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I congratulate the Wildlife and Nature Protection 
Society for publishing Loris Magazine which is one of 
the well-recognised local magazines issued every year 
addressing both local and global wildlife enthusiasts. 
It’s my pleasure to sponsor this as a strong tool of 
awareness creation on Sri Lankan Wildlife.

Sri Lanka Tourism has achieved a multitude of 
successes during 2015 recording the highest ever 
tourist arrivals in history - 1.8 Million. This was 
accompanied by a tremendous growth rate of 18% 
compared with last year arrivals, and we are going 
ahead for a target of 2.2 Million arrivals in 2016. Sri 
Lanka is an island containing a thousand treasures, 
having the highest biodiversity in Asia, backed by a 
strong culture, historical artefacts, exotic beaches, 
green environment and friendly people. As an island, Sri 
Lanka Tourism promotes Authenticity, Compactness 
and Diversity as its unique selling propositions.

Sri Lanka has several National Parks and eight UNESCO 
World Heritage Sites. The Sinharaja Forest Reserve is 
a hilly rain forest, home to an abundance of rare and 
precious endemic species - trees, amphibians, insects, 
birds, reptiles and mammals. In addition, the Central 
Highlands are made up of three Wet-zone Parks and is 
situated in the hills in the middle of Sri Lanka.

Sri Lanka facilitates all comforts and offers a hassle free 

travel experience for tourists via convenient Highways, 
Air Taxi services and quality Airports. Railways have 
become an enjoyable experience for foreigners, 
especially travel upcountry. As a result of this well-
established infrastructure, Sri Lanka has been 
recognized globally as a potential destination to travel. 
The Sunday Times, UK named Sri Lanka as the 
Destination of the Year in 2015, offering sweeping 
landscapes of lush green countryside, towering 
waterfalls and golden sand beaches. Dream Trips, the 
special edition of the Lonely Planet Magazine, has 
endorsed Sri Lanka as one of the Top 10 destinations to 
visit in 2016. In addition to this, Sri Lanka earned a rich 
collection of endorsements from recognised global 
travel publications from the beginning of 2016. 
FoxNews.com, Condé Nast Traveler, ABTA (Association 
of British Travel Agents), Harper’s Bazaar (UK) Magazine 
were a few who endorsed this beautiful country for 
consideration as a best travel destination in 2016.

I am grateful to all practitioners of wildlife conservation 
and expect their maximum contribution towards 
sustainable conservation practises. This would create 
opportunities for foreign travellers and wildlife lovers 
the world over to experience this beautiful island. I’m 
sure this publication will encourage readers to visit 
Sri Lanka in 2016 and to stay longer in the island, 
experiencing this wonderful destination.

Message from Sponsor
Paddy Withana 

Chairman, Sri Lanka Tourism Development Authority | Sri Lanka Tourism Promotion Bureau

The General Committee of the Wildlife & Nature Protection Society extends its sincere gratitude to the 
Sri Lanka Tourism Development Authority for its generosity and commitment to Wildlife Conservation by 
being the primary sponsor of this issue of Loris. We also thank all of its other sponsors whose support is 
vital for the publication of this journal. In addition, I would like to thank Nelun Harasgama Nadarajah and 
Raghavan Prem Kumar for their assistance in the setting up and design of this issue.
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There are very few places in the World where geography, climate 
and evolution have conspired so perfectly together to produce 
the natural conditions able to support a profusion of life on land 
and in the sea as they have with Sri Lanka. Encircled as it is with 
shallow seas of coral and rock reefs, the land builds up from 
forest-clad plains through rainforest slopes, to montane forest 
highlands! This island is blessed with a variety of life, both faunal 
and floral, that makes it a wonder to behold. The secret of its 
natural profundity is its abundance of fresh water on land, and the 
nutrition rich waters that lap its island shores.

A 3, 000 year historical record gives account of enlightened 
rulers who tapped the island’s many rivers and streams to create 
a network of large and small reservoirs, here called tanks, that 
chequer the landscape from north to south, and ensure that there 
is water for its inhabitants, both human and animal, throughout 
the year. These wise ancients not only constructed one of the 
greatest hydrological systems in the history of the world, but 
also had the understanding and vision to preserve the forests 
and marshes, knowing the importance of their preservation for 
the greater benefit of the country and of its peoples, and for the 
future health and prosperity of the nation. The Royal Rulers of 
yore seemed to have a greater understanding of the importance 
of bequeathing a legacy, a desire to pass on a richer heritage to 
the future than they had inherited from the past. That was the 
secret to Sri Lanka’s rich history - of culture, religion, construction, 
and written record - throughout all of which the conservation of its 
natural heritage remained paramount.

From hosting one of the largest populations of wild elephants 
in South Asia on land, to having permanent populations of blue 
and sperm whales inhabiting the ocean surrounding the island, 
from leopards to sharks, from sloth bear to dugong, from eagles 
to sparrows, from mammoth to miniscule, Sri Lanka hosts a 
plethora of species of mammal, reptile, amphibian, insect and 
fish; a natural, national treasure of living things.

Sri Lanka has been identified as a “biodiversity hotspot”. As 
exotic as its name sounds, and as apt its description of the 
variety of life the island hosts, it also comes with warning. A 
Biodiversity Hotspot is defined as “...a biogeographic region 
with significant levels of biodiversity that is under threat from 
humans”! (Wikipedia). Conservation International elaborates on 
this definition further. They define a hotspot as:

• “having at least 1, 500 vascular plants as endemics — which 
is to say, it must have a high percentage of plant life found 
nowhere else on the planet. A hotspot, in other words, is 
irreplaceable.

• It must have 30% or less of its original natural vegetation. In 
other words, it must be threatened.

(Conservation International  
http://www.conservation.org/How/Pages/Hotspots.aspx)

Sri Lanka has all of this...and they are all under threat! At the 
time of Sri Lanka’s loss of independence to colonial rule, it is 
estimated that over 80% of the island was under forest cover. 
This figure has dropped to less that 20% today, and even that is 
under threat. The problem is not development, for a country like 

Sri Lanka needs development to cater to the growing needs of 
its people. The problem lies with unplanned development, where 
projects are started without any reference to environmental 
assessments, and already strained natural systems are pushed to 
breaking point. The laws are in place to prevent this exploitation 
but, sadly, these are often practiced mostly in the breach!

Driving this destructive practice is, often, ignorance; the lack of 
understanding that the preservation of the wild places and wild 
creatures of Sri Lanka can result in greater economic benefit to 
the country than some of these unplanned developments, and 
for a much longer period of time. The Tourism Development 
Authority of Sri Lanka has long recognized this and leads its 
website with pictures and descriptions of the natural wonders 
of Sri Lanka.

Two decades ago, the Uda Walawe National Park was hardly 
visited by anyone, and Uda Walawe itself was nothing more 
than a small hamlet. Few knew then that this is probably the only 
National Park in the world where a sighting of a wild elephant can 
be guaranteed, on any day of the year! There were no hotels in 
close vicinity of the Park, hardly any jeeps for hire, the nearest fuel 
stations were 20+Km away, and even adequate groceries had 
to be purchased from these distant places. Then the fame of its 
elephants spread and today, Uda Walawe has a thriving economy 
with hotels, large and small, mushrooming all around it. Dozens of 
jeeps are available for hire, grocery stores and food outlets have 
sprung up everywhere, and no longer is a 20 Km trek necessary in 
search of fuel. All of this economic prosperity, and employment, 
to the area has been brought about by the increasing popularity of 
the National Park. Common sense decrees that the protection of 
the Park should be a priority for all. Regrettably, it is under threat. 
A major reason for this are the thousands of domestic buffalo 
and cattle who are permitted to graze within its confines, in 
breach of the Law but with political patronage. There is no food 
for the elephants and they are starving! What will happen if the 
elephants die out? Who will pay to see a barren wasteland that 
was once a Park of international repute? What will happen to the 
economically thriving human population of Uda Walawe?

Conservation International continues its information on 
biodiversity hotspots as follows:

Around the world, 35 areas qualify as hotspots. They represent 
just 2.3% of Earth’s land surface, but they support more than 
half of the world’s plant species as endemics — i.e. species 
found no place else — and nearly 43% of bird, mammal, 
reptile and amphibian species as endemics.”

(Conservation International  
http://www.conservation.org/How/Pages/Hotspots.aspx)

This is how special the natural heritage of Sri Lanka is! This is 
how important it is that we protect it. Rather than have policies 
just for today, as with our ancient rulers, the wild places and 
wild creatures of Sri Lanka should be protected not just for 
future generations of Lankans, but also for those of the world, 
for they are a global responsibility. After all, the prime reason for 
protecting nature and the environment is for the well-being of the 
human species!

EDITORIAL
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A STORY OF OUR TIME – The Destruction of Blood Ivory
Samantha Gunasekara, Deputy Director of Customs (Rtd.)  

Biodiversity, Cultural & National Heritage Protection Division, Sri Lanka Customs

January 26, 2016 is a remarkable day, a Blue Riband 
Day, for true conservationists and wildlife enthusiasts 
of Sri Lanka, as the attention of the conservation 
community of the whole world was focused on this 
tear-drop shaped little island. Why? Because it hosted 
the largest wildlife event in South Asia, in significance, 
probably one of the biggest of its kind, the destruction 
of an illegal shipment of ivory from East Africa – Blood 
Ivory! The print and electronic media of the world 
covered this event...such was its magnitude and 
significance!

Discovery

This day was reached through long process, and 
not without considerable struggle. The Customs 
Department detected this illegal shipment on May 
12, 2012, following up on information received from 
the World Customs Organization (WCO) via the 
Regional Intelligence Liaisons Office (RILO). The 
ship was in transit in the Colombo Port en route 
from Mombasa, Kenya to Dubai in the United Arab 
Emirates. A particular container, along with two 
others, were detained and scanned. One container 
gave encouraging pictures, but seizing it aroused 
suspicions, and there were legal hurdles to overcome 
before seizing the cache of tusks.

As the goods were in transit, there was a legal issue 
on detention. The second issue was that Sri Lanka has 
been a signatory to the Convention on International 
Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna & Flora 
(CITES) since 1979, but has not ratified the convention 
so far. In these circumstances, the writer advised on 
the legal option of using the Extraordinary Gazette 
Notification No. 1517/19 of 03rd October 2007, 
along with the DOPL No. 626 of 06th February 2008 
(Departmental Circular) which had not been used by 
the Sri Lanka Customs before.

The declaration for the containers stated that the 
contents were “Waste polythene for recycling 
purposes”. The containers were opened on May 22, 

2012, in the presence of the Media and the tusks of 
elephant ivory were detected.

One container had African timber, in log form, while 
the other one contained disposable party items 
made of plastic. Our main suspect container, when 
opened, contained two layers of polythene bags full 
of decaying sprats instead of waste polythene as per 
the declaration.

The next two layers contained polythene bags full of 
waste polythene cut to smaller pieces.

Picture 2: Polythene bags full of decaying sprats.

Picture 3: Waste Polythene.

Picture 1: Illegal shipment of Elephant tusks.
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This was all around the outer layers of the contents of 
the container. It was only in the center of the container 
that we found the polythene bags with bundles of tusks 
which were bagged in cut-to-size waste polythene.

On further examination, 359 elephant tusks were 
found. Some were cut to pieces. The majority of them 
were very small, probably belonging to baby elephants. 
In fact, approximately 40% - 60% were either very 
small or of medium size. Some were blood stained! 
Some others had damaged crusts contaminated with 
soil and DDT. The latter showed that the ivory had 
been secretly collected and buried for a certain period 
of time.

The hoard was confirmed as tusks of the African 
Elephant (Loxodonta africana); 359 pieces weighing 1, 
528.9 kilograms and valued by the author at $ 2, 752, 
020.00 or the equivalent of Sri Lankan Rupees 368, 
668, 030.00!

Investigation

After several months of investigations conducted 
with the assistance of WCO, neither the Shipper 
from Kenya nor the Consignee from the United Arab 
Emirates (UAE) could be traced. On the request of 
WCO, INTERPOL helped us in this instance. Their 
officers visited Sri Lanka and on July 9, 2013, samples 
were drawn from each of the 359 of tusks. Finally, the 
forensic analysis (DNA fingerprinting) was undertaken 
by the US Fish & Wildlife Services and they were 
able to confirm that the tusks originated in Tanzania 
and Northern Mozambique and not in Kenya, as first 
thought. All the tusks were collected illegally from 
massacred wild elephants in these countries.

After an investigation, and through a formal Customs 
inquiry, the tusks were forfeited on October 3, 
2012. The support of the Kenyan Government, 
and the encouragement extended by Mr. & Mrs. 
Ravi Jayewardene, Mr. Rukshan Jayewardene, 

Mr. Vimukthi Weerathunga, and the Born Free 
Foundation is worthy of mention. In addition, the 
information provided by Ms. Manori Gunawardena of 
the Federation of Environmental Organizations (FEO) 
was invaluable.

The Politics of Blood Ivory

In the meantime, certain religious dignitaries were 
clamoring for the tusks! There was also a political intention 
to donate the ivory to a place of great religious sanctity, 
albeit through a questionable process. The matter was 
raised by the then Leader of the Opposition in Parliament 
and the ‘donation’ was prevented. This incident was given 
publicity in the famous “Blood Ivory” article published 
in the National Geographic magazine of January 2013. 
Consequently the CITES – COP (CITES - Conference of 
the Parties) held between March 9 – 16, 2013, in Bangkok, 
Thailand severely criticized this attempt of Sri Lankan 
politicians to donate these tusks, a matter which was 
highlighted in many international publications.

In accordance with CITES guidelines, many proposals 
were made to destroy the Ivory in public, but no 
progress was made as it was not seen as a priority by 
the political leadership, nor did they have the will to do 
so, and the consignment of Ivory remained dormant 
for another two and half years.

Final Breakthrough

Finally in March 2015, on a report prepared by the 
Customs Deparment, Hon. Ravi Karunanayake, the 
Minister of Finance, approved the destruction of 
the ivory. Progress was, however, slow due to lack 
of machines available as the burning process was 
vehemently objected to by the officers of Central 
Environmental Authority (CEA).

Mr. Vidya Abhayagunawardena, who published 
several articles about the blood ivory in the print media, 

Picture 4: Cut-to-size ivory. Picture 5: An embedded bullet.
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raised the issue in many forums and the matter was 
discussed with the diplomatic community as well. He 
brought this matter to the attention of Hon. Gamini 
Jayawickrama Perera, the Minister of Sustainable 
Development and Wildlife, who appointed the author 
as the coordinator between his Ministry and the 
Department of Customs.

Finally, the process was accelerated. The destruction 
date was fixed for January 26, 2016, International 
Customs Day, by H. E. Maithripala Sirisena, the 
President of Sri Lanka. Following religious observances, 
all 359 African Elephant tusks were to be destroyed, by 
crushing, at Galle Face Green, in the presence of the 
Hon. President, Prime Minister, Ministers, Diplomats, 
schoolchildren and the public.

The Big Day

The ‘Big Day’ arrived, and attracted the largest number 
of media personnel, inclusive of representatives from 
the international press, for such an event. The ivory 
was crushed, inventories taken, and the ivory then 
repacked and re-sealed. All of the crushed particles 
were transported under the supervision of the 
Customs and with armed protection provided by the 
Government. It was then burned at 2000° Celsius. The 
entire burning process was filmed and witnessed by 
over 100 officials including the author. This took place 
on the following day to the crushing of the ivory.

International Acclaim

The fact that the General Secretary of CITES, Mr. John 
Scanlon, made special journey to grace this event was 
a great honour for the country. His presence was 
initiated by Mr. Vidya Abahayagunawardena and at the 
invitation of H. E. President Sirisena. It was his first 
visit to a South Asian country. He greatly appreciated 
the steps taken by H. E. President, the Prime Minister 
and the country to destroy the blood Ivory saying that

“It never made it to its final destination and we would 
like to respectfully commend Sri Lanka, its national 
authorities, and its partners for their extraordinary 
efforts in detecting this contraband in transit”.

“The DNA samples collected by the WIST, through 
INTERPOL, represents best practice and what was 
done here in Sri Lanka has set the example for others 
to follow in ensuring that samples of seized and 
confiscated ivory are taken before such contraband is 
destroyed”.

According to CITES, trade in ivory is prohibited. They 
advocate the destruction of seized stocks to eradicate 
demand. With no demand, there will be no need for 
supply. Hence no monetary value for ivory.

As per the website of CITES, Sri Lanka is the 16th 
country who has destroyed its stocks of ivory and is 
the first to seek pardon from the slaughtered elephants.

Picture 6: Awaiting destruction at Galle Face Green.
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National Geographic issued an electronic copy of the 
magazine on 25th January 2016, under the heading

“One country will destroy its ivory - and pray for 
elephants”.

The author of the article Ms. Laurel Neme made note 
that:

“...to my mind, something that’s always been missing 
is an apology: No country has ever formally said sorry 
for its complicity in the trade. Tomorrow Sri Lanka will 
hold a religious ceremony to do just that”.

Further she had quoted the most Ven. Omalpe Sobitha 
Thero who led the service as follows:

“We have to apologize...Those elephants were 
victimized by the cruelty of certain people. But all of 
human society is responsible. We destroyed those 
innocent lives to take those tusks. We have to ask for 
pardon from them”.

Ms. Neme further stated that

“...the Venerable Omalpe Sobitha Thero will lead a 
religious ceremony that will include a transfer of merits, 
a Buddhist ritual often done for departed relatives to 

honor them and help them reach a better place in their 
next life”.

No merit in murder

“According to the teachings of very knowledgeable 
most Venerable Buddhist Theros, no “Danaya” 1 
can be donated or is acceptable if it is produced in 
a wrong manner. The tusks of those Elephants who 
were brutally killed also fall into the same category. In 
addition, animal trade is one of the five wrong trades 
which should not be practiced by a Buddhist.”

A special message by Dr. Iain Douglas–Hamilton 
(Founder and CEO of Save the Elephants) was delivered 
to the President and Prime Minister of Sri Lanka. He 
was joined by other African elephant conservationists 
(Ceylon Daily News – 15.02.2016). In his letter he said,

“I want to offer my congratulations to the government 
of Sri Lanka for the laudable decision to destroy the ivory 
stocks. This action is particularly important this year as 
matters are coming to a head on the question of how 
many elephants can survive in the face of the intense 
exploitation we have seen in the last five years.”

