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AN ACTION PLAN FOR THE CONSERVATION AND
MANAGEMENT oF ELEPHANT (Etephas maximus) tN

SRI LANKA

_Charles Sanilapiilat & Mangata de Sitva
Department of Zoolqy, University of peradeniya

Peradeniya, Sri Lanka

INTRODUCTION

-The 
Asian elephant (Eteptws maxims) is the largest terrestrial megaherbivore inAsia' It occurs in 13 countries from the Indian subcontLent in the west to Indo-Chinain tlre east including islands such as Born@, Sumatra and Sri Lanka. tn sri Ianka, theelephant is so much a part of the island's history, religion, myth, culture and even politics

that it would be difficult to imagine sri Lanka wittrout is eteptrana. Its aesthetic valuearouses 
servation. Furthermore, asa super
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conservation(DwLc)reqrested*"*ffi fj"T?"ilt^H:"T#mf t:f #itf;and Management of the elephant in Sri Lanu rhe Acdon plan is designed o help theDI19 I 39opt srategies trat would ensure the long-term survivaLof the elephant in tlrewild in Sri Lanka. The success of any Action Plan will however depend on how wellit is implemented subsequently. Such implementation will require rrigtr Ievels of cmperation
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and collaboration bewecn the Department of Wildlife Conservation, other Government

Deparunents and Non-Govemment Organizations both within Sri Lanka and abroad.

The Action Plan has three main sections. In the Inroduction (Section [). the status

of the elephant in Sri knka is assessed, together with reasons for its dccline. The

Conservation Strategy (Section 2) establishes the basic principles and priorities required

to achieve the objective, i.e to ensure the long-term survival of the elephant, in its natural

habitat in Sri Lanka. The sfategy notes that it would be impossible to consene large

numbers o[ elephant in Sri Lanka as long as the human population continues O grow and

deforestation continues indiscriminately. Implicit in this observation is the knowledge that

it may not be possible to preserve elephants in all habitats where they presently occur.

The Action plan (Section 3) iself outlines the specific rctions needed to ensure some

measure of success in the conservction and management of elephant in Sri Lanka.

Taxonomy of the Elephant in Sri Lanka

The Sri tanksr elephant (Elephas maximus rroximtls) is the nominate subspecies.

It has been shown to be genetically distinct from the subspecies found in the Indian mainland

(Shorake et at., t986). LUerman & Morison-Scoa (1951) list two subspecies of. Eleplws

nuximas from Sri I-anka, equating E- m. maximusL. with E.m. vilaliya Deraniyagala (sensu

Deraniyagala) and accepting E. m. ceylanicrs Blainville as the elephant inhabiting most

ot tne istand (McKay, t9?3). According to McKay (1973) however, E.m. vilaliya represents

no more than a few extremely large individuals in a higtrly variable population and he

considers it to be synonymous with E nt nwximus'

Status of the ElePhant in Sri Lanka

The elephant is aprotected species in Sri Lanka and has enjoyed some degree of

prorection since ttre 12th century A.D (Wikramasinghe, 1928). [t is listed in Appendix I
fy $re Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora

(CgES). This measure bans trade in a species threatened with extinction. The elephant"

was girren full legal protection in Sri Lanka as early as 1937. However, legislation alone

couljnot preveniftJdecline in is number and range across the island as a result of sport

hunting (in ttre past), poaching and human encroachment on its habitat. While the African

eteptrants misfortune is is tusks, the elephant in Sri I-anka

haUitat loss and fragmenation as a result of ascalating human

for ivory, given that more than 857o of the bulls have no

Poachini is treretore not the'terminal threat to the elephant in Sri I-anka'

Nunber of ElePhents in Sri Lanka

During rhc period of British Colonial mle, thc number of elephants in tho wild in

Sri Lanka AecUnen from about 10,000 to 2,000 animals (Schultz, 1984)- It was squeezed

out of the hill country and became associated with ttre low country dry zones' One problem
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for conservationists is that figures on the number and distribution of elephants are difficult
to collecl The animals do not oblige demographers by staying in one place, or even in
one province. They cannot always be counted in the dense and angled vegeradon that
they inhabit. So estimates of elephant numben in the pasc have been largely guesses though
based on experience. Today, mrrch of ttre elephant censuses are being based on counting
heaps of dung. Mr A. B. Fernando, an experienced (now rerired) Wildlife official, puts
the toral number of elephans in the wild in Sri Lanka as anything between 2,800 and
3,250 (Santiapillai & Jackson, 190). A more recent survey of the elephants c.rrried out
by tie Department of Wildlife Conservuion in Sri I-anka in June 1993 estimates a minimum
of about 2,000 animals in the five regions surveyed in ttre island excluding rhe northem,
north westem and north eastern regions (Hendavitharana et a1.,1994). Nonis (1959) posed
tluec questions before he attempted to survey the elephant situation at:hat time. They were:-

(1) How much land is available for them?
(2) How much country do they need, remembering their seasonal movements?
(3) How many elephants do we want to keep?

The long-term survival of the elephant as a wild species in Sri Lanka will depend
on how wisely we address these questions and arrive at the answers.

The key question is not just how many elephants sri Lanka has at preseng
but how many elephants wilt Sri Lanka be able to support by the middte of the 21st
century, rvhen given the current rate of growth, its human population has doubled
to 34 million, and the forest cover has declincd to say, l4%? lJ must be clear to
everyone concerned that unhss wc are prcpared to cornbine good science with strong
popufation control and political will, the future for Elephas maximus in Sri Lanka
will bc grim.

CONSERVATION STRATEGY

The conservation strategy aims to ensure the long-term survival of. as mmy viable
popuhtions of elephant in Sri l-anka as possible in as wide a range of their habitat as
is practical by preventing or controlling conflics with man (Parker, 1981). The emphasis
is therefore on accommodating elephans and human beings rather that simply protecting
the elephants in their habiur Man and elephant in Sri l-anka have to live ogether by
mutual adjustment

Rationale

hoject Elephant therefore differs from is conservarion philosophy from tlrat of rhe
Project Tiger of India, which was based on the broad principle of establishing "core and
buffer" areas giving absolute protection to the former and exploiation of the larer. This
principle will not work in the case of the elephant characrerised by large home ranges.
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