W. W. A., (1935). Manual of the Mammals of 

Ceylon - Ceylon Journal of Science.

London: Dulau & Company.

WCSG (2008) The Study of the Faunal Diversity in Galle 

District – Southern, Sri Lanka, Wildlife Conservation Society – 
Galle, Sri Lanka.



12

Nestling in the foothills of Roonakanda Rainforest 
in the Kalutara District lies the sleepy little village 
of Dikhena. The Maguru Ganga1, flowing from the 
bowels of Sinharaja, teeming with most of Sri Lanka’s 
freshwater fish species including some rare endemics, 
skirts the village on its way to join the Kalu Ganga and 
then to the Indian Ocean.

Dikhena is a tranquil village of about 100 families 
where the main economic activity is agriculture. Most 
villagers have their own little plot of tea and paddy. 
Their home gardens produce pepper, Rambutan2 
and Mangoosteen3 during season, and the Kitul Palm 
(Caryota urens) used for making treacle and jaggery4. 
Every Sunday, they take their home garden produce 
to the Sunday Fair (Pola) in Badureliya and return 
home in the afternoon having purchased their weekly 
provisions from the Pola.

Dikhena Kanishta Vidyalaya5 provides basic education 
for the village children and its school garden 
demonstrates that both teachers and students are 
very conscious of the environment.

In this village setting, surrounded by green hills, 
Diyakothakanda stands out like an eyesore – a 
denuded and badly eroded steep hill slope, of five acre 
extent, with exposed rocks and the rest covered by 
a mat of ‘Kekilla’ (Wire Fern Glychenea linearis). The 
land has been subject to several manmade forest fires 
in the short dry seasons and the rains following the 
drought stimulate an even more vigorous growth of 
Kekilla.

The Wildlife and Nature Protection Society (WNPS), 
with the support of NatureLife International, a German 

1 River (S)
2 Nephelium lappaceum 
3 Garcinia mangostana 
4 An amorphous form of unrefined and non-distilled sugar prepared 

from the sap of the Kithul flower
5 Junior School

Non-governmental Organisation, made its first 
attempt to restore this barren hillside back to forest 
in the late 1990s. At that time, the Kekilla was cleared 
and primary rainforest trees planted directly in the 
clearings. This did not prove a success as the primary 
species could not tolerate the strong sunlight. Slow 
growing primary rainforest species need shade in their 
early years.

In 2015, the WNPS instigated a second attempt under 
the guidance of world-renowned rainforest experts, 
Professors Nimal and Savithri Gunatilleke. Strictly 
adhering to science-based forestry principles, and with 
the experience of past mistakes, the project is now well 
under way. The tried and tested ecological technique of 
‘relay floristics’ is being followed by initially removing 
the Kekilla and then planting sun loving, fast growing, 
pioneer species such as Kenda (Macaranga peltata), 
Bu Kenda (Macaranga Indica), Gedumba (Trema 
orientalis), Bowitiya (Osbeckia aspera), Weraniya 
(Hedyotis fruiticosa) etc. interspersed with albizzia and 
banana.

Susequently, primary rainforest trees will be introduced 
in the shade of the pioneers.

What is ecological restoration?

Ecological restoration is defined as the process of 
assisting the recovery of an ecosystem that has 
been degraded, damaged or destroyed (Society for 
Ecological Restoration International Science and Policy 
Working Group 2004). (Mudappa and Raman, 2010). 
Restoration should always be geared towards a goal. 
Reference sites help determine that goal. The Society’s 
selected reference site is the Sinharaja Rainforest 
which is relatively undisturbed and is located in the 
same geographical and environmental setting as the 
project site, with similar elevation, rainfall and soil type, 
containing complete or near-complete communities of 
native plants and animals.

REFORESTATION OF A RAINFOREST (ROAR): 
Ecological Restoration of Diyakothakanda

Prof. Lakdas Fernando
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The primary protocol used for the ecological 
restoration of the Diyakothakanda rainforest is a mix 
of native species typical to the vegetation type, region 
and altitude, as evidenced from their occurrence 
in the reference site. Factors such as slope, aspect 
and distance to water, canopy openness and soil 
status have been considered in the selection of which 
sapling is to be planted at a specific location within the 
restoration site.

Expected Benefits of Ecological Restoration

Ecological restoration can have multiple benefits:

• Conserving native biological diversity

• Increasing wildlife habitat
• Enhancing forest connectivity in fragmented 

landscapes
• Provision of ecosystem services (such as 

watershed benefits, carbon sequestration)
• Provision of non-timber forest produce to the 

village community
• Enhancing the aesthetic value of the landscape

Earlier attempts to reforest this site, using primary 
rainforest trees, failed mainly due to the inability of 
the newly planted, slow growing primary species to 
compete with the aggressive Kekilla. Furthermore, 
saplings of primary species cannot survive in open, 
unshaded terrain.

In this second attempt, the Kekilla mat covering the 
entire planting area has been removed, and narrow 
bunds and stone ridges have been designed and 
constructed to minimise erosion. Fire Belts have also 
been cut to combat possible manmade fires.

The trees to be planted were carefully selected. 
These comprise pioneer species that first appear, 
easily establish and grow in open, highly degraded 

sites and include young saplings of Macaranga 
species and Trema orientalis. In forest areas, these 
may include grasses, herbs, vines. These pioneers 
and early successional species were collected from 
the surrounding areas and a nursery of 8, 000 such 
plants was established, to be planted at the site on the 
onset of the rains. This was done in November 2016. 
Mixed species from the selected set of plants were 
planted taking into consideration the eventual canopy 
cover that would form, and importantly, suppress the 
aggressive growth of the Kekilla.

Primary rainforest species will gradually be introduced 
as the canopy cover begins to provide sufficient shade 
for their growth.

The Nursery

A nursery of 12 m x 40 m was constructed with 
timber with a grid of metal wire forming the roof. 
Three vertical sides of the structure and the top were 
covered with Kekilla with the fourth side being open 
and adjacent to a small stream that flows alongside. 
Black Polythene planting pots of 10 cm diameter 
x 15 cm height were used for planting the saplings 
collected from the village. Red soil available at the 
site was sieved through a 5 mm mesh and used to 
fill the pots. Young saplings of 25 - 30 cm height were 
carefully uprooted and planted in the pots. The initial 
shade cover of the nursery was gradually reduced to 
allow sunlight to stream in, to acclimatise the saplings 
for final planting at the site. After one month, about 
50% of the shade was removed.

Site preparation and Kekilla control

Kekilla is one of the most persistent weeds at the 
site. It’s competitive advantage relates to aggressive 
rhizomatous and aerial growth and its allelopathic, 
toxic effects on competing species and on grazing 
animals, as well as its tolerance to fire and extreme 
weather events. Furthermore, the accumulation of 
slowly decomposing Kekilla fronds depletes seed and 
seedling banks, constrains natural recruitment and can 
delay natural succession, for decades. Kekilla typically 
colonises open fields after disturbance events.

Control of Kekilla is extremely difficult, and many 
strategies have been tested without achieving its 
complete elimination. Most literature on restoration of 
land colonised by bracken (ferns) relates to strategies 
pertinent to temperate climates, and can be very costly. 
The method adopted in this project takes advantage of 
ecological processes such as competition and natural 
succession and may be better tailored to the tropical 
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rural context as they are less resource-intensive. This 
method has been successfully adopted in the growing 
of tea.

In tropical ecosystems, pioneer tree species are of 
particular interest for the biological control of bracken, 
owing to their ability to out-compete aggressively 
colonizing light-demanding weeds, and trigger forest 
succession. In this study, broad leaved Macaranga 
species and other fast growing sun loving pioneers 
were used.

As opposed to other studies, where complete 
Kekilla eradication by above-ground treatments was 
considered unrealistic or even impossible, a locally 
successful model is being tried based on the fact that 
in the project area itself, there are patches of land 
where the pioneers have successfully combatted 
and weakened the competitive dominance of Kekilla 
suggesting a strong competitive effect for available 
light, water and soil nutrients. In the tropics, reduced 
light intensity alters bracken’s balance between stored 
rhizome carbohydrates and newly assimilated frond 
photosynthates. The ability of fast-growing broad-
leaved pioneer trees like Macaranga peltata to quickly 
out-compete the bracken fern offers opportunities for 
large-scale application in tropical rural areas where 
economic and technical resources are scarce.

Land preparation for planting commenced in July 2016 
with the clearing of bracken in 0.5 ha extent. Rubble 
ridges were constructed along the contour at carefully 
selected places to minimize soil erosion in the rainy 
season based on the advice and assistance of the 
village community. Narrow bunds (neri) of vegetative 
matter were constructed using the material obtained 
from land clearing. A clear band of 15 foot width was 
set aside as a fire belt.

On the 19th of November 2016, 3, 500 pioneer saplings 
were removed from the nursery and transplanted at the 
site. Students and teachers from the five participating 
schools in the area, village community, WNPS 
members and Sponsors were all present at the site 
early in the morning. After the tree planting everyone 
moved across to the Dikhena Kanishta Vidyalaya. A 
brief meeting at the school followed where the aims 
and objectives of the project were explained to the 
audience of schoolchildren, teachers and the villagers. 
At this meeting, five laptop computers were also 
presented to the schools.

The laptops are to be used by the students to record 
data from their school’s 10m x 10m plot on the site for 
them to monitor and analyse , and observe and record 
any changes in biodiversity – a ‘Living Laboratory’ for 

each school for generations of students to profit by. 
Each and every sapling planted on the site is tagged 
and numbered to enable the accurate monitoring of the 
growth of each plant. The resident Project Coordinator, 
with the assistance of the Society’s advisors, will train 
the students on how to record and analyse the data 
collected from their plot. More schools from all parts 
of the Country will be invited to join the project as it 
moves forward.

In the future, the project will expand its activity to carbon 
insetting which is an emerging approach, that provides 
a mechanism for businesses to strengthen supply 
chains, support communities, enhance ecosystems 
and mitigate Greenhouse Gas (GHG) emissions. It is 
a flexible technique, which may be applied at different 
locations and scales, using a variety of GHG emission 
reduction and emission removal enhancement 
projects. Schools and students associated with the 
project will learn more about carbon credits and how 
it is calculated, greenhouse gases and global warming 
and how even a small reforestation programme can 
help Sri Lanka to increase its forest cover. This, in turn, 
will provide cleaner air and unpolluted water – two 
essential ingredients for Life on Earth.
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Of the seven species of Kingfishers recorded from Sri 
Lanka two belong to the genus Alcedo: the Common 
Kingfisher Alcedo atthis (CKF) and the Blue-eared 
Kingfisher Alcedo meninting (BKF). They mainly 
differ from each other by the BKF having blue ear-

coverts and deep royal-blue upper parts, compared 
to the orange ear-coverts and the paler green blue 
colouration of the CKF. As per existing literature, the 
ranges of the two species overlap widely. While CKF 
is considered as a common resident throughout the 

SITE RECORD OF THE NATIONALLY THREATENED 
BLUE - EARED KINGFISHER (Alcedo meninting)

Nadika Hapuarachchi 
Wildlife Conservation Society - Galle
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country, BKF is a very rare resident in the forests of 
the Lowlands and Eastern Foothills (Harrison, 2011). 
There are also recent records from the Low Country 
Wet Zone (Kotagama and Rathnaweera, 2010). As a 
result, the BKF is considered as a nationally Critically 
Threatened Species (MoE, 2012). Yet, in the Global 
context, this species has an extremely large range 
and, despite the fact that the population trend appears 
to be decreasing, it is not considered as a threatened 
species (BirdLife International, 2016).

RECENT SIGHTING

This short description is of a recent sighting of the rare 
BKF from Ma Oya near the Pulmoddai – Mullaitivu 
Road. The site is approximately 5Km away from the 
Kokkilai Lagoon, which is known for its avifaunal 
diversity.

The bird was initially sighted on 11th May 2015 around 
11.00 hours. The BKF was perched on a dead branch 
15m away from me, near the causeway. The unusual 
blue colouration of the bird initially caught my eye. 
Not having a camera at the time, I was unable to 
photograph it.

I visited the same area during the Christmas holidays 
that year with the intention of photographing the bird. 
Arriving at the location around 0600 hours, there was 
no sign of the bird. After 30 minutes I decided to walk 
upstream as the water level was very low. I spotted the 
BKF about 150m from the original site. Accounting for 
the bird’s reputation for being very shy, I approached 
it from the opposite bank to try and obtain a few good 
photographs.

A pair of CKF were also in the area and it was 
noticeable that the BKF was very aggressive towards 

them. When they came close, it chased them away.

The bird was very active (going up and down the river) 
till about 0800 hours. After that, the intervals between 
the time of its return to its favorite perch got longer 
and longer.

I made a second visit on 9th January 2016 and, this 
time, contented myself by observing the bird through 
binoculars.

I recommend that further studies are undertaken 
of this site, as well as in other parts of country, to 
establish the true status of this critically endangered 
bird in Sri Lanka.
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Urbanization in Sri Lanka continues at a rapid 
pace. Development brings with it pressures on 
the environment which, ideally, must be managed 
responsibly to mitigate impact. Changes to the urban 
landscapes in and around Colombo and changes in the 
consumption patterns of its population, has resulted 
in many challenges for waste management and in 
controlling pollution within the city.

Environmental awareness among school children in 
the main cities is increasingly being limited to school 
curricula. The proliferation of technology, and related 
applications, means that what free time left for children 
is spent on these devices and distractions. The need 
to make the younger generation more environmentally 
savvy is recognized as a need for the country if we, as 
Sri Lankans, actually plan on protecting what we have 
in terms of natural landscapes and biodiversity. This 
includes the urban wetlands around which Colombo 
and its suburbs are located.

Some schools operate Environmental Clubs but their 
activity level depends on the enthusiasm and drive of 
the Teacher-in-Charge. It is unfair to leave it only to 
the State education sector to take full responsibility 
for making our future leaders advocates of 
environmental conservation, to protect the diversity 
and beauty of our Island nation. It is important that 
this message starts to be disseminated in the home 
too, and from a young age.

The Wetland Walk Project

It was in this context that the Wildlife and Nature 
Protection Society’s (WNPS’s) ‘Wetland Walk’ Project 
came to life and was scheduled for December 22, 
2016. In early December 2016, a few WNPS members 
had decided to organize a ‘Nature Walk’ for children 
and their parents, to capitalize on the school holidays. 
The event was also to serve as a membership drive 
for Junior Members. The Biodiversity Study Park, 
Thalawathugoda, which had been recently opened to 
the public, was found to be an ideal site for the event 
considering its location, landscape and biodiversity. 
This park, of 60 acres in extent, is said to be home 
to more than 50 species of wetland birds (including 
migrants), over 25 species of butterfly, many types of 
fish, dragonflies, mammals, amphibians, reptiles and 
numerous terrestrial and aquatic plant species.

The target group was of 4 - 12 year olds, as they are 
in their formative stages of life. Whilst the event was 
aimed at creating a learning experience for the child, 
it was as important to create a lasting impression on 
the parent as well. As such, a rule was imposed that at 
least one (1) parent had to accompany a child. The goal 
was to sensitize the child to the natural environment, 
even of a city.

Getting the right mix

To achieve this goal, it was important that the right 
mix of people were brought together starting with the 
Team Leaders for the walks. The Young Zoologists 

WETLAND WALK
Ishan Rajasuriya
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Association (YZA) very kindly provided the services of 
their senior members for this important role. Shantha 
Jayaweera, a senior member of the YZA, helped in 
conceptualizing the programme using all his experience 
in working with children on nature education.

Young conservation researchers were also invited to 
give them exposure to such events, allowing their 
knowledge and passion to inspire, hopefully, what 
could prove to be the next group of conservation leaders 
of this country. Despite their busy schedules, and 
relative short notice, Himesh Jayasinghe, Narmadha 
Dangampola, Anya Ratnayake and Ashan Thudugala 
confirmed their participation. Ayanthi Samarajeewa, of 
the General Committee of the WNPS, also acted as a 
Team Leader.

In addition to promoting the event through social 
media, the Central Environmental Authority (CEA), 
when approached, readily made arrangements to 
inform Teachers-in-Charge of Nature Clubs of selected 
schools in the Western Province of the event. The 
Society greatly appreciates the CEA’s assistance in 
getting this message to the teachers despite it being 
the start of the vacation period.

Pre-planning
Prior to the event, a separate meeting for teachers 
was convened to brainstorm ideas on how interactive, 
field based learning can be improved in Sri Lanka. The 
meeting was led by Prof Lakdas Fernando, immediate 
Past President of WNPS. This meeting proved very 
successful, with representatives from 18 schools of 
the Western Province attending, accompanied by 
three officers of the CEA. A wide array of education 
related aspects were discussed, useful for the WNPS 
when drafting future School Nature Club initiatives. It 
was encouraging to note that some schools and the 
CEA wanted the WNPS to continue with this learning 
platform.

Another important aspect was to showcase the rich 
biodiversity of Colombo’s wetlands that are less visible 
and / or nocturnal. 12 large cut outs of animals such 
as fishing cats, otters, and mongoose were displayed 
on the nature trail, all set in a natural landscape to help 
the Team Leader explain the behaviour and habitat of 
these animals. Special thanks are due to Gehan de 
Silva Wijeyeratne for providing the required images at 
short notice. Publications and posters, to enhance the 
learning experience, were also provided both by the 
Biodiversity Secretariat, under the Ministry of Mahaweli 
Development and Environment, and the CEA.

Safety was a key concern as young children, in numbers, 
were being taken into a natural wetland. Numerous 
visits to the site were done to map out possible risks 
and to have in readiness appropriate responses should 

an ‘accident’ take place. Most importantly, a rule was 
imposed of sticking to the walking paths to prevent 
children going too close to water.

The best laid plans

Mother Nature had other plans! Late on the previous 
evening heavy showers were experienced in the area 
and, by morning, most of the wetland, including the 
walking paths, were flooded, with the water levels on 
the paths, in some cases, being about a foot deep. 
Given the focus on safety, the Organizing Committee 
was considering postponing the event as it was not 
expected that parents and children would wish to 
paddle through the muddy puddles. We were very 
wrong!

Scheduled to commence at 8.00am, by 7.20am a very 
large gathering of families presented themselves at 
the Registration Desk. They were cautioned that the 
rains had flooded some of the main pathways. Their 
only query was whether they could be waded through 
and, if so, they were ready to start, such was their 
enthusiasm.

The Walk

Following a welcome address by Rukshan 
Jayawardene, the President of the WNPS, Shantha 
Jayaweera kicked off the event by introducing the 
children to a rescued baby terrapin, who was to be 
returned to the wild. After a brief explanation about 
Wetlands, their significance and biodiversity, some of 
the children were allowed to release the terrapin into 
a waterway. This was a wonderful start for them to a 
day of learning!

Children and their parents were split into groups of 10 
and each group assigned to a Team Leader and they 
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then commenced the walk. En route, subject experts 
were placed at two assembly areas to conduct lectures 
on two specific topics - Narmadha Dangampola on 
‘Butterflies’ and Ashan Thudugala on ‘Mammals of 
the Wetlands’.

Apart from learning, it was pleasing to see how much 
the children and their parents enjoyed splashing 
through the puddles and enjoying the walk, a point of 
bonding, where parents sometimes had to coax their 
child to walk through the muddy water, and then see 
their child revel in the splashes.

Conclusion
A bright morning, after the rains, encouraged a rich 
diversity of birdlife, a great experience for all those who 
participated. In addition, the Water Monitors were also 
active, sometimes using the same pathways as the 
children. Though the morning was fairly hot, most of 
the children completed the walk and actively engaged 
in the de-brief by the Team Leaders at the end.

The Organizing Committee feels the programme 
objectives were met, with the previous night’s 
rains giving the event an unexpected boost. Most 
importantly, the parents were looking for opportunities 
to expose their children to nature, and were willing to 
allow them to explore, and get dirty doing it.

88 new Junior Members joined the WNPS that day. In 

addition, 46 children from the Dickhena Maha Vidyalaya 
attended. They are a partner school with the WNPS 
Re-forestation Project (ROAR) at Diyakothakanda in 
the Badureliya District.

Based on the success of this walk, the General 
Committee of the WNPS has determined to repeat 
this programme in April, August and December of 
2017, in the hopes of reaching a student target of 500 
participants in total at these walks.
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We invite WNPS members, and well-wishers, to promote this event to your families and friends. This platform will 
positively impact our future young leaders. We felt it a useful way of connecting them to take charge of their future and of 
convincing parents to get more involved in conservation and protecting the environment. The General Committee intends 
to reach a total of 500 Junior Members by the end of 2017, and activate dedicated programs to keep them involved. 
This would include field excursions and learning sessions at the WNPS Head Office. We, therefore, invite members of the 
WNPS, and other well-wishers, to volunteer of their time to join in the planning and facilitation of programmes for Junior 
Members; these young enthusiasts who, we hope, will one day lead the WNPS and the country forward. 
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If any of you have been to our office, you know that 
it’s in the heart of Thimbirigasyaya. A hot and dusty 
spot, slap bang behind a petrol shed, and like all great 
petrol sheds, we are often welcomed with the aroma 
of fresh pressed petrol fumes every once in awhile.

Now the landlord of our building has two great 
passions. The first is rescuing cats, and like any great 
cat lover, he has rescued numerous cats, taken them 
to the vets for shots and fed them the fanciest tuna – 
unfortunately though, the last cat he brought ran away. 
That was pretty sad. It would have been nice to have 
an office mascot. The second is his avid interest in 
building things. His most prized project was his pond. 
A pond fringed with plants and a small rock wall. This 
gave our office driveway a nice eco-friendly feel.

This pond had many residents. Goldfish, cheap carp – I 
think there may have been some other fish in there at 
some point as well – but the pièce de résistance were 
the Butterfly Koi; also known as Dragon Koi.