There were many individuals, as well as local and 
international organizations, who voluntarily assisted 
to make this event a success. In addition, if not for 
the keen interest and tremendous support of the Hon. 
Gamini Jayawickrama Perera, Minister of Sustainable 
Development and Wildlife, none of this would have 
come to fruition. Mr. Udayanath Liyanage, Director of 
Customs and Mr. Vidhya Abhyayagunaradena were 
the other two mainstays of the event.

The assistance provided by Laugfs Engineering Co., 
Geocycle, and the Dilmah Group, all free of charge, 
was greatly appreciated. The Sri Lanka Tourism 

1 Alms-giving

Picture 7: Crushing Machine.

Picture 9: Witnesses to the final destruction.Picture 8: Awaiting incineration.
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Development Authority, the Department of Wildlife 
Conservation, and the Association of Sri Lanka Artists 
should also receive honourable mention for their 
efforts in making this a successful event.

The merits of doing the right thing

Finally, it can be stated with certainty that this was a 
worthy cause not only toward the protection of World 
wildlife, by providing a model for others to follow, but 
it also delivered a strong message for the conservation 
of our wild life by reducing the monetary value of ivory 
to zero. It also served to help with the following:

1. Destroy the mythical belief of keeping ivory for 
prosperity,

2. Helped spread the message on how we should 
love and care for wild animals and nature together 
with mankind,

3. How we should comply to International 
Conventions, 

4. Gain a healthy reputation with the international 
community with the possibility of enjoying resulting 
economic benefits from it, and

5. A blessing earned to the Country by the destruction 
of this Blood Ivory!

Picture 10: An armed guard protects the Blo9od Ivory.

Picture 11: Ivory being transported for incineration.
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Plate 1: Blue gorgonians 
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THE DIVERSITY OF OUR HIDDEN REEFS
Naresh Gunasekera

The ocean has always been a mystery to us, an alien 
environment hostile to our basic needs for survival. 
Our relationship with the sea is mostly seeing it as 
a supply of food, a chance to get our feet wet and, 
unfortunately, a bottomless garbage can for our waste. 
A few brave souls venture out for a ‘sea swim’ but 
they literally only skim the surface. This is, however, 
changing as SCUBA diving is becoming more and 
more popular. Swimming abilities and a training course 
opens up the depths for exploration. A few minutes 

out in a boat from the busy beach in Mount Lavinia, 
and a few meters below the surface, a whole new 
world opens up to those willing to take the plunge.

Initially the water can look a bit uninviting, a dull blue-
green with a bright orange rope connecting your boat 
to the unseen reef below. As you swim down the 
rope, the distinctive rustle of the reef becomes louder 
until you reach the rock and you slowly acclimatize to 
breathing under water. Your eyes adjust to the light and 

Plate 3: Soft coral and hawkfish.

Plate 2: Tube worms
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the dive gear that was so bulky on the surface becomes 
second nature to you. The colours from the corals on 
the reef start to pop while confused blurs of activity 
resolve into a busy community of fish going about their 
daily lives. As you become more relaxed and confident 
you can start observing what is going on under, over 
and around you. The reef itself is made up of fractured 
sandstone blocks that look almost man made. From a 
distance, they look lifeless but as you get closer the fish 
and other life on the rocks become apparent.

Patience is a virtue

Patience is a virtue in most wildlife experiences and is 
especially so when diving. Swimming busily to and fro 
usually damages the reef, kicking up silt and scaring 
fish. Patiently hanging around in one location or 
swimming slowly along the reef will provide you with 
the best chance of seeing the fascinating interactions 
and creatures that make up a rocky reef in Sri Lanka.

The first things you will notice are the colourful 

Plate 4: Cleaner shrimp.
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Gorgonian Corals in the shape of a fan, small but 
intricate in structure. Some parts of the reef are 
covered in a field of these blue fans and these are worth 
a closer inspection. Minute creatures abound on these 
fans, such as tubeworms a few centimeters long that 
extend their filaments into the adjoining water looking 
for food. You have to be careful approaching these as 
the slightest movement in the water will cause them 
to retract into their protective tubes.

Some parts of the reef experience more currents than 
others and this microcosm allows the growth of soft 
coral, one of the most brightly coloured decorations 

Plate 5: Whip coral goby. Plate 6: Blue line grouper.

Plate 7: Hermit crab.
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of the reef. Unlike our traditional view of corals, these 
corals do not excrete a calcium carbonate skeleton and 
prefer more nutrient rich water. The most striking of 
the soft corals is definitely the Dendronephthya which 
form upright stalks with branches of polyps and come 
in a variety of colours from pink to orange. You will 
often find minute transparent shrimp hiding amongst 
these soft corals and fish such as Dwarf Hawkfish 
(Cirrhitichthys falco) sheltering underneath them.

Every now and then the reef will be punctuated by 
what looks like an intricate white stick, sometimes 
dead straight and sometimes curled around in odd 
shapes. These are another type of coral, the Whip 
Coral or Sea Whip which are from the same family as 
the Gorgonian sea fans. Most of the whip corals on 
our reefs are either white or red and are home to a 
tiny, fast moving but photogenic fish, the Whip Coral 
Goby of the Bryaninops genus. This bug-eyed fish is 
translucent to match the colour of the coral and lives 
all its life on the whip coral, mating and laying its eggs 
on the long thin tendrils.

Further surprises

The rock that makes up the reef is often fractured and 
there are small valleys and caves amongst the coral 

and every surface is usually covered in algae. Again, 
a careful inspection aided with a torch will reward 
you with a lot of macro life including cleaner shrimp 
hiding in cracks in the reef waiting for a client to swim 
by. One of the most common is the White-banded 
Cleaner Shrimp (Lysmata amboinensis) which is also 
exported in significant numbers for the export trade. 
Fish such as Blue-lined Groupers and Moray Eels will 
stop by while the shrimp carefully pick off parasites, 
sometimes even going into a fish’s mouth to ensure a 
thorough clean.

Sometimes, rather surprisingly, a piece of the reef will 
get up and move away from you. Closer inspection of 
this phenomena will reveal a hermit crab, sheltering 

Plate 8: Dardanus pedunculatus.

Plate 9: Pipefish.
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in a shell that is overgrown with algae and blending 
into the reef providing it with camouflage from its 
enemies. There is also a truly eccentric version of this 
type of crab that is quite rare but can be seen often 
on night dives. This is the Dardanus pedunculatus or 
the Anemone Hermit Crab which harvests anemones 
for its shell for protection from its major predator, 
the octopus. This crab carefully strokes and taps 
anemones at night to loosen them from the reef and 
then moves them onto its shell.

There are a multitude of tiny creature that make up the 
reef but one of the most challenging to spot, though 
quite common, is the Pipefish of the Syngnathidae 
family. Striped and sinuous, you need to look at 
sheltered portions of the reef where there is a good 
algal growth. While stationary, these pipefish are 
incredibly hard to spot but they often swim close to 
the rock in a serpentine manner and then are easy to 
see. They are, often, found in pairs and once they get 
used to you hanging around, you will often see the 
pair feed together, moving from one patch of algae to 
the next.

An easy spot are Nudibranchs or Sea Slugs, small and 
brightly coloured. A variety of species can be seen 
on our reefs such as Hypselodoris pulchella, often 
trailing each other in twos, or the flamboyant Phidiana 

militaris. Most Nudibranchs get their bright colours 
from the sponges they feed on and as a result are 
quite poisonous too. You will sometimes find strange, 
brightly coloured concentric ribbons on rocks and 
these are Nudibranch eggs.

Finding food is a primary goal in a fishes’ life and if you 
look closely, you can see one creature that takes a 
very subtle approach to capturing prey. The Scorpion 
Fish (Scorpaenidae sp.) is a master at camouflage with 
a body covered in a fine filigree of algae that matches 
the reef. This fish takes an energy efficient approach 
to hunting, pretending it is part of the reef until an 
unsuspecting fish swims above. It then engulfs its 
unsuspecting prey from below. Care should be taken 
with a scorpion fish as it has a ridge of spines covered 
in venomous mucus on its dorsal fin as a self defense 
mechanism and getting stung can be extremely painful.

If you can tear yourself away from inspecting the reef 
and look upward you will see shoals of Sweepers 
(Pempheris sp.) and Goldband Fusiliers (Pterocaesio 
chrysozona). The Sweepers, bottom heavy and dark in 
colour, move at a stately pace while the Fusiliers are 
more frenetic with the blue and gold of their bodies 
flashing as they swirl around the rocks. Juvenile 
Pickhandle Barracuda (Sphyraena jello), streamlined 
and swift though relatively small compared to their 

Plate 10: Hypselodoris pulchella.
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Plate 11: Phydinia militaris. 
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daunting cousin the Giant Barracuda, often join these 
shoals making for an interesting show.

Closer to the reef you will find shoals of Glassfish, 
a small ‘see-through’ fish that glints in the gloom as 
it catches the sunlight. Look around the edge of the 
shoals and you will see a much larger fish, a good 8 - 
12 inches long, skulking amongst the rocks. This is the 
Blue-lined Grouper (Cephalopholis formosa) and it is a 
voracious predator of the glassfish and other smaller 
fish. It sits watching the shoal patiently until a fish 

comes too close, then a flash of fins and the shoal has 
one fish less! A number of other types of groupers, 
such as the beautiful Peacock Grouper (Cephalopholis 
argus) employ similar tactics to feed making the 
glassfishes’ lives a bit stressful.

Another common denizen of the reef, a close cousin 
of the Scorpion Fish, is the flamboyantly attired Lion 
Fish (Pterois sp.) that adds colour and character to the 
muted underwater world. Much easier to spot than 
the Scorpion Fish, you should still be careful with a 

Plate 12: Scorpionfish.

Plate 13: Glassfish.



22

Plate 14: Lionfish.

Plate 15: Octopus.
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Lion Fish as its beautiful fins are 
able to inject venom if touched. 
These fish are, however, quite 
friendly and will come investigate 
your mask and fins or will hang 
around you unafraid.

The cast of characters is endless 
but one of the most enigmatic 
and charismatic you can find is the 
Octopus. The first indication of luck 
would be the disconcerting sight of 
a rock changing colour to white as 
you approach. This is the time for 
a very cautious approach which 
will let you get eye to eye with 
this alien-like creature, all arms and 
strange protuberances. The switch 
from its usual red to white colour is 
quite something to see as well and 
eventually, when the octopus tires 
of your presence, it will astonish 
you with its ability to squeeze into 
an impossibly small hole in the reef 
to retire for the day.

A close cousin of the octopus is 
the Squid, familiar to all of us as a 
common delicacy. After meeting 
one underwater, however, you 
may have second thoughts about 
ordering this off the menu. The 
intelligence and curiosity a squid 
has towards a diver is palpable. 
They will circle you carefully, 
colours flashing across their 
bodies, tentacles extended almost 
as if they are sniffing you. Mating 
pairs flash around each other 
making for an ethereal light show.

One dive of about an hour, which 
is usually how long your tank will 
last you on one of our inshore 
reefs, is never enough to come 
to grips with the complexities of 
the reef. Each time you visit this 
underwater world it is different 
and your return to the crowded 
shore of Mount Lavinia will be 
tinged with sadness at leaving 
the reef behind, along with 
satisfaction that you have seen 
what few people have had the 
privilege of witnessing.

Plate 17: Rocky reef.

Plate 16: Cuttlefish.
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SUMMARY OF THE SYMPOSIUM OF WILD CATS OF 
SOUTH ASIA PAST & PRESENT

Dr. Sriyanie Miththapala 
Commission Member, IUCN Commission of Education and Communication

INTRODUCTION 

The first Symposium of Wild Cats of South Asia, past 
and present, organised by the Sri Lanka Wildlife and 
Nature Protection Society (WNPS), and supported 
financially by the Mohamed bin Zayed Species 
Conservation Fund and IUCN, International Union for 
Conservation of Nature, Sri Lanka Country Office, 
was held on November 2nd and 3rd, 2015 at the Mount 
Lavinia Hotel. The main focus of the symposium was 
to increase awareness on the wild cats of Sri Lanka: 
the leopard (Panthera pardus), jungle cat (Felis chaus), 
fishing cat (Prionailurus viverrinus) and the rusty 
spotted cat (Prionailurus rubiginosus). Few scientific 
studies have been carried out on the small cats of Sri 
Lanka and the main aim of this Symposium was to 
encourage and establish a Sri Lankan research base 
on these small cats, linking international scientists, 
wild cat lovers, as well as local and international 
universities.

A total of 10 foreign (including the keynote speakers 
and session chairs) and 50 local delegates (including 
20 sponsored students), attended this symposium.

DAY ONE

Professor Lakdas Fernando, President of the WNPS 
called the sessions to order. Professor Sarath Kotagama, 
Special Advisor to the Ministry of Wildlife Resources 
Conservation read out a special message from the 
Ministry of Sustainable Development and Wildlife.

Professor Devaka Weerakoon listed the main 
objectives of the symposium:

1. to present findings and obtain feedback from others;

i. to learn from each other;

ii. to forge collaborations with each other; and

iii. to identify directions for future research.

Professor David Macdonald, Professor of Wildlife 
Conservation and Director of the Wildlife Conservation 
Research Unit (WildCRU), University of Oxford, 
presented the keynote address. In his wide-ranging 
talk about wild cats and their conservation he 
presented key results of a long-term case study of lions 
in Zimbabwe. He pointed out that the hunting quota 
for lions in his study area was 50, but there were far 
fewer than 50 lions in the area, highlighting the need 

Pic. 1: Keynote address by Dr. David McDonald Pic. 2: Prof. Lars Werdelin speaks on “Cats of the Past”



25

three big cats, the lion (Panthera leo sinhaleyus), tiger 
(Panthera tigris), leopard (Panthera pardus kotiya) of 
which, only the leopard is still found on the island. 
While there is only a single record of a Pleistocene lion 
from Sri Lanka, the tiger is known from nine fossils 
and sub-fossils. There are also several other species 
known from the area, such as the hippopotamus, 
rhinoceros and two species of elephants (all of which 
are known to occur also in relatively dry habitats 
today), which could have been sympatric with the lion 
at a time these habitats were drier, in the course of the 
past 100, 000 years.

Big Cats of South Asia

The second session of the Symposium — ‘Big Cats 
of South Asia’ — was chaired by Dr. Andrew Kittle 
of the Wilderness and Wildlife Conservation Trust 
(WWCT). Dr. Kittle introduced the big cats of South 
Asia — the Endangered tiger (Panthera tigris tigris) 
of South, South-eastern and Far Eastern Asia; the 
Endangered Asiatic lion (Panthera leo persica) of the 
Gir Forest in Gujarat; the Near Threatened leopard 
(Panthera pardus) of South, South-eastern and Far 
Eastern Asia; the Endangered snow leopard (Panthera 
uncia) of the Himalayan foothills; and the Vulnerable 
clouded leopard (Neofelis nebulosa) of Southeast Asia. 
Dr. Kittle noted that for leopards, snow leopards and 
clouded leopards, populations are declining; while there 
appears to be an increase in populations for tigers and 
lions in India, although this increase is contested. He 
then described the threats for each of these species, 
and highlighted the fact that most of these threats are 
common across species: poaching for skins, bones, 
claws, teeth, or flesh (tigers, leopards, snow leopards 
and clouded leopards); habitat destruction and 
fragmentation (all species); and conflict with humans 
(lions, leopards and snow leopards). For Asiatic lions, 
there are the added threats of random events (as there 
is only a single population), disease and problems 
caused by inbreeding. For snow leopards, there is also 
the additional,  overarching threat of climate change.

During this session, Ms Anjali Watson, also of 
the WWCT, spoke on ‘Distribution and Resource 
Selection of an Endangered Apex Carnivore Across 
its Island Range – the leopard (Panthera pardus 
kotiya) in Sri Lanka’; while Dr. Kittle spoke on ‘The 
influence of intra-guild1 competition on leopard 
ecology and behaviour: a case study in Yala National 
Park, Block I, Sri Lanka’ and on ‘Leopard ecology 

1 A guild is any group of species that exploit the same resources, 
often in a similar way. In other parts of Asia the leopard co-exists 
with tigers and a range of other medium-sized carnivores. In Sri 
Lanka, the leopard has no competitors.

for scientific knowledge underpinning practical and 
policy solutions to problems in wildlife conservation.

Cats of the Past

The first technical session of the Symposium ‘Cats 
of the Past’ (Paleobiogeography) was chaired by 
Professor Lars Werdelin. Prof. Werdelin noted that 
the fossil record for cats is very poor but that molecular 
data reveals that the Felidae (Cat family) originated 
some time at or just after the end of the Eocene. 
He traced the ancestry of cats from the first cat, 
Proailurus, a prehistoric carnivore that lived in Europe 
and Asia approximately 25 million years ago in the 
Late Oligocene and Miocene, through Styriofelis, the 
next to evolve and a member of the stem lineage that 
lead to the living felids. In the middle Eocene, another 
group branched off in North America from Proailurus 
— the Nimravidae, with characteristics similar to that 
of sabre-toothed cats, and sometimes called false 
sabre-toothed cats. This group went extinct towards 
the end of the Miocene, not leading to other lineages. 
From Proailurus, yet another group evolved, which 
led to a radiation of sabre-toothed cats (characterised 
by long, curved sabre-shaped canine teeth), including 
Machairodus — the first of the large cats — and 
Smilodon, the iconic sabre-toothed cat. This radiation 
first appeared in the late Middle Miocene of Eurasia 
(and possibly Africa) and spread across the world in 
the Late Miocene.

Another group, whose origin is not certain but 
appeared approximately 20 million years ago, was the 
Barbourofelidae, a highly specialised, ‘extreme’ group of 
sabre-toothed cats, which died out rather quickly by 9.5 
million years ago, in the late Miocene. As Prof Werdelin 
says, “...the single most important issue impeding an 
increased understanding of the evolution of [modern] 
conical-toothed cats is the extensive ghost lineage 
between the oldest fossil members of the Panthera 
lineage and the common ancestor of all Felinae”.

