
SUMMARY 
The direction of Sri Lanka’s wildlife 
management and conservation is 
hopelessly awry due to the lack of 
knowledgeable leadership at the 
helm.  With 5 - 6 Ministers being 
appointed in the last 5 years, and 
with no clear leadership of wildlife 
management, the task of containing 
HEC has taken a nosedive, as proven 
by the increase in elephant deaths in 
2019.  Whilst the figures for how many 
elephants there are in this country 
is debatable, if we take the number 
of approximately 6000 reached by a  
DWC census as a working number, at 
the present rate of attrition, within 
the next 25 years we may face the 
bleak prospect of not having any 
wild  elephants living on our Island.  
The birth rate of elephants is also 
an unknown factor but it is widely 
known amongst elephant researchers 
that a high percentage of elephant 
calves die before their 2nd year, 
due to malnutrition and starvation.  
Again, bad wildlife management 
has resulted in habitat destruction, 
illegal felling of forests and, on top of 
that, permitting domestic cattle and 
buffaloes to graze in National Parks, 
National Reserves or Strict Natural 
Reserves (SNR), where they consume, 
in volume, the Elephants’ basic 
fodder and grasslands, has resulted in 
bleak survival options for elephants. 
Where else can these elephants go to 
live? 

No single HEC mitigation method 
will work independently to deter 
elephants entering and raiding 
crops.  They are far too intelligent. 
A combination of methods: starting 
with fencing of village and crops 
as introduced by eminent Elephant 
Researcher, Dr. Prithiviraj Fernando 
is a vital strategy that must be used as 
it gives both the human and elephant 
mutual benefits, and protection.  
Along with that, using other 
mitigation methods like the LRS, 
sounds, smell and other deterrents 
are important to reinforce this 
strategy.  The farmers’ viewpoint has 
to be changed, while any mitigation 
methods used have to account for 
their needs too.  While we can hit our 
heads against a brick wall in stating 
the obvious, the Government must 
stop future relocation of humans into 
elephant corridors and habitats.  We 
just need one strong leader to put his 
/ her hand up and make that decision.  
Adopting and approving the National 
Elephant Policy will do just that as 
long as the proposed actions are 
enforced comprehensively, and not 
on an ad hoc basis. 

The WNPS will continue to battle the 
odds, take on the perpetrators, and 
go to Court if needed to safeguard 
our national resources whether 
they are elephants, another species, 
our forests or our rivers; this is our 
present commitment to the future 
generations.

Pictured here: Ravana (Hambegamuwa Raja) photographed probably for the last time in Udawalawe 
(Aug 2016) carrying a festering gunshot wound to his left hind leg. His carcass was found not long after.
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The mandate of this HEC Subcommittee is to work on 
methods of mitigation of HEC around Sri Lanka, while 
arranging awareness programmes for villagers living 
on the frontlines of this conflict.  We have done our 
best to make a difference but, in all honesty, have not 
been successful in battling the existing demons that 
consistently prevent real progress, or to convince the 
Department of Wildlife Conservation (DWC) to work in 
a systematic way with the protection of these majestic 
animals being their sole focus in this continuing 
conflict.  In justification for this final assertion, the 

An unprecedented number of humans and elephants 
have died in this time, with a significant increase in 
2019.  The DWC has yet to release the cause of the 
deaths of elephants in 2019 but, it is estimated from 
historical data that over 45% of elephant deaths are 
caused by gunshots, ‘hakka-pattas’ (explosives hidden 
in food) and electrocution.

The highest numbers of elephant deaths were 
recorded in the Polonnaruwa, Anuradhapura, Ampara, 
Monaragala and Trincomalee districts.  This amounts to 
more than 65% of the total number of deaths recorded.  
Correspondingly, the highest number of human deaths 
were also from these same areas.

While a lot of publicity, due to social media and a 
natural sense of empathy, is generated by elephant 
train deaths, the number in 2019, was lower than that 
in 2018. A reliable source informed the Society that 
the reasons for this are initiatives being taken by the 
DWC and Railway Department to reduce the number 

of trains travelling at night on the Batticaloa and 
Jaffna lines.  Another factor is that a genuine effort has 
been taken by the Railway Department Operators to 
slow trains at known elephant crossing points. This is 
fundamental to the long-term, sustainable resolution 
of this problem.