There were 10 large Dragon’s swimming lazily in the 
pond and our landlord was proud. It was a huge step 
up from the cheaper carp that’s for sure. But things 
took a sudden turn for the worse. They started going 
missing! Again. I say again for one simple reason. 
During the “goldfish phase” many of the fish went 
missing. However, since they were just goldfish no 
one really took much notice. Dragon’s, on the other 
hand, are expensive, and having them disappear 
into thin air was cause for concern. So without any 
hesitation, four security cameras were installed at 

varying heights and angles to catch the thief in the act.

It was the 16th of June 2015, and I was woken up by 
the incessant pinging of my phone. It was Gayani. Why 
she was sending messages at 6am was beyond me, 
so peering at my phone screen I saw about a bajillion 
exclamation marks, followed by a single photograph, 
captioned “Eshan (the landlord) will contact you”. I 
then scrolled down to see the picture she had sent 
next.

I would like to point out, that my job involves a lot of 
mind blowing moments. And this, unlike the others, 
blew the the lid off the teapot!

There on my phone screen, was a screen grab from 
one of the security cameras. It was focused at the 
pond. It was a black and white shot, of very high 
quality. You could see the pond and the ripples in the 
water, made by the startled and rather panic stricken 
fish. Sitting at the edge of the pond was the thief. Not 
a human. But an animal. And not just any animal. A 
fishing cat!

Numerous phone calls, six security cameras and two 
months of continuous filming later, I had secured 
permission to collar this cat, this gorgeous cat who I 
named Mizuchi. I thought the name Mizuchi was a great 
name for this fish stealing cat, since Mizuchi is one of 
the many Japanese dragons, found in or connected to 
an aquatic habitat. Fishing cats are strongly associated 
with water AND this cat was caught catching – drum 
roll please – DRAGON KOI!

A DANCE WITH DRAGONS
Anya Ratnayaka 

Urban Fishing Cat Project
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I must admit I was quite proud of myself for this.

So now it was a matter of catching this cat, and I 
started planning right away. I was already on the right 
track, since I was stocking the pond with cheap fish 
for weeks. He ended up being a very spoilt cat at the 
end of it all. After a few weeks of stocking the pond 
with cheap colourful carp, I decided to go the local 
route and switch to some good old Tilapia and Battas. 
That night, with the floodlights on (we wanted to get 
some video in colour, and luckily for us Mizuchi was 
not the least bit bothered by the bright lights), Mizuchi 
snaked his way down the waterfall and took his seat 
at the edge of the pond. He watched the fish, tried to 
catch a couple, but Tilapi are fast fish, cunning, street 
smart. Mizuchi was a spoilt lazy brat at this point. He 
shook the water off the paw, gave the fish a miffed 
glare and sauntered back up the waterfall and along 
the wall, out of sight.

Watching the video footage the next day we were 
all amused by this cat’s antics. Like any creature that 
weasels its way into our hearts, he had me running 
around town looking for cheap, slow carp.

Our dance continued for a few weeks, and then one 
day it all just stopped.

It was the 15th of July – about 3 days without any 
sign of Mizuchi – when I got a call about a fishing 
cat that was captured by the Department of Wildlife 
Conservation down Elibank Road. It was stuck in a 
drain. As you can imagine I was extremely excited 
when I heard the news. I knew there had to be more 
cats in the area, but I had a feeling that the cat in 
question was Mizuchi. Luckily for me I was able to 
confirm this the next day.

The Next Day 
1030hrs, Wildlife Department

We have tranquilised the cat, he has taken a few 
minutes to pass out, and the wildlife handler was 
just pulling him out of the trap cage. I was nervous. 
My heart was pounding. Could this really be him? He 
was thin, but feisty (when he was awake that is). The 
image of his stocky arm reaching out of the trap cage 
trying to grab our ankles as we stood next to him was 
fresh in my mind.

He was laid down on the ground in front of us, and 
flipped onto his right side, so that his left flank was 
exposed. That’s when I saw it. That wishbone on his 
shoulder. I had Mizuchi!

The collaring didn’t take long. We took his 
measurements and weight. His overall body condition, 
apart from him being dehydrated and underweight 
was good. His coat was beautiful, shiny greyish brown 
and thick, and his teeth!...Oh those teeth! His canines 
were long, sharp and pearly white.

He was the perfect predator and he was going to tell 
me how he lived his life.

© Urban Fishing Cat Project
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I read, with great interest, the brief account by Eng. 
Anton Nanayakkara of digging a separate bathing pond 
by the side of the river for humans to bathe safely 
(Loris 27: 3 & 4). Before I comment on this, I thought 
that it is high time that Loris readers should be made 
aware of the progress we have made on many aspects 
of our crocodiles. The following accounts are based on 
data from the author’s personal observations on the 
crocodiles of the country made during infrequent visits 
to many parts of the island in the past five decades. 
I have also incorporated data from publications 
by Paulus Edward Pieris Deraniyagala (1939) and 
Romulus Whitaker (founder of Madras Crocodile 
Bank). There are many reports by Rom Whitaker of his 
many visits to Yala and other wildlife parks of Sri Lanka 

which have not been published. I have also referred 
to publications of the IUCN/SSC Crocodile Specialist 
Group and information received from colleagues, from 
field informers and from the recent 254 page book on 
our crocodiles (de Silva, 2013). These are presented 
under following headings:

Crocodiles of Sri Lanka
Two extent species of crocodiles of the country are: 

Crocodylus palustris Lesson, 1831.

(Sinhala: Hãla Kimbula, Äle Kimbula, English: The 
Mugger, Marsh crocodile Tamil: Kulathi, Chenganni 
muthalai or Chaanakan - see Figure 1).

Figure 2. Salt-water crocodile (Burtrum) (Image ©: Mike Anthonisz)

CROCODILES: Our Living Dinosaurs
(With notes on the Kimbul Kotuwa or the Crocodile Excluding Enclosures)

Anslem de Silva
Regional Chairman, IUCN/SSC Crocodile Specialist Group for South Asia and Iran. kalds@sltnet.lk

Figure 1. Mugger - (Image ©: L. Nadaraja)
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The Mugger is mainly confined to the lowland dry 
zone fresh water bodies such as tanks, agricultural 
canals, streams, Oya and occasionally in agro wells. 
Though it is known as ‘fresh water’ crocodile, the 
mugger has also been observed in hyper saline waters 
at Yala and Wilpattu National Parks. The mugger is 
considered a more “socially acceptable” species of 
crocodile. I have observed this scenario at Ampara 
and at Tissamaharama where the muggers inhabiting 
the Godadora Ela (irrigation canal) enter compounds of 
surrounding village houses to bask or dig burrows, or 
lay eggs in a small pit on the Ela banks.

Crocodylus porosus Schneider, 1801.

(Sinhala: Gãta Kimbula, Pita gataya (both names imply 
skin with knobs); English: Saltwater or Estuarine 
Crocodile, Sea Crocodile; Tamil: Semmukhan or 
Semmukku Muthalei)

Crocodylus porosus, though popularly know as the 
‘salty’, in reality lives in estuaries of rivers, which drain 
into the sea mainly in the east, west, and south coast 
of the country. They are mainly found in tributaries 
of rivers (e.g. Nilwala river in Matara), marshes (e.g. 
Muthrajawela Marsh), and lagoons with brackish water 
fringed with some mangroves (Bolgoda, Panadura, 
Lunawa, Negombo lagoons - all in the western 
province near Colombo). Residents of Colombo and its 
suburbs have come across the occasional ‘salty’ that 
strays into streams close to their homes, including the 
famous salty that used to bask on the banks of the 
Wellawatta canal next to an international school. The 
school kids were so taken up with it they named it 
‘Burtrum’ (see Figure 2).

It must be interesting for Loris readers to know that 
Albertus Seba (1665-1736) is considered as the first to 
illustrate the crocodiles of Sri Lanka in his Thesaurus 
published in 1734. Volume One provides an interesting 
colour drawing of a crocodile foetus emerging from the 
egg which Seba received from Ceylon (see Figure 3).

Seba (1734) further stated that ‘We found it by chance 
at the time of its hatching, and it was sent from the 
Island of Ceylan, preserved in arrack’. Seba also implies 
that figures 11 and 12 (the paralectotype) on the same 
plate are also from Sri Lanka.

Extinct Crocodile of Sri Lanka:
Crocodylus sinhaleyus (Deraniyagala, 1953).

Deraniyagala reports that on 17th July 1939 a fossilized 
crocodile tooth fragment was secured from a gem pit 
in Tunhiriya Vila, Gonapitiya, Kuruvita (Deraniyagala, 
1953, 1958). The tooth was discovered at a depth 

of 12 feet, which has also yielded hippopotamus 
and rhinoceros fossils in the vicinity and in the same 
degree of mineralisation as the crocodile tooth (see 
Figure 4). In March 2013, another fossilized crocodile 
tooth was discovered from the same Pleistocene bed, 
close to the location where Deraniyagala collected 
his fossilized crocodile tooth (de Silva, Manamendra-
Arachchi et al., 2013).

Some habits of our Crocodiles

Food: Hatchlings of both species feed on a wide 
variety of insects, amphibians, fish and crustaceans. 
As they grow, the adults graduate to feeding on 
large vertebrates like fish, terrapins, tortoises, lizards, 
snakes, birds, monkeys and dogs. However, they also 
attack larger mammals such as buffalo, sambhur, deer, 
calves and goats. There are well documented accounts 
from Sri Lanka of humans attacked by both species 
and either a part or the whole body devoured (de 
Silva et al., 2013). Crocodile scat analysis from various 
parts of the island showed that they contained kaolin 
clay along with pebbles. These gastroliths appear to 

Figure 4. Fossilized crocodile tooth (©: K. Manamendra-Arachchi)

Figure 3: Thesaurus (1734) Crocodile foetus emerging from the egg.
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help digestion and also control buoyancy in water – 
functioning as hydroliths. This tendency has given rise 
to the old Sinhala proverb: Kimbula kirimeti gilinawa 
vagei (= like when a crocodile swallows kaolin).

Nesting Strategies

During our island-wide surveys of crocodiles, we 
observed 51 mugger nests and five saltwater nests. 
The muggers largely chose nesting sites which are 
sandy, such as tank/river or stream banks without 
much scrub vegetation and no decaying vegetation, 
dappled sunlight, close to water and without human 
or livestock disturbance. The mothers are known to 
excavate a ‘guard burrow’ on the bank below the nest. 
We have observed this strategy in two completely 
different scenarios: nest on a bank with a guard burrow 
inside a forest, while the other in the midst of a fairly 
busy anthropogenic habitat in Tissamaharama (south 
east) and Kekirawa (north central province). The egg pit 
of the mugger is about 30 cm deep and she deposits 
10-20 eggs in it (de Silva et al., 2013). However, the 
salty is a mound nester (see Figure 5) – the female 
gathers decaying vegetation and heaps them about a 
meter high and wide and deposit the eggs within this 
nest (de Silva and de Silva, 2008). Both species guard 
their nests.

Figure 5. Salt-water nests (Image ©: Madura de Silva)

“Herd” or “Communal Fishing”

The mugger demonstrates communal fishing, which 
is a social behaviour unique to the mugger. I was 
able to observe this behavior a few years ago in 
the Handunoruwa tank at Yala at around 09.30 am. 
The tank was partly dried and about ten muggers 
swimming in circles virtually in the centre of the tank 
with one lashing its tail, perhaps to disorient the fish or 
to get the attention of other muggers. The crocodiles 
were gradually working the fish to the centre of the 
pond with their tails, at which point, the fish started to 
leap about in panic enabling the muggers to grab and 
gulp down the fish.

Kimbul gé or Mugger burrows

Burrows or tunnels are used by muggers (C. palustris) 
under various circumstances as a refuge for resting, 
thermoregulation, aestivation during prolonged 
drought, protection from natural predators and humans, 
and for nesting as observed by the author and Pradeep 
Rathnasiri of the Department of Wildlife Conservation. 
Approximately 200 mugger burrows from various 
parts of the island were investigated (Figure 6). We 
observed that in a few burrows, muggers grouped 
together inside a single tunnel, including hatchlings 
(Ratnasiri and de Silva, 2013).

Figure 6. Mugger burrow (Image © : Anslem de Silva)

Crocodiles in Sri Lankan archaeology

Crocodiles have a place in the archaeology and history 
of the island – but not like that of the cobra. Following 
are a few examples:

Approximately 24 village, stream, river, and tank 
names associated with crocodiles dating from the 
time of the early Sinhalese kings are known from Sri 
Lanka (Perera, 1995).

Korawakgala or the Balustrade: A classic example 
where part of the crocodiles head and teeth had been 
incorporated in architecture is the Korawakgala or the 
Balustrade. Some ancient stone makara balustrades 
date from the 6th to 8th century ACE.

Perforated tooth ornaments of eight vertebrate species 
including crocodile (Figure 7), possibly used as a 
necklace, arguably worn by a hunter in the 4th CE was 
uncovered during standard archeological excavation 
procedures conducted at the Jethawanarama 
monastic site (Manamendra-Arachchi et al., 2013).

There is an interesting engraved charm and a talisman 
(Figure 8), presently housed in the Dutugemunu 
Temple at the Sandarawela Rathnasara Privena, in 
Ganegama at Baddegama (Southern Province). This 
irregularly hexagonal-shaped granite had been found 
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in the Gin Ganga (River) at Baddegama. This granite 
carving dating from circa 1469-1474 ACE had been 
placed as a protection against crocodile attacks (de 
Silva, 2011).

There is primitive art depicting images of crocodiles 
in Sri Lanka (de Silva, 2011; Deraniyagala, 1958). 
These primitive artistic creations are done on granite 
surfaces inside caves or rock shelters and are known 
as ‘rock art’ or ‘Vedda ash pictures’. At Tharulengala 
Aranniya Senasana, situated in the village of Hulanuge 
in the Ampara District, are several sketches of reptiles 
including a crocodile (de Silva, 2013 - see Figure 9).

Human crocodile conflict (HCC) Sri Lankans living in rural and some urban areas risk 
attack by venomous snakes, elephants, buffaloes, 
bears and crocodiles. Some of these instances of 
human-animal conflict culminate in hospitalization with 
minor to severe injuries, some are left with permanent 
disabilities of varying degrees and some result in 
fatality. The first ‘Human Crocodile Conflict’ (HCC - not 
a good wording as humans, in most cases, knowingly 
enter crocodile habitats) Survey was conducted in 
Matara in 2008. Subsequently an island-wide survey 
was conducted from 2009 to March 2013 (de Silva 
et al., 2013) by the author. Consequently, HCC data 
were collected as of to date (2016) and a total of 200+ 
cases of crocodile attacks by the mugger (Crocodylus 
palustris) and the saltwater crocodile (Crocodylus 
porosus) were investigated. Of the human victims, 
the majority were males (84%). Most of the attacks 
occurred while the victim was bathing/washing (64%). 
Of the attacks 28% were fatal, and in seven (7) of 
these cases the body was not recovered.

Traditional Crocodile Excluding Enclosures 
(CEE)

As a preventive measure against HCC, many 
techniques have been employed. Of these, the 

Figgure 7. Crocodile tooth ornament 
(Image ©: K. Manamendra-Arachchi)

Figure 9. Rock art of crocodile and elephant (Image ©: Anslem de Silva)

Figure. 8. Crocodile talisman (Image ©: Anslem de Silva)
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traditional crocodile excluding enclosure (CEE’s) 
has been used in Matara for over 200 years in the 
Nilwala River and its tributaries. Nearly 70 CEE were 
investigated during the HCC survey. As a child, the 
author, too, used to bathe in a CEE, along with friends, 
in the Nilwala River. CEEs are recommended as 
an effective means for protecting both humans and 
crocodiles.

Traditionally (and till the present day), Crocodile 
Excluding Enclosures (CEEs) have been used by 
people in the southern wet zone of the island where 
humans frequently use waters inhabited by saltwater 
crocodiles (C. porosus). Traditional devices were 
simple where three sides are fenced with wooden 
poles or planks (Figure 10).

The author, during a USAID consultancy in Matara, 
suggested the use of metal fences (see Figure 11). 
However, the first use of galvanized rods and wire 
mesh CEE was installed by a village council in Matara 
in 2007 after a woman was attacked and killed by a 
salt water crocodile. Since then, a few metal CEEs 
were installed in various locations on the Nilwala River, 
Matara by the Disaster Management Unit. The first 
galvanized rods and wire mesh CEE was installed in 
the dry zone lowlands (mugger areas) during 2011/12 
by Ruchira Somaweera and the author (Somaweera 
and de Silva, 2013). Since then we have installed 
nearly 30 CEE in many parts of the dry zone. The 
author considers that the method proposed by Eng. 
Nanayakkara may pose a danger as crocodiles wander 
on to river banks in the night and may get into the tank. 
Also, his method is possibly more expensive and time 

consuming, whereas a metal CEE can be installed 
within a few  hours.

IUCN/SSC Crocodile Specialist Group (CSG)

There are approximately 20 active crocodile specialists 
in the country who are members of the above IUCN 
Commission. Presently, an island-wide survey of the 
status of crocodiles is being conducted along with the 
Department of Wildlife Conservation (DWC). In addition, 
the group is conducting awareness programs and 
helps the DWC with the capture of certain crocodiles. 
With the initiatives of the local CSG, last year, a training 
programme for the wildlife staff on crocodile captures 
was conducted by two British facilitators.
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STATUS OF WETLAND TOURISM IN THE 
MUTHURAJAWELA WETLAND SANCTUARY

T. G. Supun Lahiru Prakash1, 2, 3 Aruna Weerasingha1, Tharaka Kusuminda3, 4 & Amila Withanage1

Introduction
Over the decades, tourism has experienced continued 
growth and deepening diversification to become one 
of the fastest growing economic sectors in the world. 
Modern tourism is closely linked to development and 
encompasses a growing number of new destinations. 
These dynamics have turned tourism into a key 
driver for socio-economic progress (World Tourism 
Organization [UNWTO], 2015). According to Hall 
(2000), tourism is potentially an important vehicle 
for cultural expression and employment generation. 
International tourist arrivals are growing at an annual 
growth rate of 5% worldwide and represent 10% of 
the world’s GDP (UNWTO, 2015). Wetlands and their 
wildlife are a key part of the global tourism experience. 
In 2010, the number of international tourists reached 
940 million, and this is forecast to grow to around 
1.6 billion by 2020! This figure does not include the 
numbers of domestic tourists or people who make 
recreational trips that do not involve overnight stays. 
With half of international tourists traveling to wetlands 
of all types, but particularly in coastal areas, tourism 
expenditure linked to wetlands can be estimated at 
around USD 925 billion each year. Including domestic 
tourism and recreational day trips, the economic value 
generated by tourism to wetlands is truly enormous 
(Ramsar Convention on Wetlands, 2012). The Sri 
Lankan Government is taking steps to develop the 
tourism sector in Sri Lanka as a major way of earning 
foreign exchange. According to the National Tourism 
Development Strategy, the main target of the tourism 
sector in the past five years was to achieve a target 
number of 2.5 million tourists by 2016 (Ministry of 
Economic Development, 2011).

Sri Lanka has a wide array of inland and coastal 
wetland ecosystems that harbor a rich biological 
diversity which have high potential to develop eco-

tourism operations. One such urban wetland is the 
Muthurajawela Wetland Sanctuary, the largest coastal 
peat bog on the island located on the West coast of 
Sri Lanka. Muthurajawela is located (70003’N, 79055’E) 
between the Negombo Lagoon and the Kelani River, 
spreading inland up to Ragama and Peliyagoda in 
the Gampaha District. The marsh, together with 
the Negombo Lagoon, forms an integrated coastal 
wetland ecosystem with 6, 232 ha in total extent (CEA/
Euroconsult, 1994). Upon recognizing the ecological 
significance of Muthurajawela, the Government of Sri 
Lanka, in July 1996, declared the northern section of 
the marsh, covering an area of 1,777 ha, as a sanctuary 
under the Fauna and Flora Protection Ordinance, 
which is administered by the Department of Wildlife 
Conservation (Bambaradeniya et al., 2002). Scott and 
Poole (1989) have listed it as one of the 12 priority 
wetlands of Sri Lanka.

Past studies have identified 192 species of flora 
at Muthurajawela, distributed over seven major 
vegetation communities: viz, Marsh, Lentic flora, Reed 
Swamp, Short Grassland, Shrub land, Stream bank 
flora and Mangrove Swamp. The vertebrate fauna 
documented include 40 species of fish, 14 species 
of amphibians, 31 species of reptiles, 102 species of 
birds and 22 species of mammals. Among the species 
documented, 17 are Endemic to the country, while 
26 are Nationally Threatened (Samarakoon & van 
Zon, 1991; Bambaradeniya et al., 2002)! According to 
Wattage (2002), the main recreational activities of the 
Muthurajawela wetland are swimming, fishing, bird 
watching, wildlife and nature appreciation. In addition 
to the recreational activities, several other direct and 
indirect uses were identified during this study. It was 
also apparent that fishing was the most popular use or 
activity in the Muthurajawela Sanctuary and Negombo 
Lagoon area. Indeed, this is the dominant use, if crab 
collection and lobster collection is pooled with fishery 

1 Muthurajawela and Negombo Lagoon Development Foundation, Muthurajawela Visitor Centre, Indigaslanda, Bopitiya, Pamunugama, 
Sri Lanka.

2 Department of Forestry and Environmental Science, University of Sri Jayewardenepura, Gangodawila, Nugegoda, Sri Lanka.
3 Biodiversity Conservation and Research Circle of Sri Lanka, No: 50/1, Paranakanda, Enderamulla, Wattala, Sri Lanka.
4 Department of Agricultural Biology, Faculty of Agriculture, University of Ruhuna, Mapalana, Kamburupitiya, Sri Lanka.

Boat tour in the Muthurajawela Wetland Sanctuary
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use. Fishing is the main mode of living for most of 
the stakeholders living in the area. Next to fishing, 
sailing is an important economic activity and not just 
for recreational purposes. Muthurajawela has the 
ability to fulfill all kinds of requirements that Wetland 
Eco-tourists need for a satisfactory experience. These 
include easy transportation to the area, ease of access 
to the wetlands, the presence of a wide variety of 
birds, animals, plants, wetland interpretation and 
guide services, food and accommodation (Emerton & 
Kekulandala, 2003).

