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Villages in, elephants out!

Story and pix by Nimashi Amaleeta

Upon receiving an invitation from the Sri Lanka Wildlife

Conservation Society (SLWCS) — a Non-Governmental Organisation,
which was extended exclusively for The Nation, to assess projects
hosted by them in the Wasgamuwa area, | was apprehensive as |

had little knowledge of the organisation’s agenda and also, was not
keen to attend the event unaccompanied. On the other hand, views of
a certain well-known environmentalist contributed to my hesitation.

However, it was that unsolicited advice from the environmentalist, who interestingly, had neither associated
with the NGO personnel nor witnessed their projects that provided me with the necessary nudge to embark on
the quest.

The critic proved to be more wrong than right. The projects | witnessed were indeed commendable.

What is SLWCS?

The SLWCS is a US based organisation welded with the desire to preserve and conserve biodiversity of Sri Lanka.
It was initiated as an NGO in 1997 and registered as a Voluntary Social Service Organisation with the

Social Services Ministry in Sri Lanka in 2003. So far, the SLWCS has taken on many initiatives, but the

project Saving Elephants by Helping People (SEHP) is of particular interest to me.

“Basically, our idea is to fence villages in and elephants out,” says the Society’s Operations Director

Chandeep Corea. This concept is somewhat different to what was adopted by the Wildlife Conservation
Department (DWC). They fence around National Parks to confine elephants to the Park. However,

scientific research carried out by Dr. Prithiviraj Fernando and the likeminded have revealed that 70% of

an elephant’s range falls outside the Park. “Therefore, to comply with this understanding we adopted the
concept of fencing on eco-social boundaries, as opposed to the Park administrative boundaries,” explains Corea.
An eco-social boundary falls on the transition areas between natural forests and the built-in agricultural
complexes. Such boundaries border the village rather than the Park.

The project

“We had two pilot sites for this fencing programme. We selected the villages Weheragala and Pussellaya in
the Wasgamuwa area in 1997 and 2002 respectively,” say Project Manager Chinthaka Weerasingha and
Operation Research Assistant Upul Karunasingha. This project is unique as it empowers rural communities
while balancing ecosystem protection with economic development.

Immediately following the erection of the fences, the villagers saw the many benefits available for them. “They
are grateful for the fences. They have now formed a ‘Fence Committee,” which is charged with the duty of
cleaning and maintaining the fences regularly,” adds Karunasingha. Interestingly, prior to the erection of the
fence, each family had to spend Rs. 6800 on average, per annum, to keep elephants from entering the
villages. This cost accounted for the purchasing of crackers, kerosene, etc., to deter the elephants. Following
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