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PURE
SERENDIPITY

I

Here: different herds can
come together at waterholes
but there is never any conflict

© SUPERSTOCK

Sri Lanka’s amazing variety of wildlife – from blue
whales to leopards – is a happy accident created by
deep waters, contrasting climate zones and proximity
to India. Little wonder it was once called ‘Serendip’,
writes Gehan de Silva Wijeyeratne, who offers his
guide to the island’s key wildlife-spotting areas
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magine a wildlife tour operator
or a team of wildlife biologists
designing an optimum all-round
wildlife destination. The best
design to maximise species
would be a tropical continental
island. It should have deep
water close to shore to maximise the
opportunities for whale-watching and
long isolated rainforests for
maximising endemicity with high
biodiversity. It would be great if the
largest animal that ever lived on earth,
the blue whale, could be seen easily,
and if there was a decent chance of
seeing super-pods of the planet’s
largest toothed carnivore, the sperm
whale. If fantasy were to go
unchecked, why not also have the
largest annually recurring gathering of
elephants, the earth’s largest terrestrial
animal? And for extra good measure
make it one of the best (if not the best)
places to see an enigmatic feline
predator like the leopard. The wildlife
tour operator would want a
moderately sized island, not only to
reduce travel time but to make seeing a
wide variety of wildlife in two weeks
reasonably affordable. Impossible, the
biologists might mutter: small or
moderately-sized islands don’t have big
animals – instead a large land mass, at
least a sub-continent, is needed.
What sounds like an impossibly tall
order is in fact realised on Sri Lanka,
where all these incredible encounters
and all this species richness can indeed
be found in one place. Situated very
close to mainland India, Sri Lanka has
historically benefited from intermittent
land bridges that connect the two.
Created by glacial periods, these have
allowed fresh immigrations of species
(including large animals) from the
Asian mainland to establish viable
populations on the island. Sri Lanka’s
climate has also had a hand in creating
such a singular wildlife destination. A
climatically distinct wet zone has been
created by the south west and north
east monsoons that blow diagonally
across a central mountain massif. This
has created an area that has been
ecologically isolated from the
surrounding dry lowlands for so long
that lowland rainforests and cloud
forests teeming with endemic species
have been created.
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Clockwise from far left: a
typical trunk holds about
four litres of water;
rapacious flangetail
dragonfly; elephants
gather at Minneriya; one
of Yala NP’s leopards

The elephant gathering

WHO: Prithiviraj
Fernando PhD,
Scientist
Where: Maduru Oya
A young male
elephant from the
north west and known
as Brigadier kept bad
company. One of a gang that took
refuge in the forest by day and
raided farms at night, he got his
name when he broke down a
brigadier’s house. Captured and
translocated 110km east to Maduru
Oya National Park with a GPSsatellite collar fitted by us, he left
the park immediately. A 10 day
journey north took him to the east
coast. Encountering the sea for the
first time in his life, he jumped in
and swam off. Spotted by the Navy
5km offshore, he was noosed
underwater and dragged back to
shore. He settled in Sampur but
soon reverted to his bad ways,
eventually falling to his death in a
well one day. Monitoring such
‘problem males’ has shown that
translocations mostly fail.
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The dry lowlands
The dry lowlands form an arc that stretches
from the north west, across the north and
down along the eastern seaboard to the
south. The big game action is in this area and
it can be spectacular. Yala National Park in
the south east has one of the highest densities
of leopards in the world and may well be the
best place in which to see and photograph
them. A few game drives in Yala may also
result in sightings of sloth bears and Asian
elephants. Other than the core zone of
Corbett National Park in India, Yala is the best
park in Asia for seeing mammals. It also has
the highest seasonal concentrations of
mugger or freshwater crocodiles in the world.
Meanwhile, the only park in the world
where an elephant is guaranteed on a game
drive is Uda Walawe National Park, to the
south of the central mountain massif. The
park protects the catchment forest of the Uda
Walawe reservoir. ‘Sugar junkie’ elephants
wait inside the park’s electric fence that
borders the road, hoping to be fed sugar cane
by motorists.
However, to see the largest annually
recurring concentration of wild elephants one

Sri Lanka’s dry lowlands play host to the world’s
largest congregation of elephants every summer

has to travel to the north-central plains; once
the home of sophisticated ancient hydraulic
civilisations. The giant man-made lakes
(locally known as ‘wewas’) which once
watered cultivated fields are now surrounded
by dry thorn scrub forest. Every year between
June and September, numbers of elephants
coalesce into large herds in Minneriya and
Kaudulla National Parks.
Diagonally opposite to Yala in the north
west is Wilpattu National Park with its pretty
villus (natural shallow lakes) and a good
concentration of leopards. Wilpattu, together
with Yala, is good for sloth bears, which are
partial to the fruit of the palu tree – the
climax (or dominant) tree species in most of
the dry lowlands. A few game drives in a park
like Yala or Wilpattu could result in sighting
elephants, sloth bears, leopards, spotted deer,
white-spotted chevrotain, wild pigs, water
buffalo, brown, grey, stripe-necked and ruddy
mongooses, palm and giant squirrels,
hanuman langurs, toque macaques, golden
jackals and black-naped hares.
On night drives on the public roads outside
Yala, I have seen jungle cats, rusty-spotted
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cats (the smallest wild cat in the world), small
civets and common palm-civets. Do not spot-light
animals (even outside the park) or you will be in
trouble with the rangers. If you have prior
permission, make sure you use only a red-filtered,
low intensity light.
© GEHAN DE SILVA W.
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When to go: It’s possible to go year-round but bear in
mind that the north east monsoon, from October to
January, makes Minneriya and Kaudulla inaccessible and
the east coast too rough for whale watching.
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Ask someone where the largest
annually recurring concentration of
wild elephants takes place and they
will probably guess at a country in
Africa. This is not surprising as large
animals are usually found on large
continental-sized land masses, as
opposed to moderately-sized islands
like Sri Lanka. Furthermore, the
Asian elephant is a forest elephant
and not an animal of the open plains
like its African cousin. So why do
large concentrations occur?
The driver behind this is the
seasonal drought which grips Sri
Lanka’s dry zone. Rivers run dry and
small ponds and lakes are reduced
to pans of baked and cracked mud.
The Minneriya and Kaudulla Tanks
constructed by King Mahasen in the
3rd century AD also begin to dry out
(though not entirely), exposing lake
beds that flourish as a seasonal
grassland. The combination of these
factors give elephants everything
they need: food, water and even