This study is based on foreign tourists visitations 
handled by the Muthurajawela Visitors’ Center (MVC) 
during the past eight years, 2008 to 2015, and the 
main objective is to identify the trends of foreign 
tourist arrivals over the study period. It will provide 
better understanding of the existing situation and of 
the future opportunities for the wetland eco-tourism 
sector in Sri Lanka.

The Study Site
The Muthurajawela Visitors’ Center (MVC) is the major 
tourism facility that provides boat transportation, 
wetland interpretation and guide services to tourists 
in the Muthurajawela Wetland Sanctuary. The 
Muthurajawela and Negombo Lagoon Development 
Foundation, a community-based organization in the 
area, which was established in 1996 as an Integrated 
Resources Management Project, administer it. Its 
main objective was that of developing Wetland Eco-
tourism for the Central Environment Authority and 
is funded by Government of the Netherlands. The 
MVC handle the largest proportion of the eco-tourism 
operations in the Muthurajawela wetland.

Data Collection
The number of foreign tourists who visited the MVC 
and hired boat tours in the Muthurajawela Wetland 
Sanctuary from January 2008 to December 2015 was 
counted and recorded. The total foreign tourist arrival 
data into the country, were collected from the Sri Lanka 
Tourism Development Authority (2016) website (www.
sltda.lk), was used to compare and analyze the trends 
with data collected from MVC. These figures were 
statistically and graphically analyzed using Microsoft 
Excel 2010.

Results and Discussion
The average number of foreign tourist who 
visited the MVC every month was analyzed 
using the data collected from 2008 – 2015. 
During the first three months (January, 
February and March), foreign tourist arrivals 
were high. Then it starts to drop and the 
lowest arrivals were recorded in May. Foreign 
tourist arrival in June is higher than May. Then 
it suddenly reaches a peak in July - the highest 

average of foreign tourist arrivals recorded in a month. 
After that, visitation remains at a moderate level for 
the next five months.

The peak months for arrivals of foreign tourist to the 
country are during November/December and there 
is a mini peak in July/August. Most eco-tourism 
destinations are crowded during the main tourism 
season from November to April (Fernando & Shariff, 
2013). The MVC, however, has its highest foreign 
tourist arrivals in what is the mini peak season for the 
country. During the peak tourist season, southern, 
eastern and highland tourist destinations are crowded, 
with few staying in the western region. This may be 
the reason for the lower visitation to the MVC during 
November and December. May is the lowest foreign 
tourist arrival month for both the country and the MVC.

The Muthurajawela Wetland Sanctuary, together with 
the Negombo Lagoon, is also a preferred feeding and 
resting habitat for winter migrants during the bird 
migration season from August to April (Bambaradeniya 
et al., 2002; Kotagama & Ratnavira, 2010). During this 
season, tourist arrivals to the MVC were at moderate 
and high levels. Birds and reptiles are the most eye-
catching faunal groups in Muthurajawela. The Water 
Monitor (Varanus salvator) and Estuarine Crocodile 
(Crocodylus porosus) are its famed reptiles and the 
migrant Black-capped Kingfisher (Halcyon pileata) is a 
special sighting for visitors.

There has been a steady annual increase in the number 
of foreign tourist arriving in the country and visiting the 
MVC over the past 8 years.

It was only in 2013 that there was a decrease over the 
previous year. However, though, the number of foreign 
tourist arrival to the MVC has increased annually, 
it shows negative correlation (-0.23) with the total 
arrivals to the country. It is, however, not a significant 
correlation. From 2008 to 2011, it has increased and 
then continuously decreased thereafter in comparison. 
In 2015, it was at its lowest recorded level.

Well-managed tourism in and around wetlands 
can bring significant benefits, both economically 
and environmentally, to the site, region and nation. 
Local communities and local government can and 
often benefit economically in terms of income and 
employment. At the national level, the income from 

Average monthly foreign tourist arrival to MVC
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tourism can be significant (Ramsar Convention on 
Wetlands, 2012). Wetland eco-tourism could be 
beneficial in achieving the Government’s hoped for 
target of 2.5 million tourists, but it is currently below 
potential. Wetland eco-tourism is also omitted from the 
National Tourism Development Strategy of the country 
(Ministry of Economic Development, 2011). The 
decreasing trend of tourist visitation to Muthurajawela 
clearly highlights the situation. According to Pasape, 
et. al. (2015) the sustainability of eco-tourism in a 
country is jeopardized by inadequate transparency, 
poor accountability practices and weak integration 
mechanisms between eco-tourism operations and the 
country’s development plans. This has to change.
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LOSS OF AN INSOUCIANT CONSERVATIONIST
A Tribute by Lakshman Ratnapala 

Former Assistant Director, Department of Wildlife Conservation

The demise of former civil servant, S. D. Saparamadu, 
has taken from us an exceptional man – administrator 
(Director of Finance at the Treasury), scholar 
(Critique of Leonard Woolf, Robert Knox), historian 
(Editor, Ceylon Historical Journal), publisher (Tisara 
Prakasakayo), hotelier (Koggala Beach Resort) and 
nature conservationist – wrapped in the personality 
of an insouciant friend and guru. His insouciance was 
beguiling, much like the Lankan centurions at the third 
Test vs. the Australians at the SSC, Dhananjaya and 
Chandimal, who by nature are happy stroke makers 
but when needed displayed a disciplined approach to 
the task at hand.

Sappi, as he was popularly known, was a tough 
cookie to combat when confronted with what he 
perceived as unreasonableness, but was otherwise 
warm, friendly, carefree and jovial. I had the 
flickering fortune to associate with him in the early 
1970s when I was seconded from the Government 
Information Department to the Department of Wildlife 
Conservation as Assistant Director and Editor of the 
Sri Lanka Wildlife bulletin. Saparamadu was Director 
of the Wildlife Department and concurrently Additional 
Secretary to the Ministry of Shipping and Tourism!

As we got to know each other better, we developed a 
rapport beyond the 9 to 5 office hours which grew in 
mutual respect for each others work ethics and love 
of nature. The times we visited the National Parks 
on inspection tours were numerous. It was on these 
tours that I gleaned Sappi’s commitment to nature 
conservation and to the welfare of the staff whose 
duty it was to maintain the Parks and ensure the health 
of their denizens.

On one such visit, we were checking out the terrain of 
the Strict Nature Reserve (SNR) at Yala, having crossed 
the Menik Ganga and proceeded to the Kumbukkan 

Oya in Kumana. Naturally, it was a rough and long 
journey over roadless terrain. We were delayed on 
the return and it was dusk by the time we reached 
mid-SNR, when we found ourselves surrounded by 
more than one herd of elephants. After waiting an 
hour or so, in near darkness, for the monarchs of the 
jungle to move on, Park Warden, Percy De Alwis said 
it would be too dangerous and risky to tarry longer and 
suggested we back off and drive around the herds that 
were by now completely encircling us. Sappi would 
hear none of it and ordered that none should disturb 
the elephants, harmlessly feeding in their natural 
habitat. Shortly, in the quickly gathering darkness 
of the forest, it became impossible to see whether 
the animals were there or not and we waited till the 
gathering light of dawn to move on.

Sappi’s closeness to the Ministry enabled him to 
secure the funds to undertake improvements in 
the, until then, much neglected infrastructure of 
the Parks. Under his tenure, the entrance portals at 
Wilpattu and Yala were erected, new office buildings 
were constructed and a wildlife museum to educate 
visitors, particularly schoolchildren, was inaugurated in 
Yala. Better and permanent living quarters for resident 
staff were built and the staff wage structures were 
revised upward. The field staff were, for the first time, 
offered opportunities for promotion to the head office 
and the Park Warden, Percy De Alwis, was promoted 
as Assistant Director. Within the Parks, several grassy 
meadows were planted with fodder for the herbivores 
and water holes, for the benefit of all animals, were 
constructed, some of them named after dedicated 
field staff such as Percy Bendi Wewa in Wilpattu. It 
was under his tenure that the baby elephant nursery at 
Uda Walawe and the elephant orphanage at Pinnawala 
were inaugurated.
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Sappi was keen to ensure that the message of nature 
conservation was propagated among the rural folk of 
the country as he believed that they were the true 
upholders of the traditions of Ahimsa, embedded in the 
concept of the unity of ALL life and the humanitarian 
ideals of their religion. Therefore, Sappi contended 
that the rural folk were the true conservators of the 
island’s natural heritage. To achieve this, he believed 
the common people should be given opportunities to 
visit the Parks and stay overnight. Towards this end he 
built Vishramasalas to accommodate large numbers of 
people and several new Park bungalows in Yala and 
Wilpattu.

Sappi also engaged in a war of words with foreign 
lobbyists who advised the Minister on issues of 
conservation. Sappi brooked no interference, loudly 
proclaiming that it was King Tissa, Beloved of the 
Gods, who created the world’s first National Park 
2, 500 years ago at Mihintale protecting not only 
“animals on land, fish in the water and birds in the air” 
but also the plants, trees and flowers. Through these 
turns of vicissitude, I was privileged to fight the good 
PR battles alongside Sappi, and our friendship grew.

One day, Sappy came with the thought that the 
Department of Wildlife was too small and limiting a 
place for me and suggested that I should move on to 
the Ceylon Tourist Board, where he foresaw my going 
places further than Yala and Wilpattu. A few days 

later, having got my consent, he spoke to the Minister 
and the Acting Chairman of the Ceylon Transport 
Board. I was immediately transferred to a parallel 
post of Assistant Director - North America, Japan and 
Australia, at the Tourist Board. That was my entry to 
the world of tourism and it was Sappi who opened 
the doors for me. It can now be said that I went to the 
concrete jungle of New York from the natural jungles 
of Yala.

I invited Sappi to the launch of my book “FLICKERING 
FORTUNES”. I had, on a previous visit to Sri Lanka, 
shown an early manuscript of the book to Sappi and 
he volunteered to publish it immediately, free of 
charge. I demurred as the book needed editing. Sappi 
declined the invitation to the book launch saying “I 
am old and feeble now” and I resolved to see him on 
my next visit. Sadly, that was not to be. Thanks for 
the memories, Sappi. May your journey through the 
Samsaric be over calm waters devoid of turbulence 
until you reach the further shores of blissful Nibbana.

I close this tribute to a man of my highest esteem, 
with a passage from the Karaneeya Meththa Sutta 
which Sappi quoted often:

“As a mother protects her only child 
By sacrificing her own life, 
In this same manner, express 
Unlimited kindness to ALL living beings”

At 122 years, the Wildlife & Nature Protection Society (WNPS) 
is the oldest of its kind in Sri Lanka, and the second oldest in 
South Asia. Directly responsible for the setting up of the three 
premier National Parks in Sri Lanka - Wilpattu, Yala and Uda 
Walawe - the Society was also instrumental in the formation of 
the Department of Wildlife Conservation (DWC) that continues 
to be the statutory body responsible for the wild places and wild 
creatures of Sri Lanka.

Regrettably, the destruction of the unique natural heritage 
of this country has reached unparalleled levels and with the 
responsible Government Departments turning a blind eye 
to what is happening, legal action remains the only recourse 
open to conservationists to have the environmental laws of this 
country acted on. This, and the resulting media coverage, serves 
to prevent some of the destruction taking place, though with the 
volume of cases, it is not possible to tackle them all at once.

As such, the WNPS has to prioritize which cases to take to 
court, in the hope that once a court ruling is made, it will deter 
other such breaches of the Law from taking place.

The WNPS survives on the subscriptions of its members 
and does not have the funds to pay for these expensive legal 
processes. This is a problem that faces all conservation groups 
in this country. Instead of going it alone, the Society goes into 

partnerships with organizations such as the Environmental 
Foundation Ltd. (EFL) & the Federation of Environmental 
Organizations (FEO) not only to share expertise and resources, 
but also as the partnership between such groups carries greater 
weight with the Courts than would an individual entity. For this, 
the WNPS tries to raise the necessary funding from donations 
to its Legal Fund. At present, the Society is involved in half a 
dozen court cases ranging from the Wilpattu Road Case to 
the Illegal Capture of Baby Elephants from the Wild to illegal 
encroachment of protected areas, et al. It is in this context, that 
we kindly seek your generous donation to the Society’s Legal 
Fund for the fighting of these cases. Please be assured that any 
monies donated will not be used for any other functions of the 
Society, and an account of their use can be given if required.

Please support us by donating to the 
Society’s Legal Fund A/C # 1290019843 at the Commercial 
Bank of Ceylon PLC., Battaramulla.

Also, please visit the WNPS’s website to learn more about what 
the organization does. www.wnpssl.org and visit our Facebook 
pages to receive updates and to learn of ways to further support 
us in our battles for the conservation of the wild places and wild 
creatures of Sri Lanka. https://www.facebook.com/wnpssl

We hope to have your support. Together we can let them live!

HELP US TO LET THEM LIVE!
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THILO HOFFMAN – The last interview
Rajith Dissanayake MSc PhD FZS 

saccaka@gmail.com

Pioneering naturalist and conservationist Thilo 
Hoffman was still alive in his native Switzerland when 
I met him for what turned out to be his last interview. 
Not just Sri Lankans, but the world owes him a debt 
of gratitude for setting in motion the protection of 
the prime wet zone wildernesses in Sri Lanka, the 
Sinharaja Forest and the Peak Wilderness under the 
Government of Sri Lanka, both outstanding global 
biodiversity hotspots. Despite this, much of his 
contribution is unknown in the West including in his 
native Switzerland. This is a summary of my interview 
with him at his home near Zurich on December 28, 
2012. It may provide both history and inspiration for 
those few audacious enough to endeavour to follow 
in his footsteps and enhance what remains of Sri 
Lanka’s currently dwindling biodiversity. Hoffman’s 
dreams will contribute to conservation in the future 
– an integrated vision of man and biodiversity from 
marine reserves and coastal wilderness to montane 
forests that provide the aquatic lifeblood of the nation.

Douglas Ranasinghe has published Hoffman’s 
biography, The Faithful Foreigner (2015), a wonderful 
tribute to the man, his work and a history of wildlife 
conservation on the island. In a review of this, Rohan 
Pethiyagoda states that it was amazing that Hoffman 
was not kicked out of the country for his political 
agitations – Hoffman had to renew his Sri Lankan 
visa annually. As Pethiyagoda recently stated about 
Sri Lankan conservation in De Silva Wijeyratne’s 
Wild Sri Lanka, taking a cue from European history 
“The renaissance has started though may be not the 
enlightenment”.

My interview was a conversation and has to be seen in 
that light. Not all will agree with Mr Hoffman, but this 
is precisely the point of shedding some light on a giant 

of wildlife conservation in Sri Lanka who is in danger of 
being forgotten in recent wildlife literature. As much of 
the original conversational style has been preserved – 
punctuation has been added. The forceful expressions 
of Mr Hoffman may be quoted as genuine, verbal 
statements. I placed several questions. Rather than 
detailing the entire conversation, it has been edited 
and major themes highlighted in bold text representing 
topics introduced by Rajith Dissanayake. Bold italic 
text highlights the questions for clarity, or points, 
posed by the author. Quotation marks are regarded as 
largely redundant except in indicating general, context 
driven elements in the talk, where expressed. Finally, 
Hoffman managed to correct my transcript. Any errors 
are my responsibility.

Early life and getting established in 
Sri Lanka

I think I published about four hundred articles…. I was 
there last March (2012), I always go into book shops 
[in Sri Lanka] to see if there is anything new…

My date of birth is 13 March 1922. My father was a 
doctor, and he was a keen botanist and mountaineer. 
He took me out as a small boy and showed me the 
plants, the animals and the trees. I learned these 
things. And my paternal grandfather had a small farm 
with animals, bees and fruit trees and my maternal 
grandfather lived in the canton of Shaffhausen, in a 
lovely rural area where I spent many happy holidays. 
So I had an affinity to agriculture, to nature, to beauty, 
to knowing plants, knowing animals and so on. This 
is something that grew with me. Whereas I could 
be classed as a naturalist, I was cut out to be a 
conservationist.
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I came to Sri Lanka in October 1946. I had obtained 
a Diploma Agricultural Engineer (Dipl. Ing.-Agr. 
ETH) qualification from the Swiss Federal Institute 
of Technology. I was also awarded an agronomist 
qualification as Master of Agricultural Science. Baurs 
in Ceylon was looking for what they call a Scientific 
Advisor or if you like just an Agricultural Advisor, and 
when they wrote to the Institute of Technology, they 
recommended me and I was selected.

It was my wish to go somewhere to the tropics. I don’t 
know why. During my studies I had read books and 
heard a lot about the island, naturally including about 
agriculture. So, I had an image of beauty, warmth and 
romance and richness also, and all these put together. 
It was during the war here, so we were really confined 
to this small country. We were unable to move so 
much as one foot beyond. And, there was hardship in 
Switzerland. There were all sorts of things, restrictions 
during the war, in the middle of it, having to defend 
ourselves, against all sorts of pressures. In short one 
just had to get out. So Sri Lanka was an opportunity 
to get out.

I was struck by Ceylon firstly as I am an explorer. As 
soon as I got there I liked the country. I had to travel 
a lot as an advisor to the customers of Baurs. I visited 
untold estates, farms and places and so I almost 
began to try to get to every place in Sri Lanka, not 
always following the same route. When I followed one 
route I tried to find another one. And like that I began 
to explore the country, to see it, to notice it. So this 
was really the beginning, my interest in the country 
was mostly geographic then.

Aiyo! There is no comparison between the island 
in 1946 and now. Natural landscape was then really 
plentiful and there were less people - a population of 
just six million then. In my view one of the most basic 
problems in the world is explosive population growth. 
All the ills of the environment are in part a consequence 
of the growth of population. Our first aim should be to 
keep that down.

From my explorations I got interested in the jungle 
and the animals of course. I went on shooting trips 
at the beginning with Sinhalese friends. I was not 
interested in shooting. In fact I never liked the killing 
of any animal. But that was the way it was. In 1947 
friends invited me, we went via Panama to Okanda in 
what is now called Kumana National Park. We camped 
out there for two weeks; at night we went water hole 
shooting in the jungle. It was a terrible drought that 
year I remember. Anyway I had a yearning for that kind 
of outdoor life. My friends were chiefly trophy hunting, 
the main quarry was leopard, but they also shot pig, 

deer, hare and jungle-fowl for the pot.

As for the British – I never went hunting with the 
British. It was with local fellows. Dougie de Zilva, 
Ben De Harmer, Anton Soerz and Hans Siga another 
Swiss chap who was with me at Baurs. The five of 
us together went to Okanda twice in 1948. Mind 
you it was already an adventure to get there in the 
first place. We had to go up to Haputale, down to 
Wellawaya, then Monaragala, Potuvil, down Panama 
and the coast, and this was an adventure. Much of the 
way was through jungle. We went on foot, at night or 
evening. We had local guides and a cook. We travelled 
not by car, but by foot. I shot crocodiles – that’s all. 
One of us shot a leopard at night at a waterhole. In the 
morning I was totally covered in ticks after patting the 
poor animal’s head. A bear was shot in order to collect 
its baculum or penis bone. Wounded bears give off 
terrible cries in pain.

Once I attended an Annual General Meeting of the 
Wildlife Society (Wildlife and Nature Protection 
Society – WNPS) at the Galle Face hotel and I met the 
President, a planter called Ted Norris. I said I wanted 
to join. He promised to send an application form but it 
never came. So it took me several years to become a 
member. Rodney Jonklaas, who you may have heard 
of, was the Secretary then, but he hardly attended 
meetings although he sent their notification. So I 
was asked to take down the minutes, and I became 
Secretary and so my involvement grew. That’s how I 
shifted towards conservation. I would say I’m mainly 
conservationist rather than a naturalist or activist. 
Nature and its ways were always part of me. I would 
never consider myself a green extremist.

Noted natural historians and authors 
encountered

I knew Dr Richard Spittel the anthropologist very well. 
I only once went with him to a Veddha place off Maha 
Oya, probably around 1952. I also knew Christine 
Spittel Wilson. Dr Spittel was a medical doctor with a 
nursing home on Bullers Road.

I knew Mrs Lushington the ornithologist. She and her 
sister were members of the Ceylon Bird Club, they 
were both at Wanaraja tea estate.

I knew W. W. A. Phillips the noted Mammalogist when 
he was still planting in Sri Lanka. He was mostly a tea 
planter though he may have done rubber. Although 
he became noted for dealing with mammals he was 
largely an ornithologist, one of the founder members 
of the Ceylon Bird Club. He never wrote a book about 
birds like with mammals. Most of his work was in 
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the nineteen thirties. He was a scientifically qualified 
prisoner of war. I knew him and his wife at Pingarawa 
Estate, Namunukula during this formative stage. 
Subsequently we corresponded when he lived in the 
UK.

I never met ornithologist G. M. Henry though I wrote 
to him. I knew his son Bruce. I also knew Lyn de Alwis, 
the former director of the Sri Lanka Zoological Gardens 
quite well.

I knew Arthur C. Clarke. He seemed to like Sri Lanka 
... He came to Sri Lanka as the first resident guest tax-
free! Attracting people like him to settle down was 
good for Sri Lanka’s image.

The maximum number of members at the Ceylon Bird 
Club was according to how many bird record books 
that could be produced using a typewriter. It was a 
maximum of eight members to begin with in the 
forties when I knew W. W. A. Phillips.

Encounters with politicians and weakening 
of environmental enforcement

I knew Dudley Senanayake quite well and also J. R. 
and Premadasa. Premadasa was one of the best during 
the time I was there. Barely two years in power and 
he was killed. I knew him long before when he was 
an MP. Educated, clever, a doer and a hard worker. 
His time was the only time when employees of the 
state were told to dress properly and serve the public 
efficiently and politely.