In the same session, Dr. Kelum Medamendrarachchi, 
of the Postgraduate Institute of Archaeology, University 
of Kelaniya gave the next presentation on ‘The extinct 
lion and tiger (family: Felidae) of Sri Lanka’. He 
noted that Sri Lanka shares the same continental 
shelf as India. It is presently separated from the south 
Indian mainland by the shallow Palk Strait. During the 
Pleistocene, which ranged from 2.58 million years ago 
to about 11, 700 years ago, Sri Lanka was connected 
intermittently to mainland India, until sea level rise 
created the present disruption approximately 10, 000 
– 7, 000 years ago. The fauna that inhabited Sri Lanka 
during this period are referred to as the Pleistocene 
fauna. The Pleistocene fauna of Sri Lanka included 
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in the Central Highlands of Sri Lanka’. Leopards in 
Sri Lanka appear to select areas close to protected 
areas and areas with some protection status, while 
avoiding agricultural land. This suggests the avoidance 
of human presence, lack of prey and / or lack of cover 
for hunting. Leopards also chose roads, but that is 
common, as wide-ranging carnivores tend to use linear 
pathways to traverse the landscape. Leopards are also 
found close to water, and this may be attributed to the 
fact that the study landscape was dotted with water 
bodies that have surrounding protective buffer forests.

In the absence of inter-guild competitors, leopard 
population density and adult male range sizes were not 
significantly different from populations with intra-guild 
competitors. Leopards were more easily observed at 
night and at dawn and dusk, and were definitely more 
active at night. Most observed leopards were solitary, 
but Dr Kittle concluded that it was more likely to see 
more than one leopard, when compared to studies 
with intra-guild competition. Spotted deer (Axis axis) 
formed the majority of leopard diet in Yala included 
in proportion to availability, whereas sambhur (Rusa 
unicolor), comprised a small portion of total diet, but 
were preferentially selected. The range of the Sri 
Lankan leopard seems to be influenced by available 
prey more than the absence of intra-guild competition. 
However, the absence of competitors results in 
altered behaviour in terms of decreased secrecy and 
larger prey choice.

Ongoing distribution mapping indicates that leopards 
occupy most protected areas but are also found 
in small, isolated forest patches with little or no 
protection. Many of these occur in Sri Lanka’s central 
highlands where a high human population density, 
heavily fragmented landscape mosaic and paucity of 
large, contiguous protected areas, means leopards 

here are potentially highly vulnerable. Dr. Kittle and his 
co-workers conducted field studies in three distinct 
locations: the Dunumadallawa Forest Reserve (<5 
km2) which falls within Kandy’s Municipal Limits; 
the Agrapatana Arboretum, a regenerating released 
tea estate which borders the Agra - Bopats Forest 
Reserve; and Horton Plains National Park, a 32 km2 
montane zone Protected Area. Camera trap surveys 
revealed single resident females in Dunumadallawa 
and the Agrapatana Arboretum, while spoor analysis 
indicated the occasional presence of adult males in 
both Dunumadallawa and Agrapatana. Leopards and 
humans use these areas at different times. In the 
Horton Plains National Park a resident population 
of 13.3/100 km2 was estimated. These results 
highlight the remarkable adaptability of leopards in 
occupying habitats of varied quality and size in an 
anthropogenically disturbed region. He concluded by 
saying that an improved understanding of connections 
between populations in this highly fragmented 
landscape is now a high priority.

Dr. Kittle and Ms Watson’s studies are contributing 
towards understanding the factors influencing apex 
carnivore habitat choice and how that translates to its 
continued presence in various habitats.

Dr Meena Venkataraman, of the Carnivore Conser-
vation and Research, Maharashtra, India, spoke on 
‘The Importance of cultural attitudes in conservation: 
a case of human-lion co-existence in the Gir 
Protected Area in Gujarat’. She said that situations 
of human-wildlife conflict have escalated in recent 
years at the interface of forest-human habitation. 
The remaining forested habitats exist only as legally 
protected areas (PA) and are isolated and separated 
by highly populated human-dominated landscapes, 
causing conflict when animals disperse. There is also 

Pic. 3: Participants at the end of the Symposium
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tremendous anthropogenic pressure on the remaining 
forests for resources. Negative sentiments towards 
the lions are also driven by fear. Carnivores pose 
a threat to safety of people and cause enormous 
economic loss via livestock raiding. The Asiatic lion 
(Panthera leo persica) survives only in the Gir PA, 
Gujarat, India. Management success in population 
revival, stabilisation and dispersal of lions has caused 
increase in conflict across the landscape. Using lions 
as a case-study to understand different facets of 
human-wildlife conflict, her study showed how the 
cultural tolerance of people and their attitudes towards 
conservation is vital, especially in saving endangered 
wildlife populations.

The day’s sessions concluded with a lively panel 
discussion with Professor MacDonald, Dr. Jim 
Sanderson and Professor Lakdas Fernando at 
the helm. Professor MacDonald spoke about 
the importance of politics and public opinion in 
conservation, using the example of Cecil the Lion, 
whose killing sparked an outpouring of public support. 
He noted that everyone deals with similar problems 
under different circumstances and that there is an 
urgent need to bring about a culture which is adapted 
to conservation. Problems such as poaching and 
transmission of disease can be minimised if there 
were corridors, disease control, proper regulation, a 
culture which respects wildlife and safe habitats for 
animals.

DAY TWO

Small Cats of South Asia

On the following day (Session 3 of the Symposium), 
Dr. Jim Sanderson of the Small Wild Cat Conservation 
Foundation (SWCCF), chaired a session on the ‘Small 
cats of South Asia’. He said that SWCCF, a non-profit 
foundation, supports conservation efforts for all small 
cats and also people working in their home countries on 
these cats. The focus is on the four most endangered 
small wild cats: the Andean cat (Leopardus jacobita), 
Bay cat (Catopuma badia), Fishing cat (Prionailurus 
viverrinus) and Flat-headed cat (Prionailurus planiceps). 
SWCCF supports conservation, i.e. threat reduction. 
Conservation questions also motivate the science 
projects that are carried out. SWCCF is about a US$ 
80, 000.00 per year organisation. He is also on the 
Review Board of the Mohamed bin Zayed Species 
Conservation Fund (MbZSCF), where he is responsible 
for recommending wild cat proposal funding. MbZSCF 
supported this Symposium. He feels that his role, 
as it should be for older scientists, is to create new 

conservation superstars and projects. He is working 
closely with Ashan Thudugala and Anya Ratnayaka in 
Sri Lanka on fishing cat conservation projects.

Dr. Shomita Mukherjee of the Salim Ali Centre for 
Ornithology and Natural History, Coimbatore, Tamil 
Nadu made a presentation on ‘An assessment of 
the distribution of some small felids in India’. She 
said that India harbours 15 small felid species but 
their distribution remains unclear. Her study reveals 
two hot-spots for small felids: northeast India and 
the semiarid and arid western region, both with nine 
species but different community compositions. The 
latter is a particularly fragile region due to enormous 
pressure from a burgeoning human population, 
and developmental activities that ignore ecological 
considerations in formulating land policies. Results 
from phylogeographic studies using mitochondrial 
markers show two populations for the leopard cat 
(Prionailurus bengalensis), a genetically unique one 
along the Western Ghats and another in north and east 
India, contiguous with populations outside India. This 
break in distribution is supported by niche models that 
show the leopard cat is not found in areas with high 
ambient temperatures. The jungle cat (Felis chaus) 
and fishing cat (Prionailurus viverrinus) have no genetic 
subdivisions within India.

Fishing Cats

The next two presentations were on fishing cats: Ms. 
Anya Ratnayaka spoke on the topic ‘Meso-carnivores 
as urban conservation flagships: the role of fishing 
cats in Sri Lanka’s cities’ and Mr Ashan Thudugala 
of the Post Graduate Institute of Science, University 
of Peradeniya, spoke about ‘Fishing cat conservation 
in Hill country Sri Lanka’. Ms. Ratnayaka noted that 
if conservation plans can be infused into city plans, 
green refuges can be more effective for biodiversity 
conservation. As a habitat specialist, the fishing cat 
requires riparian habitats, swamps, and wetlands; 
critical ecosystems for preserving watershed 
and drainage functions, but among the first to be 
reclaimed or converted during urbanisation. She and 
her co-worker, Dr. Eric Wikramanayake, determined 
the presence and distribution of fishing cats in urban 
habitats of Sri Lanka using camera-traps and GPS 
collars and found that fishing cats are active during 
the day and night in areas adjacent to dense human 
habitation. Based on their observations, they proposed 
the creation of ‘Urban Bioparks’ for biodiversity 
conservation, and green areas for urban wildlife.

Mr. Thudugalla introduced the fishing cat as locally 
abundant in the hill country of Sri Lanka. These populations 
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are under severe threat from various anthropogenic 
activities. His study (carried out in the districts of Kandy, 
Matale and Nuwara Eliya) quantified these threats and 
proposed conservation actions to mitigate them. The 
most road kills recorded in the hill country occurred in the 
Kandy district and habitat fragmentation and poaching 
were the most common threats. Poisoning, electric 
fencing, and even use in indigenous medicine were 
prevalent. To overcome those problems Mr. Thudugalla 
carried out awareness programmes and youth camps to 
target school children and local villagers and placed road 
signs at the most vulnerable road kill points. Following 
this conservation strategy, human-induced death rates 
appear to have decreased in the target locations during 
the past 18 months.

Cats of Sri Lanka
The final session of the Symposium — ‘Cats of Sri 
Lanka’ was chaired by Dr. Sriyanie Miththapala, 
Consultant IUCN, International Union for Conservation 
of Nature, Sri Lanka Country Office, Dr. Miththapala 
presented a broad-brush overview of the four Sri 
Lankan wild cats, centred on the subtopics:
a. introducing the wild cats of Sri Lanka;
b. the evolutionary relationships of the wild cats of Sri 

Lanka;
c. history of wild cat research in Sri Lanka;
d. the distribution of wild cats of Sri Lanka in the world 

and in Sri Lanka;
e. the ecology of wild cats in Sri Lanka;
f. threats to the wild cats of Sri Lanka; and

g. future directions of wild cat research/conservation.

She concluded by highlighting the lack of targeted 
research for rusty spotted cats and jungle cats; and the 
need for expanding fishing cat research to more parts 
of the island. Even though there is ongoing research 
on leopards, she noted that it is critical to
a. identify to where sub-adult males are dispersing;
b. dentify where the transient adults are coming from, 

going to;
c. assess what happens to the cubs?
d. understand how leopards outside protected areas 

are living, how are they moving?
e. How are the observed threats going to be dealt 

with?

There were three presentations related to leopard 
poaching and mortality: delivered by Dr. B. V. P. 
Perera of the Department of Wildlife Conservation, 
Elephant Transit Home, Uda Walawe, Sri Lanka on the 
‘Analysis of mortality of twenty four free ranging 
leopards (Panthera pardus kotiya) in Sri Lanka’; the 
second by Mr. W. M. S. Botejue of the Biodiversity 

Conservation Society, Colombo on ‘Records on 
poaching of leopards from the northern parts of 
Maduru Oya National Park and surrounding areas 
(dry zone, Sri Lanka) during the past seven years’; 
and the third by Ms. Anjali Watson who spoke about 
Mortality of the Sri Lankan leopard across its island 
range: hotspots and causes’.

Dr. Perera’s work centred on mortalities reported 
from the districts of Ratnapura, Nuwara Eliya and 
Monaragala and indicated that there was sex bias in 
leopard deaths, with almost three times the number 
of males killed over females (the male to female 
sex ratio was 17:6.). Overall, most of the mortalities 
were due to human activities inflicted by traps and 
snares. (n=10), vehicular accident (n=3) and poisoning 
(n=3). The two natural causes for death resulted from 
conspecific fighting (n=3) and corporative defence by 
prey animals such as wild boar (n=1).

Mr. Botejue’s work was carried out in the villages 
of the North Central Province adjoining the northern 
border of the Maduru Oya National Park (MNP) and 
showed that leopard mortality in the area was due 
to reprisals for livestock killing, poaching for pelts 
and body parts, as well as for medicinal use. There 
were 13 leopard killings including four adult males; 
seven adult females; and two sub adult females. The 
principal motive for hunting was attacks on cattle 
(females=4, sub adult females=2); sale of pelts, claws, 
teeth (males= 2, females=1); use of meat, skin, oil as 
medicine (males=1, females=1); for sport (females= 
1); and attacks on hunting groups (males=1). Guns, 
including trap guns, and jaw bombs (hakka pattas) 
were the most frequently used method for poaching.

Ms. Watson’s study examined human-leopard 
interaction data (n=108) across Sri Lanka gathered 
over the period of 15 years. Indirect killing of leopard 
in snares meant for bush meat and direct shooting 
and poisoning of leopard as a retaliatory measure 
were the main methods of leopard mortality. Other 
human-leopard incidents included domestic cattle and 
dog depredation and close proximity encounters with 
leopards. Three instances of human attack by leopards 
were documented, all unprovoked. Two reports of 
human death by leopard were reported; one was 
unconfirmed as post mortem results are inconclusive 
as to the actual cause of death. The highest proportion 
of incidents (34%) was in the Central Province with 
snares set for other species (predominantly wild boar).

Two presentations were made on parasites and 
pathogens of the wild cats of Sri Lanka: by Dr. Perera, 
on the Presence of zoonotic2 pathogens in wild cats 

2 A zoonotic disease is a disease that can be passed between 
animals and humans.
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in Sri Lanka and by Professor Rupika Rajakaruna of 
the Department of Veterinary Pathobiology, University 
of Peradeniya, Sri Lanka on Gastrointestinal parasites 
of captive and wildcats of Sri Lanka. The health 
of wildcats is important because infections within 
small fragmented populations could further reduce 
population size. Dr. Perera noted that they found 
parasitic infections of zoonotic importance in 11.1% of 
these wild cats, including toxocariasis, toxoplasmosis, 
paragonimiasis and sarcocystosis. Sarcocystosis is a 
well known parasitic infection in local cattle populations. 
Prof. Rajakaruna’s study revealed that a roundworm 
— Toxocara — infection was the most common type 
(62%). Wild leopards were also infected with another 
roundworm, Moniezia which is a common parasite of 
ruminants and had never been recorded in carnivores. 
None of the rusty spotted cats were infected and 
among the jungle cats, only the captive individuals 
were infected, with 33% prevalence. Toxocariasis 
is one of the most common parasites of cats around 
the world, causing ill health in all age groups and 
mortality in young animals. Because all these cats are 
threatened, it is important to carry out post-mortem 
studies to determine whether there are any deaths due 
to gastrointestinal parasites.

Ex-situ Conservation
The next two presentations were on ex-situ conser-
vation, delivered by Mrs. D. Malsinghe, Acting Director 
of the National Zoological Gardens, on ‘the Status 
of Captive Sri Lankan Wild Cats’ and Mr Frédéric 
Houssaye of the Parc Zoologique CERZA, in France 
who spoke about ‘Captive breeding programmes’. 
Ms. Malsinghe noted that all four Sri Lankan wild 
cats have been kept at the Dehiwala Zoo from its 
inception. The Department has supported the breeding 
programme of rusty spotted cats in the Frankfurt Zoo, 
Germany where it maintains a studbook. CERZA Zoo, 
France maintains an European Endangered Species 
Programme EEP programme for Sri Lankan leopards. 
Eighteen individuals from three cat species, except 
jungle cats, were exchanged for other animals since 
1995, leopards (4), fishing cats (8) and rusty spotted 
cats (6). In addition, ten fishing cats were released to 
the wild from 1995. Breeding of leopards is expected 
in the Pinnawala Zoo. Other species are breeding 
successfully at the Dehiwala Zoo, Pinnawala Zoo and 
Ridiyagama Safari Park. The Department proposes to 
widen the mechanisms of reintroduction.

Mr. Houssaye noted that captive breeding programmes 
are run for three of the four cat species / subspecies 
living in Sri Lanka. Specialist programmes such as the 
International Studbook Scheme aims at conserving 
healthy populations of animals in captivity while 
safeguarding the genetic health of the animals. 

Each specialist programme has a coordinator who 
produces a studbook, carrying out demographical and 
genetic analyses and producing a plan for the future 
management of the species. Using the Sri Lankan 
Leopard International Studbook as an example, he 
showed how records are kept on all transfers, births 
and deaths; why transferring animals between zoos is 
sometimes necessary; how to decide which animals 
are better suited for reproduction; and what kinds of 
research are needed.

A final, unscheduled presentation on an incipient 
study of rusty-spotted cats was made by Mr. 
Chandika Jayaratne.

LESSONS LEARNED
At the close of the final session, Dr. Miththapala, on 
behalf Professor Weerakoon, presented the lessons 
learned from the Symposium and steps for the way 
forward.
1. There is a lack of research on small cats as 

compared to leopards, especially rusty-spotted 
cats and jungle cats. Even the fishing cat work 
needs to be expanded to more areas in Sri Lanka.

2. Even though there are many ongoing studies of 
leopards, there is an urgent need to study

 a. transient animals;
 b. cub survival;
 c. the possibility of establishing corridors 

between fragmented habitats especially in 
the montane zone;

 d. leopards outside national parks;
 e. the behaviour of sub-adults; and finally
 f. a need to transcend camera trapping and carry 

out radio telemetry to obtain more precise 
data sets to address the issues listed above.

3. There is a need to understand, in greater detail, 
the specific threats to wild cats, in particular, the 
leopard, in order to provide targeted tailor-made 
conservation measures in different regions of the 
country so that coexistence can be fostered and 
conflicts avoided.

4. There are scattered data sets that need to be 
integrated

 a. on threats;
 b.  distribution of species.
5. There are many young scientists working on cats 

who need direction from senior scientists.