shade in the surrounding thorn
scrub forest. Recent studies
suggest that a large population of
elephants occupies this area
throughout the year, although
during the wet season they may
move into areas in the nearby
Hurulu Forest Reserve.
During the dry season, as the sun
mellows, long shadows fall on the
plains as elephant clans coalesce
into larger and larger groupings.
This forms what has become known
as ‘the Gathering’, during which
time it is not uncommon to have
over a hundred elephants around
you as they feed on the grass before
or after a cooling bath and drink.
Numbers peak in August and
September although significant
groups can be seen from June until
the north east monsoon breaks in
October. Surprisingly, this now
famous wildlife event was barely
known about until as recently
October 2002.
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Here: the slender loris,
native to Sri Lanka and
India, is in danger from the
exotic pet trade. Below right:
birdwatchers at Kithugala

© ALAMY, GEHAN DE SILVA W.

The wet lowlands
If you had to choose just one reserve to visit
to experience Sri Lanka’s biodiversity, then
it would be Sinharaja Rainforest. More
than half the trees you see around you here
are found nowhere else in the world. The
Sinharaja Bird Wave provides good viewing
of some the island’s endemic birds,
including the enigmatic red-faced malkoha
and endangered ashy-headed
laughingthrush. It’s also a good place to see
some of the smaller endemic mammals such
as the Layard’s striped squirrels and Ceylon
dusky-striped squirrels, two of the 21
species of mammals recognised as endemic
to date. A night walk in the adjoining forest
outside the reserve may yield the endemic
red slender loris, endemic golden wet-zone
palm civet or a small flying squirrel. There is
also much of interest to the botanists, such
as the carnivorous pitcher plants, a variety
of herbs and trees with medicinal properties,
and of course the giants of the forest canopy,
especially the hardwood Dipterocarp family
– where all but one of the 51 species in Sri
Lanka are endemic.
On the way to the highlands in the lower

WILDLIFEEXTRA.COM

hills is Kithulgala or Kelani Valley Forest
Reserve, which has a similar species
composition and also provides easy access.
Sinharaja and Kithulgala are also very good
for seeing endemic dragonflies and
damselflies. More than half the species – 64
of the 124 species known to date – are
endemic. Both of these sites are good for
tracking down the forestdamsel, whose
origins are in ancient Gondwanaland.
Amazingly, of the 20 species of
forestdamsels known in Sri Lanka, every one
is endemic.
The southern coastal city of Galle is a
gateway to the island’s rainforest, with the
Kottawa Rainforest and Arboretum and
Hiyare Biodiversity Park around half an
hour away. Both are also good for seeing
some endemic freshwater fish. 38 of the 72
species of Sri Lanka’s freshwater fish are
endemic; more than 50 per cent. Close to
Colombo is the Bodhinagala Rainforest,
which is good for butterflies and reptiles
and fine examples of rainforest structure –
from lianas and climbers to buttressed roots.
The Gilimale Reserve is on the lower slopes

Essential Sri Lanka
WHO: Ruchira Somaweera PhD,
Herpetologist
WHERE: Kanneliya
Rainforest
Among Sri Lanka’s last
remaining lowland tropical
rainforests is Kanneliya, the
largest patch of a complex of
forests designated a Biosphere
Reserve by UNESCO. Despite a little
blood loss (from leeches and
mosquitoes) and water loss (from
the humidity), exploring this forest
has been always rewarding. With
over 50 species of reptiles
recorded and several new-toscience animals crawling and
slithering, it is heaven for anyone
eager to get a glimpse of some of
Sri Lanka’s most fascinating snakes
and lizards. It’s here that our study
on characterising the genetic
diversity of the snake fauna to
understand their origins began.
Despite its small size relative to
other larger islands, Sri Lanka now
shows one of the most
evolutionarily diverse island snake
faunas in the world.
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of the Peak Wilderness and can be reached
from the town of Ratnapura.
All these lowland sites harbour an incredible
amount of amphibian diversity, with 95 per cent
of the 120 species found in Sri Lanka endemic.
Go on a night walk, especially in the rainy
season, to experience a deafening chorus of
croaks and creaks, as well as some very un-froglike barks, hoots and calls that sound like glass
chinking, while an endemic Serendib scops-owl
tries in vain to make its soft hoot heard over the
mob of amphibians.
When to go: Year-round, but November to April is
likely to have the least amount of rain.
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Clockwise from above:
hump-nosed lizard; the
vivid crimson-backed
flameback is a member
of the same family as
the woodpecker;
Ceylon tree nymph