The best leader in terms of the environment was J. 
R. Jayewardene. Dudley was also a nature or jungle 
lover but when it came to doing things - that was 
JR. JR gave the definite order stopping logging at 
Sinharaja. I spoke to him personally. He was always 
good to me and received me nicely. He listened and 
seemed to be sympathetic, understanding and he did 
things. At an earlier time, when he was Minister of 
State under Dudley, he was the one who stopped 
Upali Senanayake’s idea of putting hotels up along 
the Yala coast. Upali was a member of the Ceylon 
Tourist Board. There was a big conference. I was the 
secretary of the Society... J. R. seemed to have a 
genuine understanding of the needs... I always found 
him to be nice, friendly and decent.

Was it bad when SWRD Bandaranaike caused most 
of the Europeans to leave?

Well, it was not so much that but the wrong people 
came into positions of power at all levels and these 
people had no understanding or interest in the 
environment. You can see even now.

The 5, 000 feet Law was there then giving some 
protection to all lands, mostly forest above that altitude 
and stream reservations. Stream reservations, forests 
along streams were also respected. There were three 
tea estates in Uva that Baurs owned, they all had 
several stream reservations along the streams running 
down the slopes. Never infringed. When SWRD came 
all these stream reservations were compromised. 
Encroachment began. To date they are all gone. No one 
even knows the word “stream reservation” any more.

Patna habitat

Are patnas man made or indigenous habitats?

Patna pieces between forests are still there exactly 
as they were and have not been heavily influenced 
by succession. They represent original vegetation. My 
main reason to say this is because there are endemic 
plants and animals in the patna. Often strictly endemic 
to the patna nothing else. These could not have 
evolved as endemics had patnas not been original 
vegetation. There should be national parks to protect 
some patnas. I have always argued for it, I continue 
to argue for it. The heartland of the patna is in Uva. 
Uva and the Nilgala area with its talawas (savannahs) 
and those foothills around that area. Uva itself, the Uva 
pleateau was very special with its talawas.

Conservation issues

The IUCN in Sri Lanka is now linked with WWF. I was 
associated with these organisations for many years 
but fell out with the WWF eventually. In a way IUCN 
do good things but now in Sri Lanka, they are not that 
effective. Both these organisations were founded well 
after the WNPS and the local IUCN ignored my work 
including a pioneering booklet on the endangered 
birds of Sri Lanka. Earlier organisations like the Ceylon 
Bird Club and WNPS were built up by voluntary 
contributions.

Before the CITES/CBD regulations were implemented 
in the 1990s was there more research by foreigners?

I don’t know about research. There was not much 
actually [in the 70s]. Actually during that time (70-80s) 
there was not much interest shown. They were not 
aware of the problems or facts of Sri Lanka. When 
that did happen, then CITES was already in existence. 
Before CITES I got down that couple Bertram, for 
Dugong research for the wildlife society at that time. 
During those days there was no problem at all for 
research, they could move about freely, no interference 
from customs. Now there is a special section in the 
Customs and the Department of Agriculture.
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Botanical concerns

Issues about invasive plants may be hyped. Some 
cases are exaggerated, others misunderstood. There 
are many foreign plants that are now branded as 
aggressive. Some are, but many are not. The gorse 
has been around Nuwara-Eliya for 200 ... years. Only 
recently thanks to the mass migration to Horton Plains 
has it spread there.

We must be sensible. Lantana was introduced 
apparently by a British Governor’s wife as a garden 
plant and naturally it has spread from there and now 
covers the entire island. And is regarded again as an 
invasive plant. But it first of all it only grows where 
humans have devastated the original vegetation. 
Nowhere where the original vegetation is intact do 
you see a Lantana. It’s impossible, it cannot grow. Its 
seeds are spread by birds, by seeds and so on. And 
now what happens. You have an area which has been 
devastated by Chena or a similar sort of activity, or 
clearing of an enormous areas for a scheme like Uda-
Walawe, and then they leave the land fallow for years, 
for decades, not used, only partly used for paddy 
fields. Uda-Walawe National Park is a prime example. 
The Lantana established itself there because there is 
nothing else. All the rest had been done away with. 
Now they try to clear it for millions of rupees. In vain 
it will come back. If you look closely at the Lantana 
spread and you go into it, under the protection of the 
Lantana, local native trees begin to grow. You see Palu 
inside the Lantana. So if you leave the Lantana for 100 
or 200 years, you will get back something similar to 
the original vegetation. And the Lantana will be gone.

Isn’t tea the worst invasive species unlike coffee?

Even coffee required full clearing. Actually tea also 
needs shade. Grevillea, the silky oak, another imported 
tree is a fine shade for tea.

Best cash crop – cocoa?

Cocoa is a forest plant. Cocoa under rubber maybe. 
Well rubber itself with Pueraria is not really a bad 
cover. Of course it is a monoculture – so it’s bad. Even 
tea if it is optimally done along contours – if it is well 
cultivated plus the shade, in areas like Uva. Can tea 
be grown sustainably – yes. Now of course in Uva tea 
was grown in patna. When I first came to Sri Lanka 
Uva was one large undulating land of patna. 200, 000 
acres. It went right down to Nilgala with its talawas - 
the steppe, groups of trees plus grass.

Tea was grown there where it was almost an 
enhancement, if the tea covers the land well, if it is 
well planted with shade.

Are forests needed for springs complementing 
patnas?

Of course those are the sholas - patches of montane 
forest in grassland. The water eats itself into land 
and you can have streams along patna bordered in 
recesses like this, by small trees. Such depressed 
gullies are protected against strong seasonal winds 
and eventually develop into dense jungles of trees, 
shrubs and lianas. These forest patches are the sholas 
– these were very rich systems, with many animals 
who used them for migration, such as barking deer, 
that moved from the low country to the hills along 
these streams. Nobody in Sri Lanka took interest in 
this or noticed and today, few are left.

Amateur versus professional naturalists and 
NGOs – the impact of amateur naturalists 
being replaced by professionals and NGOs

Amateur naturalists historically used “their” own 
money. I agree naturalists have to have their own 
resources. What actually happened during my time 
is that the amateur naturalist or conservationist, has 
been gradually and sometimes ruthlessly displaced by 
the professional.

Now, all these bodies, which you have today, Birdlife 
International and World Wide Fund and what have you, 
all are professional bodies. Now they cannot tolerate 
amateurs next to them or even on par with them. They 
have to suppress them and that’s what happened 
throughout parts of my life. I was the exponent of the 
amateur and I suffered from that. I can tell you, I had 
terrible fights with the World Wildlife Fund. Eventually 
they pushed me out as President of the Society –

As president of what society?

Wildife [WNPS] society. As I said ruthless. And what 
do you get instead of devoted organisations which 
you find in all countries? – in every country you had 
a band of amateurs. It cost nearly nothing; they all 
did good productive work, they studied, they sent 
reports. The movement was living on its own and in 
my humble opinion did better work for conservation 
than these super organisations do now. What do they 
produce? Beautiful books, with pictures and all the 
rest and so on. Spend enormous amounts of money 
on conservation and this and that; actual effect in a 
country like Sri Lanka – practically zero.

So home grown conservation is best?

Yes. Mainly as a hobby. Certainly not as an income.
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Thilo Hoffman’s role in the 
Mahaweli Project

By that time I was retired from Baurs but still living 
in Sri Lanka (in the late eighties); at that time there 
was Dr Atapattu who was the Director of Wildlife. He 
was a veterinarian who had been at the zoo under 
Lyn de Alwis by the way. He knew me and invited 
me into this Mahaweli Environment Project under 
the Ministry of State at that time. So I became for 
about two and half years, the manager of that, in a 
purely honorary capacity. That was based on the 
TAMS report by an American organisation paid for by 
USAID. The US paid for it, the whole program: setting 
up of national parks. They paid for the environment 
program as part of the Mahaweli program that was 
set up from the very beginning. It was creating the 
Maduru Oya National Park, the Wasgamuwa National 
Park, Somawathie National Park and the Flood Plains 
National Park. These four national parks were in this 
program and the connection between them. There 
was a planned connection between Maduru Oya and 
Flood Plains and Wasgamuwa on the other side of the 
river. The whole thing was interconnected right down 
to Thamankaduwa – that was really to my heart (since 
compromised).

Some of these national parks existed already, 
Thamankaduwa was a sanctuary, Somawathie was a 
sanctuary, Maduru Oya did not exist, that was entirely 
new; Wasgamuwa was a strict national reserve. So 
there were reserves, but to tie them up and defend 
them against the avalanche of machinery – have you 
seen how land is cleared today? They moved these 
enormous machines down corridors in-between with 
chains, they rip the whole… thing out. But still these 
parks are the reserves where wildlife can survive.

Mahaweli development was a necessary project as 
extensive dry zone areas could not forever remain 
under mostly unproductive forest, but unfortunately it 
was implemented by ruthless destruction, sometimes 
leaving flat areas with not a single tree. It may have 
been better to restore thousands of crucial tanks and 
their cascades as had been suggested.

Then came this… war and the tigers encroached on 
these national parks. Yes the war did help to protect 
wildlife – temporarily. Subsequent developments have 
the opposite effect.

I retired from Baurs in 1982. I was still Chairman of 
Baurs at that time (of the Mahaweli development). I 
was still to some extent involved but not full time. I left 
Sri Lanka in 1998 or so, my wife was very ill and she 
had to come here, that’s why I left.

Sinharaja

This is, if you talk of accomplishments, probably 
the only really important one that has really saved 
something. I did hardly know it, but what happened 
was that I was the President of the Wildlife Society, 
and the idea of doing something in Sinharaja which 
has a mystical connotation in the minds of the 
Sinhalese did not go down well. That was the time of 
Mrs Bandaranaike. The idea of destroying the forest 
was strongly opposed by some people. One of them 
was Vere de Mel; who was a leftist politician at some 
time. He was the founder of Quickshaws, he was 
also a member of my committee and he used to harp 
on this and said “you must do something”. You! Not 
he! I. That was always the thing. They came up with 
ideas and I was supposed to do it. So anyway, what 
happened, after several interventions by these people, 
I went there.

I spent three days there, with my friend Sam Elapata 
who lived at Nivitigala and every morning at five-o-
clock I pushed off and went into Sinharaja. I did the 
whole damn thing in and out; I walked right through 
the forest to the other side at Watugala and I just 
looked; in fact I published a small thing after that, as 
a basis for the campaign we started, I said, I went 
there. I was not at all extremist to say “we must not 
do anything here!” but I wanted to see what it was. 
What it represented. Then, this decided me that we 
should not touch it at all, because this seemed to me 
from the creation of the world, an evolution, which 
had not been interfered with by the people. The local 
people were very few, tiny little hamlets, and they took 
a little jaggery and a little timber and a little this and 
a little that from the forest; so, to my mind this area 
especially around Sinhagala was entirely untouched; 
and then, I walked through all that; Aiyo, what I can tell 
you, I mean, after half an hour you were wet and you 
stayed wet until you went to bed or took a shower - 
soaking wet because of the high humidity.

Except for smaller areas of higher elevations like 
Suriyakanda, basically in the rainforest it is always 
very humid, the rainy season almost impossible, and 
there are leeches also, of course, leeches you get only 
where animals move, buffalo in this case. The Wildife 
Society produced thousands of copies of a booklet 
by me called “Sinharaja 1972” both in English and 
Sinhala; 1972 – that’s when the campaign started.

What happened actually after some time, the 
government appointed a Committee with George 
Rajapakse who was Minister of Fisheries as head; 
and why they wanted to log Sinharaja was to feed 
that Kosgama plywood factory; all that is described 
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in my booklet and in the upcoming biography by 
Douglas Ranasinghe. So, they were of course set 
on this. Autarchy was their main thing. They didn’t 
want to import anything if they could, that was also 
the reason… Autarchy means self-sufficiency in 
something, in this case timber. They had to import 
enormous quantities, plywood for tea-chests. They 
wanted to do that themselves. The timber was to 
come from Sinharaja by a means called selective 
felling, that means only ripe trees. Four or five or even 
only one or two per acre, but the destruction to get 
them in and out, altered the whole system, totally. 
And I knew Sinharaja was a unique thing, which once 
logged selectively would be lost forever. And it would 
never be regenerated quite like that. I mean think of 
all the species, which Rohan has found, fishes and 
things… slugs and snails and insects and god knows. 
All that would have really, or much of it would have 
[been lost], so I was very convinced that for the 
people, for Sri Lanka it would be better not to touch it 
and in fact conserve it. But, aiyo, uphill struggle – all in 
the book about me by Douglas Ranasinghe.

It was JR who gave the order. He came to power with 
a landslide. It was actually around 1977, he was Prime 
Minister, he became President a year later. I went to 
see him, and talk to him about this because by then 
[1978] this had been going on for six years, and it had 
still not been resolved. They just wanted to give 4, 
000 acres which had most of it already been logged 
so not much use for anybody. I said no. Somehow or 
other he was convinced. Possibly also because he was 
Sinhalese, he knew the history, the story that the forest 
was something special to the Sinhalese. Anyway he 
gave the order [to stop logging] – out finished.

Then there was a struggle between me, as representative 
of Wildlife [WNPS] and the Forest Department. There 
were two forest reserves. One was the Sinharaja and 
one the proposed Sinharaja Forest Reserve, adjoining. 
But the two of them were what we wanted. And then I 
said it should be handed over to the Wildlife Department 
because at that time the Forest Department did not have 
any legislation, which gave real proper safety to an area 
like a national park. Then they introduced a new law, 
which was called the National Heritage Act, basically the 
same as the Flora and Fauna Protection Ordinance. They 
wanted to keep the forest. And in a way, well I didn’t like 
that - because it was really the Forest Department who 
had started this whole thing and who were behind the 
logging, not anybody else. So how could you make them 
the guardians? Anyway in the end that was probably 
OK. Thus it became this National Heritage area, then it 
became a biosphere reserve and eventually it became 
a world heritage site, which it’s now. All this happened 

after the logging was totally stopped.

There are national parks and forests. Only 2% are 
wet zone forests. Aren’t these more significant and 
are wildlife corridors important?

Dry zone forests have also lost a lot and they will lose 
more [in comparison to wet zone forests]…One time 
long, long ago when I was secretary of the WNPS, I 
wrote an article where I wanted to tie up the Ruhuna 
area with Gal Oya. That’s a very, very long time ago. 
Dr Spittel called it at that time one of the best things 
written on this subject. These things have been in my 
mind all along, you know, to connect them [national 
parks] up, sensibly.

What about using mountain ridges as forest corridors?

The top mountains are entirely cut off from the lower 
lands. You still have, above 5, 000 feet a few areas of 
forest, and if rigorously protected most certainly that 
would be most valuable. Not only to wildlife, catchment 
and erosion protection but also for the climate. These 
are very often the cloud forests, and the cloud forests 
have been dying during the last thirty years, probably 
due to pollution. I was about the only person who took 
an interest in why and came up with the conclusion 
that it was pollution. Not only our own pollution but 
from South India and surrounding regions.

What’s the main motivation for preserving wildlife, 
to preserve species richness, the water catchments, 
tourism?

The lot. Not tourism. For me what is now called 
eco-tourism is an evil, because it destroys the last 
remaining intact sites.

But good examples as in Hong Kong exist?

You could do that. The trouble is people always go 
beyond limits. Everybody thinks we must offer our 
clients something new, something special, something 
original. So instead of sticking to what there is, well, 
certainly you could develop, jungle trails, say in the 
Knuckles. You could. It would be a good thing. If 
the rest is then strictly left alone. That is not going 
to happen. Some other fellow, he thinks, ah I want 
to go beyond and so on. “Proliferation”. That’s the 
problem. I have very much seen that through my eyes, 
somewhere I have written. For me the best thing is 
to confine tourists to strictly designated areas and not 
allow them to roam all over the ... place. Of course 
where there are roads…

So there needs to be a hierarchy of natural reserves 
from strict to nature trails?

That’s right.



41

On Marine Conservation

Marine conservation is very important. Extremely. 
I have been fighting for that also, because I had a 
house on the east coast which was ransacked during 
the war [1980s] and I was very concerned about coral 
depredation for lime burning.

And what about fisheries?

Sure, sure. With regards to dugongs, to my mind 
it’s too late now. I don’t think you will find any more 
dugongs in Sri Lankan waters, because that waterway 
between Puttalam, Kalpitiya and Mannar is now 
heavily disturbed daily.

Yes marine reserves should be created. Of course. 
All the major coral reefs should be protected fully, 
entirely, and only entry allowed against permits for 
specific, well-controlled purposes because they are 
very sensitive. And corals are enormously important 
to keep our coastlines intact. Of course the coral reefs 
have an important, protective, role to play and so have 
the mangroves.

Anything special about Sri Lanka?

It’s similar to South India, Laccadives, Maldives 
or something if you like. Sri Lanka is special by its 
geography. Being an island, being where it is at the 
tip of India in that climatic zone and all the variety it 
has from sea level to seven thousand feet and so on. 
It is a biologically unique, especially these elevational 
differences. That is why I always wanted that the peak 
wilderness to be made a national park.

That’s one of your accomplishments?

No it is still not properly protected. Still only a sanctuary, 
bits and pieces. I wanted to add to it, the Kelani Valley, 
the forest reserve which goes right down to Kitulgala. 
So you would have a national park from under a 
hundred feet up to seven thousand feet.

Do you think the British did a good job in preserving 
forest despite all the destruction?

Yes. They did a good job as far as the forest itself was 
concerned. Of course they gave land out for clearing 
and plantation, that’s a different matter.

The problem of crown land – the government 
owning all the land as an effect of colonialism, is 
not that a problem?

I think so. Earlier, these were not really property 
rights, they were usage rights under the kings. And 
the population was very thin at that time. Hardly had 
an impact on the forest. They used the forest for this 
and that, just like Sinharaja when I first saw it. So 

what the British really did, they declared all the land to 
which there were no clear titles, as crown, meaning 
government property. This is today the land which 
the government is giving away for this and that and 
the other, and which of course was then, given to tea 
estates and so on. That you have to judge in a different 
way. But once that had been done, towards the end of 
their period, with the forest department and the land 
department. These people did a good job.

Was there more damage done post independence 
compared to colonial times?

Very definitely, because discipline disappeared and, of 
course, the growth of the population. Pressures came 
and politicians had no other idea when they wanted to 
develop this country than to open land and give it for 
settlement and cultivation.

Only Premadasa, again was the first to introduce 
industries like the garment factories, all over the 
country, he was really the first to get us away from this 
basic, preposterously simple ways of developing the 
country. I was here two years before Independence. 
Through Independence, after Independence, I can tell, 
the main damage to the natural environment has been 
done since 1960.

Isn’t it difficult to get things done then? Pessimism?

It is. Of course you can find people who have the 
same idea as you and I. You are an example, but that’s 
not enough. You have to get to the centre of power, 
where decisions are taken. If you have a person there 
who is a convinced conservationist, then you know 
that he or someone like that will think before doing 
things. People must have foresight, think about the 
possible results, in order to do that they must be 
influenced by…

You have to be optimistic. You get knocked down, but 
you stand up and start again, otherwise, if you are not. 
You see I am really, quite a sensitive person, people 
don’t perceive me as that, so it hits me, it worries me, 
it hurts me when things go wrong, terribly wrong, and 
when the wrong motives are imputed to me for doing 
those things. It’s been a bad time, generally speaking, 
up and down. Sure I did love the wildlife. Animals have 
no votes at all.

Elephant killing by trains

You see another thing which still happens today 
[elephant decline]. Throughout my life the railway has 
killed elephants, throughout though perhaps a little 
less during my first years in Ceylon. And I know for a 
fact that some engine drivers are drunk, at night, when 
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they drive the train, and they deliberately run their ... 
trains into a herd of elephants. Now that train goes so 
slowly, it runs so slowly. I once read a small article, 
this is a fact, in the paper, it says: A terrible accident 
was prevented the other day on the rail track between 
Polonnaruwa and Vallaichenai. The last wagon caught 
fire. There was a Catholic priest in that train, he jumped 
down and he ran and ran and ran up to the engine 
driver and told him to stop. And if that priest had not 
done that, all those people would have died. That was 
written in the paper and it actually happened. So you 
can see how fast these trains normally run. And these 
fellows could have stopped their trains, but they hit 
an elephant deliberately! No, no ordinary Sinhalese 
farmer would simply kill an elephant. But if it damages 
his paddy field, that’s another matter...

Are there messages for young people in this Hoffman 
biography by Douglas Ranasinghe?

I hope so. I mean, the only reason I have put in a lot 
myself, was I was hoping that it might, even after my 
death, have a certain impact, meaning it shows people 
what they could do. What they should not do. Mistakes 
that may have been made in the past and which they 
make over and over again, if somebody will take note 

of it, but I must say I have not much optimism.

The organisations in Sri Lanka should unite and put 
their heads together. In my time there was only one. 
The Wildlife and Nature Protection Society. There was 
nothing else. Today there are dozens as you can see. 
And they all do their own little thing which is often, 
nothing. Which has no impact what so ever.

The Young Zoological Society (YZS) is good. That was 
created by Lyn De Alwis. Of the others, The Wildlife 
Society is now, almost defunct, regretfully I have to 
say. Just existing, that is not good enough reason. 
People are not prepared, to really give much of their 
existence to an idea. They feel strongly and all that… 
Now the Young Zoologists are basically good. I have 
occasionally met some members, I see how keen they 
are, mostly how they study, they learn, that’s a good 
thing, that was Lyn De Alwis. But again originally, the 
YZS was a rival to the Wildlife Society, just like FOGSL 
was and is a rival to the Ceylon Bird Club.

There is no reason why there should not be different 
people looking after different small little different 
interests, as long as in important matters they get 
together.