THE WAY FORWARD
A Cat Working Group will be established, to meet 
regularly, to discuss common issues and obtain 
technical feedback.
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SOME NOTES ON THE DUGONG IN SRI LANKA
Ranil P. Nanayakkara 

IUCN Sirenia Specialist Group / BEAR (Biodiversity Education And Research) ranil@bearsl.org 
Photos by Andrea Izzotti

BACKGROUND

The Dugong, Dugong dugon — also known as the Sea 
Cow in English, Muhudu Ura in Sinhalese and Kadal 
pandi in Tamil — is an exceptional marine mammal, 
feeding solely on sub-aquatic vegetation, predominantly 
sea-grass. The Dugong is part of the order Sirenia. 
Sirenia are the order of placental mammals comprising 
modern sea cows (manatees and dugongs) and their 
extinct relatives. They are the only herbivorous marine 
mammals now living, and the only herbivorous mammals 
ever to have become totally aquatic. The Sirenia order 
consists of two families Trichechidae and Dugongidae. 
The Dugong is the only extant species which belongs 
to the family Dugongidae. Dugongids comprise the vast 
majority of the species and specimens that make up 
the known fossil records of sirenians (Sayigh, 2002). 
The other most recent member the “Steller’s sea 
cow” was hunted to extinction in the 18th century, 
only a mere 30 years after its discovery. This was the 
largest sirenian that ever lived, reaching up to 9m or 
more in length and the only one to adapt successfully 
to temperate and cold waters on a diet of marine algae 
(Domning, 2002).

The Trichechidae family consists of the three species 
of manatee - the Amazonian manatee (Trichechus 
inunguis), the West African Manatee (Trichechus 
senegalensis) and the West Indian manatee (Trichechus 
manatus) of which there are two subspecies; the 
Antillean manatee and the Florida manatee. All species 
of manatee inhabit fresh water to varying degrees at 
different times, with the exception of the Amazonian 
manatee which never leaves freshwater. All surviving 
species of the order Sirenia are listed as vulnerable 
to extinction. Historical records show that this order 

was once much more diverse and widespread than 
at present. Current theories suggest that Sirenians 
evolved from a four-footed land mammal during the 
Eocene, over 60 million years ago. The Sirenia are 
recognized as members of a Clade called Tethytheria 
that also include the Proboscidea (elephants both living 
and extinct) and the Desmostylis (hippo-like amphibious 
creatures) (Rice, 1998).

Both the Dugong and the Manatee are often referred 
to as a sea cow but the Dugong feeds primarily on 
sea-grasses and the manatee is more gregarious. The 
dugong is an obligate bottom feeder (Grazer); it eats 
vascular sea grasses that are comparable to terrestrial 
grasses; the roots being the most nutritious. It may 
feed on brown algae in times of critical food shortage, 
but studies have shown that algal material is not readily 
digested. Ongoing research in Sri Lanka has shown that 
the dugongs in Sri Lankan waters are partial to certain 
species of sea grasses like Halophila spp. and Halodula 
spp. which are supposed to be high in nutrients.

Though once widely distributed, the dugong is now 
restricted to coastal waters of parts of the Indian 
and Pacific Oceans, largely due to being over-
hunted for meat and especially oil. The dugong’s 
historic distribution is believed to have been broadly 
coincident with the tropical Indo-Pacific distribution 
of its food plants, namely the Phanerogamous Sea 
grasses of the families Potamogetonaceae and 
Hydrocharitaceae. Over most of its range, the dugong 
is known only from incidental sightings, accidental 
drowning, and the anecdotal reports of fishermen. 
Today the largest surviving populations are found in 
Northern Australian waters and the second largest in 
the Arabian Gulf. Outside of the latter two places the 
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dugong is represented by relict populations separated 
by large areas where it is close to extinction or extinct. 
However, the degree into which dugong numbers 
have dwindled, and their range fragmented, is not 
properly known.

THE SRI LANKAN CONTEXT

The Dugong is a large slow moving marine herbivore 
inhabiting the sea grass beds of the shallow littoral of 
the island, currently restricted to the Gulf of Mannar and 
Palk Bay area and the surrounding shallow islets. At the 
beginning of the last century, records indicate of large 
“herds” of them feeding in the Jaffna Lagoon and were 
very commonly encountered during the pearl fishery of 
by-gone days. These encounters have, unfortunately 
for this mammal, resulted in its falling victim to the 
dietary preferences of humans. The Dugong has also 
fallen victim to its very trusting nature, often allowing 
humans to approach within touching distance, enabling 
an easy kill with harpoon, spear or long machete. 
Presently, dynamiting, netting and drowning of 
captured specimens by plugging its nostrils appear to 
be the more preferred methods of slaughter.

Today, the Dugong can really be categorized as the 
“most endangered mammal” in Sri Lanka, much ahead 

of such iconic species as the Asian Elephant (Elephas 
maximus maximu), the Sloth Bear (Melursus ursinu) 
and the Sri Lankan Leopard (Panthera pardus kotiya). 
Yet its distribution and abundance in prehistoric and 
historic times had been much different, as the fossil 
records and anecdotal evidence indicate.

Fossil records of bone fragments of Dugong are found in 
stratified layers dating back to 3, 800 BP (Deraniyagala, 
2007). The associated finds, Microliths (mostly stone 
tools) and the nature of the fragmentation of the dugong 
bones found at Mantai suggest that they had been a 
part of the ancient human diet. This indicates that the 
consumption of its flesh had been practiced from very 
early times by the pre-Sinhala inhabitants of Sri Lanka, 
legendarily known as Yakshas and Nagas. The advent 
of Prince Vijaya, the founder of the Sinhala race in the 
6th Century BC, along with his retinue, would not have 
changed these dietary habits in a significant manner. It 
is interesting, however, that the place of Prince Vijaya 
first setting foot on the soil of the Island coincides with 
the present day “stronghold” of the Dugong, namely, 
the Mannar / Kalpitiya area of the North West. As such 
it could be safely surmised that the prevalent dietary 
habits continued with the newly arrived, too.

Fossilized remains (fragment of the left parietal, 
squamosal bones and a portion of a rib) found in the 
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Dutch Bay area North of Kalpitiya in the Northwestern 
province by Dr. P. E. P. Deraniyagala has been 
diagnosed as belonging to an ancestral form, much 
smaller in size and named Miodugong brevicranius, a 
Dugong from the Miocene era.

Despite contemporary scientific / popular belief, the 
Dugong was not restricted to its present day home in 
the Northwest of the land, evidenced by the location 
of its fossilized bone fragments from various locations 
on the Eastern seaboard, as is revealed by the on-
going research by BEAR (Biodiversity Education And 
Research). Coincidentally, this seaboard abounds in 
ideal habitats of shallow seas and extensive meadows 
of sea-grass. Therefore, the relative lack of abundance 
in these areas could only be as a result of extensive, 
non-sustainable harvesting of the creature for human 
consumption. However, there are rare and sporadic 
reports of one or two individuals being killed in 
these areas, evidence of their existence despite the 
threats to their survival. Such survival maybe due 
to the remoteness of some of these locations and 
lack of a specific fishery for the Dugong or, possibly, 
the recently concluded war preventing human non-
combatants from inhabiting such remote areas.

Significantly, in 1984, there is a record of a Dugong 
being sold for its meat at the Public Market in Moratuwa 

(per. comm. C. S. Rohana Nanayakkara), just south of 
the Colombo city, which was said to have been taken in 
the seas just off Colombo. Unfortunately, the location 
of the catch was not specified. If so, one could surmise 
that the fishery was near or in the Negombo Lagoon, 
few miles North of Colombo, or in the estuaries and 
bays between Negombo and Colombo, perhaps the 
Muthurajawela area, which could have hosted a few 
individuals or a small colony.

Elsewhere, in the Northwestern seaboard, evidence 
indicates that Dugong have gone further out to sea, 
towards the little islets in the shallows of Adam’s 
Bridge and the Palk Straits, and are moving seasonally 
to the Indian side of the straits, too.

Another matter of great significance from the 
present research is the collection, by archeologists 
excavating the ancient citadel of Anuradhapura, the 
very first capital of Sri Lanka for more than 1, 200 
years, of a phallus shaped artifact made of Dugong 
bone. This carefully carved and shaped human penis 
shaped object presents a side not observed before 
in respect of the Dugong – did the mammal have a 
religious, or ritual, or even sexual significance for the 
early inhabitants of Lanka, in addition to their obvious 
culinary use? A tantalizing thought to incite more 
scientific investigations!
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October 2012.  4am on a Friday morning. My bags are 
packed and I’m ready to go! Destination – the Wilpattu 
National Park. ETA – 6.30am!

I arrived at the park entrance right on time, as planned. 
Everything looks different; not the way it looked six 
years ago, but yet so beautiful! BAM! my foot hits the 
brakes at the entrance. I turn the jeep around, but then 
tell myself “ No I have to do this “. Tears flowing as 
was the pouring rain; numb, my body frozen. It was six 
years ago that I last visited Wilpattu. Now, I am here 
to visit the place where my father was last seen, and 

where he said goodbye to the World!

It was raining the proverbial cats and dogs. The jeep 

was waiting for me, to take me to a place that was 

once a battlefield. It took us about an hour to get to the 

place where tragedy struck. Still in shock, trembling, 

scared, the rain lashed down on me, its ice-cold pellets 

searing my skin like fire. I was freezing, the rain felt so 

hard and so thick that I could barely see what was in 

front of me. It felt as if a thousand knives were piercing 

GOING HOME
Sadhina Tanya Abeysuriya
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my skin. The villus1 were beautiful, carpeted with 
flowers. I remember my father used to tell me that 
peacocks wait for the rain. When they see the dark 
clouds gathering they open their beautiful feathers and 
dance enchantingly in the rain.

The jeep stopped. The driver and tracker look at me. 
“Miss, this is the place”. I took a deep breath and 
looked around. The only thing remaining was a part 
of a vehicle. I was crying uncontrollably. I know it was 
breaking the rules, but I had to get down. My feet 
needed to touch the ground. It felt as if my whole life 
was falling apart. My heart pounded like never before. 
I got back in the jeep and stayed there for a long 
time until I suddenly felt calm, and at ease. I felt his 
presence near me. He was holding me. Keeping me 
warm. Then I knew that he was “home”! From that 
day on, going to Wilpattu has been “Going Home”!

My handsome prince

The next few days in Wilpattu were filled with beauty 
and adventure. The following morning, I started early. 
The rain had stopped and I felt as if a large weight had 
been removed from off my shoulders.

1 Natural, sand-rimmed water basins or depressions that fill with 
rainwater

Driving down to Pannikar Villu, I was surrounded 
by swarms of butterflies. I felt like a princess being 
guarded and escorted to meet my prince! They were 
not only around the jeep, but inside as well. This time 
my tears were of happiness – it was all so beautiful. 
Most of all, I felt the presence of my Dad with me.

Nearing Pannikar Villu, and there in the distance is 
Prince / Natta, that beautiful spotted one. From that 
day on, he was my Prince! My Guard of Honour, the 
butterflies, had led me to him. He looked so smart 
sitting up on that tree where he could see the whole 
villu. The villu, too, looked very beautiful with a host 
of purple flowers everywhere, and painted stork, teal, 
deer, peacocks, and wild boar dotted all around it. It 
probably looked very different to Prince – a rich buffet 
awaiting his pleasure!

As always, I started taking a lot of photographs – of 
the villu and, of course, of Prince. I am certain he loves 
to be photographed. He just sits there and poses! 
Prince and his villu, it all looked so beautiful – just like 
a postcard. Eventually, he came down from the tree 
and started walking towards the jeep, stopping every 
second to check if he could catch something to eat. I 
realized that he was hungry and looking to make a kill. 
He climbed a very small tree right next to the jeep, in 
pursuit of a small lizard that had run for his life up it. 
So Prince had to follow. As the saying goes, “what 
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goes up must come down”! Prince could not maintain 
his balance on the small boughs and he fell. The jeep, 
however, was close to him, so he hung on to the side 
to stay his fall. That was my moment of magic! We 
looked at each other for a couple of seconds – up 
close and personal! I was on cloud nine! The driver 
and tracker were scared at his proximity and worried 
that he would attack me. The tracker took out his knife 
in case Prince sprang at me. I quickly said “Epa” (No!). 
By that time, Prince was on the ground and unhurriedly 
walking away.

That second, when we gazed into each other’s eyes, 
was a moment that I will remember for the rest of 
my life. Maybe he sensed that I would not hurt him in 
any way. Every time I see him now, he looks smarter 
and braver than he has before. He has always been a 
brave cat, never bothered by that around him, or who 
was watching.

The best things in life

My relationship with the jungle has not changed since 
I was seven years old. That was when my father 
started taking me to the jungle and showed me the 
best things in life, and the best places to be, always 
encouraging me to protect it and its ways, and to keep 
it in its pristine state. To him goes all the credit.

I photograph nature and wild animals with passion. 

It is fuelled by my love for them. They are wild and 
unpredictable and demand a lot of patience and 
flexibility. I let them dictate the pace and the rhythm, 
and it has led me to some beautiful and unexpected 
situations.

I have always enjoyed visiting the wilderness. Thanks 
to my father, my passion for wildlife and nature has 
never waned. From the day I picked up my first 
camera, a Canon G10, everything has clicked for me. I 
intend to continue to do whatever I can to protect the 
wilderness. After all, I will always be going home!
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Yala National Park is the most visited Wildlife Park in 
the country with a multitude of visitors from all over 
the world enjoying its beauty and unparalleled wildlife 
viewing experiences. Although not widely known, Yala 
also holds the only known white elephant in Sri Lanka, 
and provides a unique opportunity of observing such 
an individual in the wild. Yala used to be well known 
for its elephants but misfortune has been their lot over 
the last decade.

Prior to 2004, the Yala elephants were not restricted to 
the Park. They used to move freely between Block I of 
the Park and the adjacent areas outside, consisting of 
Forest Department land and the Nimalawa Sanctuary. 
They used the outside areas intensively during the 
dry season, but also used to come into the Park on 
and off. It was common to see herds of 50 - 100 
elephants around the tanks in the Forest Department 
areas at the height of the dry season. In September, 
when villagers started preparing for Chena or slash-
and-burn cultivation, most of the herds moved into 
the park, where they remained till about April. Once 
the farmers left the Chenas after the harvest, many 
herds moved back out of the Park. Regeneration in the 
harvested and fallow chenas provided elephants with 
good-quality fodder in the dry season, whereas the 
mature vegetation in the park gave little sustenance. 
In this manner, Block I of Yala, the adjacent Forest 
Department lands and the Nimalawa Sanctuary 
together supported about 400 - 450 elephants.

In 2000 – 2001, due to public and political pressure 
to resolve the human-elephant conflict in the area, 
the Department of Wildlife Conservation (DWC) 
constructed an electric fence between the Yala Block I 
and the adjacent Forest Department area. The electric 
fence was located about 1km outside the Yala park 
boundary, within the Forest Department area and also 
excluded the Nimalawa Sanctuary.

Elephants from the Forest Department area and 
Nimalawa were driven into the park and the fence 
closed. Waterways that crossed the fence were 

guarded with wires dangling down to the water. Soon 
after, a young male was found dead in a dry waterway 
that crossed the fence close to Bembawa, with a 
tush entangled in a wire dangling down from the 
electric fence. As a result the wires dangling over the 
waterway were removed. Elephants including herds 
began to use the waterways to move between the Park 
and the chena areas, re-establishing their traditional 
movement and habitat-use patterns. Then, in 2004, 
the death of two farmers by elephants led to an attack 
on the DWC by villagers, which resulted in a villager 
being shot dead. Emotions ran high and to defuse the 
situation, it was decided to drive the elephants into the 
Park once again and close the fence. Electrified wires 
were re-strung across the waterway, firmly shutting 
what had become a thoroughfare for elephants.

Ever since, the body condition of elephants in Yala 
Block I has declined drastically in the dry season and 
calves die. The Yala population has now dropped 
to about 250 from almost double that number in its 
heyday. The decline in health and survival is not limited 

A CALAMITY IN THE YALA NATIONAL PARK
Dr. Prithiviraj Fernando  

Centre for Conservation and Research

Map of area. Red line – existing electric fence. Blue line - Forest 
Department boundary. Green line – Nimalawa boundary.



40

to the herds that were driven-in but has impacted 
even the herds that range entirely inside the park. 
For example, practically every female in the Gemunu 
herd, whose home-range has always been limited to 
the park, has lost 1 - 3 babies over this period. Already, 
elephant sightings in Yala have greatly decreased. If 
this situation continues, within another decade or so it 
will be hard to see an elephant in Yala.

Although the elephant drive and fencing of elephants 
eliminated most of the herds from the Forest 
Department area and the Nimalawa Sanctuary, 
as with all such drives, the problem-causing adult 
males were not removed. Consequently, elephant 
depredation of cultivations and damage to dwellings 
and home gardens in the surrounding villages has 
continued. Over the last decade, a number of males 
were captured from the Forest Department area and 
translocated, which too failed to resolve the issue. Of 
the males currently causing problems, some are ones 
not removed by the drive or translocations and others 

are males that break the fence regularly and go in and 
out of the park at will.

Driving of elephants from the Forest Department 
area and construction of the fence encouraged 
encroachment and setting up of permanent cultivations 
and settlements in the Forest Department land outside 
the fence. Such encroachments have been conducted 
by individuals as well as corporations. In one instance, 
legal action was taken by environmental NGOs against 
a corporate entity. Encroachment and alienation of the 
Forest Department lands continue.

The Yala elephants cannot survive without access to 
the Forest Department area. Yala, as the most-visited 
National Park in the country, is very important in terms 
of Wildlife tourism. Continued decline of the Yala 
elephants is not at all desirable and does not behove 
the premier status of the Park. It is hoped that the 
authorities will address this issue and take urgent 
steps to restore the elephant population. 

Increasingly the segmentation between birders, butterfly 
watchers, dragonfly watchers and photographers is 
reducing as interests overlap and there is a demand 
for books that cover the three popular groups of 
birds, butterflies and dragonflies.  Having written and 
photographed the guide to the birds of Sri Lanka in 
the series, Gehan de Silva Wijeyeratne has produced 
a single, compact and portable photographic guide 
to the butterflies and dragonflies of the country.  The 
emphasis in the 226 species featured (148 butterflies 
and 78 dragonflies) is on the commoner species, 
covering around 90 per cent of the species that a visitor 
is likely to see.  It is also an excellent book for residents 
to learn about the commoner butterflies and dragonflies 
before progressing to more advanced technical books. 

The guide is focussed on field use to help beginners 
as well as more experienced users identify species and 
provides information on their distribution and habitats.  
As identification of butterflies and dragonflies require 
a different approach, the two sections are done as 
two mini photographic field guides with common 
introductory sections to wildlife watching in Sri Lanka.  
The book includes information on the key wildlife sites, 
general introductions to the biology of dragonflies and 
butterflies, up-to-date checklists with local status and 
useful references for people who wish to progress 
further with their study of these charismatic and 
photogenic animals.