The Sinharaja Bird Wave is a sort
of ‘brand name’ given to the
mixed species feeding flocks
found in the lowland areas of the
Sinharaja Rainforest (note that
the eastern border is submontane). Bird waves of this
quality and composition are
largely restricted to large
lowland rainforests such as
Sinharaja and Kithulgala. Rather
oddly, the nucleus species of
these flocks, the Ceylon rufous
babbler, is almost absent from
the large Kanneliya Rainforest
to the south of Sinharaja.
The Sinharaja Bird Wave is
scientifically interesting as it
has been subject to the longest
period of study of any tropical
mixed feeding species flock
system. The studies were
pioneered by the late P.B.
Karunaratne, a legendary field
naturalist, and continued by
Professor Kotagama with others
including his PhD student Eben
Goodale. Tropical feeding flocks
are usually gone in a flash but
the Sinharaja Bird Waves
meander slowly. I once spent
nearly two hours with a wave
which did not travel more than a
few hundred metres, although
typically they would have moved
on within an hour. The flocks
have a hierarchy, with the
endemic Ceylon rufous babblers
comprising the core and
contributing the largest number
of individuals – giving the

Sinharaja Bird Wave an average
flock size of 41 birds, making it
the largest tropical bird wave.
The flock itself is usually
summoned by the endemic
Ceylon crested drongo, which
acts as sentinel and fearlessly
attacks large predatory birds of
prey. It can send the flock diving
for cover with alarm calls that
announce any predators. Sadly,
it also seems prone to a touch
of cheeky klepto-parasitism and
will occasionally scare birds with
a false alarm call so it can steal
from a fellow flock member.
There is stratification in the
feeding structure, with the
ground layer scoured by the
endemic ashy-headed
laughingthrush, the mid-storey
with Ceylon rufous babblers,
Malabar trogons and Ceylon
crested drongos, and the top
storey with the enigmatic redfaced malkohas. 19 species of
birds are regulars in the waves
and altogether 59 species have
been recorded participating.
Many frugivores of the canopy,
including endemics such as
yellow-fronted barbets, Layard’s
parakeets and white-faced
starlings, as well as ground
dwellers such as the Ceylon
spurfowl and Ceylon junglefowl,
join the Sinharaja Bird Wave to
benefit from shared vigilance or
the mutual benefits of
disturbing or dislodging animal
prey or edible items.
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Don’t miss the Sinharaja Bird Wave –
the largest mixed species foraging flock

Essential Sri Lanka
WHO: Rohan Pethiyagoda,
Biodiversity explorer
and natural
history publisher
WHERE: Horton
Plains
Horton Plains
(2,100m above sea
level) is Sri Lanka’s smallest
national park, its ‘cloud forest’
harbouring some of the country’s
most elusive animals. When Peter
Ng, the Singaporean carcinologist,
visited me in June 1992, it was only
natural that I take him there. As we
stopped to munch our lunchtime
sandwich, Peter casually
overturned the stone he was about
to sit on. And there, waving a
magnificent pair of crimson claws
at us, was a little crab, barely an
inch long. “New species!” yelled
Peter with unconcealed delight.
We’d discovered South Asia’s
loftiest land crab, which Peter later
named Perbrinckia glabra. What’s
more, it occurs nowhere else in the
world! They called the country
‘Serendip’ for a reason, you know.
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The highlands
There is something special about watching the
mist swirling around gnarled and stunted trees,
and feeling the near zero cold curling inside you
as you wait for first light: a familiar sensation for
birders who come hoping to glimpse the montane
endemic Ceylon whistling-thrush in Horton
Plains National Park.
By noon it can be blazing hot and butterflies
such as the endemic Ceylon tiger, endemic
Ceylon treebrown and Indian fritillary (best seen
in the highlands) are in the air. Lucky visitors
having a picnic lunch by the Farr Inn Visitor
Centre have even seen a leopard here, hunting
the abundant sambar deer. Although leopard
sightings are increasing, visitors are more likely
to see the endemic Ceylon dusky squirrel,
endemic Layard’s striped squirrel, the endemic
‘bear monkey’ and the occasional sighting of a
stripe-necked mongoose and more rarely the
brown mongoose. The chevrotain (also called
mouse-deer) found here may well be a different
species to the yellow-striped chevrotain found in
the lowlands. It has an ‘aquatic escape’ behaviour
routine to escape predators and I have
photographed it swimming underwater to escape
a hunting brown mongoose.

The highland town of Nuwara Eliya is the
main gateway for most wildlife tourists in search
of Sri Lanka’s montane wildlife. The town is set
within a bowl and surrounded by cloud forest.
Leopards sneak down to within 15 minutes walk
from the town centre’s bustling market to spirit
away dogs. Victoria Park, in town, actually offers
the best chance for seeing Himalayan and other
Indian birds that winter here. These include the
pied thrush, Indian blue robin and Kashmir
flycatcher, the majority of the world’s population
of which winter in Sri Lanka.
The Elephant Nook Wetland at the edge of
the town’s main lake, Galway Forest National
Park and the Bomuralla Forest Reserve are
other sites within or at the edge of town.
Bomuralla is quite rich for birds as well as smaller
mammals and endemic dragon lizards. The
central montane sites are also good for endemic
lizards such as the black-lipped and rhino-horned
lizard. Quite rare now, perhaps due to global
warming, is the dwarf lizard. It has a prehensile
tail and unlike other lizards hatches its eggs
inside to give birth to live young. This could be to
counter sub-zero night-time temperatures which
could damage development in eggs.