NATIONAL ELEPHANT POLICY 
The Committee worked hard to have the National Policy 
for the Management and Conservation of the Wild 
Elephant in Sri Lanka, initially drafted in 2006 by the 
DWC in consultation with other stakeholders (WNPS 
included), approved by the Cabinet of the Government 
of Sri Lanka. The previous Minister of Wildlife, the 
Hon. John Amaratunga, appointed a Committee under 
the Secretary of the Ministry and the DWC, and headed 
by Dr. Sumith Pilapitiya, called the Human-Elephant 
Conflict Management Committee consisting of nine 
(9) individuals. Two members of the Human-Elephant 
Coexistence Subcommittee, Jehan CanagaRetna 
and Rohan Wijesinha, were also appointed to this 

Ministries that cross swords with the DWC to try and 
eliminate the HEC, quite rightly, worry about humans 
– their losses to crop damage and their lives.  That is 
what they have been set up to do.  The DWC’s has the 
sole mandate to look after protected areas under their 
jurisdiction, including wild animals in the country as 
a whole, a segment of which are elephants; a valuable 
and globally endangered species. Yet, we all know what 
happens, and the sad plight our elephants have to 
endure. 

The charts below illustrate the number of deaths of humans and elephants, over the past 5 years:

2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Gunshots 44 52 50 53

Hakka pattas 51 47 54 64

Electrocution 17 26 24 38

Not known 39 54 50 29

Poison 5 6 7 3

Accident 6 17 25 32

Natural 11 35 22 38

Train 12 12 7 16

Other 20 30 17 46

Total 205 279 256 319 384
Causes of elephant deaths in the last five years (Source: DWC / Dr. Sumith Pilapitiya)

Deaths of humans and elephants in the last five years (Source: DWC)
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Committee. The Committee got as far as getting 
the DWC to agree on the final policy document and 
hand it over to the Secretary of the Ministry to be 
approved by Cabinet. We have to thank Minister John 
Amaratunga for his efforts to push the document 
through, as the approval for the National Policy was 
granted by Cabinet in late 2019. However, with the 
change of Government in November 2019, the process 
of transforming adoption into action has got shelved 
again but we will continue the good fight to push the 
DWC to commence work on adopting the policy.  With 
that in mind, and the current Governments’ decision to 
distribute guns to farmers as its own possible solution 
for HEC, along with the DWC’s inactiveness to halt 
such a move, the Society has taken legal action in 
March 2020 for the DWC to adopt the National Policy. 
The National Elephant Policy is the most scientific way 
of sustainably resolving this conflict in the long-term, 
and adopting the policy should be the only method 
employed in the country. 

The Committee’s continuous suggestions of mitigation 
methods for HEC, as highlighted in the 2018 Annual 
Report as well, continue to fall on deaf ears with the 
DWC’s hands tied by politically motivated decisions 
made by whichever Minister is in office. These key 
suggestions, which are also part of the Elephant Policy, 
are:

• Implement Conservation Laws (FFPO) especially 
with regard to maintaining the integrity of 
protected areas.

• Clear habitat (elephant) corridors of illegal 
settlement and permit elephants to use their 
traditional movement pathways.

• Employ strategic electric fencing – along ecological 
boundaries rather than institutional boundaries, 
as at present.  There are more elephants living 
outside of DWC lands, and in Forest Department 
lands, than in National Protected Parks (NPs).

• Enclose villages and cultivations with fencing, 
leaving elephants free to use their traditional 
movement pathways outside.  Some of this fencing 
will be seasonal and when removed, will give 
valuable fodder for elephants who will feed on 
the stubble left behind. (Dr. Prithiviraj Fernando’s 
experiment now proven true)

• Ensure that local communities derive direct 
economic benefit from having elephants as 
neighbour’s i.e. nature-based tourism.