Elephants at Uda Walawe © Rohan Wijesinha
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“BUT THE BIRDS WILL NOT”
Rex I. De Silva 

31 Dampe, Madapatha 10306, Sri Lanka Reefcomber@gmx.com

A group of naturalists which included the legendary 
Indian ornithologist Dr. Salim Ali, and other scientists, 
including Dr. Vijayan, J. C. Daniels, S. A. Hussein and 
Asad Rahmani from the Bombay Natural History Society 
(BNHS), Shirley Perera and Childers Jayawardena of 
the Department of Wildlife Conservation (DWLC), 
Professor Sarath Kotagama, P. B. Karunaratne (Karu), 
Lalith Jayawickreme and the writer from the Field 
Ornithology Group of Sri Lanka (FOGSL) were staying 
at the Anderson Lodge in Horton Plains. It was a bitterly 
cold morning on 14th August 1980 when Lalith and I 
woke up to find that Dr. Ali was dressed and ready to 
go into the field. He was very keen to see a Sri Lanka 
Yellow-eared Bulbul (Pycnonotus penicillatus) about 
which he had written but not seen.

I suggested that we wait until breakfast before venturing 
out. True naturalist that he was, Dr. Ali pointed his 
walking stick at me and in an avuncular manner said 
“Breakfast will wait but the birds will not. Let us depart 
without any delay”, so the three of us set off down the 
path leading away from Anderson Lodge. In a short 
time we encountered our first Yellow-eared Bulbul, 
much to Dr. Ali’s delight. All of us were soon quite wet 
and cold on account of the incessant drizzle (“Scotch 
Mist”) which frequently prevails in the “Plains”.

After a while, we observed that Dr. Ali was no longer 
with us, so we backtracked and saw him observing 
another Yellow-eared Bulbul with his binoculars. He 
then slowly lowered the instrument, began to sway 
and lean on his walking stick. As we got closer, he fell 
to the ground. We hurried up to find that he had fainted 
from the cold. We picked him up; Lalith supporting his 
shoulders and I his legs. As I had the easier task I also 
carried his walking stick and hat which had fallen to 
the ground. In this manner we started out to the lodge. 
Although Dr. Ali was frail and light, we soon found that 

carrying him was no easy task as his limp body and the 
distance made progress slow and difficult.

We finally reached Anderson Lodge where the rest 
of the party, who were naturally somewhat alarmed, 
took over from us and settling Dr. Ali in front of 
the fireplace revived him with a cup of hot coffee. 
Professor Kotagama then insisted that Dr. Ali should 
eat his breakfast before venturing out again. In a short 
while we were back in the field and the rest of the day 
passed without incident.

The Grand Old Man of Indian Ornithology passed 
away on 27th July 1987. He is mourned by the entire 
ornithological community worldwide.

One morning several years later, I pondered on this 
incident when I was with a party of birders and had 
to sit impatiently while the group waited for breakfast 
which arrived after 9.00 a.m. After breakfast, which 
took the better part of half-hour, the party was ready 
to set off to the field. Alas we had missed the best 
part of the day for birding. As I was a guest, I could not 
comment or complain. It was then that my mind went 
back to that distant morning in the Horton Plains when 
Dr. Ali said to me “Breakfast will wait, but the birds will 
not”. How true.

Lalith now lives in the U.S.A. He still remembers that 
cold and wet morning almost four decades ago when 
the two of us carried one of the World’s greatest 
ornithologists along the path to Anderson Lodge.
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The morning air was crispy and cold, and the wind in 
our face was not helping. But my heart was pounding 
fast enough to offset any discomfort. We were in 
Ranthambhore early on a May morning, and our 
guide was tracking a Tiger. In this case, I really mean 
“Tracking” in the good old fashioned way. He was 
reading pug marks and bent branches as simply as 
we read a map, with the exception that he was also 
indicating just how recent the walk had been. The jeep 
driver was equal to the task in spotting the signs. A 
mile of tracking across many winding roads and forks, 
and we suddenly stop to breathlessly admire one 
of the most spellbinding sights that Mother Nature 
offers - the majestic, unpredictable, powerful and 
elusive Tiger! We spent the next two hours in ecstasy, 
following this Tiger, watching him bathe, and then 
deliver the grand finale, when a second tiger emerged 
into the same territory and the interplay between the 
two took its course. Tigers on the move constantly, 
fast runs, jeeps rattling our cameras and body’s, 
coupled with golden morning sunlight and dust…Does 
it ever get better?

Situated in Rajasthan, Ranthambhore is one of the 
few remaining microcosms of space where Tigers rule 
supreme. The Old Fort and the Rocky terrain make it 
one of the most picturesque as well. Here in Sri Lanka, 
we think about Yala and our beautiful Leopards and 
would call it somewhat the same. But sadly, in my 
mind, that is just about where the comparison ends! 
As we strive to protect and preserve Yala and many of 
our parks from the madness of overcrowding, traffic 
jams and terrible visitor experiences, Ranthambhore 
offers us much to learn, if only we are willing.

On this morning, we had only around seven or eight 
vehicles which made it to the location for all the time 

we were there. For a long while it was just two jeeps. 
Firstly, there are no mobile phones in play to alert 
others about the excitement. In this place, one seeks, 
one is knowledgeable, one is patient, and hopes to get 
lucky!

In Ranthambore, the essential elements of Wildlife 
observation have still been preserved. The Park is 
bordered by villages, so mobile coverage can easily 
be provided. But maturity and sacrifice by the Mobile 
Telecommunications Operators have saved the day. I 
call that Responsible Mobile Coverage! Noone in Sri 
Lanka seem to be keen to turn back that clock within 
the parks.

Secondly the park is broken into 10 Zones, so one 
can only enjoy the sightings within a single zone and 
do not have access to the others. Therefore, the 
overcrowding in the event of a spectacle in wide open 
spaces, is still limited to the maximum number of 
vehicles in that zone. Compare this to the mad high-
speed dashes that go on in Yala when one jeep gets 
the call about a leopard at a further end of the park, or 
the 100 plus jeep jams!

The Indian Wildlife Administration’s thinking has 
something to offer Sri Lanka. Bookings for entry are 
taken in advance, and in limited numbers, so admission 
is controlled. The entry fees are also high. So overall, 
physical Park entry takes just minutes.

Zones are allocated by lottery, so people cannot crowd 
the areas where there is more action or where cubs 
have been spotted. Each vehicle displays its approved 
Zone number quite visibly. You get the luck of the 
draw for each Safari. Our parks can easily be zoned 
out to limit overcrowding.

One afternoon, we followed a Tiger call, and the 

LESSONS FROM RANTHAMBHORE
Sriyan de Silva Wijeyeratne
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Monkey calls, from atop a high ravine, right to the 
location where this beauty was. Yet again, the tracking 
skills were commendable. We were there during 
the Dry Season (the Park during the rainy season is 
unrecognisabe from what it is in the Dry) and the day 
temperatures were sizzling. Ranthambhore ranges 
from Zero in Winter to 48 Degrees C in the Summer!! 
Headgear and facial coverage were almost essential 
for mid-day.

All travel is in Department registered simple ‘open-top’ 
jeeps and Canters, so there is little unruly or arrogant 
driving. Vehicles get turns to go into the park so after 
one trip, the driver and vehicle go to the end of the 
lineup for their next trip in. My regard for the Maruti 
jeeps grew in leaps and bounds when we saw just 
how much rough terrain they navigate over there.

The Department Guards are quite knowledgeable, 
speak decent English, and are great ambassadors 
for wildlife. All Tigers are named after a certain age, 
studied for markings etc, and well documented. By 
personifying each Tiger, a different kind of aura is built 
around them, and all the Trackers distinguish them by 
name. One can even buy a guide which has pictures 
and info on each Tiger in the Park. Authors colourfully 
use their names in text and pictures to bring out the 
character of the particular animal. Parallel efforts in 
Yala have been lukewarm, and limited to the work 
of a few individuals. Such efforts can easily end up 
attracting added funding towards conservation, as in 
the case of Machli, their celebrity Tigress. English can 
easily be taught to all our local Trackers. Surveillance 
Cameras are often used to improve knowledge about 
animal movements and poaching, whereas little is 
done in Sri Lanka.

Consider the buses, AC vehicles and many forms 
of jeeps, vans, and pickups which enter our parks, 
driven by all kinds of drivers. Since we take in so 
many vehicles, naturally, we do not have enough good 
trackers, hence the permission given to Jeep drivers to 
take guests into our parks unaccompnaied by Trackers. 
In most cases, they have a pretty primitive knowledge 
of the wider range of birds and species, and it is often 
a charge to a crowded spot to ensure that their guests 
see something. Having once got rammed by a young 
unlicensed jeep driver, I know our controls in this 
regard have a lot to be desired. In Ranthambhore, it 
was clear that the drivers were extremely scared of 
the park officials and wardens, while in Sri Lanka, the 
‘Driver Mafia’ fear none. Does anyone even want to 
try and rein them in? Ranthambhore also limits the 
visiting times as well, allowing the animals freedom 
from disturbance during the afternoons.

Our drives proved to be very exiting albeit somewhat 
exhausting. We had abnormal luck with the Tigers, and 
with Chitral (Jayatilleke) and Vimukthi (Weerathunga) 
with me, I had access to both photographic and 
animal insights. Ranthambhore has big species such 
as Sambhur Deer and Nilgai, and bird species in 
reasonable numbers. Bears and leopards are shy but 
not impossible to see. The increased visibility of Tigers 
over here has had people believe, at times, that the 
battle to conserve tigers is being won, which is hardly 
the case! Conserving in small pockets of land is not 
really the answer for specie protection, but it is a start. 
Broader, interconnected lands needs consideration for 
successful conservation, which has become our major 
challenge in the case of Elephants in particular.

People and Wildlife live in close proximity to each 
other and somewhat in conflict in Ranthambhore. But 
there seems a healthier respect between the two 
than existed before. Indeed, although the Park was 
included in the “Project Tiger” from 1973 onwards, 
there are mixed conclusions. Some point to the 
increased numbers of tigers in the Park, as a key 
proof point of success, and that indeed is an important 
one. The park now has over 60 Tigers, compared to 
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25 just a decade ago. The numbers, however, have 
gone up and down over the years depending on how 
successful the efforts against poaching were. Tourism 
also plays a key role in helping raise awareness, 
provide employment and raising funds.

Valmik Thapar speaks very candidly about the failures 
around the project in his book “The Tigers Destiny”. 
Poaching, illegal felling of trees through bribery, 
encroachment, politicians abusing rules, and the 
degradation of inner, less visited, areas of forest take 
the spotlight (sound familiar?). By evicting the villagers, 
the tigers simply came out in the open during the day, 
and became more visible. The centuries old balance 
between nature and the village folk was changed, and 
with consequences. The park had around 400 square 
km of forest in 1973, but that is down to around just 
300 today. There is continuing pressure on the fringe 
areas of the park. The biggest enemy of the forest, 
and of tigers, is “Civilisation”, and not villagers. In 
fact, Valmik believes that the future hope for the 
park also lies with the villagers. As long as they hold 
steadfast to their lands, and ways of life, they can 
form a last stand between the forest and destruction. 
Improving visitor access deeper into forest lands, at 

times, serves to prevent illegal activities in those 
areas, as opposed to preserving the habitat with no 
oversight. There are no simple answers. Here in Sri 
Lanka, our park buffer zones have been sacrificed 
at the altar of commercialisation. Development has 
been welcomed upto the doorstep of Yala, and we 
have seen massive organised destruction, cultivation 
and resettlement done around Wilpattu in the recent 
past as well.

A public road bisects Ranthambhore, with access 
to a popular temple. Tigers are known to crisscross 
this road, and travellers have learnt to adjust to their 
movements with minimal disturbance to them. 
Despite the sheer size and power of the tigers, and 
the presence of the odd alleged ‘Man-Eater’ such as 
Ustad (T-24), the entire park is patrolled at all times 
on foot, and the trackers only carry a stick. One feels 
taken back in time during a visit to Ranthambhore, 
where man and beast are more on equal footing. 
Alas, such locations are few and far between. At the 
current pace in Sri Lanka, we seem to be hell bent on 
destroying every last such location we possess. Our 
belief seems to be a carpet road access right to the 
border. When will we ever learn?
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LOST AND FOUND: 
The Re-sighting of Comb Duck in Sri Lanka

Fr. Vimal Tirimanna

On 19th September last year (2016), I was on my way 
to Mullikulam along the old Puttalam - Mannar road, 
bordering the Wilpattu National Park. The weather 
was very warm and dry, and the gravel road after 
crossing the Kala Oya was quite clear of vehicles 
though very dusty. It took nearly three hours for us 
to reach our destination (from 15.30 to 18.15 hours). 
Due to the near drought conditions that prevailed, the 
vegetation on either side of the road was quite brown. 
The villus and small lakes that studded the area were 
mostly dried up with their mud floors badly cracked, 
except for a few that had been reduced to puddles 
of water, and we could spot a few crocodiles in most 
of them resting on their banks. With the setting sun 
on the western sky to our left, conditions were ideal 
to see a few animals. But to our disappointment, no 
animal was sighted except for a couple of mongoose. 
Even of the birds, only a few Malabar Pied and Grey 
Hornbills, a couple of flocks of Orange-breasted and 
Green Imperial Pigeons and a single Indian Roller were 
spotted. Of course, Peafowl were very common and 
seen almost all along the road up to Mullikulam.

Around 17.05 hours, when we were passing the Kulam 
Mottai tank/villu (which was to our right) just before 
the Periya Naga Villu, one in our vehicle spotted a huge 
crocodile with its jaws wide-opened at the other edge 
of the tank. Since he wanted to take a photo of the 
crocodile, we stopped there and even before we could 

leave our vehicle, my eyes suddenly caught sight of a 
small flock of strange geese-like birds, at the edge of 
the water, hardly 50 meters away from the road, but 
well covered by the scrub jungle that separated the 
tank from the road. As the birds (which were much 
bigger than the ordinary ducks) were craning their 
necks in alarm, I could not believe my eyes when I 
realized that it was a flock of Comb Duck. I earnestly 
beckoned the rest to keep still and managed to take 
a few quick shots using my non-professional ordinary 
camera. The five birds were in the shade (created 
by the tall trees against the setting sun). I gleefully 
watched them for some 15 minutes when for some 
strange reason the huge crocodile at the other edge 
of the tank sprang into the puddle of water in front 
of him, making a noisy splash, which made the five 
already alarmed birds take off. First, they flew to the 
other end of the tank (towards the National Park), and 
within seconds flew back passing over our heads 
towards the thick jungle, every now and then, making 
a deeply resonating “Kuaaok, Kuaaok” call. On our 
way back to Wanathavilluwa the following day, along 
the same road, we looked eagerly at almost every villu 
and tank in the vicinity to see whether this rare bird 
could be found again, but unfortunately we could not.

The Comb Duck or the Knob-billed Duck (Sarkidiornis 
melanotos), also known as the ‘Nakta’ in South Asia, 
is a goose-like large duck and unmistakable. It gets its 

Image © Namal Kamalgoda



48

name from the large, fleshy, dark greyish blue growth 
or ‘comb’ on top of the male’s black beak which is 
believed to get bigger during the breeding season. The 
adult birds have a white head speckled with dark bluish-
black spots, with a pure white neck and underparts. 
The upper parts are glossy bluish black with greenish 
bronze prominent in the secondaries (the lower wing 
feathers). The top of the head and back of the neck, as 
well as the tail, are black. The female is smaller than 
the male and lacks the knob on the bill.

Historical Records

In a well-researched, informative article in the Sunday 
Times of 12th March 2017, Ismeth Raheem writes:

The awareness of the Comb Duck’s presence in 
Sri Lanka stretches as far back over two and a half 
centuries. The species was first collected and recorded 
between 1752 - 1757 during the administration of the 
Dutch Governor Gideon Loten (1710-1789). It was 
present in the neighbourhood of Colombo which was a 
part of the Maritime territories under Dutch rule.

According to Raheem,

“...the first description of the Comb Duck in science 
was by Johann Reinhold Forster in 1781 from an 
illustration based on an original painting by de Bevere 
from a specimen collected in Sri Lanka between 1752 
- 57.”

He also cites well-known ornithologists of the 18th and 
19th centuries, such as Pennant, Layard, Holdsworth, 
Kelaart, Hume and Parker who held this species to be 
common in the then Ceylon, and then says:

“But after 1900s the situation changed dramatically 
and the Comb Duck was not encountered in their field 
work by any of the noted authors on ornithology – 
including Wait (1925), Whistler (1944), Phillips (1952) 
and Henry (1958)”.

Of course, any Sri Lankan bird watcher in the last 
century (the 20th) would have taken it for granted 
that the Comb Duck was extinct in our island. That 
is because since the end of the 19th century, there 
had been no reliable record of this bird in Sri Lanka. 
About its status in the island, the most popular and 
reliable guide to the birds of Sri Lanka in the latter half 
of the last century, A Guide to the Birds of Ceylon by 
G.M.Henry had this to say:

“In Legge’s time it was not uncommon in the wilder 
districts of Ceylon, but it does not appear to have 
been seen for many years and it is to be feared that 
it is now extinct in the Island. It may, however, visit us 
occasionally from India, and it is greatly to be hoped 

that, should it do so, sportsmen and poachers will 
restrain their natural hankering to shoot so splendid 
a duck, so that it may have a chance of rehabilitating 
itself as a resident species. It frequents weedy jungle 
tanks and lives in small flocks, which move about 
freely in the day-time – it being less nocturnal than 
most ducks.”

[p.409, G.M.Henry, A Guide to the Birds of Ceylon, 
Second Edition, Kandy (Sri Lanka): K.V.G. De Silva & 
Sons, 1971]

As Henry says, in former times, the Comb Duck appears 
to have been a somewhat common bird in some parts 
of Sri Lanka, for this is what the pioneer of Sri Lankan 
ornithologists, Captain Vincent Legge himself had to 
say about its presence in the then Ceylon:

“The “Comb Duck” is more common in Ceylon than is 
generally supposed by those who have not visited the 
forest wilds of the island. Though nowhere numerous, 
it is found here and there in jungle-begirt tanks in the 
north and east, and no doubt wanders about a good 
deal, as it is said to do in India, repairing to the most 
secluded spots to breed, and afterwards affecting some 
of the larger and wilder sheets of water throughout 
the forests and near the sea-shore. Layard speaks of 
it as not uncommon on the tanks of the Vanni; and 
Mr. Parker writes me that it is tolerably common, but 
not plentiful, in the North-western Province and in the 
Anaradhapura district, frequenting the Madewatchiya 
and other tanks. It is found in Mullaitivu and at Toopoor, 
south of Trincomalle. In the Batticaloa district it affects 
the Ambare, Irukkaman, and other tanks; and Mr. 
Fisher, C.C.S., met with it near Yala, and found it 
breeding there. It likewise affects Tissa-Maha-Rama 
tank, and is found, I believe, at Urubokka and other 
tanks near Tangalla. This bird was first described from 
Ceylon by Forster, who erroneously states that it is 
common in the hills.”

[Captain W.Vincent Legge, A History of the Birds of 
Ceylon, Vol.IV, Second Edition, Dehiwela (Sri Lanka): 
Tisara Prakasakayo, 1983, p.1393; the original edition 
of 1880 was in two volumes].

Writing some 50 years later, another well-known 
ornithologist of the past, W. E. Wait is somewhat 
cautious when he writes on the bird’s status in our 
country: “Found here and there on large tanks in the 
north and east of the Island”. Assuming that it breeds 
in Ceylon, Wait goes on to write:

“This large Duck is nowhere common, but may be met 
with in small flocks in large, weedy tanks in the heart 
of the jungle.”
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[W.E.Wait, Manual of the Birds of Ceylon, Second 
Edition, Delhi: M/s Periodical Export Book Agency, 
1931, p.441].

However, as mentioned above, from about 1880 till 
about the latter half of the 20th century, there had 
been no regular records of this bird in Sri Lanka, so 
much so, writing about this bird’s distribution on the 
Indian sub-continent as a whole, the world-renowned 
Indian ornithologist, Dr.Salim Ali in his revised version 
of the well-known “The Book of Indian Birds”, says: 
“Formerly resident in Sri Lanka, but now believed 
extinct”. [Salim Ali, The Book of Indian Birds, 12th 
Revised and Enlarged Edition, Mumbai: Bombay 
Natural History Society, 1996, p.7]. He repeats the 
same sentence in his pictorial guide to the birds of the 
Indian Sub-continent written 13 years earlier [Salim Ali 
& S. Dillon Ripley, A Pictorial Guide to the Birds of the 
Indian Subcontinent, Delhi: Oxford University Press, 
1983, p.81]. But one of the undisputed authorities on 
Sri Lankan ornithology in the recent past, W. W. A. 
Phillips in his revised annotated checklist of the 
Sri Lankan birds published in 1978, says: “Status 
uncertain. Probably a very scarce breeding resident in 
the Low-Country” [W. W. A. Phillips, The Annotated 

Checklist of the Birds of Ceylon (Sri Lanka), Revised 
Edition, Colombo: Wildlife and Nature Protection 
Society of Ceylon, and The Ceylon Bird Club, 1978, 
p.14]. Then he goes on to say:

“Formerly resident in small numbers on some of the 
jungle-girt Dry Zone ‘tanks’ in many districts of the Dry 
Zone (Legge 1880, p.1064). Until recently, however, 
it had not been observed during the present century 
and was believed to be extinct in Ceylon but, on 4th 
December 1960, two large Ducks, believed to be of this 
species, were observed by C. E. Norris, at Lahugala, 
near Mongeragala, and later, others were seen by 
Mr. P. Jayawardena, Game Ranger, in the same area, 
on several occasions during 1961 (Ceyl. Bird Cl. Notes). 
It seems likely, therefore, that a few still survive, as 
residents. [p.14,]”

Recent Re-sighting of the Comb Duck in 
Sri Lanka

Subsequent to the sightings of the Comb Duck in 
the 1960’s as alluded to by Philips, early this century, 
there were scattered records of its presence in Sri 
Lanka, when reports emerged of its sighting from Yala 
in 2002 and in Jaffna in 2002 and 2003, all during the 

Image © Fr. Vimal Tirimanna
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TABLE - 1

The sightings of Comb Duck in 2012 (based on Ceylon Bird Club Notes)

DATE PLACE NUMBER SEEN BY

17th July 2012 Giant’s Tank (Mannar) Three male birds Dr. Pathmanath Samaraweera

19th August 2012 Debaraweva Twelve birds Sarath Seneviratne and Hemantha 
Seneviratne

21st August 2012 Debaraweva Twelve male birds Namal Kamalgoda and Palitha Anthony

25th August 2012 Debaraweva Eight birds Sudheera Bandara

31st August 2012 Debaraweva Six male birds Tara Wickramanayake

1st September 2012 Embilikala (Bundala National Park) Four male birds Tara Wickramanayake

9th to 11th September 2012 Embilikala (Bundala National Park) Eight birds Dr. Pathmanath Samaraweera

9th December 2012 Thiruketiswaram Temple (Mannar) One single male bird Dr. Pathmanath Samaraweera

TABLE – 2

The sightings of Comb Duck in 2013 (based on Ceylon Bird Club Notes)

DATE PLACE NUMBER SEEN BY

9th February 2013 Nawadankulama A single female bird Kithsiri Gunawardena

18th to 20th February 2013 Maravanpulavu and Punakari 
(Jaffna)

Thirty birds (24 and 6 
respectively)

Udaya Siriwardana

23rd to 26th March 2013 Jaffna Twelve birds Ayanthi Samarajeeva 

24th February 2013 Navatkuli-Sangapiddi-Pooneryn 
Road

Twenty Five birds Dr. Pathmanath Samaraweera

1st to 3rd March 2013 Sangupiddi (Jaffna) Thirty Six birds Sudheera Bandara

According to the Ceylon Bird Club Notes, after a lull 
of some two years (when no records of this bird were 
made) Dulan Vidana Pathirana saw a single Comb 
Duck at the Tanamalwila tank on 7th February 2015 

while on 3rd April 2015, Tara Wickremanayake saw 
a single male bird at Navadankulama. Then, in 2016 
there were five more records as given in Table - 3.

