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Abstract

For the past two millennia, direct and indirect effects
of anthropogenic activity have caused major
fluctuations of elephant populations in Sri Lanka.
Currently, the primary challenge to elephant
conservation is the human-elephant conflict caused by
widespread conversion and fragmentation of elephant
habitat. Contemporary management practices to
mitigate the conflict are based on the premise that
lephants should be restricted to protected areas. Over
the past several decades, the policy has been to drive
large numbers of elephants or translocate individual
animals from areas slated for development, into
relatively small, protected areasand erecting electric
fences along protected area boundaries to confine them.
The success of this approach in mitigating the human-
elephant conflict has been limited, especially since the
practice of the policy has been piecemeal. Moreover,
this approach disregards the ecological needs of
‘elephants, endangering their long-term survival in Sri
Lanka. Here, we recommend an elephant conservation
and management strategy with a long-term vision,
based on a landscape approach that meets the ecological
needs of elephants. Our recommendations are based on
field research elephant ranging patterns, habitat use,
social organization, genetics, and human-elephant
conflict; thus it has empirical, scientific underpinnings.

Introduction

Given the extent of ranging of elephants, the success of
such a strategy would be dependant on a landscape
approach where sufficiently large areas are taken into
consideration in land-use zoning, with targeted
population levels and specific management objectives
and mechanisms to achieve them. In Sri Lanka, faunal
management, and especially that of elephants, has been
the exclusive preserve of the Department of Wildlife
Conservation. However, large areas of land are
designated as ‘Forest Reserves’ under the jurisdiction
of the Forest Department, many of which support
elephants. Successful management of wild elephants
cannot be practiced without consideration of these areas.
A management plan for elephants, needs to address
land use over all habitat occupied by elephants and
cannot be limited to areas under the jurisdiction of the
Department of Wildlife Conservation.

Conclusion

The future conservation of the Asian elephant, will
depend on the study of its ecology, behavior, resource
and habitat utilization, and use of this information to
develop management strategies and to monitor effects
of management actions on elephants. Such an approach
will enable the modification and development of
management measures to maximize their effectiveness

and minimize detrimental consequences. Conservation
of elephants in the present socio-economic, cultural, and
political context of Asia poses a major challenge to
wildlife managers, conservationists, and scientists.
However, it is not too late to ensure the survival of the
Asian elephant, which can be achieved by management
of elephants and their habitat on a sound scientific basis.
Given the close association of Asian cultures with
elephants, and the commitment to the conservation of
elephants in the region, an optimistic outlook for the
future of the Asian elephant as a free ranging species
can yet be maintained.
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