Clockwise from left:
mouse deer; view from
World’s End, Horton
Plains; Indian brown
mongoose; leaf-nosed
lizard; Baker’s Falls,
Horton Plains NP

Contiguous with this park but accessed
differently (from multiple routes) is the Peak
Wilderness, which is centred around the sacred
Adam’s Peak or Samanala Kanda (literally
‘Butterfly Mountain’). There is access to the forest
on the pilgrim trails and it is easy to see montane
endemic birds including the yellow-eared bulbul,
dusky-blue flycatcher and Ceylon hill white-eye.
Usually accessed from the hill capital of Kandy is
another mysterious highland forest, the Knuckles
Wilderness, where rugged mountain peaks give
way to grassland on its northern slopes. This is
home to several endemic species. In Corbett’s Gap,
look on the ground for the endemic leaf-nosed
lizard and in the air for the Legge’s hawk-eagle.
There is a great diversity here, where each area
looks different scenically and has different plants
and animals.
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When to go: Year-round but the months from November
to April are likely to have the least amount of rain.
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Clockwise from here: a pod of sperm
whales, the creatures with the
largest brains on earth; whalewatching off Kalpitiya; the neonbright palette surgeonfish

The sea
shore. Swami Rock, overlooking the bay, is
the world’s best location for seeing blue
whales from the shore.
In March 2010 it was revealed that the
Kalpitiya Peninsula in the north west of the
island is among the world’s top sites for
seeing sperm whales. What’s now become
known as the ‘Sperm Whale Strip’ is just a
fifteen minute boat ride from shore.
Kalpitiya is also good for super-pods of
spinner dolphins that can number up to
2,000 individuals. Kalpitiya is also the best
location for Bryde’s whale.
Bear in mind that any of the 27 species of
cetaceans recorded could show up anywhere
in the whale watching triangle sites of
Kalpitiya, Mirissa and Trincomalee. In
addition to the species mentioned, other
dolphins most likely to be seen on a
commercial whale-watching trip include
short-finned pilot whales and rissos, as well
as bottlenose, pantropical spotted and
striped dolphins. Kalpitiya’s famed and
locally endangered ‘pink dolphins’ are a subspecies of the Indopacific humpback
dolphin. They are best seen near the mouth

© ALAMY, GEHAN DE SILVA W.

Amazingly, it was only in May 2008 that the
world discovered that the blue whale – until
then one of the most difficult wild animals
to see and photograph – could be easily seen
off Sri Lanka, with an ‘in-season’ encounter
rate of 90 per cent in most years.
The location for boarding a whalewatching boat in the south is Mirissa, close
to Dondra Head – where the continental
shelf pinches in as close as a few nautical
miles from shore. The world’s largest animal
is also seen in good numbers in the north
east from Trincomalee, where a deep
submarine canyon cuts in very close to the

Essential Sri Lanka
WHO: Georgina Gemmell,
Hotel naturalist
WHERE: Pigeon Island
With complex reef
ecosystems and unique
topography, the waters off
Trincomalee in the east are
rich indeed. Situated 1km
offshore, Pigeon Island National
Park offers the thrill of snorkelling
with sharks. One morning, I was at
the reef edge when a silhouette
materialised: the streamlined form
of a shark haloed by the sunlight.
In its wake was another, then
another: 12 in total and each one
with the classic wide-eyed gaze.
Black-tip reef sharks are harmless
but there’s no denying the rush of
swimming with these predators.
From February to April, the waters
here also play host to large
numbers of blue whales. I am
currently coordinating Wild Blue, a
pioneering public-science photo ID
project. It pioneers the use of
unique markings on the tails of
blue whales to unravel the secrets
of the species.
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Why Sri Lanka is the
to see this rarity
Blue whale bounty place

of the Puttalam Lagoon.
In August 2012, the story broke that Sri
Lanka offered the best chance of seeing a
super-pod of sperm whales on a commercial
whale-watch. Orcas have been filmed
attacking sperm whales off the south of Sri
Lanka, but orca sightings are rare – though
they are recorded almost every year, usually
in Kalpitiya. Following on from a publicity
blitz that began in May 2008, Sri Lanka has
made rapid progress to become a top whalewatching destination, with many operators
now offering boat trips. Around 800 species
of marine fish are also found in the waters
here, which strongly suggests that although
visibility is poor in the nutrient-rich waters,
species richness is definitely high.
When to go: Visit Mirissa and Kalpitiya from
December to mid-April. Trincomalee is best
explored from March to September, with the peak
of the season in March and April.