PUBLIC AWARENESS OF HEC
The Society is hoping to launch holistic Public 
Relations and Communication campaigns which we 
plan on commencing in 2020 depending on the funding 
we acquire. The campaigns will include Conservation, 
Farmer Livelihood, Advocacy, Education and 
Awareness Programmes whilst a set of objectives 
and a strategic approach have been identified to 
implement these campaigns.  It is hoped that these 
campaigns will play a vital role in creating a culture 
of co-existence for humans and elephants in the 
future. Currently, the Human-Elephant Coexistence 
Subcommittee is in discussion with a few companies 
and non-governmental agencies for funding these 
proposed campaigns. They will engage with a variety 
of relevant stakeholders inclusive of government, non-
governmental development agencies, conservationists, 
local government authorities, farmers, media, and 
IT companies, the latter to assist with social media 
initiatives. 

The Society firmly believes that it should be at the 
forefront of raising public awareness of HEC issues and 
will continue to use all of its resources to ensure the 
public is made aware of them.  

Pictured here: Explanation of the LRS system to Akram Cassim (CJS), 
Ms. Saba Douglas-Hamilton, and Dr. Frank Pope
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ELEPHANT LIGHT SYSTEM:
A POTENTIAL EXPERIMENT ON 
HEC MITIGATION
As per the 2018 Annual Report, the Human-Elephant 
Coexistence Subcommittee worked with a senior 
serving Army Officer, Colonel Sudath Udayasena, on 
an invention of his to deter human-elephant conflict 
using a light repel system (LRS). In brief, the Colonel, 
through extensive research and testing, concluded that 
in the absence of a fovea (clear vision of the eye) and the 
dominance of rods (provide twilight vision) throughout 
the retina for good night vision, when a flickering LED 
light hits an elephant’s retina, it is temporarily blinded 
and disoriented and moves away or avoids the light. 

PROJECT
Based on the Colonel’s research and findings, the 
General Committee of the WNPS approved the 
Subcommittee to conduct further trials, on a wider 
scale, with different populations of elephants, and in 
areas of differing habitat, to ensure that this would 
prove the system’s universal viability. As a start, the 
northern border of the Udawalawe National Park was 
chosen – in the town of Pokunutenna. The system was 
set up, in May 2019; over a length of 2.5km. This was 
the first time the LRS had been tried as a linear system 
to protect elephants coming through to paddy fields. 
These fields belong to 18 farmer families with each 
family having about 2-3 square kilometers of paddy. 
The previous methodology of the LRS system was to 
surround the property of a farmer and his crops, to the 
extent of one square kilometer. 

The linear system proved to be a failure, for a few 
reasons, mostly human related:

• The battery had not been charged sufficiently for 
the lights to work properly.

• Villagers quarreling amongst each other as to who 
should be paying for the electricity and cutting the 
electric lines 

• The villagers had been negligent in not clearing 
the ‘maana’ grass between the fence and 10 meters 
from the light, as is required. It had reached a 
height that interfered with the line of sight of the 
lights. 

As such, it was decided to abandon any future linear 
LRS systems and only work with villagers who wished 
their house and cultivation protected, as had worked 
before. With this in mind, the WNPS has decided that 
in 2020, it would set up three locations - in Galgamuwa, 
Ehatuwewa or Wilachchiya and Pokunutanne - to 
further test the long-term feasibility of the LRS system. 

In locations where the LRS has been installed for more 
than 2 years, the finding is that as long as the farmers 
have maintained the LRS, elephants have not entered 
their properties. What is baffling and frustrating is the 
behaviour of farmers who know that when the LRS 
works, elephants do not enter their property yet they 

neglect to fix the inherent issues that need attention to 
maintain the efficacy of the system.  This may be due to 
lethargy, financial constraints or even lack of interest.  

As mentioned previously, it is important to note that 
the LRS is an experimental system and only after a 
few years of trial and error can a definitive decision be 
made to assess if the LRS is a potential HEC mitigation 
system.  Ultimately, the success of the LRS will depend 
on whether humans can adjust and be smarter and 
kinder than we have been to elephants prior to this.  
The contribution of time, technical expertise, and 
energy by Col. Udayasena and the Sri Lanka Army, to 
install LRS systems is truly inspiring as they derive no 
financial benefit from it but are motivated only by the 
love of saving elephants and a hope that this system 
would enable both humans and elephants to live in 
harmony.  The Society cannot thank them enough.  

A special thank you also to Colombo Jewellery Stores 
and Spa Ceylon for coming forward and sponsoring the 
initial experiments of the LRS in Pokunutanne.

COMMUNITY PRODUCTION OF LRS

LRS SYSTEM INSTALLED
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