A Naturalist’s Guide to the Butterflies and Dragonflies of Sri Lanka.
de Silva Wijeyeratne, G. (2015). Naturalist’s Guides: Butterflies and Dragonflies of 
Sri Lanka. John Beaufoy Publishing Ltd. 176 pages, Paperback, 13 x 1.5 x 18.1 cm.
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The island nation of Sri Lanka is home to four members 
of Felidae, the great family of wild cats. The largest 
member of the cat family most people seek to see and 
whose efforts are frequently rewarded is the leopard 
(Panthera pardus kotiya). Many visitors to Yala National 
Park catch their first views of a leopard a short distance 
beyond the entrance gate. The three remaining 
members of the Felidae, fishing cat (Prionailurus 
viverrinus), jungle, or swamp, cat (Felis chaus), and the 
diminutive rusty-spotted cat (Prionailurus rubiginosus), 
are not so easily observed. Though there is no central 
place for all the automatic camera picture data, such 
surveys in Sri Lanka, most often targeting leopards, 
more often than not successfully document their 
presence. Judging by the number of automatic camera 
pictures my colleagues record, the rusty-spotted cat 
seems to be the most elusive of the four wild cats. 
The jungle cat is most often observed near agricultural 
fields where it preys upon rodents. The fishing cat is 
Sri Lanka’s only wild cat that is, unfortunately, more 
often seen injured or dead alongside a road.

Using standardized criteria, the Cat Specialist 
Group of the IUCN, the world’s foremost wildlife 
conservation body, regularly assesses the global 
conservation status of all species of wild cats. Each 

species is ranked in the so-called Red List as extinct, 
extinct in the wild, threatened (critically endangered, 
endangered, or vulnerable), near-threatened, least 
concern, or data deficient. The conservation status of 
all wild cat species is reassessed every four years. The 
world’s most threatened cat is the Iberian lynx (Lynx 
pardinus) that is critically endangered. Fortunately, 
conservation efforts have been successful at reducing 
threats to Iberian lynx that will likely be down-listed to 
endangered following the next reassessment.

Because the IUCN considers the global status of 
each species, differences from state considerations 
and rankings often occur. For instance, currently one 
male jaguar (Panthera onca) has made its home in 
the southern mountains of the state of Arizona, USA. 
According to the US Endangered Species Act, this lone 
jaguar causes the species to be considered endangered 
in the USA. Occurring from southern Arizona and into 
Mexico, found in every Central American country, and 
occurring in northern South America, the IUCN ranks 
the jaguar as vulnerable. Some species could be of no 
special concern in one country and highly threatened in 
another. The IUCN’s global perspective nevertheless 
informs state authorities of the species status beyond 
state borders.

FISHING CAT CONSERVATION IN SRI LANKA: 
Saving an endangered species from extinction

James G. Sanderson, 
Small Wild Cat Conservation Foundation, California, USA

Two fishing cats resting at the top of a waterfall in their rehabilitation enclosure.
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Currently six species of wild cats are ranked as 
endangered: snow leopard (Panthera uncia), tiger 
(P. tigris), Andean cat (Leopardus jacobita), bay cat 
(Catopuma badia), fishing cat, and flat-headed cat 
(Prionailurus planiceps). Conservation efforts on behalf 
of the snow leopard might well result in a down-listing 
to vulnerable following the next reassessment. The 
Andean cat is the only IUCN Red List endangered 
wild cat in the western hemisphere. Note that of Sri 
Lanka’s wild cats, only the fishing cat is IUCN Red 
List endangered. A close examination of changes in 
the fishing cat’s geographic range rings conservation 
alarm bells: a formerly south and southeast Asian cat, 
the fishing cat has lost most of, if not all, its geographic 
range in Southeast Asia. The fishing cat has essentially 
become a south Asian cat!

On Java, the last sightings of fishing cats are more than 
20 years old and it seems a foregone conclusion the 
fishing cat will follow the Javan tiger into extinction. 
Automatic cameras in the far west, far east, and central 
mountains of Java continue to document leopards, 
and also leopard cats (Prionailurus bengalensis) but not 
fishing cats. Fishing cats are extinct in Vietnam; are 
fast disappearing from Cambodia, and losing ground in 
Thailand. The single putative record of a fishing cat in 
Malaysia is two decades old, and despite much effort 

with automatic cameras, not a single new record has 
been obtained. Fishing cats are not known to occur 
in Sumatra or Borneo. While the status of the fishing 
cat in Myanmar is unknown, the fishing cat occurs 
in the Terai landscape of southern Nepal, the Indian 
and Bangladesh Sundarbans, and wetlands of east 
and southeast India. The fishing cat in Sri Lanka has 
a stronghold in wetlands around Kandy and from 
there to the west and south, including wetlands in 
Colombo. Principal threats throughout the fishing cat’s 
geographic range are habitat loss, retaliatory killing, 
and road deaths.

Armed with financial support from the Mohamed bin 
Zayed Species Conservation Fund, Anya Ratnayaka 
and Ashan Thudugala have implemented conservation 
measures on behalf of Sri Lanka’s most water-loving 
wild cat. Their efforts include education programs 
that raise awareness of the uncertain status of the 
fishing cat in Sri Lanka, road signs to inform motorists 
of the presence of fishing cats, and the construction 
of a rehabilitation center to care for injured fishing 
cats so that those that recover can be released into 
the wild. Ratnayaka has tagged several fishing cats 
living in Colombo so that the cat’s use of an urban 
landscape can be better understood. Ratnayaka wants 
to know if the fishing cat population inhabiting densely 

A road side traffic sign in Kandy calls motorist’s attention to slow 
down at a frequent fishing cat crossing.

Ashan Thudugala in Kandy stands at a road side traffic sign 
depicting a fishing cat.
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populated, human-dominated neighborhoods is self-
sustaining? Can backyard ponds stocked with fish 
help sustain a viable, long-term, fishing cat population? 
Thudugala is implementing a road sign campaign 
urging motorists to slow down for their own safety, 
and that of fishing cats. After conservation measures 
are firmly established, and awareness of fishing cats is 
raised especially among policy-makers in government, 
efforts to determine the status of fishing cats 
throughout Sri Lanka and to understand their ecology 
will be undertaken.

In most countries, habitat losses such as wetland 
draining and conversion, and fragmentation are the 
leading causes of declining fishing cat populations. 
Habitat conversion caused the extinction of the fishing 
cat in Vietnam. Coastal conversion of mangroves into 
commercial fish and shrimp ponds along Thailand’s 
coast has likely led to a crash in Thailand’s fishing cat 
population. The leading cause of the near disappearance 
of fishing cats in Cambodia is unmitigated, relentless 
poaching by villagers living adjacent to protected areas 
that lack any form of protection whatsoever. Around 
Kandy, fishing cats traversing a highly fragmented 
landscape are frequently struck and injured or killed 
by vehicles.

The future of the fishing cat is nowhere secure. 
Ongoing actions and constant vigilance not just for 
fishing cats but for all wildlife are required. Mangroves, 
so important for storm mitigation and a favorite habitat 
of fishing cats, continue to be converted in the name 
of progress. With the loss of mangroves that protect 
seacoasts and wetlands that mitigate sea water 
incursion, it is clear that inevitable sea level rise will 
more negatively impact humans as well as fishing 
cats. Highway construction without culverts for 
wildlife will create an even more dangerous landscape 
that will lead to increased numbers of road-killed 
fishing cats, threatening their persistence. Decades 
of conservation work on behalf of the Iriomote cat 
(Prionailurus bengalensis iriomotensis) on Iriomote 
Island, Japan clearly demonstrate wild cats and other 
wildlife use culverts. The Japanese experience also 
shows that culverts planned and installed as part of 
the construction process are far less expense than 
post-installation. Water flow as well as Iriomote cats, 
and humans, benefit. Ultimately, the future of fishing 
cats, and indeed all wildlife, rests in our hands today. 
With a little forethought, proper actions, and the hard 
work of people like Ratnayaka and Thudugala, the 
future of the fishing cat in Sri Lanka can be secured for 
coming generations to enjoy.

Anya Ratnayaka with antenna locates a tagged fishing cat in 
wetlands outside Colombo.

Fishing cat enclosure & waterfall. Two rescued fishing cats in the 
rehabilitation enclosure are recovering from injuries suffered while 
crossing a road in Kandy.
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THE SHARK KILLERS AND OTHER SHARK LORE
Rex I. De Silva 

Reefcomber@gmx.com

Sharks are usually considered to be among the ocean’s 
apex predators. While this is true for many species it 
is generally not known that some bony fish kill sharks. 
Two of these “shark-killers” are described below 
together with some other selachian and mammalian 
killers of sharks. I also discuss some other matters 
relating to sharks.

Bony fish as shark killers

The Giant Trevally Caranx ignobilis (aka. Giant Caranx, 
Giant Jack etc. S. Goli Parava, Atanagul Parava) is the 
largest of its genus growing to a maximum weight 
of around 175 pounds although individuals of that 
size are rare. Females and young males are silvery-
grey whereas mature males tend to be darker with 
silvery vertical striations on the dark dorsal surface, 
as can be seen in the large individual I photographed 
on the Great Basses Reef many years ago (Plate 1). 
Completely black individuals are encountered on rare 
occasions which, I suspect, could be older males at 

the peak of their breeding cycles. The Giant Trevally 
can be distinguished from most other carangids by its 
large head with blunt forehead. In smaller sizes it is a 
good food-fish but the flesh of large individuals tends 
to be rather coarse.

Although the species was first described by Forsskal 
in 1775, there was much confusion in the 1950s and 
1960s regarding this large trevally, when the species 
was often misidentified as C. hippos, C. lessonii, 
C. ekala, C. sansun etc. It was Sri Lanka’s diving 
legend Rodney Jonklaas who, in the late 1950s, 
first recognized that the large trevally in our waters 
is C. ignobilis. The species is fairly common in Sri 
Lanka’s coastal waters and is familiar to most divers 
and anglers who consider it a prize gamefish. To the 
best of my recollection the largest individuals taken 
by Sri Lankan divers were the 78 pounder speared by 
Rodney Jonklaas and 74 pounder by Turab Jafferjee, 
both in the early 1960s. The largest caught by a Sri 
Lankan angler weighed 92 pounds (H. Martenstyn – 
pers. comm.). Late one evening in the 1970s while 

Plate 1: Shark killer. A Giant Trevally on the Great Basses Reef.  Image © Rex I. De Silva.
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spearfishing at Yakadagala (south coast) I encountered 
an exceptionally large male, which I estimated would 
weigh between 125 and 150 pounds. The great fish 
kept its distance from me, so I was content to watch 
as it slowly swam away. A lifetime moment.

An interesting and rather astonishing fact is that the 
Giant Trevally has been recorded as killing sharks 
in the Pacific Ocean (Helfman, G. 2015). One or 
sometimes two trevallies will attack a shark using 
the blunt forehead to repeatedly ram the victim in 
the gill region and sides causing the shark to bleed 
to death. These attacks often result in injuries to their 
foreheads, which the trevallies appear to ignore while 
concentrating on the kill. The puzzling thing is that they 
do not eat the sharks they kill, so why do they do it? 
Their principal victims appear to be Blacktip Reefsharks 
Carcharhinus melanopterus (Plate 2) although there is 
a record from the Pacific Ocean of a Giant Trevally 
attacking a Tiger Shark Galeocerdo cuvier (Plate 3). 
Interestingly, the trevallies usually kill sharks which are 
much larger than themselves. This may seem puzzling 
at first but, as the trevally is very agile, it can easily 
outmanoeuvre most sharks. There is also the record 
of a large individual ramming and breaking several ribs 
of a spearfisherman in Hawaii (Helfman, op cit). In his 
classic book on the fish of our estuaries Grenier (1954) 
states, “The charge of the Goli is like a shot from a gun; 
swift, ruthless, unerring”. In 1967 Rodney Jonklaas 
was taking photographs on the wreck of the aircraft 
carrier ‘Hermes’ when a Giant Trevally charged him, 
ramming his Rolleimarine camera almost knocking it 
out of his hands (Trevor Ferdinands - pers comm.).

Plate 2. A Blacktip Reefshark caught at Wellawatte 
(Colombo). 

Image courtesy Brindley de Zylva.

The Giant Grouper Epinephalus lanceolatus is the 
largest known Serranid (Plate 4). De Bruin et al. 
(1994) give the maximum length as around 9 feet 
and weight at 880 pounds. Of course, the majority of 
individuals are smaller. Nonetheless in the mid-1950s 
to early 1960s an enormous individual exceeding 12 
feet in length and estimated to weigh well over 1,000 
pounds was seen in deep water at the Sunken dock 

(Trincomalee) by many divers including Tony Buxton, 
Arthur C. Clarke - who estimated its length at fifteen 
feet (Clarke 1957), Carlyle Ranasinghe, Rodney 
Jonklaas, Langston Pereira, Mike Wilson, Rex De Silva 
(the writer) and many others. Giant Groupers were 
never very common in our seas and they are now 
rare, probably a result of overfishing. The species is 
known to kill and eat Whitetip Reefsharks Triaenodon 
obesus (Plate 5) and possibly other small sharks as 
well. In the 1960s Jonklaas was at a small fishing 
village on the east coast where he witnessed a large 
grouper being cut up. A Whitetip Reefshark, which 
had been swallowed whole, was found in its stomach 
(R. Jonklaas – pers comm.)

Plate 4. Giant Grouper. A shark killer.

Image courtesy John P. Hoover.

Sharks as shark killers

Many sharks are opportunistic feeders and will on 
occasion kill and eat other sharks. Nevertheless some 
species treat other, usually smaller, sharks as a part 
of their normal diet. Sri Lankan sharks which are 
known to prey fairly regularly on other sharks include 
the Bluntnose Sixgill Hexanchus griseus (Plate 6), 
Bramble Shark Echinorhinus brucus (Plate 6), Prickly 
Shark E. cookei, Kitefin Shark Dalatias licha (Plate 7), 
Shortfin Mako Isurus oxyrinchus, Longfin Mako I. 
paucus, Sandtiger Shark Carcharias taurus, Smalltooth 
Sandtiger Odontaspis ferox, Snaggletooth Shark 
Hemipristis elongatus, Silvertip Shark Carcharhinus 
albimarginatus, Bignose Shark C. altimus, Pigeye 

Plate 3. A Tiger Shark. 

 
Painting by Jayantha Jinasena from THE SHARKS of SRI LANKA.
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Shark C. amboinensis, Bull Shark C. leucas, Blacktip 
Shark C. limbatus, Oceanic Whitetip C. longimanus, 
Sandbar Shark C. plumbeus, Tiger Shark Galeocerdo 
cuvier (Plate 3), Sharptooth Lemonshark Negaprion 
acutidens, Scalloped Hammerhead Sphyrna lewini, 
Great Hammerhead S. mokarran (Plate 8) and Smooth 
Hammerhead S. zygaena. Some species, including the 
Tiger Shark, are cannibalistic and occasionally prey on 
their own species including the new-born and young.

Plate 6. Bluntnose Sixgill and Bramble Sharks. 

Paintings by Jayantha Jinasena from THE SHARKS of SRI LANKA.

Plate 7. Kitefin Shark. 

Painting by Jayantha Jinasena from THE SHARKS of SRI LANKA.

Plate 8. Great Hammerhead Shark. 

Painting by Jayantha Jinasena from THE SHARKS of SRI LANKA.

Plate 5. Whitetip Reefshark. The victim.

Image courtesy Dharshana Jayawardene
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Marine mammals as shark killers

Several marine mammals are known to kill sharks. 
Dolphins, singly and in groups, kill sharks by ramming 
them in their gill and lateral regions using their snouts as 
weapons. Killer whales (aka Orcas) Orcinus orca have 
no difficulty in disposing of even large sharks including 
the Shortfin Mako and Great White Shark Carcharodon 
carcharias. Killer whales have even been recorded as 
teaching their juveniles to flip Great Whites upside 
down, at which point the shark becomes catatonic, 
when it can easily be killed and eaten. In temperate 
waters Sea Lions kill and consume several shark 
species including juvenile thresher sharks Alopias 
sp. Sperm whales Physeter macrocephalus (Plate 9) 
are known to kill a variety of sharks including the rare 
Megamouth Megachasma pelagios (Plate 10).

Plate 9. Sperm Whale. 

© Out of the Blue 2013

Plate 10. Megamouth Shark. 

Image Courtesy Daniel Fernando.

Humans as shark killers

It must be acknowledged that the greatest killer of 
sharks is Homo sapiens who kills an estimated 100 
million sharks each year. Commercial fisheries which 
use drift gillnets, bottom set gillnets, bottom longlines, 
hand lines, beach seines etc., are largely responsible 
for the severe depletion in shark numbers suffered over 
the last several years. Sharks are either deliberately 
targeted or else taken as bycatch (accidentally caught 
non-target species). The shark-fin trade takes a heavy 
toll on shark populations. Ghost nets are a serious 
problem as they kill sharks (and other fish) over an 
extended period thereby reducing shark populations in 
the areas in which they occur.

A note on the conservation laws and some 
other matters related to sharks

All three species of Thresher Shark, the Oceanic 
Whitetip and Whale Sharks are protected by the Sri 
Lanka ‘Shark Fisheries Management Regulations, 
2015’. Additionally the four species of Hammerhead 
receive a degree of protection under CITES Appendix 
II. It is relevant to consider the extent to which the 
laws are actually effective in protecting these species. 
Recent research (Gallagher, Orbsen, Serafy and 
Hammerschlag, 2013) shows that Oceanic Whitetip 
and Tiger Sharks which are hooked on longlines and 
released promptly have high survival rates (97 and 
77 percent respectively), whereas the rate is low for 
several other species. For example the survival rate 
for released thresher sharks is 45 percent, makos 
44 percent and hammerheads 42 percent. It is clear 
therefore, that more than half of the freed sharks die 
soon after release. It is possible that the trauma of 
capture is detrimental to the survival of these species. 
Shark catches in Sri Lanka have decreased in recent 
years (Jayathilaka and Maldeniya, 2015). This is 
probably a reflection of the reduced numbers of sharks 
in our waters, the result of decades of overfishing. 
Of course it is likely that other factors may have also 
played a part.