There are two key factors that
make Sri Lanka so good for
seeing whales and dolphins
(collectively cetaceans).
The first is abundant food
and the second is deep water
close to shore. The first key
factor, the availability of food,
is driven by the monsoons,
which contribute in two ways.
Firstly, they create upwellings,
churning nutrients on the sea
floor and bringing them up to
the surface. Secondly, the
monsoons wash a lot of
organic nutrients down the
105 river systems of an island
which is fairly ‘green’ – even in
the so-called ‘dry zone’. The
nutrients from both rainwater
runoff and upwellings cause
the phytoplankton to bloom,
spreading over a vast area of
the ocean so extensive that
they show up on remote
sensing satellites. This bloom
is fed on by zooplankton
including the tiny crustaceans
called krill that are the main
food source of the blue whale.
The second key factor is the
result of fortuitous oceanic
topography. Many continental
islands (Britain is an example)
are surrounded by shallow
seas. Even the blue whales
that will feed on the top 60m

of water seem to prefer
deeper water. Another factor
may be that the dynamics of
oceanography concentrate the
krill over deep canyons, as
they do in Trincomalee.
Mirissa, which is a seasonal
hot-spot for blue whales (from
December to mid-April) is
close to Dondra Head, where
the continental shelf is a few
nautical miles away. I have
often encountered blue whales
within 45 minutes of a whalewatch and on one occasion
enjoyed the sight of eight blue
whales simultaneously
‘blowing’ in my field of view.
Kalpitiya Peninsula benefits
from running parallel to the
continental shelf and the
resulting 400m isobath is only
15 minutes away by boat from

shore. It is best for sperm
whales and Bryde’s whales
although blues are also seen
here. Trincomalee has a deep
submarine canyon over which
krill appear to be
concentrated with both sperm
whales and blue whales being
seen. The year-round
availability of food may result
in some blue whales being
resident throughout the year
(although they may change
from the west to east coast as
the monsoons change) but the
majority seem to engage in an
east-west migration between
the Arabian Sea and the Bay of
Bengal, with arrivals and
departures past Mirissa
peaking in December (heading
east) and March to April
(heading west).
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Clockwise from here: spinner
dolphin; the eastern end of the
beach at Mirissa; a blue whale, the
world’s largest animal
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Among Sri Lanka’s abundant wildlife,
there are 10 animals you cannot miss

Toque macaque

Asian elephant

(Maccaca sinica)

(Elephas maximus)
Largely restricted these days to the dry
lowlands, the Asian elephant once
roamed all over the island. An
incredible fact to consider is that
5,000 of these animals share a
country with 20 million people in an
area half the size of England. The
conflict that inevitably arises between
elephants and humans is one of the most
publicly debated and emotive challenges
facing conservationists on the island.
Ill-planned policies, such as introducing
agricultural settlements into elephant country, have
not helped. From time to time, an elephant learns to bully and intimidate motorists on
public roads until it is rewarded with a treat to give way. One of my scariest moments
was when I was preoccupied with photographing butterflies at a famous bully’s corner.
The elephant arrived and brushed past me.
Spotting tip: ‘The Gathering’ (see p71) is an almost spiritual experience for some.
Sightings are guaranteed in Uda Walawe National Park. Keep your distance and take
time to watch the social interactions within family groups.
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Leopard (Panthera pardus kotiya)
The leopard is widespread on the island,
from the dry lowlands to the highlands. The
sub-species found in Sri Lanka is the largest
of nearly a dozen sub-species. It occupies
forests on the edge of the hill capital Kandy
and the highland town of Nuwara Eliya. Each
year, a park like Yala has one or two ‘made
for media’ cubs that are tolerant of vehicles.
They are very curious and will often come
right up to vehicles to apparently ‘people
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Sri Lanka’s toques are movie stars thanks
to research on them by Dr. Wolfgang
Dittus. They are scarcely found away
from riverine forest although their
numbers have exploded in the heavily
visited archaeological reserves where
they are fed by visitors. Research
indicates that the troops are formed on
matrilineal lines and so an alpha male
that is not very nice to the females may
not last long. Beta males who are more
chivalrous will receive moral support and
encouragement to combine forces with
other junior males in order to topple a
bullying alpha male. Toques show little
fear of people at sites where people give
them food, a sign of subordinacy.
Keep your distance.
Spotting tip: Head to Udawattakale
Forest near Kandy for the western race.
You’ll need to go to Hakgala Botanical
Gardens for the montane race. The dry
zone race has overrun the archaeological
sites in the North Central Province (for
example, Anuradhapura, Polonnaruwa
and Sigiriya).

watch’, ears and tails twitching with
excitement as they try to figure out why
you are trapped inside a cage on wheels.
Spotting tip: The encounter rate in Yala
can give a 90 per cent chance of success on
three game drives. Unfortunately, one of the
adverse effects of the boom in visitors
wanting to see leopards is that responsible
wildlife viewing has not been enforced
commensurately. If you’re looking for a
quieter alternative, try Wilpattu.
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Hanuman langur (Semnopithecus priam)
These elegant langurs are often seen in association with spotted deer.
Males have fearsome canines and even a hungry leopard treats them
with extreme care. I have even seen males drive off hunting jackals.
They are found mainly in the dry lowlands, although they can also be
found in low elevations in the drier aspects of the central mountains in
the east. The absence of sub-species that have adapted to the other
climatic zones on the island may be an indication that the Hanuman
langur arrived after a more recent period of glaciation. These langurs
form large troops, sometimes numbering close to 100.
Spotting tip: As with the toque, the archaeological sites in the North
Central Province (such as Anuradhapura, Polonnaruwa and Sigiriya)
are good locations. Other good places to see them are in the larger
national parks of the dry lowlands.