TABLE - 3

The sightings of Comb Duck in 2016 (based on Ceylon Bird Club Notes)

DATE PLACE NUMBER SEEN BY

23rd May 2016 Viyadikulam Tank (Wilpattu) Eleven birds Kithsiri Gunawardena

19th September 2016 Kulam Mottai Tank (Wilpattu) Five birds Fr. Vimal Tirimanna

27th October 2016 Nawadankulama A single female bird Senaka Abeyaratne

7th to 14th November 2016 Debaraweva Twenty Six birds Dulan R. Vidanapatirana

12th November 2016 Debaraweva Five birds Shalinka de Silva

In the light of these recent sightings (between 2012 
and 2016), how are we to interpret the current status 

of this bird in Sri Lanka?

migrant season, thus, confirming the speculation that 
this bird was to be rarely seen in Sri Lanka, coming 
here as stragglers from neighbouring India. However, 
on 21st June 2012, while on a safari tour in the Yala 
National Park, a young nature lover / guide, Indika 
Nettigama, reported as having sighted a Comb Duck in 
Block 1 at Rukvilla. The same day, Nanda Senanayake 

and Lalith Ramanayake also reported a sighting of 
this species from the same spot at Yala. Ever since, 
according to the Ceylon Bird Club Notes, there had 
been an unprecedented amount of sightings of the 
Comb Duck in 2012 and 2013 from various parts of 
the island, as given in Tables 1 and 2.
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Was the Comb Duck extinct or re-discovered 
in Sri Lanka?

There had been reliable records of this bird’s presence 
in the island from the 18th century onwards, and it 
was considered to be a quite common resident bird 
species in Ceylon at least till the latter part of 19th 
century. But may be due to duck-hunting (which was a 
popular sport during those colonial days), by the time 
of Wait (in the first half of 20th century) the numbers 
of the Comb Duck had already started to decline. 
This is substantiated by the fact that this species 
being much larger and conspicuous than the other 
duck species found in Sri Lanka would have made 
it a tempting target for sportsmen. And then there 
came a time when, for some inexplicable reason, it 
was never recorded in the island from the 1940s 
onwards, despite the increasing number of dedicated 
birdwatchers in the country as was evident by the 
establishment of the Ceylon Bird Club in 1943. It was 
only in the early 1960’s that the Comb Duck was seen 
again in Sri Lanka. Thereafter, after another lull, it was 
sighted again in the new millennium. But unlike in the 
1960’s, the recent reports of its presence in the island 
seem to be not only consistent but they also come 
from different parts of the island. In view of these 
recent sightings of the Nukta, it seems that the bird is 
now back in our island though in small numbers.

Could it be that the species was not really extinct, but 
very small numbers were surviving in secluded areas 
of the island, such as the north-west and the south 
from where it has been recorded mostly in recent 
times? Or could it be that the bird really became 
extinct as a resident, but now small numbers do 
visit the island as migrants? The fact that some birds 
recorded recently were in breeding plumage and that 
some of those recordings were made well outside the 
customary migratory season (which is from August to 
April) would make one wonder whether they are now 
breeding again in Sri Lanka and have become resident 
species again, though no substantial proof for this 
hypothesis is available as yet?

No defintive answer, as yet!

Recent Sri Lankan ornithological literature is not that 
helpful in finding a ready solution. Phillips, in his 
first edition of the Annotated Checklist (1975), had 
this entry about the presence of the Comb Duck in 
the island: “Status uncertain. Probably a very scarce 
breeding resident in the Low-Country” [W. W. A. 
Phillips, “Annotated Checklist of the Birds of Ceylon 
(Sri Lanka), Colombo: Wildlife & Nature Protection 

Society of Ceylon, 1975, p.13], which he repeats in the 
revised edition of 1978. Thus, his presumption was 
that this species may be surviving in small numbers 
as a “breeding resident in the Low-Country” dry zone. 
However, as mentioned above, writing around the 
same time, Henry (in his second edition) feared it to be 
extinct in the country. Writing almost a quarter century 
later, John Harrison seems to take it for granted that 
the bird is extinct in Sri Lanka when he writes tersely: 
“Was resident in weedy tanks in N and E. Now 
thought to be extinct in Sri Lanka” [John Harrison, A 
Field Guide to the Birds of Sri Lanka, Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1999, p.40.]. Similarly, Grimett and 
Inskipp writing in the same year, of the distribution 
of the Comb Duck on the Indian sub-continent do not 
mention Sri Lanka as part of its geographical range 
of distribution [Richard Grimmett, Carol Inskipp and 
Tim Inskipp, Pocket Guide to the Birds of the Indian 
Subcontinent, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999, 
p.36].

However, writing 13 years later together with the 
leading contemporary Sri Lankan ornithologist Deepal 
Warakagoda, the same authors call this species the 
“Knob-billed Duck” and simply say: “Very rare winter 
migrant to dry lowlands”. [Deepal Warakagoda, Carol 
Inskipp, Tim Inskipp and Richard Grimmett, Birds of 
Sri Lanka, London: Helm Field Guides, 2012, p.58]. 
One needs to note that while its scarce presence 
in the island is acknowledged, it is considered by 
these latter authors to be a migrant, not “a scarce 
breeding resident” as Phillips had supposed in both 
1975 and 1978. If that really were the case, then, the 
presumption is that small numbers of this bird do come 
here now as migrants. Such a hypothesis would imply 
that the species really became extinct in Sri Lanka 
between 1880 and the latter half of the 20th century, 
and now they are gradually appearing here once again 
as migrants. However, as mentioned already, such a 
presumption fails to explain the appearance of some 
birds outside the migratory season. It also does not 
tally well with the fact that some birds seen were in 
breeding plumage.

The different species of birds recorded in the 
impressive checklist of birds found in our small country 
are either resident or migratory birds. So, to which 
category would the Comb Duck fit in given the recent 
regular sightings of it though in small numbers, both 
inside and outside the migratory season? Although it 
is obviously too early to give a definitive answer to this 
question, hopefully, more sightings of this bird in the 
near future will enable the bird experts to arrive at a 
reliable and plausible conclusion.
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DEVELOPING A POLICY FOR THE CONSERVATION AND 
MANAGEMENT OF WILD ELEPHANTS

In 2016, the Minister of Wildlife & Sustainable 
Development appointed a Committee, chaired by 
Dr. Prithiviraj Fernando, to review the 2006 Policy of 
the Department of Wildlife Conservation (DWC) for 
the Conservation & Management of Wild Elephants. 
Several members of the General Committee of the 
Wildlife & Nature Protection Society (WNPS) were 
appointed to this committee, and contributed to the 
comprehensive review of this policy, which now 
awaits collation and presentation by the DWC.

While awaiting release of the final issue of this 
document, the General Committee of the WNPS, 
through its Human – Elephant Coexistence Sub-
committee, decided to host a workshop not only to 
appraise other environmental Non-Governmental 
Organizations (NGOs) and members of the public 
of the major changes proposed, but to also canvas 
further ideas from them for additional refinements, 
and to decide on strategies to ensure their successful 
implementation. Vital to this process was the building 
of a partnership between the WNPS, NGOs and the 

DWC; all working together to achieve a common 
purpose, the long-term protection of the wild elephants 
of Sri Lanka, and of the ecosystems they inhabit. The 
inclusion of the Forestry Department (FD) into this 
partnership is also highly desirable as there probably 
are more elephants in FD administered lands than in 
DWC lands.

The Workshop was held on January 24, 2017 at the 
Sri Lanka Foundation Institute, Independence Square, 
Colombo.

ATTENDANCE

There were 70 representatives, in total, from 
Government Agencies, Non-Governmental Organi-
zations, the Media, Members of the Corporate World, 
Members of the WNPS, and members of the public, 
at the workshop. Most importantly, no less than seven 
(7) of the senior officers of the DWC, inclusive of the 
Director General, Mr. Pathiratne, attended; all of who 
either made presentations or participated in the Panel 
Discussions. Their enthusiastic engagement in this 
process was greatly appreciated.

All images © Ranil Pieris
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Panelists:
Dr. Prithiviraj Fernando / Ms. Deepani Jayantha / Mr. 
M. G. C. Sooriyabandara (Director – Protected Area 
Management, Department of Wildlife Conservation)

The following points were raised during the 
presentation and discussion:
• Only 19% of the land where elephants ranged was 

in protected areas. 43% of elephant range was in 
areas where they have to coexist with people (in 
17 out of 25 Districts of the Country).

• The DWC is responsible for the conservation 
of wildlife and the protected areas under its 
purview. They are not responsible for humans or 
for development. There are other agencies that 
should concern themselves with these areas. It is 
unplanned development and illegal encroachment 
that causes the human – elephant conflict, and 
not the DWC.

• If the DWC were allowed to implement its policies, 
without political interference, then the incidence 
of human – elephant conflict would be greatly 
reduced.

• It is the irresponsible actions of humans that lead 
to a majority of human deaths. Awareness must be 
raised amongst the rural communities that they are 
responsible for their own lives.

• All stakeholders have a role to play in raising 
the awareness of rural communities. If these 
communities are educated to understand the 
economic advantage that can be enjoyed by them in 
having elephants as neighbours, then their attitudes 
might change. It must be ensured, however, that 
they do derive direct benefit from eco-tourism, 
employment and other benefits generated for the 
local economy by the wild elephants of their region.

• To achieve the above, the DWC and NGOs must 
work together, and with other relevant agencies, 
to have community workshops at the grassroots 
level, to spread this message. The dissemination 
of information should also include the clear 
demarcation of areas inhabited by elephants and 
the understanding that if local or national politicians 
encourage illegal encroachment into these areas, 
that they will be responsible for the resulting 
human – elephant conflict, and not the DWC.

• The WNPS and other agencies must place pressure 
on the Government to implement the Law. As 
such, a parallel awareness-raising programme must 
be undertaken for the country’s policymakers. This 
can be done in meetings and workshops, as well 
as through the media.

Unfortunately, despite invitation to be active 
participants, the Forestry Department (FD) sent just 
one (1) representative who did not take an active part 
in the workshop.

In addition, despite accepting invitations to the 
Workshop, the Minister for Wildlife Conservation 
& Sustainable Development and the Minister for 
Housing & Construction were unable to attend, or to 
send any representatives to the Workshop, due to 
sudden commitments in Parliament.

The statutory agencies represented at the 
workshop were as follows:
The Department of Wildlife Conservation (DWC)

The Forest Department (FD)

The Central Environmental Authority (CEA)

The Prime Minister’s Office

The Disaster Management Centre

The Bureau of Investments (BOI)

The Ministry of Megapolis & Western Development

The Sri Lanka Tourism Development Authority (SLTDA)

The Road Development Authority (RDA)

The Ministry of Agrarian Services

The Ministry of Lands

The Southern Development Board

WELCOME & INTRODUCTION

Mr. Rukshan Jayewardene, President of the WNPS, 
welcomed the participants and explained that the 
main purpose of the day was to work with the DWC 
to assist them in overcoming political interference 
in implementing the Policy for the Conservation and 
Management of Wild Elephants.

Mr. Sumith Pilapitiya, the Moderator for the 
Workshop, in addition to reiterating Mr. Jayewardene’s 
sentiments, stated that development, while being 
essential for the country, must also take into account 
the needs of any wild elephants inhabiting the areas 
concerned, right from the initial planning stages.

SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS & 
PROPOSED ACTIONS

SESSION 1 - 
Raising awareness amongst stakeholders
Ø Perception of local communities and the public

Ø Policymakers

Presenter:
Dr. Prithiviraj Fernando
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• Awareness needs also to be raised amongst 
the private sector, warning them of the negative 
consequences of investing in proposed 
development schemes where elephants are 
impacted.

• Funding of these initiatives will be the least of the 
problems. The challenge will be in maintaining the 
will of all those concerned – Government, DWC, 
NGOs, and others - in addressing these issues and 
keeping these initiatives going.

Action Points
1. Develop a common Communications Strategy.

2. Take the message down to Divisional Levels. 
Conduct Community Workshops at the grassroots 
level.

3. Research communities to make public all relevant 
information, and resources, in their possession to 
help in this awareness raising process.

SESSION 2 - 
Role of the DWC in Elephant Conservation

Presenter:
Dr. Lakshman Pieris (Deputy Director – Research & 
Training, DWC).

Panelists:
Dr. Lakshman Pieris / Dr. Prithiviraj Fernando.

The following points were raised during the 
presentation and discussion:
• Permanent Elephant Drives fail and the DWC has 

made a policy decision to stop permanent drives.

• Seasonal drives are undertaken during the harvest 
season.

• Translocations, also, do not work!

• 64% of the field staff of the DWC are spending 
over 75% of their time in dealing with human – 
elephant conflict!

• What does not exist is an integrated approach 
to Land Use, Development and Conservation. 
Sympathy is not enough. An Integrated 
Management Plan is the need of the hour.

• Development Agencies, too, need to understand 
the importance of this, and cater to the needs of 
conservation prior to the Environmental Impact 
Assessments (EIAs) being done, and approved.

• There is no internal institutional capacity in the 
National Planning Department on environmental 
conservation, so environmental aspects are rarely 
reviewed during the project concept review stage.

• Having elephant censuses are not as important as 
identifying their areas of use, their density and of 
conserving them. That is unless the purpose is to 
identify carrying capacities, and cull the identified 
excess!

• A Managed Elephant Reserve (MER) was 
proposed for Mattala but has yet to be gazetted 
and implemented. This needs to be done with 
great urgency as land is being encroached on from 
the identified area.

Action Points
1. Set up a ‘high-level’ Steering Committee for Land 

Use and planning Development Projects in wildlife 
areas.

2. Canvas for the formulation of an island-wide Land 
Use Plan.

3. Place pressure on the Government to gazette 
Mattala and Kahala-Pallekele as MERs without any 
further delay.

4. Canvas for the National Planning Department to 
develop both environmental and social capacity to 
evaluate projects.

5. The WNPS to organize a similar workshop, to this, 
with Development Agencies; to appraise them 
of the problems, and to account for them in the 
projects they support.

SESSION 3 - 
Elephant Drives

Educate policymakers & stakeholders that drives do 
not work and to plan development taking elephant 
ranging patterns into account

Presenters:
Mr. U. L. Thaufeek (Deputy Director, Elephant Con-
serv ation, DWC)

Panelists:
Dr. Prithiviraj Fernando / Mr. U. L. Thaufeek (Deputy 
Director, Elephant Conservation, DWC)

The following points were raised during the 
presentation and discussion:
• Elephants become more aggressive after drives.

• Most bull elephants, who are the main crop raiders, 
either return to where they have been driven from, 
or avoid being driven.

• The majority of the elephants driven are females, 
sub-adults and babies who are rarely the cause of 
human – elephant conflict.
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• They are often driven to areas that have insufficient 
fodder to sustain them.

• In a previous drive, 55% of the babies died of 
starvation.

• Short-term drives (7 – 10 days duration) are usually 
politically instigated at the District Coordinating 
Committee (DCC), which is chaired by political 
authorities. If the DWC refuse, they are placed 
under tremendous political pressure.

• Why are elephants being driven out of protected 
Forest Land into DWC Land? The answer seems to 
be so that politicians can sanction illegal activities, 
such as encroachments, to take place in these 
areas.

• Strategic fencing - village fences and agricultural 
fences - is always a better option than drives.

• The DWC & FD must be placed under a single 
Ministry so that they could coordinate their 
conservation activities, particularly in relation to the 
protection of the elephant.

Action Points
1. No more permanent drives (the DWC are to be 

lauded for already stopping them)!

2. Raise awareness amongst politicians of the 
negative consequences of short-term elephant 
drives.

3. Stop any further drives from FD protected areas to 
DWC protected areas.

4. Canvas for the bringing of the DWC & FD under a 
single Ministry.

5. Encourage the FD to explore more eco-tourism 
projects on their lands; potentially a greater income 
earner than their traditional practices.

SESSION 4 - 
Strategic Fencing
Ø Place fences along ecological boundaries and not 

on administrative boundaries

Ø HEC in the North

Presenters:
Dr. Prithiviraj Fernando/Dr. S Wijayamohan/Mr. Dhammika 
Pebotuwa (Assistant Director – Elephant Conservation, 
DWC)/Mr. S. Jayasinghe (Centre for Conservation & 
Research)

Panelists:
Dr. Prithiviraj Fernando/Dr. S Wijayamohan/Mr. Manjula 
Amararathna (Deputy Director – Natural Resource 
Management, DWC)

The following points were raised during the 
presentation and discussion:
• The proven way forward is for strategic fencing, 

when necessary, to take place around ecological 
boundaries, rather than administrative boundaries.

• It is better to place fences around villages and 
their plantations; affording better protection to the 
villagers. Villagers must contribute towards their 
upkeep and maintenance.

• Temporary fences can be placed around plantations 
as they can be removed after harvest, leaving 
valuable stubble for the elephants to feed on.

• Various types of fencing are being tried as 
alternatives to the fixed-post method, which the 
elephants have now worked out on how to knock 
over. Hanging fences and ‘spring-back’ posts 
maybe the way forward.

Action Points
1. Place electric fences around villagers and agricultural 

fields, etc.

2. Conduct further studies on how elephants break 
fences – in an effort to improve their design.

3. Utilize the newly tested ‘Hanging Fences’, where 
appropriate.

4. As referred to previously, organize campaigns, 
workshops and use the Media to educate politicians 
on the value of conserving wild elephants.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS & 
VOTE OF THANKS

Mr. Rukshan Jayewardene, President of the WNPS, 
expressed his gratitude to the Born Free Foundation 
for financially supporting this workshop and by doing 
so, bringing together the experts from the main 
statutory and non-governmental organizations to 
reach consensus on a way forward to protect the wild 
elephants of Sri Lanka.

Mr. Rohan Wijesinha, Chair of the Human – Elephant 
Conflict Sub-committee of the WNPS, thanked all of 
the participants, particularly the Moderator, Presenters, 
Panelists, and the Senior Management of the DWC 
for their active participation in making the workshop 
a success and, on behalf of the WNPS, pledged that 
the action points agreed on at this workshop would be 
pursued by the Society.



56

Apart from bats and nocturnal birds there are other 
large creatures that flutter and glide through the 
twilight; unseen to us humans. Their secretive and shy 
disposition make them enigmatic, as one only sees or 
feels a shadowy image moving overhead or the wind 
of one gliding about at night. These creatures of the 
twilight are commonly known as “Flying Squirrels”; 
yeah right, a squirrel that flies! Or that is the image 
that pops into mind on hearing the name “Flying 
Squirrel”. In fact, despite the name, flying squirrels 
cannot really fly, although they can be airborne for 
a remarkable length of time. Instead, they move 
through the air by gliding from tree to tree. Through 
natural selection and evolution these squirrels have 
developed loose skin and underlying muscles that 
typically form a fur-covered membrane between each 
fore- and hind limb that aids their glide; some species 
have smaller membranes between the head and wrist 
and between the hind limbs and tail. The only other 
species of mammal that has evolved in such a way is 
the South-east Asian Colugo / Flying Lemur of which 
there are only two extant species viz., Cynocephalus 
volans and Galeopterus variegatus.

Flying squirrels live high up in the forest, where their 
aerobatic skill provides them with an efficient method 
of moving from one tall tree to another. By gliding 
through the air, they avoid ground predators, but are 
still very vulnerable to hawks and eagles. This may 
be the reason why flying squirrels always forage for 
food at night. This, however, still leaves them prey to 
large owls, whose highly-developed senses help them 
locate the “flying squirrels” in “flight”.

At dawn, flying squirrels return to hollows in large 
tree cavities, and spend most of the day asleep. The 
number of squirrels in any area seems to depend on 
the supply of suitable places to rest and sleep during 
the day. In certain areas in the Knuckles range, such 
as Kalupahana, I have observed over five grey flying 
squirrels in an area of about 2 km2.

Flying squirrels are not fussy eaters and feed on 
anything as long as it is nutritious viz., berries, fruits, 
and young shoots, bark of trees, spiders, insects and 
larvae. Anecdotal evidence also suggests that flying 
squirrels take birds eggs when they are raising young 
of their own. Like most other nocturnal mammals, 

THE SQUIRRELS THAT FLY
Ranil P. Nanayakkara 

(ranil@bearsl.org)

Grey Flying Squirrel Image © Palinda Perera
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flying squirrels have large eyes which allow them to 
see in the dark. Their keen eyesight is backed with 
acute hearing and long, sensitive whiskers that help 
them locate and identify food by touch.