Shark feeding is a controversial activity whereby divers 
feed sharks primarily to attract them for viewing and 
photography by tourists. The practice is prohibited in 
several places (Australia’s Great Barrier Reef Marine 
Park, New Caledonia, Florida USA etc.) and is not carried 
out in Sri Lanka at present. Several videos have been 
made which portray this as an exciting activity; although 
it is seldom acknowledged that there are adverse 
environmental concerns inherent in the practice.

When sharks are fed regularly the natural balance 
in an area is likely to be upset and feeding patterns 
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may change. There is an increase in inter-species and 
intra-species competition when the larger and more 
aggressive sharks take over the territory and drive 
away or kill the smaller and less aggressive individuals 
(Anon. 2014). There is also evidence to show that 
feeding may make some sharks associate humans with 
food, which could result in an increased risk of attacks 
on people. For example, there is a well-documented 
report from Shram-El-Sheik in Egypt of an Oceanic 
Whitetip, which had previously been fed by divers, 
attacking several people over a two-month period; 
all of the victims were severely injured (Levine et al. 
2014). There are similar reports from other areas as 
well. Shark feeding from boats can also be harmful as 
after a while some sharks become bold and approach 
boats for handouts; this is especially true of the Whale 
Shark Rhincodon typus which becomes vulnerable 
to poaching, scarring, possible entanglement and 
propeller injuries. Also whale sharks which have been 
fed tend to remain in the feeding areas and not go 
about their regular migrations. Many whale sharks 
congregate in close proximity to one another in the 
feeding areas where they compete for food, and it is 
possible that this close contact could encourage the 
spread of parasites and diseases (Raterta, 2014).

A mystery

On several occasions divers have reported encoun-
tering large sharks which were accompanied by Co-
bia Rachycentron canadum. I witnessed this in 1963 
when I speared a pompano Trachinotus blochii on an 
offshore reef at Dodanduwa and a large requiem shark 
accompanied by a pair of sizeable cobia came up to 
investigate. The following excerpt from a letter dated 
17th June 1987 by Rodney Jonklaas is also relevant.

“ . . . Did he [Trevor Ferdinands] tell you of the time 
he took a Coral Trout off Chapel Rocks and when I 
went down I saw a real monster shark with good-
sized Cobias rubbing themselves on him?”

David Ebert (pers. comm.) suggests that cobia 
associate with or follow larger sharks in order to 
scavenge for food and that the ‘rubbing behavior’ 
could be connected with parasite removal.
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Peter Benchley and Steven Spielberg have a lot to 
answer for: they put the fear of God about sharks 
into the general public. Every shark became the 
hull-ramming, people-eating monster of the book 
and movie. After the film was released in the US, 
any great white shark that was seen was killed, with 
the result that they became rare on the east coast. 
However, with this heightened awareness about 
sharks, came inquiry, as biologists began to study 
these feared animals, and the knowledge that shark 
attacks on humans were rare slowly seeped into 
the general public’s collective consciousness. As 
biologists continued to study these fish, they began 
to realise that these marine denizens were in trouble, 
as the World Wide Fund for Nature says ‘victims of 
irresponsible and unsustainable fishing practices.’

Rex De Silva’s book on ‘The Sharks of Sri Lanka’ is, 
therefore, a timely publication. It is the first book in Sri 
Lanka that deals specifically with this group of fishes. 
Sharks, rays and skates are jawed fish belonging to 
the Class Chondrichthyes that have skeletons made 
out of cartilage, not bone.

De Silva’s book provides a clearly written introduction 
to the general biology of sharks — their very 
distinctive anatomy, physiology (most lack air-filled 
sacs called swim bladders that bony fish have), 
respiration, thermoregulation (some sharks can 
be considered ‘warm-blooded’), their senses and 
behaviour. He also discusses viviparous (bearing 

live young) reproduction, uterine cannibalism (when 
one foetus eats up all the others as well as eggs); 
as well as oophagy — eggs supplied by the mother 
to feed the growing foetus. He notes that there are 
no herbivorous sharks as they are all active, skilful 
predators feeding at the top of marine food webs. 
(There are three exceptions: whale sharks, basking 
sharks, and megamouths, which feed on plankton.)

Through this introduction, the reader is familiarised 
with terminology relating to shark biology, which sets 
the stage for the next sections. Sixty one species 
are individually described and illustrated, uniformly 
and clearly, under the subtitles descriptions habitat 
and distribution, general and IUCN conservation 
status. One does not have to be a shark biologist to 
understand the descriptions and that is a triumph in 
itself. These species are introduced, per family through 
an illustrated dichotomous key.

The first appendix provides similar descriptions and 
illustrations of six unconfirmed species. Appendix II 
lists shark attacks in Sri Lanka. De Silva notes that 
the three most dangerous shark species are the 
great white shark, tiger shark and bull shark, adding 
that there are very few shark attacks in Sri Lanka and 
even less fatalities. There is also a glossary. For the 
interested, the author provides a bibliography.

The layout is very pleasing and the illustrations are 
excellent. My only cavil is that I would have liked to have 

De Silva, Rex I. (2015). The Sharks of Sri Lanka.
 Illustrated by Jayantha Jinasena; Colombo: Field Ornithology Group.  

216 pages. ISBN:978-955-8576-35-9

Reviewed by Dr. Sriyanie Miththapala 
Commission Member, IUCN Commission of Education and Communication
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seen more, particularly the shape of the head viewed 
from above as that is what most people — non-divers 
such as myself — would see. Such shapes are shown 
in the introduction as a characteristic of identification.

De Silva writes that in Sri Lanka, sharks are either 
deliberately or accidentally caught, and the main threat 
to these fish is overfishing through industrialised 
means or illegal fishing methods and equipment. 
Sharks are especially vulnerable to over-fishing 
because they mature slowly and produce only a few 
young. The author specifically notes that zebra, tawny 
nurse and white tip sharks have ‘declined noticeably 
in the last few decades’, the former two listed as 
globally Vulnerable and the latter, Near Threatened1. 
Bamboo sharks, says the author, are collected for the 
ornamental fish trade.

The author lists gazette regulations under the 
Fisheries and Aquatic Resources Act 1996, a) ban 
to shark finning (removing shark fins while the 
fish is still alive for the lucrative shark fin2 industry 
(Gazette 1206/20 of 17 October 2001) and b) 
prohibition of catching thresher sharks (Gazette No. 
1768/36 of 27 July 2012) (Ministry of Fisheries and 
Aquatic Development, 2013). However, there is 
also a National Action Plan for the Conservation and 
Management Sharks in Sri Lanka (SL-NPOA Sharks)
(not listed by the author), formulated in 2013 with ten 
strategic objectives (Ministry of Fisheries and Aquatic 
Development, 2013). TRAFFIC (a wildlife trade 
monitoring network) notes that a hundred million 
sharks and relatives are taken every year (WWF, 
2014). It is noted in Sri Lanka’s National Action Plan 
for sharks that Sri Lanka was the 14th of the top 26 
shark fishing countries during the period from 2000 to 
2009 (Ministry of Fisheries and Aquatic Development, 
2013). Shark catches are now repeatedly going down 
(Ministry of Fisheries and Aquatic Development, 

1 It should be noted that the IUCN conservation status listed in the 
book are all taken from the IUCN global Red List™ and not the 
national Red List. The 2012 Red List of Sri Lanka lacks evaluation 
of sharks. This is not clear to the uninformed. 

2 Hong Kong is the centre of the fin trade, and shark fin soup is 
considered a delicacy (WWF, 2014). 

2013). Jayathilaka and Maldeniya (2015) attribute this 
reduction to the implementation of laws but I wonder 
whether the shark catches are decreasing because 
there are less fish to catch?

As a conservation biologist, I am concerned that a 
decline in shark populations will mean a disruption of 
marine food webs that can ultimately affect humans. 
Sharks are usually apex predators, feeding at the top 
of marine food webs and limiting the numbers of their 
prey. Without them, prey populations can increase 
disrupting an ecosystem. The decline of black-tip 
sharks off the coasts of North Carolina, USA, resulted 
in the increase of their prey, the cownose ray, which 
ate through populations of bay scallops that support a 
century-old fishery (Myers et al., 2007).

We do not have similar knowledge of what is happening 
in the seas around our island. We do not even have 
sufficient knowledge to assess, at a national level, the 
conservation status of these fish. As a conservation 
biologist, I am extremely grateful that Rex De Silva used 
his decades-long experience to pen this book. It will 
(and must) serve as a springboard for future research 
that must be carried out to fill the glaring gaps in our 
knowledge about the detailed ecology of our sharks.
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CORRIGENDA

Loris Vol. 27 Nos. 1 & 2, December 2014

Page 46. (The Pondicherry Shark Sarcharhinus 
hemiodon in Marine and Freshwater habitats in 
Sri Lanka)

Due to an error during the formatting stage of 
the issue, the scientific name of the Pondicherry 
Shark in the heading was incorrectly reproduced as 
Sarcharhinus hemiodon when it should have been 
Carcharhinus hemiodon. Our sincere apologies to 
the author, Mr. Rex I. De Silva, for this error for 
which he is in no way responsible (The Hon. Editor).
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CAMPING AT KUMANA NATIONAL PARK
Dinushka Senanayake

In July 2015, we were picked up at the Kumana Park 
entrance by the owners of a Nature Tour Company, 
Chris Perera and his father, the legendary Shirley, who 
my father constantly speaks of in many a jungle tale, 
of trips they have done together. The campsite was 
situated on the banks of the magnificent Kumubukkan 
Oya, at the ‘Ada Kumbuka 2’ campsite.

We were taken on a circuitous route to camp to avoid 
being delayed by the ‘Pada Yatra’; an annual pilgrimage 
undertaken by devotees on foot, starting in Jaffna 
with people joining along the way, and ending at the 
Kataragama Devale.

Even though I had been to Kumana numerous times, 
the back roads Chris took us on to reach camp 
were spectacular in terms of their scenic beauty. An 
otherwise very bumpy ride, given the condition of these 
hardly trodden roads, was smooth sailing thanks to their 
fully modified Land Cruiser and Chris’ expert driving.

We reached the campsite, set up discreetly in a 
stunning setting on the banks of the Kumbukkan. 
Following a delicious lunch, we headed off on our 
afternoon game ride and were amply rewarded by 
the sight of a pair of courting Leopards who were by 
the rock outcrops near Kumana Wewa. We were so 
pumped with Adrenaline after the game drive, that 
all tiredness disappeared, and we stayed up till quite 
late digesting our sumptuous meal, drinks and Uncle 
Shirley’s and Chris’ wonderful jungle stories.

A Hornless Hornbill!

The morning game drive was fantastic too, especially 
with the amazing bird life. We saw a Malabar-Pied 
Hornbill chick on a branch just above our heads, 
without the Horn! It could fly only short distances, 
so we were able to watch it for a good five minutes. 
Seeing one with only the beak was a first, even for 
Uncle Shirley! The plains were teaming with wildlife 
- hundreds of Deer, Buffalo, large sounders of Wild 
Boar, small herds of Elephant and many lone bull 
Elephants. We were further rewarded with the sight 

of three Barking Deer just before reaching camp.

We relaxed for over an hour in the Kumbukkan Oya. 
Whilst we were in the water, Deer and Buffalo came 
down to drink. We were at peace surrounded by 
Kumbuk Trees and the jungle canopy, just listening to 
the jungle sounds, and chatter of birds, Grey Langur and 
Toque Macaque on the branches above. Total bliss!

Two’s Company… But More The Merrier!

On the afternoon game round we wanted to focus on 
tracking the courting pair of Leopards, and, wow!, how 
we tracked them! After about one and a half hours 
of Uncle Shirley’s expert tracking, and Chris’ fabulous 
almost soundless driving, we spotted them on the 
open plains on the way to Bowathagala. At first, we 
saw two Leopards only, but were then thrilled to see 
another almost immediately. Two males following a 
female in oestrus and right out in the open - what more 
could you ask for? All three were in prime condition. 
We watched this spectacle for about 15 minutes, 
thinking we could not get luckier - but we did!

We saw a huge male Leopard within one mile of 
leaving these three. He was completely unperturbed, 
and walked along the road right in front of us. We left 
him to head back to camp, and within five minutes 
had a quick sighting of a half-grown Leopard cub. Such 
luck was simply unreal, when the icing on the cake 
was a superb sighting of an Otter on land, about 10 
minutes from the camp site…amazing!

Courting Leopards.

Malabar Pied Chick.
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A Mother’s Care

On the next day, we set off at the crack of dawn, and I 
kept saying this is greedy, but it would be great to also 
see a bear. Almost as we left camp, we saw a juvenile 
Forest Eagle Owl on a short stump by the roadside. 
We had been hearing them on both nights.

Then, just before Eraminiyagas Wewa, we came 
across a female Bear on the road. She moved into the 
jungle after a few moments. She was acting in a very 
peculiar manner, coming out of the jungle and making 

noises which I have never heard before. We realised 
that there must be another close by and, true enough, 
on the other side was the cub! The cub was all excited 
and bounding back and forth, so we reversed to give 
them their comfort space. The mother crossed and 
joined the cub, and the two ambled off along the open 
grassland and into the thicket.

A Place Of Varied Beauty

We came across the colourful and bustling site of 
Pada Yatra Pilgrims who were cooking and praying, 
with their children playing around them. They would 
continue onwards across the river into Yala Block 
II. There were hordes of Pilgrims walking along the 
main road too: garbed in robes of saffron and various 
hues of orange, with some pilgrims carrying Peacock 
feathers - a beautiful sight whether against the river 
backdrop, or against the arid plains of Kumana in the 
height of the drought.

We left totally elated. Yes, the wildlife, bird life and 
Kumana’s landscapes were wonderful, but we would 
not have enjoyed it half as much if we were not in 
the expert hands of Uncle Shirley, Chris and their 
wonderful staff!

Bear and Cub.

Pada Yatra.
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Fish & Fishing

Those of my vintage and earlier remember Vakarai and 
the great times we had there, with nostalgia. This was 
in an era now long gone. Many, including Planters, 
used to go to places like Arugam Bay, Pasikudah, 
Panichankerni, Vakarai and Verugal, all of which are on 
the east coast, for a period of rest and relaxation and 
to also indulge in shooting, fishing and sea bathing. 
These places were wild and undeveloped and offered 
a totally different environment and atmosphere in 
which to relax. Shooting pig and jungle fowl was for 
fun and the spoils were for the pot. Excess wild boar 
flesh was given to the Trackers and the villagers who 
lived in those areas.

Those days, before you reached Vakarai, you had to 
cross a ferry at Panichankerni. Now there is a brand 
new bridge. Just on the other side of the ferry was 
a two bed roomed Rest House. Visitors generally 
booked the whole Rest House. The Rest House 
Keeper at Vakarai was, in the manner of many of his 
kind all over the island, a great cook and good host. 
Some Rest House Keepers were great raconteurs, 
sometimes ‘drawing the long bow’! This Rest House 
does not exist now having gone in the tsunami. I have 
a small beach house in Panditivu, North Vakarai, which 
I visit for a few days each month.

There are a number of ways in which fish are caught in 
different parts of Sri Lanka. The most popular method 
of fishing in Vakarai is where a large net is laid in the 
sea and hauled in by a group of men standing on the 
shore. These nets are called drag nets or Ma Del. Many 
of the people living along the coast and on the borders 
of the large Vakarai lagoon indulge in catching fish 
and prawns for their income. There are three types of 
fishing practiced here. One is where two people go in 
a boat in the shallow seas, lay a net and catch the fish 
that they drive into the net. Another method is where 
a group of about five boats catch fish, again with a net, 
as a group. The third method of fishing is with the use 
of a Ma dela, which is said to be the oldest method of 

fishing in Sri Lanka. A boat goes spreading the net in a 
systematic manner. This is for the two gangs of men 
on shore to start dragging in the net.

Many species of fish are caught off the shores of 
Vakarai. Some of them are, using the Sinhala name 
first:

‘Salayas’, Gold Striped Sardinella (E) (Sardinella 
gibbosa) and ‘Sudayas’, White Sardinella (E) 
(Sardiunella Albella). These two species look alike and 
are about the same size. The Sudaya, however, is flat 
and the Salaya is fattish and round.

‘Kumbalawa’, Indian Mackerel (E) (Rastrelliger 
kanagurta). This fish is caught if they come within the 
Ma Dela range.

‘Ata Nagul Paraw’ Jack (E) (Caramx ignobilis). What 
are caught here is the yellow paraw, which come 
periodically in shoals. Their tails are yellow and the 
rest of the body also has yellow. They live in the rocks 
below sea level. Once in, they cannot get out of the 
Ma Dela. ‘Gineti Paraw’ Yellow–tailed Scad (E) (Atule 
mate). They are small fish about 6 - 8” long. They are 
not caught regularly. These fish also live among the 
rocks. If something that they can feed on attracts 
them, they pursue it and get trapped in the net.

‘Seelawa’ or ‘Geelawa’ Barracuda (E) (Sphyraena 
jello). The Seelawa is small but the Geelawa is a little 
bigger. This is the smaller of the species. When it 
grows bigger, to about 1½ feet, it is referred to as 
Mauli. When bigger than that it is called Ulawa and 
the largest is the Kandarella.

‘Keralla’ Splendid Pony Fish (E) (Leiognaathus 
splendens). These fish are caught almost daily in small 
numbers, a basket or two at a time. There are three 
different Kerallas – Katu Keralla, Thel Keralla and Mas 
Keralla. Each of these look different.

‘Anjila’ & ‘Thora’ Narrow Barred Spanish Mackerel (E) 
(Scomderonorus commerson). An Anjilla over 3½ and 
4 inches long is called a Thora. They generally come 
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in with the Salayas. The Salayas and the ‘Hurullas’ 
Trenched Sardinella (E) (Amblygaster sirm) are the bait 
that attracts them. They are caught regularly but not in 
large numbers.

‘Atawalla’ Kawakawa (E) (Euthynnus affinis). This 
fish is only caught rarely since its movements are 
dependent on the weather and conditions of the sea.