(Semnopithecus vetulus)
Found as four sub-species all over the
island, the western race (found even in
Colombo) is one of the most endangered
primates. Housing development has
removed tree cover which once formed
boundary lines – the result of which is

Sloth bear
(Melursus ursinus)
The sloth bear is confined to the dry
lowlands. This animal has taken a semispecialist evolutionary route; shedding its
front teeth to make it easier to vacuum
termites after it tears down the hard
termite mounds with its strong claws.
Sloth bears can inflict savage facial
injuries on forest villagers when both man
and beast are surprised in an unexpected
encounter. Mothers often have two cubs
that can at times be seen taking a piggyback ride on mum’s back. Wasgomuwa
National Park is reputed to have the
highest density of bears, but they are
largely nocturnal in all but Wilpattu and
Yala, which are heavily visited.
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Spotting tip: In June and July
the bears can be seen
gorging themselves on
ripening palu fruit
(Manilkara hexandra)
which leaves them
inebriated. The
advantage of
that is that
wobbly bears
are rather
easier to
photograph.
Yala and
Wilpattu offer
the best
chances of
seeing this
singular species.

Amazonia) how river systems separate subspecies of primates.
Spotting tip: The montane race known as
the bear monkey (which is very furry and
looks like a cuddly toy) is habituated at
Hakgala Botanical Gardens. The other races
visit jak trees in people’s gardens around the
country but they are very shy in forests.
Talangama is good for the western race.
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Purple-faced leaf
monkey

monkeys coming into conflict with home
owners because they tend to use tiles which
break easily instead of monkey-resilient
roofing sheets. The Kalu River acts as a
border for the western and southern races –
the latter recognisable for the white on
their thighs and legs, which make them look
rather like they’re wearing white shorts.
Alfred Russel Wallace, the father of modern
biogeography, was the first to note (in

Males have fearsome
canines and even
a leopard treats
them with care

Blue whale
(Balaenoptera musculus)
During the season, encounter rates are
good off Mirissa and Trincomalee. In
most years the encounter rate off
Mirissa is over 90 per cent, even higher
than the rate for spinner dolphins. This
makes the enormous blue whale –
which can be up to a huge 30m in
length – the most frequently
encountered species off Mirissa
followed by spinners: an incredible
statistic given that until the publicity
blitz of 2008, the blue whale was
considered one of the hardest animals
to see on the planet. Now used to boats,
blue whales can be curious,
approaching boats and diving under
them. Efforts are underway to educate
and regulate so that levels of
harassment from irresponsible whalewatching boats is reduced. Altogether,
about 10 different types of cetacean of
the 27 species recorded are reasonable
possibilities on whale-watching trips.
Spotting tip: The season to get the
high encounter rates mentioned above
is from December to mid-April, from
Mirissa. If good sightings are required,
give yourself the best chance by
booking at least three sailings.
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ONES TO WATCH
Sperm whale
(Physeter macrocephalus)
Intelligent, friendly and curious, these
elephants of the sea are sometime seen
in pods numbering more than 100. They
are the largest toothed whale and can
reach up to 20m in length. Capable of
diving to 3km for food, the sperm whale
is the deepest diving mammal. Kalpitiya
and Trincomalee have regular pods
which are at ease with fishing boats.
The breeding schools found in tropical
waters such as those off Sri Lanka are
comprised mainly of females and subadult males. Adult males live in higher
latitudes and their visits are greeted
with much excitement by females. Adult
females engage in spectacular
breaches and females of mixed ages
rush and nuzzle up to the male. If you
had to choose a reincarnation option
as a male, sperm whale may be a
good call.
Spotting tip: Kalpitiya is reliable for
sightings from February to mid-April.
Super-pods have been recorded from
Trincomalee as well as Mirissa.

Marsh (or mugger)
Crocodile
(Crocodylus palustris)
The second-largest terrestrial reptile is
widespread in the lowlands and
fortunately does not turn man-eater like
the similar looking estuarine or saltwater
crocodile. Village people often bathe
disconcertingly close to huge marsh
crocodiles, which can be more than four
metres in length. During the night,
crocodiles can travel fair distances
overland from one drying waterhole to
another, resulting in seasonal
concentrations. A leopard will be

extremely wary when drinking at a
waterhole as a crocodile is perfectly
capable of grabbing and drowning it. On
land, the two predators are evenly
matched when challenging each other
over a carcass, usually one a leopard is
returning to.
Spotting tip: Easily seen in the
waterholes of all the dry lowland national
parks. Buttuwa Wewa in Yala has the
largest seasonal concentrations in the
world at the peak of the dry season, in
August and
September.

Spinner dolphin
The spinner dolphin is the commonest cetacean,
in terms of numbers of individuals. It occurs
regularly in pods of over 500, off both Mirissa
and Kalpitiya. The latter is famed for super-pods
of spinners that sometimes number between
1,000 and 2,000. The spinning they are named for
may serve a variety of purposes, from parasite
removal to sexual fitness display to play. Unlike blue
whales, they are never seen with remora fish on their
upper surface. Spinners with remoras are only seen when they
spin, possibly in an attempt to dislodge the remora on the underside. They hunt using
sonar which they can turn off when another individual cuts across their path. Those
seen in-shore of the reef at Kalpitiya are resting or even sleeping on the move.
Spotting tip: Common off the whale watching triangle sites of Mirissa, Trincomalee and
Kalpitiya. The last is the best for a super-pod which could number up to 2,000
individuals. Go to Mirissa and Kalpitiya from December to mid-April and Trincomalee
from March to September. WT
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(Stenella longiostris)
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Here: two leopard cubs
play-fight, preparing for
adulthood. Below right: a
carefree sub-adult who still
relies on his mother to hunt
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The overwhelming success of leopard watching
tourism in Yala National Park has undoubtedly
created problems but it has also generated money
for conservation. Gehan de Silva Wijeyeratne
reports on a unique set of dilemmas