Skillful Pilots

A flying squirrel’s “flight” is, in fact, a carefully controlled 
glide. Prior to launching itself with a powerful thrust of 
its back legs, the squirrel examines its distant landing 
site from several angles, tilting its head this way and that 
to help gauge distance and trajectory. Once airborne, 
it opens its gliding membrane by spreading its legs 
wide. This greatly slows its descent and allows it to 
travel up to 3 feet horizontally for every foot of vertical 
descent. So from a 60-foot perch a flying squirrel can 
fly up to 150 feet to a point well above ground level on 
another tree. The flattened tail acts as a rudder; and 
by changing the shape of its ‘parachute’, the squirrel 
can exert fine control, even swerving in midair. A thin 
cartilage stretches from wrist to neck on each side of 
the squirrel’s body, forming an aerodynamic leading 
edge along the membrane. The squirrel uses short 
spurs on its wrist to alter the shape and tension of 
the membranes, thereby increasing or decreasing lift 
on each side so it can steer itself accurately through 
the air. Just before touching down, it lifts its tail and 
swoops upwards, landing on the tree trunk on all four 
feet. On landing, the flying squirrel instantly scurries 

around the tree trunk in case its glide was 
noticed by the sharp eyes of an owl.

When not in glide, the flight membrane 
contracts, making flying squirrels less agile than 
the ordinary tree squirrels viz., palm squirrels 
(Funambulus spp.) and giant squirrels (Ratufa 
spp.). It should be noted, however, that that 
gliding uses less energy than quadrupedal 
locomotion.

Flying squirrels are extremely vocal at night with 
the Grey Flying Squirrel taking the cake! It has a 
repertoire of calls – including a sharper alarm call 
and a chattering cry. Incidentally, I have not, to 
date, heard the call of the Lesser Flying Squirrel.

Through observation, I have noted that the peak 
time for the Grey Flying Squirrel to glide from 
tree to tree is between 19:00 – 23:30, though 
it comes out of its burrow as dusk is falling. 
Strangely enough, I have had the pleasure of 
observing the Lesser Flying Squirrel on many 
occasions. It has never glided but has, instead, 
used the branches in the canopy to move away.

Sri Lankan Species

In Sri Lanka, we have two types of flying 
squirrel, the large species known as the Grey Flying 
Squirrel (Petaurista philippensis) and the Small Flying 
Squirrel (Petinomys fuscocapillus) of which the latter 
is scarce. Both species inhabit heavily forested areas 
where there are large, tall trees.

Latin Name: Petaurista philippensis 
English Name: Grey Flying Squirrel 
Local Name: Maha Hambawa 
Size: HBL: 30-45 cm, TL: 35-60 cm.

Description: It is the largest flying squirrel found in Sri 
Lanka. Its coat varies from coffee-brown to grey to 
sooty black, grizzling to greyish-brown in colour. It has 
white or pale grey undersides and a rufous patagium. 
Its head is the same colour as the rest of its body and 
its ears have reddish brown margins. The nose is pale 
pink. The tail is uniformly greyish-brown with the tip 
being noticeably darker in some individuals.

Distribution: The Grey Flying Squirrel inhabits the 
Horton Plains National Park, the Knuckles Forest 
Reserve in the Central Province and the Sinharaja 
Forest Reserve, Sabaragamuwa and Uva.

Latin Name: Petinomys fuscocapillus 
English Name: Small Flying Squirrel 
Local Name: Podi Hambawa 
Size: HBL: 31-34 cm, TL: 25-29 cm.

The gliding membrane surrounds the body, 
attached at four corners to wrist and ankles 

and to gristly elbow extensions
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Description: As the name implies, it is the smaller of 
the two flying squirrels found in Sri Lanka. Its coat is a 
dark brown or rufous in colour with greyish undersides; 
this colour extends to the cheeks, and whitish hairs 
fringe its wing membrane. Species that belong to the 
genus Petinomys possess peculiar honeycombed 
bones in the ear.

Distribution: The lesser flying squirrel inhabits the 
Adam’s Peak Wildlife Sanctuary, the Kanneliya Forest 
Reserve, the Knuckles Forest Reserve in the Central 
Province and the Sinharaja and Sabaragamuwa 
Forest Reserves, Sabaragamuwa Province, Kitulgala, 
Dimbula, Dickoya.

Threats and conservation

The greatest threat facing flying squirrels is the lack 
of awareness of their true status. A classic example is 
the rediscovery of the lesser flying squirrel, which was 
thought to be extinct in Sri Lanka by some scholars, 

by a team from BEAR (Biodiversity Education and 
Research). Its last documented record was in 1935 
by W. W. A. Phillips. The two species are currently 
listed as endangered according to the National Red 
List of Sri Lanka. This itself reflects the need for more 
research into these less studied species.

Molecular analysis of Petaurista philippensis, carried 
out by international scientists into the species found 
in Asia, radically altered the understanding of the 
Petaurista philippensis species complex, which is 
now divided into several valid species where there 
was only one before. In certain parts of Sri Lanka, the 
two species viz., P. Phillipensis and P. fuscocapillus 
are sympatric, and have been observed by the BEAR 
research team within a 50m distance from each other. 
The decision to classify the Giant Squirrel (Ratufa spp.) 
as vermin, and the issuing of air guns to villagers to 
protect their crops, has had a dire effect on the flying 
squirrels. Furthermore, this clumping of endangered, 
threatened and abundant species has perpetuated 
the myth of all rodents being harmful to humans. It is 
known that 27% of all living rodents globally require 
some conservation attention.

Ecological threats to flying squirrels include loss of 
habitat (including large trees), introduction of non-
native species and competition, non-selective hunting 
for the pot by villagers, and disease. The presence of 
several monotypic taxa means that the whole taxa 
may suffer the risk of extinction in several cases. As 
very little work has been done on the flying squirrels in 
Sri Lanka, a comprehensive study into these creatures 
of the twilight might well yield several new species; 
such a study will also help in conserving the species 
and its natural habitat.
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Black-Necked Storks

I had the distinct privilege of spotting an elegant pair 
of Black-necked Storks (Ephippiorhynchus asiaticus) 
at the Kumana Sanctuary on a recent expedition in 
October 2016. This follows a similar sighting recently 
by Srilal Miththapala at the Uda Walawe National Park 
(http://etn.travel/article/rare-sighting-uda-walawe-
national-park/).

The storks are breeding residents found near tanks1 of 
some of the jungle areas of Sri Lanka. They are very 
large birds, as tall as five (5) feet in height, with a wing 
span of about seven (7) feet, and as impressive as the 
Greater Flamingo; a winter visitor. The black-necked 
stork is just one of our priceless treasures which is 
tragically close to extinction in Sri Lanka as per its ‘near 
threatened’ status as certified by the International 
Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN). In fact, the 
number of birds observed in the Kumana National Park 
has fallen in recent years.

Environmentalists and wildlife lovers have expressed 
their concern over a road planned from Kirinda to 
Panama which will run along the coastline of the park 
and cause destruction to the environment. Thankfully, 
the plan appears to have been put on hold, for the 
moment.

The question as to why the state is neglecting 
conservation and the protection of our unique 
biodiversity remains a mystery. Foremost among 
them, is the raging human-elephant conflict which 
continues unabated with no firm policy on resolving 
the matter other than the installation of electric 
fences which has repeatedly proved futile. A closely 
related issue is the violation of animal rights as vividly 
portrayed in a recent award-winning documentary 
filmed in India titled ‘Gods in Shackles’, by Sangeeta 

1 Editor’s Note: Tanks are man-made water bodies, and can be of 
varying dimensions

Iyer (http://www.godsinshackles.com/). It is most 
relevant to Sri Lanka in relation to our famed religious 
pageants featuring decorated and shackled elephants.

Biodiversity Hotspot

Although it is repeatedly pointed out that Sri Lanka 
is recognized as a Biodiversity hotspot of global and 
national significance, the Government has not granted 
it adequate recognition. Despite its size, Sri Lanka is 
considered as one of the most biologically diverse 
countries in the world (http://www.environmentlanka.
com/biodiv/biodiv.php). Biodiversity includes species 
diversity, genetic diversity and ecosystem diversity all 
of which are found in abundance on and around our 
island, due to evolutionary reasons. Its varied climate 
and topographical conditions have given rise to this rich 
species diversity, believed to be the highest in Asia in 
terms of unit land area. Sri Lanka’s primeval tropical 
rain forest ecosystem is considered as an area which 
is disturbed by human activity, but is still exceptionally 
rich in animal and plant species, found nowhere else 
in the world.

Much of the species are endemic, a reflection of 
the island’s separation from the Indian subcontinent 
since prehistoric times. This is especially relevant 
for mammals, amphibians, reptiles and flowering 
plants. These species are distributed in a wide range 
of ecosystems which can be broadly categorized 
into forest, grassland, aquatic, coastal, marine and 
cultivated. The diversity of ecosystems in the country 
has resulted in a host of habitats, which contain high 
genetic diversity.

Vegetational analysis has resulted in the identification 
of fifteen different floristic regions in the island. The 
presence of many floristic regions within a relatively 
small area is a reflection of the high level of ecosystem 
diversity.

The fauna of Sri Lanka is as diverse as the flora. 

OUR UNIQUE BIO DIVERSITY NEEDS PRIORITY IN THE 
DEVELOPMENT AGENDA

Rohana Jayaratne
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While sharing common features with the neighboring 
subcontinent, the island’s fauna exhibits very high 
endemism among the less mobile groups. With 
taxonomical revisions and descriptions of new species, 
the number of species in each group keeps changing.

In addition to the high concentration of indigenous 
fauna and flora diversity, Sri Lanka is internationally 
recognized for its uniquely high concentration of 
ecosystem diversity. The major natural ecosystems in 
the country are forests, grasslands, inland wetlands, 
and coastal and marine ecosystems. It also includes 
agricultural ecosystems.

Forests vary from wet evergreen forests (both lowland 
and montane), dry mixed evergreen forests to dry 
thorn forests. Grasslands are found in montane and 
low country inland wetlands and include a complex 
network of rivers and freshwater bodies. Marine 
ecosystems include sea-grass beds, coral reefs, 
estuaries and lagoons and mangrove swamps.

Economic Benefits

Sri Lanka must nurture and benefit from its biodiversity 
through cutting-edge expertise in sustainable wild 
life and eco-tourism catering to an exclusive high-
end market. It will be far less capital intensive and a 
guaranteed source of national income in comparison 
with the proposed capital intensive mega infrastructure 
projects of uncertain returns which are not only driving 
the economy into deeper debt but also destroying 
our highly sensitive environment. Outstanding 
exponents of eco-tourism are countries like South 
Africa and Kenya which have mastered the unique 
Safari experience, and cater to a high-end market 
which earns them millions in revenue. Bhutan is the 
only South Asian country that offers an exclusive eco-
tourism experience by restricting it to a very high-end 
market, thereby protecting their environment from 
over-exposure to mass tourism.

Eco-Tourism

From an economic standpoint, it is indeed tragic that 
our unique biodiversity, which makes it our greatest 
national asset, is not being given the highest priority 
it deserves in the development agenda. A report by 
the Yale University, USA - The 2005 Environmental 
Sustainability Index - had shown Sri Lanka’s economic 
growth as not environmentally sustainable. However, 
no significant measures have been taken to address 
this situation.

Renowned naturalist, Gehan de Silva Wijeratne, claims 
that Sri Lanka is the best all-round wildlife destination 
in the world mainly because of its high concentration 

of biodiversity. He claims it to be even better than 
such sought after hotspots as the Serengeti Plains 
and the Amazon rainforest which are vast in size. The 
closest wildlife destination to the capital Colombo is 
Sinharaja, one of the few primordial rainforests left 
in the world. It is of international significance and has 
been designated a Biosphere Reserve and World 
Heritage Site by UNESCO. It is a treasure-trove of 
endemic species, including trees, insects, amphibians, 
reptiles, birds and mammals.

The abundant deep sea marine life of the southern 
ocean off Mirissa town, as well as off Kalpitiya on 
the Eastern coast, boast the rare blue whales, rarer 
sperm whales and shoals of entertaining and friendly 
dolphins, and is an extraordinary experience not easily 
found anywhere else in the world. Even the exotic and 
endangered Dugongs, herbivorous marine mammals 
and distant relatives of elephants, are found in the 
shallow coastal sea grass beds in the Gulf of Mannar. 
They are close to extinction due to destruction of their 
feeding grounds.2

Income Generation

If whale watching can entice 10, 000 people a year 
to visit Sri Lanka, that works out to approximately 
USD 20 Million coming to the island through whale 
watching alone, says Gehan. The Minneriya Elephant 
‘Gathering’, he surmises, could generate a whopping 
billion rupees every year, purely in terms of hotel room 
revenue. He believes that with post conflict room 
rates, this could be higher.

Another amazing marine adventure is snorkeling 
among the coral reefs to view the colorful vista of reef 
fish and corals in the east coast ocean off Trincomalee, 
or in the southern coast ocean off Hikkaduwa, just 
a stone’s throw from Colombo. However, recent 
findings of coral degradation indicate that the state 
has neglected to protect coral reefs as a sustainable 
resource. Also, on the southern coast is the most 
popular Yala National Park where the big game reign 
supreme, and in abundance. All these sites can 
be visited over one weekend which is a rare travel 
phenomenon, indeed!

In addition to its eco-tourism potential, Sri Lanka is 
also considered by academics as an ideal location and 
laboratory for tropical biodiversity research including 
forestry research and education.

Civil Society’s Role

A global civil society initiative is currently underway 

2 Editor's Note: They also continue to be taken as a by-catch by 
fishermen of the region: see Loris Volume 27: 3 & 4.
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to save biodiversity as it is predicted that by 2020, 
two-thirds of wild animals will be extinct throughout 
the world. Environmentalists say that life is being 
extinguished as fast as when the dinosaurs 
disappeared - and it is happening because humanity is 
taking a chainsaw to the tree of life! Activists believe 
that unless civil society stops this tragedy, the Earth’s 
delicate biodiversity could completely collapse, leaving 
our planet deathly silent and uninhabitable for humans.

But there is hope! Scientists are backing an ambitious 
plan to put half our planet under protection and restore 
harmony with our environment. Scientists believe that 
the best chance to save our ecosystems and 80 - 90% 
of all species is by giving them enough safe space to 
thrive. Nature then uses its wisdom to regenerate. 
But to get this off the ground, we have to show our 
governments, and now, that people overwhelmingly 
want to protect 50% from deforestation, dirty energy, 
industrial fishing and agriculture.

E O Wilson is one of the world’s most respected 
biologists, the father of sociobiology, a specialist in 
island bio-geography, an expert on ant societies and 
a passionate conservationist. He challenges society to 
set aside half of the planet as nature preserves. “Even 
in the best scenarios of conventional conservation 
practice the losses [of biodiversity] should be 
considered unacceptable by civilized peoples,” Wilson 
writes in his new book, “Half-Earth: Our Planet’s 
Fight for Life”. He states that the principal cause of 
extinction is habitat loss. According to cutting edge 
research, by preserving half of the planet, we would 
theoretically protect 80% of the world’s species from 
extinction. In contrast, if we only protect 10% of the 
Earth, we are set to lose around half of the planet’s 
species over time. This is the track we are currently 

on. Of course, habitat loss is not the only threat to 
biodiversity today.

Wildlife face a barrage of other threats including 
climate change, ocean acidification, both legal and 
illegal trade, pollution, invasive species, among 
others. But biologists almost unanimously agree that 
habitat loss remains the biggest threat to biodiversity, 
worldwide! Protecting more of the planet could also 
contribute to solving other environmental problems, 
including climate change. Today, deforestation and 
degradation accounts for around 15% of the world’s 
annual carbon emissions.

Wilson believes “ignorance” is the biggest barrier to 
achieving his goal of protecting half of the Earth.

“When people are encouraged to take a close look at 
the remnants of nature, in its complexity, beauty, and 
majesty, and when they understand that the natural 
environment is the home of their deep history, many 
become the reserves’ most ardent supporters.”

Although environmentalists and conservationists have 
drawn our Government’s attention to the intrinsic 
value of our biodiversity and to its huge economic 
potential, it has had very little impact, so far, in 
prioritizing investment in this area. Instead, we are 
promoting several infrastructure projects which have 
questionable impact on the environment.

In the absence of clear Government commitment, the 
responsibility falls on civil society to make a concerted 
effort in supporting the campaign to protect, conserve 
and sustainably utilize our greatest asset, or be guilty 
of killing the proverbial goose that lays the golden 
eggs, through sheer neglect, indifference and blatant 
environmental destruction, all under the guise of 
development.
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Magnificent!
That one word aptly portrays the sum total of his 
physique, presence and bearing. Standing up to seven 
(7) feet tall at the shoulder, weighing around a 1,000Kg 
or more, muscles that ripple under his glistening almost 
black skin, in stark contrast to the white “socks” on 
his feet, a massive head crowned with a hump of grey 
between two razor sharp curving horns, he is truly an 
impressive and intimidating sight to behold.

Yet, what is of greater awe is the mass of muscle and 
bone that runs halfway along his spine from the neck 
to waist, giving the impression of a massive wrestler 
gathering himself for an all-out “charge”!

This, then, is the Gaur, known to Science as Bos gaurus 
and known to the Sinhalese villagers as Gawara. The 
largest bovine in the World, it once inhabited the 
hill country of Sri Lanka till the late 18th century and 
perhaps in to the late 19th century. D’Oyly (1814) and 
Forbes (1841) quote sources as to its presence in the 
Peak Wilderness around Sri Pada1. Sir James Emerson 
Tennent (1869) records of its presence on Horton 
Plains. Interestingly, a type of grass exists on Horton 
Plains which the villagers call “Gawara Mana” or “the 
grass of the gaur”. This was, perhaps, the preferred 
choice of fodder for the Gaur.

Around the middle of the last century, there is a record 
of a very elderly villager in the remote Knuckles range 
of mountains, claiming to have seen the Gaur in the 
surrounding hills when as a young boy he had forayed 
into the jungles wih his elders. So, perhaps, the Gaur 
made a last stand in the Knuckles range into the early 
20th century. His claim could be considered as credible 
in view of his accurate description fitting precisely to 
that of the Gaur.

Many places up in the hill country bear evidence 
of the creatures former existence, vide the place 
names such as Gawara Vila (the lake of the Gaur), 
Gawara Tenna (the field of the Gaur) Gawara Gira (the 
mountain of the Gaur) to name but a few. The Gaur 
is further immortalized in many Sinhala “Pal Kavi” - 
those quatrains sung by farmers in their lonely vigils in 
the isolated watch huts built to protect their carefully 
nurtured crops from the marauding animals. Sung in 

1 Adam's Peak

drawn and plaintive tones, these Kavi carry far into the 
quiet of the night and quite a few record their chance 
encounters and escapades with the Gaur. Handed 
down the generations by word of mouth, the Gaur still 
lives on in these Kavi, despite the singer himself not 
having first-hand experience of the creature.

Perhaps the most direct evidence of the Gaur are a 
few fossilized remains and also from the writings of a 
British prisoner of King Rajasinghe the Second of Kande 
Udarata, Robert Knox, who recorded his experiences 
of his enforced stay of 20 years in his book “The 
Historical Relation of Ceylon”, published in 1681. Knox 
had personally seen and gives an accurate description 
of a Gaur held in the menagerie of the King, specifically 
commenting on the “ridge of bone and muscle” on 
the spine. He further states that “the King tested the 
courage of his warriors by ordering single combat with 
only a spear as a weapon”. Doubtless such combat 
contributed immensely to a serious reduction of the 
Gaur population and perhaps the King, too, had a few 
less citizens to govern, as a consequence.

The first fossil evidence of the Gaur was gathered 
by P. E. P Deraniyagala in 1939 from Elapatha in the 
Ratnapura district. More fossilized remains have 
since come to light, consisting of metacarpals, molar 
and premolar teeth, leg bones, vertebral bones and 
fragments of its skull - the pitiful remains of one of the 
most magnificent creatures that walked this land.

Peaceful and calm in nature, but ferocious and 
fearless in anger, with the encroachment of man 
the Gaur had retreated from his grassland habitat up 
into mountainous terrain. The conversion of a plains 
dwelling creature has been observed throughout its 
range in South and South East Asia where remnant 
populations still survive. Threatened everywhere 
on its original range, it is on the IUCN Red List of 
“Vulnerable” animals. It is locally extinct in Bangladesh 
and on the verge of extinction in Malaysia where 
International gangs of poachers have wreaked havoc 
on this majestic animal. In India, where a considerable 
population exists in the protected areas, it appears high 
on the menu of the Tiger but it is not uncommon for 
Tigers to come to grief at the horns of their intended 
prey! Rapidly declining over its entire range, the Gaur 
is in urgent need of rescue.

Continued on page 64   ���
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Abstract

The Dwarf False Catshark, Planonasus parini, is a 
soft, stout to slender bodied poorly known deepwater 
shark, known previously only from the Socotra Islands, 
southwestern India, and possibly off the Maldives. 
Here we report the first record of the Dwarf False 
Catshark from Sri Lanka, Southwest Bay of Bengal. The 
specimen, estimated to be approximately 55 cm in total 
length, was caught by a local fisherman between 300 m 
and 600 m depth off Trincomalee Outer Harbour near 
Norway Inlet (08° 29’.136 N, 81° 14’.783 E).

Introduction

The number of shark species occurring in Sri Lankan 
waters has increased significantly over the past seven 
decades from 14 (Mendis, 1954) to 61 (De Silva, 2015). 
However, the shark fauna is still poorly known, with at 
least six additional species unconfirmed (De Silva, 2015). 
Many of the more recent new records of shark species 
that have been added to the fauna are considered to be 
deep-sea or pelagic forms. This is not surprising since 
fisheries in many regions have moved into deeper 
waters as coastal species have become depleted.