‘Hurulla’ Trenched and Spotted Sardinella (E) 
(Amblygaster sirm). These fish are caught fairly regularly 
but in small numbers. This maybe because they are 
prey of the Anjila and Thora. ‘Halmessa’ Sprats (E) 
or Hurullas (E) Trenched Sardinella (Amblygaster sirm) 
and Anchovy (E) (Anchovy stolephorus) are caught 
in substantial numbers. There is a small net that is 
attached to the Ma Dela especially to catch sprats 
which are small in size.

The common species of rays that fall into their nets 
are ‘Weli Maduwa’ Sting Ray (E) (Dasytis Sp), ‘Anga 
Maduwa’ & ‘Ali Maduwa’ Manta and Devil Rays 
(E) (Mobula Sp), ‘Sangosa’ & ‘Mukkara Maduwa’. 
Occasionally ‘Tith Maduwa’ Spotted Eagle Ray 
(E) (Aetobatus narinari) also get caught. Groups of 
rays move about a lot and fishermen follow their 
movements.

One of the main problems that the fishermen now face 
is the reduction in the number of fish in the waters that 
they operate in. They say that most of the fish live and 
breed in and around the rocks in the sea. The illegal 
dynamiting of these fish kills not only the big fish but 
the fingerlings as well. The eggs too are destroyed. 
The dead fish are all collected in a small net, about 
½” or 1” in size. As a result a reduced number of fish 
are able to grow to maturity. Their complaints to the 
authorities and the law enforcement agencies have 
fallen on deaf ears!

Reptiles

Though over 20 species of snakes have been reported 
from this area, I have only seen a Saw-scaled Viper 
(Echis carinata) and a Python (Python molurus) on a 

nest with eggs in an abandoned house. The python 
left the nest just before the eggs hatched out. I am 
not sure how many hatched out and how many were 
predated upon soon after birth but the young all 
vanished.

Species of the Common Garden Lizard (Calotes 
versicolour) and the Common Green Lizard (Calotes 
calotes) have been observed regularly. On the walls 
of the house are the Common House Gecko (or 
lizard) (Hemidactylus frenatus) found in most parts 
of the country and the Bark Gecko (Hemidactylus 
leschenaultia). Of the five species of turtles that visit 
our shores to lay eggs, I have seen only two shells, 
at different times, of the Green Sea Turtle (Chelonia 
mydas) that had been washed ashore. The ‘Watcher’1 
describes a turtle which could be a Leatherback 
(Dermochelys coriacea) that he has seen. Star Tortoises 
(Chelonia elegans) are quite common here. I have 
seen the Sri Lanka Black Turtle (Melanochelys trijuga 
thermalis) which is a sub species of the Black Turtle.

Birds

I have observed the following species of birds during 
my visits:

Red-vented Bulbul (Molpastes cafer cafer), Mynah 
(Acridotheres tristis), Oriental Magpie Robin 
(Copsychus saularis), Black Robin (Saxicoloides 
fulicatus), House Sparrow (Passer domesticus), 
Purple-rumped Sunbird (Leptocoma zeylonica), Scaly-
breasted Munia (Lonchura puntulata, Green Bee-
eater (Merops orientalis), Paddy Field or Oriental Pipit 
(Anthus rufulus), Ceylon Bustard Quail (Turnix sucitato), 
Blue-faced Malkoha (Phaenicophaeus viridirostris), 
Red-backed Woodpecker (Dinopium benghalense), 
White-breasted Kingfisher (Halcyon smyrnensis), 
Indian Roller (Coracias benghalensis), Brown-headed 
Barbet (Megalaima zeylanica), Eurasian Hoopoe (Upupa 

1 Security Guard

Man with Skate. Saw-scaled Viper by Ruchira Somaweera.
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epops), Pied Cuckoo (Clamator jacobinus), Spotted 
Dove (Streptopelia chinensis), Brahminy Kite (Haliastur 
indus), Crested Serpent Eagle (Spilornis cheela), Shikra 
(Accipiter badius), Cattle Egret (Bubulcus ibis), Jungle 
Nightjar (Caprimulgus indicus), Red-wattled Lapwing 
(Vanellus indicus) or ‘did-he-do-it’. I have seen Peafowl 
(Pavo cristatus) and Jungle Fowl (Gallus lafayetti) and I 
hear their calls every day from my house.

Of particular interest to me was the Barn Owl (Tyto 
alba) which we watched for over half an hour. It was 
first perched on my gate and later it flew to a large 
Banyan or Nuga tree (S) (Ficus benghalensis) close by, 
and waited there till we had enough and left.

Mammals

Mammals seen here are Wild Boar (Sus scorfa), 
Fishing Cat (Prionailurus viverrinus), Jungle Cat (Felis 
chaus), Black-naped Hare (Lepus nigricollis), all seen at 
night in a patch of jungle on the road that leads to my 
house. The Jackal (Canis aureus naria) and the Grey 
Mongoose (Herpestes edwardsii) are mammals which 
are active both by day and night.

There are no wild elephants in this area here since 
there are no suitable habitats. One male, however, 
walked passed my fence one night a couple of months 
ago. When dawn broke, it was still in the open. It went 
into a patch of forest near the Bus Depot when the 
police fired in the air to drive it back. The next night 
it walked northwards along the beach and entered 
the jungle, across the main road, at Verugal and into a 
forest that has elephants. During a major flood, about 
three years ago, the carcass of a female was washed 
ashore just opposite my land.

Flora

This is a list of plants around my house. It is certainly 
not a comprehensive list, since I have not been able to 
identify many of the trees, shrubs and plants.

Trees

Madan (Syzygium cumini), Kohomba (Azadirachta 
indica), Domba (Calophyllum inophyllum), Welan 
(Pterospermum suberifolium), Maila (Bahunia 
racemose), Kon (Schleicherao leosa), Palu (Manilkara 
hexandra), Nuga (Ficus benghalensis), Burutha 
(Chloroxylon swietenia). There also are Coconut (Cocos 
mucifera) and Thal or Toddy Palm (Borassus flabellifer), 
Weera (Drypetessepiaria), Maha Eraminiya (Ziziphus 
rugosa), Heen Karamba (Carissas pinarum), Daluk 
(Euphorbia antiquorum), Ela Nuga (Ficus amplissima), 
Maha Nuga (Ficus benghalensis), Wal Aralu (Ficus 
mollis), Mandal (Avicennia marina), Ingini (Strychonos 
potatorum)-(endangered), Opul (Cynometra iripa), 
Neralu (Cassine glauca). In season the tasty fruits of 
the Palu, Madan and Kon are picked, from the jungle, 
by children, and sold on the roadside.

Mangroves

Rhizophora mucronata – Mangrove (E) ‘Kadol’ (S). 
Mangrove is the common name for all species and 
Kadol the Sinhala common name. There are many 
more species of mangroves in this area but this is the 
only species seen within the study area.

Shrubs

Wara (Calotropis gigantean), Wetakeiya (Pandanus 
kaida), Heen Karamba (Carissa spinarum). The ‘Wara’, 
known as Milkweed in English, has flowers that are 
white to pink and purple. They are fragrant. The fruit 
of the Heen Karamba are seasonal and very popular.

Pupula (Vernonia zeylanica) - Endemic, Wal 
Karapincha (Micromelum minutum)-Endemic, Thumba 
(Spermacoce prostrata) – Endangered

Broken Turtle Shells.

Wara (Calotropis gigantean).
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Creepers

Seeressa (Cissus quadrangularis), Olinda (Abrus precatorius), Muhudu Bimthamburu (Ipomoea pescaprae), 
Niyangala (Gloriosa superba). I remember collecting the pretty, small red and black seeds of the Olinda, which 
we have here, when I was small.

COURTING KOELS
Diyanath Samarasinghe

A wonderful event occurred outside my window, in 
July. The sound of a heavy bird settling on what we 
call a ‘cherry’ tree, just two yards from me, drew my 
attention. It was a female Koel. Soon, a male joined 
her. It hopped on to a branch near the female and 
she responded by lowering herself submissively. 
The male flitted from twig to twig, I thought looking 
for leverage to mount her. And all of the female’s 
posturings indicated, to my non-koel eyes, that she 
wanted him to proceed with his courtship. But after 
a few moves, he left her to pick an inviting red cherry 
fruit. The lure of food, I imagined, had proven stronger 
than that of sex!

A few seconds later, however, he was back, with the 
fruit in his beak. He offered the juicy little delicacy 
to the female, who happily accepted the gift. It was 
so reminiscent of birds feeding their nestlings that I 
imagined for a moment that the male was a parent 

feeding a young one. With another species, this 
possibility could not have been easily discounted. But 
not with Koels who, being of the cuckoo species, hand 
over their responsibility of parental care to crows! This 
was clearly a prelude to sex, a post-coital gift or simply 
an expression of love. I had never seen or heard of 
such gift-giving.

All too soon, the romantic interaction was interrupted by 
two screeching Bulbuls who kept diving at the couple. 
Koels are not particularly worried about Bulbul attacks 
and usually ravage their nests even as the parents 
shriek and dive. But in this instance, the couple flew 
away – probably because the Bulbul insistence was 
too strong a distraction to their attempts at intimacy. 
The whole episode was over in less than two minutes. 
But it left me relieved that even our few remaining 
birds are able to provide such a magnificent spectacle.

I am so glad that I do not have a camera on my phone!

Heen Karamba (Carissa spinarum). Ipomoea pescaprae.

Female Koel. Pic. by Rahula Perera.
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The Three-toed Kingfisher has to be one of the most 
colorful birds you can photograph. This was yet 
another bird that I had been running behind for many 
years. I have always been defeated by it. The foothills 
of the Matale hill range has it fair share of this lovely 
wonder of nature. In addition, this region is a favoured 
birding location and apart from the kingfisher hosts 
other beauties such as the Plum-headed Parakeet, 
and Wood Owl, to mention two.

Our contact lived halfway up a hill and we had to drive 
on some very narrow, bouncy and difficult village 
roads. Our man warned us that some of the villagers 
were jealous that he was making some money 
showing us these birds, and asked us not to get into 
conversation with them. But this was near impossible 
as Sri Lankans are inherently curious. So there were 
the usual questions of what we were doing and why 
were doing it? This is something I not only have to 
deal with from villagers, but even from friends. In the 
latter instance, this question is followed by a “you are 
mad” look! We thought nothing of this; after all we 
are used to it.

We had to climb about 100 meters up a small hill. 
The nest hole of the Three-toed Kingfisher is a small 
extraction on an earth bank and this was no exception. 
Usually, they select dark river banks and drains, but 
this time it was right out in the open, next to a well, 
not more then 10 feet from the back of a house. We 
had just about set our equipment down when the 
kingfisher came visiting bearing gifts. It was obvious 
the chicks had hatched and they were feeding them. 
Generally it is considered unethical to photograph 
birds at nests with hatchlings. But in almost all cases 
the feeding parents first perch somewhere nearby to 
see if all is clear before they head to the nest. This 
is what we look for. This way we do not disturb the 
feeding process or compromise the safety of the 
nest or the hatchlings.

We went about the task of taking pictures. It appeared 
that both parents were feeding the chicks and would 

return to the nest every 30 to 45 minutes. They were 
completely undisturbed by us, as they were used 
to human activity from the house. This is where the 
twist in the tale begins. In between bouts of activity, 
a village lad came up the hill to inform us that two 
Policemen had come to inquire what we were doing 
here and wanted to meet us. Halfway down the hill, 
we met the two officers huffing and puffing their 
way up. They were in a foul mood, most probably 
due to the walk up the hill and having to come over 
20 Km on a bouncy road to find us. They had been 
informed that we were up to some illegal activity and 
had come to investigate. A ‘smart ass’ had called 
119 and informed them that some people had been 
involved in illegal “treasure hunting”. Colombo had 
then called the nearest Police Station, who in turn 
had dispatched two traffic policemen to check out 
and arrest the treasure hunters!

My companion, Gehan, has always been the more 
diplomatic of the two of us, and he went about 
explaining what we were doing and why we were 
doing it. We had to answer questions like, “Why not 
go to the zoo”? They soon realized that we were not 
doing anything illegal, nor were we escapees from the 
Angoda Psychiatric Hospital. They were forced to take 
a statement from us as Colombo had to be informed. 
Gehan had to sign the statement as he was the owner 
of the vehicle. Even our contact had to write down 
a statement. He was laughing, as one of the officers 
was married to his aunt! The officers were now very 
annoyed that they had been sent on a wild goose 
chase. A one hour delay, thanks to the jealousy of a 
few people that someone else was making a buck!

By this time the light was poor; we took a few more 
pictures and returned to Colombo with another story to 
tell. There is never a dull moment when one chooses 
to spend one’s free time running behind wildlife. If 
you look at these pictures,(above and back cover) the 
jealous informant was correct, we were looking for 
treasure...a jewel called the Three-toed Kingfisher!

TREASURE HUNTING
Namal Kamalgoda



58

‘Gimli’ has the distinction of being the first scientifically 
recognized dwarf elephant in the world (Wijesinha et 
al 2013). He was first observed and identified as such 
in July 2013 (Wijesinha et al 2013). Subsequently it 
was found that he had also been in the Udawalawe 
Park in 2012 (de Silva et al 2014). Since then Gimli has 
been visiting Udawalawe every year in June - July, 
which corresponds with his musth period. In 2016 he 
was first spotted in the Park on the 28th of June and 
was observed on and off through the 10th of July (at 
the time of going to press).

In general, usage of the term ‘dwarf’ is used to denote 
individuals of unusually short stature. Two forms of 
dwarfism occur; proportionate and disproportionate.

Proportionate dwarfism: Proportionate dwarfism 
is where an individual is of very short stature, with 
limbs proportionate to body size. Small individuals at 
the lower extreme of the ‘normal’ range of stature 
may occur as a genetic trait or stunted growth due to 
environmental factors such as nutritional deficiency in 
the growing period. Stunting can currently be observed 
in Yala elephants, where some young exhibit short 
stature due to nutritional deficiency consequent to 
range restriction. Artificial or natural selection of small 
individuals with a genetic basis can cause continued 
decline in body size, leading to populations that are 
well below the ‘normal’ size range of the ancestral 
population, that could be termed ‘dwarf’.

In many domestic species, selective breeding of 
individuals with small stature has produced breeds 
that are well below the ‘normal’ size range of the 
original stock. Examples of such ‘miniature’ or ‘toy’ 
breeds of dog are miniature schnauzer, miniature 
bull terrier, miniature poodle and miniature pinscher. 
Similarly there are miniature pigs, donkeys, horses, 
etc. These ‘miniature’ animals retain the proportions 
and characteristics of the parent breed, except size.

Natural selection for small stature sometimes occurs 
on islands and is termed ‘insular dwarfism’. Insular 
dwarfism occurred in the now extinct elephants of 
the Mediterranean islands, some of which were only 
about 3 feet in shoulder height (Orlando et al. 2007).

Disproportionate dwarfism: In disproportionate 
dwarfism, the lengths of the limbs are shorter in 
relation to body size. Such dwarfism occurs due 
to genetic defects that cause selective retardation 
of long bone growth, resulting in individuals who 
are much shorter than the ‘normal’ range of stature 
in a population. In humans, achondroplasia is the 
commonest cause of such disproportionate dwarfism. 
Selective breeding of individuals with genetic defects 
causing disproportionate dwarfism has produced 
breeds of domestic animals that are very small in size 
and have the characteristic short limbs. Examples 
of such breeds among dogs are dachshund, basset 
hound and bulldog. Similarly, selective breeding has 
produced munchkin cats, Japanese brown cattle and 
Dexter cattle, Ethiopian dwarf goats and Vietnamese 
pot bellied pigs.

Genetic defects causing disproportionate dwarfism 
undoubtedly occur in wild animals also (Wobeser and 
Runge 1973). However, there are no previous records 
of adult wild animals so affected in the scientific 
literature. Disproportionate dwarfism may also be 
associated with other lethal defects (Wobeser and 
Runge 1973) and even if not, such individuals are very 
unlikely to survive till adult in the wild. An individual with 
disproportionate dwarfism who is a prey animal will 
find it harder to escape from predators. Similarly, such 
an individual that is a predator will find it hard to catch 
prey. In herbivores, individuals with disproportionate 
dwarfism may encounter difficulties in food acquisition 
and handling. In group-living species, such individuals 
may find it difficult to keep up with the group. In 

GIMLI, THE DWARF ELEPHANT:  
back in the Udawalawe National Park

Dr. Prithiviraj Fernando  
Centre for Conservation and Research
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arboreal species such as primates, such a deformity 
will entail obvious disadvantages in locomotion.

Asian elephants are perhaps an exception to this rule, as 
they do not have predators, except perhaps a calf being 
taken by a tiger and that too very rarely. As there are no 
tigers in Sri Lanka, elephants in Sri Lanka do not even 
have this threat. The absolute size of elephants and the 
extended period of maternal care are likely to alleviate 
the disadvantages of disproportionate dwarfism. 
While Gimli is still the only elephant recorded with 
disproportionate dwarfism, a recent Facebook post of 
a captive elephant in India suggests its occurrence in 
other populations also (see: https://www.facebook.
com/wildlifesosindia/photos/?tab=album&album_
id=10151583540448526).

Gimli is not resident in the Udawalawe National Park 
and only visits the Park during his musth period. Male 
Asian elephants come into musth annually for a period 
of about two months, when they tend to wander 
extensively, possibly searching for mates (Fernando 
et al. 2008). Consequently, the ‘musth ranges’ tend 
to be much larger and encompass areas outside 
‘normal’ home ranges. As elephants in Sri Lanka do 
not migrate long distances (Fernando et al. 2008), 
it is likely that Gimli’s normal home range is not far 
from the Udawalawe Park. The northern and eastern 
boundaries of the park are contiguous with elephant 
habitats outside it, that are administered by the Forest 
Department. It is likely that he is resident in this region 
and uses the park as well as outside areas. Electric 
fences on the park boundary split the contiguous 
elephant habitat, but do not hinder movement of 
males (Ranjeewa et al. 2015). However, they may 

cause much harm to female herds, which are likely to 
suffer from range loss (Fernando 2015). The assertion 
that Gimli’s non-musth home range is outside the Park 
is further strengthened by the presence of a number 
of lumps on his body, which are caused by gun shot 
injuries. It is likely that similar to many male elephants 
in Sri Lanka, Gimli spends most of his time in human-
dominated habitats, raiding crops opportunistically. 
The only way to determine his home range, movement 
patterns and behavior during the non- musth period 
would be by radio collaring him.
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THE HUMAN – ELEPHANT CONFLICT

Many years have gone by, many are the unaccountable 
innocent human lives lost and many are the elephants 
killed, driven to the point of extinction, but man’s 
efforts to find a lasting and foolproof solution to beat 
the elephant in its efforts to maintain its authority 
over what I see as its legitimate territory have all 
failed so far.