T

he leopards of Sri Lanka face
common issues over both
fragmentation and loss of
habitat. However, it’s the
country’s most famous
population – the leopards of
Yala National Park in the south eastern
dry lowlands – that are confronted
with the most complex and novel
situations, both good and bad.
Here, ancient farmland has become
grassland and a series of manmade
water holes has led to high populations
of spotted deer, which also happen to
be the main prey of Yala’s leopards. As
a result, the leopard population here is
dense. Compounding this situation in
the last few years is Yala’s entry into
the big game safari league table, with
added pressure from enthusiasts and
commercial tourism to maintain
the waterholes so that water is
provided throughout the
seasonal drought.
In the dry season, when a
thin film of powdery dust
cloaks everything, visitors are
now treated to the incongruous
sight of Department of Wildlife
Conservation (DWLC) water bowsers
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lumbering along the roads. They are
filling waterholes (some of which are
concrete-lined bowls) in the same way
water bowsers trundling along
London’s streets filling baskets of
flowers outside shops, offices and pubs
do. Thanks to this and the subsequent
abundance of prey, the leopard
population has increased dramatically.
These days, a Yala leopard’s biggest
threat is another leopard and I have
seen a sub-adult that had been killed
by the ‘territory holder’ here.
Sri Lanka’s leopard-centric tourism
marketing campaign began in 2001
and it changed everything. Leopards
graduated from being a graceful feline
loved by a handful of enthusiasts to a
commercial product and revenue
stream. The boom that followed is
nowhere more in evidence today than
on the main access road to Yala from
Palatupana during the high season.
Confronted with a convoy of vehicles
thundering through the park in
single-minded pursuit of leopards, a
cloud of dust in their wake, is quite an
intimidating sight. The quest turns into
a high-speed scrum when mobile
phone calls and texts urgently summon
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Clockwise from here: a male on the
Gonalabbe Plain in Yala; one of the
‘made-for-media’ leopards that
helped launch the boom; a cub
risks a lone visit to a waterhole

Sri Lanka’s leopards in detail
Sub-species
The Sri Lankan leopard
(Panthera pardus kotiya)
is one of around 10 to 12
recognised sub-species of
leopards in the world,
which have a wide
distribution across Africa
and Asia and live in
desert, savannah, thorn
scrub, lowland and
montane rainforests.
Islands are known for
examples of dwarfism and
gigantism and the Sri
Lanka leopard is an
example of the latter as it
is the largest of the
leopard sub-species.

Clockwise from
above: XXXX
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NEIGHBOURS LONG IN
TOOTH AND CLAW HAVE
LONG BEEN A PROBLEM
FOR SRI LANKANS
Samarasinha (later tragically killed in a car
accident) and his partners, fellow Sri Lankan
Anjali Watson and her Canadian husband
Andrew Kittle. Watson and Kittle have since
gone on to assess the impacts of habitat loss
and fragmentation in smaller Sri Lankan
forests, working through their charity, the
Wilderness and Wildlife Conservation Trust
(www.wwct.org).

SPREAD THE WEALTH
Other measures not yet in place could
mitigate the effects of the leopard tourism
boom. One key step would be to dilute visitor
numbers by developing more of the 1,500
square kilometre Yala Protected Area
Complex (YPAC), which comprises of two
national parks, reserves and strict nature
reserves. At present, visitors are concentrated
into less than 10 per cent of the YPAC in the
140 square kilometres of Yala Block 1.
Wider access is being blocked by those
who believe that conservation means closing
off areas or discouraging access by limiting
visitor infrastructure to other areas – though

of course this gives loggers and poachers free
reign. In fact, spreading visitors out would
mean vigilant eyes and ears in areas that
could be vulnerable to both. Leopard
poaching is an issue, although is not yet
severe as it has so far been opportunistic and
is not run by organised gangs. For many
years Watson and Kittle have been working
to raise awareness of confiscation of skins by
the DWLC.
What remains a much bigger problem in
border areas than poaching, however, is
conflict with livestock and people. Young
leopards are forced to move out in search of
territory, bringing them into conflict with
humans – particularly owners of small
holdings of cattle and other livestock on the
outskirts of the park. It’s a similar story for
the hill country leopards around Kandy and
in the highlands, which is now the research
focus of Watson and Kittle.
Neighbours long in tooth and claw have
long been a problem for Sri Lankans. As a
child I used to visit the highlands with my
father and listen with fascination as
bungalow keepers recited well-honed stories,
told with great panache and drama, of how
the leopard in the surrounding forest came
and took the dog away, but left the sleeping
child unharmed. I still saw no shame in
keeping the windows closed while I slept.
These tales persist all over the island in

Prey
In Sri Lanka’s dry
lowlands where spotted
deer are abundant, this is
the preferred prey. In
Horton Plains National
Park where sambar (a
large deer) are found, the
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vehicles after a sighting. Ironically, a
speeding vehicle has recently knocked down
and killed a young leopard. That said, it is
often people rather than leopards that are
disturbed by this lack of decorum: I have
witnessed a young male falling asleep atop
Kotigala (Leopard Rock), oblivious to the
vehicles milling and thronging and arguing
for an extra inch of tyre space to get a better
picture below him.
Back in 2001, I played a pivotal role in
publicising leopards with Jetwing, one of the
three biggest tourism brands in Sri Lanka.
Along with Chitral Jayathilake of John Keels
Hotels (another of the ‘big three’) and a host
of other smaller tourism companies (such as
Eco Team) these companies took the unusual
step of filling the role normally taken by
conservation NGOs in the west. Since then,
they have initiated research and conservation
projects to complement their mainstream
business, a practice which continues today.
While the increase in tourism has garnered
some negative publicity, the net result is
almost certainly beneficial to the leopards –
with some of the money made going into
research and conservation, and all the
attention raising the animal’s profile.
In 2001, the Jetwing Research Initiative
supported three leopard researchers at the
Yala Safari Game Lodge (later destroyed in
the December 2004 tsunami): Ravi