The east coast of Sri Lanka has a relatively narrow 
shelf, bisected along the coast by a complex of 
submarine canyons, thus providing fishermen 
access to relatively deep-waters close to shore. The 
Trincomalee Submarine Canyon is one such area 
where local fishermen have relatively easy access to 
deepwater due to the close proximity to the coast.

The Dwarf False Catshark, Planonasus parini Weigmann, 
Stehmann, and Thiel, 2013 (Carcharhiniformes: 

Pseudotriakidae) is a recently described new genus 
and species of deep-sea shark from the northern Indian 
Ocean (Ebert, 2013; Weigmann et al., 2013). The 
species description was based on three specimens 
collected off Socotra Islands (Weigmann et al., 2013). 
Presently P. parini is known only from seven confirmed 
specimens, three from the Socotra Islands, three 
from the Maldives Islands, and one from India, thus 
making any new discoveries of this species important 
(Weigmann et al., 2013;Akhilesh et al., 2014).

Here we report on the first record of P. parini from Sri 
Lanka in the southwestern portion of the Bay of Bengal.

Material and Methods

Photographs captured by Menaka L. Goonewardena of 
an unusual deep-sea shark caught by a local fisherman 
were sent to Rex I. De Silva and Dr. David A Ebert for 
identification.

Results and Discussion

On 20 April 2017, an unusual shark was photographed 
while being landed off Trincomalee Outer Harbour 
near Norway Inlet (08° 29’.136 N, 81° 14’.783 E). The 
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specimen was taken along with a gulper shark species 
provisionally identified as Centrophorus granulosus, 
which appears to be the first confirmed record of that 
species from Sri Lanka.

The other specimen was identified by Dr. David A. Ebert 
as P. parini. Identification was based on the general 
body morphology, including a soft, stout to rather 
slender bodied distinctive shark, with a relatively long 
head, and a bell-shaped (in dorsoventral view), flattened 
snout, moderately long, oval-shaped eyes, very large 
spiracles, and a uniformly plain dusky grayish-brown 
coloration with a ventral head surface, lateral flanks, 
and fin edges being slightly darker, and a first dorsal fin 
free rear tip with a distinct white marking, but without 
any other distinctive patterns or spots (Ebert, 2013). A 
deep-sea species with a depth range of 560 to at least 
1, 120 m, it occurs on continental and insular slopes, and 
offshore seamounts and mid-ocean ridges. The present 
specimen was caught between 300 - 600 m deep.

The occurrence of this unique species in Sri Lankan 
waters extends its known range from off the west 
coast of India to the east coast of Sri Lanka. In addition, 
the observed C. granulosus in the same catch adds two 
new species to the Sri Lankan shark fauna, bringing to 
63 the number of confirmed shark species known to 
occur in these waters.
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Sri Lanka, once home to the Gaur, in the impenetrable 
mountain fastness of the Peak Wilderness, the 
remote mountains and valleys of the Knuckles Range, 
the mist laden “Eliyas”2 of the Horton Plains, today are 
bereft of this magnificent animal, one of the largest 
land mammals next to the Elephant, Rhino, Giraffe 
and Hippo. An ideal natural environment awaits should 
we, the cause of its local extinction, wish to give the 
Gaur a home once more. We should spare no effort in 
effecting this reintroduction.

Imagine a Gaur appearing through the dense mist of 
Horton Plains, the dew flecked “Gawara Mana” grass 
parting to make way for his majestic path, his almost 
black skin moistened with dew and mist, while the 
little droplets glisten in the feeble rays of the rising 
sun which penetrates the thick mist that had held the 
plains in its all-pervading embrace all night!

A sight of a life time! A sight that Sri Lanka, once its 
home, thoroughly deserves to have again.

Yet, has he really bade us a final and eternal farewell?

Deep in the remote villages of the Knuckles Range, 
surrounded by almost impassable terrain, impenetrable 
jungles, a few intrepid individuals who foray in to the 
remote, rugged sylvan fastness speak of “a large black 

2 Plains

animal” they have observed, a creature that quickly 
fades away into the wild tangle of undergrowth at the 
slightest scent of man. Very familiar with the leopard 
that shares the same habitat, to my suggestion that 
they maybe referring to the melanistic or “ black” 
leopard that is frequently reported in the region, has 
received a very emphatic “NO” as a response –

“...the animal is too large, we have not seen such an 
animal before. Can’t we recognize a leopard when we 
see it ?”

A very few, lucky enough to get a closer, better, but 
albeit a fleeting view of the creature, speak of features 
that possibly tally with that of the Gaur.

Does the unexplored, untouched jungle fastness 
of the Knuckles Mountains, and possibly the Peak 
Wilderness, harbor a living “treasure of Sri Lanka”? 
A treasure that they have held in close embrace, 
covering it with a warm mantle of green, away from 
the prying eyes of man and his gluttonous demands, 
browsing, grazing on the lush green grass in the little 
valleys enclosed by steep rugged hills, sheltering from 
the cold and the mist, to live the full circle of its simple 
life, awaiting almost two centuries for the “Moment”?

The “Moment” when the Gaur, the Bos gaurus 
sinhaleyus, steps back into the living World from 
Extinction!

��� Continued from page 62
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The Kumana National Park (KNP) – formally called 
Yala East National Park - is a glorious park where you 
can see wild paradise in its true sense. I am a relative 
newcomer to Kumana so my first trip, about 10 years 
ago, was full of trepidation and excitement. In my 
opinion, Kumana is a dream wild life destination in this 
country for all wild life enthusiasts. An unspoilt park, 
almost completely cut off from civilization, one needs 
a four-wheel drive vehicle to reach it as the approach 
is difficult and the roads inside the park are in a rough 
condition.

Facts about Kumana

In September 2006, the name of the National Park 
was changed from that of Yala East to Kumana. 
Kumana was closed for 18 years from 1985 to 2003 
due to terrorist activity and was opened to the public 
about 10 years ago. It is located approximately 391 Km 
from Colombo. Situated in the Ampara District, with 
its northern fringes falling in the Monaragala District, 
Kumana has some of the best camping sites in the 
country.

The Kumbukkan Oya forms the southern boundary 
of the national park and flows 28 Km to form the 
Kumana Estuary and Villu1 before it flows into the 
Sea. The Kumana Park is 18, 149 hectares in extent - 
approximately 44, 500 square acres. Some 20 lagoons 
and tanks support the extensive birdlife of the national 
park. Kumana Villu is subject to occasional inundation 
with seawater and the elevation in the park ranges 

1  Editor’s Note: Waterhole

from sea level to 300 feet.

The Kumana area is part of an ancient civilization that 
goes back to the 3rd Century BC. Rock inscriptions 
belonging to the 2nd and 1st Centuries BC have 
also been found in the region. The Kumana National 
Park lies on the route of the traditional annual foot 
Pilgrimage to the Hindu temple at Kataragama. Both 
Tamil and Sinhalese communities take part in this 
pilgrimage.

Getting there

Getting to Kumana from Colombo would be easiest 
on the A4 through Ratnapura, driving past the 
refreshing serenity of the Uda Walawe reservoir, 
passing its National Park on the left and arriving at 
the Thanamalvila Junction. A left turn to Wellawaya, 
then on through Moneragala, Siyambala-Anduwa and 
through the Lahugala Park, your long and interesting 
trip would have reached the town of Potuvil.

Potuvil is a definite stop for some beef samosa’s and 
a general stocking up of all your provisions, including 
some ‘cold ones’! You do your shopping and drive 
through the busy town to Arugam Bay. This is a 
new town as Arugam Bay formally was the Bay that 
surrounded Potuvil! In the last 2 or 3 years, the Urban 
Development Authority has named a town after this 
beautiful area which is largely populated by surfers, 
both local and foreign. Next to Hikkaduwa, this could 
be termed this country’s ‘Surf City’!

Journeying on, Panama is the last point of habitation 

KUMANA NATIONAL PARK
Jehan CanagaRetna



66

down the East Coast. It is the end of the road, so to 
speak.

From here, the dirt road to the Kumana Park, 
approximately 14 Km away, can be a safari in itself! 
Potholes, some like huge craters, dot the road and old 
tsunami2 damage too is evident. The road is narrow 
and my jeep raises an incredible amount of dust, 
coating eyelashes, clothes and heads too. Travelling in 
an open jeep, one has to experience this - an integral 
part of being one with the jungle; the smells, sounds 
and feel which one would lose out on if one were 
to travel in enclosed, air-conditioned comfort! One 
cannot forget the ‘undercarriage’ replacement surgery 
required once you come off this road from hell – just 
kidding, it is a ride worth your salt!

Fauna

Kumana is renowned for its fauna and is one of the 
most important bird nesting and breeding grounds 
in Sri Lanka. Rare species such as the Black-necked 
Stork, Lesser Adjutant, and Eurasian Spoonbill are just 
some of its breeding inhabitants. From April to July, a 
large number of birds migrate to the Kumana Swamp - 
migratory waterfowl, waders, and Pintail Snipe migrate 

2 Editor’s Note: The tsunami of December 26, 2004 which 
devastated many coastal regions of South Asia, including Sri Lanka. 
The East Coast was one of the worst affected.

more than 9, 000 to 11, 000 Kms from Siberia to be 
in the warmer climate of Kumana. Other species of 
birds such as the Asian Openbill, Glossy Ibis, different 
types of Herons (Purple, Indian Pond, black crowned 
night heron, etc.), Egret (Great, Little, Intermediate), 
Spot Billed Pelican, Cormorant, Jacanas, and Whistling 
Duck are some of the other of the migratory and 
resident birds to be seen during the season.

The Forest

The forest here is more dense and humid than Yala or 
Wilpattu. Fallen Kumbuk trees, overgrown branches, 
thorn bushes, and muddy patches make you sweat 
your way through thick jungle roads. Beside the river, 
in which a good two feet of water flows during the non 
rainy season and sometimes down to just inches, is the 
shrine. Pilgrims and travellers stop here, cook food from 
the utensils stored beside the shrine, wash them, and 
store them as they were before moving on. In the marshy 
swamp, Kirala and Hambu trees grow, a paradise for the 
migratory birds who lay their eggs in nests built on their 
branches. Kumbuk trees line the river and, according to 
Shirley Perera3, the largest tree in the country is found 
here; the “Kosgonna” which is magnificent due its size, 
roots, circumference and height.

3 Former Deputy Director of the Department of Wildlife Conservation
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The other animals

The Park is also famous for the diversity of its other 
wildlife. Leopard, Sloth Bear, Elephants, Deer, Hare, 
Jackals and Estuarine and Marsh Crocodiles are in 
plenty, to be seen if you are patient and take the time 
to keep an eye out for them. In fact, I prefer Kumana 
to Yala as I travel to Yala at least 10 times a year but 
Kumana only about twice a year. Kumana is far more 
exciting, and rewarding, to visit than Yala.

Initially I went to Kumana as a casual visitor while 
spending time in Arugam Bay. The day trips into the 
park were not that successful, though we did see the 
occasional Elephant along with crocodiles, deer and 
jackals. I then heard about a company that offered 
customers a premier camping experience in the park 
and have been going to the Kumana jungles about 
five times a year since. It is an experience any wildlife 
enthusiast should not miss. Dinner by a campfire, river 
baths with a few ‘cold ones’ and maybe something 
stronger, this is the ultimate life experience. Each and 
every time I have been on a camping trip, we have been 
successful in seeing leopards and / or bears. On one 
trip, we saw seven bears and on another, we saw four 
leopards! Unfortunately, most of the sightings have 
been at dusk so taking photographs were not easy but 
it is the excitement of tracking the animal and then 

seeing it that is worth a thousand words. Sitting on a 
hammock or a comfortable camping chair and looking 
at the other bank of the river, the sight of a leopard 
coming down to drink is something to behold. A river 
bath at night, with red and green eyes glimmering out 
of the darkness, may give you some discomfort, but 
if one of you in the party keeps a watchful eye, you 
will be fine. The greatest excitement was when we 
were sleeping on the river bank and, at around 2am, 
seeing a leopard and cub sitting across the river bank 
watching us! Goosebumps!

The best time of the year would be from March to 
October but one has to be aware of the rain in the hills 
as the river can flood within a matter of half hour. Both 
the Menik Ganga and Kumbukkan Oya start very close 
to each other in Passara but Mother Nature takes 
them along a different journey despite which they end 
up entering the sea just 20 miles apart.

In my opinion, Kumana is the best wild life experience 
in the country. There is one bungalow that may be hired 
through the Department of Wildlife Conservation in a 
location called Thummulla. It is a picturesque location 
though not much could be said about the design of the 
building itself. Your wildlife knowledge and experience 
of the Sri Lankan jungles will change if you visit the 
Kumana National Park – I can guarantee it – 100%!
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As Sri Lanka faces the tribulations of an extended 
drought, with the once predictable rains now falling 
intermittently, and not always where they should, 
water is going to be the most desired natural resource 
of the future. There is a bitter irony in this as Sri 
Lanka has a hydrological history, of over 2, 500 years, 
that makes its ancient systems of water collection, 
and irrigation, engineering marvels, considering the 
technological tools available to those builders at the 
time. What they lacked in powered machinery and 
computer-driven calculation, they made up for with 
a deep understanding of the natural world and in 
the importance of its preservation to ensure that it 
continued to share of its bounty for future generations 
to benefit by. In achieving this, they reached a pinnacle 
of arithmetical, geometrical and geographical precision 
that, even today, modern engineers, with their 
computers and Geographical Positioning Systems 
(GPS), cannot better. Human ingenuity combined with 
Nature to produce structures that would irrigate the 
fields of a growing Nation, and slake its thirst, for three 
millennia! This was, then, a partnership with natural 
forces and not of their exploitation, as has sadly been 
the trend of the last three centuries, and the last 60 
years in particular.

There is a fear then that this book, filled as it is with 
wonderful photographs of the remnants of these 
marvellous constructions, and of the mighty natural 
systems from which they arose, might prove a 
memorial to the innovative genius of a long lost 
age that has irretrievably been lost. I would prefer, 
however, to look at it as a beacon of hope for future 
generations to understand that with proper planning 
and a deep understanding of the natural world, great 
deeds are possible that could last for thousands of 
years more, provided they focus on the legacy they 
leave to posterity and not just on the immediate.

Luxshmanan Nadaraja learned his trade under the 
guidance of Nihal Fernando (NF) at Studio Times. 
A raw recruit, NF once told me that not only did 
Luxshmanan develop an almost immediate mastery 
of the technicalities of his art, but also had the ability 
to develop an instant empathy with his subject, a fact 
that is reflected in his photographs which are not 
only aesthetically composed and presented, but also 
convey a deeper meaning, a message in picture and 
light. The Old Master even confided, in his later years, 
that his protégé had not only matched him for skill but 
may have even surpassed him. This is praise indeed 
for to my lay eyes, NF was the master of light, of 
giving depth to a flat plain, and in bringing to life a tale 

REVIEWED BY ROHAN WIJESINHA

Sri Lanka: A Heritage of Water
Photography by Luxshmanan Nadaraja. Edited by Sarala Fernando

Published by Luxshmanan Nadaraja & Sarala Fernando, 2016. Printed in China. 
228 pages. Hardcover. ISBN 978-955-51965-2-9
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of a moment in time through a composition of heart and eye. As 
with NF, Luxshmanan developed his teacher’s love for nature, a 
passion that glows in his work.

A Heritage of Water is the third of a trilogy of works between 
Luxshmanan Nadaraja and Sarala Fernando. The previous two 
were Gardens of Lanka (2009) and Sri Pada, Peak Heritage of 
Lanka (2011). Matching words to accompany photographs that 
are vibrant stories in themselves is a challenge that Sarala has 
ably accomplished in this publication thanks to contributions from 
renowned experts on all matters water in Sri Lanka. Editing and 
formatting the words of such an elite is an exercise in diplomacy as 
well as in having the confidence to believe in the message of the 
publication and of the story it has to tell. This Sarala has effectively 
accomplished and the result is not only a book of beautiful 
photography, but also of interest and study. In addition, the design 
by Nelun Harasgama Nadaraja and the digital artwork by Raghavan 
Prem Kumar compliment the beauty of picture and word.

Anouk Illangakoon, Anslem De Silva and Sarath Kotagama 
describe the faunal treasures in Sri Lanka’s waters and of the 
importance of their preservation. Others describe the religious 
and historical significance of water in this country’s development 
and its importance for the future. An essential chapter by Kusum 
Athukorala explores the role of women in the conservation of 
water and the consequences to them of climate change.

Despite the eloquence of all of their words and the undoubted 
depth of their knowledge, to me, the piece de resistance of 
the writings is a hitherto unpublished essay by R. L. Brohier 
on “The Ancient Hydraulic Civilization”. A legend for all time 
in his study and knowledge of ancient Sri Lanka, particularly of 
its hydrological systems and constructions, this chapter takes 
the reader directly to the wonderment of what once was, and 
with enlightened policy and policymakers, could be again. As 
Luxshmanan explains in his postscript to this book, the first 
Prime Minister of Sri Lanka, D. S. Senanayake, had R. L. Brohier 
to rely on with guidance for the attempted regeneration of the 
ancient hydrological systems of this land immediately after 
Independence. D. S. Senanayake was enlightened enough to 
understand that those with knowledge - scientists, agronomists, 
engineers, historians – were needed to give of their expertise 
for the establishment of this newly independent nation. As 
predictions abound that future wars and global upheaval will be 
for water, if Sri Lanka is to enjoy its peace, and pass this rich 
natural heritage of water on to its children, then it is to these 
seats of learning that policymakers must turn, while abandoning 
the politically expedient policies aimed solely at the here and 
now. That is the legacy that future generations will bless us for.

This is a book not only for those who have a desire to collect 
works of exceptional photography, but also for those who wish 
to increase their learning and understanding of this ancient, vital, 
heritage of Sri Lanka. It is not an adornment but a book to be read 
and then re-read as it stimulates the asking of new questions. In 
the words of Maxim Gorky,

“Keep reading books, but remember a book is only a book, and 
you should learn to think for yourself”

This is one book that makes you do just that!
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“A LIFER”: 
the Yellow-rumped Flycatcher

Namal Kamalgoda

I have been known to travel many a mile to see a “lifer”. 
So when Kithsiri (Gunawardena) called and asked 
me if I was interested in a day trip to Uda Walawe 
and Lunugamvehera, to try and see two “lifers”, my 
answer was naturally, “Yes”! For those who are not 
initiated in the terms of ‘birders’, a “Lifer” means a 
bird you are seeing for the first time in your life.

The two ‘lifers’ we were after were vagrants, migrant 
birds that ended in Sri Lanka by mistake, and are not 
usually seen here. The first was the “Short–toed Lark”. 
This small, inconspicuous looking bird was seen at the 
causeway in Uda Walawe. This was the first sighting 
of this bird in Sri Lanka.

The second was the Yellow-rumped Flycatcher, a 
very rare migrant to Sri Lanka from Siberia and China. 
It was first observed in 1999 in the canopy of a tall 
roadside tree in Yala Block III on the Sellakataragama 
- Buttala road, singing its beautiful song. As such, this 
recent sighting was only the second record of this bird 
in Sri Lanka. It had been seen at Tanamalwila, near the 
entrance to the Lunugamvehera National Park.

The combination of bright yellow, black and white 
plumage of this small bird makes it one of the most 
attractive flycatchers seen in Sri Lanka. The female, 
however, is not as colourful as the male. This flycatcher 
prefers to be solitary and in forest habitats where it 
actively searches for food amongst the foliage of the 
trees. It feeds on small insects and larvae. It catches 
flying insects on the wing and returns back to a twig 
in the typical ‘flycatching’ attitude of its kind. When 
not foraging, it spends short periods perched on twigs 
while warbling its soft, sweet ‘sub-song’, obviously 
to sharpen its singing ability before returning to its 
breeding grounds, in Siberia or China, where it would 
sing its rather loud and pleasant ‘full song’ to attract a 
mate for breeding.

The 11th Hour
We were at Uda Walawe by 6.30 in the morning. 
Within minutes Kithsiri’s sharp eyes had spotted the 
Short-toed Lark. It was in the company of a few Ashy-
headed Finch Larks. If it were not for Kithsiri, I may 

have spent a lot longer time trying to spot it. Despite 
good viewing, it only permitted ‘record photographs’, 
as it kept its distance. I had to be satisfied with a 
picture of a White Wagtail!

With one ‘lifer’ under our belt we were off for 
the second. Around 9.30am, and we were at 
Lunugamvehera. We looked and looked without any 
luck. Looking for a very small bird among a relatively 
thick forest was not easy. Elephant dung scattered 
all over reminded us that we were not alone and we 
needed to be alert, or risk banging into an elephant!

At around 1.30pm, we were exhausted! Tired from the 
early morning start and long drive, we were about to 
give up when Amila turned up. Amila was the person 
who first spotted and identified the Yellow-rumped 
Flycatcher at this location. So along with him, and 
three of his guests, we continued looking. After some 
time Amila left. We were now frustrated, disappointed 
and hungry. In utter despair, we decided to have a late 
lunch and head back to Colombo.

I love to stop at small road side boutiques for lunch. 
They usually serve up uncomplicated, fresh hot meals 
- local vegetables with fried lake fish - my idea of an 
ideal meal. With our bellies filled, our spirits returned. 
As we got into the vehicle to head back to Colombo, 
Kithsiri asked, “Shall we try once more?” My answer, 
naturally, was “Yes”! While driving back he asked if I 
thought we will see the bird this time? In return I asked 
him if we did not think so, why were we trying again?

Once we got there it appeared that my positive 
attitude was in vain. We tried very hard but with no 
luck. It was now 5.30pm; the light was starting to fade 
fast. It was time to throw in the towel. I was already 
thinking of the long drive home without the Yellow-
rumped Flycatcher in the bag!

Kithsiri has not only got sharp eyes but sharp hearing 
as well. Just when all was lost, he heard a bird call 
that was not familiar to him. And sure enough, there it 
was! At the proverbial 11th hour! We had all but given 
up. It froze very briefly, but it was enough to give us 
both pictures of one of the rarest birds to be seen in 
Sri Lanka. A classic case for never giving up!