One point that all our efforts failed to recognize is the 
fact that the elephant is an intelligent animal, like the 
dog, and it will use this intelligence to the maximum for 
its own defense and, in this case, effort to maintain its 
superiority in what is admittedly its legitimate territory.

The ‘stand alone’ fence is unstable and vulnerable 
when it comes to resisting the elephant who will use 
its brain power to overcome any man-made obstacle, 
such as the electric fence, to have its own way.

The only way we can beat the efforts of the elephant 
is to use our mathematical knowledge and artificially 
place the elephant in an unstable position when it 

tries to attack the fence. This is easily achieved by 
the combination of the electric fence placed behind 
a trench built as a protection for the fence, which will 
cause the elephant to lose its balance just at the time 
when it wants to attack the fence, as illustrated below.

With its stronger front legs inside the trench, the 
elephant will lose balance when it tries to attack 
the fence because the hind legs, the front legs and 
the fence will be at three (3) different, inconvenient 
elevations. The fence will be saved.

POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS TO THE HUMAN – ELEPHANT & 
HUMAN – CROCODILE CONFLICTS

Eng. Anton Nanayakkara, Senior Deputy Director of Irrigation (Retd.)

Pic. by Ranoukh Wijesinha.
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The extended trench will have a dual purpose, as a 
protection for the fence, as well as to retain much-
needed water to meet the water shortages that the 
elephant normally faces at other times.

The trench should not be made too wide, to allow the 
elephant to climb in to it. The writer feels that the ideal 
would be a trench that is three (3) feet wide and two 
(2) feet deep. This is an experiment that may be worth 
the effort – that of helping to alleviate the human – 
elephant conflict.

HUMAN – CROCODILE CONFLICTS

Avoiding conflicts with crocodiles has proved a 
miserable failure for years, with much loss of life, both 
human and crocodile. Humans seem to have failed to 
realize that rivers and waterways are the legitimate 
habitats of crocodiles, and many other species of 
animals, fish and birds are reliant on these water 
bodies for their very existence.

The fundamental question is to whom do these 
rivers belong? Crocodile or Human? They both have  
legitimate claims on it!

The natural solution would be to permit both the use 
of the river – the crocodile for all of the time, as it is 
its natural habitat, and the human for part of the time, 

when she / he requires it. The sensible thing, then to 
do, is to separate their access to the waters.

As per the diagram below, the two buried pipes 
act as an ‘inflow’ and an ‘outflow’ to an artificially 
constructed ‘bathing spot’, away from the river, with 
fresh water from the river being circulated in and out 
of it. The distance “d” may vary according to the site, 
enabling any curious crocodile to be easily spotted, and 
chased away. This method is cheaper and safer than 
trapping crocodiles, and represents a more natural and 
acceptable way of protecting both species from harm.

A further precaution must be to stop the river being 
used as a dump for waste that pollutes it, some of 
which can attract crocodiles. Heavy financial penalties 
should be imposed on businesses and individuals who 
engage in this destructive practice.

Pic. by Rohan Wijesinha.
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IN PURSUIT OF AN ENIGMA 
Namal Kamalgoda

Way back in 1998, I had heard of a “huge tusker” at 
the Kaudulla National Park. It apparently visited the 
park only for a few days of the year. There was no 
photographic evidence of his existence. To be on the 
safe side, I told my local contacts to call me if he came 
again. No tusker was seen and no call came, and the 
tusker slipped from my mind. 

In 2004, the first confirmed sighting and photographs 
appeared, and what a majestic tusker he was! A tall 
well built animal, with long thick inward curving tusks. 
This was arguably one of the finest tuskers in Sri Lanka. 

My quest for the ‘Enigma’ was rekindled. Once again, 
I relied on my local contacts to inform me should he 
re-appear. Some had not heard of him but promised to 
call if they did see an elephant of his description. Alas, 
no sightings, no calls! 

HE IS HERE!

In 2006, I finally got a call. “The big guy is here. 
Come now!” 

Luckily the weekend was upon us, and Jackie, my 
wife, and I made a hastily organized trip to Kaudulla, 
only to return empty handed once more!

The next year was the same, the call came, but mid-
week. By the weekend, he had disappeared. Over the 
next few years I went on several such ‘wild goose 
chases’ to Kaudulla, only to return disappointed again!

In the years that followed, I was preoccupied with 
Wilpattu, Kumana and house building, and the tusker 
slipped in my list of priorities. My contacts had either 
been transferred or moved on and there was no longer 
anyone to call me. In 2008, a report in the papers said 
that the big tusker was sighted, injured with a bad 
gunshot injury. He was dragging his injured foot, and 
the end seemed near. It did not sound good for the 
tusker. But the big guy held on!

In April 2009, he was seen in the park, all healed and 
healthy. In 2009, my first run of the year in pursuit of 
the “Enigma” started with a call at 5.45am!

“The big guy was seen the previous day, let’s go to 
Kaudulla for the day and try our luck”. 

Once again, disappointment, made worse by the 
traffic. What was normally a four hour journey took 
nine hours!

THE BIG GUY

In that same year, the institution I worked for had 
organized an office trip to Habarana. My friend Gehan 
Rajapakse, Jackie and I planned to leave on the Friday, 
a day early, and indulge in some serious photography 
before the weekend started. On the Tuesday before 
the trip, I received a call that the tusker was seen on 
the previous evening. This was good news, but we 
could not leave till Friday! 
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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!

Thursday evening, I called the park only to be informed 
that the tusker had not been seen again since the 
sighting of Monday evening. Once again, it was not 
very promising. The next day we had an early lunch 
and headed into the park to be met by good news. A 
jeep that had gone in earlier had seen the big guy! 

So with much expectation we headed into the park. 
We had barely got to the plains, when we smelled the 
pungent odour of an elephant in musth. We turned 
the vehicle around and almost immediately Gehan 
saw the legs of an elephant emerge from the jungle, 
we stopped and held our breath...would it be the big 
guy? Then it moved, and we all simultaneously saw 
the tusks, it was him, my “Enigma”, my 10-year chase 
was over! 

MEETING AN ENIGMA

Now was the small matter of taking his picture. We 
drove ahead of him. The tusker emerged from the 

forest and crossed the plains in such a rush that we 
were unable to take any images. With the lens we 
had, the tusker was full in our frame before we could 
even take a picture. On the next plain, we drove way 
ahead and waited for him. I finally got the images I 
wanted, the “big guy” out in the open! He was in fine 
health and in the last stages of musth. He was totally 
unconcerned at our presence, and walked right past 
us, just a few feet away. And like the enigma he was, 
he just disappeared again! 

In the years that followed I have seen my “Enigma” 
twice. In these encounters, I have got to know him 
well. He is unafraid yet remains as elusive as ever 
– perhaps the secret of his survival. Each time, he 
approached, he honoured me with a glance, and then 
moved on again. I like to think he came to say “hello”. 
His tusks have now crossed. Even if unable to go 
myself, I always keep a tab on him, just to know that 
he is well.
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DANGAHA WEWA: 
A Precious Waterhole

Rohan Wijesinha

The Kachan breathed its withering force over the 
already parched land, wilting the last remaining swards; 
once succulent green heads now dried, crackling 
stalks of straw. The ground, baked and cracked by the 
searing sun, released hold of its lighter grains as dust 
devils swirled upwards, twisting and turning back on 
themselves, in momentary escape from the burning 
embrace of the scorched earth. Here was the awesome 
power of the drought, that annual event, that banished 
the water from its seasonal pools, sucked out the 
moisture and colour from once luscious leaves, baked 
the earth into a hardened mass that eagerly released 
what it once held close, while fiercely resisting the 
emergence of anything new from below, and ensuring 
evolution’s cyclical audit of all things reliant on food and 
water for survival – only the fittest seeing it through to 
the monsoon’s life-bringing burst.

This was the Uda Walawe National Park in August 
2011. Caught in the vice of drought, incinerated by 
sun and shrivelled by hot winds, it still held places that 
attracted life, of large size and considerable number, to 
its protective sanctuary. With its grass covered plains 
and large reservoir, Uda Walawe has always been a 
place for elephants, especially in the drought. Though 
the plains were now scarce in fodder, the reservoir 
never ran dry, and its receding waters left behind acres 
of luscious grasses that provided these gentle giants 
with the nutrient and vegetable mass they needed to 
survive these lean times.

A Family Gathering

In an evening, herds of elephants would be drawn 
down to the reservoir bed, from the cover they had 
sought during the heat of the day. Strung along its 
margins, as far as the eye could see, several hundred 
thirsty elephants would unhurriedly make their way 
down to water, carefully scuffing up the stranded 
grasses along the way, dusting off the excess soil, and 
rolling the shoots into fodder balls that they would pop 
into their mouths, before starting the whole patient 
process again. Lone bulls would intersperse with the 
herds, the bigger taking time to test a passing female 
for breeding potential; she politely spreading her legs 
and urinating so that he might taste the scent of her 
condition. Most males had passed their season of 
musth, and these were more akin to polite inquiries, 
so as not to offend, thought they would scarce miss 
opportunity if her condition was right!

Despite the heat and the scarcity of food, and 
bolstered by the relative cooling of the evening air and 
the prospect of relief in the waters of the reservoir, 
the spirit of the babies and of the juveniles remained 
irrepressible. They would roll in the dust and play, climb 
on each others’ backs, and chase each other, often 
through the legs of the adults. Herd would mingle with 
herd, each greeting the other, members of a greater 
clan – families that would meet year in year out at this 
annual gathering. Perhaps they wondered at who was 

Pic. by Namal Kamalgoda.
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missing and at who was new, but there was always 
warmth in their reception of each other.

Then when it was time to go to water, with the 
exuberance of the young, they would dash into the 
shallows squealing and tugging at each other, to 
continue the games of the land with, now, the water 
easing weight off weary legs.

A Drove of Strangers

At any time of year, at any time of the day, it is always 
possible to see a wild elephant at Uda Walawe. 
Perhaps in no other protected area in the world is there 
this much certainty of sighting. In the drought, this 
certainty is magnified many fold as the herds move 
to the reservoir bed. This, in turn, attracts visitors – in 
their droves.

For those who appreciate more exclusive encounters 
with wild animals, the advancing hordes can prove 
too much and immediate escape is recommended, 
despite it being away from the guaranteed gathering of 
elephants. Fortunately, for the dedicated escapologist, 
Uda Walawe has places less popular, at this time of 
the year, with the casual visitor; places, nevertheless, 
that may hold secrets of their own, for the patient to 
wait for, and to be rewarded for their persistence.

The Waterholes

From the entrance, the main road traverses the plains 
before ending at the river, at Weheramankada, and 
the riverine forests that escaped the axe during the 
time of Uda Walawe’s human occupation. In fact, 
the forests begin with the first of the waterholes 
encountered, Buruthagolla. It once played host to a 
Black-capped Purple Kingfisher who used to perch on 
the bare satinwood trunks, whose bleached fingers 
pointed skyward from the inundated bed of what was 
once forest. He came for several years until boisterous 
elephants sent the trunks of the trees crashing down. 
He was not seen thereafter.

The next waterhole is Dangaha Wewa. By far the 
prettiest of them all, and the focus of this writing. A 
little further on, through the forests at the base of the 
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Habakgala Rock outcrop, is Kuda Wewa, its waters 
usually akin to a green pea soup. It attracts a large 
herd of buffalo who fertilize it with their droppings, and 
encourage green algae to proliferate on the surface of 
the water. A herd of deer haunt its vicinity too, and have 
become increasing emboldened to stay in the open, 
rather than dash for cover as once was their want.

Dangaha Wewa

In the last two decades, even in the worst of 
droughts, Dangaha Wewa has never run dry. When 
full, it skirts the forest edge and inundates the road 
that runs alongside it into the thick forest leading to 
Pinnagasmankada. Hidden in its leafy depths are not 
only the denizens of the forest, but mounds of ancient 
earth, scattered shards of pottery, part-exposed bricks 
and worked rocks, giving testimony to ancient human 
settlement some of which, the historians tell us, date 
back to the 2nd Century BC. Legends still persist, 
in the surrounding villages and temples, of a giant 
who served the warrior king of Sri Lanka, the famed 
Dutugemunu.

At its very worst, Dangaha Wewa reduces to an 
ample puddle with just enough water to provide for 
the animals that depend on it; until the rains come 
again. It is at this time, that the patient observer may 
be rewarded by special treat.

A single trunk of a tree, with a few naked branches, still 

survives in the middle of the waterhole, its bare arms 
and crest providing roost to waterbirds and birds of 
prey. When the water levels are low, and fish and frogs 
seek surface for air, the pickings are rich for these aerial 
masters, and for those less aerodynamically skilled 
below. This can be a time of feasting – for some!

Of Crocodiles and Terrapin and feathered 
Fishers!

It was late afternoon, when the sun was just beginning 
to commence its descent to the distant horizon, and a 
hint of cooler breeze began to blunt the sharp heat of 
the day. The light began to soften and the tops of the 
trees reflected a more gentle light from the harsh glare 
that had pained the eye before. Parked on the bund of 
the waterhole, and quiet for a while, the animals soon 
forgot the human intrusion and went about their daily 
chores of survival.

The margins of the receding waters were patrolled by 
the waterbirds, a large collection of Painted Stork and 
Egrets. Almost unnoticed, quietly going about their 
business of spiking an unwary fish or frog, were the 
Pond Herons, in great number. A brightly coloured 
pair of Common Kingfisher, though much rarer than 
their name implies, flitted from one waterside perch 
to another, with an accompanying squeak, and an 
occasional dive into the water’s depths, emerging 
with a silvery, wriggling fingerling.
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The lone tree trunk played host to a solitary Grey-
headed Fishing Eagle whose lone look-out was being 
rudely disturbed by a Brahminy Kite who seemed to 
want that perch for himself, though of half the size 
of his predator peer. There was still plenty for all in 
the waters below and other branches for a perch, and 
so this bird’s petulant behaviour remains a puzzle…
unless there was a nest close by!

The almost prehensile nostrils of Soft-shelled Terrapins 
poked through the surface of the water, from time to 
time, and one or two surfaced for brief moments on 
the edges of the waterhole. All the while, a medium 
sized crocodile was splashing around after fleeing fish 
who would leap into the air in tiny, silver flying shoals, 
as snapping jaws scrunched through the surface of 
the water below them.

Special Visitors

There was so much happening that time had little 
meaning. Nature seemed to have slowed her breathing, 
and was demonstrating that nothing she does is in a 
rush, for all on display had evolved over millions of 
years to reach this peak of natural perfection. Life was 
as life should be – wild, free and undisturbed!

Suddenly, a lone elephant came out of the trees at 
the farther end of the waterhole and walked the long 
trek, somewhat uncertainly, to the water’s edge. She 
reached the water and slaked her thirst, hosing gallons 
of the muddy water into her mouth. She had been 

there a few minutes, when another figure broke out 
of the treeline… a young tusker who also made his 
way nervously down to water. The closer he got to the 
female, the more confident his stride, and he was soon 
guzzling the water by her side. The pair were then joined 
by three more. How long had they dallied by the edge 
of the forest? For however long, thirst soon overcame 
caution, and the open walk had to be made.

Thirst quenched, the young tusker took umbrage at 
the Painted Stork amassed around. No harm had they 
probably ever done him. This was just the ebullience 
of youth and of untempered spirit. He spent a quarter 
of an hour chasing after them until the realization 
dawned that he could never win. His winged targets 
merely took to the air and landed elsewhere behind 
him. Their tusked oppressor gave up and returned to 
join his herd for reassurance and more water.

Strangers from across the water

Suddenly, another small herd of six elephants, 
including two babies, emerged along the farther end 
of the bund and eagerly entered the water. They drank 
all abreast in a line, with the little ones at their centre. 
The herd already there, stopped drinking for a while 
and watched the newcomers. There was no mixing 
between these herds, and even a brief interchange 
between a couple of individuals seemed to lack the 
warmth normally seen between herds on the reservoir 
bed. Even when drinking, there was a distinct boundary 
between them. Perhaps, one herd had come in from 
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across the river, strangers to the Park, unrelated to the 
other by either family or clan; the past experience of 
the matriarch leading her to where she knew there 
would be food and water for her immediate family at 
this time of dearth. There can be no certainty of this, 
but the behaviour of one group to the other was of 
open aloofness, and even mild antagonism.

Amusingly, while all of this was going on, the crocodile 
continued with his hunt, quite often snapping his jaws 
in close proximity to one herd or the other, with them 
taking scarce notice of his predatory intent. He was, 
after all, far too small to pose danger even to an infant 
pachyderm.

A Precious Evening

As wildlife watching becomes more and more popular, 
and visitation to National Parks increases, it is rare to 
enjoy an extended moment with the creatures of the 
wild, all by oneself. Almost two hours alone is almost 
unheard of! The madding crowds were concentrated 
around the milling elephants at the Reservoir, and 

the ends of the Park were abandoned to all but the 
fortunate who still believed in the wondrous surprises 
that Nature has in store for its faithful.

As the shadows grew longer, the elephants left 
the waterhole, each herd retracing its steps in 
the direction from which it had arrived. The birds 
remained, and probably would for most of the night, 
as the drying waters yielded more abundance in their 
shallow depths. The terrapins had disappeared and the 
crocodile was less active. The Grey-headed Fishing 
Eagle continued his solitary watch, now undisturbed, 
as his antagonist had, like the young tusker, realized 
the futility of his actions and lost patience.

As evening drew to dusk, it was time to leave 
Dangaha Wewa to the creatures of the night, when 
another natural pageant would be played out by exotic 
cast but this time, without an admiring audience. This 
was, after all, a play that had been enacted for many 
millions of years, in many thousands of acts, and 
directed by the natural forces of Nature. The challenge 
will be to preserve its rich script and backdrops for the 
audiences of the future, in the centuries to come!

70