Size
The head to body length
of a female is around one
metre, while a male is on
average 1.27m. Females
tip the scales at around
30kg and males around
56kg. However, in his
Manual of the Mammals
of Ceylon, W.W.A. Phillips
recorded that a very large
male weighing
approximately 77kg was
shot in the Southern
Province in 1929.

leopard has adapted
successfully to
making it their
preferred prey
– and even
though a stag
could easily kill
a leopard. In
lowland
rainforests, the
leopards are
forced to seek a
variety of small
prey as food instead.
Cubs
Litter sizes vary from one
to three, although two
cubs are typical. At
around 18 months, the
male cub has reached the
size of the mother. Most
daytime sightings of what
looks like a ‘couple’ is
actually a mother and a
male sub-adult. Female
cubs usually adopt a
territory close to the
mother while male cubs
usually move further
away. This reduces the
risk of in-breeding.
Territory sizes
Block 1 in Yala National
Park is believed to have
the highest density of
leopards in the world.
Here, the territory size of
a female leopard could be
as small as four to six
square kilometres, while a
male’s territory may be
four to five times that and

estates neighbouring the highland forests.
In 2003, naturalist Lal de Silva told me
how leopards had taken his dogs within 15
minutes of the highland city of Nuwara
Eliya. I have explored the cloud forest
trails above St Andrews Hotel with de Silva
and seen signs of leopards within earshot
of the laughter of children drifting in the
mountain breeze from the school below.
An innovative solution to the cattle
conflict problem was initiated in 2006 by
the late Samarasinha, Darrel
Bartholomeusz and Shirom Kulatunge on
the outskirts of Yala. The idea was simple:

encompass the territories
of four or five females.
Threats
The key threats are loss
and fragmentation of
forest cover, which brings
leopards into conflict with
people as they turn to
predating on livestock
and pet animals.
Disturbance from tourism
has received wide
publicity, but the leopard
is more likely to be a net
beneficiary from the
attention and money
generated by it.
How many
leopards are
there?
No one knows because no
proper census has ever
been carried out. Some
loose estimates place the
figure at around 500
individuals.

donate metal cattle pens to local villagers.
The leopard is a highly intelligent predator
with a devastating reputation for getting
past defences. As a result, angry livestock
holders resort to poisoning or shooting
them. But if the cattle could be kept safe at
night, literally behind bars, then the
leopards would be thwarted. In early
2013, the cattle pen project received a
huge injection of cash and publicity from
John Keels Hotels and their property
Cinnamon Wild Yala. Chitral Jayathilake,
who leads the Cinnamon Nature Trails
team, told me they that so far in 2013 they
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have already distributed 33 of the 40
planned cattle pens, budgeted at Rs 4 million
(around £20,000).
One hopes that Sri Lankans will accept
leopards in the way the people of Mumbai
have – with leopards in public spaces
watching nonchalantly as people pass by. But
as leopards clash with people, reports of
them being killed in traps increase. A
distressing call I received in 2009 was from
one of the guides in Sinharaja – reporting a
‘black leopard’ that had died in a trap.
Some conservationists are worried that the
rise in pressure where leopards and people
live side by side could lead to attacks on
people. So far, the infamous man-eater of
Punanai in 1924 has been the only
documented instance. However, in July 2011,
things took a tragic and dramatic turn when
a woman on the Pada Yatra (an annual
pilgrimage on foot that by special permission
is allowed through Yala) was attacked and
killed by a leopard near the Menik river. Had
the leopard been baited with food by
visitors? Or had it had acquired a taste for
human flesh after scavenging on pilgrims
that had not been properly buried? Theories
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THE RISE IN PRESSURE
WHERE LEOPARDS AND
PEOPLE LIVE SIDE BY
SIDE COULD LEAD TO
ATTACKS ON PEOPLE
and allegations abounded. Conservationist
Rukshan Jayewardene, who interviewed
many people after this incident, told me he
was disturbed by witness accounts stating
that the leopard had been unwilling to
relinquish its ‘kill’. This behaviour didn’t fit

the usual pattern of an attack made in
self-defence by a surprised leopard.
Fortunately, no human kills have since been
reported.
Despite the high profile of leopards in Sri
Lanka, surprisingly little field work has been
published about their behaviour and ecology
and there has been no study using radio
collars. Even their island-wide population
lacks a credible estimate given the absence of
census work. The late Samarasinha’s photo
identification work showed an average
density of one leopard per square kilometre
in some specific areas of Yala Block 1.
However, this density is contested by Watson
and Kittle, who believe it to be less. Perhaps
a better quantitative answer will arise from a
project launched in 2013 in Yala Block 1 by
the Cinnamon Wild Natures Trails, in
conjunction with the Environmental
Foundation Ltd. They have installed 24
camera traps to identify leopards individually
and estimate population densities.
Much remains to be learnt about this
charismatic predator, but as competing
pressures for land escalate from a growing
population and economy, time might be WT
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Here: a cub plays with a
pangolin, normally a very
difficult mammal to see;
snoozing in the shade

